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      Will Darling was running late. Which meant he was only five minutes ahead of schedule. Late or early, it didn’t matter. If he wasn’t exactly where his daily schedule told him he was supposed to be, a deep-seated feeling of dread filled him. That’s what came from being raised in a military family.

      He closed the spreadsheet he’d taken home from work, and pushed back from his desk. The clock on the wall above his workstation said 11:35. He checked his watch. 11:35. Yep, five minutes early. That gave him time to pop into the bathroom of his swanky, Paradise Space Flight-issued apartment to switch out his glasses for contacts. In theory, he could go around with his glasses and no one would think anything of it. It wasn’t like his father would find out. But he’d rather not risk it.

      As soon as his eyeballs were taken care of, he headed across the apartment to the door, picking up his phone from where it was charging on an end table by the sofa and his wallet beside it. He tucked the wallet in his back pocket, and checked the phone. 11:37. He checked his watch to be sure everything was coordinated. Good. Perfect. Let others laugh at him, but there was something about keeping to a schedule, staying on course, that filled Will with contentment. It was why he had chosen to work for Paradise Space Flight in the first place. The company was new, innovative, and miles away from the distracting chaos of big cities and government bureaucracy. NASA might have been more prestigious, as his dad was constantly, constantly reminding him, but PSF was focused. It was comfortable.

      So was his apartment. Another awesome perk of working for Howie Haskell. Like most of the rest of the young, single engineers and scientists who had come to Wyoming to build the space flight company from the ground up, Will had taken advantage of the special employee housing. His apartment stood in the center of town, on the third floor above a clothing boutique. It was newly renovated and ran on renewable energy sources. But what Will loved most about it was the clean, streamlined design. He headed out the door, locking it with the fancy, high-security, electronic key all of the apartments had, and made his way down the airy, white-painted stairway to the ground floor and the front door. Even though the building had been constructed in the nineteenth century, it wasn’t frilly and crowded. It got the job done, and that’s all he had ever asked of anything.

      “Hey, Will.”

      Will glanced up as he stepped out into the balmy, spring air and found his team member, Laura Kincade, waving to him from across the street.

      “Laura.” He waved back with a nod, lips twitching to what, for him, counted as a smile.

      “Are you heading over to PSF for the big luncheon?”

      “In a minute,” he called back to her, then nodded to the General Store one building over from his. “I need to pick up a few things first.” He didn’t really want to have a shouted conversation across a street packed with pedestrians, but it was Laura, so he’d make an exception. Besides, everyone looked as though they were heading up the street toward the PSF building instead of browsing through the shops anyhow.

      “Okay,” Laura called back with another wave. “I’ll save you a seat.”

      “Thanks.” He raised his hand in goodbye, then strode a few yards down to the General Store’s entrance. The advantage of being slightly ahead of schedule, he guessed, was that he could take time to interact with his friends without tensing up. Although, if he was keeping track, he’d been much less tense since moving to Haskell than he’d been for most of his life.

      The General Store was another part of the reason he loved his new hometown. It was the perfect size for dropping in to pick up a few essentials in a hurry. On top of that, whoever had built it had a keen eye for ergonomics. He could make one efficient pass from the toiletries section where he picked up shaving gel—which he would need in exactly two days—to the stationary section for pens—because he was not one of those people who took pens from the office to use at home like they were perks of the job—to the snack food section for a large bag of unsalted nuts—because you had to live a little sometimes.

      Yep. Everything was just where it needed to be. Everything was in precise order. Everything was—

      “Whoops!”

      He rounded the corner and nearly crashed right into a splash of color and brightness and wild blond curls. His heart thumped against his ribs, like someone was punching him from the inside, and his groin tightened.

      “Sorry.” Melody Clutterbuck laughed as she made her apology. Her blue eyes sparkled with happiness and light. She wore a long wrap-around skirt printed with an Indian pattern and a white peasant blouse decorated with embroidery that matched the colors in her skirt. Her arms were filled with items from around the store, otherwise Will would have had a big glimpse of the creamy skin of her shoulders and chest.

      It took his brain far too long to catch up enough to say, “No, I’m sorry. I should have looked where I was going.”

      “You always look where you’re going.” She continued to smile as they headed to the counter at the front of the store. “I’m the one who was floating around like a leaf on the wind.”

