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      This story is for all the readers living their epilogue. Ever after is a long time to keep the love alive, but a little spice can go a long way.
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      Elaine was cleaning out the fridge. Because it was Tuesday, and she always cleaned out the fridge on Tuesdays.

      She tried to mix it up once. Got really crazy and waited until Friday. Hooboy, that was a spectacular failure.

      Her husband and sons began complaining of the smell by Thursday. Wolf shifters had an excellent sense of smell, even in human form. And her little pack of wolves could not stand the smell of her attempt to add a little variety into her week.

      So, Tuesdays it was.

      She collected all the raw meat and carried it into the garage to place in the deep freezer. The family was leaving on a royal visit to the Byrne pack later that day, and the meat wouldn't keep until they returned. So, this Tuesday’s clean-out was extra thorough.

      Elaine lifted the lid to the freezer and looked at the tidy little stacks of meat packages, all labeled precisely with date and type of meat. Everything in neat rows and columns, organized and waiting for crock-pot Mondays. Or maybe Thursdays, when her husband, the king, liked to grill steaks.

      Feeling inspired, she tossed her handful into the freezer and let the packages fall where they may. A satisfying thunk accompanied the toppling of several columns of frozen meat. She stood, admiring her handiwork, until the guilt hit her. She really shouldn’t leave things in disorganized shambles like this.

      Elaine bent over to undo her rebellion and restore order. As she felt around the frozen packages, her fingers felt the cold of the deep freeze. It was painful, but she had almost removed all traces of chaos when she felt something fuzzy. The texture felt different from the cuts of meat frozen in brown paper wrappers, enough so that it sparked her curiosity.

      She pulled the incongruous package out and closed the lid to the freezer. She instantly recognized what it was: a felt jewelry box containing either a bracelet or a necklace. Given the length of the rectangle, most likely a necklace.

      Her heart rate kicked up. Why would Theo put a necklace in the bottom of the deep freezer? Her gut knew she had accidentally stumbled onto a hiding place.

      Which could have any number of innocent explanations. Her mind flipped through a Rolodex of possibilities.

      But her birthday wasn't for another six months.

      And they just finished the Christmas holiday.

      Their mating anniversary was still over a month away, and they had a big celebration last year for their seventieth anniversary. She expected nothing much this year for their seventy-first.

      Her hands trembled as she opened the jewelry box. A diamond pendant sparkled, with smaller rubies along the chain twinkling in the light. It was stunning...but also unlike any piece of jewelry she owned. She had several sets of royal jewels, but they were all understated compared to this beauty. And all the royal jewels formed sets, with matching earrings, bracelets, rings, necklaces. Many of them coordinated with one of her crowns or tiaras.

      This necklace was unlike any of them.

      It was a striking style, bold in a way her other jewelry was not.

      Bold in a way she was not.

      Was this necklace meant for someone else? Elaine’s heart began to race at the thought that she had discovered Theo’s hiding spot for gifts meant for another woman. Had he finally gotten bored with her?

      The sound of the front door closing reminded her the kids would be home soon to finish packing. She snapped the box closed in a loud clap, and she couldn't help a flinch. Panicking, she returned the necklace to its original hiding spot and hurried back into the kitchen.

      She sniffed back her tears before her daughter, Theodora, bounded into the house. Her thoughts were spiraling around worst-case scenarios, but she didn’t want her children to see her turmoil.

      "Mama! Mama, where are you? Mamaaa!" Theodora was calling without giving her a chance to respond.

      "I'm in here, baby. Come to the kitchen."

      The hustle and bustle of her arriving family quickly enveloped Elaine. Theo trailed behind their daughter, and her sons Jack and Declan followed him. Everyone was hungry for a snack, and Elaine used the flurry of activity to avoid Theo's eyes.

      She kept her focus on preparing an assortment of snacks from the food that was left in the fridge while Theodora recounted their entire day in great detail.

      Her hand held a knife, about to slice an apple, when Theo's palm covered hers, stilling her movement.

      "Hello, mate." Theo was behind her, and he used his free hand to tilt her chin for a kiss. She puckered her lips for a peck, but he wanted more than that. His palm slid up her cheek, and he pressed her lips for entry.

      All worries and doubt melted from Elaine as she reciprocated the now passionate kiss. As Theo's tongue pushed into hers, he pushed away her worry. Theo loved her. They were happy. He wouldn't be disloyal to his mate.

      "Eww, gross!" Declan scrunched his nose and stuck out his tongue.

      "Yuck! Stop that, you guys!" Jack chimed in. "I'm going upstairs. I lost my appetite."

      Theo leaned back from her at the chorus of complaints from their teenagers. Still wrapped around her back, Theo addressed them.

      "You kids will eat the snack your mamma is preparing for you. And you'll watch your tone. I'll kiss my mate whenever and wherever I want, and you three should be so lucky to have a mate like your mama one day." Theo made eye contact with each child one by one. Theodora watched their interaction with interest, but the boys recognized his tone and knew grumbling would only get them in real trouble.

      After a moment, Theo released Elaine to load suitcases into the car. The rest of the day was a flurry of activity getting two teenage boys and their baby sister mobilized to leave on time to make their flight.

      As they sat at the gate, waiting for time to board their flight, Theo took her hand in his and placed it on his thigh.

      "Tell me what has you so distracted, love. You haven't said two words in a row to me since we left the house." Theo used his free hand to place a lock of her hair behind her ear.

      "It's fine. I mean, I'm fine. It's nothing. There is nothing." She shook her head to clear the jumble of words. He would never believe her if she didn't sound totally normal.

      "I don't believe you." Now Theo was nuzzling her hair. "Out with it."

      Elaine exhaled and looked around at all the humans surrounding them in the airport. "It really is nothing, dear. But maybe we should talk about this later, hmm?"

      "I'll leave you to your secrets for now. But don't think this reprieve will be indefinite." He was using his king's voice with her now. Whatever, she knew there wasn't any real threat behind it. Not with her, anyway.

      But why did he bring up the topic of secrets? Was he projecting onto her?

      Her mind couldn't help but think back to one of her mom's boyfriends. After her mate and Elaine's father died, she went through a succession of boyfriends, each worse than the last. Number Three liked to project whenever he was hiding something. He would accuse her mom of lying when really it was he who told the lie. Was Theo doing that to her?

      "Mama, I don't like flying with the hu—" Theodora interrupted her thoughts with a whine, but Elaine quickly shushed her.

      "Baby, you can't talk like that, remember? We fly with other people because this is a short trip to visit our friends, and we don't need to spend the money on a private jet for an easy journey like this." Elaine used the opportunity to disentangle from Theo and let her daughter sit on her lap. She started braiding her hair to distract her from the wait.

      "Did you at least get us first-class tickets?" Jack asked.

      "Yes, son. I did," Theo answered.

      Both Declan and Jack made exaggerated phew gestures, then they all descended into giggles.

      Before long, the family boarded the plane. Elaine subtly maneuvered the children to separate herself from Theo.

      A cross expression from Theo let her know he knew what she was about, but he was letting it slide.

      Oh, well. He could be cross. It was a short flight, and she needed a little space to collect her thoughts. She knew he was loyal. He was a good mate and a good father.

      As Theodora fidgeted in her seat, she took out a couple interior design magazines she had stuffed in her bag.

      "Theodora, help mama pick out new furniture for the house." Elaine opened the first magazine on her tray table in such a way that Theodora could see it, too.

      "Are you redecorating
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