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For Eva Brown, a job at the sprawling estate of
Winterwood in the mountains along the Oregon Coast is supposed to
be her second chance at happiness–an opportunity to practice her
love of gardening and bury her heartache, but too soon, she falls
under the powerful spell of handsome and frightening Adam Cole, a
man whose past and present are shrouded in mystery.

 


Built on ancient Indian sacred ground, Winterwood is
a timeless dimension protected from the outside world by guardian
dragons, and populated with powerful spirits and shape-shifters
whose only task is to protect Adam Cole’s secret garden. When Eva’s
own connection to Winterwood is revealed, her world crosses the
line from reality to fantasy and she becomes the only one who can
save Adam’s secret from being destroyed.

 


 


 


FIRST READERS LOVE THIS BOOK

 


"Wow! That's the first word that pops into my mind
when I think of Garden of Secrets. I love anything involving the
supernatural or paranormal, and this book hits all the right notes.
It's engaging, mysterious, and extremely well-crafted, with all the
plotlines woven into a beautiful fabric that wraps around you and
won't let you go until the final page. Bravo to the author! This is
one book you won't want to miss!"

--Patricia Elder, Amazon.com

 


"I came across this book after
satiating myself with Bella and the Twilight series, and was not
disappointed! I've read Leland's other stuff so it popped up when I
was browsing and I jumped at it! I especially enjoyed the manner in
which the main character "came to grips" with the
paranormal/supernatural aspect; it was very believable. A page
burner, and a great read!"

--an Amazon reviewer
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Introduction

 


I’ve always been fascinated by the unknown, the scary
stuff, and the forbidden. Cowering under the covers in my dark
room, I’d press my ear to the radio, listening to “The Shadow” late
at night, then lay awake in the aftermath of each terrifying story.
“Twilight Zone” became a later obsession, and I scared myself
witless more than once at a horror movie matinee at the local
theater. Why? Psychological terror can be more debilitating than
actual physical danger, and perhaps we all need the reassurance
that the bogeymen are not real, that the reality of our life is
safe from all things supernatural.

Enter Gothic Romance. Imagine my
delight when I discovered this genre that combines all the scary
stuff with the “happy ever afters”. Gothic fiction emerged in 1764
with Horace Walpole’s Castle of
Otranto and for the next 300 years, writers
churned out these intriguing tales, many of them destined to become
part of our literary heritage. Frankenstein (1818),
The Mummy (1827),
The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1831), The Phantom Ship
(1839), Fall of the House
of Usher (1839), Wuthering Heights (1847),
Jane Eyre (1847),
Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886), and Dracula
(1897)--among others--have attained this
distinction.

During the twentieth century, titles
like Phantom of the Opera
and Rebecca
emerged, and talented writers such as Daphne du
Maurier (Don’t Look Now), Ira Levin (Rosemary’s Baby,
Stepford Wives), Stephen King
(Salem’s Lot, The
Shining), and Stephenie Meyer
(Twilight), to name
only a few, have continued to fine-tune the craft of writing horror
in such a way that we are able to suspend our disbelief and immerse
ourselves in the danger.

After years of being a spectator of these fascinating
genres, I took the plunge. A knee-wobbling dive into something
totally different from my usual writing. “Change is good. Try
something new.” Mother’s words echo in my head. All those years of
peeking through my fingers at the silver screen came back to haunt
me, and I now share with you my first gothic fantasy romance. ~
Toni Leland
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A flash of brown streaked into Eva Brown’s peripheral
vision and she recoiled in horror as a tawny mountain lion hurtled
after a huge stag, lunging through the meadow grass and quickly
closing the gap behind the deer’s powerful haunches,

Whump! The
stag’s body rolled across the hood and Eva slammed on the brakes,
sending her small car into a sideways skid in the gravel. The rear
bumper chunked into the embankment, the engine shuddered and died.
Adrenaline flashed through her body, pulling a rush of nausea up
her throat. Pale dust swirled into the open window. Flinging open
the car door, Eva scrambled out of her seat and grabbed the car to
steady herself. She gasped for air while she scanned the area for
the wild cat, then searched the roadside for the deer’s body. The
meadow grass moved slightly with the breeze, then a band tightened
around her chest.

Twenty feet away, the large stag lay in grotesque
repose, his head tilted back at a sharp angle, the points of his
antlers firmly wedged into the earth. Eva checked the open meadow
again to be sure the wild cat was gone, then she slowly moved
closer to the still, brown body. She didn’t want to see the results
of steel against flesh and bone, but she couldn’t help
herself–she’d done this. She stood over him, staring at the body,
but the deer showed no visible wounds. She sank to the ground
beside the motionless form and slowly reached out to touch the
velvety edge of an ear. Tears blurred her vision. The stag’s mouth
opened and the last warm wisps of life spiraled into the cold
morning air as the light faded from his large brown eyes. A
gut-wrenching sob tore through Eva’s chest, a passage of sorrow for
more than just this creature’s death.

“Miss? Are you all right?”

Another jolt of adrenaline slammed through her
stomach and she scrambled to get her feet under her. A man in
uniform stood about four feet away, a look of concern tightening
the features of his deeply tanned face. She swallowed hard. Where
had he come from? She was out in the middle of nowhere. She hadn’t
heard a car or his footsteps. She peered past him toward the trees
where a black and white pinto horse stood at the edge of the woods,
patiently watching them. She certainly hadn’t heard the approach of
a horse. She closed her eyes briefly, realizing that she’d only
been considering the dead deer.

She blew out a long, slow breath and turned her gaze
back to the man. “You startled me.” She glanced down at the deer’s
body. “I’m okay.”

The man’s green eyes seemed almost iridescent in the
shadow of his wide-brimmed hat and a smile softened his concerned
expression.

“I’ll bet you took a wrong turn back at the lower
fork. It happens all the time, folks are always getting lost up
here.”

Eva nodded her head. Maybe
she was lost. Just
before her tragic encounter with the deer, she’d been grumbling
about the rough road conditions and the lack of directional signs.
But she’d been sure it was the right road–and there seemed to be
only one. She didn’t remember a fork in the road, either. She
focused on the man’s gray-green uniform, squinting to read the
yellow patch on his sleeve.

He grinned and turned his body to give her a better
view. “Forest Ranger, at your service. I can push your car out of
the ditch and get you headed back down the mountain.” He turned and
headed toward the road.

“Wait! What about this poor animal?”

The ranger kept walking, but his voice drifted back
on the still air. “Time will take care of it.”

Eva hurried to catch up. “You
know, he hit me. I
only saw him at the last minute, he just came barreling across the
field.” She shuddered. “A really big cat was chasing
him.”

“Yup, you have to stay alert for the wildlife out
here.”

The ranger positioned himself behind Eva’s little
blue Ford Focus and, with one shove, easily pushed it out of the
ditch. Eva stared in dismay at the geometric angles of the crumpled
hood.

“My insurance company is going to love this!”

She stepped closer to inspect the damage. Dents and
buckled metal. A tuft of coarse brown hair snagged on the edge of
the fender. No evidence of blood.

A friendly smile creased the ranger’s cheeks. “If
you’ll tell me where you’re headed, I can give you directions.”

“A place called Winterwood.”

The man’s smile disappeared and his eyes darkened.
“Why do you want to go up to that old ruin?”

Uneasiness crawled through Eva’s head. “I’ve been
hired to manage the gardens.”

The ranger’s features hardened perceptibly and he
stepped back. “You’re not lost. It’s at the end of the road–the top
of the ridge.”

Without another word, he strode away, mounted his
horse, and set off down the hill at a brisk trot.

Eva watched until he was out of
sight, her thoughts bubbling with questions. Ruin? What did
that mean? He must be
thinking of some other place. She shook her head, trying to push
away the niggling concern. She really knew nothing about
Winterwood, but why would they advertise for a gardener if the
place was a ruin? Uh-oh. This might be a
renovation job. I hope not. She’d been
unable to find much information about the place, but bottom line
was, she needed the job and being an estate garden manager was
certainly better than slaving in a commercial garden center
somewhere. Fighting off her impending gloomy mood, she turned to
cast one final look at the dead stag.

It was gone.

Her heart gave a great thump and she ran back to the
spot, then dropped to her knees to examine the trampled grass. Deep
gouges marked the soil where the animal had gone down, but several
distinct hoof prints led away from the area. She exhaled slowly,
relief coursing through her body. The magnificent buck had only
been stunned. He was alive and free–and she would be able to sleep
tonight. The collision scene flashed through her head and she leapt
to her feet. She was out here alone and that mountain lion or
cougar or whatever it was called might still be lurking nearby. She
searched the visible areas of the meadow, then began backing toward
the road, scanning the shadows at the edge of the forest. When she
reached the car, she jumped into the driver’s seat and slammed the
door.

The rush of adrenaline subsided and she turned her
thoughts to her final destination as she drove away from the sunny
open meadow. In moments, the road narrowed even more, and
steepened. She proceeded cautiously. She did not want another
encounter with the local wildlife. Or the ranger. Why had he
reacted so strangely when she’d mentioned Winterwood? His attitude
had almost seemed disapproving. Another frightening thought popped
into her head. What if he wasn’t really a ranger at all, but some
lunatic wannabe? She’d noticed a gun and hunting knife on his belt.
And his muscular forearms as he pushed the car out of the ditch. A
very strong man. She shuddered, thinking again about the tenuous
position she’d just been in–out in the mountains, alone with a
stranger. She gulped and pressed the automatic lock button. Just in
case.

Suddenly the air seemed frigid and she was very cold.
She turned on the heat and rubbed her bare arms to stimulate some
warmth. The heater fan whirred for a few minutes and soon feeble
warmth filled the small car. The sunlight disappeared and she
glanced at the sky. Dark clouds shrouded the landscape in leaden
gray heaps, and Eva’s spirits fell even more as doubt began to
creep into her head. What had begun as an enthusiastic and
optimistic trip now seemed as though it might have been an
impulsive mistake.

The road zigzagged up the side of the mountain,
taking her higher and higher as she maneuvered each hairpin curve.
On coming around an especially sharp curve, Eva sucked in her
breath at the magnificent panorama filling the view. She pulled
over and stopped on the side of the road to stare at the thick,
green-black forest that blanketed the mountains. The dense woods
cascaded down the hillside to meet a turbulent blue-green ocean,
frosted with foamy white surf. Mist swirled through the deep gorge
and wispy fog haloed the treetops. The scene felt almost spooky–a
vivid contrast to the sun-drenched meadow a few miles back.

Eva slowly released her breath. “Welcome to the
beautiful Oregon Coast.”

A large eagle floated into view, circling
effortlessly on the air currents. A surge of deep longing moved
through Eva’s chest. Watching the magnificent predator soar across
the treetops, Eva wanted that same freedom and control. The eagle’s
circles dropped lower and lower, then it disappeared into the
trees.

Eva smiled and looked back toward the endless ocean.
In the next life, she would definitely return as an eagle.

Her laugh was sharp and without
humor. “If I ever get through this
life.”

