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Chapter One
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Sara Quinn let the words from her inspirational desk calendar sink in.

Find love, find yourself, travel the world!

If the quote were right, Sara’s vacation in less than two weeks would cure her adventurist mind, and she’d maybe find what was missing in her life. It was an opportunity she couldn’t 

refuse having never traveled outside of the United States. It was something she wanted to 
accomplish sooner rather than later.
Sara typed on her computer, not letting the click-clacking of Deloris’ heels distract her from finishing writing her paragraph. She saved her story and emailed it to her editor before looking up at the receptionist. 

“Special delivery!” Deloris sang, holding out a bouquet of mixed flowers. “For you, my dear.” She set them down on Sara’s desk and dusted off her hands. “My goodness. 

A flower delivery this week, a box of chocolates last week. Who is this charming fellow?”

“Oh, just somebody.” Sara shrugged, feeling her cheeks warm. Keeping Johnathan Beck a secret created more questions and her answers were an extension of the truth, because how could she admit she was planning on meeting a guy she didn’t know? She didn’t realize how much people cared about her love life until the recent attention sparked curiosity after a dating dry spell. It had been five months since her last date, and it ended with a kiss she wanted to forget. She shuttered at the memory and dipped her head to smell the lily. 

“This isn’t from just somebody.” Deloris touched the clear wrap surrounding the flowers. “They’re beautiful. Are you sure you’re not dating him?” 

Sara shook her head. “Yup. I’m still single.” 

“Well, he has good taste.” She gave a skeptical eye. “What’s this gent’s name?” 

The idea of keeping her new friend a secret was harder than she thought. Maybe because she was twenty-seven, single, and up until now, she wasn’t looking for a relationship. Until she met Johnathan online. Having similar interests kept her hanging on, even if she felt like the whole online dating thing was over-rated. What if he was nothing like she imagined? She didn’t even know if she was attracted to him. Sure, they FaceTime, but it wasn’t the same as being with someone in person. “Um. John.” Her stomach clenched. “His name is John.”

Deloris’ eyebrows jumped. “So, where does John live?”

“Seattle.” 

Deloris clapped her hands. “Well then. When is he coming here?” 

“I don’t think he—”

“I can’t wait to meet him!” Deloris’ body shook with enthusiasm. “You’ll bring him around, won’t you?” 

Sara’s mind was spinning to say the next thing, but she drew a blank. They lived far apart. If she fell for this guy, would she consider moving out of Moonlight Valley? 

She used her safe word. “We’re just...friends.” 

Deloris laughed. “This is a guy trying to win you over. You’re not interested?”

“I...don’t want to date right now.” Someone had to believe her. 

“You should!” Her hands went to her ample hips. “You’re young. This is the time.”

“Yeah, but I want to travel and do things for me.” The more Sara told the same story, the more she was believing it herself. “If I date now, I’ll miss out on opportunities.”

“What opportunities? You have everything here.” She waved a hand. “What can’t you do when you’re with the right person? Wayne and I do lots of things together, and I’ve never missed out on anything.” She brushed back her shoulder-length greying, brown hair. “When you’re with the right person, it’s a complement to your life. What happened to the last guy you were with, Derek? That was his name, right?” She side-stepped from the desk. “You dated him for a while.”

“It didn’t work out,” Sara said casually. She failed to mention bad-kisser guy, but he didn’t count. 

“When you meet someone you can’t live without, you’ll know.”  

If Sara wanted to date, she had to look outside of Moonlight Valley, where everyone didn’t know everyone’s business. It was the only way she could build a relationship without anyone’s interference, so she joined a dating website for singles, and Johnathan seemed to be the best match, at least one with potential. 

“You’re young,” Deloris sang. “You’ll meet someone. Just don’t wait too long. It gets harder the older you get.” She tapped her beaded necklace. “We get set in our ways.” 

It was unfortunate but true. Deloris wore the same hairstyle for years, and her makeup was always the same: Blue or cream eyeshadow, dusty rose color lipstick, and blush on her plump cheeks. 

