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About BLOOMS ON THE BONES

 

Destiny-bound by totems and love.

 

Tess Willowspring, owner of Buds and Blooms, knows that leading the Flynn's Crossing building committee isn't such a high honor.  The role leaves her less time to create gorgeous floral arrangements, tend her garden, and enjoy her friends.  Life gets complicated when construction to develop a vacant lot meets with disturbing resistance from long-dead spirits – and only Tess can hear them.

When Powers Ashland wins the honor of developing that mysterious Main Street property, he's not sure what threatens him more, the strange discovery on the site bringing work to a halt, or his unwilling attraction to Tess.  Powers doesn't feel he's relationship material.  He's better off expanding his construction company and rebuilding a bond with his brother.    

Advice from the girl tribe and wolf pack aside, neither Tess nor Powers can help their feelings growing faster than the roses in her garden.  And digging in deep where emotions are concerned scares both of them – to death.  Do the totems they've chosen mean they're predestined for each other?

Length:  90,000 words

The Flynn's Crossing series is contemporary romance set in the northern California foothills, suspense driven by small town secrets, and complex characters in compelling stories about friendship and love.  You can enjoy the books out of order without ruining their surprises!

 

I have learned so much from my Master Gardener peers over the years. I hope to honor your gifts for color, texture, and description in my writing and my garden every day.

And in respect of my husband John's Native American roots, I hope to honor the rituals, rites and culture that have become a part of our life together.


Here's where it all began in Flynn's Crossing!

 

Get your FREE copy of the novella Three Blind Dates, the prequel to Flynn's Crossing romantic suspense series, not available anywhere else.

 

Just click on the button below to get started.

 

>>FIND OUT MORE >>
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Prologue – Seven Months Ago

 

 

The graceful flute notes triggered by the swing of the front door informed her that another customer had arrived. The holiday season was always hectic, one of the few times of the year when she hired on extra help, both for delivery and to work in her flower shop. Escaping for a brief break, she hoped that a wave of the peace of the season would wash away her pain and sense of foreboding.

"Hello? Is anyone here?" Heavy footsteps tread on creaky old oak as the voice's male owner moved around the downstairs rooms. 

Damn, where was Jan? The girl was supposed to be taking care of customers today for the last of the holiday arrangements. 

"Hello, I have flowers to pick up..." The man's voice escalated in frustration, and it trailed away as he moved further from the front stairs. His rant grew fainter, this time from her kitchen, off limits to customers. Then, blessed silence.

Her head pounded, and the migraine that had begun as a mild annoyance earlier in the day was now a resounding hammer, complete with flashing lights behind her eyelids. Every noise was magnified a thousand times, and even the scents of her favorite flowers were vile and bitter. She needed a few more minutes for her energy to rebuild to a point where she could function.

The chimes hadn't sounded again, but she might have missed them. She concentrated on fighting off the brutal pain scraping across every nerve ending. Over the years, she'd learned to live with the odd voices that accompanied the pain. Sometimes, like today, she felt compelled to talk back to them, the urgency in her voice intended to send them away, along with the visions they sparked. Her Native American mentors assured her it was normal with her powers, though at times like this, she was more likely to believe Western medicine's diagnosis.

It was only a symptom of her chronic migraines.

At the raw edge of her agony, she sensed him more than heard him, a spirit to take notice of, as compelling as any she'd ever felt. Strong and commanding, an angry current swirled around him. A woodsy aroma came to her next, strangely comforting despite her pounding head. Usually the pain triggered her senses into overdrive, and yet his presence eased her.

The force moved closer. He was here, in her space, invading her privacy. What was the man doing in her bedroom? She needed to correct the situation immediately. These were her personal quarters, and yet he ignored the signs and came up the stairs anyway. 

She opened a cautious eye in the darkened room. His big frame filled the doorway, backlit by natural light coming from below. Dark hair was close-cropped and his arms hung at his sides. His build looked fit in a bomber jacket and tailored slacks.

Both eyes wide opened now, she felt a surge that had nothing to do with her pain as a deep spark of recognition lit up her heart. In moments, the cacophony in her head was nowhere nearly as insistent as the magnetic pull she felt from the stranger grew stronger. The emotions surrounding him sucked her in.

"I'm, ah, sorry. I thought maybe someone up here could help me. I'm here to pick up an arrangement?" His husky voice boomed in the small space, and she felt it in her bones. "I heard someone talking up here," he added, by way of explanation. He stared at her, and she wondered what he could see in the dimmed room.

"I'll be with you in a moment, if you could just wait in the display area downstairs..." Her voice was as husky as his, though her tone was low and breathless. Where was this coming from? She hadn't had this kind of reaction in years. And the tumultuous feelings rolling off him were too much to contemplate right now.

