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        To Kel.

        Your emotional support maracas made this novella possible. Thank you for being you.

      

      

      

      
        
        And to the city of Milwaukee.

        I will forever consider you home.
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            Chapter One

          

          THOMAS

        

      

    

    
      DRESDEN, GERMANY, 1874

      My body went rigid as the sheet fell from the artist’s barely-dry canvas and revealed the disturbing scene underneath.

      A lovely, young woman lay in her bed, a picture of innocence draped in white linens, limbs flung overhead in the careless abandon of peaceful, deep sleep. Her creamy skin shone bright and flawless under a soft light, and a pale flush touched her cheeks, accentuating her plump pink lips.

      Outside the serene glow surrounding the woman’s lithe body, an ominous darkness permeated the painting. From the drapes hanging between the bedposts to the papered walls of the shadowy room, midnight blues and charcoal grays swirled in a mélange to disguise the faint outline of a sinister figure looming over her sleeping form.

      The use of dark tones and wide brushstrokes created a ghostlike presence, a mere suggestion of a monstrous being, which only served to emphasize what the artist did make visible—the devilish features of a demonic face. The creature looked down its hawkish nose at the innocent woman, an avaricious sneer across thin lips as it reached out with boney, long-nailed fingers to her exposed breast.

      Its eyes, the most haunting feature of the monster’s lurid face, glowed an iridescent green and shone through the darkness of the shadowed background like lanterns illuminated from within.

      At least he got the eyes right, I thought, my cynicism tempering my bitterness.

      “Is it final?” I asked through clenched teeth as I turned to face the artist.

      He stared at me in that eccentric way artists did, eyes intense and boring straight through to my soul. His disheveled countenance suggested he hadn’t slept much the night before. Not surprising given the deadline, the subject, or the customer.

      “Yes, sir,” he replied, breathless. “Finished last night. I tried to capture the creature’s essence. The moment it preys on its victim. The baroness provided such a vivid description.” He cleared his throat. “She has… quite the imagination.”

      “Quite.”

      “I hope my rendering does the baroness’s vision justice.”

      “She will be pleased.” Disdain filled my voice despite my best efforts to suppress it. I had no doubt the artist captured the impression the sick woman sought to elicit. “Have it wrapped. My footman will bring it out to my carriage.” I held out a small purse, eager to be done with the loathsome task. “Your commission.”

      “Thank you, sir. And please, thank the baroness for her continued patronage.”

      “I’ll be sure to pass along the message,” I said dryly as I walked out of the gallery, no intention of speaking to the witch any more than necessary.

      Art, in all its forms, manifested interpretation, an impression of the subject left on the artist, and these days, patrons paid heaping sums to ensure the artists’ impressions matched their own. I paused. The baroness was not the only one in the family with money.

      The bell rang when the door swung open, and my footman exited with the oversized oil. While he loaded the package into my carriage, I summoned the artist with a wave of my hand.

      “A moment, please. Are you available for another commission? I would like a painting of my own.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          MADELYN

        

      

    

    
      MILWAUKEE, WISCONSIN, 2022

      I shook my head and huffed out a chuckle, the puff of warm air visible as it left my lips. My troublemaking teenage self would never have believed twenty-five years later she’d be driving to the Witch’s House for work.

      I exited the freeway and headed north on Lincoln Memorial Drive. The downtown Milwaukee skyline loomed outside my driver-side window while to my right the Calatrava unfurled its wings against the glistening backdrop of Lake Michigan.

      The Witch’s House. I snorted. A trip to the mysterious mansion had been a right-of-passage as a teen. Half-drunk on whiskey pilfered from our parents’ liquor cabinets, masquerading in repurposed Snapple bottles, someone would suggest driving to the Witch’s House after the coffee shops closed and we no longer had a place to chain smoke cigarettes while drinking over-sweetened and over-creamed coffee and declaring our self-important opinions on politics and world events.

      Despite my thick cable-knit sweater, I shivered. I wrinkled my nose to get the blood flowing in my face again and twisted the loose ring on my finger, my hands shrunk from the cold. Early November’s damp chill seeped into a person’s bones, as if autumn could prepare anyone for what came next. I reached out and turned up the heat, wishing I had one of those fancy cars with seat warmers instead of my fifteen-year-old Jetta that still had knobs. But my trusty Volkswagen had survived this many winters; it could survive at least one more.