“I’m not worried.” Sara placed her hand on the Fall Festival flyer sitting at the edge of her desk. She slid it towards her, glancing at the bold print. 

“Maybe the man of your dreams will be playing bingo and taking part in the pie-eating contest.” Deloris chuckled. 

The idea made Sara’s spine straighten. “I sure hope not.” 

“Don’t forget the pig races.” Deloris pointed a finger and turned on her foot. “I’ve got my bet on Bronco to win.”  

Sara closed her eyes briefly before sinking into her chair. Is this what her life had become? A revolving door? Same stories. Same people. A change was what she needed, and maybe she’d appreciate the local banter and silly games while she was away. Satisfied with her decision to spend the first two days in Seattle to meet Johnathan, then fly solo to Australia would do her some good. 

The timing couldn’t be so perfect.

Her heart fluttered, thinking about the Seattle newspaper reporter. He had a pinched smile, a little mischievous, a bit intriguing and...average? How could one judge by a photo or live screen, anyway? Would it be enough to fall in love? They had a lot in common, having the same job, wanting to travel, and being family-oriented. He said all the things she wanted to hear and gave her high hopes for a promising companion. He even called her sweet and sweetest when 

addressing her name, like her dad used to do. If it worked out, could she move out of town?

Sara logged off her computer and grabbed her phone from her duffle bag. She checked her messages before packing up.

“Sara!” Jerry rounded his neck at his office doorway, like he was afraid to step out into the light. “I need to speak to you for a minute.” 

“Okay. I’ll be right there,” Sara called back. Maybe Jerry changed his mind and agreed she could write an opinion piece or write about trends. Something to boost its lifestyle section. It needed a new look to attract a younger crowd.

Sara stood up, picked up her phone to message Johnathan.

––––––––
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Hey Johnathan! Thanks for the flowers. They’re beautiful. It was very thoughtful.  





Hey Sweet Sara, You’re welcome. I’ve told my family all about you, and they can’t wait to meet you. I hope it’s okay. My mom wants us for dinner on one of the nights you’re here. Let me know.



––––––––
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TAPPING HER HEEL, SHE stared at her phone. Was it too soon to meet Johnathan’s family? She hadn’t even met him! It wasn’t like they were dating. She winced. Maybe Johnathan wanted his mom’s opinion. Her skin prickled. 


Sure. Meeting your family 

would be great. I’m there for 

only two days. If it doesn’t work 

out, maybe next time?



What if there was no next time? No chemistry? It was impossible to know someone in forty-eight hours. Was it enough time to see if she liked him enough to see him again?

Sara shoved her phone into her bag and stepped into her editor’s office to remind him she was leaving in twelve days. The smell of stale air lingered in the windowless room. 

Sara wrinkled her nose. Jerry was hunched over his desk, surrounded by loose papers and old 
newspapers. He looked up in a daze.
“Why did you change the font of your headline?” he asked, running his hand over the newspaper. 

“I thought it added to the page. It made it stand out.” 

“We don’t need it to look like a tabloid. It’s a community newspaper.” His voice rose. “Save the fancy stuff. We just need the story to be legible. It’s what people want.”

Sara slid her teeth together. 

“You added a border around the second news story,” he said. “We’ve talked about this before. We don’t need to change it. No borders.”

Sara sighed. “I thought it added to the piece. Making it stand out. Without a photo, my eyes go directly to the story.”

“Nothing wrong with white space, either.” Jerry’s eyes shot up over his glasses. “Why do you want to change it?”

“I...I’d like to freshen it up a bit. Make it, I don't know, modern?”

“People are reading for information, not for art. Although the photos are good, it’s not a magazine.” He creased the corner of the page. 

“Okay.” It didn’t matter how hard she tried to make the paper look better. Jerry wasn’t into it. He didn’t care, so why did she? Maybe her trip would give her a long break she needed to forget about work and everything else in her life she didn’t have control over. 

“Did you give any more thought to the lifestyle section?” She gripped the armchair and swung her feet from under her. 

“We need to stick to local stuff. It’s a small-town paper.” He adjusted his glasses. “What’s going on? You’ve been working here for five years. Nothing’s changed.”