The sky grew darker and a large drop of rain
splattered on the windshield, then drooled down the glass, leaving
a clear trail through the film of dust. The temperature inside the
car cooled even more and gooseflesh crawled over her bare skin. She
turned up the heat as a deep roll of thunder rumbled through the
heavy atmosphere. The car moved slowly toward the top of the ridge
and the raindrops came faster and closer together. In moments, the
sky opened up. Leaning forward over the wheel, Eva squinted through
the frantic smear of the windshield wipers. Her destination must be
close by. Her worry mounted. Where was she? And how far from
civilization? This did not look good.

The road ended abruptly and she slammed on the
brakes, stopping just inches from a massive tree trunk. She took a
deep breath and waited for her pulse to stop clattering. Now what?
She was definitely lost. Irritation prickled through her mind. What
kind of joke was that ranger playing, anyway? It wasn’t funny, and
she’d report him as soon as she got settled. A mirthless laugh
resonated in her head. Settled? She couldn’t even find the
place!

Something moved in her peripheral vision and she
turned to look through the passenger window. A large buck with
spectacular antlers watched her from the edge of the forest. She
blinked and leaned forward to get a better look, but he quickly
faded into the dark cover of trees.

The rain hammered on the roof and an ear-shattering
clap of thunder shook the car. She jumped, then a huge flash of
lightning opened up every shadow, nook, and cranny of the small
clearing. In that brilliant instant, Eva saw them. Towering double
wrought iron gates rose at least twelve feet, their tops adorned
with ornate scrollwork. The intricate circular design was a symbol
of some kind, one she’d never seen. But above the design, heavy
block lettering spelled out her destination. WINTERWOOD
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Eva stared through the steady rain, studying the
medieval-looking barrier anchored in stone pillars. Winterwood was
literally out in the middle of nowhere–why did it have such a
formidable entrance? Heavy locking bolts kept the gates secure
against unwanted visitors, and a rusty intercom speaker box was set
into one of the pillars. She could see nothing but dark, dense
vegetation beyond the bars and intricate scrollwork. Even the
driveway seemed overgrown and un-traveled. The ranger’s reference
to a ruin echoed in her head, and uncertainty settled in again.

“I should just leave right now. I can go back home
and...”

She slumped in the seat. And do what? Home was gone.
And where were her confidence and determination? Was she really so
wimpy that she’d let a shaky start affect this life-changing
opportunity?

She leaned her head sideways and pressed her forehead
against the window to look at the sky. The dense clouds gave no
hint of a break in the rain. She’d just have to get wet. With a
disgusted sigh, she opened the car door as another roll of thunder
boomed through the woods. The rain pelted her with large, soft
thumps. Her feet sank into the already sodden earth, black mud
oozing into her new sandals and squishing up between her toes. The
morning air felt warmer now and weighed heavily with the scents of
primeval forest. Strange images and instinctual sensations flooded
her mind and gooseflesh rose on her bare arms. A flash of lightning
illuminated the eerie scene and she hurried toward the gate.

The intercom button didn’t make a sound when she
pressed it. She tried again, but still no click or indication that
it even worked. Her thin wet blouse clung to her skin and she began
to shiver, though the air was not cold. She leaned on the call
button again. Glancing around, she noticed for the first time the
“No Trespassing” and “Beware of Dogs” signs. A sinking sensation
began in the pit of her stomach. What had she gotten herself
into?

“Who’s there?”

The sharp voice crackled through the speaker and Eva
jumped back, smacking her elbow against the edge of the stone
pillar. Electric pain shot down her arm and numbed her fingers. She
gritted her teeth and moved back to the speaker.

“Mr. Cole? It’s Eva Brown–the horticulturist you
hired.”

“You’re not due to start until tomorrow. Come back
then.”

Her jaw dropped and she gaped at the speaker grille,
then down at her soaked clothes and ruined shoes.

Her voice sounded shrill in her own ears. “You have
to be kidding! I drove all night–eighteen hours–to get here. I’m
exhausted and I’m soaked to the skin. I’d at least like some time
to rest before I start working for you.”

“Mr. Cole isn’t here right now, and I’m not
authorized to let anyone in while he’s away.”

Eva closed her eyes.
Unbelievable. With a deep
sigh of resignation, she leaned close to the speaker.

“Is there any place to stay in town?”

Silence.

“Hello? Are you there?”

Nothing. Only the slap of raindrops on leaves.

“I can not believe this!”

She stomped angrily back to the car to slouch into
the front seat and contemplate the inauspicious beginning to her
big career move. After the energy-sapping years of living with the
ever-present wildfires of California and the void they’d left, the
lure of life in the Oregon coastal range had been overwhelming.
But, obviously, she had not done enough research on this
place–she’d assumed that the estate was at least located in a town.
The help-wanted ad had seemed almost too good to be true.

“I should have known better.”

The intensity of the rain lessened, then suddenly
stopped altogether. A good chance to change out of her wet clothes.
She climbed out of the car and opened the trunk. She found a towel
in one of the boxes, then dug through her suitcase, searching for
something warm to wear. A twig snapped behind her, adrenaline
coiled through her gut, and she whirled around in time to see a
brown shape move into the trees, the telltale flash of white tail
identifying yet another deer. At least it wasn’t a wild cat. She
exhaled softly, then stood perfectly still, absorbing the sounds
and listening to the soothing cadence of water dripping on the
forest floor. A blue jay called out from its perch somewhere, and
another’s urgent answer echoed through the clearing.

Picking up the towel, Eva glanced around. The road
curved sharply out of sight. Evergreens and dense underbrush
surrounded the small clearing. Total seclusion. She skinned out of
her soggy Capri’s and sleeveless blouse, then peeled off her
underwear. The rough towel felt good as she scrubbed away the damp.
A light breeze caressed her bare skin and a prickle of gooseflesh
accompanied the rise of her nipples. The moist air felt wonderful
against her skin, almost sensuous. Something rustled in the brush
and she jerked around, pulse thumping again. A buck stood at the
edge of the clearing, gazing at her with big dark eyes, his body
rigid with attention, his large ears pricked forward. Eva relaxed
and met his gaze. Suddenly, she felt self-conscious and filled with
the urge to cover her bare breasts. The feeling passed and she
slowly lowered the towel and inhaled long and deep, filling her
lungs with the damp, sweet air, again savoring the way it caressed
her skin. The buck held her gaze, and a sudden flush of warmth
crept across her cheeks. A slow churn moved through her belly, a
flicker of longing grazing her mind. Images from the past played
around the edges of her thoughts, never quite coming into focus.
She quickly turned her back on the deer and shrugged into a tee
shirt. The leaves rustled behind her and, when she looked back,
he’d gone.

She contemplated the gates again, curiosity
overriding her fear of wild animals. Approaching the iron barrier,
she peered through and examined the area within. A messy jungle of
underbrush and tall weeds clogged the land. The lane was so heavily
overgrown with grass, it was barely discernible. A small prickle of
apprehension entered her mind. Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea
after all.

She stepped back from the barrier.
What other options did she have this point? Actually, she could go
back to California. The university would be thrilled. That thought
disappeared. No, too many memories there. Besides, now her
curiosity was in overdrive–she had
to see Winterwood.

Finally dry and much warmer, she settled into the
front seat and pulled a road map out of the glove compartment. She
didn’t remember seeing any motels in the tiny village of Tryst at
the base of the mountain, but she hadn’t really been paying
attention on the trip through town. The nearest decent size town
before that was at least a two-hour drive. She groaned and leaned
her head back against the seat. At this rate, by the time she met
Adam Cole, she’d be in no mood to work for him. She closed her
eyes, fatigue winning over reason. All she needed was a few minutes
of sleep before she headed back down the mountain. She was so
tired...

 


* * *

 


Eva jerked awake and straightened up in the seat,
blinking away the heavy curtain of sleep and struggling to remember
where she was. She peered at the clock on the dashboard–she’d slept
for over an hour. Her gaze drifted through the windshield and her
heart sank. Thick white fog now hugged the car, vapor so dense she
couldn’t even see the gates.

She groaned. “So much for finding a place to
stay.”

Popping the top on her last diet soda, she stared out
the window, thinking again about the job at Winterwood. The
description had appeared to be tailor-made, a fabulous opportunity
to immerse herself in what she loved most–gardening. Plus, it would
be a chance to see and learn about horticulture in another part of
the country–plants and conditions she’d only read about in her
textbooks. She smiled wryly. Folks were so impressed by her Masters
Degree, but the truth of the matter was that most of the
information she’d studied to earn that degree was of no practical
use except to add credibility to her writing. A little pride crept
into her smile. Her weekly column on horticulture was syndicated in
North America and Europe. The mysteries of botany and plant
genetics had served her well, both professionally and financially.
Still, her inborn gifts were what she enjoyed most–the basic and
simple pleasure of sifting the earth through her fingers, watching
life sprout and flourish, being an engineer for Mother Nature. She
belonged in the world of the garden, and the plants were her
friends, never demanding, and always giving back more than they
took.

Eva concentrated on an air current swirling through
the fog, tracing an intricate trail in the white vapor. This moist
climate would accommodate lush growth, but how much sun did the
region get? So far, the only sun she’d seen was in the meadow where
she’d hit the deer. She bit her lip. That was the strangest and
most disturbing incident she’d ever experienced. Sitting beside the
stag’s body, she’d been positive that he was dead. And that
ranger–if he was a ranger–an unsettling meeting, at best. She
shrugged. In her current state of exhaustion, did she even know
what she really saw or thought?

She flicked on the car radio and scanned the
stations, but only static came through the speaker. Pulling out her
cell phone, she flicked it open and stared at the screen. No
signal.

“Oh, great. This means I probably won’t be able to
get on the Internet, either.”

This could be a bigger problem than
anything else she might encounter. Her contract with UC Davis
required regular contributions to their scientific journals, and
her weekly column would succumb to other journalists if she didn’t
maintain it regularly. The first thing I’ll
do is set up the laptop and see what the situation is.

She tossed the phone onto the passenger seat, then
rolled down the window and listened to the muffled sounds of the
forest. A wisp of fog drifted inside, carrying a faint salty scent
of the sea. She inhaled, savoring the brisk new atmosphere. The
cool fresh air was soothing and her thoughts calmed. Once I’m
settled in here, I’m sure I’ll love it.

The fog began to thin and she reached for the
ignition, mentally preparing herself for the treacherous trip back
down the mountain. Her hand stopped in mid-movement while her brain
processed what she saw.

The huge gates stood wide open.
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Indecision raced through Eva’s head. Should she just
drive through the gates? Or maybe she should use the intercom to
ask permission. Thunder rumbled overhead and she scowled.

“Permission be damned!”

She eased the car forward, guiding it between the
massive stone pillars. The light grew dim as she entered the
heavily wooded area where little light penetrated the tree canopy.
She glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the gates slowly swing
closed. A flash of panic raced through her mind and she hit the
brakes. Then, feeling foolish, she took a deep breath, centered her
thoughts on the reason for being there, and looked straight ahead.
The lane no longer seemed overgrown. The tracks were covered with
soft green grass that looked freshly mown. The foliage bordering
both sides was normal forest undergrowth–green and lush–not weeds,
as she’d thought.

A movement next to the passenger door caught her
attention.

“Oh no,” she whispered.

