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EPILOGUE — Two Weeks Later

––––––––

A Note from the Author

Thank you for reading Harbor Medical: Code Blue Heat.

I wrote this book because I kept thinking about the two ways people learn to live with the ones they lose.

Elise learned early. A surgical resident doesn't get to carry every patient — you learn to set them down, go home, water your orchid, come back tomorrow. It isn't coldness. It's the only way to last. She got very good at it. Too good, maybe. She'd been setting things down so long she'd forgotten what it felt like to hold on.

Cassidy never learned. She fought for every patient the way she'd fought for the ones she couldn't save — because for her, effort isn't about the outcome. It's about refusing to be the person who stopped trying. She knew exactly what it cost. She paid it anyway. Every shift, every highway, every mayday call.

Two women who had built completely different relationships with loss. And one Tac 7 radio channel in the middle of a mass casualty event where those two approaches had to become the same thing.

That's the whole story.

Leave a review. Your words help this book find the readers who know what it feels like to be on both ends of that radio.

With gratitude,

Caden Rowen
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CHAPTER 1 — POV ELISE — "First Collision"
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The ER was never quiet, but it had registers of noise, and Elise knew them all. At 11 PM on a Tuesday it ran at a medium hum — not the held-breath quiet of 4 AM, not the organized chaos of a shift change. Just the steady background of a building that never slept.

She stood near the receiving desk, watching the bay door, because there was an ambulance three minutes out and the dispatch note said cardiac arrest, extended down time and she already knew what that meant.

The doors burst open.

The gurney came through fast, two EMTs whose body language said we tried before they'd spoken a word. Behind them came the paramedic — calling out the handoff in a voice that cut through the ambient noise like a frequency everything else moved around. She moved like someone who had run this particular gauntlet so many times she'd stopped noticing the obstacles.

"Sixty-seven-year-old male, cardiac arrest at home. Neighbor found him. Down approximately twelve minutes before our arrival. Three rounds of epi. Two shocks. Asystole on arrival. Persistent V-fib in the rig."

Elise's jaw tightened. Twelve minutes was biology, not medicine. Six minutes past the point where the brain started drowning. She stepped forward. "And you continued compressions the entire time?"

The paramedic looked at her then. Not the quick professional assessment most field staff did when they handed off — a real look, the kind that wasn't checking for authority, just checking for whether the person in front of her was actually listening. "Protocol is twenty minutes. He had pupillary responses when we got to him."

Responses. Not reflexes. Elise filed that away. "Responses don't mean anything after anoxic injury of this duration." She reached for the chart. "Name?"

"Edmund Fairfax," the paramedic said. "Seventy-three. COPD. Lives alone by the marina."

Elise looked at the chart Chloe was already handing her. Looked at the scanned document clipped to the front. Edmund Fairfax, Captain, retired. Do Not Resuscitate, signed five years prior.

She looked up. The paramedic's face — weathered, steady, a scar bisecting the left eyebrow in a clean silver line — was doing something it hadn't done before. Not cracking, exactly. More like a building that had absorbed a shock and was recalculating.

"You could have mentioned the DNR sooner," the paramedic said quietly. "Before you told me I was wasting resources."

"I wasn't aware of the DNR until ten seconds ago."

"Then maybe lead with the chart next time."

They looked at each other. The ER noise continued around them.

"I'll take it from here," Elise said.

The paramedic nodded once. She walked out. Her boots left wet marks on the linoleum — a line from the gurney to the door that was the only evidence she'd been there.

Elise called the time. 11:24 PM. She noted it in the chart with the same precision she applied to everything. Then she stood for a moment beside the man who had spent seventy-three years on this earth and had been found alone in his apartment and resuscitated for twelve minutes by a woman who refused to give up on people.

She pressed the elevator button.

The faint smell of exhaust and rain on her scrubs followed her all the way up.

—-
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CHAPTER 2 — POV CASSIDY — "First Principles"
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The radio crackled at 03:17.

"Motor vehicle accident, I-95 overpass. Entrapment reported."

Cassidy was already moving before dispatch finished the sentence. Ben — eighteen months on the job, still fumbling with his gloves like the straps were a logic puzzle — scrambled after her.

"Drive," she said, tossing him the keys. "I'll pull the equipment inventory."

