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Chapter 1

 

Jeia jostled and shoved past her fellow naked, stinking humans to strain for a glimpse through the bars of their cage. When they had come through the gates of the city, and their captors had forced them into the cage, it had been too dark to see. Jeia suspected the darkness had been something other than natural, some filthy elven magic affecting only them, because their captors hadn’t seemed to have any problem navigating even while Jeia and the others tripped over their own feet.

Now it was daylight. The trees stretched almost higher than Jeia could see, the leaves glittering green-gold in the early morning sun. They were in some kind of central square, paved with shimmering white stones. Five elves stood outside the cage: four guards standing at attention, and a fifth in a gaudy feathered coat who kept calling out to passersby to encourage them to examine his wares. Or that was what she thought he was saying. She didn’t speak their language.

All around them, buildings rose high above their heads only to be dwarfed by the trees. Their shapes were all twists and curls, built of by wood that couldn’t possibly have been carved like that, not all of a piece as these buildings seemed to be. The tree they came from would have had to be even bigger than the ones surrounding them, and Jeia’s imagination failed at the thought.

Then the walls of one of the buildings undulated. A twig above an arched doorway waved in the breeze, fresh leaves sprouting off its end. If Jeia squinted, she could see amber lines running through the walls, catching the sunlight to make it look as though each building were drizzled with gold. Sap—fresh sap, flowing sap. The buildings were alive.

She spat at her feet. Filthy elven magic.

The man next to her glared at her. “Watch where you aim that.” His voice was rough from screaming. Jeia was pretty sure he’d been the one who had tried to escape the night after she’d been captured. The elves had beaten him until both his arms were broken. And they’d done it without laying a finger on him. The cowards.

“Like it makes a difference,” said Jeia, and spat again to prove it. “We’re all sticky with our own piss and shit—what difference does a little spit make?” For creatures with such a reputation for being fastidious, the elves hadn’t shown much concern for keeping their captives clean.

A pair of elves walked by, staring up at the cage curiously. Jeia bared her teeth at them. She grabbed hold of the bars, then jerked back sharply, nearly letting go in surprise. She had assumed the gray bars were metal, but they were rough with bark. They were made of the same living wood.

She recovered quickly, and tightened her fingers around them, trying to snap them in two. If they were wood, they could break. But the cage held fast. She let out a yell of frustration as she shook the bars. The elven couple drew back with expressions of mingled fear and disgust, murmuring words she didn’t understand. She had always thought the elven language sounded like someone trying to speak underwater.

The man next to her shot her a warning look. “Don’t,” he said. “If you look weak and pliable enough, you might get easy household service, if the right buyer comes along. If you look strong and defiant, you go to fuel their magic.”

“Full of life force,” someone else confirmed from Jeia’s other side. “That’s what their wizard types look for. And the ones who want someone to scrub their floors or serve their food don’t want someone who looks hard to break.”

Jeia raised an eyebrow. “Fuel their magic? Sounds like a campfire tale to me.”

The man who had spoken last let out a harsh laugh. “You don’t believe all those stories about how the elves get their magic from living in peace and harmony with the earth, do you?”

“All that power’s got to come from somewhere,” a woman’s raspy voice cut in from somewhere behind Jeia.

Several more people laughed. Jeia squirmed, getting the uncomfortable sense that she was the butt of the joke. She took another look out at the city, focusing on the activity on the streets this time, and not the strange wooden buildings.

A cart glided down the street without wheels, like it was pushed by an invisible wind. No one seemed to be guiding it. A flower-seller planted a row of seeds in ceramic bowls, then sat back and watched as the seeds sprouted into fully grown flowering bushes in the space of a breath. An eerily elegant dog, white as snow and thinner than Jeia’s forearm, raced down the street, only to stop short with a yelp as a flash of amber light exploded inches from its nose. A second later, its owner appeared to scold it, then led it away with a loop of rope that wasn’t rope. It was translucent, and seemed to be made of the very same amber light.

Magic. Jeia shivered.

“I’ve seen them, you know,” said the woman with the raspy voice. “The places where they take the humans they use to fuel their magic. They do it with pain. They beat you until you scream, and that’s how they get their power. They’ve got tortures you couldn’t imagine. They’ll keep a person alive for a decade like that, maybe two. They get more power off them that way.”

A man near the edge of the cage guffawed. “You haven’t seen a thing, old woman. I heard how it works from my grandfather, who fought in the first elven war. Now he’s seen some things. He says they do it by draining the blood out of you, little by little. A thimbleful at a time. They want to keep you alive, see. They strap you down and gag you so you can’t move and can’t scream. No matter how little they take, it’s more painful than any wound any of us has ever felt. He says the screams still haunt him.”

“Old woman?” the raspy-voiced woman demanded. “I’ve seen more battles than you, I’ll wager, and probably more than your grandpa, too. He was telling you tales.”

“Oh, and you’re not?”

Jeia let them argue. She peered through the bars, her hands still wrapped around the sturdy wood. Most of the elves passed by the cage without so much as a second glance. Apparently the sight of a batch of freshly captured human soldiers for sale was a commonplace sight here in their city. But one woman, with a haughty smile and long black hair that fell to her ankles, made a sharp turn to approach the cage.

