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      “So if you would raise a glass with me, let’s all wish Scott and Casey every kind of happiness as they start their new life together. To the happy couple.”

      Ted Flint raised his glass, saluting his sister and soon-to-be brother-in-law as the rest of the room echoed, “To the happy couple.” A clink of glasses and swell of applause followed. Ted turned to smile at Casey and Scott, who blushed and beamed at the well-wishes. A warm knot formed in his chest. It was such a relief to see Casey happy after everything they’d been through in the past few years.

      As the toasting crowd dispersed, returning to their conversation and sipping champagne, Ted stepped over to give his sister a hug and said, “Mom would be so proud of you.”

      Casey squeezed him tight before stepping back, teary-eyed, and saying, “I know.”

      “Thanks, man.” Scott thumped Ted on the shoulder, filled with emotion himself, but holding it in.

      “It’s the least I could do.” Ted grinned at both of them. “It’s not every day your favorite sister gets engaged.”

      “Ha! I’m your only sister.” Casey cuffed him on the arm. “And when are you going to find a girl and settle down anyhow?”

      Ted rolled his eyes. He would have preferred the tears brought on by thoughts of their mother to the teasing glint in Casey’s eyes. Almost. He shrugged. “I haven’t found the right girl.”

      “That’s what I used to say,” Scott laughed.

      “There are plenty of girls here,” Casey added, nodding to the crowded ballroom of the Cattleman Hotel. They’d booked one of the smaller ballrooms for the engagement party, figuring only friends and family would come, but the event was so well-attended that guests spilled out into the hallways. The Cattleman’s staff had even opened the Haskell history gallery across the hall and moved some of the refreshments in there.

      As much as Ted felt like he should make some sort of flippant comment about meeting someone, for a change, what came out of his mouth was, “Yeah, I’ll look around and see if the future Mrs. Ted Flint is in the room.”

      Casey giggled. But then, everything seemed to make her giggle these days. Ted wasn’t going to complain about that. Casey and Scott were sidetracked by a couple of their friends coming up to give their congratulations, but Ted’s Dad, Roscoe, who had been standing silently to the side of the action, as usual, walked a few paces across the room by Ted’s side.

      “Your sister is right, you know,” Roscoe said, adding a fond smile. “I’d love to see you find someone and settle down like she has. So would Mom. She’d nag you something fierce, if she were here.”

      “I know, Dad.” Ted looped an arm around his dad’s shoulders and gave him a man-hug. “To tell you the truth, now that things have started to settle down with the ranch and with Casey, the idea of dating has crossed my mind.”

      “Good boy.” Roscoe nodded.

      “Don’t start planning a second wedding yet or anything.” Ted went on as they reached the door leading to the hallway. “All I want to do is date for now.”

      “I didn’t say anything about another wedding.” Roscoe winked. “But now that the ranch’s mortgage is paid off, thanks to Scott, and we own the place outright, I’d love to see what a good woman could bring to the table.”

      “Dad.” Ted rolled his eyes and chuckled. “This isn’t the nineteenth century, you know. We don’t marry women for their dowries anymore.”

      “Just joshing.” Roscoe snorted. He pointed down the hall toward the restrooms, then sauntered off.

      Ted hadn’t seen his dad so happy in…well, since his mom died a year and a half ago. He stood where he was in the hall, watching his dad walk away with a rare spring in his step. The whole world felt as though it were in the right place. Maybe it was time for him to think seriously about women. Heaven knew he’d thought not-seriously about them since he was in high school. He’d dated plenty of girls, even got halfway serious with a few. But he hadn’t met the one. And damned if he didn’t suddenly want to.

      He headed across the hall into the Haskell history gallery. He’d visited the long room with its display cases of photographs, artifacts, and newspaper clippings dozens of times before, starting when he was a kid on a class trip. What interested him now were the tables of food laid out along one wall. Standish Catering had outdone themselves yet again. He grabbed a plate and started piling it high with fresh homemade salsa, chips, cocktail shrimp and sauce, and a single broccoli floret in tribute to all the times his mom told him to eat his veggies. He avoided the fancier puff pastries and pates. Who knew what they contained. He’d stick to the things he knew.

