
	Keeping the Peace: When a lion shifter finds a stranger hacking his systems, he discovers a kindred spirit in the most unlikely of places.

	 

	 

	Over fifty years before, Vincentius Goldstein agreed to join the Shifter Council with the express intention of bringing their technology into the future. After all, he’d had fun hacking into it and knew it wasn’t secure. He’s done that, and now finds the almost daily meetings and constant infighting trying his patience. Vincentius prefers the seclusion of his computer room. When he discovers someone hacking into his system, his excitement is stirred for the first time in decades. After figuring out where the hacker is located, Vincentius sends a council investigator after him. To his shock, when the investigator returns with the hacker, a small guinea fowl shifter named Cho, Vincentius recognizes the man as his mate. Even with the mate-pull, Cho fears him. After all, Vincentius had ordered Cho kidnapped and taken away from the safety of his flock mates. Can Vincentius figure out how to win the favor of his captive, or will he lose the best thing to happen to him in over three hundred years?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	The battles that count aren’t the ones for gold medals. The struggles within yourself—the invisible, inevitable battles inside all of us—that’s where it’s at.

	~Jesse Owens

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Councilman Vincentius Goldstein fought back a yawn. Perhaps staying up into the wee hours of the morning writing lines of code when he had a council meeting that AM wasn’t his best idea. Still, he hated getting into a project and having to leave it half finished.

	Yeah, we all have our oddities.

	Now he was having trouble keeping his eyes open as he listened to Councilman Sasha Delaney whine. The coyote shifter was going on and on about how ex-Councilman Paraben Krakow had manipulated him. Everyone knew the truth, however. Sasha was a bigoted, power-hungry asshole, and he’d thought siding with Paraben was the way to gain more esteem.

	His plan had seriously backfired, revealing his treachery.

	Unfortunately, by council law, it was required that Sasha be given the opportunity to share his side of the story before his peers—the other council members—prior to judgment being cast.

	“So, you’re claiming that your efforts to remove Councilman Colearian had actually been orchestrated by Krakow, and you were just completing it?”

	In Vincentius’s opinion, Councilman Nigel Granis—a Siberian tiger shifter—sounded just as bored as he felt.

	“Yes, that’s correct,” Sasha claimed. “I thought we were doing the right thing.” The man twisted his features into a contrite expression that didn’t fit him at all. “While Paraben was doing some things that are clearly illegal, some of his ideals had merit.” Clearing his throat, Sasha amended, “Have merit. We need to remove council members that are advocating for changes that will weaken us. Shifters, I mean. As a race.”

	Vincentius straightened his shoulders and lifted his chin as he narrowed his eyes. “You’re right.” That garnered surprised looks from several of the others in the room. Rarely was Vincentius known to agree with Sasha, since he’d pegged the male as a bigot decades before. “We do need to remove councilmen that are weakening our species.” Unable to help himself, he fixed a malicious smile upon Sasha. “For example, a councilman that does not recognize that we must change with the times or face extinction.” Narrowing his eyes, Vincentius added, “Or a councilman who is unwilling to embrace Fate’s gifts.”

	Sasha clenched his jaw, the muscle visibly ticking beneath the skin. Scowling, he swallowed hard enough to cause his Adam’s apple to bob. Vincentius imagined he could see steam coming from the man’s ears as he mentally searched for a viable response.

	The coyote shifter didn’t get the chance.

	“Then I believe it is time for a vote,” stated Councilman Lorian Bakerman, a buffalo shifter. “All in favor of removing Councilman Sasha Delaney from the council for crimes unbefitting his station, raise your hand.” As he spoke, Lorian lifted his hand, being more than obvious about which way he leaned.

	Vincentius, Nigel, and Councilman Regales Colearian immediately lifted their hands. That didn’t surprise Vincentius in the least. Nigel had been upfront with his disdain. On top of that, Regales had a personal stake in it.

	Sasha had attacked Regales’s mate, an ex-Navy Seal named Armand Theodore Conway—Theo to his friends. The human had done a swift job of using military stealth and precision to put the coyote shifter in his place.

	While Vincentius hadn’t had the opportunity to talk to the man much, he hoped to change that at some point.

	Also not surprising, their newest member, Councilman Shane Alvaro—the former beta of the Stone Ridge wolf shifter pack—lifted his hand. His vote was accompanied by that of Councilman Aiden Ridgeston—a deer shifter. The vote was unanimous.

	The eighth and final councilman in the room, Georgio Peregrine, was not allowed to vote. This was due to the fact that the elk shifter’s actions were also in question. Georgio had helped Sasha set up the coup that had almost cost Regales and Theo their lives.

	The only difference between the pair was that Georgio had flipped on Sasha, offering testimony against him.