A very large Doberman Pinscher trotted alongside the
car, lifting its head every so often to look through the window.
Another movement caught her attention on the left side, and she
sucked in a sharp breath. A second Doberman stared at her with
penetrating black eyes. The animals stayed close to the car as she
drove along the winding lane through the woods. Why didn’t they
bark? Another, more worrisome thought crowded in. Did she really
want to get out of the car once she arrived at the house? Surely
someone would come out to greet her. And keep the dogs under
control.

Distracting herself from the her worries, Eva gazed
at the thick stand of trees that encroached each side of the lane.
Redwoods, Douglas fir, pine—they all looked as though they were
first growth, nestled so close together that no light penetrated to
the forest floor. Beneath the massive canopy, both spiky and
feathery ferns grew in lush waves of green. A solitary thin shaft
of sunlight brought a blaze of glitter to the raindrops covering
the fern fronds. The lane curved, then rose over a narrow stone
bridge. Eva stopped the car and gazed down at a torrent of
crystal-clear water rushing over boulders. The white foam was
pristine and sparkling, so unlike the gray polluted streams back
home. In the quiet pools, she could see every pebble and stone on
the streambed, and the small dark torpedo-shaped shadows of fish.
She drove forward again and, to her relief, the dogs moved ahead of
the car, running in an easy lope, their ears up, their attention on
something she couldn’t see. The lane curved sharply and she emerged
into an open meadow filled with a wash of blue and yellow
wildflowers. She eased the car to a stop and stared, mesmerized by
the scene before her.

Like a lavish illustration from a medieval fairytale,
Winterwood commanded the landscape. Eva’s imagination took flight.
Her childhood enchantment with myth and magic, hobbits and elves
and all things fantastical had been her refuge in a less-than-happy
home life. Gazing at the immense mansion, her sense of excitement
grew.

Against the rising backdrop of dark green fir and
pine, the huge building glowed with regal presence. Windows marched
up the face of the gray stone, marking three distinct stories. At
least seven tall chimneys rose from several locations on the slate
roof. Round towers hugged each corner of the complex structure, the
eaves of their pointed roofs ornate with wrought iron and topped by
what looked to be elaborate weathervanes. Eva shivered with
delight. Those towers might hold secrets, or perhaps captive
maidens.

She giggled out loud. “Okay, enough! You’re over
thirty now.”

On either side of the mansion, several single level
structures completed the visible portion of the compound. She
squinted to focus on something far beyond the mansion, a structure
that looked like a church spire rising through the fog in the
background. Releasing the breath she’d been holding, she shook her
head, stunned to find such a wondrous place hidden in the
mountains. It was certainly no ruin!

The mansion loomed even larger as she drew close. The
window styles on each level were different–some small and
unadorned, many with iron grating over the dark openings, and those
at the top surrounded by fanciful scrollwork and gargoyles. The
driveway widened and thick shrubbery lined both sides. The glossy
green leaves were dusted with small lavender flowers, and Eva
stopped to have a closer look at the wild rhododendrons that
flourished in the moist temperate climate. Moving forward again
slowly, she tried to look everywhere, wanting to see everything
that grew on the lush estate. Her excitement intensified. The
driveway curved to the right, then swept into a large circle in
front of the entrance to the mansion. In the center of the circle,
a mass of rose bushes filled a formal garden, the vivid blooms
sparkling with raindrops in the pale sunlight. At the center of the
rose garden, a tall, three-level fountain rose to about ten feet.
Each water bowl was supported by small cherubs astride some form of
winged creature.

Eva’s earlier doubt fled. “I am going to love this
place!”

Giddy with the prospect of being in charge of such
fabulous grounds, she quickly drove toward the front of the mansion
and parked on the side of the driveway. Viewed up close, she could
better see the stone that formed the walls. It was a cool
blue-gray, an unusual color similar to marble. She pursed her lips.
In this region, granite was the native rock, so the stone for this
mansion had to have been brought in from somewhere else–an amazing
feat considering where the mansion was located.

She looked toward the entrance and a chill washed
across her skin. In sharp contrast to the beautiful gardens and
whimsical fountain statuary, the guardians at the entrance were
ominously severe. On either side of the entry, ten-foot-tall
dragons snaked their long necks down to peer at visitors with deep
hooded eyes. The bronze bodies were green with age and the
elements. The beasts’ open wings measured at least six feet and
they both grasped something in their cruel-looking talons.

Unsettled, Eva tore her gaze from the statues and
reached for the car door handle. Suddenly, she remembered the dogs
and looked out through all the passenger and rear windows, scanning
the property. Apparently, they’d lost interest in her. Relieved,
she turned back to the car door, then jumped and squealed in
surprise. An elderly man with wispy gray-brown hair stood next to
the car.

She exhaled sharply, opened the door and climbed out.
“Oh my, you startled me! I didn’t see you come out of the
house.”

His small bright black eyes bored into her. “I’ll
show you to your quarters.”

She offered her hand. “Mr. Cole? I’m Eva Brown.”

The old man ignored her hand and turned away without
answering. Eva frowned and thought for a moment. Living out here in
No-where-ville, he’d have to be a little strange, but his rudeness
could cause a difficult working relationship. Hurrying to catch up
with him, she didn’t see the dogs until they were beside her. She
stopped abruptly, holding her breath while they nosed her legs and
hands. Then both animals backed away and sat down, ears pricked
forward, eyes bright with interest.

The old man turned back, his eyebrows furrowed with
irritation. “I don’t have all day.”

Eva took two tentative steps, and the dogs rose from
their positions.

“Mr. Cole, would you please call the dogs? They make
me nervous.”

He didn’t answer, but before she could repeat the
request, the Dobermans loped up to walk alongside him.

Eva muttered under her breath. “Jeez, how am I going
to work for this guy?”

The old man led her past the front doors of the
mansion, then around the corner. A gravel path threaded through a
small wildflower garden, then down some stone steps into another
level of gardens. The sun burst from behind a cloud, transforming
the area into a kaleidoscope of color. Every flower imaginable grew
there. A small stone cottage with dark green shutters and a red
door sat at the center. Eva shivered with delight. She was
definitely living a fairytale!

The old man opened the door and gestured inside.
“You’ll find everything you need to be comfortable. Cook shops once
a week. Give her your list on Thursday. You have Fridays off. We
start work at seven o’clock sharp in the morning, and we don’t
tolerate laziness.”

He turned and started back up the steps.

The strain of the long trip rushed to the surface and
Eva’s charity disappeared. Her voice sounded sharp in her own
ears.

“Wait a minute! Please, Mr. Cole, I think you could
give me the courtesy of a welcome, or orientation, or something!
I’ve come a long way to work for you.”

He turned back, a sour expression on his face. “I am
not Mr. Cole. I am the head gardener.”
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Taken aback, but still irritated by the old man’s
brusque manner, Eva frowned as he walked away. The head gardener?
What a great way to get off on the wrong foot! As he mounted the
stairs, Eva noted that he seemed quite elderly. He was probably
ready to retire. When he reached the top step, she noticed for the
first time that his stride was not that of an old person. He didn’t
shuffle or hobble–he walked with quick, lithe movements. As he
disappeared around the corner, Eva pondered the circumstances. As
many times as she’d read the help-wanted ad, she knew the words by
heart: “Head gardener needed for sophisticated garden estate.” Adam
Cole had hired her, so surely the old man would be leaving. She
hoped. His disagreeable attitude and resentment about being
replaced were understandable, but would make her integration into
the job unpleasant, at best.

The sun disappeared behind a cloud and the lush
garden sank into gloom. A low rumble vibrated the cool air and a
large drop of rain splashed on Eva’s arm. The sky darkened further
and the rain began in earnest. She stepped inside the cottage and
waited for a moment so that her eyes could adjust to the dim light
in the small room. The simplicity of the country furnishings and
the rough-cut wood floor gave her a sense of stepping back in time.
Two hand-hewn wooden rocking chairs flanked a small fireplace
constructed of stone that was blackened with smoke. Firewood was
piled in a tidy stack on the slate hearth.

She shivered and rubbed the chill from her bare arms.
“I sure hope there’s some other form of heat.”

On the hearth beside the fireplace,
a large tan stoneware crock held stalks of dried corn and wheat.
Whale oil lamps sat on each end of the four-inch thick oak mantel.
Three carved wooden dragons grinned from beneath the mantelpiece,
and a soft shiver ran over her skin. What
peculiar symbolism in such a primitive dwelling.
She turned away from the creatures’
stare.

To the right of the main room, a small, antiquated
kitchen included a vintage wood cook-stove, a washbasin with a hand
pump, and an old icebox. A small wooden table and one chair
completed the kitchen’s necessities. Eva’s enthusiasm waned.
Cooking wasn’t her favorite activity, and this ancient kitchen
wouldn’t help change that fact. And, of course, there was the minor
detail that she had no clue how to build a fire.

She moved back through the main room and opened
another door that led to the bedroom. The space was small, but
daylight streamed through a large window, brightening the corners
of the room and improving her spirits. An antique chest of drawers,
a primitive wooden stool, and a hand-crafted nightstand crowded the
small four-poster bed. A puffy patchwork quilt in a rainbow of
colors was the only bright spot in the room. But then Eva moved to
the window and stood quite still. The flower garden filled the view
like a painting and, as always, she couldn’t help but smile at the
cheery blooms.

Exhaustion swept over her and she turned back to the
bed. It looked so inviting. She laid her hand on the quilt and
pressed down. Her fingers sank into the soft fabric and,
immediately, she crawled onto the bed to rest for a few minutes.
Safe inside the snug cottage, she listened to thunder booming in
the distance and the sound of the rain drumming on the slate roof.
A tiny stab of despair sliced through her heart, a reminder that
she was truly alone now. Dark thoughts of the past tried to bully
their way into her conscious, but she pushed them away. She didn’t
have the luxury of self-pity. She’d made her choice and taken the
first step. Winterwood would be her chance for a new beginning.

 


* * *

 


Thunder shook the walls and Eva leapt off the bed.
Groggy and confused, she gazed around, trying to orient herself.
The light in the room was strangely different. The heavy booming
sounded again and she woke up completely. Someone was pounding on
the door.

The head gardener’s scowl and icy tone sent a jolt
through Eva’s stomach.

“Miss Brown, I told you we don’t tolerate
laziness.”

She blinked. “What are you talking about?”

He took a step back, his black eyes narrowing to
slits. “We start promptly at seven o’clock. Mr. Cole does not like
to be kept waiting.”

Confusion rambled through Eva’s head
and she frowned. Then stunned comprehension followed and she looked
at her watch. Seven-thirty–in the morning?

“Oh God, I’m so sorry! I’ll be right there.” She
grabbed her purse, then stopped, setting it back down with a thump.
“Wait a minute. Why am I apologizing? You didn’t even tell me where
to report for work. And do you have a name?”

“Your letter of employment listed everything you need
to know.”

“I didn’t get such a thing–only a phone call from Mr.
Cole, telling me I was hired.”

She suddenly realized how ludicrous it must seem that
she’d packed up and driven almost a thousand miles on the basis of
a verbal promise. But Adam Cole’s voice had been friendly and
reassuring, and she hadn’t give the matter another thought. Not
very smart.

The old man turned away. “My name is Calhoun. Follow
me.”

