
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Keeping the Peace: A chance encounter at a barbeque changes the course of a councilman’s life.

	 

	 

	Councilman Lorian Bakerman knows his mother’s dinner invitation is a set-up. Having been dodging her attempts to introduce him to eligible shifter women of her choosing for the last several years, he’s learned all the signs. Ever since other single councilmen have begun finding their mates—male mates—she’s been urging him to settle down... with someone she finds appropriate.

	When Lorian accepts a barbeque invitation from Enforcer Germaine for the express purpose of avoiding his mother’s plans, he’s shocked to find himself drawn in by a pair of sad hazel eyes. Scenting the shifter, he realizes that Randy Cullers is his mate. While Randy acknowledges their connection, he seems timid and uncertain, leaving Lorian confused... until he learns that Randy is mourning the loss of a long-standing partner.

	Lorian wants Randy and is willing to give him time. Can his patience hold out as he helps Randy’s heart mend while stopping his meddling and manipulative mother’s ways before she scares him off?
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	To the simple joy of completing a project. They never end, but the satisfaction is always the same and a reward in and of itself.

	 

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Councilman Lorian Bakerman clicked a button on the computer, saving the file. Opening his email, he sent the information to Alpha Kontra Belikov. He knew the bear shifter would make good use of it.

	The prior month, Lorian had met with Kontra, a grizzly shifter and leader of a nomadic biker gang. The man had been hanging around the area while helping a friend settle in with his mate. When Lorian had overheard rumors that Kontra and his people were preparing to move on, he’d asked for a few moments of his time.

	While the buffalo Lorian shared his psyche with—or American bison, as some called it—had been a little concerned to be in the same room as a grizzly, Lorian had known he was completely safe. Kontra had come very highly recommended by their Shifter Council’s newest member—Shane Alvaro. The wolf shifter and his prior pack had worked with Kontra and his people on a number of occasions.

	Besides, Lorian had had Enforcer Dakota Drudeson with him. He knew the Komodo dragon shifter would never have allowed anything to happen to him. While Lorian considered Dakota a friend, it was also the male’s job to keep him safe.

	Lorian’s email pinged, drawing his attention. He spotted a confirmation from Alpha Kontra and smiled. Coordinating with the nomadic gang to clear out facilities they’d found in ex-Councilman Krakow’s file—who’d been put to death for his crimes—had been the best decision the council could have made.

	Satisfied that Kontra would investigate the tip as soon as he could, Lorian leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms over his head. He arched and felt the soft pop. Grunting with pleasure, he rolled his head slowly on his neck. Once again, Lorian heard and felt a crack.

	“Ouch. That sounded like it hurt.”

	Lorian met Enforcer Germaine’s dark-eyed gaze and grinned. “How it sounded is totally different than how it felt,” he countered. “Been sitting at this desk for far too long,” Lorian admitted as he rose to his feet. When his stomach grumbled a little, too, he glanced at the clock on the wall. “Mmm, missed lunch. How come you didn’t holler at me?”

	Germaine grinned widely, shrugging his lean shoulders. “You looked like you were in the zone, and I had a big breakfast with Sage,” the dark-skinned anaconda shifter told him—referencing his Bengal tiger shifter mate—as he rose to his six-foot-six height. “Ready to head to the cafeteria?”

	“I am,” Lorian agreed. “I think a massive grilled chicken Caesar salad is calling my name.”

	Humming, Germaine nodded. “I’m certain a Rueben sandwich is calling mine.”

	Lorian’s stomach growled louder, causing both men to chuckle. Leaving his office, he led the way down the hallway. He noticed Germaine fall into step at his right, the enforcer’s gaze always in motion.

	While Lorian would have liked to have enough faith in his fellow shifters to call Germaine paranoid, he knew better. There had been too much unrest amongst his kind due to their changing policies. The Shifter Council was finally getting with the times—accepting same-sex fated matings and sending investigators to police pack alphas, removing those who abused their power. Those bigoted and power-hungry shifters who had a hard time with the changes were causing problems. There was no telling where they might strike, which included within the walls of the Shifter Council building itself.

	After all, they’d managed to infiltrate it before.

	“Are you doing anything for the fourth?”

	Arching one brow, Lorian questioned, “The fourth?”

	Germaine nodded, his black brows furrowing. “Uh, it’s the Fourth of July on Saturday,” he reminded him. “A national holiday.”

	“Oh, right,” Lorian murmured, nodding. “Guess I totally lost track of time.”

	Patting Lorian on the back once, Germaine told him, “You need to get out more, Councilman.”

	“That’s the truth,” he agreed with a chuckle.

