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CHAPTER 1

 


 


The Collector peered through the viewfinder
and scrutinized the scene. The angle of the floral patterned
fringed chair still looked a little off so he backed away from the
tripod and went over to adjust it. He returned to his Canon EOS
Mark II and examined the set again. Perfect, almost. The pale green
hue of the wall molding still bothered him but he could easily
correct that in Photoshop later. The arrangement of clothes hanging
in the closet just beyond the chair wasn’t quite right either, but
this too could be fixed on the computer.

Ah, the power of technology!

He turned around and raised the light stand
another couple of inches. He knew that lighting was crucial to the
scene and it had to be just right. Although there was the
capability of modifying both light quality and direction in
Photoshop, he refused to compromise what he felt was absolutely
essential to his art. Lighting is what made it all happen—just ask
any of the masters. And if it didn’t happen naturally in real time,
a scene was not worth rendering in the first place. Simple as
that.

Tilting the soft box downward a bit, The
Collector observed the shadows falling onto the bare hardwood
floor. He closely noted how the shadows fell within the folds of
the white cotton towel draped over the chair that she would be
sitting on. Everything was just right.

His anticipation was palpable as he
visualized the scenario that was about to happen. He would enter
the dormitory and a hush would suddenly fall over the room. As he
strode slowly and methodically between the rows of beds, he would
see a mixture of excitement and fear in every one of their sweet
innocent faces, absolute confirmation that he was in charge and
their master. Witnessing that simultaneous fear and eagerness to
please made it all worthwhile—the very fuel on which he thrived.
That, and of course his art.

He had already made his decision several days
ago. The lithe brunette with the long torso and radiant skin was
hands-down the obvious choice. He would walk over to her, smile and
offer his hand. There would be the slightest bit of hesitation
before she smiled back sheepishly and accepted it, all young
lady-like, and arose from the bed. The pair would then proceed to
walk hand-in-hand to the door and stop. Then the Collector would
turn around and announce to the room that she was the only one he
needed this time. The girls would all breathe sighs of
disappointment, but he knew that this would be just for show. Deep
down inside, they would no doubt be heaving sighs of relief.

Amused and insanely inspired by all of this,
the Collector turned and left the room.

 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


 


Alan Swansea positioned the cursor over the
space and pasted in the html code. Nothing would make him happier
now than to be done with this whole project. Yes, the money was
decent, but there was something about designing a website pitching
commercial cleaning products that sort of took the edge out of any
real sense of accomplishment or enthusiasm.

Like, how awesome could a grid of toilet bowl
cleaners look anyway?

He saved the file and previewed the page in
Safari. Wonderful. Just three more pages to go and this project
would be history. Chris Hammond would be overjoyed that his website
was finally ready to go live.

Taking a sip of black coffee, Alan stretched
out his legs and focused his weary eyes on something other than the
screen of his iMac. The dusk had given way to night as he spotted a
full moon rising over the horizon through the window. He stood up
to crack it open a couple of inches and heard a symphony of cricket
chatter pour in from the chilly night air. Autumn was at last
making its debut and he was glad that the god-awful heat and
humidity of summer in Columbus was finally over. Maybe his
disposition would improve along with the cooler weather.

After warming up his coffee, he sat back down
at the desk and resumed work on Hammond’s website. He had just
positioned a thumbnail of carpet deodorizer into a column when he
heard the ping of an incoming e-mail. He clicked on the Mail window
and scrolled down to the new message. It was from Beth Lindsay,
whom he hadn’t heard from in several months. The subject of the
forwarded message read, Puzzled in Denver. Leave it to Beth
to make even an e-mail heading sound dramatic.

The message read:

 


Hey old friend, hope this finds you well.
Sorry it’s been so long but I’ve been swamped with speaking
engagements lately. I know I shouldn’t complain but sometimes I
wish that writing was all you had to do to be a writer. No one ever
told me I’d be spending more of my time promoting books than
writing them. But then, it is all for a worthy cause.

At any rate, I’m wondering what you make of
this strange e-mail I got from one of my online visitors. At first
I thought it was a hoax but something tells me there may be
something to it just by the sheer brevity of it.