      He reached the end of the table and was about to go back to the main room when he spotted a woman with long, dark hair staring intently at one of the cases. Laura Kincade. He knew her by sight, but that was about it. She worked on Scott’s team at Paradise Space Flight, and had become friends with his sister in the past few months. They’d gotten close enough that Casey had asked Laura to be a bridesmaid. But that was where his knowledge of her ended.

      Laura Kincade. Hmm. Why not?

      Plate in one hand, flute of champagne from the toast still in the other, he ambled over to Laura, doing his best to exude cool.

      “You know, the first manager of this hotel was a spy in two different wars,” he began.

      Laura blinked at the card she’d been reading inside the display—one about the area’s prehistoric origins—then slowly straightened. She took one look at Ted and blinked even more. “What?”

      Ted put on his most charming smile. “Yeah. Theophilus Gunn. He worked as a valet for an English gentleman in the 1850s. The two went off to fight in the Crimean War, where the gentleman was killed. They were both spies. And then, when he came back to America, he was a spy for the Union in the Civil War.”

      “Oh.” Laura continued to blink. “That’s interesting.”

      “I’ve always thought so.” Ted’s suave smile started to slip. He wasn’t sure he was playing this right. Usually girls went giddy over the story of Theophilus Gunn, international spy and man of mystery. “Someone wrote a book about him a couple years back, The Secret Life of Theophilus Gunn.”

      “Neat.” She stood there, bristling with awkwardness.

      Yep, Ted had definitely lost his mojo. Or else Laura wasn’t the kind of girl those sorts of stories worked on. Which was interesting. She was different. He shifted his weight and studied her.

      “I was just reading about the Lower Paleolithic Era in this area.” She gestured to the case with her thumb. “Trying to figure out if there’ve been any big fossil finds nearby, like there have been up in Montana. I’m sort of a dinosaur nut.” She spoke fast, ending by clamping her mouth shut.

      Ted caught himself grinning even before he was aware of how fun her comment was. “Really? I haven’t met a lot of women who like dinosaurs.”

      “Oh, I love them.” She was still nervous, but her eyes lit up with excitement. Blue eyes. They were a pretty contrast to her dark hair. “Last year, before coming to Haskell to take the job at PSF, I traveled to South Africa to help with an excavation being led by Dr. Heinrich Heller. We managed to find the hindquarters and skull of a Massospondylus too, although it may or may not be some other species. A lot of times fossils end up reclassified after analysis and…and I’m boring you. Sorry.” She laughed. An attractive pink blush came to her cheeks.

      “You’re not boring me at all,” Ted said, in spite of the fact that he only had half a clue what she’d said. She was pretty. He wondered why he hadn’t noticed before. Granted, there was nothing special in the way she dressed. She wore a simple green knit dress that came to her knees and boots with it. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she wasn’t wearing makeup. The only word Ted could think of to describe the impact she made on him was “charming.” “South Africa, eh?”

      “Yeah,” she went on, gaining confidence. “That was some trip. The fossils were amazing, but it takes a lot of traveling in less than ideal conditions to get out to where they are. And at one point we ran into some trouble with bandits. They stopped our caravan and demanded money to let us pass.”

      “Really?” Ted’s brow flew up.

      “Yeah.” Her tone turned wary and her blue eyes grew round. “They threatened to take half of the expedition hostage, and I hate to say it, but they kept looking at me. Not exactly fun. It was still better than the time I was with an expedition near the Australian outback and our jeep broke down. You haven’t felt hot until you’ve broken down in the outback.”

      Something warm and tickly passed down Ted’s spine, settling in his groin. “You’ve been to Australia too?”

      Laura shrugged. “What can I say? I’ll go anywhere for a bone.”

