
	Keeping the Peace: When a lion shifter discovers his mate in a belligerent chef, he must find a way to pre-heat their connection.

	 

	 

	Seever Kerns has spent the last fifty plus years as his best friend’s subordinate, even though his lion is far more powerful. When he meets Reese Nelson, he realizes the human is his mate and thinks Fate is rewarding his patience. Unfortunately, even though Seever can scent that Reese is attracted to him, the human resists, hiding behind a belligerent façade. Trouble with a rogue shifter soon interrupts his attempts to woo his standoffish mate, and Seever makes a grave mistake. He had assumed that Reese—who was there visiting his cousin, Rocky, a human bonded to a shifter—was aware of shifters and the paranormal world. Reese freaks out, refusing to believe what is right before his eyes. Even Rocky’s influence does little to calm him. Can Seever convince Reese that they belong together, or will Reese cut his losses and flee, which would put his human in even more danger?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	The three Cs in life: Choice, Chance, and Change. You must make the choice, to take the chance, if you want anything in your life to change.

	~Unknown

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	“The last of the perimeter cameras have been installed,” Seever Kerns told his best friend and boss, Councilman Vincentius Goldstein. Leaning against the closed door behind him, he crossed his arms over his chest as he grinned broadly. “I told you I could get it done in three days.”

	Vincentius chuckled as he lifted his hands in surrender. “You were right.” Then his smile turned wry as he swept his gaze over him. “You look like shit, though. Go to bed.”

	Seever would have laughed, but he was too busy fighting back a yawn. His fellow lion shifter was right. He was damn exhausted, hardly able to stay on his feet. Still, the extra effort was worth it.

	I made the damn place safer for the little fliers.

	Several months before, Vincentius’s systems had been hacked, prompting the councilman to order the hacker tracked down and brought to the estate for questioning. It had been discovered that the man had been a guinea fowl shifter named Cho... and he’d turned out to be Vincentius’s mate. Seever guessed he’d had to do a bit of groveling at some point, since the little man had forgiven him, and they’d bonded.

	Cho wasn’t the only one they’d added to their household that day, though. A few days later, the shifter’s whole flock and their mates—or those who had them—had arrived. That had been nearly another dozen people.

	Good thing this estate is massive.

	Many of the new arrivals brought out the protective instincts of the people in security—Seever included. As the head of the household’s security, the safety of everyone was his primary concern. Sadly, with the escape of a couple of ex-councilmen and several enforcers going rogue with them, his job had become even more difficult.

	Shaking his head, Vincentius offered him a bemused smile. “I really am grateful for everything you do for me, See. Thank you.”

	“I’m on my way to bed soon. Shower first, though,” Seever told Vincentius, pushing off the door. “And you never have to thank me. This is our home and our family.”

	“I’m glad to hear you say that.” Vincentius’s brows furrowed as he peered up at him from where he sat. “I occasionally worry, since we both know your lion is quite a bit more dominant than mine, but to outward appearances, you answer to me.”

	Seever snorted, his lips curving into a wry smirk. “What other people think is irrelevant,” he stated, resting his hand on the doorknob. While he really wanted to get out of there so he could enjoy that shower he’d mentioned, he wouldn’t walk away from his friend in the middle of the conversation. “We have a system that works, and that’s between us.”

	Vincentius nodded. “I’ll start incorporating the cameras into the system right now then.”

	The abrupt subject change didn’t concern Seever. He and the councilman didn’t make a habit of sharing their feelings. On occasion, they would talk about their problems over a drink, but that had been before Vincentius had bonded with Cho.

	Now I get to shoot the shit with almost a dozen guys as I avoid Prescott’s come-ons.

	Seever mentally laughed at his thought as he twisted the knob and opened the office door. Gods, I must be tired. Smirking, he began exiting the room.

	“Oh, hey, Seever,” Vincentius called, causing Seever to turn back around. “This afternoon, I heard from Rocky that his cousin is visiting next week.”

	“His cousin?” Pausing tiredly, Seever rested his forearm on the doorframe. He leaned his temple on it as he eyed his boss, forcing his sluggish brain to focus. “Okay. Uh... I’m assuming Rocky gave you his name and shit, so you could run a background check? Get a picture?”

	As the head of security to the estate of a man on the Shifter Council, he liked to know who would be wandering around the area. Knowing a person beforehand often headed off problems before they might arise. Plus, if some random dude appeared at the gate that they weren’t expecting, it was Seever’s job to verify who they were and if it was safe to allow them on the property.

