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​Chapter 1 – The Cursed One


The forest swallowed me like a living thing, roots clawing at my bare feet, branches scraping my arms, thorns snagging the hem of my skirts. My breath came in jagged bursts, my heart a frantic drum in my chest. I ran, even as the magic inside me flared, a violet pulse beneath my skin that made the hairs on my arms stand on end.

I had been a healer once, revered and safe among the coven. My touch had soothed fevers, drawn pain from broken bones, coaxed life back into withering forms. Now, I was a monster. A cursed girl who could kill as easily as she healed. My gift had twisted, my magic sharp as glass, dangerous to everything it touched.

Behind me, the wind carried sounds that should have been faint but were impossibly close the crunch of leaves, the snap of branches, voices sharp with accusation. Hunters. Not beasts. Humans. My sisters of the coven, their torches painting the night with firelight, their voices like knives.

“Find her!”

“Bind her!”

“Burn her!”

I stumbled into a shallow ravine, falling to my knees on the moss-slick stones. My hands shook as I pressed them to the earth, trying to draw strength from the soil, from the roots and rocks, anything solid beneath my skin. “Please... just let me live,” I whispered, voice trembling. “I don’t want to hurt anyone else.”

And then I saw them.

Two figures emerged from the shadows, impossibly large, their skin shades of green that shimmered in the moonlight. Muscles coiled beneath scarred flesh, tusks gleaming pale and sharp. The first stepped forward, black hair thick and braided, long enough to brush his shoulders, his chest bare and mapped with scars like a history written in violence. The other’s hair tumbled loose over his back, lighter green skin glowing slightly in the moonlight, golden eyes fixed on me with wicked amusement.

“She reeks of magic,” the scarred one growled, voice low and dangerous.

Kaelen—lighter one—leaned back slightly, golden eyes glinting. “She reeks of trouble. I like it.”

I froze, heart hammering. “I—I’m not your enemy,” I stammered, though my voice sounded small in the vast clearing.

They exchanged a glance, silent words passing between them that made the hair on my arms stand on end. Every instinct screamed that my fate was no longer in my hands.

“You’re dangerous,” Durok—the scarred one—spoke again. “You’ll draw hunters here. We should kill you now.”

A cold thrill ran through me, part terror, part something else I wasn’t ready to name. “Do it. I’m already cursed. I won’t beg.”

Kaelen’s chuckle was soft, dark, teasing. “Cursed? Maybe. Or maybe... irresistible.”

My cheeks flushed. I looked away, trying to steady my breathing, but his golden gaze caught mine, daring me to respond. Durok’s dark eyes narrowed, sharp as blades. He studied me in silence, measuring, calculating.

“You will come with us,” he said finally. “Alive. For now.”

I swallowed hard, my body tense with fear, and something else—a pulse of heat that made my skin tingle where his eyes lingered. I followed, keeping my hands close to my chest, my shoulders stiff.

The forest around us seemed to close in as we moved. Durok led the way with precise, deliberate steps, every movement controlled, every glance scanning for threats. Kaelen flitted at my side, easy, almost feline, and I found myself flinching at the casual brush of his hand against mine. It was accidental, I told myself, yet my pulse betrayed me.

“You humans are fragile,” Durok said finally, not looking at me. “Your kind cannot survive the wilds alone.”

“I’m not fragile,” I muttered, voice sharper than I meant. My fingers twitched with the urge to summon magic, though I dared not. The last flare had almost killed me.

Kaelen’s grin widened. “You’re feisty. I like that. Makes things... interesting.”

I resisted the urge to snap at him, though my heart thumped erratically. Interesting. Dangerous. Irritating. All words that should not make a woman’s stomach twist like that, yet it did.

The valley revealed itself only when the trees parted: tents and stone hearths, smoke curling into the sky, orc eyes glittering in torchlight. Whispers followed me as we entered:

“A human?”

“Witch-blooded.”

“She’ll bring ruin.”

I tried to keep my shoulders squared, but the weight of their gazes pressed against me like gravity.

A woman stepped forward, older, her silver hair streaked with black, tusks adorned with golden rings. Her amber eyes burned into me. “Why bring her here, Durok?”

“She’s dangerous,” he said flatly.

“She’s fascinating,” Kaelen countered with a smirk that made my stomach twist and my pulse skip.

The elder’s gaze swept over me. “Danger and fascination are often the same thing.”

They gave me a hut. Not freedom, not welcome but shelter. My pulse raced as I touched the furs, inhaling smoke and earth, hearing the low murmur of the orc camp outside. And then I realized: I wasn’t just being watched for safety. They were studying me. Feeling me. Something coiled in the space between us, a thread of tension that made my pulse heat.