      Prickles of pleasure filled Will at the image. Melody was a leaf on the wind. He’d seen that the first time he met her, at the winter mixer Howie had held for his employees and the citizens of Haskell after Christmas. She’d been there with a group of her friends, looking just as amazing as she did now. His friends talked about that event as the day his supervisor, Scott Martin, had met the girl he was now engaged to, Casey Flint, but secretly, Will marked it as the night Melody had blown into his world.

      He blinked himself out of thoughts that were, frankly, disturbing. He had a schedule to stick to, a routine. “Why don’t you have a basket?” He lifted his own blue plastic shopping basket.

      Melody giggled, her face going pink. “I didn’t realize I was going to need one.”

      They reached the register, and she spilled her purchases across the counter. Will did a double-take, brow sinking into a frown of confusion. Baby oil, sandpaper, latex gloves, and an enema.

      “Hey Bernie,” Melody greeted the cashier, an white-haired guy who Will figured had been working there forever.

      “Hey, Melody,” Bernie answered. “This everything?”

      “Oh! I’ll take one of these too,” Melody added, face growing even pinker and her giggle more pronounced as she plucked a small jar of cherry lip balm from a display and popped it on the counter.

      Will’s blood rushed to all the wrong places. Cherry lip balm? Baby oil? An enema? Why, why, why did that selection of items turn him on? And sandpaper? He swallowed hard, trying to rein in his imagination, and ran a hand over the bottom half of his face.

      Bernie grinned indulgently at Melody. “You and Calliope still playing that game?”

      “Always,” Melody replied with a wink.

      Will frowned, an expression which, in this case, represented relief that he had something else to think about than all the ways Melody might want to use the items in front of her.

      Melody must have noticed his expression. She leaned closer, her smile downright wicked. “My sister and I have this game. Who can spend ten bucks and buy a collection of perfectly innocent items that have the most wildly suggestive use if put together.”

      Will could feel heat flood his face. “Looks like you’ve done a good job,” he said, or rather croaked. If she had half a brain, she’d be able to see that his mind had jumped straight to where she wanted it to be for her game.

      “I’m still trying to beat Calliope’s winning collection,” she explained.

      “Which was?” he asked, even though he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

      “Rubber bands, caramel sauce, cucumbers, and a disposable camera.”

      Will’s jaw fell open. His mind raced to conjure up all sorts of images involving those items and Melody. None of them were PG. But then, he supposed that was the point of the game.

      “Yeah, I know.” Melody raised an eyebrow as if she could tell exactly what he was thinking. “The camera was the real stroke of genius in that one. I’m hoping I can win points for the sandpaper in this collection. It’s so out there that it makes you wonder.”

      “I…uh…wha….” There was absolutely nothing Will could say about that. And at the same time, every fiber of his being wanted to say something, to do something. Eight years of college and graduate school, four years of military service, two years of working for one of the top aerospace industries in the country, and she’d rendered him completely useless.

      “Sorry, Melody. That comes to eleven dollars and twenty-eight cents,” Bernie informed her with a shake of his head. “You’ll have to put something back.”

      Melody sighed and turned her attention to the counter. She picked up the enema, but put it down in favor of the latex gloves. “I suppose the gloves are more or less implied,” she said with a sigh.

      Bernie chuckled, re-rang her total, and put the remaining items in the bag.

      “Oh, hey, are you headed over to Howie’s big luncheon and announcement?” Melody asked after Bwernie took her money, handed over her bag, and started ringing up Will’s purchase.

      “Yes,” Will answered, his voice still too awkward for his liking. He should probably stand as close to the counter as possible too and focus on the caricature of a politician on the cover of one of the magazines beside the register. That would certainly deflate any of his body’s attempts to embarrass him.

      “I’ll wait for you,” Melody said with a smile. “We can walk over together.”

      “You’re going to the mixer?” Surprise went a long way to settling him down.

      “Of course.” Melody laughed. “Everyone in town is going, from what I hear. Sounds like it’s going to be fun.”

      Will frowned. “You do know what this spring’s mixer is going to be, don’t you?”

      “Isn’t it supposed to be a surprise?” Bernie asked.

      Melody’s grin grew mischievous. “It’s supposed to be a surprise, but I think everyone already knows what it is.”

      “What is it?”

      Will glanced to Melody before answering, “Orienteering.”

      Bernie blinked. “Orien-what-ing?”