She rode the passenger seat running through the scenario in her head. Overpass meant height differential, impact at angle, likely rollover. Entrapment meant jaws of life, minimum twenty minutes on scene, hypothermia risk if the weather held. She'd done this calculation a hundred times. She always did it. Her brother Dex had taught her that — not protocols exactly, but the habit of running the scenario forward in your head before you arrived so that when you arrived, you were already one decision ahead.

Dex was a firefighter. Their mother had been a paramedic for twenty years before her knees gave out. Cassidy had grown up in a house where the radio scanner ran in the background at dinner and the first question after school was not how was your day but did anything come in.

She didn't tell people that. It sounded like she was explaining herself.

The car on the overpass was wrapped around a concrete pillar, crumpled on the driver's side. A woman in her mid-twenties, pinned at the waist, left leg at an angle that told the story immediately: compound fracture, tibia, bone visible. Slow arterial bleed pooling in the rain water under the vehicle.

Cassidy was on her knees in the mud before Ben had the jaws unpacked. "Hey. I'm Cassidy. I'm a paramedic. We're going to get you out. What's your name?"

"Sophie." Barely audible. Glassy.

"Sophie, I need you to stay still. Don't try to move your legs." She ran the assessment: airway patent, breathing shallow, circulation compromised. The leg was the problem. "We're going to get you warm and we're going to get you out and you're going to be fine. Keep talking to me."

The extraction took forty-five minutes. Ben ran fluids. Cassidy held the primary. She kept her hands steady and her voice steady and she thought about nothing except Sophie's face and the monitor's numbers.

The admission note at Harbor Medical was brief. The surgeon on the floor — Beaumont, the one who'd told her last night she was wasting resources — took the handoff without looking at Cassidy directly, just at Sophie, then at the chart, then at the surgical team already behind her. "OR. Now."

"She needs a primary workup first—"

"She needs the leg, Flynn. We can do the workup in the field." Beaumont was already moving.

Cassidy let her go. That was the job. She stepped back.

Afterward, in the rig, she looked at her left arm. At the scar that ran along the forearm below the glove line — three inches, old, pale now. She'd gotten it in her second year, during an extraction not unlike tonight's. The patient had died before they reached the hospital. Not from the accident — from a bleed she hadn't identified in time, because she was two years in and still learning what she didn't know.

She'd been twenty-two. She still had the scar.

Ben came around to the back doors. "You good?"

"Fine." She rolled her sleeve down. "Radio dispatch and confirm patient arrival. Then go home."

She sat in the back of the empty rig for a while with the doors open and the night smell coming in — oil and rain and antiseptic from the loading bay — and she thought about what Beaumont had said: You're wasting resources. And about what she hadn't said back: I'm not wasting. I'm paying a debt I can't settle.

Dex had a saying. He'd gotten it from their mother, who'd gotten it from some training officer whose name neither of them remembered: You don't fight for the ones you can save. You fight because giving up has a sound, and you don't want to be the one who makes it.

She never gave up.

Sometimes she lost anyway.

—-
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CHAPTER 3 — POV ELISE — "Incoming"
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The pager went off at 07:42 with the particular urgency that meant it wasn't going to stop until she was already moving.

MASS CASUALTY INCIDENT. I-95 MULTIVEHICLE COLLAPSE. ALL PERSONNEL REPORT.

She was dressed and in the elevator before the alert finished.

The surgical floor was already in motion — ORs opening, sterile fields laid out, the particular focused silence of a team that knew what was coming and had stopped making noise about it. Finch met her in the corridor, face gray.

"Three ORs. All yours. You're running trauma lead."

She nodded. She went to scrub.

The first patient was twenty years old, a piece of rebar through the right side of his abdomen. Awake. Terrified. Elise did what she always did: she reduced him to the problem, because the problem was solvable and the terror wasn't. Liver: shredded but recoverable. Vena cava: nicked, manageable. She clamped, controlled, closed. One hour and twelve minutes.

As her tech was transferring the patient to recovery, the radio on the wall crackled.

"Harbor Medical, this is Medic 4. Bilateral pneumothorax. Patient is crashing. Pinned vehicle. I need OR availability."

She knew that voice.

"This is Dr. Beaumont. OR 5 is standing by. Vitals?"

"BP unobtainable. GCS three. Needle decompression on the left was successful. The right side is blocked by the vehicle frame. We can't access it."

Bilateral. Elise ran the math. Four minutes, maybe five, before the saturation level crossed the irreversible line. Transport time was ten minutes minimum.

"Transport is your priority. Get him
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