	“Guess that’s a no on plans,” Germaine continued as they reached an elevator. As he punched the up button, so they could get to the main level where the cafeteria was, he added, “Sage and I are having a barbeque Saturday afternoon. Bunch of guys who work with the council will be there as well as a few others. You’re welcome to join us.”

	Lorian smiled, unable to remember the last time he’d done something so laid back as a barbeque. At nearly three hundred years old, he’d been a councilman for almost a century. He always seemed to need at least one guard with him.

	Of course, a barbeque at an enforcer’s home whom I trust...

	“Well, give it some thought,” Germaine continued, telling Lorian that he’d been quiet for too long. “The invitation will still be there.”

	“I—” The trill of his cell phone interrupted him. When he looked at the screen, he groaned.

	Germaine chuckled as he led the way into the elevator. “Maybe you’ll lose service in here.”

	Lorian followed him into the car. “I wouldn’t get that lucky,” he grumbled before accepting the call. “Good afternoon, Mother.”

	“Good afternoon, Lorian,” Annabelle Bakerman—his mother—greeted breezily. “How are you today? You’re not working too hard, are you? Have you eaten lunch?”

	Grimacing, Lorian stated, “I’m fine, Mother. I’m just on my way to lunch now.” Before she could respond, he quickly added, “And work is the same as always. Busy.” Lorian could guess what his mother would say next, so he told her, “I’m looking forward to a nice, relaxing meal in the sunshine.”

	“Are you getting another one of those processed meals from your cafeteria again?” Annabelle scolded. She always seemed to have something to complain about. “If you would just settle down with a good woman, you wouldn’t have to eat that terrible food.”

	Knowing Germaine could hear every word that his domineering mother uttered, Lorian tipped his head back and stared at the ceiling. He noticed out of the corner of his eye that the other shifter reached forward and pressed the stop button. The elevator ceased its movement, for which Lorian was grateful.

	At least no one else will have the chance to overhear her.

	“Mother, I’ve explained before,” Lorian began slowly, biting back a sigh of longsuffering. “Our kitchens here are stocked with the finest foods, and the chefs and cooks are top-notch. Anything I get here is fresh and filling.” Unable to help himself, Lorian added, “Besides, the food here is free to all shifters and mates. I already employ a chef.” Scowling, Lorian muttered, “Why would I ask him to cook me to go meals when I can get fantastic food here?”

	Lorian had never been so happy as when the microwave had been invented. It had meant he could grill an excessive amount of meat once a week, then reheat it later. Much to his mother’s distress, Lorian loved hot dogs and macaroni and cheese.

	“If you had a wife, you wouldn’t need a chef,” Annabelle countered hotly. “She would—”

	Unable to help himself, Lorian barked a laugh, cutting her off.

	“Lorian Bakerman,” his mother scolded. “How dare you interrupt me. I am your mother.”

	“My apologies, Mother,” Lorian replied by rote. Maybe it was because he knew his enforcer was listening, but he couldn’t resist pointing out, “But I doubt any of the women you’ve introduced me to in the last three years would be able to cook, either.”

	“Well, you don’t know that,” Annabelle stated, frost entering her tone. “You refused to give any of them enough of your time to even find out.”

	“Mother, I’ve explained this to you.” About a million times. “I won’t lead anyone on. I’m waiting for my fated mate.”

	Lorian’s mother had sporadically tried to set him up for decades. He’d always told her the same thing, not that she listened. Right on cue, Lorian listened to her excuse.

	“Well, how are you supposed to meet her if you don’t go looking?” Annabelle sounded just as dismissive as always. “If I didn’t keep introducing you to people, you would never meet anyone new.”

	“I meet new people all the time,” Lorian replied, rubbing his palm over his neatly trimmed beard.

	Gods, I’m so tired of this conversation.

	“You meet ruffians and criminals,” Annabelle stated with a huff. “No one of good breeding.” She sniffed derisively. “Certainly no one worthy of being your fated mate.”

	“I’m sorry, Mother.” Lorian had no desire to hash over the same territory again. “I’m about to get into the elevator, and I’m afraid I might lose you. Can I call you back this evening?”

	I’m sure I can come up with an excuse as to why I didn’t.

	“I hate it when you rush me,” Annabelle complained. “I’m holding a Fourth of July dinner party Saturday evening at six. I expect to see you there.”

	Oh, hell, no. Another set-up.

	Seeing Germaine leaning against the elevator wall, his arms crossed over his lean torso, Lorian had an idea. “I’m sorry, Mother. I’ve already accepted an invitation to another engagement.”

	Germaine arched one black brow as the corner of his full dark lips curved up a bit.

	“Oh, really?” Annabelle didn’t sound convinced. “From whom?” Just as quickly, she demanded, “Have you met someone and didn’t tell me?”