The man hesitated, his hands flexing at his sides. She felt the intensity of his stare despite the induced gloom of the space. "I can come back later..." His voice trailed off as he waited for her to comment.

When she didn't immediately respond, he took a slow step into the room. "Are you all right?" His energy changed to worry – she could feel its shift – and he was advancing even further towards her bed until she swore they were breathing the same air. She felt their connection, his eyes seeking out hers in the dark.

She had to get him out of her refuge. He was too much of everything and the odd sensations he was raising had nothing to do with migraines or invasion and everything to do with his spirit. 

Who the hell was he?

They both heard it at the same time and eyes jointly turned towards the bedroom door. "I'm sorry, I was out back on the phone. Hello? Is someone here?" The girl's voice sounded uncertain and faint as her light steps squeaked around the downstairs rooms.

His face in faint profile was chiseled and rugged, his expression holding both concern and frustration. Then his eyes flashed back to hers, and while she knew he couldn't see anything in the darkness, she sank deeper into the covers and hoped that her own confusion was hidden from his view.

"I am sorry to have disturbed you." His voice pitched deeper now. He hesitated once more, torn it seemed, between waiting for her reply and making his presence known to the voice below. He glanced between the door and the bed again, and his hand came out towards her. She sat up slightly, pulled by the strange energy that seemed to pour off him.

It felt like destiny.

They froze that way for who knows how long. Then he shook his head and backed out the door as quietly as he had arrived. The release of his potency came as a whoosh sucking everything out of her. It left her breathless and itchy. 

And oddly, her migraine was gone.


Chapter 1

 

 

"I feel like we've waited forever to see these pictures." Tess Willowspring turned the ceiling fan above her covered patio to a faster setting and turned off the misters. Despite the heat, the sheltered alcove overlooking her garden was still the best place to hang out with her friends.

And every one of the girl tribe would be in attendance to review photo selections of Serena Williamson Ashland's wedding. Being the maid of honor meant obligations extending past the big event itself, but Tess didn't mind. It was enough to see the joy and peacefulness on her best friend's face. For some people, love conquered all.

"This would be easier on a big screen TV, you know," DK McGiven observed. The diamond on her finger shown as brightly as her smile in anticipation of her own wedding, date as yet unannounced.

Serena shot her a censuring glance. "No, it will be perfect like this. After all, we're not going to be blowing these shots up to poster size. They'll be in an album, both the paper kind and online, and viewing them on the laptop screen is ideal. And it's only been less than two months since the wedding."

Tess wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "Besides, this is where it all began, right? You told us about Dane on an evening like this last summer." She squeezed a little harder, reflecting on everything that had happened over the past year to her friends in Flynn's Crossing.

Serena and Dane fell in love and had an exotic Hawaiian beach wedding. DK met Vince and turned a friends-with-benefits relationship into her own engagement with the brusque writer. Gabby Cooley-Burke found her new love Rick, and finally set aside her past to honor a future that was as romantic as the novels she wrote. Roxy LaFollette reconnected with her old flame Mac, cooking up new ways to aggravate her actor/director boyfriend.

On cue, Roxy appeared at the back door with a large tray in her hands. The Hawaiian-themed snacks reminiscent of the Big Island were piled high, and yet she moved with ease between their chairs, handing out napkins as they grabbed for their selections. For a change, today she'd traded chef's whites for shorts and a t-shirt, and it was always a shock to see her dressed as a civilian.

"It is hard to imagine how much has changed, isn't it?" Roxy shook her head. "I can't wrap my brain around it sometimes. What's next for the girl tribe, do you think?"

All eyes shifted to Tess as the only unattached member currently in attendance. She fidgeted under the combined intensity of their gazes.

Without warning, her mind's eye focused on the memory of a tall powerful man standing across the sand from her on a sunset-lit beach. His gaze was intense, the vivid sheen of the water lapping a few feet away reflecting in the deep brown color of his eyes, giving them a surreal golden tint. The tenderness in his expression didn't have anything to do with her, but the emotion moved her just the same.

Shaking her head to clear it, she spun quickly and fussed at the sideboard, straightening things already lined up with precision. "Hey, don't look at me. There isn't a man on the horizon for me. Maybe it's Marguerite's turn."

"My turn for what, cherie?" Marguerite Devereaux picked that moment to come around the corner of the old Victorian, hip-checking the gate with a case in her arms. As Tess rushed forward to lend a hand, she added, "It was my turn to bring the wine, non?"

With good-natured laughter, they assured her she'd done a fine job of it too. There would be more than enough to go around at the next couple of girl tribe get-togethers. She flipped her exotic mane of hair as she commented on it. "I am a woman of large appetites, oui?" 

"Now if Gabby would get here, we could get started." Serena checked her phone and frowned. "Late again."

"Maybe she was having a hard time getting the boys settled," DK suggested. 