      I cruised past the marina toward Lake Drive and the wealthy northern suburbs of the city. At six o’clock, rush hour traffic had started to subside. The sun hung low, obfuscated by the tall condo buildings lining the lakefront, its orange glow picturesque amid the brilliant fall colors that adorned the trees. A stickler for completing my workday at five, my fascination with the Witch’s House overrode my rigidity, making this after-hours excursion worth the overtime and the drive.

      The couple of times I’d gone as a teen, we’d piled into someone’s parent’s car—or, if lucky, one of the rich kids’ SUVs—and drove north along the lake through winding, tree-lined paths until we found the fabled mansion perched high on a bluff overlooking the lake. We parked and dared each other to hop the stone wall surrounding the property, testing each other’s bravery—and sobriety—to inspect the bizarre, misshapen statues that dotted the front lawn. Our teenage minds went wild with theories, fueled by decades of local myth and marijuana.

      Had the woman who lived there killed her husband and child, and thrown them over the bluff into the icy waters of the lake? Were the statues the remains of teenagers, like us, frozen in place for trespassing? Or was she a serial murderer, marking the graves of her victims with sculpted tombstones?

      I huffed out another breathy laugh and shook my head at the ridiculous rumors and memories from high school. More likely than not, the “witch” who’d lived there was a shut-in or a recluse, and a mundane explanation existed for the bizarre sculptures. I couldn’t resist the temptation to discover the truth when my boss asked me to take the job. My curiosity piqued those many years ago, the mystery of the mansion now called to me like a siren.

      I worked for a high-end consignment firm—Parker & Sons Real Estate and Consignment—specializing in estate sales for owners whose property could be traced back generations. Most of the time, the individuals inheriting the old homes didn’t care what we found inside, or for the property itself, eager to consign the contents and use the money to buy a flashy, high-rise condo with a killer view of the lake. As a specialist in art history and antiques, I catalogued and appraised the properties’ contents, helping ensure the new owners got top dollar for the treasures left behind.

      When my boss Mr. Parker told me the new owner of the Witch’s House wanted an appraisal of the estate’s artwork, I jumped at the chance regardless of the appointment time. I could only imagine the priceless and unique objet d’art I might find inside and refused to pass up an opportunity to unlock its mysteries.

      And it’s not like I had anything better to do on a Monday night. My social calendar wasn’t exactly overflowing with options.

      My cell phone buzzed in the cup holder. I glanced down and smiled at the caller. I hit the answer button and put my little sister on speaker.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey,” Christine said. “Whatcha doin’?”

      “Driving.”

      “Wanna come over for dinner?”

      “Can’t.”

      “Oh?” she asked with an optimistic lilt to her voice. Her interest annoyed me; I knew she hoped I had a date.

      “Yeah, I have to work.”

      I waited for the inevitable commentary on my vacuous love life.

      “At night?”

      Her skepticism wasn’t misplaced; I never worked past five, and my life was nothing if not predictable.

      “The client wanted to meet tonight to get the project started, and Mr. Parker is bending over backwards to accommodate him. It’s a huge contract. Lots of art, lots of money. You know Mr. Parker.”

      Wait for it.

      “I’m not even going to comment on the fact you shouldn’t be able to come to my house for dinner tonight not because you’re working, but because you have a hot date.”

      And there it is.

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Don’t roll your eyes at me, Mad,” Christine continued, and I chuckled. “You’re forty-three years old and single. You need to get out more even if it means spending less time with us.”

      My sister doled out opinions like leaflets shoved under your windshield wiper.

      “Whatever,” I replied, shutting her down with my flip response, a tactic I’d perfected long ago.

      She let out an overexaggerated sigh. “So, where are you headed?”

      “Get this. Remember that mansion north of the city—the Witch’s House?”

      “No way!”

      “Yes way. I’m on Lake Drive right now heading up there.”

      “I need all the details.”

      “Apparently, the new owner inherited the estate from his mother when she died ten years ago, but he hasn’t done anything with it since.”

      “I can’t wait to hear what you find. Be careful, though. That place creeps me out. What if those old rumors were true?”

      She paused, and I could almost hear the gears of her imagination whirring.

      “What if the new owner is as evil as the old witch and throws you off the bluff?!”

      I laughed. My sister could be… extra. She worked as a reporter for the Shepherd Express and was always on the hunt for a juicy story.

      “Doubtful. The guy probably just didn’t want to deal with it. He lives in Germany.”