Eva trudged along behind him,
thoroughly disgusted by the chaos of her first day on the job. She
hadn’t bathed, changed her clothes, or combed her hair. She’d
already annoyed the old man, and apparently she was late for her
first meeting with her new boss. Way to go,
Eva. She would try to slip back to the
cottage at lunchtime and get cleaned up. She ran a hand through her
hair, finger-combing the stray wisps into semi-submission as she
watched the old man stride confidently toward the front of the
mansion.

Calhoun moved along the stone path, around the corner
to the front of the house, past Eva’s car, then down another path
that ended at a tall, perfectly trimmed English boxwood hedge. They
passed through an opening in the hedge and the stone path changed
to lush, thick turf, greener than any Eva had ever seen. The path
twisted, turned, and backtracked, and she realized with delight
that she was inside an intricate garden maze. A few minutes later,
she followed Calhoun into a large formal garden which was planted
in a geometric design of artfully coordinated colors. At the center
of the design, a circular sitting area was organized with stone
benches and a white wooden pergola covered with glorious purple
wisteria. The fragrance was heavenly and Eva closed her eyes, sure
she had arrived in gardeners’ heaven.

Calhoun stopped beside one of the stone benches.
“You’ve missed him. I suggest you have a suitable apology ready for
tomorrow morning.”

Eva raised her eyebrows in disbelief. “Are you
telling me that my new employer won’t make an effort to meet me
today?”

Calhoun’s eyes darkened. “He’s a busy man.”

Irritation and frustration were giving her the
jitters, but she couldn’t think of an appropriate response, so she
bit back the nasty one that tempted her.

“Okay. Why don’t you give me a tour of the estate
gardens so I can start planning how to manage it.”

The old man threw her a withering look, then pointed
to a vibrant bed of zinnias edged with sparkling white alyssum and
brilliant red petunias.

“Start by pulling all the dead flowers off the
petunias, then weed and cultivate the bed. When you’re finished,
check in with me. I’ll be in the far corner by the azaleas.”

Eva’s jaw dropped. “But...”

Calhoun turned and walked away, and Eva’s shoulders
sagged. Clearly, the old guy wasn’t ready to give up control of the
gardens. The only thing she could do was put a good face on it,
show him that she was a good worker and knew her stuff. But the
minute she could talk to Adam Cole, she’d set the record straight
about her expectations. She had no intention of working under this
old grouch.

She dropped to her knees in the soft grass and began
tweaking the sticky dead blossoms from the petunia plants and
pinching back the straggling stems. Calm settled over her and she
immersed herself in the activity that always made her feel happy.
But then her thoughts wandered to a time a few years earlier when
she’d lovingly tended hundreds of seedlings and saplings, happy and
secure with her future and the wonderful man who adored her.
“Making the world a more beautiful place.” That was what David had
always said about their new venture. Eva rocked back on her heels
and stared at the petunias through a sudden film of tears as the
memories pressed in. ‘Shades of Green Nursery.’ David had thought
up the name and, together, they’d painted the sign. Her throat
ached with the memory of how they had tussled and dueled with the
paint brushes until they were both spattered with green paint and
weak with laughter. Sadness sank into her heart. How could she have
come so far from that joy in such a short time? Why was she now so
far from all that was familiar? Too familiar, she reminded herself.
Lost in work and immersed in mind-numbing activity had been her
knee-jerk attempt at self-preservation. To bring herself to this
remote place had seemed a possible way to break the destructive
cycle. Now, she wasn’t so sure.

“Don’t spend all day on that. We have five acres of
garden here. There’s no time for daydreaming.”

Calhoun’s voice grated like fingernails on blackboard
and Eva shuddered. The sooner she sorted this out, the better.
Either that, or she’d head back down the mountain to chase a
different dream. She whisked away the remnants of her tears and
closed her mind to the past. She was the only one who could control
her future.

Around noon, hunger pangs provided her with a jolt of
courage. She picked up the bucket of weeds she’d just pulled from
beneath the peonies, then strode across the grass toward the spot
where Calhoun was pruning a small weeping cherry tree.

She plunked the bucket down. “I’m going back to the
cottage to get something to eat. It’s lunchtime and I missed
breakfast.”



He didn’t stop working or respond, so without waiting
for a reply, she walked back toward the maze. Why was he being so
obnoxious? Inside the cool green enclosure, she drifted along the
path, brushing her fingertips against the glossy green leaves. The
silence was amazing. She could hear nothing but her own breath as
she walked. Insulated. Hidden. Protected. She pondered the strange
thoughts careening through her head–simple solitude certainly had a
peculiar effect on her.

A few minutes later, she passed by the low buildings
at the side of the mansion. A door opened and a thin, dark-haired
woman stepped out, a wide smile accentuating her bright dark
eyes.

“Hello! I’m Brita, the cook. You must be the new
gardener.”

Thrilled to see a friendly smile, Eva began to
babble. “Hi, yes, I’m Eva, I’m so happy to meet you.” Then she
grinned, feeling a little embarrassed at her outburst. “I believe
I’ve gotten off to a rough start with Calhoun and Mr. Cole.”

Brita snorted. “Hah, that old coot! Don’t mind
him–he’s been here since the place was built, and he doesn’t take
kindly to newcomers.”

Eva blinked. “Calhoun? Or Mr. Cole?”

The cook’s laugh was a hearty, rolling sound.
“Oh–Calhoun. The old goat was part of the package when Mr. Cole
inherited Winterwood.” She cocked her head. “Have you eaten? The
cottage kitchen isn’t stocked yet–I was waiting to see what you
preferred.”

Eva chuckled. “Right now, I’d eat anything!”

Five minutes later, she tried not to gobble the
steaming chicken casserole. While she ate, she listened to Brita’s
chatter about cooking and recipes.

The woman stopped talking and smiled. “Sorry to carry
on–I don’t get much talk with women, except when I go to town.” She
wiped her hands on her apron and nodded firmly. “It’ll be nice to
have you here.”

Eva sat back and sighed. “That was delicious–thank
you so much.” She grinned. “Tell you what, I’ll trade you
conversation for food. I hate to cook.”

“You got yourself a deal.” Brita chuckled and sat
down at the table. “Tell me about yourself. You must be a really
good gardener to be hired on here. Mr. Cole is very particular
about his gardens.”

Eva flushed. “I’ve worked hard over
the years to get where I am.” She mentally caught herself.
And just where is that? “From the time I was a young child, I’ve loved nature and
plants and being outdoors. When I helped in my mother’s vegetable
garden, I was in heaven. It was the only time I–” She glanced away
from Brita’s bright curiosity. “Anyway, I studied horticulture, got
my Master’s Degree, and began making my living doing what I loved
most. I eventually started as a consultant in botanical genetics at
University of California, then gained a spot on the staff of the
plant engineering department.” She grinned. “End of story. Not all
that exciting.”

She glanced at her watch. “I’d better get my things
out of the car before I go back to work.”

The cook removed her apron. “I’ll help you. I also
have clean linens and towels for you.”

As they moved along the path toward the front of the
mansion, Eva wondered what Brita knew about Winterwood and its
mysterious owner.

“How long has Mr. Cole owned this place?”

“About twenty years. He inherited from his cousin, a
well-known botanist.” She smiled and shook her head. “The stories
used to fly about what experiments he was doing up here, but it was
all hogwash. Townsfolk just couldn’t understand why anyone would
build such a fortress out here in the mountains, so of course, the
imaginations ran wild.”

“What was the botanist’s name?”

“Franklin. His father was a scientist too.”

Eva tried to remember if she’d ever heard of a
Franklin Cole, but nothing came to mind. She’d look him up
later.

She glanced up at the massive walls of the main
house. “I wondered about this remote location. And how were these
stones brought up here? They don’t look like the native granite in
this region.”

“I think the village historian has information on
that...let’s get you settled. I need to get back to the kitchen
before Mr. Cole returns for his dinner.”

“I haven’t met him yet. What’s he like?”

Brita’s friendly manner became guarded. “Ahh...you’ll
have to find out for yourself. I’m not one to carry tales.”
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Eva tossed her suitcase on the bed, then stepped over
to the window to have a look at her new garden view. The sky was
still a dull gray and the diffused light muted the vibrant colors
of the flowers. She heaved a big sigh. She had no desire to go back
to the main garden and listen to Calhoun’s tirade about her long
lunch. He sure was an odd one. His pointy face and small dark eyes
reminded her of a fox, but his disposition was better suited to a
bear. He clearly resented her presence, but probably with good
reason. Brita’s comment about how long he had been at Winterwood
sounded like a gross exaggeration, but he certainly seemed old
enough that he would want to retire. What was the real story behind
this job? Why was the cook so reticent to discuss Adam Cole? It was
probably just the way with household employees.

Eva chewed her lip gently while she mulled over her
mental Q&A and wondered if her new job would work out. Another
thought popped into her head. If Adam Cole had inherited Winterwood
twenty years ago, he’d be pretty old. The thought was
depressing–would she spend her life with crotchety old people, just
to escape the past? She sighed again. This was only her second day
at Winterwood. Once things settled down a bit and she became
accustomed to the routine, it would probably be fine. Still,
something about Winterwood seemed almost mysterious–and not in a
fairytale way.

She stared out the window, then leaned closer to
follow a movement at the back of the garden. A small silhouette
moved briskly along the edge of the hedgerow. Who was that? And
where had he or she come from? Scanning the perimeter, Eva spotted
a tall, solid metal gate nestled into the hedge at the back corner.
The gate looked dark and forbidding, and was strikingly out of
place in this elegant estate. She turned her attention back to the
small figure hurrying along the hedge, but a tall stand of dahlias
obstructed the view. Eva couldn’t tell if the person was male or
female. Perhaps it was a child. Maybe Mr. Cole’s child. The person
abruptly stopped walking and looked toward the cottage. Eva shrank
back from the window. Then, feeling foolish, she peered out again,
but the person was no longer there.

Eva glanced at her watch and groaned. She’d been on
her lunch break for over two hours.

“Calhoun will be on a real
rampage now.”

Feeling somewhat defiant, she stepped into the tiny
bathroom and brushed her tangled dark brown hair while she
scrutinized her reflection in the old speckled mirror. It was just
as well she hadn’t met Mr. Cole today—he’d have thought the witches
had arrived at Winterwood. On her way out of the bathroom, she eyed
the old claw-foot bathtub, thinking about how nice a warm, relaxing
soak would feel. Tonight, for sure.

The afternoon air was warm and moist, cloaking itself
around her as she walked back toward the maze. Her practical mind
centered her thoughts on logical ideas and, instead of trepidation,
she felt more secure with her skills–she was ready to do battle
with Calhoun for the territory. She’d lost too much and come too
far to give up and slink away in defeat. A soft rumble of thunder
accompanied her determined step.

Calhoun was nowhere in sight, so she returned to
where she’d left her weed bucket. It had been emptied, and a note
lay in the bottom. She frowned and plucked it out, then read the
peculiar old-fashioned handwriting.

 


Miss Brown. You are finished here. Calhoun.

 


“Oh, swell!”

Her shoulders slumped and she tossed the note back
into the bucket. How could she have messed this up so badly? She’d
fouled up everything she’d done, beginning with hitting the deer.
It was almost like a bad omen–as if the mountain spirits were
determined to drive her off. If she believed in such magical
nonsense. She picked up the bucket and trudged toward the
maintenance building, defeat pressing down on her body and mind.
Suddenly, a strong breeze came up and a bright shaft of light
pierced the cloud cover. The gardens around her glowed and she
stopped in mid-step, indignation instantly curling through her
thoughts.