I clicked on the link and that’s when this
got really strange. It took me to a website where there’s nothing
there but a small collection of paintings that look sort of
familiar—like they’re by some famous painter. I figured since you
are the big art major in my life, not to mention a former PI, that
you could take a look and tell me what you think. I wouldn’t bother
you like this if I didn’t have a weird feeling that this Elen woman
is legit. Maybe she was going to say more but ran out of time.
Anyway, I’d appreciate your professional advice. I can’t rest easy
if I know there’s a desperate woman out there in need!

Get back to me when you get a chance. I know
I owe you a drink. Coming out west anytime soon?

 


Love ya dear!

 


Beth

 


begin forwarded message

 


Please save my sister before it too late. She
is here

http://kadanskl.com/gallery

Please do not reply to this

Elen

 


end forwarded message

 


 


Alan clicked on the link and was promptly
taken to a webpage in his browser. What he saw was a page simply
entitled My Art. Below the title were four images on a black
background—two columns of two images each. He studied the paintings
for a moment and realized that they were very much in the style of
Edgar Degas, the nineteenth century Impressionist. The subject
matter in all of the paintings was young ballerinas, favorite
fodder for many of Degas’ works. In fact, all of these paintings
looked like they actually could be by Degas. Except—

Alan closely examined the first image of a
young girl standing in a powder blue tutu with her back to the
viewer. Her head was bowed down looking at the floor and there were
three other ballerinas dancing in the background. He scrolled over
to the next image of a solitary young ballerina in a large dance
studio standing on one leg with her other leg extended horizontally
backward. An arabesque position, he recalled.

Something’s not quite right here, he thought.
He just couldn’t put his finger on it. Alan right-clicked his mouse
over the image and downloaded it to his desktop. He followed suit
with the remaining three images then dragged all four files into
Photoshop. Choosing the first painting of the ballerina staring
down at the floor, Alan zoomed in three hundred percent and studied
the magnified image. Although it was of low resolution and
considerably pixilated, he was able to come up with a startling
conclusion: this was not a painting after all. It was a photograph
that had been modified using image manipulation software—most
likely Photoshop.

He zoomed in on the other three images one by
one and came up with the same conclusion. The artist appeared to
have created mock-ups of several Degas paintings by photographing
the subjects then digitally manipulated them with painting tools
and filters in Photoshop. Which meant that the models Alan was
seeing here were living subjects, and one of them could be the
sister that the Elen woman had referred to in the e-mail to
Beth.

But which one? There was no way to tell.

He clicked on the tab of the third image and
reexamined it. The image showed a ballerina sitting on a long
wooden bench against a wall. The girl had her head bowed down with
her elbow resting on her knee and her other hand grasping her
ankle. Her feet were pointed outward, making the girl look rather
awkward. Her hair was pulled back in a severe bun and her face was
not visible.

He studied the fourth and final image. There
were also four young ballerinas in this one, one in the foreground
and three in the background. The one in the foreground was standing
in profile while one of the remaining three was looking directly
toward the camera. The third one was looking off to the side and
the fourth stood with her back facing the camera. All four girls
wore blue tutus and appeared to be in a dance studio with a rail
running along the wall on either side of a stone or plaster
column.

And not one of the girls looked any older
than fourteen or fifteen.

So what in the hell is going on here? Alan
thought. Do these images imply some kind of foul play or are they
simply a showcase of some photographer’s concept of ripping off
Degas and creating his own brand of digitized plagiarism? Was one
of these girls actually the sister of the mysterious Elen and was
she in some kind of trouble? Trouble enough that she needed to be
“saved?”

And if this were the case, why in the world
would this woman implore Beth Lindsay to be her sister’s rescuer?
Why not the police, for crying out loud?

