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West

“He needs more blood,” a woman’s voice called. There was activity all around me, but I couldn’t open my eyes. Pain enveloped me, and I felt like I was sinking into darkness.

“He needs to shift, West, West, open your eyes,” a man’s voice called.

I tried to blink my eyes open, but they were too heavy. Nothing would move. I let out a groan.

“Come on, man, you can do it; open your eyes for me,” the same man’s voice called. He sounded familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I knew him from.

“I’ve got more blood,” another man said. I suddenly felt a sharp sting in my arm. What was happening? I had been working. I was a nurse, doing my job but then what happened?

“How many others?” a woman called out.

“Fifteen from this unit,” another voice said.

Fifteen? For what? I groaned again and tried to push my eyes open, but they remained too heavy.

“West, I’m going to sedate you; we will need to operate,” a woman said in a matter-of-fact tone.

I tried to open my eyes, but darkness moved over my body, sucking me deep down. The voices faded, and the sound of panic slipped away. Suddenly it was just me and the silence of being alone.

Was I dead? I blinked my eyes in the darkness as I tried to remember what happened. I was working, in the desert, in a building, children screaming, the sounds of gunfire and bombs. 

I groaned at the memories that assaulted me. I was a nurse working in the middle east while a war surrounded us. I’d been in surgery, working on a child that had lost his leg in an attack, when we heard the gun fire ricocheting off the walls of the building. Suddenly a whistle so loud it deafened us sounded through the room before the explosion. The whole room rocked. I’d thrown myself over the child to protect him from further damage. Panic filled the room, and shouting was happening all around me. The walls had begun to crumble. 

I remembered calling out for someone to help to move our patient. And then everything went black. The next thing I knew, I was in so much pain, and the voices that surrounded me were demanding that I open my eyes. Now here I was in the darkness.

***
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MY EYES FLICKERED OPEN, and I tried to swallow, but the tube in my throat held my tongue down.

“Well, hello there,” a smiling nurse said as she looked down at me. “Man, it is good to see you back.”

I tried to wrack my mind for her name. She was familiar, but I couldn’t think of her name.

“Don’t stress too much; your memories will come back soon. We had to wait for your healing to kick in. Ruse will be here to take out the tube in a minute,” she said.

I nodded my head and breathed in deeply. Ruse, I remembered; he’d been my best friend since we were kids. Our parents always thought it hilarious that a wolf and hummingbird shifter would become best friends, but we were as thick as thieves. 

Ruse was an alpha and I was an omega. It was rare for an omega to make it through the military training, but I was determined. Everyone had assumed that Ruse and I would become mated one day, but we knew it wouldn’t happen. We were best friends, more like brothers than mates. We decided to join the army when we were eighteen, Ruse had become a doctor, and I decided on being a nurse.

“West, thank god,” Ruse said as he came bustling into the room. His hair was sticking out at all angles. His eyes were red, and he looked like he hadn’t slept in a long while. “I’ll take the tube out. Fuck man, I thought I was going to lose you.”

I tried to smile around the tube in my throat and reached out to his hand. I gave Ruse’s hand a squeeze. Tears welled up in his eyes, and I saw the stress he was under. I was grateful that he wasn’t hurt. He had been on duty that day but had been working in a different part of the hospital. 

Ruse pulled across the metal tray and removed the tape that held the tube in place. “Alright, give us a big cough,” he instructed. As I coughed, he pulled the line, and I gagged as it came up and out of my mouth.

“Gonna chunk?” he asked. 

I shook my head and sighed. “I’m alright. Were you hurt?” I asked.

“I had a broken arm, but that was all; I could shift and heal myself. You couldn’t shift and we had to wait for you to heal,” Ruse explained.

“What damage do I have?” I asked. My voice was croaky, and my throat was sore from the tube.

“You lost your left leg, have a break in your back and fractured your skull,” Ruse said.

I frowned and wiggled my toes, realizing that I couldn’t feel my left leg. “Well, shit,” I hummed. I felt completely numb. I knew that everything would sink in eventually and no doubt I would mourn for the loss of my leg.

“West Alberts?” a man in a uniform asked that I recognized. Commander Tristan Allen.

“Yes, that’s me,” I replied.

Commander Allen came into the room with a slight smile on his face. “I have your army discharge papers.”

I frowned and shook my head. “I’m not requesting a discharge,” I replied.

Commander Allen’s face morphed into pity. “Son, you can’t be in the army with one leg.”

Pain lanced at my chest. This was all I knew. Now they were kicking me out. Tears welled up in my eyes. The army had been my whole life. Now, what was I going to do?
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Macklin

“Hello?” I answered as my phone buzzed on the coffee table.