      A beat passed, and her face went from pink to beet red.

      She gasped. “Oh my gosh, I didn’t mean it like that at all. I’m so sorry. That sounded terrible. I definitely don’t mean it like that. Dinosaur bone. Dinosaur. I meant dinosaurs.” She covered her face with her hands.

      She was being genuine. He could tell. It wasn’t just an act, she was mortified. And for whatever reason, that made the blood pump to his groin even harder. It also made his chest feel light. “I forgive you,” he said, unable to control his smile. “I wouldn’t have noticed the slip if you hadn’t pointed it out.” Which wasn’t true. He’d probably spend way more time than he needed to thinking about boning Laura, in spite of her odd ways and unusual demeanor. But that wasn’t going to help put her at ease. “Want a chip?” He held his plate out to her.

      “Uh, thanks.” Slowly, she took her hands away from her face and reached for a chip.

      “Don’t mention it.”

      He paused, no idea what he could say that would make Laura fall head over heels in love with him. Not that he wanted her to. Not seconds after meeting her. Or maybe he did. Love at first sight was a thing, wasn’t it? And if not love, then liking and being interested at first sight.

      “There’s lots of neat stuff in here about Haskell’s early days,” he went on. “There’s a picture of my great-great-great-maybe-one-more-great-grandparents, Jarvis and Alice Flint, over here.”

      He turned to point toward a case farther down the room with the hand that held his champagne flute. Laura was scooping a chip through the salsa on his plate at the same time, and thanks to a combination of bad timing and jerky movements, he lost his grip on the side of the plate. It tipped toward Laura, and she let out a yelp as fresh salsa, shrimp, and sauce spilled down the front of her dress.

      

      Laura gasped at the cascade of hors d’oeuvres. Of course. Leave it to her to make a mess while talking to a hot guy.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” Ted pivoted back from where he had been walking off. “Crap. Uh, here.” He dashed to the refreshment table, putting his plate and champagne flute down, grabbing a handful of napkins, and running back to her.

      “It was my fault.” Laura took a few napkins from him and crouched to clean salsa and shrimp off the floor. “I should have anticipated where you were going.” And if she hadn’t been so overwhelmed by the fact that someone as sweet and attractive as Casey’s brother was talking to her, she would have. Salsa hadn’t been the first thing on her mind when Ted Flint in all of his manly, cowboy glory was standing so close to her. He even smelled good, like some sort of woodsy cologne. Of course, that was probably because of the party but—

      Laura sighed and stood, her hands full of tomato-y napkins. Even her mind rambled like an idiot with Ted so close.

      “I hope I didn’t ruin your dress,” he said, dabbing the rest of the napkins over the spot on the front of her dress where the salsa had impacted. A spot halfway between her ribs and her hips. Even with layers of clothes, the pressure of his touch sent shockwaves through her. “Oh, sorry,” Ted said when she flinched. He pulled back, studying the front of her with a dubious expression. “Uh, you might want to do something about that.”

      Panic raced down Laura’s spine. Did she look fat? Was he telling her to lose weight? Were her leggings too dorky? No, wait, duh. She had salsa all down her front. Like the dweeb she was.

      “Here,” he said, changing his tone and reaching for her hand. “I know where we can clean that up.”

      She took his hand and let him lead her through the history gallery, highly aware of the handful of other people in the room staring. Although they might have just been glancing their way instead of staring outright.

      It wasn’t until they made it to the hall that Laura regained the presence of mind to say, “You don’t have to help me clean up. I’m sure you have other people you want to talk to.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “My mom always taught me that if I made a mess, it was my job to clean it up.”

      In the back of Laura’s mind, she remembered that Casey and Ted’s mom had passed away not that long ago. It was enough of a jolt to keep her from dragging Ted to a stop and insisting he find something better to do.

      “I’m not usually a slob,” she said as he led her deeper down the hall where the ballrooms were. “In fact, I’m usually pretty meticulous about things. You have to be, both in designing rockets and digging up dinosaurs, which are my two favorite things.”

