
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Becoming the heiress of a large neglected estate in Louisiana was not all Caia Eberstark had inherited...

	 

	 

	When Caia Eberstark inherits a large mansion in Louisiana she faces the task of restoring it to its former beauty.

	But the inheritance does not just come with a huge renovation job, it also comes with secrets and mysteries that she must solve.

	Caia hires Julian Baryon of Baryon Renos. The chemistry between Caia and Julian is undeniable and together they embark on a journey neither could have ever imagined in their wildest dreams.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Caia tried to lift her hands, move her feet, but she couldn’t. They were attached to strings, thin cords that held on tightly to her limbs. Gazing beside and behind her, she saw a vast vacuum of space, dotted with many stars and planets. Unbelievably gorgeous nebulas floated in the distance. She fought to free herself of the strings, to break loose, but it didn’t help. Something, or someone, tugged the cords and made her dance, forcing her to perform a pirouette like a ballerina. A shadowy figure stood close to her. It was a man, but she couldn’t define his features. His arms and legs, too, had strings on them. Marionettes. They were merely wooden dolls manipulated by a puppet master.

	The harder she fought the strands, and tugged on them, the more they entangled her until she could barely breathe. She needed to escape, to get the hell away from whoever held her captive... from the strings forcing her limbs to act against her will...

	 

	The doorbell startled Caia out of the nightmare. “Phew, I dozed off. That was a weird one. I hope it wasn’t some kind of premonition,” she muttered as she went to answer the door. It was a special delivery—bringing her an official-looking letter from a law firm in Louisiana. She gazed at it, turned it over, but decided it couldn’t be junk. Junk mail never came special delivery, nor would she have to sign for it.

	After getting undressed and putting on a nightie, then filling her wine glass, she sank to the couch and opened the elegant envelope. She unfolded the sheet of paper and began to read the letter. “You’ve got to be kidding me! Surely this is some kind of sick joke!” She opened her laptop, researched the lawyer’s name and the firm, and it came up as legitimate. After gulping down her wine, she read the letter again...

	 

	Two days later, Caia Eberstark gazed at the lawyer on the other side of a huge mahogany desk in disbelief. “My great-grandmother died over ten years ago at the sweet young age of a hundred and fifteen. Grandma died a couple of years ago, and I only now hear of this mysterious inheritance?”

	Roger Sanderson adjusted the spectacles perched on the tip of his nose and peered at her. “After your grandmother passed away, it took us quite a while to track you down. You’ve moved around a lot in the last two years since her death. It was difficult to locate you.”

	“Well, damn. Ten years is a long time. Why wasn’t I told of the inheritance after my great-grandmother died? I was sixteen at the time, and I was at her memorial with Grandma. Isn’t there supposed to be a reading of the will?”

	“There was, but your grandmother was the main beneficiary. You were not named in the will, so there was no need for you to be present for the reading of it.”

	“Why would Grandma have kept it a secret from me? It’s all too weird.”

	The lawyer rubbed his chin. “Probably because someone stepped forward and contested the will.”

	“Like who? I am the only remaining Eberstark.”

	“My dear, there must be other people of that name in the USA.”

	“I meant of my family. I have no living relatives. I assume you know, my grandfather and my father were the only children, as I am. There were no sisters, brothers, aunties, or uncles.”

	“Let me explain. In the will, your great-grandfather left a small amount to a man called William Eberstark to be paid out after your great-grandmother passed on. In our attempts to contact William, we discovered that he was deceased, and so was his legally adopted son, but there was a step-grandson. After we located him, we contacted him and sent him a copy of the will. His name was James Eberstark. He claimed that William and your great-grandfather were estranged brothers. James was not satisfied with the amount, and contested the will, claiming half of all assets. Consequently, the estate sat in probate for a very long time because James did not give up.”

	“And then he finally lost.”

	“Yes. After many appeals. James Eberstark died shortly after he lost the last and final appeal.”

	“Why didn’t Grandma just let that guy have it?”

