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THIS BOOK CONTAINS references to actual military installations in Oklahoma, USA. Although the names are correct, all information, action and personnel mentioned in connection with anything military are purely figments of my imagination. In no way, is any of the information pertaining to these aspects based on any person, real or dead, and the descriptions of the places are again, fictional only.

The concepts of abuse, PTSD, cutting and blood letting are briefly touched on as part of this fictional story (4 pages out of 240). If you are sensitive to these issues this may not be the book for you. As to some of the coping mechanisms mentioned in this book, please remember this is a work of fiction. My characters are paranormal, and while I have extensively researched the issues mentioned, and have some personal experience in this area, wolf shifters have a different way of dealing with things.

As always, because this is a love story between two men, the typical warnings of M/M sex, anal sex, oral sex, and rimming should also be noted. This book also contains a few BDSM elements, but this is not a BDSM book. This book was written for adult audiences and includes foul language and some violence.

Hopefully I have covered all necessary warnings, so as not to upset any sensitive readers. I write my stories for you to enjoy, and I do hope you fall in love with Troy and Anton, just like I did as I was telling their story. They were a stubborn couple, but they do get their HEA, finally. Thank you to all of my readers who keep reminding me on Facebook, Amazon discussions and via email, that you love my books, the series and the characters. Although I would keep writing, even if no-one read them, the fact that you not only enjoy my books, but also take the time to let me know, is super special to me. Thank you.

Lisa Oliver
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RETURNING HIS WRENCH to the work bench and picking up a large flathead screwdriver, Troy tried to ignore the strong sense of anxiety that was currently taunting his guts. He was working on a particularly temperamental engine, an MGA Mark II, and he had to focus hard to work out the subtle differences between this English sports car and the American beauties he usually worked on. He knew the feeling in his gut wasn’t work related, but that didn’t stop him from uttering a heartfelt “Fuck it,” when he realized the screwdriver he had picked up was no good for the bolt he was trying to remove.

“Everything all right here?” As his Alpha and boss, Kane’s voice usually had the power to soothe him but for some reason, Troy wasn’t feeling it today. He took the smaller Phillips screwdriver that Kane was holding and tried to manipulate the small nut he was trying to loosen, while he tried to think of what to say.

“Yes, I’m good,” he offered, because really he didn’t know why he was feeling so out of sorts.

“Have you heard from Anton yet?” Kane kept his voice low, but Troy was well aware that all of the other wolf shifters in the garage would be able to hear him clearly enough. Struggling with the bolt that finally moved under his efforts, Troy just shook his head in the negative.

“Come into the office.” Kane’s voice didn’t change, but the order was more than implied. Although the Cloverleah pack didn’t stand on ceremony most of the time, Kane was still the Alpha of their little group and Troy respected and cared about the man too much to ignore a thinly veiled request. Throwing his screwdriver down without a backward glance, Troy followed Kane into the office.

Kane indicated that Troy should take a seat and then perched himself on the edge of the desk, a concerned look on his handsome face. Kane was taller than Troy’s own six foot height, standing at six foot four. His broad shoulders, muscled arms, trim waist and long legs all contributed to the “sex on a stick” moniker that Troy had given him in his head when he had first met the man, more than three years before. Troy had been banished from his own pack after being caught in a compromising position with a male human. His only regret at leaving his home pack was leaving behind his twin brother, Scott. But when Troy had found his way to Cloverleah, met Kane and been offered both a job and a new pack, Troy sent for Scott, who had come to join his brother as soon as he got the call.

Now Troy looked into compassionate blue eyes that were housed in a tanned face with a hard chin and full mouth. He realized that while his Alpha was still drop dead gorgeous, Troy hadn’t felt a flicker of attraction towards him for quite some time. Not that he would have done anything about it, if he had. Even if Kane had been the type of Alpha who mucked around with his pack mates, which he wasn’t, Kane was now happily mated to Shawn, a Shifter Guardian, and Troy...well Troy was waiting to meet the man who claimed he was his mate – Anton Sage.

“What’s got you so worried, Troy?” Kane’s voice broke into the silence.

“I’m not sure. I’ve been feeling like this for the past three weeks and thought...well, you know, that it might be nerves over meeting my mate...” Troy’s voice trailed off.

“That would be totally understandable. Meeting a true mate is a big deal for any wolf and lord knows you have waited long enough since learning he existed.”