It had to be a hoax, he thought. Something
cooked up by some bored idiot surfing the net with nothing better
to do than to send an e-mail to Beth after stumbling upon her
website—

Alan suddenly recalled that Beth had indeed
received the e-mail in question from what she referred to as “a
visitor to her website.” Beth’s website, which Alan had designed
for her a couple of years ago, featured a women’s rights platform
and hosted a forum for battered and abused women, causes that Beth
Lindsay tirelessly advocated for in her books and lectures. That
lent to the possibility of legitimacy to the woman’s plea. But
again, wouldn’t simply calling the police be the most logical route
to take for someone seeking help for a loved one in harm’s way?

And why had this Elen woman added the link to
this website, anyway? Why not just attach a photo of her sister
along with her name and whereabouts instead? Why all the
mystery?

None of it added up. Yet, Beth seemed to have
a feeling about the e-mail’s legitimacy. It’s “sheer brevity,” as
she had put it.

Alan clicked out of Photoshop, returned to
his e-mail program and reread the message. He had to admit that
there was a sense of urgency in the body of the message—as though
the sender was in haste to complete it. That could account for the
minor typos and minimal content. Had this Elen woman—or was it
actually Ellen with two L’s—written this under duress?

Please do not reply to this, she had
said. There was only one reason Alan could think of for this
request. Ellen did not want someone to find out that she had
written the message. A response would give her message away.

His suspicions mounting, Alan read the return
address of the sender, jhb@ments11.net.

He selected and copied the e-mail address,
went to Google Search and typed in “trace e-mail locations.” He
clicked on the first of several free sites that came up and pasted
the sender’s e-mail address into the search box. No luck—unknown
server.

Alan copied the URL of the website link from
the e-mail, opened his iMac’s utilities folder and double clicked
the Network Utility application. After clicking the Traceroute tab,
he pasted the URL into the search field. Several lines of text
appeared as the software began at his current IP location and
worked backward through a network toward the source until it
finally stalled and went no further. It was likely that the site’s
IP address was blocked behind a firewall or some other means, which
meant that it would take a more sophisticated program than the one
on his Mac to trace it down.

He would have to give Charlie a call. If the
site was traceable in any size, shape or form, Charlie Ling, Mr.
Hacker extraordinaire, could trace it. Maybe Charlie could even
locate where the Ellen woman had sent the original e-mail.

Alan picked up the phone and keyed in
Charlie’s number

 


 



CHAPTER 3

 


 


Elena shut her eyes, oblivious to the ugly
slob she was being forced to have sex with. She never heard his
grunts and groans nor protested against the rough way he grasped
the back of her head and slammed himself repeatedly against her.
Instead, she was tuned into the song that was playing in her head,
a tune so sweet and melodious. She tried to think of who had
recorded the song—it was by one of those old bands from America
that played folk music back in the sixties—but their name wouldn’t
come to mind. It didn’t really matter what their name was,
anyway.

It was such a beautiful song!

 


Afterwards, the man forced her to let him
kiss her hard on the lips then lapped her face all over with his
slimy tongue. Just before he left, he bit one of her nipples hard,
making her cry out loud.

After the door had closed behind her client,
Elena entered the small bathroom and stared at herself in the
mirror. Peering beyond the tired, puffy eyes of a woman she no
longer knew, she saw a young girl celebrating her sixteenth
birthday. Her sweet sixteen party had definitely been the best day
of her life. All her friends were there and she hadn’t a care in
the world. She had never wanted that day to end.

Such a glorious day!

A red welt now appeared on her breast along
with a pair of bite marks. Her hair and eye makeup were a mess. She
took a moment to freshen up a bit, wanting nothing more than a
steaming hot shower to remove the smell and memory of the
disgusting man from her body. But that was out of the question, of
course. She had only ten minutes or so before her next trick
arrived.

It was going to be another long night.



 



CHAPTER 4

 


 


Alan arose at 7:00 AM and headed for the
kitchen to brew a pot of strong coffee. He sat down at the kitchen
table long enough to down an English muffin and a glass of OJ
before taking his coffee out with him to the patio. With a shiver,
he sat down on one of the canvas-backed chairs and surveyed the
backyard.

It had been a little over two years since he
had lost Julie. He recalled how they had strolled these grounds of
their new Clintonville home on a morning much like this one,
planning out how they would be landscaping the spacious yard in the
spring. Alan felt a lump come to his throat.