      “It’s where they blindfold you and drop you in the middle of the wilderness with nothing but a compass, a map, and the clothes on your back, and you have to find your way out to a predetermined spot,” Melody answered, bursting with enthusiasm.

      “Although from what I understand, we’ll get a little more than a compass and a map,” Will added. He was equally as enthusiastic about the whole thing, but wasn’t about to show it for all the world to see.

      “And since this is Howie we’re talking about,” Melody went on, “I’m sure there’s bound to be some kind of weird twist to the whole thing.”

      Will’s chest constricted. Weird twists? He hadn’t thought of that. He wasn’t prepared for weird twists. Survival in the wilderness was twist enough.

      “That’ll be nineteen-fifty,” Bernie told Will.

      He was spared having to stress over Howie’s brand of the unknown as he took out his wallet and paid. He could handle the unknown, he told himself as he passed a twenty over to Bernie. His military tenure had prepared him for that much. He’d spent much of his time deployed in Germany, which wasn’t exactly a war-zone. But with Putin’s moves over the last few years, he’d had plenty of practice dealing with high-stakes unknown, no matter how his dad looked at it. Just because he hadn’t been in the desert, surrounded by IEDs, didn’t make him less of a soldier, the same way that working for PSF instead of working for NASA and striving to be an astronaut didn’t make him less of a—

      He shook his head, clearing away the thoughts that had sprung up out of the blue to kick him. His dad was miles away and had nothing to do with this.

      “So are you ready?” Melody asked, her voice strangely soft.

      Will blinked himself back to full attention, wondering how long he’d been standing there, lost in thought. “I just have to run these up to my apartment.”

      “Cool.” Melody started for the door. “Where’s your apartment.”

      “Next door.” Will followed her out, striding ahead to hold the door open for her. They crossed out into the spring sunshine and stepped down to the street. “I’ll just be a second.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Melody said, following him, swinging her own bag as she went.

      The prospect of having Melody Clutterbuck in his apartment, with all of her bright colors, open smiles, and curly hair sent shivers down Will’s spine. And just when he had stopped feeling like he would embarrass himself from the waist down. “It’s not a problem. I’ll just run upstairs.”

      “I’ve been wanting to see what they’ve done to these apartments since I started hearing about them,” Melody went on, either not hearing or ignoring him. They reached the front door, and since he had no intention of being rude, Will opened it and let Melody inside. “Rita says that they put all sorts of eco-friendly appliances and renewable energy sources into these babies.”

      They started up the stairs. In the closed quarters, Will swore he could smell flowers.

      “They are efficient apartments,” he told her. He kept his eyes forward as he climbed to the third floor, doing a quick mental inventory to make sure nothing embarrassing was out on display.

      “I would imagine they must be if they’re packed with the latest technology. Sometimes I think that Howie and his family are out of their minds to spend so much money on the town and its facilities, but everything seems to work out for them in the end.”

      “Hmm.” It was the only thing Will could think to say as he reached his apartment door. Did all women talk this much or was it just Melody?

      “Then again, the Haskell family fortune is so vast that they have to go looking for ways to spend it,” she went on. “I mean, I’m sure they could buy their own private island or a fleet of jets or something, but no, they’ve always been more civic-minded, and the residents of Haskell have—whoa!”

      Will pushed open the door and stepped into his apartment. Melody’s reaction baffled him. She pressed her free hand to her chest—drawing Will’s eyes to her perfect breasts—and looked around as if observing a palace.

      Then she blinked. “Where’s the rest of your stuff?”

      Will took a few steps to the side and tossed his shopping bag on the table. “What do you mean? This is all my stuff.”

      “Really?” Her smile widened. “But where’s the art? Where’s the color?”

      An itching feeling raced down Will’s back as he looked around, trying to see things the way she did. “I don’t really need art.”

      She dropped her hand and stared at him like he’d said he didn’t need air. “I’m not sure if I should feel sad or offended by that statement.”

      Will shrugged. “I don’t spend that much time here, and when I do, I’m usually asleep.”

      “Can I see your bedroom?” Her lips twitched into a grin.

      “No,” Will answered emphatically. His face flushed hot. “I mean, we need to get over to the PSF building. It’s—” He checked his watch, and then the clock on the wall. “—11:52. That’s just enough time to walk over there. We might even be late if we don’t hurry.”