Troy nodded. In most cases when a wolf shifter met his true mate they met face to face, sniffed each other, tumbled into bed and came out mated for life. Fate was quite adamant in that respect. Sex was the driving force that got two people together – unfortunately it wasn’t so good at helping those same shifters reach their HEA. However in most cases, love, for true shifter mates, usually followed quickly afterwards. Troy had seen examples of this when he watched first Kane and Shawn, then Griff and Diablo and finally his brother, Scott and his new mate Damien, an Alpha from a pack in Texas, all fall into true mate relationships that developed into love. What many people didn’t understand outside of the shifter world, is the wickedly short time line it usually took for shifter mates to fall both into bed and into love.

“Are you sure that this Anton bloke is your true mate? Maybe that’s why you are anxious. Because you’re not sure about what you are getting into?” Kane asked.

“Oh yes, I’m sure, about the true mates status at least,” Troy said nodding his head quickly. The only contact, for the want of a better word, he’d had with his soon-to-be mate was a note that Claude had given him, back when Kane and Shawn went through their Alpha Mating Ritual almost four months before. The note hadn’t contained much of Anton’s scent, but just that faint whiff of dark rum and coconut was enough to send Troy’s wolf into a frenzy and caused his cock to try and burst out of his jeans. The scent of a shifter never lies, and Troy had no doubt that the mysterious Anton was his true mate.

“Then I thought it might have been because of Scott. You know, him almost dying, then moving away to the San Antonio pack to be with Damien. But I know it’s not that either.” Troy was getting frustrated with himself. The anxiety bubbling in his gut was not a pleasant feeling and given that wolf shifters did not usually get sick in any way, his nerves were upsetting his eating and sleeping patterns.

“So you think it must be something to do with Anton?” Kane pried quietly.

“I don’t fucking know,” Troy yelled suddenly, leaping up from his chair and starting to pace frantically. “I haven’t heard from the man in over a month. He said he was going to be back in three weeks. That was two weeks ago. I figured he would have had to go through some debriefing and shit, but why the hell hasn’t my so-called mate been in touch me at least. He fucking promised me!”

Standing up, Kane quickly crossed the short distance to where Troy was standing and placed a large but comforting hand on the back of Troy’s neck. Troy shuddered and turned into Kane’s body letting the big man’s wolf steady him as he tried to find the source of his anxiety.

When Troy had received the note he had been thrown for a complete loop. It was Shawn who had talked to him that night – helping him with his fears and even providing a small holographic image of the man himself so Troy had someone to imagine over the long three months they were to be apart. Since then Troy and Anton had shared a few emails and had Skyped four times. Each time for a brief five minutes. Although Troy had been unable to see Anton, due to the military’s insistence on keeping Anton’s location a secret, just the sound of the man’s husky voice had kept Troy hard and needing for days afterwards.

In his last call Anton had told him that he had one more mission and that he would be out of contact until he came home. He had promised Troy that the mission wouldn’t last more than three weeks and then Anton was determined to head down to Cloverleah to meet and claim his mate. At the time Troy had been struck by the absolute certainty in Anton’s voice – that the man wanted him and wanted to claim him permanently. The call had left Troy on cloud nine for days afterwards.

“He was coming for me,” Troy said to Kane, his voice broken as he struggled to understand why Anton hadn’t turned up. “He promised me he had just three weeks left to go and then he was coming here.”

“Are you worried that something has happened to him?”

“I don’t know what to think,” Troy admitted quietly. “I mean maybe it was all just bullshit, the things he said to me. Maybe he heard my voice and is just not interested in me anymore. Maybe I said something wrong that has put him off. Maybe he thinks he is mistaken about us being mates and so decided not to have anything to do with me. Maybe even though he knows we are mates there was something in my voice that convinced him to reject me.”

Caught up in emotions he didn’t understand, Troy shrugged off Kane’s hand and started moving again, pacing the floor restlessly. He could feel his wolf equally agitated inside of him – his animal keen to get out and find their mate. For wolves it was so simple. Troy’s wolf had gotten wind of Anton’s scent all those months ago and it had taken all of Troy’s strength at the time to not shift and go hunting for the man. The fact that he had no idea where to start looking was beside the point for the wolf half of his soul. The wolf wanted to be with Anton and couldn’t see the point in any delay.

Troy’s human side understood that Anton felt the need to serve his country, even if it was one last time and he tried to stay positive that his mate would arrive when he said he would. But that hadn’t happened, and Anton’s failure to appear was causing Troy to doubt and second guess everything the man had said to him in their brief phone calls and emails.

Turning once again, lost in his thoughts, Troy slammed into an immovable wall. Kane’s chest. Looking up, because yes his Alpha was taller than him by a good four inches, Troy was stunned to see a scowl on his handsome Alpha’s face.

