
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Keeping the Peace: After a komodo dragon shifter learns that someone he thought was human is actually a dragon, he becomes obsessed with seeing his true form.

	 

	 

	Dakota Drudeson has been working for the Shifter Council for over fifty years. In all that time, he’s believed that dragons—real dragons—either have never been real, or they’d died out centuries before. Imagine his surprise when his boss allows it to slip that dragons are alive, well, and there’s even one working at Shifter Council Headquarters—a dishwasher named Charon, whom Dakota has always thought was human.

	Watching Charon every chance he gets, Dakota quickly becomes infatuated with the small male. The fact that his boss has warned him that Charon’s short, slender, blond frame isn’t what he truly looks like doesn’t concern him at all. Even the fact that the man’s smell doesn’t trigger interest from Dakota’s Komodo dragon doesn’t deter Dakota. He wants to earn Charon’s trust and see his dragon.

	Due to Dakota’s promise to never reveal that he knows Charon is indeed a dragon, he can’t even explain his odd obsession to his brothers. When Dakota finally gets his chance to admire Charon’s gorgeous, metallic-purple dragon form, the man’s true scent rocks him. Charon is his mate.

	So when Dakota reveals himself, why doesn’t Charon recognize him, too?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Why are you staring at the kitchen doors? Miggs shouldn’t be out with the cupcakes for another seven minutes.”

	Dakota Drudeson yanked his attention away from the double swinging doors. They led to the huge kitchens that pumped out food at Shifter Council Headquarters. Anyone who worked for or on the council had access to free meals there whenever they wished.

	Considering shifters and other paranormals normally had pretty large appetites, Dakota knew that meant there were a number of people who worked in there.

	Turning to look at his eldest brother, Delanrue—Del to family and close friends—Dakota knew the other Komodo dragon shifter referred to his Fate-given mate, Miggs—an uber-cute guinea pig shifter and the light of Del’s life. He forced a smile and nodded, trying to figure out how to explain that the raspberry cupcakes Miggs was preparing for them, while delicious, were not what had his attention fixated on the kitchens. Instead, Dakota was trying to figure out a way to spot someone else, instead.

	Charon.

	Ever since taking a mission with his boss—Head Enforcer Mycroft—Dakota had become fascinated with the man. Mycroft had let it slip that Charon wasn’t actually a human, even though he smelled like one. Instead, the lean blond was actually a dragon.

	Like, a real one, not a Komodo dragon shifter like me.

	Mycroft had also sworn him to secrecy.

	Still, Dakota had never lied to his brother, and the uncomfortable prickle at the back of his neck told him that his silence felt like a lie by omission.

	For the longest time—over one hundred sixty years—it had just been Dakota and his two brothers. It had been them against the world.

	Their parents had been killed when he’d been young, and Del had raised him as well as Dane, their middle brother. While Dakota hadn’t understood it at the time, Del had needed to grow up fast because their Komodo dragon bank hadn’t been an exceptionally warm and fuzzy place.

	It hadn’t taken more than a few years before the dominance of Del’s Komodo increased exponentially—probably due to his rising need to protect his younger brothers—and at a very young age—for a shifter, anyway—he’d earned the rank of enforcer.

	Dakota knew that he hadn’t been the only one with a case of hero worship on his big bro. He and Dane had discussed it a time or ten while growing up—about how badass Del was. When Del had moved from being an enforcer for their bank to being an enforcer for the Shifter Council, they’d worked hard to follow in his footsteps.

	Of course, when Del transitioned to being an interrogator, they’d both congratulated him on his new position and wished him well. However, they hadn’t been interested in that. That job required a certain type of personality, and they knew they didn’t have it, and that was okay.

	“Dakota?” Del rumbled, returning his attention to his brother. “Why are you staring at the doors?”

	After another glance toward the double doors, Dakota focused on Del and admitted, “I’m actually hoping for a glimpse of Charon.”

	Del’s eyes narrowed even as he managed to arch one eyebrow. “Charon,” he repeated. “The little dishwasher?”

	Dakota nodded. “Yeah.”

	While Mycroft had told Dakota that what everyone saw wasn’t actually Charon’s true form, he couldn’t share that either. He hated keeping secrets from his brothers, but a promise was a promise. Dakota figured that trumped never keeping secrets from his brothers.

	Wonder what he really looks like.

	When Del narrowed his eyes even more, pinning Dakota with his intense stare, it took every bit of self-control Dakota possessed to keep from shifting uncomfortably in his seat... or opening his trap and blurting out the truth.

	“Why?” Del asked as he relaxed back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest.

	Why indeed?