Would he ever get over losing her?

No, he would not.

Never in a million years.

He sipped his coffee and recalled how they
had first met. They were in the same art history class and Julie
had smiled at him when he entered the classroom on the first day of
class. She looked absolutely stunning with long blonde hair, blue
eyes and a perfect figure. The stuff that dreams are made of.

His pragmatic mind told him to promptly
forget trying to get anything going with her. She was much too
beautiful for him to have any kind of shot. An untouchable was what
they used to call girls like her. So he did what his instincts told
him to do and chose a seat as far away as possible from her. After
all, there was no sense in letting some unattainable beauty
distract him from taking his notes.

Shortly after the lecture commenced, Julie
had turned around and glanced at him a couple of times. She smiled
sweetly, leaving him simultaneously confused and excited. Surely
this girl wasn’t really interested in him! Don’t even give it a
single thought.

When the class ended, Alan had purposely
stalled getting his books and notes collected in order to give the
girl time to leave. She stalled, too. Finally he picked up his
stuff and headed for the door, taking the furthest path possible
from her. He made a beeline through the hall, out the door and
trekked halfway across the oval before turning around to steal a
glance.

There she was, three steps behind him.

“Are you trying to avoid me?” she asked, a
little breathless from keeping up with Alan’s brisk pace.

Alan was at a loss for words. “Uh, no, why do
you ask?”

“You could have fooled me! I mean, I feel
like a leper or something the way you have obviously gone out of
your way to maintain the maximum mean distance between the two of
us. Lucky for you I’m persistent and your actions have only
encouraged me to want to bug you all that much more!”

Alan stopped dead in his tracks and stared
into her lovely eyes. He knew that he had to be dreaming because
things like this just didn’t happen in his life.

“Girl, you can bug me all you want to,” he
said. “If I’ve seemed elusive, it’s only because I’m trying to
avoid the inevitable.”

“And that would be?”

“If I spend any more time standing here with
you, I’m going to become hopelessly smitten. And once that happens,
I’ll be totally at your mercy. Then after you’ve told me that
you’re already spoken for, I’ll become a hopeless drunk and
eventually kill myself to put an end to my miserable
existence.”

The girl laughed hard—so hard that Alan
cracked up too.

She said, “I’m glad you have everything all
figured out, Mr. Swansea. So I guess that means I should just be
moseying along now, right?”

Her quip caught him off guard. “Only if I’m
right. Am I right?”

She held out her left hand, her fingers
splayed. “Do you see a ring on my finger?”

“Uh, no, can’t say as I do.”

“I guess you’re wrong then.”

Thus beginning the very best six years of his
life.

 


Alan drained his coffee and momentarily
closed his eyes. He would never be able to shake off the loss of
the most wonderful thing that had ever happened to him. He had
asked himself countless times why things had to end the way they
had. Why had such a kind, loving incredible person been taken away
from this earth? What had she done to deserve such an unfair end?
And what had he done to justify having his whole world ripped out
from under him?

The pain of losing Julie and the relentless
self-pity he felt had been inescapable for the first year. Only
after a lot of soul searching and many lonely drunken nights had he
finally been able to get himself halfway back on track. And it was
still a fragile situation indeed.

He heard the phone ring and ran inside. He
noted the caller ID and pressed the talk button.

“Hey Charlie, thanks for getting back to
me.”

“I was out late last night and let my damn
Blackberry go dead. So what’s up?”

“I need you to trace a an IP address for me
if you could. I have a feeling that this site is blocked since I
couldn’t get anywhere using conventional means. I also need an
e-mail address ID’d.”

“Sure, no problem. Are you getting back into
the investigating game again?”

“Nah, I’ve given that up for good. I’m
sticking with website design for a living—much better hours and
certainly a lot safer.”

“Alan, I’ve known you for over ten years
now—you aren’t paying me big bucks for a hack job on account of
some client you’re designing a website for! This is Charlie you’re
talking to here, not some cracked-out cyber-punk!”