      “Hm. Well. Keep me posted. I can’t wait to hear what it looks like inside.”

      “Will do.”

      “Laters.”

      “Bye.”

      Despite my skepticism, Christine’s ridiculous speculation and my high school memories sparked my imagination. What if there was a story there? I laughed aloud at the outrageous thought. No. This job would be as ordinary as the rest of my life.

      Maybe it was the urban legends. Or maybe it was my excitement at getting selected to perform such an important job for the firm. Or maybe my life really had become too predictable. Whatever the reason, I couldn’t wait to get started.
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        * * *

      

      Turning off Lake Drive, I drove into the wooded side streets between the main thoroughfare and the lake. Oranges, reds, and yellows canopied the winding roads and blocked the remaining twilight as I followed the twisting paths toward the entrance. A low stone wall surrounded the property, crumbling in places and in desperate need of repair.

      I rounded the corner, and the entry to the driveway came into view. Two weathered, yet domineering guardian lions stared down at me from atop stone pillars, monitoring any visitors approaching the wrought iron gates that barred their passage. I slowed to a stop and waited beneath their watchful eyes until, with a scream of rusted iron, both sides of the gate crept inward. My heart rate ticked up at the sound. I inched my car through the gaping maw of gothic metal, and the gates whined closed behind me as I traveled up the long, straight driveway toward the mansion.

      The flickering light of dirty gas lamps, only half of which worked, illuminated the sculptures scattered across the broad expanse of the front lawn like ancient tombstones, worn and chipped with age from the harsh Wisconsin winters. Seen through the lens of my life’s work, they looked different now than they had as a teen. I recognized the stone sculptures for what they were—modern art—and could identify the Symbolist and Realist influences that shaped each piece. Even so, the selection itself gave me pause—misshapen beasts with snarling faces and humans twisted almost beyond recognition—each sculpture exuding a sense of torture or at the very least pain. Weeds grew in giant stalks, browned from autumn, and clawed at their bases. Ivy wrapped around the legs of one particularly disturbing statue, a man’s warped face turned up to the sky in an agonized scream as if he were being dragged down into a grave.

      Why would someone curate such a grim collection? And why had the new owner let the property slip into such disarray? An uneasiness settled over me despite knowing there must be a rational answer to these questions. I shook off the absurd apprehension and refocused my attention on the task at hand.

      I turned into a drive that circled an empty stone fountain in front of the impressive entrance that served as the centerpiece of the mansion’s façade. The stone edifice stood like a bastion of another time. The cream-colored brick that gave Milwaukee its “Cream City” nickname combined with the burnt-red roof tiles to lend the mansion an old-world feel. Ivy climbed the building’s corners, reaching out with twisting fingers toward the bay windows on either side of the grand entrance. Carved grotesques capped both windows, and their thick drapes obscured the view inside. Small stone balconies outside the four sets of second-story windows brought further character to its face, and steep roofs with pointed peaks topped the tall third story. The mansion looked like an abandoned castle from another time.

      I turned off the circle into the garage on the west side of the property and pulled alongside a silver Porsche with racing wheels. I winced at the thought of the rust patches on the driver-side rear bumper of my Jetta. I was so out of my element here.

      I walked up the steps of the covered portico and searched for the doorbell beneath the faint glow of the gas lamps on either side of the iron-inlaid wooden doors. Instead, I found an old bell pull, which I tugged. A deep gong resounded over the quiet rustling of leaves and the break of waves against the rocky bluff. The wind coming off the lake chilled me to the bone as I waited.

      A light went on, shining through the stained-glass panels on either side of the door. I straightened my spine, tossed my mop of hair behind my shoulders, and smoothed my sweater over my jeans. I glanced down at my beat-up loafers and grimaced. I hadn’t planned on seeing any clients today and had forgone heels for comfort.

      The door creaked open, and an old man in a three-piece suit stood on the other side of the threshold. Of medium height and build, he looked like a balding Einstein, his thinning, white hair sticking out at angles, a stark contrast to his impeccable attire. He must have been older than my parents, his face gaunt with deep lines and pale blue eyes hollowed beneath a bushy, unkempt brow.

      “Good evening, madam,” he said with a heavy accent and bow of his head. “How may I help you?”

      “Hello. My name is Madelyn Frye. I’m the art appraiser from Parker & Sons Real Estate and Consignment.”

      “Ach, ja. Please come in.”