"I can only imagine, though you know she has the organization skills of a general. But two eleven year old boys? I'm surprised she and Rick find any time alone together."

"Yeah, I'm almost feeling guilty about taking her away from them, even for the evening." Serena's face brightened again. "But the wolf pack is meeting tonight too. Dane is having them over to look at the groom's album. We get to pick and choose from the bride's – and the groom's too if we want to be nosy." 

A sudden whirlwind of activity burst out of the back door. "Sorry! I'm sorry, I tried not to be late tonight. Rick took the boys with him to the wolf pack meeting, and they wanted to make sure they had every electronic game they own with them." Gabby shook her head vigorously. "The boys said that looking at wedding pictures is mushy, and they can't understand why the men want to do it. I'm not sure the guys realize what they're in for."

"See, told you," DK chimed in as they all chuckled and Gabby reached for a glass of wine.

Tess looked around at her best friends, the women who had brought so much richness and pleasure to her life over the last few years. Their bond was only growing stronger, even as it expanded to include the men in their lives. Still, the opportunities to get together like this, all six of them, were growing fewer and the times in between sometimes stretched for weeks.

Change was good, she assured herself. How many of those possibilities had they discussed for hours at gatherings like this? Even the slight warm breeze and the lowering sun were reminders of times past. But she shivered in the heat, sensing that more change was coming, and she might not appreciate the challenge.

"Oh, look how well-matched the two of you are! Tess, come see this." Serena held out a hand to her, and Tess hesitated, afraid of what the pictures captured. When the laptop was turned towards her, it verified worst suspicion.

It was Powers, standing rugged and tall, his arm wrapped around her shoulders and a hand resting tightly on her upper arm. She could still feel the imprint of it, weeks later. Even in his stillness, she felt his restless protection.

But it was his face that caught her attention. Behind his forced smile, pain and longing warred an unsuccessful battle against neutrality. Tess grabbed back her hand just as it started to lift, unable to stop herself from wanting to reach out to him even now.

The echo of pain marking the start of another migraine misted the edges of the picture in front of her. With it, faint voices chanted angrily in her mind and an unsteadiness shook her body. Focusing once more on the face of the man before her, she traced an unsteady finger down the picture where their bodies touched. And the pain and noise subsided.


Chapter 2

 

 

If Powers Ashland was a color, he'd be black. As in black and white, with no in between. As in distinct and direct and to the point. As in his mood when his brother called him to insist he host this event.

"It's what the best man is supposed to do, you know," Dane told him.

"I thought I did everything I was supposed to do before the wedding, and in Hawaii. Now this?"

It wasn't that he was actually angry about it. In fact, he was ecstatic that Dane had found his way back to society with a woman who loved him despite the demons he carried. For a time, Powers had thought those demons would end up killing his little brother.

He grabbed four bottles of beer from the fridge and considered crawling inside the box himself. He'd spent the day in the blistering heat wave roasting the Sacramento summer, and despite a cold shower and his A/C on high in his truck, his bones still felt baked just short of ash. The cooler breeze here at the house Dane and Serena built on a mountainside cliff outside Flynn's Crossing carried a hint of welcomed relief.

"This is what we're eating? Why didn't you get Roxy to make us something?" Self-proclaimed wolf pack head-wolf Vince Cassidy complained loudly as he poked at the deli tray choices. "This looks like it's from some grocery chain."

Powers felt a grumble of anger coming out. Why couldn't someone else organize things? He worked in the hot sun all day, and they got to sit around in their air-conditioned home offices doing intellectual shit for their jobs. He doubted there was a single blister on any of their hands.

"Come on, give the guy a break, okay? He doesn't know the area well – yet." His brother's teasing voice was accompanied by a genial hand slapping Powers' back. "He's still learning."

He turned to look in Dane's face, ready to give in to his anger. The deep white scar on Dane's cheek stood out even more prominently after two weeks in the tropical sun, a visible badge of the challenges he'd overcome. It was the peace and tranquility in his brother's eyes, though, that stopped him. Dane always saw too much, and the tension steaming off Powers was probably visible to anyone's naked eye.

Throwing his own arm across Dane's leaner shoulders, Powers forced joviality into his voice.

"Yeah, sorry guys. I didn't know Roxy's was the only place to go. I thought any old deli would do. But I did bring some great beer."

He'd made a point of stopping at a microbrewery in Sacramento and brought a selection of their seasonal offerings. If it wasn't against the law, he would have given in to the temptation to pop the cap off one of those icy cold bottles for the drive up the hill, but a heavily ingrained sense of right and wrong forced him to be law-abiding. That brew sure tasted good now as he took his first swallow.

"Love this stuff. I may have to drag DK down to the valley and try this place out. It would make a good review for my international column." Vince took an appreciative sip. "Okay, I almost forgive you for the shitty food selection."