	“Your grandmother was adamant that her father, John Eberstark, had no brother. I think she would have rather seen the property go to the state of Louisiana.”

	“How much are we talking about? As far as I know, my great-grandparents weren’t rich. And what is the property?”

	“Upon your great-grandmother’s death, William was to be paid a thousand dollars, which was a small fortune years ago when the will was written.”

	“As I said before, I’m almost sure Nana wasn’t rich. I was under the impression that Grandma paid a supplement toward Nana’s care.”

	“No. Your great-grandmother was well provided for and funded her own care. James stubbornly maintained the claim that your great-grandfather and William Eberstark were brothers. We never found documentation to prove any connection between William and your great-grandfather, and James couldn’t provide us with proof. The case should have been thrown out of court a long time ago, but the grandson was persistent and found greedy contingency lawyers willing to help him continue to contest the will.”

	“There must have been more than a thousand dollars at stake here. Lawyers wouldn’t be that stupid, surely?”

	Sanderson nodded. “There was a lot more in play. As for all your questions, here is a copy of the will for you to read.”

	Caia took the papers he handed her and began leafing through them.

	The main page of the document had both her great-grandfather’s name and her great-grandmother’s—John Edward Eberstark and Caia Lucille Eberstark.

	She skipped most of the legal jargon until she got to the most important part.

	To my son Edward John Eberstark and daughter-in-law Celeste Maria Eberstark, I leave the bulk of my estate with the provision that Eberstark Manor remains in the Eberstark family and must be passed on to the eldest child of my direct descendants.

	Caia looked up from the will. “If it were true that William was John’s brother, he could hardly be called a direct descendant. Did that guy’s lawyers just ignore that part of the will?” She raised a brow. “Eberstark Manor? That’s a new one. I don’t remember Nana ever talking about a house, let alone a manor. I only knew her as living in Garden House, the assisted living facility. I believe she moved in there when she was ninety-five. And it’s still beyond me why Grandma never told me about any of it. Grandpa must have been raised in that manor.” She paused for a moment. “Who wrote the will? The sentence that the manor had to remain in the Eberstark family must have ignited that guy’s obsession to contest it. Good grief, anyone with that name could have laid claim to a slice of whatever there is.”

	“John Eberstark wrote most of the will himself, then handed everything over to this firm. His son, your grandfather, moved away from the manor and bought the house in Texas where he and your grandmother made their home and raised your father. I don’t know the reason except that your grandfather was estranged from his parents.”

	“Grandma’s will was short and to the point. She left whatever she had to me, which, except for the condo, wasn’t much. The manor wasn’t mentioned in my grandmother’s will. Where is this place? Who has lived there since?”

	“Your grandmother had no interest in the manor, and remember, it was in probate for at least eight years. But because your grandmother couldn’t sell it, and basically could do nothing with it, she didn’t really care what happened to the property. She didn’t bother to answer the letters I sent her.”

	“Like I said before, why didn’t she just let that guy have it?”

	“She couldn’t. Your great-grandfather left a letter for your grandfather and grandmother. It explained the reason why the manor must never be sold and why it had to be passed down to the eldest of each family directly descendant from your great-grandparents. I’m surprised you didn’t find the letter in her belongings. In the correspondence I sent Celeste, I asked her for the letter because it would have put a stop to it all.”

	“Well, that’s just fantastic. I’m the last one left. What if I never get married and don’t have children? What happens to the property then? And where is this manor? And I don’t have money. How do I look after it?”

	“There is a vast fortune held in trust. Some of which is to be used for the upkeep of the manor. The funds have remained mainly untouched due to the probate but have now been released. In the event that the Eberstark lineage discontinues, the manor will become a museum, and the state of Louisiana will have control of it and the funds. The estate is located here in Louisiana. Your great-grandfather bought the property of fifteen-thousand acres in the year seventeen- hundred and twelve in his and his wife’s name. I think that the date is a recording error, though.”

	“Just slightly. He couldn’t even have been thought of then.”

