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  Author Note


My lovely readers, 
I apologize for the lateness of book 5 release date in The Firefighters of Station #8. I received unexpected news in 2024 that resulted in surgery and radiation treatments that had me placing my writing pen on a shelf. I was determined that whatever happened, come hell or high water my last book in the series would be completed.
As promised, here is the thrilling conclusion to the saga. I am so thankful, and happy to give you the sexy Cooper, with a surprising ending.
Enjoy!
Hugs, from Sam











  
  Dedication


To all firefighters around the world, true American heroes who put their lives in jeopardy every day. Thank you for your bravery and dedication. Although it may seem you are taken for granted, you are greatly appreciated, valued, respected and this world is blessed to have devoted souls like you. I have first-hand knowledge in a life altering experience. My own home was burned to the ground. While many made comments on the destruction, my thoughts were solely on the safety of the men who came to my aid. 

I would also like to thank and give recognition to my inspiration guys who allowed me to interview them for my books. Who willingly answered my questions with enthusiasm and even allowed me into their station, access to their bay, and climb in their big fire trucks. So many wonderful, fun men who were so nice to a stranger. I did not model any character after a certain individual. Since the guys were being respectful, I had to use my imagination for the personal aspects. I combined what I learned with my own ideas and created each firefighter with his own charisma.
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  Chapter 1


Cooper hated freeways worse than a burning building. 
Drivers never obeyed the speed limits. People in a hurry rarely slowed for men working a traffic accident. Most were too busy gawking, wanting to see what had happened, rather than pay attention to the road in front of them, which made it dangerous for his team and the other drivers. He’d seen a van crash into another vehicle simply because the driver was staring at the wrecked cars instead of looking where he was supposed to be going in the moving traffic.
It wasn't just the disregard for rules that irritated him, it was the reckless negligence that struck him the hardest. The drivers who rushed past endangered not only themselves but the men combatting the wreckage. Rescuers needed to focus on victims instead of impatient drivers.
When fire and rescue personnel arrived on a scene, motorists lost their wits completely. Drivers seemed to lose all common sense, turning what should be a rescue, or an illumination of any danger, into a perilous circumstance. One of the most hazardous jobs firefighters faced was responding to traffic accidents.
At least the snow had stopped.
Dispatch had urgently called in Station Eight alongside every available firehouse from surrounding counties to a dire situation on I81. A multi-car pile-up in a working construction zone. Three fatalities were reported before Station Eight crew arrived on scene: one decapitation, and two victims still trapped inside a burning vehicle. Each member of his team had no idea what else they might face.
As Laredo drove the truck up to the mangled mess on the interstate, Cooper sat silently in the back seat, watching the halted vehicles lined up as far as he could see.
“Jesus Christ.” Shep muttered, pointing to one of the cars with flames shooting from the windows. “See if you can get around that and pull over there.”
Black smoke billowed furiously into the sky forming ominous clouds. An eighteen-wheeler had crunched a car so bad, it resembled a twisted accordion. Cooper’s chest tightened knowing there was no chance of saving anyone that remained inside.
Blue lights spun on top of State Police cars, positioned at various points. Several men in uniform directed the emergency vehicles around the stream of frozen traffic. When the quint finally jerked to a stop, Shep sprang into action, barking orders. A fire truck from Station Five pulled alongside, its captain half-way out of his seat before the engine stopped. He jogged over to Shep, while his crew scurried to their positions.
Cooper’s heart pounded as he jumped down from the back, urgency propelling his movements. He hoped like hell they wouldn’t be surprised by an explosion. With engines running and gas leaking, it was most likely too much to hope for. He secured his helmet as he and Mike dashed to the carnage, while Laredo and Jared ran for the hoses.
Thick, choking smoke curled through the air, blurring his vision and stinging his lungs. The scene was a chaotic nightmare. Cooper turned to see surging flames engulf another car. His mind wailed for the poor soul trapped inside. A wave of helplessness threatened to crash over him, but he fought the sense of doom before it had a chance to take hold. There was no room for despair now; his duty was clear: save those who still had a chance, and pray no more lives were lost.
More sirens, shouts and screams, chaos bled in every direction. A rescue squad pulled to a hard stop behind the ladder truck. Cooper recognized Brad as he jumped from the driver’s side.
“We’ve got fatalities,” Brad shouted.
“I heard.” Cooper adjusted his gear on his shoulder.
“Move these people back.” Shep’s commanding voice cut through the pandemonium. Several people stood outside their cars in shock, staring at the collision, gasping in disbelief, hands over their faces, fingers pointing. Cooper hoped they had enough sense to stay out of the way. Policemen had their hands full trying to control people, corralling them so the emergency vehicles could maneuver behind the flares.