      I stepped over the threshold and into a foyer preserved from a bygone era. The edges of a marble floor formed a perimeter around a burgundy Oriental rug that complemented velvety damask wallpaper atop rich mahogany wainscoting. White sheets covered whatever paintings hung on the foyer walls as well as the entry table and sideboard. A dust- and cobweb-covered crystal chandelier hung from the steepled ceiling and cast a low, ghostly glow over the room.

      The soft, melancholic notes of classical piano drifted into the foyer. A Chopin prelude. The music called to me from the distance.

      “I am Fritz, the von Dreiss family butler. Baron von Dreiss awaits you in the study.”

      “Oh,” I fumbled, caught off guard by the title. “Nice to meet you, Fritz.”

      The music grew louder as the butler led me down a hallway to the left of the entrance toward the east end of the mansion and the lake. Dim lights flickered under dusty lampshades, and more sheet-covered artwork lined the walls. The musty smell of damp wood and old linens hung in the stale air. The hall ended at a doorway that opened into the eastern-most room of the first floor. The door stood half open, and the warm glow of light from within penetrated the darkness of the hallway as we approached.

      The butler stopped before the door and held his arm out in a gesture indicating I should enter. I pushed the door open and stepped forward into the room, looking back at him for assurance. He nodded to me once, turned, and walked back toward the foyer.

      To my right, a fireplace blazed, filling the room with light and warmth. An antique, Victorian desk faced away from the fireplace and into the room. Tall French doors lined half the eastern wall partially covered by thick taupe drapes and hinted at a magnificent view of the lake beyond. The rest of the room’s details escaped me, my attention drawn to the grand piano at the north end of the ornate study.

      Opposite the fireplace, a man sat hunched over the ivories, the piano’s shiny black veneer glinting in the firelight. His medium-length wavy black hair threaded through with hints of silver hung in front of his face, hiding his features, but his slender body swayed to the music, and long fingers danced across the keys as the prelude reached its crescendo.

      I leaned against the inside of the door jamb, mesmerized by the emotion pouring out of the piano through the dolorous notes. I loved Chopin, this prelude one of my favorites, and the man at the piano executed it to perfection. As the piece came to its musical denouement, the player looked up, and my breath caught in my chest.

      High cheekbones and a straight nose beneath smooth olive skin startled me in their severity. Laugh lines creased the corners of his eyes and bracketed full lips, imparting experience and wisdom amplified by the angle of his strong, square jaw.

      His eyes captured mine, and I lost myself in their verdant depths. Like pools of sea-glass, they sparkled in the firelight as if they shone from within. I’d never seen eyes that color, and they held me in thrall.

      A wave of dark hair fell across his forehead, and he blinked long eyelashes as he brushed it aside. “Pardon my indulgence. I haven’t played this piano in years,” he said with the slightest of German accents. The way he pronounced haven’t with a soft f, combined with his rich baritone, made my knees weak. “I had it tuned this afternoon and couldn’t resist.”

      When he stood and took a step toward me, my heart beat faster in my chest. At least a half foot taller than me, his expensive, tailored clothes hugged his powerfully built, lean frame. He’d rolled up the shirtsleeves of his crisp, white button-down revealing muscled forearms that twitched as he picked up a snifter off the sideboard containing the last swig of a drink and lifted it to his lips. He reminded me of one of those refined, intelligent-looking men who blessed the pages of a Ralph Lauren ad, and the way he stared at me with those clear, green eyes left me speechless.

      My appearance thrust itself to the forefront of my mind. My bulky sweater hid the curve of my waist, doing me and my hourglass figure zero favors, and I couldn’t remember if I’d put on makeup that morning.

      Wait. Why the hell was I self-conscious? The man standing across from me was a client, not a date. I pulled myself together, determined to break the near palpable tension between us, and cleared my throat.

      “Mr. von Dreiss. I’m Madelyn Frye from Parker & Sons Real Estate and Consignment. You asked for an appraiser to meet with you tonight to discuss your estate’s artwork?”

      My words came out quick and choppy, and the corner of his mouth turned up in a wry smirk as if he knew his presence unsettled me.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Ms. Frye. Thank you for coming on such short notice. There is much to do to put this house to rights, and I am eager to get started.”

      He gestured to an upholstered chair on the opposite side of his desk, and I walked over and took a seat. He poured another splash of caramel-colored liquid into his snifter and glanced over his shoulder. “Would you care for a brandy?”

