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Caspian

“Pull back, pull back,” the captain roared through the radio. I turned to see what the panic was. The house was already an inferno when we arrived. A mother had been screaming about her children that were stuck in the house. We’d gone in without a second thought. This was our job. 

As I looked back towards the captain, I saw the source of his panic. One of the beams that stood between me and the rest of my team was about to collapse. I turned and ran for the door. A loud crack sounded. I looked up at the last minute just in time to see the beam come crashing down on top of me.

“Caspian,” I heard someone shout, but through the ringing in my ears and the searing pain in my body, I wasn’t able to decipher who it was. 

It was beeping that I woke up to. My eye blinked open. Confusion settled in my mind. What the hell had happened? I cast my mind back. I remembered entering the burning building. Looking for two children. Then the beam. The pain. 

The pain that was enveloping my entire body at that moment. So much fucking pain. I’d sunk back into the darkness. Every time I woke the pain was unbearable. The drugs the doctors kept me pumped with, helped slightly. But they also slowed down my natural healing. 

It took a month before my healing finally took away the pain in my body. The scarring was another matter. My supernatural healing was never able to fix it. One side of my face was completely marred. The scars were still pink and bubbled as if the right side of my face had completely melted. The scarring went down over my neck, back, shoulder, arm, and chest.

Doctors had said I was lucky. I lost my right eye, and the scarring made my voice scratchy. My lungs had been filled with soot, but the doctors said there weren’t many people that survived such damage. I still didn’t see how that was lucky. I had to now live like a freak.

I saw the way that my teammates from Lalbert Fire looked at me when they came in. There was always a mix of pity and disgust. I wanted to hide away. I was just glad that I lived in the forest and didn’t have to venture into town for much. I’d been pretty much self-sufficient since I built my house. My dream was one day to get off the grid and live completely self-sufficiently. Now my goals became a necessity.

“This is a support group for service people who have been injured on the job. I’d like you to attend. I think you will get a lot out of it,” Dr. Carlisle said as she handed me a brochure. For some reason, I needed a psychiatrist now. Dr. Carlisle was nice, and she was patient with me, but seriously, there was nothing wrong with my head. It was my skin that was scarred, not my brain.

“Really? Is sitting around crying as a group really going to do anything to change the way I look?” I growled.

Dr. Carlisle rolled her eyes. As well as being incessantly patient she also didn’t put up with my bullshit. I’d never been this growly alpha before. I’d always been happy and easy-going. Most fae were. But since this accident, I felt like it had transformed me into a bear shifter.

“It won’t take the scars away, no,” Dr. Carlisle said with a sigh. “But what it will do is introduce you to other men and women who have been through similar trauma. They have had to learn to live with similar injuries and understand what they are going through. It will arm you with knowledge. And you never know, you might actually like some people there.”

I rolled my one good eye and sighed. “Yeah alright. I’ll try to get there.”

“I suppose that is all I can ask,” Dr. Carlisle said. I could see from the look on her face that she would have liked more of a commitment from me, but it was the best she was going to get. 

I’d tossed the brochure on my coffee table the minute I got home and didn’t bother picking it up again. It was something I would think about later. All I wanted to do was to close the curtains, close my eye and sleep until this nightmare was over.

But the nightmare wasn’t going to go away. It took two weeks of ignoring everything and everyone before I finally glanced at the brochure that sat on a dusty coffee table. I picked it up and glanced at the double-sided printed paper. It talked about support, friendship, and understanding. I sighed and picked up my phone that was still sitting where I’d left it. After powering it up, I wasn’t surprised to see several missed calls and texts from different friends that I’d made through the years. 

They couldn’t have missed me too much. None of them came and knocked on my door. It was all just talk. The odd message to make themselves feel better. I scoffed and looked back at the brochure before typing the number into the screen of my phone.

“Hello, this is Tally,” a pretty little voice sounded through the phone.

“Um, yeah, hi, Tally. My name is Caspian Lyons. I was given a brochure to the support group. I just need some information on what I need to do.”