Cooper fought to keep his focus sharp, his mind locked on the task ahead—
A thunderous boom shook the ground beneath his feet. Another vehicle had exploded. The blistering heat from the inferno made the world around him sway unsteadily. He blinked. Through the haze, he saw Scott, from Station Three, stumbling toward him. Cooper reached out, grabbing Scott’s shoulder to steady him.
“Hey man, what is it?” Scott shook his head and pushed Cooper out of the way.
“Son of a bitch.”
Coop couldn’t worry about that now. Screams shrilled behind him, causing him to flinch. He instinctively jerked to the side. As he ducked, he saw Jared had dropped down on all fours. Laredo was struggling with the hose.
“What the—” Coop dove back to help Laredo. Jared pushed himself up, and signaled the all-clear. Laredo threw the lever to the source of water, and Cooper watched as the flattened canvas came to life, water rushing through its insides. A whirlwind of buzzing pierced Cooper’s ears as more sirens shrieked, and more ambulances arrived. He focused on trying to do his job and drown out the horrendous scene around him. He shot up a quick prayer to spare the victims caught in this nightmare.
Two men from Station Three came staggering into view from the breathing gray fog, barely holding each other up. Mike pointed them out to Shep, who immediately signaled for two more firefighters to take their place. Even through the belching smoke and stabbing shouts, a woman’s sobs filtered to Cooper’s ears. He hoped the people inside the most recent flaming car were not part of her family.
Shit. Now was not the time to let his mind wander. He had to keep his attention laser-focused on his job, his instincts sharp. Any distraction could spell imminent risk. Every muscle strained while he and his team worked with the men from the other firehouses, united in battling the blaze.
Sweat stung his eyes. His shirt stuck to his back, yet he pressed forward. There was no time to rest, he had to move on to the next vehicle. No time for reflection or sorrow. He’d been taught to rely on his training while contemplating his next move. Together, he and Jared focused on the unbelievable mayhem surrounding them as Shep continued to shout instructions.
The firefighters worked through exhaustion, never stopping, until every vehicle had been searched, and every individual attended to. Hours slipped by as they, stabilized drivers, tending to their passengers, and arranged for the more critical victims to be sent to the hospital.
When things finally calmed down and the scene was under control, Jared removed his helmet, wiping sweat from his head with a shaky arm. Cooper took a moment to gulp in some air, as he stood there staring at the devastation around him. Laredo was recovering the hose and passed by Scott who sat slumped against one of the trucks, his face as pale as a ghost. Cooper started to approach him, but Jared’s rough voice stopped him.
“Scott found the decapitated victim,” Jared explained quietly. “Took it hard.”
Cooper’s eyes widened, and his stomach churned. “Shit. No wonder he looks like hell.”
“And Brad?” Jared continued, “He’s the one who had to go look for it.”
Cooper shook his head grimly. “Damn. And I thought we had it rough.”
Jared grasped Cooper’s shoulder. “Good job, kid.”
For once Cooper didn’t bristle to Jared calling him a kid. He was too exhausted to care.
“Let’s pack our gear up and go home.”
Cooper gave a nod to Shep, then glanced around the smoldering wreckage one last time. Home meant back to Station Eight.
Funny how a building full of trucks and equipment could feel like home. When he’d set out on his own, he never dreamed of having friends like these calling him family.
Each time the crew came back to the firehouse in one piece, with every member of the team safe, it was like crossing the threshold of someplace familiar, warm, and welcoming. Station Eight wasn’t just a firehouse; it was where he belonged. The guys had accepted him as part of their team, and he never looked back.
He heaved a weary sigh as he took another glance over his shoulder. Cars were mangled this way and that, steam rising from charred metal. Flames were out, but smoke still hung heavy in the air. Only three fatalities, but when lives counted, even one was too many. With one hand stretched out, Mike braced himself against the engine, his head down. He removed his helmet, drew in a deep breath—and immediately coughed up part of his lung.
“Grab some oxygen, buddy.” Jared slapped Mike on the back.
“My own fault.” Mike muttered, then stepped over one of the hoses. Raising his arm in a brisk swing, he wiped sweat and grime off his face. At least that must have been the idea. Instead, he smeared the dark smudge even more. Still, Mike wasn’t usually one to be out of breath.
“Hoss?” Cooper called, stepping next to Mike. “You okay?”
“I’m good.” Mike had muscles on top of his muscles, but he sounded like shit. He gave a nod toward the ambulance. “How’s Porter and Sinclair?”
Laredo was the one who answered. “The explosion rocked them. A piece of metal lodged in Porter’s thigh.
Cooper stretched his neck. “When I saw them come out of that fog, clinging to each other, I knew one of them was hurt. Since they were on their feet, I’d hoped it wasn’t too bad.” He stared at the gurney as two medics lifted Porter inside the ambulance.
“A few stitches and he should be fine,” Laredo said.