      Melody made a snorting noise that somehow managed to be sexy and feminine. “We’ve got loads of time. Howie never starts anything on time anyhow.”

      She was right. Many had been the times Will had debated sending Howie an email asking if he needed help scheduling his day so that meetings and presentations didn’t start late. He started back toward the door, gesturing for Melody to precede him into the stairwell. She was slow to move, so that by the time he came level with her, all she had to do was look over her shoulder, flashing those big, blue eyes of hers to send his pulse soaring.

      “I only wanted to see if you have art in your bedroom,” she told him in a voice that belonged in said bedroom. “You know, since you spend most of your time there, when you’re not at work.”

      Will thanked heaven above that she couldn’t continue to look at him like that and walk down two flights of stairs at the same time. “I have my grad school diploma and the hat from my Air Force dress uniform on the wall,” he said.

      “Ooh, sexy.” She giggled. Will had no idea if she was teasing or if she really did think that was sexy. All he knew was if she kept giggling like that and laughed at him again, it would be an incredibly painful walk over to the PSF building.

      As they stepped out into the sunshine, he cleared his throat and searched for a different topic of conversation. “So when did you and your sister come up with this game of yours?”

      “Ages ago,” she answered without skipping a beat. They headed up South Main Street to the station bridge that would take them to the north side of town, then on to the PSF compound. “In college, I think.”

      “You went to college?”

      He regretted the words as soon as they were out of his mouth.

      Melody stopped and planted one fist on her hip. “Yes, I went to college, Mr. Smarty Pants. What makes you think I didn’t?”

      “Uh….” He was going to screw this up. Whatever he said next, he was going to screw it up. “I know you help run your family’s flower shop.” Maybe if he was lucky, she wouldn’t take that as an insult.

      She arched a brow, her lips quivering into a smile. “Yes, I do. And I’ll give you three guesses what kind of college degree I earned to land me that job.”

      They reached the bridge and crossed over. Several other people looked like they were headed out to PSF too.

      “Business?” he guessed.

      “Nope,” Melody answered.

      “Marketing?” He guessed again.

      “Also no.” Her smile grew.

      Will frowned, staring at the sidewalk as they headed up to the intersection with Elizabeth Road. “Communications.”

      “Your three guesses are all wrong, sir,” she said, holding her head high.

      “What was your degree in, then?” he asked.

      “Ah-ah.” She held up a finger and shook it. “I gave you three guesses and three guesses only. My college education will have to remain a mystery to you until such a time as I choose to reveal it.”

      “And when might that be?” They turned the corner and headed on toward the parking lot and PSF’s five-story, glass building.

      Melody hummed noncommittally and shrugged. “We’ll see.”

      He didn’t like the feel of that “We’ll see.” It had no certainty to it. It stoked emotions in him that he would rather be left alone. It sent prickles all through him that were as far from his carefully regimented world as he was from walking on the moon. And they filled him with excitement that would keep him up all night.
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      Melody hadn’t had so much fun walking somewhere with a boy since Miguel Bertran had walked her home from school in sixth grade and stolen a kiss at her front doorstep. Weeks. No, months. It had been months since she had singled Will Darling out in her mind at the post-Christmas mixer, and in all that time he hadn’t once picked up on her suggestions that she might like him to call when they bumped into each other at The Silver Dollar, or sat next to each other at the hearings for Scott’s house, or even when she’d accidentally on purpose parked her car too close to his so that he couldn’t open the door.

      The strange thing was, she could tell that he wasn’t blowing her off because he wasn’t interested. His eyes said it all where the interest was concerned. No, the closest she could figure was that Will was shy, and now that she had him right where she wanted him, she was eager to investigate that theory.

      “Don’t you just love all of the art Howie has on display in this building?” she asked as Will held the PSF building’s front door for her.

      He stayed behind to hold it for a few other people too, which earned him serious points in Melody’s book. “I hadn’t really noticed it,” he said once he was back at her side, heading down the hall where the signs pointed the luncheon was.

      “Not noticed?” She slapped his arm playfully, then watched his cheeks flare pink. “How can you be surrounded by beauty like this and not take notice of it?” She held out her arms, the plastic shopping bag in her right hand swinging.

      Will shrugged. “I come here to work. We’re attempting something groundbreaking and serious here. It takes all of my focus.”