      Great, Laura. Her subconscious gave her a swift kick in the backside. Way to sound like a total loser.

      “Lucky you,” Ted said with an endearing little laugh. “I usually come back to the house after working with the herd all day looking and smelling like one of the bulls.”

      She laughed. Mostly because she didn’t know how else to react. The images that came to her mind were of Ted in tight-fitting jeans and cowboy boots…his shirt open to reveal chiseled abs and hard pecs, just a hint of rakish stubble on his rugged jaw…a red-hot brand in one hand…which had to be symbolic of something naughty, the way her imagination worked.

      She shook her head to clear away the inconvenient image as they came to a door with the discreet outline of a woman and small children on a plate to the side. He knocked, then pushed open the door to the family restroom.

      “This ought to do it.” He let go of her hand, motioning her toward the sink.

      Laura turned on the tap, but Ted beat her to pulling a few paper towels out of the dispenser. “You really don’t have to go to all this trouble,” she said. “I’ve had worse.”

      “Like what? Stepping in dinosaur poop?”

      A jolt of excitement hit her right in the belly. She giggled before she could stop herself. “No, silly. Dinosaur poop is solid rock. At least now it is. A couple million years ago, it was a different story.”

      “I see.” He crossed his arms and frowned with mock seriousness as she ran the paper towels under the tap.

      “I have stepped in camel poop before,” she went on, rubbing at the salsa skid marks with a handful of wet paper towels. “And believe, me, that’s not something you want to do.”

      “Was this on your trip to South Africa?” he asked.

      “No, there aren’t a lot of camels in South Africa. I was in the Army and did a short tour in Iraq. Really short. I took some shrapnel from an IED in my leg about three weeks after getting there.” She let out a mirthless laugh. “‘It’ll just be a desk job,’ they said. ‘You won’t be anywhere near danger,’ they said. Like you could guarantee something like that back then.”

      It hit her about three sentences too late that she was rambling about stuff no one would be interested in. She glanced up at Ted only to find him staring at her, mouth slightly open, eyes wide.

      “You were in the Army?” He blinked rapidly, jerking into motion to get her more wet paper towels.

      “Yeah,” she admitted. “Although I must have had the most pitiful military career of anyone I know. I joined right out of high school because my parents weren’t going to be able to afford college. The Army was where I discovered I was actually smart instead of having everyone tell me I could be smart if I applied myself.”

      “And you deployed to Iraq?”

      Judging by the baffled—and, okay, maybe impressed—look on Ted’s face, she should have kept her fat mouth shut. “For one month. That was it. I spent time recovering in Germany after that before being shipped back to the States to serve the rest of my four years working in research and development jobs. That’s how I got interested in rockets and what made me decide to go into aerospace once I got into college, and….” She let her monologue drift off, letting out a breath and lowering her shoulders. “And you’re not the least bit interested in that either. Sorry.”

      Way to talk too much to a guy you just met…and by accident, the voice in her head scolded her.

      “No, no,” Ted protested, handing her the clean, wet towels. “I actually find it really interesting.” He added a half-hearted shrug before saying, “I’ve never been much of anywhere, honestly. I’ve been helping Dad on the ranch since I was thirteen. I never had time to travel or go far away to college or any of that.”

      His expression crumpled to what Laura would almost have considered embarrassment, if he wasn’t one of the hottest guys she’d ever met.

      “Some people are rolling stones and some are strong oaks, growing where they’re planted,” she said, rubbing at the last of the salsa on her skirt and checking her leggings to make sure they were clean. “Or as my Grandma always used to say, ‘it takes all kinds to make a world’.”

      She straightened and tossed the wadded paper towels into the trash can.

      “Of course, my Grandpa always used to say ‘there are fruits and nuts in every woods,’ and that’s always applied to me too, so….” She ended with a self-deprecating laugh. All at once, she felt out of her depth again. Ted’s cologne seemed to fill the small bathroom with bright, sparkling bursts of scent that went straight to her lady parts.