Cooper was relieved until he heard Mike cough again. “Hey,” Cooper frowned. “You sure—”
Mike’s sharp glare silenced anything that was about to come out of Cooper’s mouth. He knew that look. And he knew when to shut-up.
He also knew Mike’s bark was worse than his bite. Cooper nodded to the back of the truck. “Why don’t you get some water.”
“I will.” Mike’s voice came out on a croak. He lifted his head, gazing over the scene. “Damn, what a mess.”
“Fourteen cars, three eighteen-wheelers,” Jared told Mike.
Mike stepped around Cooper to reach for a bottle when a car whizzed past. “What the hell?” Cooper yelled, stepping back. “These idiots are at a crash scene!”
“The natives are restless,” Jared said, narrowing his eyes.
“Impatient fuckers. Can’t they see the damage. It’ll take all night to clean up this mess.”
A firefighter from Station Five shouted. Cooper and the rest of the team turned to see him waving his arm.
“What does he want?”
Jared shrugged. “He might be motioning to another guy on his team.”
“I’ll find out.” Mike moved and Jared stopped him.
“You stay put. I’ll go.” Jared had jogged only a few paces when Cooper heard a menacing roar that sounded a lot like a race car gunning its engine. He turned his head, catching movement from the corner of his eye. A car was coming straight for Jared.
Fuck!

      ***Cooper took off like a shot. Mike jerked his head to see the kid running toward Jared. Mike’s eyes flew wide in disbelief when he saw the speeding car heading straight for them both. Time seemed to slow. Before Mike could yell a warning, Cooper lunged, shoving Jared out of harm’s way just as the oncoming vehicle collided with Cooper. Mike’s heart stopped as he watched Cooper’s body fly through the air like a rag doll.
“Cooper!” Mike shouted, his voice cracking with terror.
Tires squealed from the fleeing car, but Mike was already running. Adrenaline took over, propelling him forward. His brothers ahead of him, he barreled through the men fighting to get to Cooper. His heart pounded right along with his boots in urgent need. He skidded to a jarring halt.
Cooper’s crumpled body was sprawled on the black pavement.
Cooper.
Mike raged as he fell to his knees. He carefully removed Cooper’s helmet. “Stay with me kid.” Unconscious, Cooper’s twisted body lie still as death.
“Aww, kid. What were you doing?” Mike extended his fingers, searching urgently for a pulse. Relief flooded him when he found the faint but definite beat. “Get a gurney over here! Now!”
Jared came to a stop next to Mike. “What the fuck, Cooper?”
“Cooper saw the car headed straight for you. He saved your life man,” Laredo snapped, his voice sharp and raw. “I hope it didn’t cost him his own.”
Mike tuned them out. Where the fuck was that stretcher?
Laredo pressed on, “He knocked you out of the way or you’d be the one lying there.”
Mike shot Laredo a glare. “Knock it off, Laredo.”
Jared fired back. “I didn’t know what the hell was going on.” He stared down at Cooper’s frail form. “Why?”
Mike knew the question was meant for the driver who had tried to run Jared down.
“How bad is it?” A harsh voice growled.
Mike was ready to yell ‘fuck off” when he realized the voice belonged to his captain. “He’s alive.”
Shep yelled more commands, clearing the way for another rescue squad.
Mike staggered back, his heart hammering as the medics swarmed over Cooper, checking his vitals, and whether or not the kid broke his fool neck. Cold dread filled Mike’s chest.
Cooper. His little buddy. Followed him around like a damn puppy. The kid loved his job. Loved the team. “Come on, kid,” Mike whispered under his breath, his voice thick with fear. “You’ve got to hold on.”
“Back to work,” Shep shouted, cutting through Mike’s thoughts. “The medics will take care of Cooper.”
Mike followed Shep’s orders automatically. But the pain pressing on his chest did not go away.
“It was deliberate!” Laredo said in a quiet rage. “That car was gunning for Jared.”
“Why me? Damn. I’m sorry.” Guilt and shock twisted Jared’s features.
“Isn’t your fault Cooper tried to save you,” Laredo said. “That baboso just … took off.”
Mike put a firm hand on Jared’s shoulder, trying to anchor the younger man before his guilt swallowed him whole. “Isn’t your fault, Jared.” He’d been carrying around guilt ever since he found out that he was the one some asshole had targeted putting other firefighters in danger. “Could have been any firefighter.”
Jared’s head snapped up. “Hey. You don’t think—”
“Yes, Jared. I do.” Mike said quietly, the weight of suspicion settling between them.
“Mierda. What if it was the man who’s been targeting firefighters?”
“Targeting me,” Jared murmured.
Mike shook Jared. “We don’t know that. We don’t know anything.”
Mike was trying to keep Jared from stroking out. Hell, they all wanted to kill something—whether in rage or despair—but no one could move. No one could breathe freely until they knew Cooper was going to be okay.






