
EPILOGUE
Kane

One year later
The lamp never stood a chance.
It goes down with the end table, which goes down with what’s left of the throw blankets, which were already casualties from two days ago, and through the wreckage tears a blond wolf pup the size of a loaf of bread. His ears flat, tail out, and moving like the floor owes him money.
“That’s the third lamp this month,” I observe, from the safety of the kitchen island, no bark in my tone. 
Knox does not care. My son has never cared about a single piece of furniture in his short, loud life. He hits the rug at full gallop, all four paws briefly leaving the ground, and takes the corner around the couch with a growl he clearly believes is terrifying.
It sounds like a bee in a jar. I’d die for it without slowing down to think.
He first shifted five weeks ago, three days shy of turning one. Early, which surprised nobody, because this pup has been early for everything, including breakfast, which he demands with a howl at an hour I can only describe as personal. Since then, the lodge has been a war zone. Cushions gutted. Boots stolen and buried. The pack has started calling him the little menace, with love, and with an insurance adjuster’s weariness.
Here’s the joke fate is playing, and only Kate and I are in on it: he isn’t alpha-born. I scented it before he ever drew breath. It’s a knowing I never asked for and can’t give back. My son will never carry the power that bends a pack to its knees.
Nobody has informed him of this.
He walks into every room like he holds the deed to it. He herds wolves ten times his size. Last week he stood on my dad’s chest and howled his little howl directly into my father’s face until the former alpha solemnly showed his throat. Because none of us are strong enough to deny him and he knows it. Fate marked my boy as something other than an alpha.
My son has clearly decided fate can take it up with him directly.
He gets that from his mother. He gets nearly everything from his mother. The blue eyes, the temper, the complete absence of respect for authority. 
The blond fur is mine, though. Cream and gold, my wolf’s coat shrunk down to bite size. The one visible proof I contributed anything at all to this project. That, and apparently his appetite.
And today, he has an audience, which is why the destruction is running at double volume.
She’s parked on the seat cushion of the recliner; claimed it the moment she trotted in, the way some females are simply born knowing chairs belong to them. A she-pup, a shade younger than my son, in her wolf form: dark fur with a rust-red shimmer through it where the light lands, and a stare of flat, ancient unimpressedness that I have seen before on exactly one other face I’m not going to think about too hard.
Knox has spent twenty minutes trying to impress her.
He has brought her the biggest stick in the yard, which did not fit through the wolf door, a fact he discovered at speed. He has performed his terrifying growl. He has killed the lamp and looked to see if she was watching, and killed it again for the encore. 
She observes all of it the way a queen observes a court jester. Tolerant, faintly curious, entirely unmoved, and every failure just makes him try harder. Something about the shape of that, the particular doomed math of it, prickles across the back of my neck like a memory running in the wrong direction.
There’s a thing I could look at, right there. A suspicion. The kind of thing our parents claimed they felt, the first time two pups shifted in the same room.
I file it away with a smile as the front door opens, and the whole room reorganizes itself around her the way it always does.
Kate walks in with her keys in her hand. Keys to the Bronco I spent eight months restoring, painted the exact blue of her eyes. I like watching her drive off in something I built with the same hands that hold her. 
She’s got wind in her black hair and color in her cheeks, and the mark on her neck sits above her collar where the whole world can see it, and one year on, the sight of her still lands in my chest like the first scent of her ever did.
Like home, arriving.
Our son abandons his audience mid-growl and launches himself at her ankles. She scoops him up one-handed. 
“Hello, little menace.” Knox goes instantly, disgustingly soft, a warlord melting into a house pet, his tail thumping against his mom’s hip.
Traitor. I understand completely.
She crosses to me, and I fold them both in, and I drop my face into her hair and breathe, and there it is, under her scent and his.
Faint as a held breath. New as this morning.
My head pulls back. Her eyes are already waiting for mine, blue and bright and daring me, and through the bond I feel her laughing before her face admits anything.
“Kate.”
“Kane,” she mimics, solemn-like.
“You’re—”
“I had a whole plan,” she says. “There was going to be a chastity belt. Maddy was supposed to hide the key.” Her smile bends, holding the sadness and the joke in the same hand, the way only Kate can. “The plan had flaws.”
I get one breath in before the joy takes my knees out. My pregnant mate. Again. Our second pup, smaller than a heartbeat, already changing the matter in my chest.
I’m laughing into her neck while our firstborn squirms between us, filing a formal complaint, and somewhere behind me the little red-shimmered she-pup watches our whole ridiculous family with her ancient, patient eyes.
You’re my always, Kate says down the bond, because she knows what the words do to me.
My always, I send back. My Luna. My whole fucking world.
I once believed the best thing I’d ever feel was the night she claimed me back. I was wrong. It keeps getting outdone. 
That’s the part no one tells you about forever—it compounds.

Maddy and Axton are coming September 2026 in A Cage of Blood and Light.