That was the problem.

“I thought we could add some soft news, you know, touch on what’s happening outside of town. Freshen it up.” She gave a playful smile to hide her disappointment. “Make it...interesting.”

“We cover what happens here, not what happens in Hollywood. If people want garbage, they can search the Internet.”

Sara’s mouth swished to the side. She wasn’t winning the battle, so why was she trying? 

Jerry placed his hands on his desk. “The reason I called you in is to tell you my mother is ill.” He jabbed his fingers under his glasses to massage his lids. “She’s dying...” 

“I’m...sorry.” Sara crossed her arms. Her stomach muscles tensed. “I didn't know she was sick.”

“She’s been battling cancer, and there’s nothing they can do for her.” He took off his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m going to see her before she...she dies.”

“Of course.”

“I need you to cover for me.”

“Oh, but I—”

“Her dying wish is for me to sing Come Fly With Me...Frank Sinatra.” His voice 

monotoned. “I need to be there.”

“You sing?”

Jerry put his glasses back on his face. “I used to.” He opened his eyes and blinked double time. “You’ll have to postpone your trip if I don’t make it back. I don’t know what else to do. I have nobody to cover for me.”

Sara shook her head and swallowed. 

“When I get back, you can go.” 

She stared at him, hopelessly. “I bought my ticket.” Her voice hitched. It was an expensive ticket. If she didn't act on impulse, she would miss the opportunity to meet Johnathan. What if he was...the one? She needed to give it a chance. And what about Australia?

“I know. I know.” Jerry slumped in his chair. The lines in his face grew deeper. It was like the years of stress were catching up with him. “I don’t know what to say.”

Her heart picked up. “I’ll find someone to cover for me. I’ll edit while I’m away.” 

“You can’t do that.”

“No?”

“No.” His voice sharp and irritated. 

She huffed. “I never take vacation. This is all I'm asking for.” Her heart started to race. She never asked for anything. Maybe she should start. 

“This isn’t my ideal situation,” he shot back.

“I can edit on my flight,” she said. “It will be for a couple of work days.”

“No. It won’t work. I need you here.” 

“I have no one to cover for us. I don’t know how long I’ll be gone.” Jerry’s brown eyes were wide behind the lens. “Sorry, but what can I do?” He shrugged.  

“What’s wrong with Liam? He can write copy and—” She stopped herself from telling him he should split the assignments with the sports reporter, but she didn’t know how much Liam could handle. If she didn't meet Johnathan now, she’d lose her chance and it was too soon to invite Johnathan to Moonlight Valley. She couldn’t offer him a place to stay when she didn’t know him. “I’m sure if I—”

“My mother is dying.” 

“Yes. Do you think it would be a good idea to hire someone, a temp, for situations like this?” She leaned back in her chair. “It would be good to have a casual person.” 

“Not right now.” His sparse eyebrows came together. “We’re managing fine.”

“Are we?” she challenged because it would be helpful to have someone to count on.

“Liam could write a news story, but I can’t make him cover for you or—” He shook his head. “Edit the newspaper.” He flattened out his hands on his desk. “I’m counting on you to do my job.”

Sara pinched her lips together, refusing to believe she couldn’t go on her trip. She’d been waiting so long to date a respectable guy. Someone who she could be proud of showing her mom and her friends. A guy who she could relate to and build dreams together. She let out a breath. “When are you leaving?” Sara gripped the armchair. There had to be another way around this. 

“Tonight.” His hands braced the edge of his desk.” I’ve got a ride to Omak. Taking a 
private plane to Idaho and I fly out from there. My mom lives in Wyoming. You have 
cancelation insurance, right?”
She closed and unclosed her hands. “I don’t.” Her stomach sank. “I didn’t think I’d need it.” Her shoulders ached—all the money she saved. “You told me it was fine for me to take holidays.” 

He cupped his hands on his head like he had a headache. “They’re giving my mom days.”

She felt a pang in her chest. “I’m sorry.” Life was more important than a job or meeting her potential boyfriend, but she never asked for time off. There wasn’t anywhere to go until now. He brought up his head. “It must be hard for you.”