It was hard to please a world-famous lifestyle writer.

Beside him, Dane chuckled and slapped Powers on the back one more time. The gesture came just in time to calm a new snarl of frustration.

"...but Dad, I think a dog would be great for us. After all, we have to learn responsibility. There's a fence around the backyard so it can't run away, and between Jeremy and me, we'll take great care of it. We'll feed it and play with it and clean up after it and train it and everything. And it could come here and play with Trina, and it could play with Fusion at DK and Vince's house. It would have its own club, just like we have the wolf pack."

Rick Chagres' lips were set in a single tight line as he entered the great room, trailed by two tall young boys and a puppy currently trying to catch the loose shoelace on one boy's foot.

"Will, you and Jeremy need to lay off the dog thing for a while, okay? Gabby and I are trying to figure out a lot of things, and it's not the best time to bring a dog into the family. Can you understand that?" 

Powers noted the boys exchanging a sly glance without saying a word, and two sets of shoulders shrugged as they grinned and winked. As a unit, they dropped to the floor and started wrestling with the mound of yellow fur, punctuated by three sets of happy growls. Rick didn't look back at them, but his face broke into a relaxed smile as if he knew exactly what they were doing, and when he caught Powers watching him, he winked.

"Beer?" Powers extended a bottle, and with a grateful nod, Rick took it and finally turned to look at the boys horsing around with Trina the puppy on the floor.

"Thanks. They've been on this kick for quite a while now, ever since you," he pointed the clear beer bottle accusingly at Dane, "let them play with your new bundle of fur that Saturday night after you adopted her. Before, Jeremy was bothering Gabby about a puppy. Now it's both of them." He shook his head. "More craziness right now is not what we need."

Still, the man smiled, and he didn't look all that put out.

Envy kicked up, and Powers hunched in surprise at the rush of it. To a man, these new friends seemed to be content and fulfilled, with women who loved them no matter how crazy their pasts. First his brother, then the brusque and obnoxious Vince, the stalwart university professor Rick with a ready-made family in his own son Will and his love's boy Jeremy, and finally a new member of the wolf pack, Mac Smythe. 

It was Mac's fault that Roxy had nicknamed the guys the wolf pack, responsibility which he accepted with good-natured ribbing. The drool-worthy young actress in his movie had been the cause, and the resulting label now applied to their loosely-knit gang of guys. Rumor had it that Mac was looking at property in the area to be closer to Roxy and had already put his Hollywood home on the market. 

Settled and happy. It was something Powers would never be. He knew he was best off alone.

A recurring memory drifted across his thoughts, mesmerizing golden eyes unlike any he'd ever seen and the feel of a spirited woman, powerful in his arms. The trace of intense energy made him shiver in the summer heat.

"So you're coming, right?" Dane stood at his shoulder as all of the men's eyes rested on Powers. He wasn't sure what he was agreeing to, but it was better than explaining his lack of attention. There would be no end of ribbing if he said he was daydreaming of a woman.

"Sure, wouldn't miss it. When is it again?"

The others all laughed, and Powers took a gulp of beer to cover his confusion.

"Yeah, funny Powers. The fourth of July is July the fourth. According to Marguerite, you can see a dozen fireworks displays from the winery." Vince took his own gulp and added, "And she'll be there."

Powers wanted to ignore the emphasis on the word she. He played dumb.

"Which 'she'?"

The men all laughed again, and Rick even punched Powers on the arm and called him a sly dog. "I thought we would need to cover the boys' eyes, you know, before they started asking questions." 

"Seriously, the two of you were so hot together at the wedding reception that we thought we were going to have to throw you in the ocean," Vince said with a mischievous smirk.

Only Dane was silent, and Powers could see him, watchful as always, waiting to see how his older brother would take this kidding around. Finally, he turned to a laptop set out on the dining room table and activated the screen. On it, a montage of wedding photos came to life.

"The camera can't lie, you know." He fiddled with the cursor and fast-forwarded through more pictures until he found the one he wanted. "See for yourself. Hot as hot can be." Dane turned the screen towards the group.

It was a photo of the maid of honor and best man, a candid shot taken as they were dancing. Tess was staring into his face, and he was holding her closer than needed. With her hand resting on the back of his neck, she stood slender and dainty in his arms. And his palm was flat on the curve of her hip, his fingers at the base of her spine. The camera captured the intensity of their expressions, as deep as the dark night sky behind them.

Yeah, pretty hot. Damned if he knew what to do with it. His fingers tingled remembering exactly how soft and smooth that bare skin felt, and he wasn't sure the sensation would ever go away.

*****

"Sure you don't want to stay the night? It's a long drive down the hill in the dark, and there are no street lights for miles."

Little brother taking care of big brother, Powers mused. What an interesting shift in priorities.

"Nah, I'll be fine. Besides, I don't want to intrude on the newlyweds."