  
  Chapter 2


Kendra stood by her car in the bleak hospital ER parking lot, her heart pounding wildly. She bit her lip, holding her cell phone close to her chest as emotions surged within her. Thank God, she’d exchanged numbers with the bride. The only thing Cassie had told her was that Cooper had been in an accident. 
Kendra’s mind raced, thoughts spiraling into worst-case scenarios. What if it was serious? What if—
“Kendra!” Cassie's voice broke through her haze as the bride, who should be on her honeymoon, hurried toward her. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know anything more yet. Mike and the guys are inside waiting.”
Kendra nodded numbly, her tongue tangled, her heart a frantic drum in her chest. On auto-piolet, she allowed Cassie to lead her through the sliding doors at the Emergency Entrance.
Inside, people in uniform rushed about, the fluorescent-lit waiting room buzzed quietly with the low murmur of conversations. Firefighters gathered in a tight circle, their faces etched with concern. A large man turned, his eyes on Cassie. When Cassie rushed forward throwing herself into his arms, Kendra recognized the man as the groom. 
The last time Kendra had seen him, he was in a tuxedo at the reception. Now he was filthy, covered in soot from head to boots. His size was scary enough, but the look on his face sent a shock of terror flooding her insides.
He faced Kendra, then slowly turned, his steady arms gripped her shoulders. “Kendra.”
“Wh—what happened?” Her voice trembled right along with her body.
Mike took a deep breath. “There was a bad accident on interstate. While we were cleaning up, a car hit Cooper.”
Her hand flew to her mouth and the world tilted beneath her feet. A cold wave of panic squeezed her chest. Her lungs screamed for air.
Cooper.
She’d imagined him—broken, battered, lying motionless on the cold pavement. Tears welled up, blurring her vision, but she fought to keep them from falling.
Breathe.
She wiped her trembling hand across her eyes, trying to steady herself. She took another deep breath, “How bad?”
“I’m sorry. We don’t know much yet. Cooper’s in bad shape. We need to stay strong for him.”
Mike’s lips moved. She could hear his voice, but somehow only bits and pieces were coming through. She had trouble focusing on the words.
Breathe.
Kendra’s mind flashed back to another hospital, another waiting room. Sterile walls closing in around her while her heart pounded fiercely, each beat echoing the ache of uncertainty that gnawed at her spirit. Waiting, helpless, a life hanging in the balance. The haunting memory crashing into the present.
Breathe.
“He’ll need us when he wakes up.”
Wakes up?
A gentle hand grasped hers. Kendra blinked. A woman was speaking “Come over here, honey.”
If the woman gave her name, Kendra hadn’t heard it. It didn't matter. She didn't know these people. Didn't want to know them. She wanted to see Cooper. See how badly he’d been hurt.
She barely knew Cassie. Cooper had taken Kendra to the wedding expecting her to fit right in. She didn't know how to fit in. She'd been shy most of her life. With her background, it wasn't easy making friends. Friends wanted to know all about you.
“Sit here. We're all waiting on the doctor to give us news. I'm Marge—Ryan’s wife. That's my husband right over there.” She pointed across the room. “He was in an explosion and I thought that was the end. But look at him. His career as a firefighter is over, but he's doing fine now.” The woman patted Kendra's hand. “Don't you worry. This is Cooper’s family. We're all here for him. And for you, honey.”
Kendra glanced to the occupants overflowing the waiting room. Men Cooper worked with, still in their firefighting gear. She sat at the edge of a world she knew very little about. At first, she’d tried keeping an open mind, thinking she might learn about his profession. Not that she’d been all that interested, but perhaps it wasn’t as grave as her mother had made it out to be.
Cooper loved his job. He spoke of his work with an infectious enthusiasm, relishing the moments when he could extend a hand to those in need. Saving lives, saving homes, saving children–there was no end to his thirst for the job. He painted a lively picture viewing each intense call and frantic moment as just part of another day on the job. She’d observed him, torn with a mixture of admiration and concern.
And now the crushing reality her mother had warned her about. The world around her felt impossibly dark. Cooper was in a hospital, vulnerable, possibly fighting for his life. The last time she’d felt this helpless—
No. She wouldn’t think about that. She just prayed she’d be strong enough to face whatever was to come?
Whispers along with asserted conversations echoed around her. A whirlwind of emotion swathed her as she listened to some of the firefighters talk about Cooper.
“I just can’t believe it.”
“Did you see the way that car came tearing through?”
“Yeah, Barry. We all saw it.”
“That driver was gunning for Jared.”
“You don't know that.”
“Why would anyone deliberately run down a firefighter?”
“It was some damn asshat that got in a hurry. Christ, we can't clean up an accident like that in few minutes.”
“It should have been me.”
“There’s nothing you could have done to prevent it. Cooper chose to save you.”
“You would have done the same thing.”
