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1813

The battlefield was unrecognizable now—a charred, smoking wasteland that had once been the cradle of their coven. The air reeked of ash and death. Ursula stumbled through the haze, her skirts torn and blackened, her lungs burning from smoke and magic residue. The moon hung low and red, a bleeding eye that seemed to mourn with her.

“Libby!” she screamed, her voice raw. Her boots slid in the mud as she ran toward the fallen. “Liam! Jacob! Goddess, please—no.”

Her knees hit the blood-soaked earth beside them. Liam’s chest was still, Jacob’s eyes open but empty, Libby sprawled between them with her golden hair matted with soot and blood. Their hands were locked together even in death.

Ursula’s breath broke apart. She pressed a trembling hand to Libby’s chest, begging for a pulse she knew she wouldn’t find. The world tilted. Her sobs came silent and shaking as she bowed her head. She didn’t even hear Saffron until the other woman’s hand touched her shoulder.

“They’re gone,” Saffron whispered. Her mismatched eyes gleamed wet with tears as she rose, glancing once at Ursula and Libby before turning away. “Stay with them,” she said quietly, her voice breaking. “I need to reach Ryan and Alaric—they’re still fighting Matthew.”

Ursula nodded, clutching Libby’s hand. She could see Saffron sprinting through the smoke toward the far side of the field, green and gold power crackling around her fingers as she joined her mates. From across the battlefield came the clash of magic, a roar of fury, and Matthew’s voice—taunting, cruel. The ground shook with the force of the spell that followed.

Ursula stood, heart pounding, just as a flash of light erupted where Saffron fought. Ryan and Alaric fell at once, their bodies hitting the ground with sickening finality. Saffron’s scream split the air, raw and shattering, as she dropped beside them, her power flickering out.

Ursula started forward, but movement to her right stopped her. Marion stumbled and cried out, clutching her chest as blood spread through her fingers. Torn between her sisters, Ursula froze for half a heartbeat—then ran to Marion, knowing it was already too late.

She turned, numb, as Saffron collapsed beside her mates, cradling their faces, whispering their names until her voice gave out. And then, as if fate wasn’t finished breaking them, Marion—sweet, brave Marion—screamed from across the field. Ursula whirled just in time to see her sister-in-magic stumble, clutching her chest, blood blooming between her fingers.

“Marion!” Ursula’s voice cut through the haze. Then she was there, sliding to her knees beside her, hands glowing as she tried to summon healing. Fear shone in her usually calm eyes. “What happened? What did they do to you?”

Marion could barely form the words. “I ... don’t know. It feels like something inside me is tearing me apart.” Her voice cracked, her chest jerking as the agony raked her insides raw.

Ursula pressed her palms to Marion’s chest, whispering incantations, but nothing happened. Her frown deepened, panic flashing across her face. “It’s not working,” she muttered. “Why isn’t it working? It should be working!”

Marion’s body shuddered. The agony was consuming her, blackness edging her vision. She reached for Ursula’s hand, squeezing with what little strength she had left. “You have to live,” she whispered. “For all of us. Promise me.”

“No,” Ursula said fiercely, shaking her head, tears streaking her cheeks. “Don’t you dare leave me. We need you. I need you.”

“I don’t have a choice.” Marion’s lips curved weakly, even as blood touched her teeth. “But you do. Live for us. Live for me.”

Marion’s eyes fluttered open, her lips pale. “You have to live,” she gasped. “Both of you. Live ... for us.”

Then she was gone.

The battlefield went silent. The last of the fires sputtered out, leaving only the smell of ruin. Ursula fell back, staring at the carnage. Everyone they loved—Libby, Liam, Jacob, Ryan, Alaric, Marion—all gone. Only she and Saffron remained, two souls adrift in a world that had ended.

“What now?” Saffron whispered, her voice breaking. “What do we do now, Ursula?”

Ursula opened her mouth to answer—but the world froze.

Everything stopped—the wind, the smoke, even the ash falling from the sky. The silence was absolute. Only her heartbeat remained, pounding loud and lonely in her chest. And then, from the stillness, light bloomed.

A woman stepped from it—tall, radiant, her skin silver as moonlight and her eyes infinite as the stars. The Moon Goddess herself.