I sank onto the furs, chest heaving. My fingers idly traced the beads in my hair, bracelets on my wrists, trying to find normalcy in the chaos. I could feel the heat of them still lingering - Durok’s silent, pressing weight of attention, Kaelen’s playful, teasing closeness. I wasn’t ready to admit it, but something had shifted. I had stepped into their world, and it already had a hold on me.

A flicker of desire, brief and confusing, sparked at the corner of my thoughts. I pushed it away, telling myself it was only fear, only adrenaline. But I knew, with a sinking certainty, that I would never be entirely safe around them. Not because of the forest, or the hunters, or the curse. But because of the men themselves.

The night stretched on, dark and alive. I lay on the furs, listening to the crackle of fire and the muted whispers outside. Safe or captive it didn’t matter. They had claimed me already.

And deep in my chest, a part of me realized I wouldn’t fight it. Not entirely.
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​Chapter 2 – Brothers at Odds
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The forest pressed close around the clearing, a cathedral of dark trunks and veils of mist. Moonlight threaded through the canopy in narrow shafts, painting silver paths on moss and damp earth. The air itself hummed faintly with magic, a living current that prickled against Kiora’s skin. She tried to steady her breath, but every inhale brought her the sharp green tang of leaves, the damp musk of soil, the metallic bite of danger.

Her hollow the tiny crevice of roots and stone where she’d hidden was no refuge now. Durok’s rough hand had wrenched her out with ease, dragging her into the open. He towered above her, scarred tusks glinting faintly in the moonlight, his massive shoulders shadowed and immovable like a cliff-face. Beside him, Kaelen moved differently graceful where Durok was blunt, polished tusks capped with bone charms that clinked faintly when he tilted his head. Where one brother was storm, the other was quicksilver.

Kiora staggered upright, clutching the folds of her torn skirts. The layered necklaces across her chest clicked against one another, an accidental music that betrayed her shaking hands. She smoothed the fabric down over her hips, willing herself not to shrink under the twin weight of their gazes. Her curves, normally wrapped in bright fabrics that celebrated them, now felt exposed, vulnerable yet rooted. She would not disappear into herself. Not for them.

Durok’s growl was low and guttural, like the crack of distant thunder.

“She’s human. And she bleeds. You know what happens when you let one of them live.” His dark eyes flicked over her, then narrowed, distrust etched deep into every scar across his cheek.

Kaelen chuckled, a sound too smooth for the danger in it. “Always so grim, brother. You’d think every human girl carried a knife beneath her tongue.” He leaned in, circling Kiora slowly, deliberately. His eyes raked over her skirts, her throat, the trembling line of her mouth. “This one looks more likely to sing than to stab.”

Kiora stiffened, tracking him with her gaze, but refused to step back. If she gave an inch, she knew Kaelen would take a mile and Durok would see only weakness.

“She’s a liability,” Durok said flatly. “The hunters still breathe our trail. A bleeding human will draw them faster.” He spat into the moss, a dark smear against silver-green.

Kaelen tilted his head, flashing her a sharp smile. “And yet here she stands in a hollow where no hunter thought to look. Perhaps fortune likes her.” His gaze lingered on the layered jewelry at her chest. “Or perhaps she has more than luck keeping her alive.”

Kiora swallowed, her throat dry. The truth clawed to her lips before she could stop it. “I kept myself alive.” Her voice shook, but steadied with each word. She lifted her palm, where the wound from earlier had begun to close not fully, but enough to show. A faint shimmer, pale as starlight, rippled across her skin. The cut tightened, knitting slowly before their eyes.

The forest itself seemed to hush. Even the mist held still.

Kaelen let out a low whistle. “Now that is interesting.”

Durok’s snarl was immediate. He stepped forward, the weight of him a wall. “Magic. Dangerous.”

“She healed herself,” Kaelen countered, eyes gleaming as though he’d just unearthed treasure. “Dangerous, yes. But useful.” He glanced at Kiora, bold as fire. “Tell me, songbird what else can you do?”

Kiora’s pulse hammered, but she straightened further, pressing her heels into the moss as if to root herself. Her body carried her truth broad hips, full chest, the soft strength of her arms. She had learned long ago to find steadiness there when the world tilted. “Enough to keep myself breathing,” she said. “And enough to stop anyone who tries to end that.”

Kaelen’s grin spread, tusks gleaming. “Oh, I like her.”

Durok’s hand tightened on the hilt of his blade. His eyes slid to the shadows at the edge of the clearing, where faint rustles stirred the underbrush. A hunter’s branch snap, too sharp, too intentional. His jaw clenched. “The enemy lingers. She’ll cost us all if we carry her.”

Kaelen leaned close enough that Kiora caught the heat of his breath, the earthy spice of him. “Or save us all, brother. If you weren’t so afraid of what a woman might do.”