“Caspian, it’s wonderful to talk to you. Dr. Carlisle let me know that you might call. I’m glad you did. We meet every Tuesday at the Methodist Church on Lalbert Street. Don’t be fooled by the fact that we meet at the church, we aren’t a religious group, we are just able to use their room for free,” Tally said with a smile in her voice.

“And I just show up?” I asked.

“Yes. The meeting starts at six. But if you want to come a little bit early so that you can meet everyone, feel free to.”

“Yeah alright. I’ll try and get there on Tuesday then.”

“That would be tonight,” Tally said tenderly. I frowned and glanced at my phone. Realizing I’d lost track of time.

“Oh okay. Yeah. I’ll try and get there tonight then.”

“Alright, Caspian it will be good to meet you,” Tally said before saying her goodbyes.

I leaned back in the chair and closed my eyes. I wondered if I really needed it. But what were the options? I could either go and meet people who understood what I was going through, or I could sit in my house alone feeling sorry for myself. Neither choice felt appealing to me.
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Burgess

“Uncle Burgie I’m ready for my tattoo,” Bear, my nephew called as he came running into the shop.

“Bear, stop running,” March, his Papa yelled as the little bear shifter came running into the office where I was sitting doing some paperwork.

I was going to be spending the day babysitting my nephew Bear, my eldest Brother Asher’s son, and his cousins Iver and McKenna. They all loved coming to Shifter Ink. Usually, they were able to con a few of us to give them tattoos. They were all drawn on with sharpies. March and Joachim would complain about what a bitch the sharpies were to wash off, but the kids loved their tattoos.

“Bear bug,” I said with a grin as he rounded the corner with a piece of paper in his hand waving about wildly. “Did you design your tattoo?”

Bear nodded his head rapidly while looking up at me with big brown eyes. “I want a bear fighting with a sword,” he said as he opened the piece of paper where sure enough there was a bear fighting with a sword drawn.

“Is this you?” I asked.

Bear grinned and nodded again. “Yep,” he said popping the p.

I chuckled and glanced up at March who was waddling into the office. He was two months pregnant, but you’d swear he was about to drop any day. The doctors had been checking him a lot more closely after we nearly lost Bear when he was born.

“Are you sure it’s okay to watch Bear while Asher and I go to see Dr. Osbourne?” March asked. From the look on his face, he was exhausted. Bear was a handful, that was for sure. He was a typical three-year-old boy. Full of life and energy. 

“Of course. Take your time though, make sure Asher takes you out for some lunch or something too. You need a break.”

March gave me a smile of appreciation. “Thanks, Burgess. It’s been a hell of a week.”

I chuckled. “Asher told me. I hear you lost two sadists at the club to mates.”

March sighed and nodded. “Yeah. We’ve been trying to find others that can step up to do presentations. Asher has some in mind, but I don’t know if they will work out or not. Time will tell, I guess. Hawke said that he was still willing to do some basic training sessions, using his mate, Jabari. But they’ve been pretty flat out with the Onyx Rebels. As has Freya and the Devil’s Advocates.”

“Yeah, I was talking to Anghus, and he was telling me all about the school they are starting to build.”

March smiled and nodded. “It’s really peaceful out there. Almost makes me want to pack up and live there. But then I think about living close to Donte,” he replied with a laugh. Donte was March’s brother-in-law. He and Asher hadn’t seen eye to eye when they first met, but as far as I understood it, they had reached a truce.

“I’m not sure Bacchus would want Asher living out there anyway. Asher can be a bossy son of a bitch when he wants to,” I laughed.

March smirked. “Just the way I like him,” he said licking his lips causing me to bark out a laugh.

“Uncle Burgie, can I get my tattoo now?” Bear asked. He’d used up all his patience waiting for me and his father to stop talking.

I nodded my head and smiled. “Come on buddy, go and climb up on my station and I’ll come and give you a tattoo then we are going back to Grandma and Pa’s house to look after Iver and McKenna.”