	Vincentius wasn’t entirely convinced that Georgio’s actions were because he was truly remorseful. The other possibility was that he was smarter than Sasha, and like a rat fleeing a sinking ship, he realized they were about to be found out and had wanted to appear the dumber of the pair. Vincentius intended to find out if he was really playing the stooge, or if he was just that trusting and had gotten sucked in with the wrong crowd.

	That was why Vincentius had been up all night writing code. He’d been creating a virtual worm that would create a backdoor into Georgio’s systems. Even now, it was running, searching his files.

	By the time Vincentius returned to his home, he hoped to have a hell of a lot of files to go through.

	“It is unanimous,” Lorian stated. He pointed at Enforcer Delanrue Drudeson, a Komodo dragon shifter who worked mainly as a council interrogator. “Please take Sasha to the Blue Room.”

	“Goddamnit, you can’t do this to me,” Sasha cried as he lunged to his feet. He shied away from Delanrue’s touch. “I’m a councilman!”

	“Not anymore.” Regales’s tone was gruff, holding a hint of a growl.

	“This is all your fault!” Sasha claimed, lunging toward Georgio. He started to shift, causing Georgio to scramble from his chair and stumble backward.

	Delanrue was faster. In seconds, a massive Komodo dragon took up almost a third of the empty space in the sixty-foot round chamber. The dragon snapped its jaws and caught Sasha’s coyote between its very sharp teeth. The coyote wriggled and squirmed, yipped and barked, but Delanrue hardly seemed to notice as he crawled toward a door.

	Dane Drudeson opened the door for his younger brother’s beast and the ex-councilman in coyote form. With a flick of his tail, the Komodo dragon and his captive disappeared from the room. Dane followed, probably with the intention of opening the other doors needed to reach the Blue Room.

	Vincentius inhaled deeply, attempting to calm his racing pulse. While he knew Delanrue wouldn’t turn on the Shifter Council, the male was still damn impressive... and intimidating. Vincentius’s lion rumbled in the back of his mind, uneasy.

	It’d taken Vincentius years to grow used to sitting in the same room with so many dominant personalities.

	“That was dramatic,” Councilman Alvaro quipped. A smirk curved the wolf shifter’s lips. “Is he always so...” He waved his hand absently, appearing to search for the right word.

	“Volatile?” Aiden supplied.

	“Theatrical?” Nigel offered.

	Shane hummed, then admitted, “I was thinking self-centered and egotistical, but sure. We can go with your suggestions.”

	Vincentius chuckled, relaxing in his chair. He watched smiles appear on a few of the other men’s faces. A couple chuckled. Even a few of the enforcers—who were normally pretty good at appearing stoic and unaffected—cracked smirks.

	“I don’t know what his problem is,” Lorian grumbled, shaking his head. “It’s not like Sasha is going to be injured by Interrogator Delanrue. The Blue Room is a lounge.”

	“His problem is that he just lost his power.” Shane relaxed in his chair, rubbing his back as he appeared to get comfortable. “And that was a big damn Komodo dragon. Never seen one shift before.”

	Chuckling deeply, Regales nodded. “We’re fortunate the Drudeson brothers are loyal to us.”

	“So.” Nigel turned his attention to Georgio who was settling back in his seat, still appearing uneasy. “Georgio.”

	 

	After thirty minutes, they agreed that Georgio wouldn’t be removed from the council. Instead, the elk shifter was put on probation for three months. His movements would be monitored, his accounts searched, and he wouldn’t vote in council sessions.

	If after that time Georgio proved his good intentions, he’d be returned to full councilman duties.

	Enforcer Theron Ruddiman escorted Georgio from the room. The big Kodiak bear shifter had been ordered to take him home. From there, the enforcer was supposed to put together a schedule for a pair of council enforcers to be on patrol at the councilman’s place twenty-four-seven.

	The plan would be reviewed and approved by Head Council Enforcer Mycroft Portent. Mycroft was an extremely dominant cheetah shifter with a keen mind. He was a wily fighter to boot.

	Vincentius had even seen the man take down Theron when he’d gotten uppity. Mycroft’s words. The man liked order and kept everything extremely regimented.

	Pros and cons to that.

	Rising from his chair, Vincentius stretched his arms over his head. His back popped softly, and he groaned. He allowed his eyelids to slide closed, and he dreamed about enjoying a long nap.

	“You okay?”

	Feeling an elbow nudge his side and hearing Aiden’s question, Vincentius peeled open his eyes. He realized he must have been standing there longer than he’d thought. Everyone but Aiden, as well as their personal enforcers, had left the room. Nodding, Vincentius forced a tired smile.

	“I was working late into the wee hours of the morning,” Vincentius admitted before rubbing his hands over his face. He fought back a yawn—and failed—so covered his mouth with his hand.