The barb struck, sharp as an arrow. Durok’s gaze darkened, and for a moment the brothers’ tension crackled hotter than the magic in the air.

From the shadows, another presence shifted. Elder Shorra. The old orc’s silhouette appeared at the edge of the firelight, her staff carved with runes that glowed faintly blue. She did not speak, but her watchful eyes pinned them all in place. She was weighing, judging, deciding without words.

Kiora’s heart thudded painfully in her chest. She could not read Shorra’s silence, could not guess whether the elder saw her as salvation or threat. All she knew was that if they chose wrong, she would die here in the moss and mist, a forgotten body beneath the trees.

So she lifted her chin, let her necklaces chime softly as she steadied her breath, and looked between the brothers. “You can argue over me all night,” she said, surprising even herself with the steel in her tone. “But I’m not going quietly. Not to hunters. Not to either of you.”

The forest stirred again mist curling, moonlight shifting like a blade across her face. Somewhere beyond the clearing, another branch cracked. The hunters were still close.

The three of them stood locked in that charged moment:

Durok, all scars and suspicion, hand on his blade.

Kaelen, all grin and hunger, leaning too close with glittering eyes.

And Kiora, trembling but rooted, curves grounded in the silver-lit moss, her magic still pulsing faintly in her palm.

Elder Shorra watched, silent as stone, letting the forest decide whether this night would end in blood or in fire.

The forest felt smaller with the two orc brothers circling her, their shadows stretching long across the mist-lit clearing. Moonlight gleamed on Durok’s scarred arms, the lines of old battles etched like runes into his skin. His tusks caught the glow faintly, jagged and unadorned, brutal as his scowl.

By contrast, Kaelen was polished danger his tusks capped in smooth bone charms, braids threaded with bits of polished shell and silver. Where Durok bristled, Kaelen lounged into his menace, his movements fluid, feline, as though cornering her was an art form.

Kiora’s chest rose and fell sharply. Her skirts hung torn, beads and coins in her necklaces clinking faintly with each shiver. She tried to steady herself, tried not to crumble beneath the weight of their eyes. They saw a wounded woman. They smelled prey. But she had not survived hunters, curses, and exile by being prey.

Her leg stung she hadn’t realized she’d sliced it on a splinter when they dragged her out. Blood welled, warm and stubborn. And with it came the familiar pull, the cursed hunger of her magic.

Not here. Not in front of them.

But the power ignored her fear. It rose like a tide, thick and insistent. She curled her fist against her skirts, whispering the smallest plea under her breath. Light crackled faintly between her fingers.

The forest reacted first. Mist curled inward, wrapping tighter. The hum of cicadas faltered, replaced by a low thrumming in the soil. Moonlight sharpened unnaturally, so bright it cast silver fire along the edges of Durok’s scars.

Durok took a step back, his jaw tightening. “You see? She’s no helpless thing. She’s poison. Kill her before she burns us all.”

His hand went to the hilt of the axe at his belt.

Kiora’s breath caught. She hadn’t meant to call so much, but the magic tore through her anyway, knitting the cut in her leg in a flash of searing light. For a heartbeat the wound closed then reopened, glowing, refusing to obey. The air itself rippled, bending as if it were cloth.

Kaelen’s laugh was low, almost admiring. He tilted his head, eyes narrowing with wicked curiosity. “Oh, brother. Not poison. Fireworks.” His gaze dragged slowly over Kiora’s trembling hand, then lingered on her mouth. “I’d rather see what else she can do when she... flares.”

The double-meaning landed heavy, molten in the air between them.

Kiora’s cheeks flushed despite herself. She hated the way heat stirred in her stomach at his tone. Hated that it sparked in tandem with her magic, answering his provocation like kindling catching flame.

Durok snarled, stepping toward her, blade half-drawn. “Mock all you want, Kaelen, but she is a danger. I won’t let her bring ruin to us.”

The mist thickened abruptly, shivering as if struck by an unseen hand. The land itself answered her pulse.

“Enough.”

The word cut through the clearing with the force of a hammer. Elder Shorra stepped from the shadows, her staff tapping the earth. The bone beads in her braids rattled, carrying authority older than either brother.

Her gaze pinned Kiora first, sharp and unreadable. Then she looked at the brothers.

“Do you not see? The forest bends when she breathes. Her curse is not small. Not safe. But neither is it to be wasted.”

Durok’s jaw flexed, but he lowered his axe barely. Kaelen only smirked, but even he glanced at Shorra with the respect of a cub chastised.

Kiora pressed her newly healed leg against her skirts, swallowing hard. Every nerve in her body was still trembling, humming with the flare she couldn’t quite smother. She knew she should feel safer with Shorra’s intervention. But instead, a chill ran deeper.