“Don’t do this to yourself,” Kane said roughly, rubbing his big hands up and down Troy’s arms. “Don’t ever think that. A true mate is a gift from the Fates. Treasured by all shifters. You know that. Don’t ever think for a second that Anton does not want you with the same intensity you want him.”

“But why...”

Just then the door of the office opened and Kylan, one of the new mechanics and recent additions to the Cloverleah pack, popped his head inside. “Sorry Boss, but there’s two military looking guys here looking for Troy Peterson. I think you had better get out here and see what they want.”

“Anton,” Troy whispered as he strode out of the office and into the workshop. Standing by the big roller doors were two men in full military uniform, their stance rigid as they took in the work that was being done in the shop. Custom Rides was a busy place and Kane and his men were currently working on four cars and three bikes. At the moment though, no one was actually doing any work and were instead standing and watching the strangers intently.

Troy hurried to stand in front of the two men, his head pounding. For one brief moment in the office he had thought that Anton had finally arrived, but a quick glance at the two men waiting for him quickly dispelled him of that hope. His heart sunk in his boots and he tried not to the let the deep disappointment he was feeling, show on his face. He had absolutely no idea what military men would be doing looking for him, but they might have news of what had happened to his man. Troy would listen to what they had to say. He was grateful when he felt Kane’s solid presence on one side of him and Shawn’s, the Alpha Mate, on the other.

“Troy Peterson?” The smaller of the two men spoke.

“Yes.”

“My name is Major James Harding. This is Second Lieutenant Charles Frost. I understand you are married to Captain Anton Sage?”

Troy stifled his gasp of surprise. Anton must have listed him as his next of kin – but to name him as his husband was unusual even given the repeal of DADT. However, he wasn’t going to have that discussion with these two men in front of him.

“That’s correct.” Troy couldn’t help the snap in his words, but there was something about Harding’s manner that put Troy on edge. The guy clearly didn’t approve of same sex marriages, if the lemon sucking look on his lips was any indication.

Harding stepped forward and handed Troy an envelope bearing the Military logo. Then looking at a point somewhere over Troy’s shoulder, the man said, “I regret to inform you that your husband, Captain Anton Sage, is missing, presumed dead. Unfortunately, due to the confidential nature of his assignment, we are unable to provide further details. However, please be assured that the United States Army has done everything in its power to locate and retrieve Captain Sage. We are sorry that we were unsuccessful.”

The entire workshop went silent for a moment before Troy burst out, “BULLSHIT.”

“Troy,” Kane warned him quietly.

“No Kane, I’m sorry but this is utter bullshit. I would know if my m...husband was dead. These bastards have lost him and just can’t be bothered looking for him anymore.”

“I assure you that all of the resources available to the United States Army have been employed in our efforts on Captain Sage’s behalf,” Major Harding said stiffly.

“That is utter crap and you know it,” Troy said fiercely getting right in the Major’s face. “You don’t even want to be here. You’re horrified that a male soldier in your precious army has married a man. I can feel the homophobia seeping out of your fucking pores. Now where the fuck is my husband!”

“I understand that you are a little bit upset...” Harding started to say.

“A little bit upset?” Yep is was safe to say that. Troy was yelling now. “My husband is missing, while serving his country and you can’t even be bothered to go and find him. And...and...to top it all off, the army sends a jumped up gay hater to break the news to me. Too fucking right I’m upset.”

“What can you tell us about the circumstances surrounding Anton’s disappearance?” Troy had never been more grateful for the authoritative nature of Kane’s voice. Kane was a consummate Alpha, despite the family atmosphere of their small pack, and when he flexed the power in his voice even humans, like the stupid military puppets in front of them, were affected. Major Harding definitely paled under that fake tan of his.

“Captain Sage’s last deployment was of a highly sensitive and confidential nature,” Frost said. “All details are classified.”

“Excuse me Second Lieutenant,” Diablo broke in with that chocolate smooth voice of his. “Surely Troy has the right to know at least where in the world Anton might have gone missing.”

“Captain Sage was on a solo mission here in the United States,” Harding said stiffly. “I can’t tell you anything more than that.”

“And what resources were employed to find him, when he went off the radar, so to speak?” Yep, Troy thought, Diablo’s voice could charm anyone, anytime.

“We sent in a group of people to his last known location. They could find no trace of him. His phone was found abandoned and the tracking chip he had in his uniform was also found with his phone.” It was Frost that spoke up this time.

“And where were those things found?” Kane’s authority was still evident in his voice but it didn’t work this time. Both Frost and Harding shook their heads. Clearly Anton’s last known location was, of course, classified, and would remain a secret.