“Ursula Addington,” the goddess said softly, her voice a melody that made the air hum. “Daughter of balance. Keeper of what remains.”

Ursula fell to her knees. “My Goddess,” she whispered, trembling. “We failed you. We failed everyone.”

The goddess shook her head. “You did not fail. You survived. And now, your path begins.”

“Begins?” Ursula choked out. “Everyone we love is dead. What path could there possibly be left for me?”

The goddess’s eyes softened. “You are the key to the end of this war—and to its salvation. You hold the balance between destruction and creation. You, Ursula, can either save the world ... or end it.”

Ursula’s breath hitched. “End it?”

“Yes. Your heart is bound to both light and shadow. The choices you make will tip the scales. There are rules you must follow. If you step from the path I place before you, darkness will consume you, and all will be lost.”

Ursula swallowed hard, her voice trembling. “What must I do?”

“You will live,” the goddess said. “Longer than any mortal should. You will not meet your fated mates until the curse is broken, and the Council destroyed. Until then, you must walk between worlds—the guardian unseen.”

Tears burned her eyes. “Centuries alone?”

“Not alone,” the goddess said gently. “Saffron will walk beside you. She will remember fragments, but you cannot tell her the truth. You will guide her, as you will guide Libby’s soul when she returns, lifetime after lifetime. She will be the beginning of the end—the one destined to kill Matthew. You must help her, always.”

Ursula’s mind reeled. “Libby’s soul ... will return?”

“Again and again,” the goddess said. “Until the circle closes. You will find her, teach her, remind her of who she was—but never reveal your full truth. Liam and Jacob are locked between realms, waiting for her to finish what was begun here. When the time is right, you will know.”

Ursula’s tears spilled freely now. “And Marion?”

“You must help them find her when she returns,” the goddess said. “Without her, the circle cannot be whole. Your art will be your gift—your foresight and your weapon. You will see what comes before it happens, and your ink will become the spell that binds your sisters, protecting them and bringing them back together.”

Ursula’s voice cracked. “How? How can I bear all this?”

The goddess smiled, sorrow and love woven into her expression. “Because strength is not born from ease, child. It comes from loss, and love, and the promise of what waits beyond. Your heart will endure because it must. And when the final battle comes, your mates will be with you. You will know them by their fire, their roar, their unyielding loyalty. At the beginning of the end, they will find you.”

Ursula’s breath shuddered. Hope flickered through the devastation. “And after?”

“After,” the goddess whispered, touching her cheek, “you will have the life you have always dreamed of and deserve. Love. Home. Peace. But first, you must endure.”

The light began to fade, the goddess’s form dissolved into mist.

“Wait!” Ursula cried. “How will I know if I’m on the right path?”

“You will feel it here,” the goddess said, pressing a glowing hand over Ursula’s heart. “And when doubt rises, remember this. Even in desolation, hope can still bloom.”

Then, she was gone.

The world lurched back into motion. Wind howled, smoke rose, and Saffron’s sobs filled the night. Ursula stood amidst the ruin, her heart heavy, and her eyes burning with a new, terrible purpose.

She was alone in every way that mattered. And yet—somewhere deep inside, beneath the grief and the fear—a spark of hope burned.

The beginning of the end had already begun.
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He had thought the pull was unmistakable—the kind of instinct a man didn’t question. When he’d first walked into Fated Ink, the air had thrummed with power, his chest tightening like a tether was being pulled from somewhere deep inside him. He’d looked at Brielle, seen that wild spark in her eyes, and every cell in his body had screamed mine.

Now, standing in the wreckage of that certainty, he realized how wrong he’d been.

The moment Braydon and Colt entered the room, the energy shifted. Their scents, their heartbeats, everything familiar about them collided with a force that punched straight through his chest. And then he saw it—their eyes, flaring gold as one, not toward Brielle, but toward the woman standing behind her.

Ursula.

His breath caught. He felt the bond snap taut, like a rope tightening between them all. The truth hit him with brutal clarity—he had made a mistake of cosmic proportions. His mates weren’t Brielle and her bears. It was Ursula, the witch who now looked like she wanted to murder him where he stood.