      The silence between them quickly grew uncomfortable. Ted just stood there, staring at her, a wide grin on his face and a far-away look in his eyes. At last, he shook his head and said. “Do you want to go out for dinner sometime?”

      Laura’s jaw dropped. Shock rose up her spine like lightning. It shot down her arms, making her fingertips numb. For a second, she thought her bladder might give out too. Ted Flint was asking her out? The same Ted Flint that her new friends had hummed and gossiped over? The Ted Flint who could probably bounce quarters off his abs, and who any girl in town would be lucky to have smile at her? And here she’d just made a fool of herself by rambling about dinosaurs and traveling. For gosh sakes, she had giant, wet blobs all down the front of her decidedly unsexy dress from where she’d spilled his salsa on herself.

      “No!” she laughed, taking a step back. “I mean…no!” A fit of giggles rolled around her insides, spilling out in a rush. What on earth was he doing asking her?

      Ted shook his head, eyes bugging in shock. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “No, I can’t go out with you.” She backpedaled toward the door, still giggling like a tween.

      Ted laughed nervously along with her. “Why not? What’s wrong with me?” He blinked, winced, then said, “Sorry, that sounded arrogant. Really wrong.”

      “No, no, it’s not.” Laura waved randomly toward him, unable to wipe the smile off her face. She glanced behind her, located the doorknob, reached for it, and turned back to Ted. “There’s nothing wrong with you at all. You’re awesome. You’re perfect. You’re hot and cool and…and….” She could feel the heat flooding her face, probably making her look even worse than she suspected she did. “It’s just that you took me by surprise, is all. You’re way out of my league. You don’t want to go out with me.”

      He blinked and turned his hands out to the side. “Yes, I do. You’re really interesting. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone like you. I think we’d have fun.”

      “No, we wouldn’t.” She turned the doorknob and laughed. “I mean….” She winced, giggled, took a breath, then forced herself to look at him. “I’m really flattered. Like, really. You have no idea. But, wow. I totally can’t even process you asking me out right now. It’s so…wow. Sorry. Maybe….” She shook her head, startled that she was even contemplating telling him to ask again some other time. Dating a hot cowboy just didn’t fit into who she thought she was. “Thanks for asking, though.”

      Before he could ask again or worse still, realize the mistake he’d made in asking her in the first place, she opened the door and bolted for the hall. Her heart raced as she retreated from the bathroom as fast as she could without drawing attention.

      Her giggles returned full-force. Ted Flint asking her out? What was the world coming to?
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      The scene in the family bathroom at the Cattleman Hotel stayed with Laura for the rest of the weekend, like an itch she couldn’t seem to soothe. Ted Flint had asked her out. Ted Flint had asked her out. It didn’t matter how many other conversations she’d had at the party—two and a half—before leaving in a haze of confusion, she hadn’t been able to get Ted’s handsome, smiling face out of her mind.

      “‘Do you want to go out for dinner sometime’?” she repeated under her breath as she walked from the copier back to her desk on Monday morning. “Of course, I want to go out for dinner,” she answered herself.

      But there was no way that was going to happen. There was no way that should happen. Not a woman like her, not a guy like Ted. And not to mention she’d handled the surprise of him asking totally wrong.

      “Right?” she ended her thought aloud.

      Across her team’s configuration of desks, Will Darling glanced up. His brow inched up in question, although his expression—as usual—remained neutral.

      “Sorry, I was just talking to myself,” she told him with a smile.

      “You don’t say.” Will relaxed into a smile and went back to work. The click of his keyboard as he typed went a long way toward soothing Laura.

      Instead of going back to work herself, she continued to stare at Will. Will had been dating Melody Clutterbuck for a few months now. They’d even moved in together. Laura had become good friends with Melody, and her sister, Calliope too. Either one of the Clutterbuck sisters would have handled the surprise in the bathroom much better than she’d handled it. They would have come up with a far smoother way to decline and explain the social science behind why a decline was necessary. Then again, either of them were beautiful and feminine enough to date a guy like Ted, so they wouldn’t have found themselves in her predicament.