They both chuckled at that, Dane's tone filled with satisfaction.

Powers cringed. Damn, there it was again. Longing washed over him as quickly as one of those Hawaiian waves, and as soon as he could catch his breath, there she was in the forefront of his mind. It was like he was a laser and his guidance system sought her out, no matter what. 

The time in Hawaii had been a test in patience, leading up to Serena and Dane's wedding day. A long punishing swim back and forth across the bay that morning had done little to exhaust his brain, even as it made his muscles feel lax with the burn. Every time he felt her presence, his eyes were drawn to her.

She lounged on a chaise under one of the bright orange umbrellas set in neat rows on the beach. Her sunglasses covered any expression and he wasn't sure if she was looking his way, but as he pulled his body out of the water, it felt like something scorched him. It wasn't the sun at his back, because the power of it ran across his chest and down his torso like a swift caress.

He made a point of staring at her. If she could get an eyeful, he'd take his own in return.

Deliberately raking his gaze down her body, he was immediately sorry he'd done it. The one piece suit fit her curves like the skin she'd been born in. Somehow, it was sexier than a bikini, because while it covered so much, it also left just enough to the imagination to make ripping it off a tempting idea.

When he grabbed his towel, he was grateful it was large enough to casually hold in front and cover the arousal that suddenly made his board shorts seem snug and revealing. He hadn't wanted any woman this badly in a very long time, and there wasn't a single reason why this particular woman triggered his reaction. Finding one of their rooms and slowly peeling off both their suits to explore the longing suddenly seemed like an excellent idea.

He couldn't help his thoughts from wandering further into heated memories. The copper colored dress Tess had chosen to wear for the wedding was a sublime match for the deep olive tone her tan had taken in the Hawaiian sun. From the front, it looked demure enough, a halter that set off her Native American heritage, those high cheekbones, her graceful neck, and strong but delicate shoulders. It ended below the knee, and her bare feet in the sand were sexier than any shoe would have been.

It wasn't until she'd turned to stand next to him as they readied to walk down the makeshift beach aisle that he noticed the rest of the dress, or lack of it. There was no back. The halter met at her neck, and the base of it went oh-so-low down to meet below her waist.

It was barely decent. Fighting the urge to find something to cover all that skin, he had to remind himself that she'd worn less on the beach the day before.

"Ah, Powers? You're daydreaming."

Dane's words snapped him back to the big living room cocooned in dense darkness outside. 

"No, not at all, no. Just thinking about a problem – a construction problem. That's all."

He glanced over at Dane to find his brother grinning. With a pointed look at Powers' crotch, the smile got even wider.

"Construction problems getting you that excited these days?"

Powers shifted uncomfortably in his jeans and realized that the zipper was rubbing him exactly the wrong way. Grabbing a pillow from the couch, he covered the evidence in his lap and gave Dane his darkest stare.

His brother laughed.

Getting up to head to the fridge, Dane returned with two beers and a more sober expression. He regarded him thoughtfully.

"The camera didn't lie, did it?" It wasn't so much a question as a statement. "You do feel something for Tess."

Powers shook his head to deny it even as Dane returned the gesture to tell him he was full of shit. Sighing and leaning back against the couch, Powers covered his face in resignation and waited for Dane to say more. He expected some good-natured ribbing, more of the same along the lines of the guys earlier in the evening.

It was quiet for so long, he finally opened his eyes to find Dane watching him with sympathy.

"Oh man you've got it bad, don't you?"

He needed to change the direction of this discussion, and fast.

Waving off the question as he tossed the pillow aside, he got up to pace the length of the living room and stare out at the dark night. It was, as Dane had noted, pitch black. There was no moon tonight and with the interior lights on, few details were obvious outside.

"Yeah, maybe I will stay the night, if you don't mind. Then I can actually finish this beer rather than pour it out. Besides, I have something else to discuss with you."

Not that his brother would welcome this topic. It was one they'd argued about before without any satisfactory conclusion.

"What's up? Dad bugging you again?"

Their father would always be a source of contention, but on this, they were united. 

Turning to the room again, Powers dropped back to his place on the sofa and stretched out his legs, toying with the label on his beer bottle.

"Dad's always bugging me. You know how he is. Even though I have legal and financial control over the California branch of Ashland, he wants it run his way. And his way isn't always my way."

Dane chuckled in understanding as he took a swig from his own bottle.

"I'm glad it's you dealing with him and not me, that's all I can say." He paused, mirroring his brother in sudden attention to the paper wrapper. "You know that I invited him to the wedding."

Powers started in surprise. "No, I didn't know that. Why did you do that? Did you really want him there after all of his slights over the years?"