      A fond smile spread across Melody’s lips and she studied him as they turned a corner. The signs were pointing them toward the planetarium. The signs also seemed to be pointing to the fact that Will took life way too seriously and needed a dose of sunshine and relaxation.

      “You’ll have to tell me all about what you’re doing here someday,” she said, swaying closer to him as they walked the last few yards to the planetarium’s open doors. The noise of dozens of people gathered for lunch and chatting poured out into the hall, but what made Melody grin as they crossed through into the huge, domed room was the thought of what her friend Casey had done in there on her pre-Valentine’s Day date with Scott. What would Will say if he knew about that?

      Will still hadn’t answered her statement inviting him to tell her all about his job. He’d paused just inside the doorway and surveyed the tables placed all around the room as if it were a mountain that needed climbing. The tension around his mouth and eyes made Melody wonder if he was the sort who was uncomfortable in large groups of people.

      “Looks like the buffet line starts over there.” She pointed to the left side of the room where people were moving past several long tables. Four chefs with their tall, white hats manned various posts behind the tables. “I bet Howie’s put on quite the spread,” she added.

      “Yes, PSF supplies its employees with excellent quality food. That’s why I eat my lunches in the cafeteria.”

      A giggle started deep in Melody’s chest and burst out with such force she had to clap a hand over her mouth. Will tore his eyes away from whatever he was searching for and frowned at her.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You.” She nudged his arm with her elbow. “You don’t notice the beautiful art in the building, but you notice the food? Even though you’re talking about it like it’s another rocket component,” she added quickly.

      Will’s brows ticked up slightly. It was the biggest change of expression she’d seen from him. “I’m sorry if my lack of appreciation for art offends you.”

      Melody’s heart squeezed in her chest. “It’s not that,” she said in a voice that she hoped would soothe the offense she was pretty sure she’d caused him. “I just find it interesting where your priorities lie.” Before he could reply, she smiled and raked him with an appreciative look. “You’re a fascinating man, William Darling.”

      His brows flickered up another millimeter. “I—” He closed his mouth before anything else came out. His gaze drifted over her shoulder for a minute, then he cleared his throat and said, “I see my team members over there.” He nodded to one of the tables across the room. “Thanks for the walk over. Enjoy your lunch.”

      He started walking right past her.

      “I thought we could sit together,” Melody said before he could get away.

      Will paused, then turned back to her. “I would, but my team discussed sitting together at this luncheon yesterday. They’re probably saving me a seat.” He nodded to her and walked on.

      Melody sighed. He hadn’t cracked a smile once in the entire time they’d been together. Although she had to give him a few more points for loyalty.

      A quick scan of the room showed her that Calliope and the Templesmith sisters were already in the buffet line. Wishing she didn’t have to give up on Will so fast, Melody headed over to join them.

      “Was that Will Darling I saw you walking in with?” Rita asked, making a space in front of her for Melody to join the line.

      “You mean the toughest nut to crack in western Wyoming? Yes,” Melody answered with a nod.

      “So you finally managed to corner him?” Sandy asked.

      “Mmm, sort of.”

      Melody launched in to the story of running into Will at the General Store, their jaunt up to his apartment, and the walk over to PSF as they moved forward in line and heaped their plates with gourmet quiche and fresh garden salad.

      “If you ask me, it sounds like he’s just shy,” Sandy said as they passed the dessert table at the end of the buffet. She wrinkled her nose in thought as her hand hovered back and forth between a plate with chocolate cake and a yogurt parfait. “Shy guys are cute, though.”

      “Go for the chocolate cake,” Calliope urged her, reaching for a slice herself. “You only live once.”

      “And I’d like to continue to fit into my clothes while I’m living,” Sandy said, taking the parfait. “Although these still have a ton of sugar.”

      “It’s fruit sugar, though,” Rita pointed out with a chuckle, grabbing a parfait herself. “That has to count for something.”

      Melody helped herself to a slice of cheesecake. “Shy is lovely.” She steered them back to the problem in front of her. “But at some point he’s got to take the bait.”

      “Or you could admit that he’s not interested,” Calliope suggested.

      The four of them stepped out of the way of the buffet and surveyed the room for places to sit.

      “Ha,” Melody laughed. “He’s interested, all right. At least, I’m pretty sure that’s what his pants were telling me when he saw what I was buying for our game.”

      “You bought game pieces in front of him?” Calliope asked, and when Melody wiggled her eyebrows, she burst into laughter. “Sometimes I think you’re the evil twin.”