	“I’d ask if you were working on anything fun, but I think you and I have a very different idea of what’s fun.” Aiden shoved his hands into the pockets of his dress slacks, pulling the material taut around his groin. He lowered his voice. “So what do you think of the new councilman?”

	Dragging his mind from the gutter, Vincentius thought about Aiden’s question. He couldn’t very well admit to anyone that, if he and Aiden hadn’t both been councilmen, he would have attempted to tap the man’s ass. While it wasn’t a rule written in the books or anything, there was an understanding.

	Even during the times when women held council seats—Aiden had replaced the last one over eighty years before—Councilmen and Councilwomen didn’t sleep with each other.

	Plus, Vincentius was fairly certain Aiden didn’t swing his way or even realize that he was bisexual.

	That was fine.

	“Well, he’ll definitely shake up the council a little, considering his background and all the information he has on these scientists that Krakow hid from us. Maybe give us new insights into humans. They have a lot of them living in Stone Ridge as mates.”

	Vincentius hated the fact that he hadn’t realized ex-councilman Paraben Krakow had been lying to everyone on the council. Even the fact that no one else realized it didn’t make him feel better. He crossed his arms over his chest as he scowled and stared at the hardwood floor.

	“How’s the data mining of Krakow’s files going?”

	Growling low in his throat, Vincentius admitted, “Not as well as I’d hoped. He either hid his tech-savvy abilities, or he has someone in his employ that is damn good.” Turning toward the doors, he fell into step with Aiden as he began walking. “I’ve been hitting so many dead ends and finding so many false trails, it’s ridiculous.”

	“Damn, I’m sorry to hear that.”

	Vincentius shrugged. Since all shifter files had to be routed through hidden databases on the darknet to keep them out of the hands of unsuspecting humans, it was no wonder the answers were difficult to find. Those who set up such things were normally fantastic hackers in their own right.

	“I just need to figure out who in Krakow’s employ is doing this, then figure out their signature. Every hacker has one.” Seeing the uncomprehending look on Aiden’s face even as he nodded, Vincentius bit back a chuckle. He could get a little carried away talking about his passion. “I’ll keep working on it. At least with Councilman Alvaro here, I have access to every single report the Stone Ridge wolves sent us. I can use them to work backward.”

	“Awesome. Glad to hear it.” Aiden gripped his shoulder, the blond deer shifter smiling at him. “I heard Councilman Alvaro is big into poker. He and his wife are putting together a meet and greet poker night on Saturday. Are you going?”

	Vincentius nodded. “I am.” He’d never played poker with any of the councilmen. In fact, he couldn’t recall doing anything recreational with them. “It should be... interesting.”

	Told ya Shane would shake up our boring asses.

	He mentally laughed at himself.

	Aiden chuckled quietly. “Yeah. That’s a good way to put it.” Coming to a T-junction, the other man waved and turned toward the left. “See you later.”

	Vincentius waved and headed toward the right, toward the parking garage and home. He was flanked by the council enforcer assigned to him while within the council building’s walls. Each councilman had one, and normally they were considered a friend. His was Tideus Solverman, a big saltwater crocodile shifter. His personal guard and best friend—Seever Kerns, a fellow lion shifter who he’d grown up with, also handled Vincentius’s home security. Hell, the man practically ran his household. Seever had fallen into step, flanking him, after leaving the central chamber.

	After Vincentius glanced over his shoulder at each man, he asked, “What about you guys? You poker players? You wanna go?” He recalled Seever playing a hand or two, but it’d always been Vincentius’s idea. Tideus had been assigned to his detail only two years before, and he still didn’t know much about the thick-bodied, powerful male. If neither man wanted the interaction, Vincentius knew he could count on them to find someone who would want to go while still being able to do their jobs.

	“If you’re offering, I’m going,” Tideus replied, grinning widely. “I’ll show you all how it’s done.”

	Seever scoffed. “You wish. I’ll whoop your ass.”

	Grinning, he felt pleased that he would have men there that he considered friends.

	More than ready to go home so he could get to his nap, Vincentius climbed into the back of the SUV, then leaned his bucket seat all the way back, trusting Seever to drive him home.

	 

	His phone beeping penetrated Vincentius’s dreams. He groaned as he rolled over and grabbed the device. As soon as he managed to crack open an eyelid and read the alert, he jolted to a sitting position.

	All vestiges of sleep disappeared as adrenaline flooded his body.

	“Holy fucking shit,” Vincentius hissed as he shot from the bed. He just remembered to yank on a pair of cut-off sweats before he barreled out of his room naked. While it wouldn’t have been the first time, he attempted to curb the habit during daylight hours. Once his genitals were covered, Vincentius stalked through the house, grumbling under his breath. “Who
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