Dane shrugged. "I thought it was appropriate. He is, after all, our father. I thought that it would be right to introduce him to my wife." He huffed out a bitter laugh. "Not that he thought it was important. The bastard said he wouldn't take time off from work. And he invited – though I use the word loosely – Serena and me up to visit him in Portland, at his convenience. I stress the last phrase." Dane paused again, shaking his head. "He said he's a very busy man."

Now, it was Powers' turn to snarl. 


Chapter 3

 

 

Each whack of the hoe on recalcitrant weeds gave Tess a shot of satisfaction. The sun wasn't up yet, but the heated air already weighed heavily on her shoulders. It was the only time of day during this heat wave when working outside was mildly tolerable.

Weeding was something she usually enjoyed, taking it as a gift of time for meditation, contemplation and centering. Gratification grew in making the beds neat and tidy, and she enjoyed the tumbles of hearty plants, some bound for her kitchen and others for the displays of flowers she designed in her shop. Seeing things grow from tiny seeds and bare earth was always a wonder.

Plants had lessons to teach us, too, though the one about patience was not working for her today. She still had last night's admonitions of the girl tribe ringing in her ears. 

"Look at how great the two of you fit together, Tess. Powers is just the right everything for you." Gabby wouldn't stop commenting on this. The shots of the maid of honor and best man, looking first over the photographer's shoulder into the distance, then looking directly at the camera, and finally in candid shots, seemed to be all anyone wanted to view. 

Neither one of them was smiling sincerely. In fact, you could see the tension on their faces. They couldn't wait to take two steps away from each other. 

Serena added her opinion. "You've never given him a chance, you know. I don't understand why, since you barely know each other. Why did you develop this instant dislike for him?"

Roxy and Marguerite hung back, conferring in the background but not immediately adding their thoughts. When they did, though, she wished they'd stayed quiet.

"We know what it's like to be fixed up, but you have to admit he's a good looking guy. He owns his own business, he's successful, and he's dedicated to his family. What's not to like?" 

The weed in front of her didn't stand a chance when she considered this last comment.

She needed to push him away. It wasn't the take-charge attitude, which she'd even appreciated as they fulfilled their wedding party duties to the bride and groom. His gruff demeanor made him an easy target for teasing. And he was handsome in a rugged outdoorsy kind of way.

There was something in his spirit, though, something she felt would be deadly if she allowed him to get too close to her turbulent world. She blamed the sudden flame of heat at the thought on the rising sun at her back. 

She'd seen too much evidence of it herself. Most of the time, Powers kept a tight grip on his emotions. He smiled occasionally, laughed rarely, and hid what he was feeling behind a thick cloak that was impenetrable. To say he was intense was like saying the sun currently beating down on her was merely the light from a dim bulb.

But there were times, so few and far between that Tess could count them on her fingers, when his heart peaked through. As he watched Dane and Serena exchange their vows, the cloak magically lifted and she was staggered by the beautiful spirit blazing more brilliantly than the Big Island's setting sun. He seemed to glow with energy and vitality so strong that Tess glanced around to see if anyone noticed. But everyone else watched at the bride and groom.

As her eyes returned to gape in wonder, Powers turned his head slightly and met her gaze. The instant zap of connection had her leaning forward as if he was pulling a rope that bound her. His expression changed from curious to shaken to raw in three heartbeats. He seemed to suck in the humid air, and then turned back abruptly to the ceremony occurring between them.

When the powerful connection cut off with his averted eyes, she wondered how she kept herself from falling forward in the sand. There had been glimpses as they'd supported their friends in preparing for the wedding. But none were as strong as that day.

She felt a bond like this before, at her most vulnerable, but she discounted that. That bond had marked her destiny, the only one who would be her guardian. And she didn't want or need him. 

Tess blinked at the ground and realized she was hoeing at the mulched dirt path between her beds. In her reverie, she'd weeded one long row and the sun had risen well into the sky. Sweat ran down her back under her t-shirt and its trickle reminded her of other sensations.

Mixing formal with casual, Serena and Dane chose a celebratory dinner in the open air on the old hotel's stone patio. Tiki torches lit the perimeter and shed small pools of light on the gentle waves lapping in the bay below. Old Hawaiian music drifted over the small group as the ensemble played in a bar on another terrace. At one point, the bandleader could be heard explaining about the wedding party and the dedication of a song for the bride and groom's first dance. 

The newlyweds swayed in tightly locked arms, and according to tradition, Tess and Powers joined them next. The gentle strains of Hawaiian slack key were at odds with the stiff way he held her, even as she fought the urge to push as far away as his arms would allow. When she looked up, he didn't need to say it. 

God, would she ever get that searing fierce glare he'd given her out of her mind? 

"Is something wrong?" She felt compelled to ask the question, because the dislike emanating from him was so strong.

"No, nothing." He shook his head. "You're stunning tonight."