      Will’s staccato typing stopped, and he glanced up. “Can I help you with something?”

      Laura blinked and shook herself out of her thoughts. She’d been staring directly at Will, as if trying to burn a hole through his skull, through her entire inner debate.  “No, I’m fine. I just went to my happy place for a second there.”

      Will chuckled, his lips curving up in a rare smile. Well, not so rare since he’d started dating Melody. “Welcome back,” he said, then returned to work.

      Laura tried to do the same. She was working on a computer model for the Haskell I rocket’s propulsion system, trying to balance out the type and volume of fuel that would make for the most cost-effective, and yet still powerful, payload flight. Numbers usually excited her with the challenge they presented, but at the moment, they all seemed to jumble together on her screen…like so much salsa splattered across her dress.

      She really was a klutz. Although in the cold light of day, she was willing to admit that Ted moving away when he did and taking the plate with him might have contributed to the disaster. And he had been a sweetheart to show her where she could clean up and to help with the operation. Heck, if he didn’t think she was ridiculous after that, then maybe she should have accepted his dinner invitation.

      She let out a disappointed sigh, her shoulders dropping. “Way to mess that up too,” she mumbled.

      “Hey, Laura.”

      Laura jerked straight and turned as Natalie Warner, her coworker from another team, strode up to her desk. It wasn’t unusual for members of other teams to come to their area with questions, so Laura thought nothing of it and answered, “Hey, Natalie. How was your weekend?”

      “Okay.” Natalie’s smile grew. “Not as good as yours, apparently.”

      Laura blinked, dread mingling with her usual hopeless confusion.

      “I saw you talking to Ted Flint at Scott and Casey’s engagement party,” Natalie went on, smile growing.

      Laura’s face instantly burned hot. “Oh, that? That was nothing.”

      Farther down the line of desks, both Hero and Scott perked up.

      “It didn’t look like nothing to me,” Natalie went on. “You two looked really into each other.”

      Laura’s neck began to burn along with her face. “We were just talking about Haskell history and dinosaurs and things.”

      “Dinosaurs are your happy place,” Will said without looking away from his computer monitor. He was smiling again, which made Laura incredibly nervous.

      “And then I spilled salsa all over myself,” Laura went on, as if that alone were reason enough to squelch all rumors.

      “I saw that,” Natalie laughed, leaning against the edge of Laura’s desk. “I saw the two of you leave the refreshment room together.”

      Laura hadn’t noticed Natalie was one of the people in the room at the time of the disaster. Then again, it would have taken an earthquake to get her to notice more than Ted’s gorgeous, smiling face and stellar butt. If she had noticed Natalie, she might have played things differently. “He was very nice,” she said.

      “I’ll say.” Natalie leaned a little closer. “So, are the two of you going to go out?”

      Prickles of embarrassment zipped down Laura’s spine. The laughed with the same nervous energy she’d had when Ted asked her. “That would be a no.”

      Natalie—and the rest of the guys, who were now obviously listening in—flinched and made noises of surprise. “Why not?” Natalie asked. “The two of you looked so cute together.”

      “Ah.” Laura sent her a self-deprecating smile. “I see where you’ve gone wrong. I’m not going out with Ted because I don’t really see myself as the dating sort.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Hero asked with a half laugh. “Does that mean you’re the arranged marriage sort?”

      She laughed. There was no point denying that work was on hold while her social life was discussed, so Laura stood in order to address everyone. “I’ve just never considered myself the kind of girl that guys want to date. I’m inherently undatable.”

      She blinked in surprise as her simple statement was met by a round of protests and snorts of disagreement. It hadn’t seemed all that revolutionary to her, it just…was.

      “That’s not true,” Scott said.