“So you gave up and decided he was dead?” Troy couldn’t believe it. How hard was it to find a wolf shifter in the United States? It’s not as though he went missing in the wilds of some third world country, or war zone. It was the United States for goodness sake.

“Captain Sage was a good soldier. Our office believes that if the man was still alive he would have found a way to contact his command unit by now.”

“Not if he had been taken hostage, and was being held somewhere,” Diablo said thoughtfully. “Given the nature of his classified assignment, is that possible.”

Troy watched as Harding and Frost looked at each other, their expressions unreadable. But Troy could feel it in his gut that these two men knew a lot more than they had been letting on. They were using the classified information concept as an excuse not to share with civilians.

“It is unlikely,” Harding said finally. “And our office is confident, if that had of been the case, then someone would have been in touch with us by now. No one takes a hostage unless they want something in return. He has been gone for three weeks.”

The men all standing with Troy looked at each other. As shifters they were probably aware more than these army boffins gave them credit for, that the reasoning of man or beast were often hard to understand. Troy knew for a fact that his mate was not dead. Sure they hadn’t bonded or mated, but they’d had verbal contact and that was enough that Troy’s wolf would have known if his other half had gone from this world to the next.

In that moment Troy just wanted these strangers gone. They didn’t care about what happened to Anton, but Troy did, and if he had to go out there and scour the whole fucking country looking for the man he would do it. He was going to find his mate.

“Fine. Is there anything in this envelope that might help solve the mystery as to where my husband is?” Troy said looking down at the thick A4 sized package.

“No,” Frost shook his head. “Our office decided that, given the nature of Captain Sage’s deployment, and the circumstances of his death, that you, as his spouse, were entitled to his military pension, bank accounts and the insurance he had. The papers explain how to go about claiming all of this so that the process will be a lot easier for you.” Second Lieutenant Frost might have thought he was being helpful, but Troy was still angry with the almost callous attitude these two idiots seemed to have over his mate’s disappearance.

“I won’t need to claim anything because my husband isn’t dead,” Troy bit out. He felt Shawn put his arm over his shoulder and realized that he was literally shaking with anger. Frost and Harding probably thought he was trying not to cry, but what he was actually doing, was trying not to hit one or both of them for their fucking platitudes and non-disclosure.

“What will happen to this money if Troy doesn’t claim it? I mean this isn’t how the Army usually handles a death while in service is it?” It was Griff that asked, and Troy wondered quickly how come Griff and Diablo were even at the workshop. They had their own offices for their security firm, Custom Security, attached to their house, just out of town.

Harding and Frost seemed confused by the question, sharing a look that could only be interpreted as is this guy nuts or something. Who turned down guaranteed money? Being the senior of the two Harding spoke up first.

“Look, I understand that you are in shock right now and...” he hurried on as he heard Troy growl. “The Army would not force you to make a decision on this right away. We can wait to pay the pension to you, until you are ready, but Captain Sage arranged for the insurance privately just before his last deployment. He was adamant that because he was newly married, that his husband was to be supported in the event of something happening to him. The envelope also includes a letter from him, and his Last Will and Testament, which you may like to look over before you make any hasty decisions.”

“I need you to go now, okay.” Troy didn’t want to deal with the military anymore. Anton obviously felt a lot of loyalty to his unit and to the army overall, but Troy didn’t have to feel the same way. These assholes, and in Troy’s mind there was no other word for them, didn’t care about the man they had left behind. They were just trying to cover their butts and their visit was nothing more than a ploy to appease Troy into accepting that the man in question, Anton, was dead. Troy knew that Anton was still alive. Finding him was just a question of time.

“Mr. Peterson, Troy,” Harding said. “I know this is difficult for you to accept and we have a chaplain who can help you in this time of grief if you like. But please be assured that we have done all we can in this situation. Your husband is dead and you need to take the time to grieve and then move on with your life. I’m sure that is what Captain Sage would have wanted.”

The control Troy had been employing on his anger snapped. Stepping up to Harding’s face, he sneered down at the man and growled, low and deep. His wolf didn’t like what the human was saying about their mate, and Troy fought the shift, even as he allowed his anger to run free.

Poking Harding in the chest Troy snarled, “My husband is not dead. He is missing, possibly in trouble. But He. Is. Not. Dead. And I am going to make it my life’s mission to not only find out what happened to him, but to find him and bring him home.”