      “We’re not twins,” Melody pointed out.

      “Close enough.”

      “Well there’s the solution to your problem.” Sandy nodded to the other side of the room. “Casey’s sitting with Scott, who looks like he’s rallied his whole team around him. Including your man, Mr. Shy Guy.”

      Melody turned to see where Sandy had indicated. At the same time, Will glanced up from the conversation he was having with Hero and Denise Yamaguchi. Their eyes met, and Melody sucked in a quick breath. Yeah, if she needed any proof that there was more to her interest in Will than trying to tease him into smiling, she needed to look no further than the way that serious stare of his bored right into her.

      “Looks like we have ourselves some lunch companions,” Calliope said. She looped her free arm through Melody’s and started across the room.

      “That looks yummy,” Denise greeted them, standing from the table, as they reached the others. “I’m gonna go grab some, now that someone else is here to save our spot.”

      “I’ll come with you.” Hero got up to follow her.

      “Wait for me.” Laura hopped up as well.

      “We’ll just fill in the rest of the seats,” Melody said, inching around the table to take the free chair next to Will. She sent Casey a smile and a wink in greeting as she did.

      Casey covered her mouth with her hand, eyes dancing with laughter, as she pretended not to notice what Melody was doing.

      “There aren’t really enough chairs at the table,” Dennis pointed out as he got up to get his food too. “It’s meant for ten.”

      “We can make eleven work,” Melody said, grinning at Will.

      “Excuse me,” Will muttered as he got up to follow the others to the buffet line.

      As soon as he was out of earshot, Melody giggled. “I think I make him nervous.”

      “I know you make him nervous,” Scott agreed, chuckling. He stood. “Do you want me to fix you a plate so you can stay and discuss Will’s demise with your friends?” he asked Casey.

      “Yes, please,” Casey answered, all sunshine and light. “The chicken looks good, and whatever that beet salad is.”

      Scott bent down to give her a kiss, then strode off to join the others.

      “So are you trying to bring about Will’s demise?” Casey asked as soon as he was gone.

      Melody shrugged and cut into her quiche with the side of her fork. “Not really. I’d love to go out with him, but he seems shy.”

      “He’s regimented,” Casey said. “Scott tells me he’s the most efficient, productive member of the team, and that if they grow the way he thinks they will, he’s going to recommend Will for a promotion to assistant team leader.”

      “Good for Will,” Sandy commented from across the table. “You know how to pick them, Mel.”

      “Yes, well, it remains to be seen if he’s going to let me pick anything.” She glanced across the room to where Will was standing in line. Will’s back was military straight, even though they were at a social event, surrounded by good food and excellent company, and about to talk about a fun event that would involve them all. Her imagination ran wild, thinking of all the reasons why he would be so stodgy at such a young age. He couldn't have been more than early thirties.

      “Uh oh, here comes trouble.”

      Rita’s comment shook her out of her reverie. She turned along with the others to the planetarium’s doors. The Bonnevilles had arrived. Richard Bonneville was looking like he’d rather be anywhere else, as usual. Ronny Bonny wore the smug grin that seemed a perpetual feature on his face. He was already scanning the room, no doubt looking for Sandy. His sisters, Katrina and Ellie stood on either side of him, occupying the spaces that his minions, Tony and Mark usually did. Ellie showed all the signs of a spoiled teenager who had been dragged to an event against her will, but Katrina scanned the room with a hopeful look that almost made Melody feel sorry for her.

      No, she did feel sorry for Katrina. It must have sucked to be stuck in such a rotten family.

      “Duck, Sandy,” Casey whispered, followed with a giggle. “He’s looking this way.”

      “Oh, Lord,” Sandy mumbled. She twisted in her chair, turning her back to Ronny, and holding out her hand to the first person to cross behind her, a bewildered-looking Indian guy. “Hi, I’m Sandy, and you are?”

      “Uh…” The Indian guy looked behind him and from side to side as though Sandy must be talking to someone else. He wore a button-up shirt that was buttoned all the way up and topped off with a plaid bowtie. “Joginder Sandhu,” he answered, breaking into an awkward smile and taking Sandy’s hand. “But you can call me Jogi.”

      Melody shared a look with Calliope, then burst into laughter. But the ploy served its purpose. Ronny and his sisters got into line at the buffet without Ronny spotting Sandy.