Alan grinned. Charlie Ling’s dry sense of
humor was just one of the reasons he liked the nerdy guy so much.
“Okay, I confess I might be doing a little snooping around but it’s
just a favor for an old friend I happen to know. No big deal.”

“I hear you. And this old friend doesn’t
happen to be female, does she?”

Jesus, Alan thought. Either the guy is
psychic or just plain annoying. “Actually, she does happen to be
female. So what difference does that make?”

“Come on, Alan, we just had this same
conversation a few weeks ago! Ever since you lost Julie, you’ve
been a nut job—we both agreed to that. And like I said before, what
you need is to move on with your life and find some babe so you can
be normal again. I guess I was just sort of hoping you’d finally
decided to listen to my advice. I mean, it’s not my business of
course, I just get tired of hearing you bitch all the time about
how boring your life is to be real honest.”

Alan laughed. “Jesus, Charlie, you sound like
my mother! I appreciate the concern but I’m doing just fine, thank
you. If I really felt I needed to ‘find some babe,’

I’d just by god go out and do it—I wouldn’t
need to be coaxed. I just don’t feel that vibe right now, as I’ve
said before. Besides, I’ve never really had any luck looking for
girls. They always seem to find me—and usually when I least expect
it.”

“Alright, I’ll get off your case. But I
really am tired of hearing you bitch about your boring life.”

This from a man who does nothing but sit in
front of his computer playing video games and hacking 24/7? Alan
thought. “I’d rather be bored in real time than live my life in
virtual non-existence like someone I know, thank you.”

“One hour of Halo and you wouldn’t be saying
that,” Charlie challenged.

“Yeah, right, whatever. Anyway, I’ll shoot
you the URL and e-mail address in a few minutes or so. How long you
think it’ll take to track 'em down?”

“Depends. The technology for blocking online
sites and network data is getting more and more sophisticated every
day. It took me nearly a week to trace one site a while back, and
that was only after purchasing some rather expensive software I’d
heard about. People and corporations are finally wising up and
taking ultra-serious measures to protect their identities and
sensitive data. Good for them but bad for folks like me just trying
to make an honest living.”

Alan wondered how computer hacking could be
considered an honest living. “Well, just give this an honest
attempt and get back to me once you’ve figured it out. Are your
rates still the same or have they also grown along with the
technology?” he asked.

“For you my friend, same price,” Charlie
replied in his finest Asian accent.

“I’m indeed blessed. Thanks, Charlie.”

“No problem. Take it easy, my man.”

Alan headed upstairs to his study. He waited
for the iMac to boot up and checked his e-mail before sending
Charlie the webpage link and e-mail address from Beth’s forwarded
message. Fortunately, Charlie hadn’t grilled him on why he was
tracing the sources and for that Alan was grateful. It wasn’t that
he was trying to keep anything from the computer whiz—he just knew
that the less details Charlie Ling was aware of about a case the
less likely there would be any repercussions from the authorities
in the event that something sensitive was found as a result of his
tracings. The last thing Alan wanted was a run-in with the
feds.

He’d seen some of Charlie’s shady-looking
clients on occasion and suspected that not all of the services
rendered for them were legal. In fact, Charlie had once boasted
that if he wanted to, he could clean out an entire savings bank via
his computer with just one evening of work. Ever since he told him
that, Alan had adopted a sort of “need to know” relationship with
Charlie Ling.

Alan read the mysterious e-mail from Beth
again. Having had time to sleep on it, he was now convinced that
there had to be some validity to this Ellen woman’s plea. He wasn’t
exactly sure why he felt that way but common sense told him that
the message was genuine. First of all, why would some woman write
such a vague, disjointed message unless her intentions were
sincere? Someone bored out of his tree or just looking for kicks on
Beth’s website would most likely write something much more direct
or outrageous—like “My sister has been kidnapped, raped and
tortured by some sicko pervert! You’ve go to save her before she’s
dead meat!”

Secondly, why in the world would a prankster
include a link to a web page that was a virtual dead-end street for
all intent and purposes? The page depicting the pseudo-paintings in
which the sister/victim may be pictured hardly seems like the work
of some joker looking for a good time. The sheer strangeness and
innocuous nature of the webpage only served to support the
likelihood of validity.