“That kid thrives on adrenaline. The more the chaos, the more he throws himself into his role as a first responder.”
“Cooper thrives on danger. I’ve heard him say it pulses under his skin in time with his heartbeat.”
They were speaking of Cooper. Of danger. The thought of him rushing into a burning building filled her with an unsettling mix of pride and dread. She had fallen for his easygoing charm, and had gotten caught up in his carefree personality, forgetting the weight of his profession.
This is what happens when you live with your head in the clouds.
Experience. Ha. Mother would say ‘I told you so.’
“He gave one hundred percent to his profession, knowing his efforts could shift the tide between despair and hope.”
Why were they talking about Cooper in the past tense? Was he going to die?
A kaleidoscope of emotions swirled within her. Panic coiled tightly, like a serpent ready to strike.
“I—I can’t …” Her voice cracked. Her heart pounded violently, threatening to burst from her chest. The crushing reality that Cooper might die crashed over her like a tidal wave. Her lungs needed air. She was on the verge of bolting.
“Now, now, honey. We're right here with you. Cooper is going to be fine.” The olde woman placed a steady hand, covering Kendra's trembling ones. The grounding gesture was like a lifeline, one that made her feel momentarily tethered to a strong force. A safe harbor.
Cassie slid her arm around Kendra's shoulder, pulling her into a gentle hug. The swirling storm raging within slowed to a calming solace.
“He saw that car coming after Jared. The kid has balls.”
“Just goes to show he’s one of us. He’s the better one of us.”
Several heads nodded and murmured their agreement.
“I'd rather Rick run into a burning building than respond to a call on interstate.”
Kendra turned her head to the woman sitting three seats down. “I don’t understand.”
“Aww, honey,” the woman remarked. “Believe it or not, fighting a fire is safer than responding to a traffic accident. Especially on interstate. People are impatient. And they drive crazy.”
“That’s true,” Marge agreed. “The road is open and unpredictable. A person can’t fight a five-thousand-pound car.”
“I – I never thought about that.” Kendra’s voice cracked with the weight of her despair. “I don’t think I can …”
Cassie squeezed Kendra’s shoulder giving her reassurance. “I know it feels that way right now, but you’ll see. Cooper will be okay.”
“Breathe, honey. We will get through this together.”
Yes. Breathe.
Kendra couldn’t remember ever feeling so comforted. But with warmth came the harsh grasp of reality. The severity of Coopers injuries. She shook her head, her eyes brimming with unshed tears. She could hardly fathom the thought of losing him. When had her feelings shifted so profoundly? When had he become more than just a fleeting presence in her life?
Dear God, what if he didn't survive?
The thought of losing him was unbearable. Cooper was fun. A no strings kind of guy. But the invisible strings were there, feeling like a rope tightening around her neck.
“I hate this waiting,” someone said.
She did, too. Her body was numb. What was she supposed to do? She wasn’t anyone special. Just Cooper’s date for the wedding. Although these people were treating her like his girlfriend. As if her presence somehow mattered in this compelling moment.
“Would you like something to drink? Maybe some coffee?”
Just what she needed—caffeine. Her nerves were shot. If she drank coffee, her heart would probably jump right out of her chest. “No, thank you.” She wasn’t sure who the person was who asked. He must work with Cooper. Everyone here was connected to him in some way.
Kendra’s heart ached with the weight of questions left unanswered. Would he live? Would their story continue, or was this the chapter where everything changed? A traffic accident. On interstate. Mike had said it was bad.
Terror overwhelmed her, sending her blood furiously pumping in her veins. This was exactly why she had reservations about dating a firefighter. Her mother had warned her again and again. Still, Kendra ignored the little voice in the back of her brain, drawn irresistibly to the spark Cooper had created inside of her. She could almost hear his laughter, see the twinkle in his eyes, but the reality of his peril loomed large, casting a dark shadow over her thoughts.
The heart wants what the heart wants. And this is how you pay the price.
Oh God. Please let him live.
Each tick of the clock felt deafening in the stillness around her. Uncertainty gnawed at her soul. Would he emerge unscathed, or would this be the moment that fate decided to turn cruel.
Whatever the outcome, she was not budging from this chair until she knew Cooper’s condition.

      ***Two men in scrubs stepped through the double doors, heading into the waiting area, their faces grave. Kendra’s breathing stopped, as if her lungs had seized. Cooper’s crew drew closer; it was as if time had stopped. The captain stepped up to meet them, his jaw tight with tension.
“Mr. Shepherd?” One of the doctors asked.
“That’s me,” he replied with a nod.
“I’m Doctor Michaels, and this is Doctor Alawadi. Does Mr. Moretti have any family here?”
Kendra gasped, fear swamping her like a bolt of lightning. The room grew deathly quiet, everyone most likely holding their breath.
“We’re his family, doctor. I’m his captain.”