“Hi Macklin, it’s Lilibeth Carlisle here. Are you free to have a quick chat?” the psychologist asked.

“Sure am. What can I do for you?” I asked.

“Well, I was hoping that you could perhaps meet with a young guy who has been discharged from the army, he has just become a patient of mine, and I have his permission to be contacting you. He was a nurse working in Afghanistan when it was attacked. He lost a leg. Unfortunately, he isn’t coping very well with his discharge.”

“How long has he been discharged?” I asked. It wasn’t unusual for Lilibeth to contact me with new people, especially those that were military in her care. I seemed to be able to bridge some kind of gap for them.

“Two years,” she answered. “He is currently in hospital.”

“Okay,” I didn’t ask any more questions knowing that there was a limit on what she could tell me. But the fact that this guy was in the hospital said that he perhaps had some significant issues. “What is his name?”

“West Alberts,” Lilibeth answered.

I hummed as I tried to think if I remembered a West from when I was in the army. His name didn’t sound familiar to me, but that didn’t mean much. 

“Did you want me to go into the hospital to make the initial visit?” I questioned.

“Yes, please, Macklin. I think that would be best. He is a pretty broken guy, and I hope that if he sees someone discharged from the army also due to injury, it might help.”

“I can do that,” I replied. I remembered how hurt I’d been when I was told that I was no longer fit to serve. The army was my whole life. That was how it became for most soldiers. We lived, breathed, and ate the military; being told you can no longer be a part of it is sickening. It makes a person feel like a complete failure. “I’ll call in tomorrow afternoon.”

“Thank you, Macklin, that would be great. I hope that we can get him to agree to come to the group; I think meeting others will really help him.”

“Does he have the support of his family?” That made such a huge difference. I couldn’t have gone through what I did without my parents and brothers by my side. I would have died for sure. 

“Yes, they have been integral in his healing, but there is only so much they can do,” Lilibeth answered.

“I’m glad he has them, though.”

“Me too,” Lilibeth said with a bit of sadness threaded through her voice. I didn’t know Lilibeth’s story, we weren’t really friends, but she was a lovely woman. 

“Alright, I’ll go over tomorrow morning, and hopefully, I can help a bit.”

“Awesome, thanks again, Macklin; see you later,” she said before ending the call.

I scrolled through the contacts until I found one of the guys I’d served with. He had been a doctor in the army, and if anyone knew West, he would. I pressed his number and listened to the phone ring.

“Macklin. How’s it going, man?” Harley answered.

“Not bad,” I replied with a smile. I didn’t talk to many of the guys I’d served with. After the IED attack, I withdrew. Most of my unit had been killed, and it had just been too hard to stay in contact with others. Everything reminded me of the men that I’d lost. “I’ve got a quick question for you.”

“Shoot away,” Harley said.

“Did you serve with a West Alberts?” I asked.

Harley hummed in his throat. “Yeah, the name sounds familiar. What was his role?”

“A nurse, apparently,” I answered.

“Do you know his rank or what unit?”

“No, just his name and that he was serving in Afghanistan two years ago when there was an attack; he lost a leg?”

“Oh shit, yeah, I know who you’re talking about now. Yeah, sweet kid. He was only young,” Harley replied. Everyone was a kid to the Fae. He was so old that none of us really knew his actual age. “There were about fifteen injured and seven killed in a blast on the hospital; West was in the operating theatre that took the worst of the blast. He’d thrown himself over the kid's body they were operating on while the fucking spineless fuck of a doctor ran.”

I growled in my throat. We were taught in the army to never run. You stood with your comrades, and you fought. “Who was the doctor?”

“Levi Simpson,” Harley replied. I rolled my eyes. Levi was well known in the army. He was a slimy fuck. A womanizer who had more sexual harassment charges on him than anyone else. But his daddy was high up in the military, so he seemed to be able to get away with everything.

“What do you know about West? Apparently, he is back in Lalbert and not doing well; I’ve been asked to go and introduce myself,” I explained.

Harley hummed. “Not a great deal. I mean, he was a cute kid. Full of laughter, a hummingbird shifter, if I remember correctly. And was just like his alter, always busy, always willing to put his hand up to help. He had a best friend, now who was it? Oh, Ruse Marcos, a wolf shifter doctor.”

I shook my head. “I don’t remember Ruse.”

“No, he was super quiet, shy as anything. But he and West were as thick as thieves. Everyone used to think they were mated, but they both said they were more like brothers. I think Ruse has since left the army. He was injured in a blast too.”

“Thanks, man.”

“I hope the kid is alright. I fucking hate seeing the young ones injured and discharged.”

“Me too, man. Anyway, I’ve gotta go, but thanks for the information; I’ll let you know how I get on.”