He deduced that there had been mitigating
circumstances prompting Ellen to send such a cryptic message to
Beth Lindsay. It was more than apparent by the scarcity of content
that the woman had had very little time to type it. Like maybe she
had slipped away from somebody just long enough to type these few
words and the link before she got caught. And who could that
somebody have been?

Her request for Beth not to reply to the
e-mail was even more telling. For some reason, Ellen did not want
to risk being found out that she had sent the correspondence. This
implied that the e-mail address she had sent the message from was
not her own; otherwise, what difference would a reply have made?
Unless she shared an account with someone, which seemed very
unlikely.

But the link to the odd webpage was the most
baffling aspect of all. Why had Ellen pointed Beth to this
particular page in the first place? Thinking that she could show
Beth what her sister looked like seemed like an exercise in
futility. There were no less than four different girls shown in the
photos on the page and what good would it have done even if she was
able to figure out which girl was her sister? The site gives
absolutely no clue as to where or when the pictures were taken or
by whom.

All of these questions taunted him and Alan
now felt that all too familiar impulse to get some answers. One of
the biggest reasons he had decided to become a private investigator
was to satisfy his innate curiosity. As a child, he was constantly
wondering what made things work and why things were the way they
are. He could often be found in his bedroom taking things apart and
putting them back together again in an effort to find out what made
them tick.

He also had a voracious appetite for
research—gathering information had always been one of his favorite
pastimes. His most beloved Christmas gift had been his very first
camera. Being able to wander around and document things pictorially
fascinated him. Nothing thrilled him more than shooting a roll of
film, developing it and then poring over the photos. His love for
photography had in fact inspired him to major in art in college
then specialize in surveillance photography as a private
investigator.

But there had been another reason for his
decision to become a PI: Julie. Not long after they had begun
dating, Julie confided to him that someone was stalking her. She
told Alan that it had been going on for nearly six months and that
she was clueless who the man was except that he might be a student
at the university. She had reported the matter to the police but
was told that since she didn’t know the identity of the stalker
there wasn’t much they could do.

This had infuriated Alan. He couldn’t believe
the cops hadn’t offered to put surveillance on her apartment or at
least made an effort to investigate the matter further. His first
impulse was to call the cops and give them a piece of his mind but
he suddenly had an epiphany: he would take on the case himself.

Despite Julie’s protests, Alan started
tailing her covertly everywhere she went and hiding out across the
street from her apartment at night in an attempt to catch the
stalker. He had also rigged up a recorder on her telephone in case
the man called so he could get his voice on tape. After two weeks
of this, Alan had finally conceded that none of these attempts to
nail down the stalker were working—it was as though the guy knew
that he was on to him so had decided to back off for the time
being.

Alan eventually realized that he was going
about everything all wrong. Instead of waiting around for the
stalker to show up or make some kind of move, he needed to approach
the matter in a more intelligent way—to think like an investigator.
So one evening he sat Julie down and asked her a battery of
questions relevant to the case: when exactly was the first time the
stalker had approached her and where had she been? What did he look
like and what exactly had he said? What was he wearing and what
kind of car did he drive? How long after the first incident did she
see him again and where had it been? How many times had she seen
him all told and where had she been all of those times? How many
times had he called her at home and what time of day had it been?
And so on and so on . . .

Alan had gone home later that night and
analyzed all of the information Julie had given him. Then he made
his move. The next morning, he headed down to the university and
paid a visit to the office of admissions. Afterwards, he tracked
down one of the professors in the math building and asked him a
couple of questions. Then he traversed the college green to Talbot
hall and located the bulletin board located on the first floor. It
took him only a couple of minutes to spot the ad for a used Dell
computer among all of the handbills.

The owner of the computer for sale was
Julie’s stalker. All Alan had to do at that point was trace the
phone number and ID the guy, which he did.