Dr. Michaels nodded solemnly. “I see. I can speak with you now, but we will need to notify his next of kin.”
“Fuck.” The mumbled curse echoed raw and desperate.
Cold dread washed over Kendra, making her chilled to the bone. If the doctors were asking for Cooper’s next of kin, the situation must be bad. Very bad. Tears filled her eyes and spilled down her cheeks.
“Mr. Moretti needs surgery immediately. He has several broken bones; some will require surgery. But first we need to get the internal bleeding under control. He has one collapsed lung, an austere concussion. Fortunately, all other vital organs seem to be working. He’s young and healthy, and should make it through the surgeries without complications. Is there any medical history we should know?”
“Sorry, doc. Whatever he has in his records is more than I know.”
“Very well. He’s being prepped now.” Dr. Michaels glanced at the doctor next to him. “Doctor Alawadi will perform the first surgery.”
The second doctor took over. “I won’t know the full extent of the lung damage until I get in there. It could be four to six hours.”
“I will be assisting Doctor Alawadi, and check for additional injuries that might require more surgery. Doctor Balmbush is our orthopedic surgeon. He will be the one to speak to you about that. We need to move quickly. Any questions?”
The captain ran a hand through his hair. Fear and exhaustion made his face look haggard. “Do whatever you have to do for him.”
Each doctor gave a nod of acknowledgement, turned, and walked back through the set of double-doors.
Kendra couldn’t speak for the tears clogging her throat. Several surgeries. Internal bleeding. Collapsed lung. She wanted to go home, curl up into her bed and make it all go away.
A slender arm came around her shoulders, breaking the damn holding her together. Kendra sobbed uncontrollably.
“Hey.” Cassie choked out, unable to control her own weeping.
“Hey, you two. Cooper is a fighter. He’ll come through this.” Cassie’s husband sounded so sure.
“Of course he will. Cooper is too onery to let one little accident get him.”
“Cooper has too many people pulling for him, for God not to hear.”
Voices surrounded her. These were people who cared for Cooper. As his captain had said, they were his family.
Cassie led Kendra to a chair. All they could do now was wait.
In that moment, all that mattered was the fragile thread connecting her to Cooper, and the desperate hope that it would guide him safely back to her.






  
  Chapter 3


In the muted confines of the private hospital room, the eerie quiet was punctuated only by the soft beeping of machines. From the nurses’ station, codes were being announced, clinical tones chimed, each one sharply cutting through the quiet hallway. 
Kendra stood by Cooper’s bedside, her heart burdened by a sorrow so profound, it was nearly unbearable. Time stretched agonizingly, each fleeting second gnawing deeper into her stomach, threatening to unravel her very being. She closed her eyes, wishing she were anywhere but here in the hospital. Her heart ached with the weight of indecision. Confusion. Guilt. How had she come to be here, in this moment?
The whispers of the others had seeped into her consciousness—each furtive glance directed her way had been glaring with suspicion, and unwanted twinges of pity. It had been as if a suffocating blanket of tension had wrapped around her and threatened to smother her in her seat. Thankfully, she’d finally escaped the weight of their stares.
Her gaze drifted to Cooper, whose handsome visage appeared peaceful, his features softened by sleep. The clinical chill of their surroundings suppressed any warmth. The nightmare forcing her to face reality, one she had painstakingly avoided. Instead, a fierce storm of grief and yearning rolled in her soul.
Since no next of kin was on record, the doctors allowed Kendra to sit with Cooper. Knowing someone stayed with him was all that mattered. Cooper had been heavily sedated. The surgeries were extensive, but he came through them as the doctors had predicted and his prognosis was optimistic.
At least now she knew Cooper would live?
Tension squeezed the air from her lungs. Desperation clawed at her mind—did she possess the strength to endure this?
Quietly, she moved around his bed and settled into a chair next to the window. The soft beam of the night-light under the sink gave enough of a glow to direct her path. Drawing in a steadying breath, she eased onto the well-worn leather upholstery. It was bound to be another long night.
As she settled into the space beside Cooper, stories from her past wrapped around her like an enduring embrace. A legacy of love radiating bright in the oppressive shadows of grief.
Memories surged forth, vivid and painful, dragging her back in time, to a similar hospital room. Hoses and machines connected to the patient lying in a hospital bed. Was that only a mere three months ago? It seemed almost like yesterday—a night when her dearest Aunt Fay had been courageously fending off the creeping shadow that had sought to extinguish her light.
An unsettling dread settled over Kendra as she relieved those moments, the anguish of loss overwhelming.