Because Shorra hadn’t said if her magic would destroy or save them. Only that it could.

And in that raw silence on the walk back, memory struck—

her sister’s face, slack with shock as the same blinding light had burst from Kiora’s fingertips years ago. The scream cut off too quickly, the skin blistering where she had only meant to mend.

The smell of smoke clung to her hair for days after, no matter how she washed it.

She blinked hard, dragging herself back to the mist-drenched clearing. Her hand still glowed faintly, betraying her.

The orc camp emerged from the trees like a living beast: smoky fires licking at the dark, the steady thrum of drums rolling beneath the earth, shadows of tusked warriors moving at the edge of sight. The air reeked of charred meat and iron, thick enough to coat her throat.

Kiora stumbled as Durok half-dragged, half-carried her into the circle of firelight. Her torn skirts brushed the packed earth, beads and bones clattering faintly against her chest with every jolt of his stride. Every eye turned. Conversations dulled to murmurs. She had never felt so solidly other.

Elder Shorra sat on a raised stone, her silhouette carved against the fire. The elder’s gaze slid over Kiora, then over the brothers, weighing, measuring, judging. When she spoke, her voice was neither cruel nor kind, but as inescapable as the pull of the moon.

“She stays.”

A ripple moved through the gathered orcs disbelief, interest, hunger.

Durok stiffened, jaw grinding. “She is cursed. If she falters, it will be our heads split open in the night.” His hand hovered near his axe, as though eager for Shorra to rescind the order.

Kaelen only grinned, teeth catching in the firelight, polished tusks gleaming with their carved charms. He dipped into a mocking bow so low his braids brushed the dirt. “Then I shall guard her closely. Every breath. Every heartbeat.”

He straightened, and before Kiora could recoil, he leaned in as if to seal the vow against her ear. His tusks almost grazed her cheek, cool and dangerous. His voice slid lower, intimate enough the watching crowd could not hear:

“Don’t tremble so, little witch. Or they’ll know how badly you want to be kept.”

Her breath betrayed her sharp, shallow, too loud in her own ears. Heat crawled across her skin, though she told herself it was the fire, the stares, the press of the camp. Not him.

Durok’s glare cut between them, sharp enough to split stone. He stepped closer, a wall of scars and fury, as if he might drag her from his brother’s shadow. “I’ll keep the first watch. And the axe will stay in my hands, not yours.”

Elder Shorra’s eyes narrowed but she said nothing, letting the tension curdle in the firelit air.

Kiora kept her chin lifted, though her stomach churned. She felt the weight of Kaelen’s smirk, Durok’s suspicion, and the elder’s silence pressing down. From the woods beyond camp came a faint howl not wolf, not human, but something in between. Hunters, or worse. 

Kiora kept her chin lifted, though her stomach churned. She shifted her weight slightly, letting her curves press firmly into the folds of her skirts, grounding herself despite the heat of Kaelen’s proximity and the weight of Durok’s suspicion. Each bead in her necklaces clinked softly as she adjusted them, a quiet rhythm that reminded her she occupied space, that she was real and solid, even as desire and fear tangled together inside her.

Beneath it all, her palm tingled faintly where her magic had flared before, a reminder that she wasn’t safe from herself, either. And in the silence that followed, Kiora knew this was only the beginning.

Kaelen’s gaze lingered, teasing, deliberate. “Careful,” he murmured, voice low enough for only her to hear. “If you tremble too much, I might mistake fear for... curiosity.”

Kiora’s pulse spiked. She straightened subtly, feeling her curves press against her skirts, grounding herself, reminding herself that she was more than the fluttering in her chest. “I’m not afraid of you,” she said, though the tremor in her voice betrayed her.

Kaelen’s smirk widened, sharp and playful. “Good. I’d hate to think you were lying to me.”

Durok’s jaw tightened, his dark eyes flashing toward Kaelen and then Kiora. “I don’t like this... closeness,” he muttered, voice low and dangerous, a growl buried beneath the words. Every inch of him radiated suspicion, a silent warning that he would act if either dared cross a line.

Kiora felt it too the weight of his gaze pressing against her like stone. Her curves shifted slightly as she squared her shoulders, letting her body remind them both that she wasn’t fragile, even as desire and fear tangled in her chest.

Night draped the orc camp in a quilt of smoke and shadow. Firelight flickered across huts of rough-hewn stone and wood, casting long, uneven shapes that danced like living things. Drums in the distance thrummed a slow, steady rhythm, the sound vibrating through the earth. Somewhere beyond the firelight, leaves rustled, branches snapped hunters or wild beasts, Kiora couldn’t tell.
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