“Who does he think he is? Calhoun has no say in
whether I’m still employed or not!”

Until she could have a conversation with Adam Cole,
she would stand her ground with the cranky old gardener.

The maintenance building door was locked, so Eva set
the bucket beside it and turned back to the garden. Calhoun stood
two feet away.

Eva gasped and jumped back, knocking the bucket over
and very nearly tumbling after it.

Her voice shrilled, “Stop sneaking up on me!”

The old man’s expression didn’t change. “I have been
standing here the whole time. You must pay more attention.” He
gestured back toward the maze. “Mr. Cole wants you to take the rest
of the afternoon off and get some rest. He’ll see you in the
morning.”

Eva’s relief almost overwhelmed her. “You mean, I’m
not fired?”

Calhoun’s face almost changed into something
resembling a smile. “Of course not. Why would you think that?”

She had no good answer. The note in
the bucket could easily have meant she was just finished for the
day–not forever. Idiot!

She smiled, feeling foolish. “I think I’m just
really, really tired and not making much sense right now. Tomorrow
will be better–I promise.”

 


* * *

 


Late that afternoon, Eva drove slowly down the
mountain road, ever mindful of the sharp curves and the steep sides
that plunged hundreds of feet to the sea. Gray clouds hung in the
tops of the trees, enclosing the area in a heavy shroud. It was
downright gloomy, and her moods seemed lightly bound to the
weather. Perhaps when the stormy weather passed, her attitude and
thoughts would be different. Right now, a little time spent in the
village should make her feel normal again–something needed to lift
her spirits because, so far, her new venture had been a miserable
experience. Following Calhoun around all morning and doing his
drudge work hadn’t helped her mood. A stab of guilt broke the
thought and she shook her head. Where was her compassion? The old
guy had been at Winterwood for so long he undoubtedly felt
threatened and upset that his usefulness would soon end. But he
didn’t have to be so unpleasant. Then, his brief change of
attitude–what was that all about? Maybe Mr. Cole had reprimanded
him for being so inhospitable to her. Those thoughts turned away
from details and focused on the bigger picture. She found it hard
to believe that one old man could single-handedly care for the
estate gardens. Surely Adam Cole employed a staff of workers. But
so far, she had seen no one except the small person in the cottage
garden.

She rounded a gentle curve and the road straightened
out. The sky brightened and she recognized the spot where the
fleeing deer had smashed into her car. She slowed down and gazed
across the vast meadow to assure herself that she hadn’t just
dreamed of the body’s disappearance. She hadn’t–the spot was still
empty. Turning her attention back to the road, she gasped and
slammed on the brakes, coming to a stop only inches from a huge
stag.

“Do you have a death wish?” she shrieked.

The animal stood very still, staring at her with
large dark eyes. Was it the same one? He was magnificent, with
beautifully arching antlers and a smoky brown coat with a curious
black patch over one shoulder. He slowly lifted his nose, as though
trying to catch her scent. Then, in one graceful leap that seemed
to be almost slow motion, he sailed up the rocky mountainside and
vanished from sight. For a few moments, Eva stared at the spot
where he’d disappeared, then she cautiously continued down the
winding road, turning her thoughts to the coming days.

She would try to locate the historian Brita had
mentioned. Learning more about Winterwood and getting to know some
of the townsfolk might make living in such isolation a little
easier to take. And, hopefully, her life at the estate would
improve once the staff accepted her.

The road smoothed out as she approached the edge of
town. The village of Tryst was no more than a pinpoint dot on the
map. Before leaving California, she had looked in her travel atlas
and had searched the Internet, but the area where the tiny town was
located had only been mentioned in one brief piece about a
geological phenomenon, something related to volcanic activity
thousands of years ago.

A small sign stated the village statistics
Population: 1,867. Elevation: 1,010 feet. She passed a small gas
station with a convenience store and, farther on, the entrance to a
lumber mill. A tall domed structure stood at the center of the wood
yard, smoke and glowing ash belching from the screened top. The
strong scent of burning wood filled her nostrils and she almost
gagged. Horrifying images flooded her brain and she accelerated,
driving swiftly away from the mill, trying to extinguish the
smoldering recollections.

The highway also served as the main street of Tryst.
Eva pulled into a parking spot in front of a small restaurant with
yellow gingham curtains framing a large window. ‘Juanita’s Café.’
On each side of the door, deep yellow begonias spilled over the
edges of square sidewalk planters. She turned off the engine and
smiled. She would treat herself to a nice dinner before heading
back up the mountain.

The commercial portion of the main street was three
blocks long, and lined with single story buildings with false
fronts, like those seen in old-time western movies. An assortment
of ancient pick-up trucks, jeeps, and dilapidated cars filled the
parking spaces. But farther down the block, the sun glinted off the
windshield of a modern luxury car. The sleek silver vehicle stood
out like a sore thumb in this place, probably belonging to some
traveler who was lost.

Eva crossed the street and strolled along the
sidewalk, taking a mental inventory of the businesses and services.
There was a combination barber shop and beauty salon, a law office,
and a post office–all closed at this late hour. Crossing the
street, she started back toward her car, passing the town hall, a
bank, an insurance agency, and the sheriff’s office–all closed too.
But lights illuminated the inside of a general store next to the
café, so Eva opened the door. Cowbells jangled loudly, announcing
her arrival, and she chuckled softly. This was just like being on a
movie set.

The store was bright and cheerful,
and her spirits rose as she gazed around at the odd mixture of
merchandise on display. A little bit of everything, probably
adequate for the villagers’ immediate needs. She saw a display of
books in the back corner and headed in that direction. With no
television or Internet, she should be able to catch up on her
reading–maybe she would even read something other than gardening
books. Now there’s a unique idea!

The back corner was set up as a combination bookstore
and gift department, and Eva approached a glass case sparkling with
lovely things. First surprise, then delight coursed through her as
she stared at a small delicate dragon statue. It was the most
beautiful thing she’d ever seen. The sculpture’s green and purple
iridescence reflected off the oval mirror on which the fantasy
creature sat. The other knickknacks around it paled in the
beautiful glow. Eva’s gaze followed the lines of the finely
sculpted head, the intricately webbed open wings, the body covered
with tiny scales edged in gold. A flicker moved in the red glass
eyes and she leaned closer, sure her mind was playing tricks on
her–it was probably just a reflection of the overhead lights. A
soft hum intruded on her thoughts and a whispery voice in her head
sent her pulse leaping. The red orbs flickered again and she drew
back, delight rippling through her imagination.

She threw a furtive glance at the red-headed
salesgirl who was flirting outrageously with a male customer. Eva
blocked out the girl’s grating voice and concentrated again on the
dragon. She knew, without asking, that the statue would be
expensive-–definitely not in a price range for someone newly
employed. But oh-my, she wanted it! A small sign in hand-lettered
calligraphy warned, “Do Not Touch”. But Eva’s desire to see the
price tag overrode her caution. She took a deep breath and reached
for the dragon.

“Excuse me.”

The salesgirl’s nasal twang was inches away and Eva
jumped, then blinked in surprise as the girl snaked a hand into the
case and grabbed the statue. The tiny creature peered out from the
clutch of glossy black fingernails tipped with silver stars.

Eva’s surprise turned to indignation. “Wait! I want
that!”

The girl chuckled and walked back toward the man at
the counter. “This un’s sold. Y’snooze, y’lose.”

Eva’s angry retort froze in her throat as she met the
man’s dark gaze. Handsome didn’t describe him. Beautiful in a
terrifying way would be a better representation. Glossy dark brown
hair slicked back over his ears and brushed his collar at the back.
His face was angular and strong, his cheekbones high and wide. His
skin was the color of a creamy latté, made more striking by the
deep color of his hair. His skin was smooth and unblemished–a
direct contradiction to his features. Such a face should be tanned
and leathery from the elements. His lips were full and sensuous,
but at the same time, formed an almost cruel line. But his large
dark eyes were what gripped Eva’s attention. Deeply set in the
sockets beneath a strong brow, the color was an unusual dark
reddish-brown. His powerful gaze spoke volumes and the interesting
eye color deepened as he stared at her. Seemed to stare through
her.

A whisper nudged the back of her thoughts, and she
tried to pick out the words. The low hum returned, growing louder,
filling her head, confusing her thoughts. She broke eye contact
with the man, but kept him in her peripheral vision. Abruptly, he
turned away and paid for the statue. Feeling unsettled and slightly
breathless, Eva moved over to the book section and began browsing
through the titles. She couldn’t concentrate, but was intensely
aware of when the man left the store. His startling image hung in
her mind, indelibly etched by that brief visual encounter. Her
pulse thrummed and she struggled with her curious disappointment
over the fact that he’d gone. What was the matter with her? How
could a glimpse of a stranger make her feel so weird?

She hadn’t paid any attention to men for a long time.
David had stayed firmly and painfully imbedded in her heart, and
she’d never given a thought to the possibility of moving on, or
replacing him with someone else. No one could ever replace David.
She glanced toward the door again. This experience might be a
wake-up call. If she could be this affected by a handsome man,
maybe it was time to put the past to rest.

“I’m gettin’ ready to close. You buyin’
anything?”

Eva jumped at the nearness of the salesgirl’s voice,
then snatched a paperback mystery off the shelf. “I’ll take
this.”

The girl rang up the sale, took Eva’s money, and
shoved the book into a plastic bag without saying a word. Eva
watched the girl’s movements, wondering about her unfriendly
manner.

Eva picked up the package and smiled. “Thanks. I’m
Eva Brown, by the way. I’ve just taken a position at
Winterwood.”

The girl’s expression changed from
neutral to a cunning smile. “Good luck with that!”

Eva stepped out onto the sidewalk. The cowbells
clanged behind her and the sharp snap of the lock sliding into
place sent a shiver over her shoulders. A sinking feeling started
in the pit of her stomach. Why had that girl been so unfriendly?
Eva walked slowly toward her car. Was she being paranoid? Maybe,
but probably not, she rationalized. Small towns took some time
accepting outsiders. She’d have to make an effort to be friendly
and get to know people. She grimaced. Not her greatest skill.

A delicious aroma curled past her nose, a reminder of
the dinner she’d promised herself. Did she have enough resolve to
weather another round of rudeness? Her stomach growled, drowning
out her hesitant thoughts, and she pushed through the café door.
The cozy atmosphere immediately warmed her mood. Six booths lined
one wall, and a yellow Formica lunch counter stretched the length
of the other side. A smiling woman emerged from the swinging door
to the kitchen.

“Hello. Here for supper?”

Eva flushed with gratitude at the woman’s kindly
tone. “Yes. What’s the special?”

Before the waitress could answer, a man’s voice piped
up. “You’d like the meatloaf. It’s the best in the valley.”

Eva turned around, then laughed. “My goodness, you’re
everywhere!”

The ranger smiled and nodded. “Seems like it. Care to
join me?”

She slid into the booth and turned to the waitress.
“I’ll have that famous meatloaf.”

She extended her hand across the table. “I’m Eva
Brown.”

“Buck Sellers. Nice to meet you...” He grinned.
“Again.”