THEN
Aunt Fay lay in the hospital bed, her frail form swallowed by the sterile white sheets. Kendra hovered nearby, a blend of hope and dread swirling within her. Oh, how she loved this woman. Fay had given her strength, love, kindness, everything a young girl needed—even when the girl hadn’t had a clue. Together, they’d created a bond from secrets and laughter. A connection more powerful than familial ties. By the time Kendra had grown into a woman, they had forged a bond of maturing trust. An attachment that blossomed into a love that had enveloped them in a private relationship. Each recollection tugged at Kendra’s heartstrings, joy and sorrow, of a wonderful woman who greatly influenced her life.
The nurses came and took Fay away to surgery. All Kendra could do was wait. As the night deepened, the world outside faded into silence, but the air inside the waiting room grew heavy with unspoken words and raw emotion.
Breathe.
Kendra glanced to the door leading into the hallway of the surgical wing. Her knees shook. Folding her hands between them didn’t help. Closing her eyes, she took another deep inhale and breathed out slowly.
Thank goodness there wasn’t anyone else in this area—except them. Fay’s husband was pacing the halls, and a dear friend sat with Mom in the row of chairs against the wall. As sisters, Mom and Fay were sort of close, but Kendra could have been Fay’s child, for the special relationship the two of them shared.
Mom and Clara had their heads together, whispering their thoughts to each other. Kendra kept to herself. Images of a wide-eyed child trailing eagerly in Aunt Fay's footsteps. A child Fay never pushed away. Instead, she had enveloped Kendra with a smile, wrapping her in a warm embrace, and encouraged her imagination with dreams of make-believe.
A man in scrubs walked through the doorway jerking Kendra’s attention. The doctor had arrived. A surgical cap covered his hair, his face clean shaven with dark bushy eyebrows, his skin tone hinting at oriental descent. Most of the doctors at UVA were previous medical students from all nationalities, seeking their degrees at the research center in Charlottesville. The university was known world-wide for its medical excellence.
Kendra stared at the man in front of her, every fiber of her being straining to catch the words that would come out of his mouth. Answer all her questions. Was the surgery a success? Was Fay resting peacefully?
“Where is Mr. Armstrong?” the doctor asked.
“Right here, Doc,” Dennis said, rushing in from the hallway.
The doctor’s face turned grim. “I’m sorry. We did all we could.”
Fatal words no family member ever wanted to hear.
A tidal wave of denial washed over Kendra.
The hateful doctor continued. “We’re bringing your wife back to her room. She’s intubated—the ventilator is breathing for her.” His voice lowered as he placed his hand on Dennis’s shoulder. “She won’t live through the night.”
His words shattered Kendra’s world, shards of jagged glass splintering her heart. Fear, rage, a turmoil of despair briefly surged through her mind.
No! She hadn’t heard the doctor right. Disbelief had her frozen in place.
She’d heard stories of people in denial. How they refused to accept what was real. Reject the truth. Even turn their heads away so they wouldn’t see what was barreling directly at them.
How dumb can people be—right?
And here she was—doing the same thing. 
Her mind screamed, No! No! That’s not what he said. It’s not true.
“Kendra. Did you hear what he said?” Her mom nearly screeched.
All her life, Kendra had lived to suit her mother. She always did what Mom said. Catered to her every wish. Kendra pushed her mom’s hands away, refusing to deal with her mother’s clinging, and jumped right into the ranks of denial. Right into a void of rejection and defiance.
Fay.
No.
Kendra gave her full concentration to the doctor, focusing on his grave expression.
She stepped firmly between the doctor and her uncle, her voice trembling as she forced the words from deep within her soul. “Doctor. Did you say she won’t live—” Her voice broke as she choked up. The vile words horrendous to utter again.
“I’m sorry. If you would like to see her …” The rest of the sentence was lost as Kendra’s mind began screaming again.
Of course I want to see her. My God, this can’t be happening. I want to see her right now.
If the doctor is allowing them to see Fay, she can’t be as bad as he was making it out. This was supposed to be a routine surgery. The same thing they did three years ago. Her legs healed up fine. She had to undergo therapy for several weeks, but after that, she … was … fine …
Kendra needed to see Fay with her own eyes. She needed to see that Aunt Fay was okay. The voice in her head was now shouting. Just as she wanted to demand answers, she saw a bed being wheeled past the doorway.
Was that her?
Kendra stepped to go around the doctor, and he blocked her.
“You can’t go in right now.”
“Why the hell not?”
“Wait Kendra. Hang on, now.” Her uncle’s hand on her arm grounded her. And reminded her she was being rude.
She didn’t give a damn.
“Give me a few minutes.” The doctor glanced to Dennis and then back to her. “She’s hooked up to machines. You do understand these machines are prolonging her life?” 
Denial wrapped around her like a thick fog, refusing to let her face the unbearable truth. Uncle Dennis lowered his head, his gaze dropping to the floor.
This can’t be the end. Aunt Fay would be okay.
“We’ll make her comfortable,” the doctor continued in a gentle tone. “Then you can come in. Let us do that.”