	Dakota couldn’t truly say for certain. Well, he knew part of it, anyway, but he couldn’t share it with Del. He had been of the mind that dragons were either extinct or had never been real to begin with.

	But I was wrong.

	Now, Dakota desperately wanted to see one. To do that, he had to befriend Charon, then figure out how to earn his trust. Dakota figured, only then could he admit that he knew Charon was more than he seemed. Maybe after that, Dakota could convince the pretty man to show him his dragon.

	Easy, right?

	Except, Dakota had been trying to figure out how to meet Charon for several weeks. In all that time, he’d never seen the dishwasher exit the kitchen. He hadn’t even been able to track him through the back corridors that he obviously used to get to and from his job.

	Dakota had always thought Charon was human, and he didn’t recall what the man’s scent was. In order to track him, he would need to get close to Charon so he could get a real good lock on his smell. Then he could—

	Wait a damn minute.

	Jumping to his feet, Dakota grinned broadly at Del. “I think I’ll go help Miggs carry the cupcakes.”

	Then Dakota strode briskly toward the kitchen doors.

	Just as Dakota reached them, he felt a big hand clamp onto his shoulder. He turned, frowning. Seeing Del’s narrow-eyed gaze, Dakota quickly morphed his features into a wide smile.

	“Dakota, I know it’s been a long time, but we discussed this,” Del rumbled, his voice low and full of warning. “You don’t shit where you work.”

	Dakota opened his mouth, then closed it again. “I’m not,” he quickly assured. “I won’t.”

	He understood his brother’s concern. Sleeping with someone at work, someone not his fated mate, could make life extremely uncomfortable. While he thought Charon was cute, getting the man into bed wasn’t his goal.

	Even if the thought of it is damn tempting.

	“Then what the hell is going through that head of yours?” Del demanded quietly, obviously trying to keep their conversation private. As Del squeezed Dakota’s shoulder lightly, he added, “You’ve been squirrelly for a while, Dakota. What’s up?”

	Shit. I should have realized Del would notice.

	His brother wasn’t the top interrogator for nothing. He noticed things—facial tics, voice intonations, flicks of the eyes, and more—which others never picked up on. Mentally scrambling, Dakota swiftly thought about what to tell him.

	“I’m being honest when I tell you I don’t intend to seduce him,” Dakota murmured, keeping his voice equally low. “But he has piqued my interest. No one ever sees him.” Furrowing his brows, he felt a wash of sadness crash through him. “Doesn’t that seem... lonely?”

	“We don’t know anything about him,” Del pointed out. “He could have a wife and three kids that he rushes home to every day. This could just be a really good job for him, since he knows about us and the council pays extremely well.”

	Shrugging, Dakota claimed, “So, I’d like to find out.” He smirked as he added, “You know what a friendly guy I am. I’m curious.”

	Del continued to stare at him—hard—for several heartbeats. Finally, he heaved a deep sigh before issuing a low growl. “I know you’re hiding something, Dakota.” Then his expression eased, and he slid his palm to cradle the back of Dakota’s neck, giving it a light squeeze. “But you’ll tell me when you’re ready. Until then, we’re here for you.”

	Dakota felt a wash of relief flood him. “Thanks, Del.”

	Never could he feel grateful enough to know that he would always have his brothers at his back... even when they didn’t know what they might be helping him with.

	“Well, let’s go see if he’s here, then,” Del muttered, leading the way into the kitchen.

	Dakota followed his brother. He panned his gaze around the massive, industrial-sized space. While Del barely cast a glance toward the back where the cleaning area was situated, Dakota’s attention remained riveted in that direction.

	There, unloading a dishwasher, worked Charon.

	Slowing his steps, Dakota lagged behind Del as he watched the man. The five-foot-six or seven guy appeared to be lithe, although it was tough to tell, considering the tan, nondescript slacks and loose polo shirt he wore. His rolled-up sleeves showcased lightly muscled, pale limbs.

	As if sensing that someone watched him, Charon stiffened, his shoulders tightening. He straightened and peered over his shoulder. His blue-eyed gaze met Dakota’s. For an instant, Charon just stared at him. Then a faint flush pinkened the man’s cheeks, and he quickly ducked his head, turned back to the waiting dishwasher, and grabbed a stack of dishes before hurrying to a cupboard to put them away.

	To Dakota’s surprise, a punch of interest that had nothing to do with curiosity warmed his belly. A low level of arousal warmed his gut.

	Well, huh.

	Recalling his exchange with Del, Dakota yanked his attention away from Charon.

	Just friends.

	Dakota focused on Del, who stood behind Miggs. He had his hands resting on his much smaller mate’s hips, and he nuzzled the side of the guinea pig shifter’s neck with his lips. Considering Del stood six-foot-five and Miggs was a diminutive five-foot-one, Dakota thought it looked awkward as hell.