“I strongly advise that you don’t do anything, Mr. Peterson,” Frost stepped in, trying to defuse the situation. Harding’s face was beetroot red, but he did nothing to try and retaliate. Guess the army had rules about hitting civilians, especially in this type of situation. “Captain Sage was on a top secret military operation. Any outside investigation into his death would bring severe consequences for anyone caught meddling in what doesn’t concern them. I know this is hard, but your husband is dead. Accept it and the legacy he left you, and move on with your life.”

“And I suggest that you and your crony here vacate my workshop. This is private property and as of this minute you two are trespassing.” Kane had stepped forward, Griff, Diablo and Kylan by his side. Troy felt Dean slip in beside him and take his hand, rubbing it in a calming manner while Shawn’s arm stayed steady on his shoulder. For a moment Troy was overwhelmed with an immense wave of gratitude in that he had a supportive pack – a family that cared. People who would stand by him and support him against any outsider.

Harding stood silent for a moment, although Troy could tell that he had a lot more to say. But the aggression and sheer power of four huge shifters was enough to make him rethink his position and nodding to Frost, Harding turned and walked a few steps towards their car. Just as he reached the door, he turned back and said quite clearly, “leave this alone, Peterson. I won’t warn you again. Leave this alone or we won’t be responsible for the consequences.”

“GO!” Kane roared, no longer trying to be diplomatic. All four men, moved towards the two army boffins and their car, and Harding and Frost finally got the idea that they had totally worn out their welcome. Scuttling into their vehicle, the car was started and disappeared down the road in a cloud of dust. Kane and his sidekicks didn’t move from the side of the road until the car was out of sight.

“Well, that was interesting,” Kane said with a smirk as he walked back into the workshop. “So what do you want to do now, Troy? Seems like we have a mate to find.”

Troy could tell that Kane was trying to be helpful and he had been. All of the men, currently standing awaiting orders, were amazingly supportive. But Troy needed to be alone. He should be planning how to go about finding Anton, but the doubts he had been having over the past two weeks had not disappeared. There were so many ‘maybes’ running around in his head. Maybe this was all just some elaborate scheme by Anton to avoid his mating. Maybe the man wanted to stay in the army and knew that would be impossible after he had claimed Troy. Maybe, maybe, maybe. And Troy just didn’t know. He knew stuff all – about his mate or the life that he had led up to that point. All he knew, right in that moment, was that Anton was not dead. But he wasn’t where he was supposed to be either, and Troy really needed to spend a bit of time thinking things through.

“I need to go home,” he said quietly. “I really appreciate all of your support and everything, but right now I need to go home.” Brushing off Dean’s hand and ducking out from Shawn’s arm, Troy ran to his bike and without bothering with helmet or jacket, kicked the thing into start and peeled off towards home. Maybe, when he hit the sanctity of his own space he would find the answers he needed. Ha, another unlikely maybe.
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TROY DID FEEL A BIT calmer as he walked through the door of his little home. In contrast to the huge pack house, Troy’s place was tiny. Three bedrooms, three and a half bathrooms, a compact living room, dining and kitchen area and a large unfenced yard that backed onto the forest. Troy had done his best over the past three years to create a homey atmosphere. One where he could relax and just be himself. He didn’t usually have the others in the pack over to visit, preferring instead to go and visit them. Since learning about Anton’s existence, Troy had hoped to share his space with his mate, but after what had happened today, his heart ached at the thought that his dream might never come true.

Walking through to his large master bedroom, Troy threw his shirt off and laid down on his bed with a huff, putting his arm over his face as he tried to absorb the events of the day. The room was peaceful and quiet, decked out in browns and cream, with the odd splash of yellow. Troy had picked out the sunshine yellow cushions himself and there was a bright yellow throw on the bottom of the bed in the same shade. One wall of the room was in solid glass and Troy could feel the heat of the late autumn sun pouring through the window and onto the bed. Had it only been yesterday that he had dreamed of making love to his mate bathed in sunshine?

Lost in his thoughts and secure in the knowledge that he was alone for now, Troy was shocked to hear a familiar voice drawling from the doorway.

“Well hi there. Is this a private pity party or can anyone join in?”

Leaping from the bed, Troy flew into the arms of his twin brother. Fuck, it felt good to feel Scott’s strong arms around him and Troy took a long moment to simply enjoy being close to the only member of his original family that would have anything to do with him. Although Scott’s scent had changed slightly when he had mated to Damien, this was still the man Troy had grown up with, got into trouble with, and who ultimately had his back no matter what.