It had seemed almost too easy. Alan
nevertheless was ecstatic that he had solved his first case but
wasn’t sure where to go from there. What could he do, legally
speaking, to nail this guy? He contacted a lawyer friend to get
some answers and received unsettling news: the state of Ohio
considered stalking a punishable offense only if the person being
stalked believed that the offender would cause serious physical
harm or mental distress to the victim or a member of the victim’s
immediate family. The man hadn’t actually threatened Julie—he’d
only hit on her several times basically—and since mental distress
was defined as any mental illness or condition that involved
temporary substantial incapacity that would require psychiatric
treatment, none of the criteria for stalking was met. And even
if they had been met, Alan learned that stalking was only
considered a first-degree misdemeanor.

So in a nutshell, the guy had only been
harassing Julie and there wasn’t a damn thing on God’s green
earth she could do about it legally.

Alan was appalled by the ineptness of the
law. So he did the only thing he could think of: he called the guy,
whose name was Paul Shraft, and told him that if he ever came
within 100 yards of Julie Turner again, he would be dead meat.

The guy had simply laughed hysterically and
hung up on him.

Alan knew it was indeed a laughable situation
because the guy was a six-foot-eight-inch jock that could pulverize
him if given half a chance.

But the good news was that Paul Shraft never
harassed Julie again.

Although justice may not have been served in
a legal sense, this experience had a lasting effect on Alan and
planted a seed in his mind to become a private investigator.
Besides feeling a natural affinity for investigation, he thought he
could be doing something good for society by aiding people in need
of his services. As he had already learned, folks couldn’t always
rely on law enforcement to resolve an injustice. By using his
skills and analytical mind, he could help those victims of criminal
activity that law enforcement either wouldn’t or couldn’t get
involved with for one reason or another.

Not long after the stalking incident, he
researched the requirements for a private investigator’s license
online and enrolled at a highly accredited school specializing in
PI training. He quickly discovered that most PI's were retired cops
with a lot of experience in crime investigation but that didn't
stop him from pursuing his goal. Two years later he opened up his
office downtown. And although the phone didn’t exactly ring off the
hook the first year, he pursued his new career with a passion and
eventually became fairly adept at it. Once he started turning a
profit, he and Julie were married and lived in absolute marital
bliss. Julie became a certified teacher and taught English at a
suburban high school while earning her masters degree. When she was
only two months from getting her PhD, they got the devastating
news: Julie was diagnosed with inoperable brain cancer.

Three months later, she was dead.

 


 



CHAPTER 5

 


 


Nine months earlier, Luka Rusakov stood
before a concrete statue and observed his surroundings, thinking of
how much he absolutely despised Americans. Unlike so many of his
countrymen, Luka wanted nothing to do with their spoiled western
ways. They had no idea what it was like to wake up in the morning
and wonder where your next bite to eat was going to come from. Or
whether you would be able to survive another paralyzing Russian
winter. The kinds of struggles Americans faced were much less
worrisome—like deciding how much longer to lease their car before
considering it a piece of shit and replacing it with a brand new
one. Or what new model of cell phone they should purchase once
their wireless contract expired.

There was only one thing Luka liked about
Americans: they had plenty of money. They had more money than they
knew what to do with, which was why the wasteful creatures were the
way they were. There seemed to be no end to how much money there
was for the spending.

And for the taking. The only thing Luka liked
more than Americans’ money was the opportunity to take it away from
them. Somebody had to do it, he smiled, and whom better than Luka
Rusakov?

Until recently, Luka had made the bulk of his
income dealing with eastern Europeans. They were simple people much
like himself with simple needs. If they needed street whores for
their brothels, he acquired the women and delivered them in good
time for a fair price. On a few occasions, he had supplied Israeli
or Arab clients with sex slaves for their personal pleasures. His
profession had made him fairly well off considering the horrible
economic state of present day Russia—which was to say that he
earned enough money to keep food on the table, fuel for his home in
the winter and an adequate supply of Vodka in the cupboard.

But all of that could change if this meeting
went well. Martin Fowler was a far cry from any of his eastern
European clients and was in fact the epitome of American
materialism and capitalism. Yuri had joked that the man was so rich
he could wipe his ass with hundred dollar bills and not give it a
second thought. He was that stinking rich.