“It is.” His face faltered. “When I get back, we can find someone to cover for you. Maybe you can extend your vacation. We’ll figure something out when I get back. I appreciate your understanding. It’s unforeseeable circumstances, as you know.” 

She didn’t have a choice, did she?

“You’re the reporter people know and trust,” Jerry said. “They depend on you. Without you, I can’t run this paper alone.”

“We should hire a casual reporter,” she said again. “Someone who can fill in when one of us is away, sick. It doesn’t help when we both are gone.” 

“I’d consider it. I’ll run it by Georgia. I’m supposed to have a meeting with her soon.” He patted his thinning hair. “Someone who can step into our shoes and work without fail. No handholding.”

As flattering as it was, it didn’t help right now. Sara wanted to meet Johnathan. She wanted to hang out with her cousin, tour beaches, see koala bears and kangaroos. Begin an adventure. She would experience more in her two-week vacation than she had her whole life living in a small town. She was tired of the same people and the same routine. It was her chance to explore and add some excitement to her life. She was ready to fall in love, even if it was with someone outside of Moonlight Valley. 

Jerry folded his hands and leaned back in his chair. “Well, maybe I can look at hiring someone.” His eyes scanned his desk as though looking for something. 

Deloris popped her head inside.

“Do you know anyone who would be interested in a causal position?” Jerry’s eyebrows knitted together. 

“I don’t,” Deloris answered. “But Sara might.”

“I do?” She looked over her shoulder at Deloris’ wide eyes.

“You do?” Jerry asked.

“Your friend, John,” Deloris said.

“He. Has. A job.” Sara’s eyebrows narrowed. If they only knew Johnathan worked at a major newspaper, they wouldn’t ask. “He’s too far away.” 

“Jerry, line one. Do you want me to send him to voicemail?”

“I can take it. We’re done.” Jerry darted his eyes at Sara. 

“We’re done?”

“Unless you need to add something.” Jerry bumped up his glasses. “I hate to be a disappointment, Sara, but there’s nothing I can do.” He tapped his hands on his chair and leaned into his desk. “I might be back by the time you need to leave. I don’t know how long my mother is hanging on. Plus, I’ll have to make funeral arrangements while I’m there.” 

Sara spun out of the door and went to her desk to collect her belongings and stomped out of the office. She would make a surprise visit to Dan Briggs hoping to get a story about why he was selling his apple orchid. Maybe the town got to him, and he was ready for something more, just like her. 

Letting the questions build in her head, Sara drove out of the parking lot in her Honda and headed onto the main road toward Highway 97. With two hands on the wheel, her radio turned down; she passed TJ’s Tavern and Cottage Hills winery. The road curved a little and then straightened again, passing Homeward Bound Animal Shelter. There was an empty cornfield in the distance, and Dan’s farmhouse would come into view. Rethinking Jerry’s conversation, she was entitled to a vacation. It was Jerry’s fault for not hiring a part-time reporter for times like these. She didn’t want to blow her chance at meeting Johnathan and the opportunity to see a country she’d always wanted to visit. Men don’t wait around to find out if the woman they met online was the one, did they? She didn’t want to believe she had to cancel her trip. Jerry could be back the day she was leaving, and it would work out. 

She looked to the hazy sky and caught a light shining through the low grey clouds. A plane looked like it was falling. Planes don’t fall, they fly. Sara squinted. And planes didn’t turn the way it did. She stared harder while keeping an eye on the road. Moonlight didn’t have an airport. Judging by the plane descending fast as though out of control, Sara realized it was heading toward the empty cornfield.

Sara’s chest heaved. Her pulse quickened and she pushed her foot on the gas pedal, getting as close as possible. Did the pilot have a heart attack? Did the pilot think the cornfield was a runway? A pilot would know that.  