Bear’s smile beamed as he nodded his head and dashed out of the office and to where my station was set up. I could hear my other tattooists greeting him as he entered the room. Shifter Ink was my pride and joy. I’d discovered that I loved art as a very young child. I’d thought I wanted to be an artist, but when I was sixteen, I apprenticed as a tattooist. After that, I found my passion.

“I’ve got some more art coming too,” March said with a smile. He’d been painting large canvases for us since I first met him. We sold his artwork in the shop and so far, it was making him a pretty penny.

“Any more news from Chris about the gallery space?” I asked as I stood and started to head out to the main floor.

March nodded his head. “Early next year we’ve booked in for my first show.”

“That’s awesome man. When you have them, bring in flyers or whatever you’re going to use to advertise, I’ll plug it here at the studio.”

March grinned and reached out to envelope me in a hug. “Thank you so much. You’re awesome.”

I chuckled and kissed my brother-in-law on the cheek. “Make sure you remember that when you’re trying to wash sharpie off your kid later.”

March groaned and shook his head, but I could see there was no anger in it. I waved goodbye to March and went over to where I kept my sharpies.

“Alright, sir, where are we tattooing you today?” I asked Bear who was already stripped of his shirt and laying on his stomach on my work bench.

“Back please Mr. Tattoo,” he replied with a broad smile.

I sat down on my stool and set about working up a tattoo bear fighting with a sword.
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Caspian

“Are you actually going to talk today?” Macklin teased as we walked towards the Methodist church together.

It had been almost a year since the day of my accident. The scarring had settled and didn’t cause me any more pain. The skin was taking some getting used to still. I had my mirrors covered in the house and didn’t venture out except for my weekly therapy group. 

Despite Macklin’s teasing, I did interact occasionally. Macklin was an ex-soldier who’d got caught up in a bombing. Lost one of his eyes to shrapnel and all of his teammates. We’d become fast friends. Macklin was the only one that I invited into my home. He understood me. Over the year all my friends had dropped away. I didn’t get any more phone calls or messages. Instead, it was radio silence. Not that I could overly blame them, there are only so many times their calls and texts go unanswered before they just give up.

“I’ll talk when you do,” I jibed back. Macklin and I were tarred with the same brush. We had both been proud men. Both alpha’s and both felt invincible until the creator decided to humble our asses by causing damage to our bodies and minds. 

Macklin chuckled and swung the front doors to the Methodist church open. I’d never admit it out loud, but these therapy group sessions had been a saving grace to me. After the first few months of the accident, I found myself lost, lonely and more than once I considered putting a bullet in my brain. 

My friendship with Macklin helped and I liked to hope that maybe I helped him too. He’d been coming for several years more than I had, but it was still good to have someone that truly understands what it felt like to be on the front lines of a dangerous situation, only to have your life change in a moment.

“Macklin, Caspian, great to see you guys,” Dr. Carlisle smiled as we approached. The fae doctor had also been a saving grace, even though I would deny it until I was blue in the face. “We have some new members joining us today.”

I nodded my head and walked over to the table where the coffee and tea were laid out. After filling a cup of black coffee for myself and the overly sweetened and milky version for Macklin we took our seats.

“Alright, everyone is here. I’d like to take a moment to introduce myself to our new participants. My name is Dr. Lilibeth Carlisle. I am a certified psychiatrist with specialties in supernatural’s and post-traumatic stress disorder. I’d like it if we could please go around the room and introduce ourselves. Let’s start with our new members?”

A small man that was sitting in a wheelchair and missing both of his legs smiled. “Hello, my name is Jonathon. I am a warthog shifter. I was in a car accident five months ago and lost both of my legs. It’s nice to see you all.”

Dr. Carlisle smiled and thanked Jonathon for his participation before turning to the lady that sat next to him. In comparison, she was completely different. She held her head high and her red eyes shone with what appeared to be anger.

“My name is Magda,” she started with a very thick European accent. “I was abducted as a child and tortured. As a result, I have burns to seventy percent of my body.”

I winced at the story. I had heard about the different breeding facilities that were out there. Ones that took children to breed them for either science experiments, their own sick pleasure or to make them fight. 
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