	“Exactly. Your great-grandfather had the manor built on it, and it was completed in the year seventeen-hundred and twenty-two, ten years later. Again, whoever the recording clerk was, made grievous errors in the dates. The only correct date is the birthdate of your grandfather, and the marriage record when he married Celeste, your grandmother.

	“John Eberstark died under mysterious circumstances, which left his wife to manage the estate. Their son left Louisiana and his parental home when he was in his early twenties and became estranged from his mother for a long time. After his father’s death, he became the legal owner of the manor but wanting nothing to do with it, so he left it up to his mother to manage. He and his mother were reunited when she could no longer manage the estate and chose to move to the Garden House assisted living center.”

	Caia scanned through the rest of the pages. “There is a housekeeper?”

	“Yes, and a groundskeeper. Though the estate has fallen into some disrepair due to the funds being locked in probate. However, the present housekeeper and groundskeeper, husband and wife, are loyal. They have remained on the property to care for it the best they could with the minimal funds we were able to pay them.”

	“Really? They must be as old as the hills, too. I’ll read the rest of this when I get back to the hotel. You’ve got my head spinning right now.”

	“There are papers to be signed, and—”

	“Can we do that tomorrow? I really need to be alone to digest everything you’ve told me.”

	“I suppose, Miss Eberstark. I’m sorry I couldn’t give you more information. I inherited this case from my father and grandfather. If they were still alive, I’m sure they could have enlightened you more.” He leafed through a notebook. “Come and see me at eleven in the morning.”

	“Thank you, Mr. Sanderson. I’ll see myself out.” Caia left his office, clutching the blue cardboard covered sheaf of papers. What she needed more than anything right now was a stiff coffee.

	The receptionist sat at her desk behind her computer and looked up. “Ms. Eberstark, can I get you a taxi?”

	“Yes, please.”

	“Will you be going back to your hotel?”

	“I guess so. Do you think the taxi will stop for me to get a coffee at a Starbucks?”

	“I’m sure he will if you give him a good tip.” She picked up the phone and called a taxi for Caia.

	Good tip? Hell, there might be a fortune waiting in the bank, but right now, she was in between jobs and quite broke. The lawyer had booked her flight and the hotel but had given her no spending money. What am I thinking? A good stiff drink is what I need instead of coffee! It might be early afternoon, but it’s cocktail hour somewhere in the world!

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Caia poured herself another stiff whiskey. She’d had the taxi driver stop so she could pick up a bottle. The booze at the hotel was far too expensive. After downing her second drink, her emotions settled. She relaxed on the bed and thought about what the lawyer had told her, and about the will. Even if Grandma hadn’t named her sole heiress in her will, it wouldn’t have mattered. Being the eldest child, she still would have inherited this crazy estate according to her great-grandparents’ will. And crazy it was. The more she thought about it, the weirder and more mysterious it became.

	Two years ago, her grandmother had passed away, the last of her family, leaving her alone in the world. Grandma had taken care of her since she was four years old, after the death of her parents. Her father was a cop and died in the line of duty. Her mother died not long after in a fatal car accident.

	In the early days, when she came to live with her grandparents, her grandfather was still alive, but then he passed away shortly after. She could barely remember him. The main family members in her life had been Nana and Grandma. Heck, she could barely recall her own parents. If only her father were still alive. Then he would have inherited this mess.

	“What am I going to do with a manor that I’m not allowed to sell? Especially one that’s been neglected for how many years?” she muttered.

	The lawyer had mentioned a letter, one that she should have found among her grandmother’s belongings. Caia tried to retrace the events surrounding her grandmother’s death.

	As an archaeologist, she traveled a lot. Two years ago, she’d been in Africa on a dig when she got the call that her grandmother had a heart attack and had died. She had to get on the next plane home to Austin, Texas, to look after the funeral and her grandmother’s affairs.

	Fortunately, Celeste Eberstark had been very efficient. Though she hadn’t been ill, as she got older, she had put all her affairs in order. Caia didn’t have to do much at all. Grandma had even transferred the condo into Caia’s name.