The odd combination of sentiments, angry eyes and compliments from his lips, had her feet faltering, and his hands tightened on her shoulders to keep them both upright. Then his fingers slid to her back and traced her bare spine from neck to waist. And there his hand stayed until the guitar's strumming stopped.

The gentle slide on her skin had been more than enough to set off fires in every nerve in her body. Her reaction was so unwanted that she immediately denied it. It was the magic of the moment, the emotional tides of the day, and the sensuous whisper of tropical night breezes that awoke those feelings. 

It couldn't be the man. 

His eyes stayed on hers, and after her question, a curtain fell and his face became unreadable in the shifting light. She wasn't sure what hers was saying, but he didn't appear to like it. His lips compressed into grim tightness, which was a shame, given their sensuous fullness during his rare smiles.

Tess heaved a sigh and realized that she'd been standing as still as a tree in her garden for long minutes, remembering his striking features. On Dane, the lines were softer, but for Powers, the planes and valleys were deeply carved jags. Days spent in the weather had hardened him, and no amount of office time dulled the edge. 

He reminded her of ancestral warriors, carrying a mantle of responsibility from which others would run. The illusion brought a shiver as sweat burned her eyes. And chants echoed briefly in her mind.


Chapter 4

 

 

The bite of chlorine was harsh today, intense enough to stay in his pores past the post-workout shower and his day full of meetings. His skin would still stink of this when he sat with a beautiful woman over cocktails as the sun ditched the city below a smudged horizon.

Except there was no beautiful woman. He would take this lonely perfume to his bed without the benefit of a gentle reproach of flared nostril. It alone would scent his dreams.

Powers pushed for three more laps before pulling himself up on the edge of the pool. Windows lining one wall opened to the building's state of the art gym, empty in the predawn. Those willing to work out this early were probably taking advantage of the only cool hours of the day to hit the city streets for their jog. He preferred the pool. He'd be dry and baking soon enough.

He tried not to linger on his loneliness. This life had been everything he'd known for so long, and he welcomed the lack of distractions. His marriage years ago, right out of college and a mistake before it even started, had lasted only long enough to give him a wonderful son, Chris. Granted, he hadn't seen him as much as he should have over the years, but he tried to make sure he was there for the most important occasions. 

At college short miles way, Chris was one reason to move to the region. The fact that he didn't need his father's meddling hadn't completely dissuaded Powers. Not one to shy away from an opportunity, his son shared his opinion on his father's life.

"It's been almost two decades since your divorce, Dad. You're not supposed to be a monk."

There had been plenty of women, Powers assured Chris, distractions who helped pass the time between the pressing concerns of work. What he didn't add was that none of them were willing to stick around once they'd experienced the full force of his personality.

"Why are you so driven?" It was a common question from various dates.

Powers was never sure how to respond, so instead of saying anything, he acted, pushing his intensity into momentary attention to whichever woman was in his arms. His attention never lasted, and neither did they.

He wasn't lonely, he assured himself. He liked being alone. 

Toweled off and robed, he headed for the elevator to his penthouse. The more enduring side of his intensity gave him the ability to afford a living space that suited him. Pumping his energy into the family construction business paid off, even if it took everything out of him.

Ashland Inc. had begun as Ashland Construction, a small competitor in the otherwise big industrial and office development market in the Portland area. His father bid on projects that brought the company recognition and always met his deadlines. They delivered fine buildings, and they were now doing it beyond the borders of Oregon and Washington. 

It had taken years for his father to acknowledge that Powers was worthy of the mantle of responsibility necessary to expand into new territories.

"Sacramento? Why down there? What's in it for us in California?" His father had quizzed him repeatedly without really listening to the response.

"Dad, the area is ripe for our type of projects. Urban infill is on the political radar, and recovery from the economic downturn means that there are organizations willing to build again. There are more contracts than companies to perform them. And anything we do on spec will be picked up quickly." 

Months of arguing did little to change his father's disapproval. But a change of tactics brought immediate agreement.

"Dane's there, Dad, and he's not coming back. He needs me. I have to keep an eye on him." That had been over a year ago.

Of course, Dane no longer needed him, except as a brother and a friend. He'd found his own way back. And with his return, some of the purpose that drove Powers was lost.

*****

"I'm thinking that we could expand the company's horizons, Powers. We've made great inroads in the usual types of projects, but there are some interesting ones that don't fit our standard model."

Powers looked over the top of his reading glasses at his contracts officer. Marty was as bookish as they came, complete with pocket protector and tablet computer running multiple spreadsheet programs. Why he needed the pocket protector was a mystery, since he never seemed to use a pen. The stylus in constant movement on his tablet would never stain anything.

"You don't think we're busy enough?"