“All right, Doc.” Dennis draped an arm around Kendra, pulling her to his chest, holding her, making this all too real. Uncle Dennis mumbled something else, but all she could do was hang on to him. She had no time to worry about hurting her mother’s feelings when her own world was unraveling.
Denial.
She’d always accepted the fall out, whatever it was. Always the first to face problems head-on, react with a solution while others moaned their fate. Now she understood how easy it was to slip into a void of disbelief. The pain was too much to accept.
“I can’t lose her,” she mumbled, not willing to face the dark void. She knew she was being unfair. Dennis was Fay’s husband. He was feeling the loss, too.
She pulled away and moved into the hall, chewing her lip as she debated whether to behave like a normal human being, or run up and down the hall like a raving lunatic. She edged closer to her aunt’s room, and watched a group of nurses briskly moving about.
The doctor had told her to wait.
Slowly, as if she were a child being called to a parent for punishment, not in a hurry to get there but dreading what she would find when she did, she peeked around the door frame. Beeping machines suddenly went silent. One nurse was unhooking the IV while the other nurse removed a tube from Fay’s mouth.
Oh my God.
Kendra’s hand flew to her own mouth, trying to stifle a moan. The overwhelming surge of acknowledgement tore through her body, suffocating her. She sank back against the cold wall, closing her eyes, fighting to calm her raging heart. No matter how much she wished this wasn’t real, she had to pull herself together to get through the rest of this nightmare. She had no idea how long she stood there before she heard her uncle’s unsteady voice.
“Come on, honey. We can go in now.” Dennis was struggling with his own tears. He drew Kendra to his side, and they entered the room together.
Mom was sobbing somewhere behind them. Kendra couldn’t summon the sympathy, or give comfort when her own heart was bleeding.
The frail woman in the bed looked different than only moments before. A blanket had been pulled to Fay’s shoulders and her arms were folded across her stomach as though she was sleeping.
Serene and still.
Peaceful.
Reality punched Kendra in the face. This was truly happening. Was she supposed to say goodbye? The bond they had shared, woven from years of closeness, now felt like an aspiration, one that haunted her with every beat of her aching heart.
Her chest on fire she swallowed her shallow breaths, trying desperately to withhold her sobs. She approached her aunt's delicate form with anguish and love twinging in her chest.
“You’ll always be my bright light,” she whispered.
With tears spilling over her cheeks, she fled Aunt Fay's room, desperate to get away from her anguish. In her frantic escape, she stumbled down the hallway not caring who saw her. Blinded by pain and grief, and her stomach revolting, she stumbled, fleeing down the hallway. Her vision blurred by her tears, she rushed forward, not caring where she— she slammed into a solid wall.
“Ooff.”
The impact jolted her back to her senses. Muscled arms caught her before she could fall.
“Woah, there, now.”
Shit. She’d run right into a … person.
“Oh! I’m sorry,” she blustered. Still in shock, and startled at the result of her recklessness, heat filling her with embarrassment.
“Hey. Are you okay?”
She looked up, and up, into a pair of intense dark eyes. His face was a tad blurry, but there was no doubt this man was exceptionally, good-looking.
Mortified, she twisted in his arms, desperate to shove away her discomfort. What he must think. She couldn’t keep her eyes from tearing up again.
He released her immediately, raising his hands, showing that he meant no harm. Now she really felt like a fool. The pain in her heart was too much. A handsome man was standing right in front of her and she couldn’t put two thoughts together.
“Look. It was my fault. I wasn’t watching—”
“No. Please,” she responded automatically. She needed to get away. She needed to breathe. She sniffed again. “I … I can’t …” Without explaining, she darted around him and ran down the hallway. The walls were closing in on her. The EXIT sign gave a hazy glow, right above the emergency doors. They opened and closed behind her as she scurried through them. The chill in the night air seeped into her bones, finally allowing the breath she’d been searching for, into her lungs.
She stumbled to a light pole and wrapped her arms around the cold metal, glad for something to steady her. The flood gates broke open and she allowed her heart to bleed.
Fay.
I love you.
You can’t be gone.
She cried for the loss. She cried for the unfairness of it all. She cried for every single thing in her life that had hurt her, when she had to be brave and hadn’t allowed herself to be weak. She’d always been strong. Always taken care of her mom, her aunt, who ever needed her help. She’d taken care of herself.
She wasn’t strong now. Not even a little. Her heart was hurting. The woman she loved more than anyone or anything was gone.
Denial—an illusion that offered no real comfort. It didn’t heal. It didn’t fix anything. Once allowed to take root, it only paved a path of devastation. Facing the truth might hurt, but it was real.
She allowed herself to feel the pain.
“Hello.”
Kendra pulled herself up out of the void that had swallowed her. A low voice. A calm voice. Wiping her eyes, she glanced up seeing the man she’d accidentally collided with in the hospital earlier.
“It’s me. The
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