The two men were mirror images of each other, although Troy had always thought that Scott was the more outgoing of the two of them. Scott’s hair was longer than it had been when he was living at Cloverleah, but his bright eyes were still the same gorgeous shade of blue. Set in a tanned open face, Scott was the epitome of an all-American boy. Like Troy, Scott had a generous mouth that was stretched in a smile more often than not and like Troy, Scott was well built with strong shoulders and a muscled body. Why he was surprised that Scott should be here now, he had no idea. But he had to ask.

“Not that it’s not good to see you bro, but how, what, why? Where’s Damien?”

Scott smiled and pulled him down so that they were both sitting on the edge of the bed.

“The how is Shawn and his magic fingers. Damien is with Kane and the others at the pack house working on a plan to find your mate. And the why, oh Troy man, as if I would let you go through anything like this on your own. As soon as Kane phoned me I made arrangements to come.”

“But Damien, his pack. You’re Alpha Mate. You can’t just...”

Damien was arguably one of the oldest wolf shifters in the United States and Alpha of one of the largest packs around. He was known throughout all packs for his power and wealth. But to Troy, he was just a big guy who happened to be mated to his brother. That didn’t mean he didn’t appreciate just how important Damien was though, especially to his pack in San Antonio. Scott’s position as Alpha Mate made him just as vital to the pack’s well-being.

“I can and I did,” Scott said firmly. “And Damien wanted to be here for you too. His pack is in good hands. You remember Malacai?” Troy nodded thinking of the huge wolf he had met while visiting with Scott in Texas. Another old wolf with curly dark hair, a beautiful face and a body that would have anybody into muscles, drooling for days.

“Yeah, well he found his mate. And you will never guess who it is. Do you remember Elijah?”

That name sounded familiar but Troy struggled to think where he knew it from. Then he let out a gasp of laughter and said, “You mean little geeky Elijah from our ex-pack?”

“Not so geeky any more, bro. He’s Malacai’s mate and is now working for us as the pack doctor. He has really blossomed.”

“Not got any taller though I suppose?” Troy and Scott shared a look, then a laugh as the visual of the small man he remembered from his childhood, mated to someone as big and as powerful as he remembered Malacai being, ran through his head.

“No, not taller, but he has Malacai wrapped around his little finger. Anyhow, the pair of them are running the pack until we get back and Vincent and Lucius have been running the club. Shawn has promised to zap Damien back if there is anything urgent that comes up, that Malacai can’t handle, but otherwise we’re here as long as you need us.”

Troy leaned into his brother again, appreciating the fact that his brother was with him. When Scott had mated with Damien and left for Texas, Troy had been worried that the two of them wouldn’t be as close anymore, but the mere fact that Scott was not only here, but had bought his powerful mate with him, spoke volumes to Troy. Fortunately his brother also understood the words that Troy couldn’t get past his throat.

“So,” Scott drawled after they shared a quiet moment, “Want to tell me why you’re not at the pack house with the others working out a way to find the elusive, supposedly dead, Anton?”

Troy flung himself backwards until he was lying flat on the mattress. He wasn’t sure what to say to Scott. He knew he was being stupid. He totally understood that finding a mate was the most important thing in a shifter’s life. The fact that his mate was in trouble was obvious to anyone with half a brain. Anton wouldn’t have just abandoned him without a word. The man had more honor than that, even if he didn’t actually want Troy as a mate. Troy had to trust that Anton would have told him exactly that, if it was the case.

“I’m being stupid?” He suggested quietly.

Seconds later Scott was lying beside him and they both stared at the ceiling for a moment.

“I know what it’s like to think you might not be good enough for your mate, or that maybe your mate doesn’t want you,” Scott said softly, still looking at the ceiling. Troy nodded, not saying anything. He did know the problems Scott went through when he first met Damien, and the issues that Scott had struggled with as he coped with having such a powerful mate. All while Damien struggled with the concept of having a proper relationship after such a long life without one. It had been a difficult time for both of them.

“It took me a while to realize that the Fates didn’t make a mistake,” Scott continued. “They never do. At the time I didn’t see what I could bring into a mating with someone so...so...”

“Almighty Damien?” Troy supplied helpfully. Scott looked over and grinned.

“Yep, Almighty Damien. But see, I learned that there was a part of Damien’s life that I fitted. I wasn’t stronger than him, but I can protect him. I’m not as powerful, although apparently now I am just as rich. But in his own way he needs me as much as I need him. We make each other whole.”

Troy was touched that his brother would still confide in him the way they used to when they were younger. And although he knew that to outsiders the thought of someone like Damien needing anyone would seem ludicrous, if Scott said that he filled a necessary part of Damien’s life, then Troy believed him.