His grip was firm and warm, and Eva began to feel
much better about her new environment.

Buck sat back in his seat and smiled. “You seem
familiar to me. You live close by?”

“No, I just arrived from California.” She looked
around the café. “This is certainly a different atmosphere from
that rat race.”

He grinned. “Yeah, it’s pretty quiet in these parts.”
He tilted his head, seeming to think a moment before speaking. “Are
you sure you’ve never been here before? I feel like I’ve seen you
someplace–other than up there on the mountain yesterday.”

Eva smiled and shook her head, feeling a little
embarrassed. Was he flirting with her?

The waitress reappeared carrying two plates heaped
with mashed potatoes and stacked with slices of meatloaf that
looked like something out of a gourmet cooking magazine. Baby lima
beans steamed beneath a large pat of melting butter, and the aroma
of freshly baked bread drifted from a basket covered with a yellow
napkin.

Eva inhaled deeply. “I think I’ve died and gone to
heaven!”

Buck grinned and forked up a lump of potatoes.
“Pretty close.”

The meatloaf fairly melted in Eva’s
mouth and she set about the business of eating her supper,
occasionally glancing at her companion. He wasn’t unattractive, and
he had a nice outdoorsy look about him. His skin was deeply tanned
and his long gray hair was pulled back into a ponytail at his neck.
On further furtive examination, she noted his high cheekbones and a
strong aquiline nose. Indian? The green eyes didn’t quite fit, but
perhaps he was only part. She looked away. He sure has a great smile.

She laid her fork aside and buttered a piece of
bread. “Tell me about your rangering, or whatever it’s called.”

Buck picked up his coffee mug. “Mostly I ride
horseback through the area, especially during vacation months.
Damned fool tourists are always getting themselves lost in the
mountains. They don’t have a clue how easy it is to lose all sense
of direction.” He shook his head. “I just rescued a bunch of
teenagers who went for a hike without so much as a compass. The
dummies weren’t even wearing jackets.”

Eva nodded. “I’ve only been here a couple of days and
I can see that the terrain would not be considered user
friendly.”

Buck nodded, then his eyebrows came together. “You
ever find Winterwood?”

She nodded and sighed. “Yes. Fortunately...or maybe
unfortunately.”

He gazed at her as though waiting for the rest of the
story. She sat back, glad to be able to talk to someone about the
series of events she’d experienced on her trip to the top of the
mountain and her first day at Winterwood.

She talked about her expectations about the job, then
shook her head. “The hardest part is figuring out where the old
gardener fits in. The place makes me feel kinda creepy, but I
suppose I’ll get used to it. I have so many questions to ask Adam
Cole–if I ever get to meet him.” She glanced up. “Do you know
anything about him?”

Buck laid some money on the table. “Cole? Nope. Never
met him. Seems to me, you might want to have a Plan B if this
doesn’t work out like you expected.” Sliding out of the booth, he
stood up and looked down at her, his green eyes serious. “Just be
real careful. This is wild country and the cougars in these parts
are fearless–don’t wander out into the woods.”

He grinned. “I’d like to remember you all in one
piece.”

 




 


 


6

 


 


The following morning, Eva rose very early,
determined to have a better day. Her body ached and she just
couldn’t wake up. The nightmares had followed her to this remote
place and she’d awakened as exhausted as usual. Buck’s warning
hadn’t helped any. She padded to the window to absorb the beauty of
the garden and dispel the after-images of the night. A saucy blue
jay hopped along the path, picking up scattered seeds. His head
came up and his bright eyes focused on something, then with a flick
of his long tail, he flew into a nearby tree. Eva let a small sigh
escape. Would she ever be that free? Maybe in another life. She
turned away, her attention turning to the upcoming meeting with
Adam Cole. She rehearsed what she would say to him–surely they’d
have some privacy to candidly discuss the timeframe for taking over
from Calhoun.

She glanced at her computer case,
lying on the floor in the corner. Better
find out if I can get a signal. The screen
on the laptop came alive and Eva opened the Internet browser, then
waited while the program searched for a connection. The information
window finally returned the result: no signal. Irritation crackled
through her head. She’d invested in the latest wireless gadget so
she’d never be without her precious Internet. The monthly service
cost a lot of money, and she intended to let the company know about
the dead zone at the top of the mountain. She drummed her fingers,
thinking. She could compose her columns and articles easily enough,
but would have to travel to town to upload them to the Internet. It
wasn’t the end of the world, but it certainly didn’t make life any
easier.

After getting dressed, she gazed around the small
primitive house she would now call home. It was clean and
uncluttered, but lacked any personality. In a day or so, she’d add
her own touches to the cottage, but for the time being, a bouquet
of fresh flowers from the garden would at least brighten the main
room. A stab of disappointment touched her thoughts. The beautiful
dragon statue would have been perfect on the mantel, a lovely
companion to the three already there. Suddenly, the enigmatic face
of the man in the store appeared in her mind’s eye, sending a tiny
ripple through her pulse. She brushed away the intriguing vision
and stepped out into the soft morning light. Closing her eyes, she
inhaled, delighting in the myriad scents of the different flowers,
the fragrances drifting lightly on the fresh mountain air. As she
moved along the narrow flagstone path that meandered through the
flower beds, she noted that the entire garden had long been
neglected. It was obviously the responsibility of the resident of
the cottage. She grinned and stooped to pull a weed from the edge
of a stepping-stone.

“Well, that suits me just fine.”

She strolled through the garden, taking a mental
inventory of the plantings. Something rustled off to her left and
she turned to locate the source of the sound. A patch of black-eyed
Susans swayed, then a gray cat stepped daintily into the open.

Eva kneeled down to offer her hand. “Here kitty. My,
aren’t you beautiful.”

The cat scrutinized her with emerald eyes, then sat
down and licked the dew from a paw. Eva smiled and stood up,
turning her attention back to a large group of dahlias with
multicolored blooms the size of dinner plates. Three of them would
make an excellent bouquet. Her gaze moved to the hedge directly
behind the dahlias, searching for the corner gate. From this
proximity, she could see the details of the heavy iron structure.
Large rivets bolted the massive lock in place and, again, she
thought how odd the style seemed compared to the others. The heavy
construction reminded her of something more suitable to the
underground caverns in “Phantom of the Opera.” The barricade was
weathered and rusty, but Eva could just make out a design etched
into the metal. A familiar design–the same symbol that adorned the
front entrance gates.

The overall design outline was circular, but divided
into four sections by thick images that resembled tree trunks. The
root portions of the four trunks all joined at the center, from
which a circle of flames licked out in all directions. The tree
tops fanned out at the edges, the branches almost touching around
the perimeter of the circle. Each quadrant held a different group
of symbols–one section was filled with celestial images of the sun,
moon, and stars. Another quadrant held flowers, leaves, and vines;
the third section showed forest animal shapes, and the final
quarter was filled with symbols for wind, water, and earth. Eva
leaned closer to inspect the image at the very center of the tree
roots. She stopped breathing for only a second. The central design
was a perfect replica of the dragons at the front entrance to the
mansion.

The heavy gate looked as though it hadn’t been opened
in years, but it was the only access to this garden, other than the
steps leading down to the cottage. The small person she’d seen
earlier must have entered here. Or had he or she walked right past
the front of the cottage without being seen?

Suddenly, a loud ruckus began overhead and two large
crows landed on a tree limb, flapping their blue-black wings. The
sun reflected off their iridescent feathers, and their orange beaks
opened wide with each squawk. Eva laughed, watching them squabble
over the best perch. As she gazed across the branches, she noticed
the upper parts of the mansion showing on the other side of the
hedge. She squinted against the sun. To the rear of the house,
something shiny looked like the glass roof of a solarium or
greenhouse. Anticipation brought a smile to her face. Maybe she’d
get the full tour today. She glanced at her watch, then hurried
back into the cottage to grab one of the muffins she’d purchased at
the convenience store. Optimistic once again, she nibbled her
breakfast as she headed for the main garden.

Dew clung to the leaves of the boxwood and, by the
time she emerged at the end of the maze, her shirt was damp. She
shivered a bit in the cool breeze that stirred through the
clearing. Calhoun came around the corner of a small building at the
back of the garden and Eva headed toward him, bracing herself for
his unpleasant personality. Her only consolation came with the
belief that the situation would soon be rectified.

She smiled brightly. “Good Morning, Calhoun. Looks
like it will be a glorious day.”

The old man nodded, but didn’t return her smile.
“Maybe. Come along, Mr. Cole is waiting to talk to you.”

Eva followed the old man toward the back of the
garden, marveling again at his spry step. They entered the
maintenance storage building, walked through the main part of the
structure, then left by another door that opened to a small
courtyard. Eva gazed around, stunned by the extent of Winterwood’s
gardens. So far, they were all unique and thematically different.
This courtyard was designed as a desert garden, filled with a
diversity of interesting plants and low-growing shrubs, a mixture
of specimens that could only survive in arid conditions. How could
they possibly flourish in this cool, rain-forest atmosphere? She
stepped over to a tall century plant and reached out to feel the
spiny edge of its sword-like leaves.

“Don’t touch the specimens. The oil from our hands
damages them. You should know that.”

The voice was not Calhoun’s, and Eva spun around to
face her new employer. A whirlpool of astonishment sucked away her
breath as she stared into dark red-brown eyes burning against fair
skin. Long dark hair gleamed in the pale sunlight, and Eva
struggled to regain her breath. The man in the general store! A
warm flush crept across her chest and up her neck as she battled
with a dozen sensations trying to take over. She tried to look
away, but an unsettling whisper flitted through her head, upsetting
her further.

Adam Cole stared at her for a moment. “Have a seat,
Miss Brown. We have a great deal to discuss.”

She glanced behind her to find Calhoun. Thankfully,
he was just leaving the courtyard. She’d be able to speak freely.
She regained her composure and managed a feeble smile as she
settled onto the cold stone bench.

“Your gardens are magnificent. I’ve never–”

“I’m well aware of their quality. Let’s talk about
what I expect from you.”

His rude interjection assailed her
confidence and she stared at the unsmiling man who would be her
boss. Her optimism plummeted. This will
never work. It’s like I’ve stumbled into another dimension
populated with unhappy, unpleasant beings. Life in this bleak place
will drive me crazy–I’d rather go back to working at a garden
store.

One of Adam Cole’s fine eyebrows lifted, seemingly in
response to her unspoken thoughts. The silence between them grew
and Eva’s disappointment changed to annoyance. Why should she care
about Adam Cole’s personality? She’d held her own with some of the
most arrogant academicians in her field. Cole would have to go some
to top them. Besides, he’d hired her, presumably based on her
credentials–his posturing was nothing more than a move to establish
his authority.

Cole turned and began to pace the flagstone terrace
as he explained her duties.

“First and foremost, you alone will be responsible
for the care and nurturing of each of the seven gardens at
Winterwood. I don’t hire laborers for maintenance.” He stopped
pacing and looked down at her. “Do you have any problem with
that?”

“One person for seven gardens? Are you serious?” Eva
stood up, uncomfortable under his imperious gaze. “The job
description of head gardener implies managing a staff of
workers–your classified advertisement was misleading, at best.”

“Your letter of employment outlined everything.”