She talked herself through the possibilities. Unless he was making an emergency 
landing? Watching the plane going down in a nosedive, she jerked her wheel and stomped on the brake, parking on the side of the road. In disbelief, she watched the airplane hit the ground, 
nose-first. A smack to the earth, it tumbled once and flipped, the sound of a metal door coming off its hinge. 
Sara got out of her car, adrenaline shooting through her. Hands shaking, she slipped off her heels and stuck her feet in her rain boots. Grabbing her camera and notebook, she took out her phone from her cloth purse and dialed 9-1-1 as she raced toward the wreckage. The closer she came, she knew it was a life-or-death situation. 
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Chapter Two
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Major Colton Brooks had experienced pain throughout his life, both emotional and physical, but he had never experienced throbbing in his head like pressure of a balloon about to burst. Hell, it even hurt to breathe.

Struggling to keep his lids open, the sun was so bright, all Colton wanted to do was close his eyes to ease the tension and rest, but he was upside down and needed all the strength he had to get out of the plane.  

He lifted his lids enough to see he was at eye level with troweled dirt and bits of cornstalk left from the combine. “This isn’t...the way...I wanted to die.” Colton spoke with a challenging breath. The pain in his ribs silenced him. 

Six months ago, and maybe even yesterday, he wouldn’t have cared about living, but today, this morning, he promised himself on his twenty-eight birthday, he had a mission to accomplish. He had been anticipating the date for weeks. Psyching himself up to find peace within himself, or a new calling, an outlet, whatever the hell it was that would get him out of bed in the morning. 

Colton coughed. An ache radiated his lungs, and he breathed incautiously, avoiding a jab to his chest. The only thing satisfying would be to sleep but the sickening feeling bubbling in his gut, and the fact of being restricted, hanging upside down had its limitations. 

Colton closed and opened his eyes to the late afternoon sun, reflecting off the broken windshield. His head feeling lighter by the second, the rush of blood pooling in his temples.

He had chosen the best landing strip in the middle of nowhere.

A quick breath stabbed him, and he grunted at the discomfort and remembered to take shallow breaths. He stayed calm, so he could escape before he passed out from being light-headed. 

Colton patted his chest and lowered his hand to his achy side until he reached the 

door handle. With legs spread to brace himself, he pulled off his headset and tossed it to the side. His legs cramped against the controls; he had to get out of his seatbelt without injuring his head. 

Colton put one hand on the buckle, the other behind him as though going to do a handstand, he steadied his breath and clicked the belt. “Ah.” A thump, his body tumbled, smacking his head again and straining his neck. He pushed on the ceiling to hold up his body, taking pressure off his head. He used both hands to steady himself and rolled over, bumping his left foot and gritted his teeth through the discomfort. 

The weight of tiredness overtook him, and he closed his eyes in response. How could an accident he survived make him so tired? Struggling to lift his lids, he extended his hand to reach the door handle. He felt so weak. When did his arm weigh so much? He tried again, 

using as much strength he had to open the door. With clutched teeth, he forced the door open. Pain shot up his arm, and he dropped his hand for relief. Too much grit but determined to get out of the confined space. A blast of fresh air came through the cab, and he pushed himself out and fell to the plowed dirt with a thud.

The honking of geese flew over him. Slow and steady, he crawled across the dirt. His chest heated, he collapsed to take a breath. Cheek to ground, he pushed himself up and rolled onto his back, laying on the rocky overturned soil. He wiped his forehead with his hand, squinting at the bright, grey clouds, blanketing his tired eyes. He snapped his lids shut, and seconds later, he forced them open again, struggling to see if the plane was leaking fluid. 

Colton tapped the side of his cargo pants and slipped his hand inside one pocket, feeling for his wallet and phone. He brought his hand to the inside pocket of his coat, where he caught the corner of the envelope. He sighed and closed his eyes with relief. Colton had everything he needed. With a slow breath, he opened his eyes to the dust bunny of cloud above him. It was still too bright to see, so he closed his lids halfway, easing the pressure behind his eyes. 

Through shallow breaths, the sound of swishing and cracking formed a beat in the distance. Colton blinked and turned his head until it was uncomfortable. He spotted flapping hands in the distance; someone was running toward him, a woman, trying to sweep her hair off her face. She held one hand against her bag, which bounced against her small frame. 