	Vincentius obviously recognized Seever’s fatigue, for he concisely stated, “Yeah, Rocky said his name is Reese Nelson. I’ll forward his picture and information to you.” His eyes narrowed as he warned, “Do not start it now. Go get your shower and pass out.”

	Nodding, Seever silently agreed. “No way I could stay awake right now anyway.” Even though he hated to admit to weakness, even to his buddy, he had to share the truth. Pulling his phone off the clip at his belt, Seever checked the time. A little after two in the afternoon. “I can’t imagine that I’m gonna wake again today. I’ll look at it in the morning.”

	Giving Seever a thumbs up, Vincentius stated, “The info will be in your inbox when you wake.” Then he gave Seever a knowing look as he added, “And I won’t be sending it for at least an hour, so you won’t be tempted.”

	Seever scoffed. “You know me too well.”

	With a wave of his hand, Vincentius turned back to his computer systems.

	Closing the door, Seever headed down the hall and stopped at a door a short way from the councilman’s computer room. He occupied an apartment-like suite on the front side of the home. His boss’s—and recently Cho’s—set of rooms were on the other side of the hall facing the gorgeous rear expanse of lawns. People who also occupied the other sets of rooms in their wing were Alpha Ashton—the leader of Cho’s flock—and his mate, Ranger. Then across from them on the backside was his beta, Gilbert, and his mate, Hess.

	The upper floor of the estate’s opposite wing that had once been reserved for guests, even though it was rarely used, was now occupied by the rest of the flock and their mates. The lower floors were home to guards and staff as well as a nicely equipped security suite.

	Dismissing everything, Seever gave in to his body’s needs. He stopped in his closet and stripped his jeans and t-shirt. Once nude, he headed to his ensuite and turned on his shower.

	One of the nice perks of living in a fancy estate was fantastic water pressure and several high-end waterfall shower heads. Resting his forearms on the tile, he laid his forehead on his right one.

	Seever groaned deeply as he reveled in the hot spray pounding on his exhausted muscles. He’d been awake for nearly forty hours, and his body was telling him he’d overdone it. Still, Seever had needed all those cameras and motion detectors up.

	Now, even if a mouse shifter came onto the property while in animal form, their security team would know about it. Of course, that also meant they would be checking out a lot more wildlife, too. Shifters came in all shapes and sizes—from spider to elephant—so their security people were going to become really good at tracking the natural hunting paths of their huge estate’s normal animals.

	Sadly, that meant being aware that someone could be watching if someone decided to have sex out in the woods.

	That thought caused Seever to smile as his thoughts drifted once again to Prescott. The man was a very sensuous wood duck shifter. He had a lean, lithe build, and his pale blue eyes always held a wealth of flirtatiousness.

	Seever had never fucked where he lived before, but with Prescott’s constant advances and innuendo, he was damn tempted to change that.

	Thinking about the pretty man, Seever felt his prick plump a little. Too bad he was too tired to even jack off. Shaking his head, he grabbed his body wash and loofah and got to work cleaning himself.

	Don’t want to pass out in the shower.

	Once Seever had finished scrubbing off nearly two days of sweat, he shut off the water and exited the huge space. He grabbed the towel and began rubbing himself dry even as he left the bathroom. His eyelids slipped closed as his damp feet sank into the lush carpet of his bedroom.

	Pausing, Seever swayed as he rubbed over himself. He let out a deep sigh and tipped his head down, then snapped his eyelids back open. Shaking his head, he dropped the towel on the floor and crossed the last couple of steps to the bed.

	Seever flopped face-first onto his bed, using the last of his strength to swing his legs onto the mattress. He groaned and stretched before finally succumbing to his body’s need for rest.

	 

	The sound of a beep roused Seever. Blinking quickly, he struggled to get his eyes to focus. He peered blearily at his nightstand, noticing the time as seven-twelve in the morning. Rolling over, he sprawled on his back and stared at the ceiling... then his eyelids slid shut again.

	Another few hours of sleep seemed like a fantastic idea.

	Except, the insistent beeping sounded again.

	“Damn it,” Seever grumbled, forcing his eyelids back open. Turning his head, he realized his cell phone was not on his nightstand. “Where the hell did I leave it yesterday?”

	Seever swung his legs to the side of the bed and followed the sound. In his closet, he fished under the pile of clothes and found his phone still attached to the holder clipped to his belt. Seeing he’d missed two calls from Willow, his second-in-command in security, he quickly called her back.