The two elves flanking her scrambled to catch up with her. They were watching matching purple-and-gold outfits—uniforms, they looked like, which made them her servants, and her some kind of elven noble. Only those at the very top of elven society had elves for servants. The others made do with humans, or with none at all.

All around Jeia, murmurs filled the cage.

“She’d make a good master, if we’ve got to have some master or other.”

“Probably feed us well. Bread every day.”

“Bread? From the looks of her, we’d get meat. Good meat.”

“Elves don’t eat meat, you nitwit.”

“Well, carrots then. I’d kill for a carrot right about now.”

Jeia scowled. “What’s wrong with you? Have you all just given up?” They had all been proud soldiers a few days ago, ready to fight to the death. Now they were ready to bow their heads for a bite of carrot? What was wrong with them?

Although a carrot did sound like heaven right about now. Her stomach growled.

But the others all bowed their heads, hunched their soldiers, did their best to put on an air of weakness. One got down on his knees and let out a heartbroken sob. Another sagged against the bars like he had lost all his strength. They didn’t look like soldiers anymore. They looked like sad, broken prisoners.

Jeia made a noise of disgust deep in her throat. She stayed where she was, hands wrapped around the bars, glaring out at the elven lady and her entourage.

The lady came almost close enough to the cage for Jeia to touch. A pity she didn’t come any closer, or Jeia might have been tempted to grab hold of one of those pointy ears and give it a good yank. The servants seemed to know what she was thinking, because they watched her warily—the only defiant soldier in a cage full of weaklings.

The lady narrowed her eyes as she stared into the cage. She showed no shame as her eyes traveled over them, taking in their filthy and wounded bodies. She had the disinterested gaze of someone comparing two ripe fruits at the market. She looked Jeia up and down, lip curling as her eyes lit on an old scar that ran up and down one thigh.

“I got that fighting one of you, I’ll have you know,” Jeia snarled. “Only one of us walked away from that fight. I’ll give you a hint—it’s the one talking to you now.”

The lady gave no sign that she had understood, or even heard. She said something to one of her servants in her own gurgling language. Her servant shook his head, looking wary.

The man next to Jeia tugged at her arm. “Don’t do this,” he whispered. “We’ve got to make the best of this. Stay alive. We play our cards right, we might be able to escape. This isn’t the time for defiance.”

When Jeia had been captured, she had been trying to pull human children out of a building the elves had filled with some noxious magical cloud. The families had taken refuge in the building when the elven army had come. The elves hadn’t come in after them—they had watched from a distance and let their magic do the work.

The families had shoved their children at Jeia, knowing she couldn’t save everyone, choosing to save their little ones instead of themselves. The parents had tried to hold their breath against the gas as long as they could, but soon enough they were coughing up gouts of blood, dying in front of the children they were trying to save. Jeia had shielded the children’s eyes as best she could while trying not to breathe. She could hold her breath longer than the children could. She had gotten only two out alive.

She would not debase herself for the ones who had done that.

She reared back and spat through the bars. A gleaming glob of saliva landed on the purple brooch at the elven lady’s neck.

The man next to her shook his head slowly. “If you’re hell-bent on getting yourself killed,” he said, voice heavy with sorrow, “I can’t stop you.”

The elven lady froze. Only her eyes moved as they snapped to Jeia’s, holding Jeia in her penetrating violet gaze.

Then she looked away. She barked something at her servants. Orders for Jeia’s execution, most likely. Well, at least that meant Jeia wouldn’t be fueling the elves’ magic.

Both her servants shook their heads. They let out streams of gurgling words, cutting each other off in their hurry to speak.

The lady repeated her words. Jeia didn’t know what she had said, but she knew an order when she heard one.

So did the servants. One stepped back with a reluctant nod. The other spoke to the elven merchant.

Gold coins exchanged hands. The cage door opened. So this lady was paying to for the privilege of killing her. Jeia lifted her chin, feeling strangely proud. She’d take that over begging on her knees for a bite of carrot any day.

As one of the cage guards hauled her out, a string of glittering amber light appeared in the air. It wrapped itself around Jeia’s wrists all on its own, sparking where it touched. She pulled instinctively against it, but although she could see through the unnatural rope, it held firm. As firm as the bars of the cage.

Well, so much for aiming a good punch. She kicked out at the elven lady instead.

The lady dodged nimbly aside. Her sharp face curved in a sharper smile.

Then, with a thick and liquid accent, she spoke the language of Jeia’s birth. “Your companions are weak,” she said. “Weakness bores me. I desire the challenge of breaking you.”


 

Chapter 2

 

Jeia didn’t notice the mansion until they were practically on top of it. The dark wood twined through the trees until it looked like it belonged, thin strands of wood curled tightly around each other, like a tangle of brush that stretched into the clouds, like saplings braided together in an intricate pattern. This was not the unbroken sap-filled wooden walls of the city. This was a woven masterpiece.
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