      Within a few minutes, the others had returned to the table with food. An eleventh chair was found, and they all wedged in around the table. They were packed tight, but Melody didn’t mind sitting shoulder to shoulder with Will one tiny bit. Sandy let Jogi go and joined the conversation. The table was filled with laughter and smiles, and a feeling of friendship and togetherness that made Melody proud to be Haskellian. Even Will seemed to loosen up by the barest of threads.

      She and Calliope were halfway through an explanation of their game when the sound of a knife clinking on a glass grabbed everyone’s attention. The room instantly hushed as Howie got up from his table near the front of the room and headed to a small podium.

      “Is this on?” he said into a microphone. “Not that I really need it if it isn’t.”

      Everyone laughed. Chairs were turned so people could see Howie, and for a moment, the delicious meal was abandoned.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Howie began. “I’d like to welcome you to PSF today. Let’s have a round of applause for the excellent chefs of Haskell Catering who put together this feast.”

      Applause filled the room. The head chef, a woman named Rebecca Standish, who Melody had known since childhood, nodded and smiled in appreciation.

      “But, of course, you’re here to find out what our spring mixer is all about,” Howie went on.

      A buzz of excitement filled the large room. Melody grinned at Will. His mouth remained in a neutral line, but she could see the spark of interest in his eyes. Interest in more than one thing.

      “Okay, okay,” Howie continued. “I know that it’s the worst-kept secret in town, but what you all don’t know is that we’re going to have a contest within a contest.”

      That caught everyone’s attention, even nudging Melody’s focus away from Will and up to Howie.

      “Our spring event is in association with Shoshone National Park and the National Park Service,” Howie went on. “And yes, we’re going to be having an orienteering competition.”

      A rumble of enthusiasm filled the room. Howie smiled at it, but raised his hands for silence.

      “So for those of you who don’t know—and at this point, I expect that’s about three of you—” Several people throughout the room laughed. “—orienteering is a survival game where people are blindfolded and dropped into the middle of the wilderness. Using only a compass and map, they’re challenged to find their way out, or find their way to a specific point.”

      He paused so his audience could let that sink in. Melody found that her heart was thumping in excitement, half at the prospect of the challenge and half because the corners of Will’s mouth were inching up into what might actually be a smile.

      “However, we’re going to be doing things a little differently,” Howie went on. “Since this is a mixer, rather than dropping you into the wilderness alone, we’re going to be pairing you up in teams, one person from town paired up with one person from Paradise Space Flight.”

      It took Melody all of half a second to burn with the desire to have Will as her partner. He was exactly the man she wanted to get lost in the wilderness with.

      “Furthermore,” Howie continued, “instead of just dropping you with a compass and map, in addition to those two things, we’ll be giving each team member a backpack full of preselected supplies. Some of them will be crucial tools for wilderness survival, and some will be….” He made a curious sound and tilted his head to the side. “Let’s just say they’ll be interesting.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Rita whispered, making eye contact with Melody and Calliope. “Does Howie know about your game?”

      Casey burst into snorting giggles. “Can you imagine the kind of stuff that would be in those backpacks if he does?”

      “Now, in all honesty, the competition is meant for singles,” Howie went on, which only made the girls at Melody’s table giggle harder, as if he was confirming Rita’s suspicion. Will sent a frown Melody’s way, but she only winked at him. That caused Will to snap his eyes back to Howie. “We can make provision for any couples that want to take part, though. And you might find the competition within the competition to be just as enjoyable.”

      Melody instantly stopped sniggering like a high school girl and sat straighter.

      “As I mentioned,” Howie said, “this competition will take place at Shoshone National Forest. Well, Paradise Space Flight will be partnering them for an even grander enterprise. As you know, funding for the National Park Service has been harder to come by lately, and our national parks have come under a certain level of attack. But Paradise Space Flight is dedicated to preserving and celebrating out natural heritage. Shoshone National Forest has been incredibly gracious to give us unprecedented access to their land. We, in turn, will be doing them a great service as well.”

      He reached into his podium and held up a camera. “Each couple in the competition will be given a state of the art, professional quality digital camera. As you make your way through the wilderness, you will be responsible for taking photographs and videos of the natural splendor that Shoshone National Forest has to offer.”

      A ripple of excitement and approval passed through the room. Melody exchanged a look with her sister that said photographing nature was right up their alley.