Colton closed his eyes again because the energy to keep them open took effort, but he 
managed to lift them to her radiant, brown eyes and pink, O-formed lips. She fell to her knees. 
“You’re alive,” she gasped, touching the base of her neck. “Thank God.” She exhaled. “You got out.” Her head whipped over her shoulder to view the plane, then leaned into him. Her golden strands hung past her angelic face, and she let out a sigh as though draining her body from fear. “Is there anyone else on the plane?” 

Colton shook his head slightly and turned up a half-smile, comforted by her pretty face. He didn’t have the energy to speak.

She got to her knees and placed her hands on her thighs, assessing the situation. “Are you okay?” She squinted at him as though tasting something bitter. 

“I’m—” Colton closed his eyes and exhaled. “Yeah,” he muttered. 

“Um, okay. Good. You’re talking. That’s great.” Her lips came together, stretching her pink smile. “Help is on the way.” She hunched over and then rocked back on her boots. “I—I don’t have a first aid kit. I should have. I mean, in case something like this. In...case of...a...plane crash.” She laughed to herself. “You don’t see this every day. What’s your name?”

Colton didn’t feel like talking. He just wanted to sleep. 

“I need you to open your eyes,” she said her face circling above him like an owl. “You can do it.”

He knew he could, but he didn’t want to.

“Where are you from?” she asked. 

Colton moved his head back and forth. His neck muscles tight, head pounding, he let out a groan. Too many questions. Too much talking. He watched her through a crack of his lids.

“You’re doing great.” She laid her hand on his arm again.

“Where were you headed?” 

Colton see-sawed his upper body to rid the rock pressing on his back. 

“Maybe don’t move around.” She threw her hand on his chest. “We’ll wait for the paramedics to get here.” Her narrow shoulders concave, creating a lovely valley between her breasts, but it wasn’t enough to keep his eyes open. Her sweet perfume tangled his senses, 

relaxing him. If he could close his eyes for a moment or two and she could stop talking so he could sleep.

Her hand tapped his shoulder. “What’s your name?” Her voice interfered with his mellowed brain. “I’m Sara.” She took a deep breath. “My name is Sara Quinn. And I’m a—” She narrowed her gaze at his forehead. “Never mind. I need to know what your name is.” Her head moved with his. “What’s your name?” She tore through her bag and pulled out a package and stuck a wad of tissue on his head. 

Colton flinched.

“Sorry,” she said. “You have a cut.” Her teeth came together. “You’re bleeding.” 

Colton grunted and touched his stomach. “Major.” His title rolled off his tongue without thinking. There was no reason to correct himself. He had been proud of what he worked for. “Brooks.”

Sara brought her head close to his ear, and he breathed her in. 

“Major Brooks,” she said with authority, determination. “Nice to meet you.” 

He shuttered at her warm breath against his skin.

“Hang in there. Help is on the way.” She patted his arm. “They should be here.” She looked over her shoulder and strained her eyes on the highway. “I can’t see them, but they’ll come. We have paid and volunteer firefighters.” She stroked his arm while the other hand applied pressure to his forehead. “You flew by yourself?” She ducked to see the inside of the plane. 

He nodded slightly, blinking because every breath was a challenge to say.

“Flying by yourself. That’s brave.” She rubbed her hand down his arm, and she clapped her smooth hand in his, giving him reassurance. He managed to open his eyes a little more, focusing on her tense expression. He got another whiff of her sweet-smelling hair or body or both. It didn’t matter; she settled his mind. Having her beside him was better than being alone.

“Let me see if I have any more tissues. This one needs changing.” She took back her hand and dug through her large bag and found a wrinkled napkin. “It’s clean. It was an extra I took with my oatmeal muffin I bought this morning at Betty’s.” She opened it up and reversed the fold, gently placing it on the side of his forehead. 

“Ah!” His body seized. 

“Sorry.” She clutched her jaw and gently dabbed the spot. “Let me hold it here.”

“It’s...bad?” he muttered. 

Her lips and nose bunched. “A little.” 

“A lot,” he said, touching his palm to the side of his face. He smudged the warm, wet liquid from his cheek and wiped his hand on a broken corn husk. 