      “Oh, believe me, it is,” Laura contradicted him. “There are two kinds of women in the world—there are the kind of women that guys like Ted Flint go out with, and then there are women like me.”

      “What, smart? Funny? Interesting?” Will said with a thick note of sarcasm. “Yeah, no guys want to go out with women like that.”

      Laura wasn’t sure if he was complimenting her or teasing her. Probably both. Either way, she laughed and shook her head. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “No woman is inherently undatable,” Scott added, still seated but able to see everyone. “It goes against the laws of nature.”

      “Well, I supposed a female serial killer would be undatable,” Hero agued. “I can’t think of too many of those, though. And Laura isn’t a serial killer.”

      “Not yet anyway,” Laura said. “If this conversation keeps going, I might have to consider it.”

      She thought she was being funny, but Hero kept on her case. “Seriously, why would you say that you’re undatable? As far as I can see, any guy would be lucky to call you his girlfriend.”

      Laura wasn’t sure whether she should roll her eyes or sink into the floor in embarrassment. “I dunno, because I’m weird?” She shrugged. “I like dinosaurs and rockets. I was in the Army. I wouldn’t know how to put on make-up if you sat me in front of every one of those online tutorials and held my hand.”

      “Not all guys want girls like that,” Will said, still looking at his monitor.

      “Right. Says the man who just moved in with one of the most beautiful women in town,” Laura fired back at him.

      Will’s smile grew before he schooled his expression back to neutrality. “I’d love Melody even if she had a mole the size of Texas on her face and a peg-leg.”

      “Because she’d still be feminine and exotic,” Laura argued.

      “All men are different,” Hero said. “We all want something different. So you shouldn’t write yourself off just because you don’t think you fit the stereotype of what guys on tv are looking for.”

      “Exactly,” Natalie agreed with him.

      “Besides,” Scott added. “Casey mentioned to me that Ted told her about talking to you after the party. If a guy really isn’t interested, he wouldn’t tell his sister that he talked to you.”

      Painful flutters swooped into Laura’s gut. Ted had talked about her to Casey?

      But no, that was irrelevant. He’d already asked her out, so she knew he was interested. The issue was that he shouldn’t be. Not in her. She wasn’t his type.

      “Well, I think you should go out with him,” Natalie said, pushing away from the desk. “Whether you think you’re datable or not. You can’t possibly know if you’re a guy’s type until you’ve been out with him a few times.”

      “What she said,” Will—who had gone back to work—seconded.

      “Are you sure the problem isn’t some kind of worry about being disappointed on your part?” Scott asked in true big-brother, team leader fashion.

      And just when Laura’s blush was beginning to calm down. It was back in full force within seconds. Because deep inside, she knew Scott had hit the nail on the head. “I’ve just never been very successful at the whole dating thing before,” she admitted. “I’ve been so focused elsewhere.” Which was her way of saying she’d managed to live twenty-nine years on the earth and never had a boyfriend. If she was a heroine in some Regency romance novel, she would be firmly on the shelf with no prospects and no expectations.

      Actually, the no expectations part would have made life decidedly easier. Damn the twenty-first century and its insistence that people over the age of twenty-three were still eligible for the dating game.

      “‘If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again’,” Natalie quoted, then patted her on the shoulder before heading off to her part of the office.

      “She’s right, you know,” Hero added once she was gone. “Past failures aren’t an indication of future outcomes. Just ask my wife.” He smiled the adorable smile that he wore every time he mentioned his wife, Denise.

      “What would she say?” Laura asked, more eager to know than she wanted to be.

      “Denise had it rough through school. She had one bad boyfriend who got her pregnant and stuck her with a daughter she had to raise on her own—well, with her mom’s help—and Destiny is awesome, by the way.” He paused as if regathering his train of thought, then went on to say, “She had a terrible time with men after that.”

      “What happened to change all that?”

      Hero laughed. “Well, me.”

      Laura would have rolled her eyes at him, but she knew he wasn’t bragging or being flippant.