	“Mister Kerns, I’m very sorry to wake you,” Willow stated by way of greeting. She handled the night shift nearly every evening, finishing her shift at seven-thirty. “But I have a stranger at the gate demanding to be let in. He says if he isn’t allowed to see his cousin, he’s going to call the cops.”

	“Cousin?” Seever mumbled, crossing to a drawer and pulling out a pair of jeans. “Who’s he claiming is his cousin? What’s his name?”

	“His name is Reese Nelson, and he’s supposed to be Rocky’s cousin,” Willow replied concisely.

	“Allow him entrance,” Seever ordered, recognizing the name. Except, he was a week early. “Usher him into the lounge. Request coffee. I’ll meet him there.” After receiving an acknowledgement from Willow, Seever asked absently while grabbing a green polo shirt from a hanger, “Is Rocky up, yet?”

	It was barely after seven. Damn early to be calling on someone, but Seever knew the huge body-builder was an early riser.

	Must be part of caring for a little one.

	“If Rocky is, he, Hector, and their son haven’t ventured from their room, yet.”

	Nodding absently at Willow’s response, Seever stated, “I’ll check it out.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	Seever disconnected the call, then opened his email. He spotted the message from Vincentius and opened it. The picture of a slender, mocha-skinned male in a dark-green polo shirt and form-fitting navy-blue jeans offered a feast for the eyes. Seever took in how the man sported a serious gleam in surprisingly light-brown-colored eyes.

	For some reason, Seever wondered what Reese would look like when he smiled, and he felt his blood heat a little at the thought. He shook his head as he scrolled past the picture and did a quick scan-through of the information Vincentius had dug up on him. Reese was a chef at a restaurant in Colin City. He was thirty years old... oh, and he was single.

	To Seever’s surprise, his cat chuffed with pleasure at that knowledge.

	Gods, it’s been too long since I’ve gotten laid.

	After moving his belt and phone clip to the jeans he currently wore, Seever clipped his phone in place, then he pulled his shirt over his head. He quickly made a pit stop in the bathroom, going through his morning routine swiftly. Skipping shoes and socks, he left his suite and headed toward the lounge. All the while, Seever hoped the staff had already placed that carafe of coffee in there for him.

	Just why would a guy say he’s coming, then drop in early?

	Stopping outside the lounge, Seever rubbed his palms over his face. He struggled to get his brain to engage. Seever inhaled deeply, then let it out slowly. After doing it a second time, he froze as a tantalizing aroma he’d never before smelled tickled his nostrils.

	What the hell is that?

	His stomach involuntarily clenched, and he rubbed his palm over his abdominals. His heart rate sped up in his chest. Even his blood heated in his veins, and his mouth watered.

	When Seever’s lion rowled in his mind, and eagerness filled him, a suspicion formed. More than happy to see if he was right, Seever pulled open the lounge’s door. He stepped through, closing it behind him.

	Seever’s gaze was immediately snagged by the slender male standing on the far side of the room. The human’s skin appeared a little darker than in his photo, and it seemed to gleam in the sunlight that came in from the window he stood in front of. When the man turned, probably having heard the door, Seever just managed to keep from gasping. The man—Reese Nelson—his light-brown eyes were striking in his lean face.

	The light masculine scent—which reminded him of cinnamon rolls and male musk—continued to tease at his senses in a way that drove nearly all intelligent thought from his mind.

	Holy fucking shit! Reese is my mate. About fucking time!

	To Seever’s pleasure, he spotted the way Reese’s eyes opened just a smidge. The human’s lips parted, and he swept his tongue out to lick his bottom one. Reese’s gaze even dipped to linger at Seever’s groin.

	Unfortunately, then Reese’s eyes narrowed, and he opened his mouth.

	“Where’s Rocky?”

	Seever just stayed his natural reaction to lift his brows in surprise upon hearing Reese’s combative tone. Day-am! His need to soothe his mate quickly flooded him, shocking him with the intensity to make the man happy.

	Remembering he had a job to do, Seever fought against his nature. It won’t be long. He did his best to mentally reassure his annoyed inner animal.

	“Probably still sleeping,” Seever answered evenly, striding toward the carafe and coffee mugs he spotted on the sideboard. “I know I was.” He sent a smirk in Reese’s direction, hoping to soften his light scolding. “Coffee?”

	“Rocky’s an early riser. I know he’s up by now,” Reese countered, drawing a few steps closer.
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