“Yes, so I understand–well, I didn’t receive it.”

She met his piercing gaze and some of her bluster
faded. Could she handle everything by herself? Maybe. If she worked
seven days a week, twelve hours a day. Another twinge of
self-admonishment nudged its way into her head. Why hadn’t she
checked this job out more carefully before accepting it?

Cole slowly nodded his head and a soft murmur ran
through Eva’s chest.

“Calhoun has always managed with no complaints. If
you’ve changed your mind about the position, tell me right now. I
have important work to do here. I need someone who knows what
they’re doing, and one who’s willing to take responsibility for the
grounds.”

Eva’s pride kicked in, goaded by his patronizing
manner. “Mr. Cole, I am a certified horticulturist and a degreed
Master Gardener. I have a significant amount of experience in the
field, and a deep love for all growing things. It’s unfortunate
that the information you sent was lost in the mail, but I do want
the job. I will try my best to manage everything to your
satisfaction.”

Her words hung in the still air, begging a response.
The silence slowly crushed against her as she gazed at the
frightening man who held her future at his whim.

He looked at her for a moment, his dark gaze almost
shattering her resolve. A soft hum filled the air, sounding very
similar to a swarm of bees. Eva glanced around to find the source.
The sound was not easy to ignore.

Cole began to pace again. His slim body almost seemed
to drift as he walked. His square shoulders were unusually broad
for such a slight build, but his energy seemed powerful and strong.
How different he appeared, here in such close proximity. Clearly,
his unpleasant personality had vanquished all her earlier fantasies
about his good looks.

His voice broke into her thoughts.

“The seven gardens are scattered throughout the
estate. Each one has its own needs, so you’ll have to schedule your
time to handle those needs as they become important. The seasons
here are shorter, due to the altitude, and...”

Eva half-listened as he walked restlessly back and
forth, his movements fluid and graceful like those of a
well-muscled animal. Every so often, he’d stop talking and gaze at
her, filling her with the peculiar sensation of being captured
prey.

Finally, he stopped pacing and gestured toward the
courtyard entrance. “You may go now. If you have questions, Calhoun
will remain on the property for another month, but he is officially
retired. He will not do any work for you.”

Without waiting for her response, Adam Cole strode
across the flagstones and disappeared through an arched doorway at
the side of the mansion. Eva simply stared after him in utter
disbelief.

 


* * *

 


A short time later, Eva slid into the kitchen chair
and leaned her arms on the table. “Brita, how can one person
possibly care for all these gardens? It’s a mammoth job!”

The cook nodded thoughtfully. “Don’t know, dear.
Calhoun never talked about his work, but he didn’t seem to be
overwhelmed. Have you asked him how he managed?”

“Hah! He’s barely civil to me. And I get the distinct
impression he doesn’t want or need to retire.”

Brita’s face clouded. “Aye, that’s true, but when Mr.
Cole makes up his mind about something, no one changes it.” She
fingered the edge of her apron. “It has been that way since he came
here.”

Eva gazed down at the bowl of steaming oatmeal that
Brita had just placed in front of her. Gloom crept into her
thoughts. Not only was the job seemingly impossible, but also, at
any moment, she could be unemployed again. This certainly wasn’t
how she’d envisioned the future.

She straightened up in the chair. “I’m going to talk
to Mr. Cole again. I don’t think he understands what’s involved
here.”

Brita sat down at the table, concerned thoughts
darkening her earnest gaze. “Eva, he is not an easy man to please.
If you want to stay here, you’ll have to play by his rules.” She
shook her head, a far-away look creeping into her eyes. “I’ve seen
many people come and go from this place over the years.”

Eva pushed back from the table. “Then I guess I’d
better have a conversation with Calhoun and get myself organized.”
She started toward the door, then turned back. “By the way, does
Mr. Cole have a child?”

Brita’s expression changed to puzzlement. “No. Why do
you ask?”

“I thought I saw a child in the cottage garden
yesterday, but whoever it was disappeared before I could get a good
look.”

Brita nodded slowly. “Just tend to your gardens, Eva.
Don’t get involved in anything else here. Trust me.”
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Back at the cottage, Eva located her carton of books,
then pulled out a spiral-bound notebook labeled “Garden Plots.” She
leafed through several pages filled with landscape sketches and
flower bed diagrams, trying to quell the sadness burrowing into her
heart at the reminder of past dreams. She looked away from the
drawings and chided herself. She’d made the decision and taken the
steps–she couldn’t let the past hobble her, no matter how much it
hurt. Turning to a blank page, she folded the notebook back on
itself, then wrote “Winterwood” in bold, blocky letters across the
top of the paper. She underlined the word with a flourish–she would
be successful at this job in spite of Adam Cole’s skepticism.

The sun had burned off the fog earlier that morning,
and now the estate was bathed in glorious warm rays, an energizing
tonic for Eva’s fragile state of mind. She strode out to the
circular driveway at the front of the mansion and entered the rose
garden. The fountain burbled rhythmically, the water cascades and
droplets glinting like gemstones in the sun. She brushed her
fingertips along the rim of the lowest water basin. The fountain
base and water receptacles were hewn from gray marble that had been
burnished and worn by time and the elements. Beautifully sculpted
pink marble cherubs with angelic faces smiled down at their
mounts–elaborate winged dragons carved from glistening black
marble. Eva pursed her lips and whistled softly, then glanced back
toward the entrance to the mansion. Adam Cole’s ancestors had
certainly chosen a unique theme for the estate. What could it mean?
She thought about what historical significance the beasts might
have, but could only remember seeing dragons as some sort of symbol
in heraldry. England or Ireland, perhaps? She shrugged and turned
back to her task. She started sketching the rose garden layout,
marking out the four geometric shapes which surrounded the
fountain.

As the design took shape on the paper, she recognized
the pattern above the main gate, and the one etched into the iron
barricade in her cottage garden. The four quadrants of this garden
held over twenty varieties of roses, including some wildly exotic
ones she didn’t recognize. How did roses tie in with the four sets
of symbols in the design? She checked the label on a bright yellow
blossom. “Sunny Splendor.” A white one nearby was named “May
Moonlight.” Eva smiled as she reached for the tag on a bush covered
with a profusion of pale lavender miniature roses. “Milky Way”
confirmed her suspicions that the names related to the celestial
quadrant symbols.

Moving to the next section, some of the varieties
were named “East Wind,” “Waves,” and “Earthly Splendor.” Without
checking, she knew that the remaining quadrants would fulfill the
rest of the symbols in the design.

Around the base of the fountain, brilliant yellow and
orange nasturtiums grew in profusion, and a quick glance at her
sketch confirmed that they represented the circle of flames in the
symbol. When she’d finished diagramming all the features of the
garden, she brushed a fine film of perspiration from her forehead
and gazed at the sky. At this altitude, the color was brilliant and
true blue, unrestricted by the pollution found at lower elevations.
If the weather held, she’d come out again this evening to see the
stars. The night sky would be stunning up here.

She left the rose garden and walked slowly past the
mansion toward the entrance to the maze. In the bright midday sun,
the dragon statues seemed less forbidding, and she wondered briefly
what they held in their talons. The shield shaped object was most
likely the Cole family coat of arms. She hesitated, her curiosity
growing by the moment. A deep hum rose on the air and she changed
her mind. The huge statues still made her nervous.

She walked quickly through the maze, then began
diagramming the main garden. The design again seemed familiar as
her sketching progressed and she nodded, sure of what the final
image would be. The finished drawing confirmed her hunch. The
layout of the beds and paths was identical to the pattern on the
gates and in the rose garden, but on a larger scale. She glanced
around. Did dragons reside here too?

The sky suddenly darkened and whispery murmurs began
in her head. Faint voices, a word or two, but nothing she could
grasp. Was she losing her mind? Why did she keep hearing this? She
hurried toward the garden shed, glancing nervously behind her. A
strong gust of wind came from nowhere, snatching the notebook from
her hand and flinging it into the shadows beneath the perimeter
hedge.

“No!” she cried, racing after it.

The notebook was lodged into a corner formed by the
hedge and the building. Eva dropped to one knee and reached
forward, then stopped. A large granite dragon with black onyx eyes
sat between her and the notebook. The statue’s sculpted lines had
all but faded from wind and rain, but the aura of power still
emanated from the head.

Eva exhaled slowly. Why did this place and its
symbolism unsettle her so? She tried to think logically. Gardens
around the world held statuary that reflected the original owners’
beliefs or artistic leanings. Religious figures, animals, gnomes
and fairies. What was so different about the dragon theme?

Her voice pierced the silence. “Absolutely
nothing!”

Why was she being so paranoid? She’d loved all things
mystical when she was a child. Her confidence returned and, with a
quick glance at the dragon, she reached past it to grab the
notebook. She quickly rose to her feet and hurried into the shed,
shaking off the sudden prickle of cold on her bare arms.

Alone in the courtyard where she’d had the unpleasant
first meeting with the mysterious Adam Cole, Eva could almost feel
his presence, so strong was his personality. Why was he so
unfriendly? Why did he live in such isolation? And why didn’t an
attractive, obviously wealthy man have a family? She frowned at the
brown fingerprint she’d left on the century plant, cringing at the
memory of his brusque reprimand. Maybe he did have a family, but
they didn’t want to live in total seclusion up here in the clouds.
She heaved a big sigh. Adam Cole’s personal life was none of her
business, so why did she have so many questions? Surely she’d get
to know him better after she’d been at Winterwood a little longer.
A peculiar warmth spread over her skin, making her uncomfortable
with its implications.

She dismissed the thoughts and concentrated on her
work. If she planned on proving herself to this man, she’d better
not waste any more time. The desert garden plots seemed more in
keeping with the natural state of a desert landscape, but still
followed the basic outline of the symbol. Only, in this garden, the
paths between the beds formed the “trees” and the four planting
beds were filled with red and gray lava rock. She turned in a
complete circle.

“No dragons here.”

She wandered amongst the clumps of cactus, sedge, and
desert rose. A warm blanket of familiarity colored her thoughts.
How long she’d lived and struggled with these very species. How
odd, but somehow reassuring, that she found herself dealing with
them again. She was mystified as to how such specimens could
survive in the cool, moist atmosphere of the coastal region. She
dropped to one knee to remove a large, dry oak leaf that had become
ensnared in the scraggly base of a desert rose. Her hand brushed
against something cold. A very large, very fat toad sprang out of
the rocks and she gasped, jerking her hand back. She began to laugh
as the lumpy creature hopped away to hide elsewhere. If she didn’t
get her nerves under control soon, she’d be racing down the
mountain, shrieking like a madwoman.

 


* * *

 


That night, Eva’s nightmares changed, still filled
with the stench and blinding smoke, but infused with a new element.
Adam Cole hovered around the periphery of the scenes and Eva
struggled to fight the inevitable outcome of the night, while he
watched with dark, disapproving eyes. Before dawn, Eva stumbled
from her bed, pushing away the images and the vividly remembered
horror. Her body ached with weariness.

Once she was fully awake, she applied her thoughts to
the project of cataloging the gardens. She’d already finished the
rose garden, the main garden, and the desert courtyard. Three
gardens plus her own cottage garden made four. So, where were the
other three? Cole had mentioned an herb garden, a vegetable garden,
and a shade garden, but hadn’t disclosed the locations. She
scowled. Why? Did he take pleasure in turning an already difficult
project into a guessing game? And where would she find Calhoun to
ask? Perhaps he would be in the main garden this morning. He would
surely spend some time in the gardens before his departure.