“The thing is, that you need Anton, just as he needs you. The two of you are meant to be together, and hell, I’m sure if he thought for one second that you were in trouble then he would be running in with all guns blazing.”

“I thought we really connected on those short talks we had,” Troy admitted quietly. He hadn’t spoken to anyone about the content of those talks because he was by nature, a private person. Scott had been busy working things out with Damien, and he was probably the only person that Troy would have confided in.

“He seemed really interested in my work on my car, and my love of computers. He told me he hadn’t got much in his life apart from the army, but that he wanted more – with me. That’s what made me so fucking angry when those guys from the army office came by. Anton has given up his whole adult life to the service of his country and at the first sign of trouble they write him off and declare him dead.”

“And you think this is what, some sort of conspiracy or something?” Scott sounded curious, but he wasn’t being judgmental. He genuinely seemed to want to know what Troy was thinking.

“I don’t know what to think,” Troy said tilting his head to look at his brother. Scott’s matching blue eyes were watching him closely.

“You thought that the visit today from those boffins, was part of an elaborate hoax perpetrated by Anton, because he didn’t want to be your mate anymore?” The grin on Scott’s face made Troy reach over and thump Scott soundly on the arm.

“Yeah. No. Maybe.” Troy would never lie to his twin, but sometimes the truth made him feel uncomfortable. Especially when he was being stupid.

Instead of laughing at him, although Troy was sure that Scott wanted to, Scott said, “What does your wolf feel?”

“Edgy, anxious and worried. Wants to go and find his mate.” That part was easy. Troy always knew how his wolf was feeling even if he didn’t like it sometimes.

“Then I say, we follow your wolf,” Scott said, getting off the bed. He held out his hand to Troy. “Come on brother of mine, we have a mate to go and find.”

As they wandered out to Troy’s bike, Troy muttered quietly, “Thanks bro.” Scott just smiled and promised, “Always got your back, remember?” And Troy did.

/~/~/~/~/

When Troy and Scott walked into the Cloverleah pack house, Troy was struck by how similar the scene looked to when he and the rest of the pack had helped Damien and Scott find homes for the abused boys, found on San Antonio pack grounds after a fire. The dining room table was completely taken over with computers that Diablo and another man Troy hadn’t officially met before, were busy pouring over. Damien, Griff, Kane and Kylan were sitting on one of the many huge couches that were scattered around the lounge, making calls, and taking notes about goodness knows what. Through the dining room Troy could see that Dean and Shawn were busy cooking up a storm. Everyone was busy and from the low hum of conversation going on around the room, everyone was focused on trying to find any lead on Anton Sage.

“Ah Troy, glad you’re here.” It was Diablo that spotted him first. Damien’s head flew up when he heard Diablo’s voice, but he was looking at Scott. The bigger man quickly ended his call and seconds later Scott was in his lap getting the stuffing kissed out of him. As pleased as Troy was for Scott, he walked over to Diablo, keen to see what the man had found, if anything.

“What are you doing?” He asked, peering over Diablo’s shoulder to see the FBI logo on the screen.

Diablo grinned. He really was a beautiful looking man with chocolate brown eyes, perfect features that included full pale lips and a straight nose, and long blond hair. Taller than Troy at about six foot three, Diablo was slighter slimmer than his mate, Griff, but Troy knew that no one should ever underestimate the man’s power and strength. Diablo was an ex-FBI agent and more importantly, a cat shifter. His black Panther form had stunned Troy the first time he had seen it. Bigger than any of the wolves, Diablo was stronger and faster than them too. Troy was more than happy to have a man like that in the pack.

On a more personal note, both Diablo and Troy shared a love of computers. Or more specifically for hacking, which was why Troy was surprised to see Diablo working on the FBI website. He would have thought that Diablo would have been working on how to hack into the military personnel sites, rather than the FBI. Diablo already had access to FBI records thanks to the contract work he and Griff did for the agency from time to time.

“I know it looks odd,” Diablo said. “Anton is military rather than FBI, but that idiot Harding said he was working on a case in the US. Given how unusual that would be – to have a military operative working in an area where any number of ABC agencies could be doing the work, had me and Griff thinking that maybe he was working in conjunction with other agencies. That’s what I’m looking for. Jax here is trying to break into military records. He’s a better hacker than I am.”

Troy was well aware of Diablo’s excellent computer skills, so for Diablo to say something like that, must mean the guy was really good. He looked over at Jax and then took a second look. So sue him. He was semi-mated, not dead and the man was definitely worth the second look. Sporting short black hair, with it longer on top and falling over his hard face, combined with an equally hard body, Jax gave Troy the impression that he was ex-military himself. A small sniff indicated the man was another wolf shifter, but the man’s almost purple eyes had Troy rethinking that idea. Jax might be part wolf, but there was something else lurking in that hunky body.