	Seeing the happy expressions on both men’s faces, even as Miggs continued to focus on frosting the cupcakes, Dakota knew that neither man minded any contortions they had to do to make it work.

	As Dakota watched Miggs slather frosting on the last cupcake, he noticed how Miggs’s hand shook a little, obviously affected by Del’s attentions. Rubbing at his chest, Dakota glanced away. Still not used to seeing his brother act so intimately with another, Dakota felt as if he was interrupting an intimate moment.

	Out of the corner of his eye, Dakota spotted Charon standing on his toes, reaching up while holding a stack of plates. He saw the way the man struggled to get the plates on top of the stack, wobbling a little. His body even appeared to tremble.

	Unable to help himself, Dakota hurried to Charon’s side. He reached past him, damn near bracketing him, and gripped the stack on either side. While Dakota helped slip the plates on top of the stack, he kept his body away from the other man’s, even though he felt so tempted to find out what it would feel like to press against him.

	Friends. Damn it.

	Dakota quickly stepped back, saying, “Sorry to startle you, Charon.” When the man turned and eyed him warily, Dakota quickly added, “You just looked like you needed a hand.”

	Charon’s big blue eyes narrowed. “How do you know my name?”

	Surprised upon hearing the defensiveness in his tone, Dakota lifted his hands in placation, palms out. “Uh, I’m a Council Enforcer.” He lowered his left hand to his side as he touched his chest with the fingertips of his right. “Dakota. Dakota Drudeson.” Dakota grinned widely. “Most of us know the names of just about everyone who works here and can recognize them by sight.” With a wink, he told him, “Gotta know everyone so if someone’s here that shouldn’t be, we can spot them.”

	Slowly, Charon nodded, although his eyes remained narrowed. “Okay.”

	Dakota rested his hands on his hips, continuing to smile at him. “You knoooooow.” He purposefully drew the words out, adding playfulness to his tone. “I’m not certain who or what dragged you into the paranormal world, but we’re not all bastards.”

	Dakota kept his words as true as he could, just in case the man could scent, well, not lies, but a stretch of the truth. After all, he had no idea what kind of abilities a dragon actually had. Dakota knew that the dragon believed that everyone—well, probably everyone save Mycroft and those on the council—thought he was a human.

	Keeping a winning smile creasing his lips, Dakota added, “You don’t have to hide from us.”

	Cocking his head, Charon asked, “What makes you think I’m hiding from you?”

	Dakota did a quick think of his possible responses and decided on, “Well, you rarely enter the dining hall to eat lunch or during a break.” After all, he’d been watching for the last several weeks. “And you must use the back hallways to get to and from your job here in the kitchens.” Offering a shrug, Dakota told him, “If you had a bad experience with someone here, if you don’t want to tell me, share it with your boss. I happen to know Chef Gage is a pretty decent guy, and he always has the best interest of his people at heart.”

	On more than one occasion, Dakota had met up with Chef Gage—a very nice and happy to help cinnamon-colored black bear—to get pointers on cooking to help him on dates. Just because he knew that person wasn’t his fated mate didn’t mean he didn’t want to treat that person right.

	“You know Chef Gage?” Charon cocked his head. “Really?”

	“Surprised?” Dakota chuckled as he shrugged. “I happen to enjoy cooking and learning new dishes, and he’s an excellent teacher.”

	Charon didn’t appear to believe him, making Dakota wonder why.

	Surely a dragon can tell if a shifter is lying or not.

	“Well, I’m not hiding from anyone,” Charon claimed, his scent declaring that he spoke the truth. “I do my job and go home.” He shrugged as his gaze slid to the left. “Always stuff to do at home.”

	While Dakota could smell that Charon continued to speak the truth, there was something else in there, too... something that gave a subtle flavor indicating he might be hiding something as well.

	Dakota reined in his natural tendency to push. He was trying to win Charon’s trust, after all.

	“Well, glad to hear it,” Dakota began, racking his brain for something to say that would extend the conversation.

	“Hey, Dakota,” Miggs interrupted. “Hi, Charon.”

	“Miggs,” Charon replied with a nod. “Well, I better get back to work.”

	To Dakota’s dismay, Charon began to turn away, heading back toward the dishwasher he’d obviously been emptying.

	Dakota forced a smile as he eyed Miggs, his expression relaxing when he took in the tray of cupcakes the small shifter held. “Damn, Miggs. Those look good.”

	“Um, yeah. Thanks,” Miggs replied.

	That was when Dakota noted Miggs’s flushed face and the hungry gleam in Del’s eyes, not to mention the aroma of
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