Her eyebrows narrowed, and she leaned in and focused on the top of his head. “You’ll be okay,” she soothed. “I think I hear them.” She tilted her head, ear to the sky. “Help is coming. They’re coming.”

Colton couldn’t hear the sirens, but he loved listening to her voice. Her grin was a mix of worry and fright, but her smile gave him hope. 

“How bad do I look?” He moved his jaw to exercise his muscle, freeing the tension. 

“You need a little fixing.” Her voice faltered. Her lips loosened into a frown. “You’ll be okay.”

He survived the crash and would heal. He wasn’t giving himself a choice this time. Being unemployed and single was enough. He didn’t want any more time to think about his past. He didn’t want any more time to think about what he did wrong. “You’re not...

con...vincing.”

She gave a nervous laugh, brushing her hair away from her face. “I’m not a doctor.” She cringed. “I don’t know.”

“I’m bleeding?” His face muscles tightened, ignoring the pain in his side and the swishing of liquid in his stomach. “I have a headache.”  

“I know you must.” She smiled at him, switching hands to apply pressure. “Amazing you’re doing okay. All things considered.” She glanced at the wreckage and brought her eyes back to his. Her lips parted, warming his insides.

He tilted his head to the faint sound of sirens. 

“Hear them?” She patted her hand on his arm.

“Hmm.”

“Where are you from, Major? Where’s home?”

He had considered his life in Texas, but Jenny didn’t exist in his life anymore. 

“Belling...ham.” Colton closed his eyes. 

“Talk to me, Brooks. I want to see your eyes open.”

“Tired.” He exhausted a breath. 

“I know.” She rubbed his arm and then cupped her hand over his. “I know it’s hard, but hang in there. You’re doing great. You’re going to be okay.” 

Her hands soothed him. It felt good to be touched, to be cared for, even if it wasn’t going to last. But Colton knew affection led to heartbreak. It didn’t matter what kind of relationship it was, he wouldn’t leave his heart open for invitation again. 

“Major? Look at me.” Her eyes searched for his. There was a faint smell of coffee on her breath. “Do you know where you are?” 

His eyelids flickered. His head dizzy. It felt like an intruder had taken over his brain.

“Moonlight Valley,” she said before he could attempt to answer. “Do you know where it is?” Her voice was gentle, but the words were crashing into each other, feeling like a storm in his head. “North-east Washington,” she informed. 

The sirens came closer, louder. Firetrucks and an ambulance? With his eyes closed, he slipped his hand into his coat pocket and pulled out an envelope and dragged it across his chest and into her hand because it was too heavy to lift.

Sara relieved it from his hand. “What-what’s this?” She eyed the envelope carefully and looked at him with a grim expression. 

“Keep it...safe.” Colton’s stomach clenched. His head felt woozy as though he drank too many whiskey sours. “I can’t lose this.”

“How will I get it back to you?” She swiped a strand away from her drawn face and blinked rapidly.

He squeezed his eyes shut — the pain...the fatigue. “You know...where... I’ll be.”

Focusing on Sara’s eyes, the trust he saw there eased his mind before interrupted by paramedics, and the loud voices filling their space.  
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GOING TO THE HOSPITAL was a blur. Colton woke up in a seafoam green room. Across from him, an older man was snoring. How could he sleep in a place where machines were beeping, and doctors were talking, and the paging system was going off every few minutes?  

Colton wrapped his leg around the thin, white sheet. He lifted his bandaged hand with the IV and brought it down, remembering he couldn’t do much with it. He used his other hand to scratch the growth on his chin. His eyes moved to the footsteps at the door.

“You’re awake.” A doctor in a lab coat carried a clipboard walked toward him and stationed himself at his bedside. “How do you feel? Any pain?” 

Colton winced at the doctor’s louder than expected voice. “I was hardly sleeping,” he grunted. Although his eyes were heavy and his body ached, he wanted his own bed to sleep in. “Yeah, I have pain. Everywhere.” He tried lifting his foot and then brought it down to stop the ache.

“I can give you something.” He made a note on his sheet of paper. 