The man in question looked up and nodded in Troy’s direction. “How far did you get trying to hack into the military personnel records?” He asked bluntly, his low voice sounding like the man either indulged in whiskey and cigarettes on a daily basis, or he really didn’t talk that often.

“How did you...” Troy trailed off. These men were trying to help him find Anton and he needed to be honest about his own efforts in finding out everything he could about his mate, before the man had disappeared. Meeting Jax’s understanding eyes, he muttered, “I’ll go and get the file. Excuse me while I get my laptop.”

Coming back down the stairs, his laptop having been stored in his bedroom at the pack house, Troy found Kane waiting for him. The Alpha’s eyes were filled with compassion and Troy swallowed a sudden lump that had appeared in his throat.

“Everything okay, Troy?”

Patting Kane’s shoulder as he walked past, Troy managed to mutter, “Yes, all good. Thank you.” Kane’s hand on his own shoulder pulled him up short for a moment.

“The pack is all behind you on this, you know that. We won’t stop until we find him.”

Taking in a deep breath, Troy nodded. “I know,” he said, “and I am truly grateful. I just wish, you know, that maybe one of our matings might just be a simple meet, fuck and claim, then live happily ever after. We’ve had so much bloody drama lately, I kinda thought my own mating might be a bit easier.”

Kane laughed, but Troy knew that the Alpha knew exactly what he was talking about. When Kane met Shawn, Shawn was being hunted by people employed by his Uncle. When Griff met Diablo in a bar hook up, Diablo had disappeared the next day because he was on an undercover job for the FBI. Scott and Damien also had their problems, first with actually becoming mates and then later, when the San Antonio pack suffered house fires and the finding of small abused boys.

“The adversity makes us stronger as mates and as a pack,” Kane assured him. “When we find Anton you will see this for yourself. You do want to find him, don’t you?”

For a moment Troy felt ashamed that he had voiced any possible doubts about his mate to his Alpha. His fears stemmed from his own feelings of inadequacy and had nothing, as far as he knew, to do with anything Anton may or may not have done.

He reminded himself that the visits from the army boffins earlier put paid to one fear – that Anton had returned home and had simply not bothered to get in touch with him. No one would go through an elaborate charade faking their own death simply to get rid of a guy they hadn’t even met – especially a true mate. And because they were true mates, Anton would know that such a ruse wouldn’t work. Wolf shifters did not give up on their mates until they stood over a carcass.

Looking Kane straight in the eye, Troy answered honestly, “Yes, I want to find him more than anything.” He knew in his heart of hearts that any doubts he had could be resolved, after they had found Anton and made sure he was safe and well. That had to be his prime concern for now. Beating his mate, when he had found him and checked that he was okay, for causing him so much worry, was a close second.

Smiling, Kane gave said, “Let’s do it then.” Giving him another slap on the shoulder the Alpha headed up stairs and Troy hurried to the dining room to share the precious little he had learned about the man known as Anton Sage.

/~/~/~/~/

Some hours later all of the men collapsed in the living room, worn out with what appeared to be a hopeless search.

“I don’t understand it,” Jax grumbled. “Even though they have listed Anton as technically dead, there is nothing on his personal file to give any indication where he might have lived, gone to school or anything concrete to go on at all. It’s like the man didn’t exist – like he was a shell or something. It’s as though the army were trying to minimize any clue that Anton even existed. Why the hell would they do that?”

“I had a thought about that,” Griff said. “When I spoke to Claude, his Alpha in Tulsa, he mentioned that the night Anton had scented Troy, he had gotten really drunk.”

Don’t get me wrong,” Griff added hurriedly as he saw a look of pain cross Troy’s face. “Claude said Anton was over the moon about finally finding his mate. He got Claude to ring Scott to find out who the wolf scent belonged to and when Claude told him a bit about you, Troy, Anton was thrilled. Claude got the impression he was drinking because he was having real trouble going on deployment at all.”

“But why would he be conflicted like that? He told me that he had wanted to go for the three months,” Troy asked, trying to keep the bitterness out of his voice. He didn’t know why Anton had decided to follow his orders rather than come and meet his true mate, but Anton had explained to him on their first Skype conversation, that he felt he had a duty to follow through with his orders because they had been in place for some time. He was a career soldier and he didn’t know anything else. Not wanting to get into a fight with his mate during the first short conversation they had, Troy had lied and said that he understood and then tactfully changed the subject.
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