Landon’s knees buckled. He barely heard Colt’s reverent whisper, “It’s her.” The world narrowed to Ursula’s face—those sharp green eyes blazing with disbelief, fury, and something deeper he couldn’t name. He dropped to his knees before her, words tumbling from his mouth before thought could catch up.

“Fuck, Ursula, baby, I’m so sorry.”

Her spine went rigid, magic curling around her like a storm. “You have got to be kidding me.”

Colt’s voice came from behind him, low and sure. “The Goddess doesn’t make mistakes.”

Ursula’s glare snapped to him, her tone sharp enough to draw blood. “Then, she’s got a cruel sense of humor. You think I’d want a mate who thought someone else was his five minutes ago? Fuck off, all of you.”

The words hit harder than any blow. Landon didn’t move. He couldn’t. Every instinct screamed at him to reach for her, to explain, to make it right—but what excuse was there for claiming another woman under the same sky as his true mate?

The room was too quiet. Hunter and Lennox stood tense beside Brielle, protectiveness radiating from them. Saffron’s gaze darted between them all, knowing too well what the revelation meant. And Ursula—Ursula was a fortress of fury and pain, every inch of her screaming rejection.

He wanted to speak. He wanted to tell her that he hadn’t known, that fate had twisted everything. But all he could do was kneel there, the weight of his mistake crushing his chest.

He didn’t recognize his own voice. “I didn’t know. I swear to the Goddess, I didn’t know.” 

Ursula’s eyes shimmered—not with forgiveness, but with restrained power. “You should have,” she said coldly. “You should have felt it. Fate doesn’t whisper, Landon. It roars.”

Her words carved through him. He bowed his head, shame flooding every inch of him. She was right. The moment his brothers walked in, the truth had been deafening. How could he have confused it? How could he have looked at anyone else and thought that was destiny?

Brielle’s magic pulsed again, sharp and wounded. She turned on Hunter and Lennox, her voice shaking with anger. “Get out. All of you. I am no one’s anything. If this is what mating looks like, I’d rather stay single forever.”

Hunter’s expression crumpled. “Brielle—”

“Out,” she snapped. The windows trembled, the sound of her fury rolling through the shop.

Hunter and Lennox exchanged a look, guilt etched in every line of their faces. Landon had no doubt that that same guilt was etched on his face as well. They turned and left. 

He stood slowly and lingered for a heartbeat, Braydon’s hand reaching toward Ursula before she lifted one brow and sent a spark of magic zipping past his head. The three of them walked out in silence.

Outside, the night air hit Landon like a punishment. The wind cut sharp and cold against the heat crawling up his neck. For a long while after that, they all just stayed there—five idiots on the street, stunned and brooding, trying to think of a way to make it up to their fated mates. 

Then Saffie appeared, her power like the calm after the storm. She ushered the bears back inside, granting them a stay of execution and the grace to remain with their mate. They’d earned their place within the coven’s inner circle, a place Landon suddenly ached for more than he’d ever admit.

When the door closed again, sealing the warmth of Fated Ink behind it, he felt the weight of exile settle on his shoulders. At least Saffie had promised to look after their mate—his mate.

Their Ursula.

The moment the door clicked shut behind them, Braydon exhaled a curse, and Colt’s hands went to his head. “Well, we fucked that up royally,” he said.

Landon barely heard him. The image of Ursula’s eyes—green fire and fury—was seared behind his eyelids. He’d never felt smaller, never more lost. He’d thought the pull toward Brielle was fate’s answer to a lifetime of waiting, but now he understood—it was a mistake. His mistake.

Braydon muttered, “What the hell just happened in there?”

“She happened,” Landon said hoarsely. “The Goddess happened. And I made a damn fool of myself. And worse, I hurt her.”

They stood under the glow of the streetlight, sirens echoing somewhere far off. None of them spoke for a long time. Landon finally dragged his hand down his face. “We don’t know anything about this. About what we are, what this means.”

Colt nodded grimly. “We’re new to this. Shifting, fate, bonds—we’re flying blind.”

Braydon kicked at the curb, frustration bleeding through his voice. “So, what now? She told us to fuck off. You saw her—she meant it.”