	At first, Caia thought she’d rent it out, but changed her mind. The idea of strangers living in her grandmother’s house didn’t appeal to her. She’d decided to keep it as a home base for herself.

	Going through her grandmother’s things had been the hardest. The lawyer mentioning the letter brought to mind the shoebox she’d found filled with photos and letters. Caia had not gone through the box and had stored it on the shelf in the bedroom closet to sort at a later date when she was not as emotional. Of course, it never happened because she was away so much. Now, when she returned home, she would make a point to go through the box. But would the letter from her great-grandfather even still be around? From what the lawyer had told her, Grandma had wanted nothing to do with the legacy.

	Why?

	 

	Three days later, Caia was driving a rental on her way to Eberstark Manor. Her purse contained her wallet filled with cash, a brand-new bank card and visa, a checkbook, the signed papers, and deed to the house.

	Mr. Sanderson had offered to go with her, but she’d politely declined. For the first time, since she’d been bombarded with the news of the inheritance, she felt excited. Adventurous by nature, this was going to be a whole new experience for her.

	The car had GPS but driving to the property seemed straight forward. It was a glorious day, and by midday it got quite warm. She was glad the vehicle had air conditioning and wondered how hot it was in Louisiana during the summer months. This was, from what she’d read on her laptop, the wet season, and it could get quite chilly at night.

	After driving for a few hours, the monotonous female voice of the GPS told her to leave the highway and make a right turn. She chuckled at the English accent of the device. A few miles in, she had to turn again onto a dirt road that led to tall iron gates. Above them hung an old weathered rusty sign.

	She had arrived at Eberstark Manor. Very tall, aged oak trees lined the driveway beyond the gates. They had to be over a hundred years old, their trunks huge, their branches forming an umbrella over the driveway.

	It seemed to take forever before she finally saw the white house, though it was sorely in need of a coat of paint. Mansion was a better word for it. It was a big two-story structure, with a verandah that appeared to wrap around the whole house. A balcony, supported by white columns, spread across the front of the second floor. There was even a turret at the far end of the house.

	The gardens looked badly neglected. A fountain stood amidst overgrown roses in the center of a circular driveway with a Greek goddess statue holding an urn standing in the center. Caia felt there should be water streaming from the urn, but there wasn’t.

	She pulled up in front of the steps and got out of the car. Just as she was about to unlock the front door of the house, it opened.

	“Miss Eberstark?” A small, stout, creole woman with iron-gray hair, wearing a black dress and white apron, greeted her.

	“Yes. Good afternoon,” Caia said lamely and held out her hand. “I’m Caia.”

	The woman scrutinized her with eyes as black as coal. “You were named after Lady Caia. My name is Rosaline, but people call me Rosa for short. Welcome to Eberstark Manor.”

	“Hello, Rosa. I presume Mr. Sanderson has talked to you?”

	“Yes. Will you be moving into the manor today, miss?”

	Rosa must have been a beauty in her day. It was hard to pinpoint her age because her face was still quite smooth and wrinkle-free. “Not today. Not sure if I’ll be moving in permanently. I just came to look at the house to see what needs to be done.”

	“Marcel and I have done our best, but money was scarce because of the dispute over the property, so we could not hire gardeners, and we are getting old,” Rosa said. “He is not feeling well today, so I told him to stay in bed.”

	“I understand. No need to excuse yourself. What is your last name, Rosa?”

	“It is Bataille.”

	“Can I impose on you to make me some tea? And maybe there is something to eat? A sandwich? I’ve been driving a long time,” Caia asked.

	“Yes, yes, of course. Please, come in. Excuse my manners. We never see visitors here. I will take you to the sunroom and will bring you refreshments.”

	“No need. Just lead me to the kitchen,” Caia said and smiled.

	“The lady of the house does not take tea in the kitchen,” Rosa told her and frowned.

	Caia giggled. “I hardly feel like the lady of the house, and I like kitchens. Please, lead the way?”

	Though the house had stood empty for so long, the foyer looked remarkably dust-free, and the hardwood floors were shiny and looked recently polished
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