The sky was clear and the sun brilliant, promising a
perfect day for being outdoors. Eva gazed briefly around the
cottage garden, making mental notes about what grew there. She’d
save this garden for last. Then with a quick glance toward the
heavy iron gate in the corner, she headed off to work. When she had
some time, she’d find out what lay on the other side of that gate.
Soft thunder bumped through the air and she stopped to look up.
There wasn’t a cloud in sight. Shrugging, she continued along the
path, rehearsing what she’d say to Calhoun–if she could find
him.

The gravel crunched beneath her sneakers as she
skirted the front of the mansion. A perfumed scent wafted from the
landscaped beds along the base of the building, a fragrance so
strong that she had to stop and investigate. At first look, the
neatly pruned shrubs were unremarkable, nothing more than vigorous
barberry. But on closer examination, she discovered rambling vines
of honeysuckle twined throughout the shrub’s glossy red leaves and
wicked thorns. She frowned. Though the flowers filled the air with
a delightful fragrance, if left untended, the vines would strangle
the shrubs. She jotted a reminder in her notebook and sighed. So
much to do–she would have to be super-organized to manage it all. A
tiny blip of doubt crossed her mind and she asked herself again,
could she do it all?

A low hum floated on the air, the same sound she’d
heard several times now. Sometimes it sounded like bees, and other
times, it resembled the low vibration of a motor. Perhaps an
air-conditioner? She looked up at the building, searching for the
source of the sound. A movement at one of the first floor windows
caught her eye and her heart thumped. Adam Cole’s impassive face
stared at her for a moment, then disappeared. How long had he been
watching her? And why did that bother her? She shivered, suddenly
cold as she hurried past the front entrance, uncomfortably aware of
the beasts’ gaze upon her back.

The main garden was ablaze with bloom, more so than
it had been the previous day. Eva shook her head in wonder.
Something in the soil or the climate affected Winterwood’s gardens
so favorably that they seemed to grow almost as if by magic. She
chuckled out loud at the thought, then moved to a large bed of
peonies. The saucer-sized blooms seemed unreal–more like those
fashioned from silk. Luscious magenta, brilliant pink, deep red,
pale peach, and snow white. Dark green leaves reflected the
sunlight, intensifying the almost fluorescent hues of the
blossoms.

Eva gently touched a petal. “You’re all such good
girls.”

She drew her hand away and quickly looked around to
see if anyone had overheard. Then, feeling foolish about her
concern, she quickly moved toward the back of the garden. She’d
always talked to her plants, but no one would understand
that–they’d simply think she was nuts.

Calhoun was nowhere to be seen and Eva sighed in
resignation as she stepped through the door to the equipment shed.
Rakes, hoes, shovels, and other cultivating tools hung in neat rows
along the wall, and the smaller hand tools were lined up on a work
counter. Bags of mulch and lime and other soil amendments were
stacked against the opposite wall. But no Calhoun. Frustration set
in. She didn’t even know where his quarters were located–not that
she’d have the nerve to go knocking on his door. She’d probably
have to ask Brita where to find him. Why did this have to be so
difficult?

Eva opened the far door and stepped into the desert
courtyard. The warm sun caressed her bare arms and she immediately
relaxed, finding serenity in the small, quiet garden space–a
welcome change from the past couple of days. No one was about, so
she wandered the perimeter of the area, inspecting each plant. Her
path traveled full circle, ending at the arched doorway through
which her employer had disappeared. The dim light and marble walls
inside looked cool and inviting. Where did the doorway lead? She
hesitated, then took a step forward.

“Miss Brown!”

Eva spun around to face Calhoun. His small black eyes
glittered and his stony expression sent a shiver down her
spine.

His tone was no-nonsense. “Cook says you wanted to
talk to me.”

Gathering her composure, Eva nodded and tried to
smile–an effort that felt wooden. “Yes, I did–I do.” She softened
her tone and took a step toward him. “I really need your help.
Would you please tell me exactly what my duties are here? And what
kind of schedule I need to keep in order to manage them all?”

Calhoun didn’t speak, but his expression implied that
he was considering her request. Finally, he bobbed his head
once.

“Follow me.”

He strode off toward the maintenance building. Eva
trotted along behind him like an obedient puppy, trying to organize
her questions into a logical order.

They moved through the shed and into the main garden.
Calhoun settled on one of the stone benches in the sitting area and
Eva sat down on the opposite seat. She waited for him to open the
conversation.

He lifted an eyebrow. “Well? What are your
questions?”

She laid her notebook and pen on the seat beside
her.

“First, I need to know the chores required for each
garden, and when they should be done. I’ve been cataloging the
gardens and, so far, I see that they are almost all perennials. I
know how to care for perennials, but what I don’t know is, how do
you keep all the gardens in perfect shape all the time?”

“By being organized. And I don’t waste time
drawing.”

Eva flushed, then anger surged in. “Excuse me,
Calhoun, but I am new here–I have my ways and you have yours.”

He rose from the bench. “And so does Mr. Cole. I
cannot help you. With all your fancy qualifications, you should be
able to figure it out.”

Eva’s jaw dropped as she watched him walk quickly
toward the maze entrance.

She muttered under her breath, “You old creep!”

Gathering up her notebook and pen, she rose and
headed back into the maintenance building. She sure as the devil
didn’t need his help. One way or the other, she’d manage this job.
She did, indeed, have fancy qualifications! The flush of anger
faded and she realized with chagrin that she should have simply
asked Calhoun where the remaining three gardens were located. She
shrugged. How hard could it be to find them? She picked a rake and
small hand cultivator from the tool cache, then headed toward the
door to the desert courtyard. She could do some cleanup while the
sun was still low and the temperature comfortable, then she’d
explore the rest of the estate.

As she performed the simple chores
of weeding and deadheading, she thought about Adam Cole’s face at
the window. It should not bother her that he was checking up on
her. He is the boss. And I wasn’t doing
anything wrong. In fact, she’d been taking
inventory of the duties that were part of her job. She stopped
raking and laughed out loud. The man had her chasing her own
tail!

“Why am I trying to justify what I was doing?
Jeez!”

An hour later, she surveyed the desert garden with
pride. It looked just like a photograph in a fancy Southwest
gardening magazine. Her gaze drifted again to the arched doorway.
What was in there? She really wanted to know. For a few moments,
she pondered whether or not to risk it. For all she knew, it was an
entrance to Adam Cole’s private quarters, and she would be
trespassing. The thought of facing him in person again sent a
tremor through her chest–and not a pleasant one. Her stomach
growled and she turned away. She’d think about it over food.

Brita was all smiles. “Hello, dear. I was just
wondering when you’d be looking for your lunch. I’ve made up some
macaroni and cheese. It’s my mum’s recipe, God rest her soul.”

“Fabulous! I love comfort food.”

Eva settled into her usual place at the kitchen
table, neatly set with placemat, checkered napkin, and eating
utensils. It felt so good to have a refuge where she could relax
without worrying about running into Calhoun, or dragons–or Mr.
Cole.

Brita set a plate of steaming golden buttery pasta on
the table, then returned to the butcher block in the center of the
room. Eva savored the creamy dish while she watched Brita work.

“What are you making there?”

Brita threw a smile over her shoulder. “Roast pork
and mashed potatoes for Mr. Cole. He don’t care for peasant
food.”

Eva toyed with a slippery macaroni that wouldn’t stay
on the fork. “Does he have lunch at the same time every day?”

“Aye, like clockwork. If I’m not ready, he comes down
here. And believe me, I try to avoid that at all costs!”

She chuckled and finished arranging the food tray.
“You enjoy your lunch. I need to get this over to the butler.”

She picked up the tray and pushed through a door at
the back of the kitchen, leaving Eva alone with her thoughts. Brita
obviously had a healthy respect for her employer. That made Eva
feel better–at least she wasn’t the only one he intimidated. But
what did a man like Adam Cole do all day? Obviously, his gardens
were important to him, but he didn’t appear to spend any time in
them. At least, Eva hadn’t seen him. She shook her head. What
garden-lover would be content to only look at them from a distance?
She couldn’t bear being away from the soil and the plants and
shrubs for more than just a few hours.

She glanced at the clock hanging over the door. If
her employer was just now sitting down to lunch, she had at least
an hour to see where the arched doorway led. She popped the last
bite of pasta into her mouth, then rose and left the kitchen. She
hurried through the maze and across the main garden. As she passed
through the equipment shed, she grabbed her notebook from where
she’d left it. For good measure, she also picked up her gloves and
the small hand cultivator. If she were caught where she shouldn’t
be, it would be good to at least look like she was trying to do her
job.

“I’ll say I’m lost.”

The desert garden was still
unoccupied and the sun now burned fiercely from directly overhead.
A film of perspiration blanketed Eva’s body, but more from nerves
than the sun’s heat. She moved quickly toward the arched doorway
and, after hesitating for only a moment, she stepped through. The
interior was cool and dim and, in the heavy silence, her breathing
sounded loud and raspy. She turned and gazed down a long passageway
lined with stone walls and covered by a vaulted ceiling. The only
light filtered through two narrow horizontal openings about twelve
feet up the outer wall. Eva took two steps forward, then
stopped. This is probably not a good idea.
I’d never convince anyone that I accidentally got lost in
here. But her curiosity overrode her logic
and she moved slowly down the passageway. Her footsteps echoed
loudly, so she tried to tiptoe. As her eyes became accustomed to
the dim light, she saw another arched doorway at the far end. A
minute later, she took a deep breath and lifted the iron latch. The
door swung away and fresh air swept over her.

A bright and breezy open passageway extended about
fifty feet. Worn gray marble paved the floor. The exterior wall was
constructed of polished gray marble and the opposite side of the
passage was built like a monastery cloister with white marble
pillars forming arched openings that provided a view of the elegant
inner courtyard. Eva felt as though she had stepped into an
elaborate drawing for an old storybook.

Each white arch framed a glossy green boxwood shrub
which had been pruned into the form of an animal. Eva walked slowly
along the passageway, delighting in each topiary creation. A
donkey, an elephant, a fish, a bird, a horse, and a swan. Gazing
past the green sculptures, she saw a formal herb garden. Relief
flooded her chest–it was alright for her to be in here.

The herb beds were arranged in a geometric design
that filled the central courtyard. Mentally reviewing the other
garden and gate designs, she knew the pattern for the herb garden
would be the same. Scribbling a reminder in the notebook, she
continued on to the far end of the passageway, searching for a way
into the planted area. A bronze portico opened to the courtyard and
she stepped through, then grinned. To her right, the last sculpted
shrub in the animal topiary series was, of course, a dragon.

Paths of dense, green grass curled around and between
each planting bed, and a positively heady fragrance drifted on the
air. Eva absorbed the soothing herbal scents of lavender, bee balm,
and sweet hyssop–all in full bloom, their bright heads nodding in
the light breeze. In another bed, creeping thymes in various shades
of green and yellow formed a living blanket on the ground beneath
tall-growing sage and basil. She began sketching and making notes
about water and harvesting schedules.
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