Landon’s throat tightened. “Yeah, she did.” He looked up at the shop window where faint light still glowed behind the curtains. Inside, he could see the shadows moving—Brielle, the bears, the witches. He’d been banished, and he deserved it.

“She’s our mate,” Colt said softly. “The Goddess doesn’t make mistakes.”

Landon laughed, but it was hollow. “Maybe not, but she sure as hell has a cruel sense of humor.”

The three of them fell silent again, the weight of what had just happened settling like stones in their chests. The world had shifted beneath their feet, and there was no going back.

Landon clenched his fists, jaw tight. “I don’t know how I’m going to fix this,” he admitted. “But I will. I have to.”

Braydon sighed, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “Then we better figure out what kind of men we need to be to survive her wrath.”

Colt gave a weary chuckle. “And hope she doesn’t fry us before we get the chance.”

Landon looked back at Fated Ink one last time, the neon sign flickering like a heartbeat in the dark. “I’ve already failed her once,” he murmured. “I won’t do it again.”

Landon stepped beneath the flickering streetlight, his hands shaking slightly as he turned to his brothers. “We can’t keep waiting for someone else to tell us who we are or how to behave,” he said. “If we’re going to fight beside her, if we’re going to love her, we need to bind ourselves in blood.”

Colt raised a brow. “You mean like ... a blood oath?”

“Like a pride bond,” Braydon murmured, already understanding. “The three of us bonded together. For her.”

Landon nodded. “Together. Always.”

They didn’t hesitate. In one motion, Colt drew his claws and sliced a line across his own forearm, the scent of blood sharp in the air. Landon followed, the sting instant but fading almost as quickly—shifters healed fast, their bodies already knitting together before the blood could dry. He grabbed Braydon’s arm, pressing their cuts together until their blood mingled. Colt joined them, their three forearms meeting in the center of the circle of light.

“By blood and bond,” Landon said, voice low but sure. “By claw and heart. We swear loyalty to each other and to her.”

“To Ursula,” Braydon finished, his voice rough.

Colt smirked, his tone softer than his grin. “And may the Goddess have mercy on us if we ever fail her.”

They pressed their arms together harder, claws digging deeper, marking one another again and again until each bore three distinct scars—one from every brother. It wasn’t just ceremony. It was declaration. Promise. Love. When the last mark was made, they stood silent, breathing hard, blood drying on their skin.

The cuts closed within moments, but the scars remained faintly visible—silver lines that shimmered under the streetlight like molten gold.

They weren’t just shifters. They weren’t just brothers. They were partners—three men who would love the same woman, protect her with the same ferocity, and die for her if they had to.

Landon looked down at his arm, the marks gleaming faintly. “When she’s ready,” he murmured, “they will blend into whatever tattoo she comes up with for us. They’ll burn gold.”

The fight for their mate had begun.
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The battlefield still burned in Ursula’s memory—the smell of ash and blood clinging to her skin, the echo of Marion’s final breath ringing in her ears. Saffie sat beside her on the scorched ground, face streaked with soot and tears. Together they had buried their fallen—Libby, Liam, Jacob, Ryan, Alaric, and Marion—their sisters, their mates, their coven, their hope. The two women had dug through ash and blood-soaked soil with bare, blistered hands, too weary to summon magic. They wrapped each body with reverence, whispering old prayers to guide their souls home. 

Ursula placed Libby’s hand in Liam’s and Jacob’s, sealing their bond even in death, while Saffie laid Ryan and Alaric side by side, pressing a trembling kiss to each of their foreheads. When they covered Marion last, silence fell heavy as stone. There was no strength left for weeping. Only the sound of earth falling on the ones they’d loved most, the finality of it echoing through their bones.

Saffie wiped at her eyes, her voice a rasp. “They’re gone. All of them, even Marion.  Marion’s really gone.”

Ursula swallowed hard, her chest aching. “We both felt it. Her magic’s gone quiet. There’s no bringing her back.”

Saffie’s mismatched eyes shimmered as she lifted her gaze to the sky. “The Goddess came to me, Ursula.”

Ursula’s heart stuttered. “When?”

“After Ryan and Alaric fell,” Saffie whispered. “When I thought I was going to
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