      “So in addition to the prize for the couple to make it out of the forest and to the rendezvous point first, a second prize will be given to the couple who takes the best photographs, as judged by a panel of experts from PSF and the National Park Service. Those winning photographs will be featured in a promotional video that PSF will be sponsoring to bring awareness to the glory of nature and hopefully to encourage donations.”

      “What a great idea,” Laura said from Melody’s side. “And knowing Howie, I bet he’ll get a lot of fantastic press for PSF and the National Park Service with this.”

      “That’s just what the NPS needs,” Dennis agreed.

      “And now, I’m sure you all want to know what the prizes are.” Howie sent his beaming smile around the room, as if he didn’t already have everyone’s attention. He clapped his hands together. “Well, first of all, the winning couple will be given twenty-thousand dollars and a week-long, all-expense paid vacation to the national park of their choice.”

      His announcement was met with sounds of approval.

      “As part of that, the PSF employee who wins will be given that week as an extra week of paid vacation.”

      An even bigger noise of enthusiasm rose up from the PSF people.

      “I’ll see about extending that to the Haskellian who wins,” Howie went on, “but that totally depends on who you work for. And as for the winners of the photography competition, they will receive an all-expense paid camping trip to Yellowstone National Park and a ten-thousand-dollar prize. So if that isn’t reason enough to sign up, then I don’t know what is.”

      Howie laughed at his own joke, but there were plenty of others laughing along with him.

      “As for the nitty-gritty, this exciting event will take place three weeks from now, beginning on April 13th. We’re not going to rush things, so I’ve allocated an entire week for the event, which means, PSF family, if you participate, you’ll have that week off. And Haskellians, I’ll do my best to work things out with your bosses on that account as well. The other thing you need to know is that, because wilderness survival and hiking can be physically demanding, starting Monday we’ll be having three weeks of training right here, in the PSF gym.”

      “You guys have a gym?” Rita asked.

      “Yeah, it’s something else too,” Laura told her. “Wait until you see it. That is, if you’re going to sign up to compete.

      “Oh, hell no,” Rita laughed. “There’s no way you’d get me out in the dirt, and probably rain, in the forest for a week.”

      “Well, I’m signing up,” Sandy said, surprising everyone at the table. When they all looked at her in shock, she said, “What? I like to get my hike on now and then. I might look good, but I’m not some fragile flower.”

      “Some flowers are quite tough,” Melody added.

      “Believe her, she would know.” Calliope backed her up.

      “So when you’re finished with your lunch,” Howie went on, although everyone’s focus was already diffusing, “come up to the front tables here. We’ve got a sign-up sheet for PSF employees and one for Haskellians too. Other than that, see you on April 13th.”

      He stepped away from the microphone, and instantly the room burst into a flurry of conversations and noise.

      “This sounds like so much fun,” Laura said, returning to her chocolate cake. “I’m definitely signing up.”

      “Me too,” Dennis said. “I mean, I’m not the most buff guy out there, but I can’t wait to take on the challenge.”

      “You’ll do fine,” Melody encouraged him. Although he had a point about not being buff. Dennis was well over six feet, but he also looked like he’d never quite grown out of his baby fat, even though he was in his thirties.

      “What about you?” Dennis asked Will. “I know you’ve been revving to go with this whole thing since word leaked a few months ago.”

      “I live for this sort of thing,” Will said, the closest thing to a smile that Melody had ever seen on his face.

      “You do?” she asked. At last, a window into his soul.

      Will turned to her. “I was a Boy Scout. Eagle Scout, actually.”

      “Of course you were,” Melody said.

      “My favorite part of scouting was always the camping trips,” he went on, giving no indication of whether he’d heard her, or rather heard the teasing in her comment. “They were the one part of scouts that my dad couldn’t come along on, due to work.” As soon as the statement had passed his lips, his jaw went tight. He snapped his gaze down to his cheesecake. “I’m looking forward to this.”

      Melody opened her mouth to say something more, to encourage him to talk, but he’d slammed a wall down on the subject so effectively that she didn’t see the point in pushing him. But there was definitely a whole mess of other stories behind that one sentence about his father.

      “Well, I’m definitely signing up,” she said, shifting forward in her seat to finish her own dessert.

      “You are?” Will’s head snapped up, and he turned to her, blinking.
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