      “I met her when her car broke down on the side of the road,” Hero finished up. “Imagine what we both would have missed out on if she’d pushed me away.”

      Laura made an uncertain face. Hero and Denise’s story was beautiful, but it was one in a million. There was no way anything in Laura’s life would ever compete with that kind of story.

      “Look, guys, I can’t talk about this anymore,” she said, sinking back into her seat. “We shouldn’t really be talking about this kind of thing at work anyhow. Let’s just focus on rocket propulsion. If anything else is supposed to happen, it’ll happen.”

      The guys hummed and sighed, but focused on their computers again.

      “Just remember,” Will said in a confidential tone, eyes on his monitor. “Haskell tends to foster impossible relationships. If you were in the history gallery at the hotel, you would have seen that. So don’t write yourself off just yet.”

      “I—”

      Laura let out a sigh. She couldn’t promise that she would keep an open mind. Part of her wanted to, but she’d spent her entire adult life becoming who she was, and that woman didn’t date. At least, she hadn’t so far.

      

      The swift smack of a baseball hitting his glove and the vague sting from the power of Ben’s throw barely pulled Ted’s attention out of his thoughts. His return throw was a little wide, and Ben had to lunge to catch it, but that was the point of baseball practice. Or so Ted told himself. If he was being honest, his focus was miles away. One point six miles away, to be exact. Somewhere in the Paradise Space Flight building. Or maybe not. Work hours were over, after all. Laura might be out enjoying the summer evening.

      That thought knocked him a hair off his game, and when Ben hurled the ball back at him, Ted reached out a second too late and missed it.

      “Sorry,” Ben called to him.

      “No problem. My bad.” Ted waved, then jogged to fetch the ball. It wasn’t Ben’s fault. Not one bit. If he had to blame anyone, he would blame the rocket-designing, dinosaur-loving, blue-eyed object of his obsession.

      No, obsession was too strong of a word. Sure, Laura had turned his head, but he wasn’t that far gone yet. It wasn’t like he’d never met a pretty girl before. He considered himself good with women. He felt at ease around them. And he’d never had a problem getting a date.

      Until now.

      He caught up with the ball and bent, scooping to pick it up and throw it across the practice field to Ben, then jogged back to the spot where he’d been standing. The entire Piedmont Panthers team was there for practice, so there wasn’t much space to spare on the field as everyone practiced catches and dives, batting and pitching. They had an important game against the Southside Salamanders that weekend. Which was why he needed to focus.

      “Hey Ted, you wanna break in our new pitcher?” Carlos Bertran, the Panthers’ captain and catcher, called to him from home plate.

      Scott stood on the mound, grinning at Ted like a kid who was thrilled to have been picked first for their side. Ted glanced to Ben who nodded and turned to throw his ball toward one of the other players.

      “Yeah, sure,” Ted called to Carlos.

      He jogged toward home plate, meeting Scott’s grin with one of his own. Back when they’d first started dating, Casey had suggested to Scott that Paradise Space Flight start their own team. They had yet to do that, so for the time being, since Scott was building on a patch of land that had been part of the Flint ranch—which had, in turn, originally been a part of Virginia Piedmont’s share of Paradise Ranch—he was eligible to play for the Panthers. Ted was happy to have him, not only for the team, but as a soon-to-be brother-in-law.

      He selected a bat from the row lined up against the fence behind home plate, then took his spot. “Let’s see what you’ve got,” he challenged Scott with a wink.

      “You’re on.”

      Scott wound up and threw a surprisingly good pitch. It wasn’t anything that Ted couldn’t hit, and with a crack, the ball went sailing into center field. One of the guys caught it and tossed it back to Scott.

      “Good, good,” Carlos coached from behind Ted. “See if you can get yourself centered more. You have a tendency to pop right just before you release the ball.”

      Scott nodded, focused, and threw another pitch. Ted hit that one too, but as fast as he’d settled, his mind began to drift.
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