“What’s my prognosis, doc? When can I go home?” The word home had never felt so Foreign, but it was better than staying here and in an unfamiliar town. 

“Not so fast.” The doctor’s black eyebrows lowered. “You just got here. You had head trauma. We’re going to monitor you overnight.” He pointed in the air with his pen. “See how you are in the morning.”

Colton lifted his free hand to touch his injured face, and on second thought, he lowered it. He had a clean image and was proud of it — no scars or tattoos. In high school, they called him a pretty boy, and Colton fought it for years until he married Jenny. She liked his image, and now he wondered if he’d have any visible scars this time. 

“You have some bruising on your ribs,” the doctor continued. “I’m sure you feel it.”

“My whole body feels it.” Colton put his hand to his head. The ache wasn’t as intense, but if he could get over his tiredness, he’d feel better. 

“Concussions can make you feel irritable, tired, ill.”

“It would explain the headache.” Colton squinted. “When do you think you’ll be discharging me?”

“We have another test to run.” The doctor looked at his watch.

“What test?”

“An MRI. Just a precaution to make sure you don’t have blood on your brain.”

The man across from him choked and caught his breath, alerting him awake. Colton looked past the doctor.

“I don’t remember my head hitting anything.” The accident was a blur. He fought to remember the details but his mind was like a blank canvas. Getting out of the plane...did he die and come back to life? There was a woman with pale skin and shimmering hair. Her voice was soft. Although he couldn’t remember what she said or why she was there with him, he had an angel with him, protecting him and keeping him safe until paramedics arrived.   

The doctor wrote something down. “The nurse will be in to check on you.” 

Colton closed his eyes, trying to rethink the event and what happened when he was out of the plane. What did he do with the envelope? Unless he left it on the plane. He fought his memory. He must have left it on the plane. He needed to get out of the hospital stat before someone tampered with it.
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Chapter Three
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Sara didn’t leave the accident site until she found out the pilot’s name. Every emergency vehicle they had in Moonlight Valley was there. Poor Dan Briggs got home to the crisis and offered to help any way he could. She went back to the office to start her story with the little information she had. According to one, first responder, the plane was going to Omak Airport. 

The more Sara thought about writing about the plane crash, the more she started thinking about the envelope. Why did he want her to hold onto it? And why didn’t he just mail it? She didn’t know who Colton was, and she was determined to find out so she could write about a proud American working for her country. It was the best way she could show her support and gratitude in her dad’s honor. 

Sara tapped on her computer, searching for anything she could find on Major Colton Brooks. Her heart sunk a little, thinking about comforting Colton while they waited for help. The way his eyes struggled to look at her when she spoke and how his lips came together in the effort to smile. He was counting on her to get help and she felt the need to do what she could by not leaving his side. Even after the first responders came to his aid, she wanted to find out who he was and if there was something she could do to ease the military hero’s mind.  

“Did you video it?” Liam asked, sauntering past her desk.

“I didn’t think about it. Honestly, I didn’t know what was happening.” She turned her attention back to her computer, skimming names. There were lots of Brooks, and one, in particular, was a Roger Brooks, an attorney in Bellingham. “I’m trying to find out who he is,” Sara said without looking at him. “There’s nothing here with his name.”

“Why not ask him?”

She spun her chair around. “I would, but I want some background info first.”  

Liam bobbed his head. “He has his own plane?”

“Apparently so.”

“You can find out who it’s registered to.”

“Good idea.” Sara turned around and searched for the photos she took of the plane. Opening up each picture, she found the one with the most evident serial number and transcribed the upside-down digits. She made a phone call and then another until she found out the information. 

Roger Brooks, from Bellingham, Washington, was apparently the owner. She picked up the phone and dialed the number. 

“Brooks Attorney, how may I help you?” the female voice answered.

“Hi. I’m looking to speak to Roger Brooks.”

“He’s in a meeting right now. Would you care to leave a message on his voicemail?”

“I would. Yes. Thank you.”

“Just one moment and I’ll put you through.”

There was a pause, followed by a ring, and a male voice recording came on. When she heard
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