“Thanks, Mack. Tell the young one I said hello and am thinking about him.”

“Will do,” I replied before ending the call.

It didn’t matter how much of a hero West was in the operating theatre; you never feel that hero status when you’re injured and discharged. Everyone said I was a hero. Everyone said I did all I could to save those in my unit who were in the attack. But I was no hero. I was the only one left alive. 
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West

I lay in the hospital bed drugged up on anti-depressants and whatever else the doctors could shove in my arm. I was so fucking disappointed when I woke up. It was supposed to work. I was supposed to be dead. My brother Quillan had come in and found me. Apparently, he felt something was off, so he came looking for me. Trust me to get the only fucking psychic hummingbird shifter as a brother. 

I sighed again as I stared at the small television above the bed. It had been two years since I lost my leg, and it was two years of torture. I couldn’t sleep without the memories hitting me. Any loud noise made me sink into flashbacks and curl up in a panic. I’d basically become a complete shut-in. Too scared to leave my house. I knew that Papa and Dad were worried about me. I was a burden on them.

I’d picked up the hunting knife I’d had since I was a teen and sharpened it. It all just got too much. It was one flash back too many, one memory too much. After swallowing many sleeping tablets, the doctors had prescribed, I sliced down my arms and watched the blood seep from my veins. I’d been sure to cut deep enough that my healing wouldn’t keep up. But then Quillan came bursting in. I was about to lose consciousness when he came screaming in through the door.

He’d called an ambulance and, of course, my parents. Dad was there within minutes; he’d bitten into his arm and given me his blood. Fucking vampires. It kept me from dying until the medics arrived and carted me off to the hospital to be stitched up and injected with any number of fucking drugs that kept me in a zombie-like state so that I couldn’t think straight enough to be able to do anything again.

Of course, there was also guilt. So much fucking shame. The look on my Dad’s face when he’d come in. That look of sheer fear and then disappointment. Quillan cried and endless stream of tears. And when my sister Leandra came into the hospital, I saw the bags under her eyes. I’d put that there. For two years, they had all been worried about me. Pleading with me to get help. 

A psychologist came in once I was stable to ask me many questions. She talked to me about groups, therapy, and medications. Ways to get better. But how did I get better? If it wasn’t my head that caused me problems, it was my fucking leg. The phantom pains are something no one warns you about. They tell you that you might feel some pain or tenderness where your leg once was. Still, they don’t tell you how you wake up in the middle of the fucking night screaming because your leg that is no longer there feels like it is on fire. Or how it itches so badly, but of course, you can’t scratch it because it doesn’t fucking exist. 

They don’t tell you how getting around is a million times harder. Or how much a fucking prosthetic hurts. They say things like, “it will make life so much easier for you to be able to walk.” But they forget to mention how much a prosthetic hurts. Or the rash that comes from the sweat build-up. Not to mention the way the stump swells and becomes irritated.

Instead, I see a wave of doctors, occupational therapists, physiotherapists, and every other fucking kind of therapist there is, until one day I just can’t take it anymore and try to off myself. Only for that plan to be fucking spoiled by a caring and loving brother who I owe the world.

Quillan basically gave up his whole life to help me out when I first came home from the middle east. Once they had me stabilized and able to move, I was sent back to Australia and brought home to my family home in Lalbert. I was surrounded by everyone who loved me, wanted to care for me. I hated the sympathetic looks they’d give. I hated the worried whispers. But I knew that they did it because they loved me.

Quillan was mated; they had a daughter of their own. But Jothun, Quillan’s mate, would encourage him to care for me. It was like no matter what, I was not too much trouble. That might have been how they saw it, but I was nothing more than a burden. I saw how Quillan looked exhausted when he came home from work and then had to help me. The day he told me he was quitting his job to care for me was too much. 

I’d contacted the veteran's affairs organization and sorted out housing for myself. I wouldn’t let him quit his job to care for me. I moved into a small unit of my own. Ramps everywhere, railings in the shower, everything suited for the cripple I’d become. But at least I didn’t have to see how Quillan looked when he came home from work and realized he now had to care for my dressings.

The veteran's affairs had organized a nurse to come and clean my dressings; they managed occupational therapists to come and help me. I even had a fucking cleaner. After six months, I’d had enough. I told the whole lot to piss off. I was sick of people coming into my space. I was sick of people meddling. In truth, I wanted to lay down and die. 

Ruse was my only constant. But he was still in the military. He would ring when he could, but he was busy. He had a career, a life. Me? I was just a waste of space that wanted to die. But then, I couldn’t even get that right.
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Chapter Three
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Macklin

“Hey, Caspian, would you be available to give me a hand this afternoon?” I asked one of my best mates when he answered my call.
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