	“No,” Lorian immediately countered. No way did he want his mother to get that idea in her head. “I agreed to a barbeque with a group of friends from work here.”

	Lorian imagined he could feel the disapproval through the line as the pregnant silence lengthened between them. Holding Germaine’s gaze, he asked, “Mother, are you still there?” He didn’t expect an answer right away, so he continued, “Damn, must have dropped.” Then Lorian disconnected the line. Even as he watched Germaine’s lips widen into a shit-eating grin, Lorian stated, “I’m going to hear about that later.”

	Germaine chuckled as he shook his head. “Damn. Your mother is a little...”

	The other shifter’s voice trailed away, as he seemed to be searching for something that wasn’t rude, yet still accurate.

	Lorian helped him out. “She’s a domineering matriarch.” Lorian pressed the button to restart the elevator’s movements as he added, “When I became a councilman almost a century ago, I thought it would put some separation between us.” Hearing his phone ring, Lorian peered at the screen and shook his head. “It didn’t.”

	Doing something he rarely did, he pressed the silence button. He shoved the phone into his pocket and watched the elevator doors open. It wasn’t until they’d both exited and were walking down the empty hallway that Germaine told him, “I won’t hold you to what you told Misses Bakerman.”

	Confused, Lorian asked, “What are you talking about?”

	Germaine offered him a wry smile. “The barbeque.”

	“Oh.” Lorian smiled as he shook his head. “I’d actually intended to accept your invitation.” Realizing he wasn’t completely certain if Germaine had been sincere, he added, “Unless...”

	Except, how can I ask that without sounding like an ass?

	Germaine grinned broadly as he reached around Lorian and grabbed the handle of the swinging doors leading into the cafeteria. “We need to work on our communication, I guess.” The man took an obvious glance around before stepping back to let Lorian enter first. “At least, about personal shit.”

	Lorian chuckled softly. “It’s been a long time since I’ve done something as relaxing as a barbeque,” he admitted. “Too much time with”—he grimaced as he joined Germaine at the buffet table—”my mother and her dinner parties.”

	When did my life become so dull? How did I let that happen?

	Even as Lorian wondered, he knew the answers. He’d buried himself in work to avoid his mother’s demands as much as possible. That meant when he did make some free time for himself, his mother guilt-tripped him into getting him to do what she wanted.

	Gods. Almost three hundred years old, a councilman, and still under my mother’s thumb. I’m so lame.

	Fortunately, Lorian knew he could do something about it. He knew it wouldn’t be easy, but he would. In fact, his refusal of his mother was already a step in the right direction.

	Now I just have to stick to my guns and not give in.

	“Can I fix you something specific, Councilman Lorian?”

	Hearing the melodious tenor pulled Lorian out of his thoughts, and he realized he’d been staring vacantly at the array of food on the buffet. He lifted his gaze and focused on Desmond. The pretty, brown-eyed fox shifter worked in the kitchens. Lorian had heard he was the go-to guy for baked treats, too.

	“Hello, Desmond,” Lorian greeted with a smile. “Thank you for the offer.”

	Lorian swept his gaze over the offerings, actually take in what they were real quick before he answered the shifter. When Lorian returned his attention to Desmond’s face, he spotted the slight tell-tale flush on his face, and a discreet sniff allowed him to scent the other man’s pleasure. Evidently, it pleased Desmond that Lorian knew his name.

	Huh. I’m not that stuffy. Am I?

	“I’m interested in a grilled chicken Caesar salad,” Lorian admitted, glancing at the food again. The only meat he noticed was ham and steak strips. “Is there cooked chicken somewhere?”

	“Of course, Councilman,” Desmond replied with a nod. “I’ll heat some for you and have it out in just a moment.” After a glance at the canisters at the end of the line, clearly reading their labels, Desmond nodded. “Good. The Caesar dressing is there.”

	“Any dried anchovies?” Lorian suddenly asked, thinking adding a few strips to the chicken would taste fantastic.

	Desmond hummed, tipping his head to the side. “I’m not actually sure.” He nibbled his bottom lip, his scent betraying his worry and concern. “But I’ll look.”

	Lorian didn’t want to stress out the cook, so he quickly told him, “It was just a whim, Desmond. Maybe add it to the list for next time if you don’t have them.” With a grin, he reached for a bowl. “Either way is fine.”

	Smelling of relief, Desmond nodded. “Yes, Councilman. I’ll do that.” He turned and headed toward the kitchen door, saying, “I’ll be right out with the chicken.”

	“Thanks, Desmond,” Lorian stated as he began filling his bowl with chopped romaine.

	Within minutes, Lorian had created a huge Caesar salad for himself. He peered around the room, spotting Germaine sitting with Enforcer Dane and Enforcer Dakota—brothers. After a second of hesitation, Lorian
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