      I smiled. Brandy. He’d feel right at home in Milwaukee.

      “No. Thank you. I have to drive.”

      He capped the decanter, sauntered over to his desk, and sank into the high-backed Victorian desk chair crossing his legs. He set the snifter down on the blotter and spun the glass with deft fingers. I looked up and met his eyes. He stared back at me, his steady gaze captivating. He appeared so proper and sophisticated yet exuded a primal sensuality that had butterflies taking flight in my stomach.

      I blushed and cleared my throat. “The project?”

      “The project,” he replied. “As you may or may not know, this house has been empty for the past ten years since my mother died. I would like to restore the estate and make it my primary residence.” He lifted the snifter and swirled the brandy under his nose, then took a sip. “The property suffered years of neglect, even before she died. The gardens and exterior are in complete disrepair, the fixtures and decor need an update, and the interior…” He looked around his study. “Well, my mother had eclectic taste.”

      “I see. And how do I fit in?”

      “You, Ms. Frye, are going to catalogue and appraise the art hanging throughout the house. Help me decide what stays and what goes. My personal collection is in transit from the family estate in Germany, and I need help curating a selection.”

      “How much art are we talking about?” Considering the size of the mansion and the number of pieces in the study alone, the collection had to be vast.

      “I don’t have an exact number. My family has been collecting art for...” He seemed to consider his next words, and a smirk formed on his lips. “Generations.” He took a sip of his drink. “Some of the pieces on these walls were hung when the mansion was first built in 1880. Others were purchased by my mother after my father and I moved to Germany in 1990. I had Fritz check the attic—it’s empty. Every painting in this house is hanging on a wall. I suspect somewhere on the order of fifty, maybe sixty, pieces.”

      I swallowed. “That’s a lot of art. This will be quite the undertaking.”

      “Quite. Which is why I wanted to get started right away, go over the project tonight before all manner of workers descend on my property. The gardeners arrive early tomorrow, the scaffolding for the exterior goes up mid-morning, and I will be in and out throughout the day. But you have already met Fritz. My housekeeper Mathilda flies in later tonight. They have been trusted family employees for years and will see to all your needs. They will open the rest of the rooms, remove the coverings, and clean. As they progress, you will be able to catalogue and appraise the art in each room.”

      Mr. Parker had presented me with a rare chance to view and appraise a private collection with significant potential—an opportunity most art historians only dreamed of—and I promised myself he wouldn’t regret entrusting me with such an important project. “You made the right decision coming to Parker & Sons, Mr. von Dreiss. You won’t be disappointed.”

      “Of that I have no doubt, Ms. Frye,” he said with a mischievous grin.

      Had I imagined the sensuality implicit in those words or the heat in his eyes? Regardless, his response to my innocent declaration caused an unexpected flutter in my chest.

      “You may start your work in here tonight…” He gestured around the study with his brandy. “If you’d like.”

      I blinked. Surprised, but eager to make a good impression with an important client, I tried to sound nonchalant despite the rapid beat of my heart. “No time like the present,” I said with a smile, and reached into my messenger bag for my leather-bound notebook and a pen.

      “What, no tablet gadget or something?” he asked, amused.

      “No. I suppose I’m old school like that. I prefer an actual paper and pen for notetaking in the field.”

      “Ah. A woman after my own heart.” His eyes held mine as he lifted a hand to his heart and flashed a genuine smile that lit his face and made him impossibly more handsome.

      My cheeks heated, and I looked away to survey the room before he saw me blush.

      Artwork in antique frames from a variety of eras, schools, and artists decorated the walls. I let out a deep breath. Time to work.

      A cluster of small paintings hung on the wall behind the piano in an artful arrangement indicative of someone with an eye for display composition. I stepped closer, taking notes on my overall impressions of the arrangement before cataloguing signatures, subjects, and mediums, not at all surprised by their age or the fact they were all originals. I recognized all but two of the signatures and knew I’d be able to place the remaining artists given their periods and compositions tomorrow at the office. I jotted down a few questions to research before coming to a final appraisal, but my initial assessment of those seven pieces amounted to more than the remainder of my mortgage.

      I moved through the room, and every so often, a chill traveled down my spine. He was watching me. In those moments, it felt as if he studied me as intently as I studied the artwork, but in a way that made me feel like prey. I tried to hide the fact I knew he watched me, but my cheeks heated each time those piercing eyes landed on me and caused that unsettling chill.
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