Sacramento had been ripe for new development when Ashland Inc. entered the market, and the improving economy was a sign that good investments could be made here. Powers' people had found ideal locations for urban infill projects, converting empty lots or abandoned buildings in and near downtown into new lofts, offices, residential housing and commercial and retail space. The mayor was ecstatic, and the governor, aware of how this would help the state capitol's image, had also expressed her support. The blue and white Ashland logo was now evident at construction sites all over the city. And it had only been a little over a year.

When his father urged him to use an estimator from Portland, Powers refused. Sacramento was a political town, and knowing people, the right people, would go a long way towards being successful in the construction trade. Interviewing candidates for the contracts job had been one of his first priorities a year and a half ago. 

The job consisted of the mundane, running numbers to bid on projects and completing the extensive bid packages required. The unsaid but understood part of the job was schmoozing the right people so that Ashland would have the newest and latest information on upcoming opportunities.

Unassuming and unremarkable, Marty still seemed to know everyone and everything important on the region's projects. Not for the first time, Powers was glad he'd trusted his instincts when he hired him. Now he trusted Marty with responsibility way past his job formal description.

Tossing his glasses aside, Powers quizzed him, "What do you have in mind?"

"I'm thinking historical infill projects. You know, old town work, buildings that need to be culturally accurate and fitting with the history in an area. There are a surprising number of projects coming up like this, often sponsored by nonprofits. It might be a good tie-in for Vision Quest too."

Powers sat back and closed his eyes. His foundation, the one he'd originally started in the hope that it could help Dane, had expanded into areas he hadn't even imagined. After their initial disagreement about it, the brothers had joined forces to make it bigger and better, expanding services available to individuals in need. But supporting history? That would be something new.

"I'm not sure about the foundation, but the projects could be rewarding. And most would probably be smaller in scope, so we could use them to keep crews and subcontractors busy at points in the big projects where there's a lull. Of course, it can't become something that stretches us so much that we don't meet our major deadlines."

Marty was already nodding in agreement. "Most are small, like a single building. In almost every project I'm looking at, there's already an architect on board and the designs are detailed and approved. They would be straightforward construction jobs. The crews might appreciate the challenge of the historical aspects too. Something different, you know?"

Different could be good. It kept the guys and gals on their toes to practice their crafts in a way that called to the artisan in them. And the exposure, with the Ashland name supporting these community activities, would be good for networking.

Powers leaned forward and took a long sip out of his soda can. "Let's explore it. Use the same parameters that we established for bottom line potential and ability to schedule the work. I don't see any reason why this would be anything other than a great idea."


Chapter 5

 

 

"This is a very bad idea." Tess shot out her conviction to Chase Wolford, the owner of Oil+Vinegar on Main Street, as he smiled across the table. 

"Come on, it's a very good idea and you know it. You've been the chair of the redevelopment committee for Main Street for years, and the design of the building is so much yours that we should probably name it after you." Chase chuckled and stirred his coffee. 

Tess had her doubts. In fact, she could elevate that to grave concerns. Everything about the project aggravated her to the point where her migraines were becoming a weekly occurrence.

Besides, she knew nothing about construction.

"This isn't my area of expertise. Overseeing the selection of the construction company and being their liaison for general questions isn't what I had in mind when we began the project last fall." She looked around Brew Bank Bakery's half-filled tables and cases of treats for another more likely candidate.

"You are definitely the best choice," confirmed Stuart, one of the co-owners of the bakery, as he delivered Tess's herbal tea. His partner Sarge yelled across the room, "No doubt about it."

She smiled weakly at their voiced support. 

"Besides," Chase continued, "you'll have Kevin answering any of their architectural questions, and the mayor is sending someone experienced to help with construction bid review. I'll be in the background too, supporting you in any way I can."

His tone made Tess glance up from her tea quickly to meet his eyes. They were kind eyes behind his glasses, the pain he'd experienced as a widower, realizing that he'd chosen career over family for too long, adding layers of complexity. For the past month, he'd been gently but repeatedly asking her out.

Tess blushed, grateful that the tan her olive skin had acquired in Hawaii had been reinforced by time in her garden. Chase probably wouldn't notice. She didn't want to embarrass him, good friend that he was. The concept of dating him was hard to imagine, since she'd been friends with his wife Marci and still missed the woman's energy on their various downtown business association activities.

"Why don't you head the committee? You'd be thorough, with your management consulting background and your experience in big business and..."

Chase already had his hand up to stop her. "I can't, not while I'm chair of the association too. And with the girls out of school for the summer, I'm trying to be better about allocating my time."

Tess knew his daughters were the center of Chase's universe now. Marci had named them after movie stars she admired, Soph after Sophia Loren, and Bella after Isabella Rossellini. She'd adored anything Italian, which brought her to her business idea of a shop offering olive oils and gourmet vinegars. After her death, Chase quit his fancy consulting gig and become a full time dad and storekeeper.

He'd chosen wisely, in her opinion. Over the past year, Tess had seen her friend
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