Which is precisely why Luka was standing here
in this cold damp park waiting for his first face-to-face meeting
with Martin Fowler. To help separate the rich American swine from
his money.

After arranging this meeting with Fowler,
Yuri had forewarned Luka that Martin Fowler was as odd as he was
wealthy. And unlike most of the Americans he had dealt with in the
past, Fowler wasn’t looking for a whore or a sex slave. Luka
personally couldn’t give two shits what Fowler wanted girls for; he
was only interested in the vast amount of money he stood to make
out of the deal. And if this panned out, as he felt confident it
would, there would most likely be other opportunities in America
for him to make big money.

Luka suddenly spotted someone walking toward
him. The man was carrying an umbrella and a newspaper, just as he
said he would. Luka looked away, trying his best to appear calm and
collected, which couldn’t be further from the truth.

“Mr. Rusakov, I assume?” the man spoke from
behind him.

Luka turned around and was surprised to see
how elderly Fowler was. He had to be at least seventy years
old.

“Yes, I am Rusakov. You must be Mr. Fowler,”
Luka said, offering his hand.

The man chuckled. “Oh no, I am Mr. Fowler’s
assistant. My name is Branson.”

Luka suddenly felt very foolish. Of course
Fowler wouldn’t meet him in person out in the open like this. The
man was too rich and powerful to risk meeting a total stranger
dealing in an unlawful trade.

“I am uh, sorry,” Luke stammered. “I assumed
that Mr. Fowler would meet me personally but I now realize how
crazy that was.”

“Russian, yes?” Branson said.

“Yes, Moscow born and bred.”

“I know that accent. Very hard to miss.”

Luka smiled like an idiot. “Still working on
the English.”

“At any rate, Mr. Rusakov, I am meeting you
on behalf of Mr. Fowler and hope that my presence will suffice for
these negotiations. Mr. Fowler is feeling a bit under the weather
but has entrusted me to represent him and his interests.”

“That is fine,” Luka replied.

Although he was a little miffed that Fowler
hadn’t shown up in person, he was also somewhat relieved. Dealing
with this elderly gentleman would be much easier and less nerve
wracking. He already felt like a fish out of water just by being
here in this strange country. Dealing with some eccentric
multi-millionaire could possibly put him over the edge. And the
last thing he wanted after traveling over five thousand miles was
to blow his first American deal.

“Shall we go, then?” Branson said, gesturing
toward the trail leading to the parking lot.

Luka nodded as the two men began walking.

“I know of a nice restaurant that is quiet
and has excellent food. Unless you have another suggestion?”

“No, that would be fine.”

Luka immediately noticed how Branson seemed
to have already taken over their meeting right from the start. This
was a bad sign. He was going to have to learn how to be more
assertive around the Americans if he had any hope of landing the
big bucks.

They reached the parking lot and Branson led
them over to an immaculate black Mercedes parked nearby. He held
the door open for Luka before taking the wheel and pulling out onto
the main road. Luka had never been in a Mercedes before. He ran his
fingers along the fine black leather upholstery and marveled at how
quiet the ride was. Much quieter and smoother than his old Volga,
and that was an understatement.

They spoke very little during the short drive
to the restaurant. Luka followed Branson inside and the two were
led to a table in the rear area of the main dining room. Both men
ordered coffees before settling down to business.

“I must tell you now that Mr. Fowler has very
particular tastes. He also does not like to waste time with
negotiations. I will tell you what he is looking for and offer you
a price. You can either accept his offer or decline. Martin’s
primary interest is in the merchandise, so to speak. He must be
assured that you can deliver it safely and in a timely manner while
being totally discreet in the process. Once the goods have been
delivered, you must never make any attempt to contact either Mr.
Fowler or myself. If we need to speak with you again, we will
contact you. Is that clear?”

Luka was flabbergasted by the elderly man’s
directness. It took him a moment to compose himself before
replying.

“I understand. But I must tell you that my
services do not come cheap. The risks involved and the expense of
delivering merchandise overseas to this country will be, what is it
you would say? Appreciable. The fee for such a transaction will be
very considerable, I must warn you.”

Branson’s eyes narrowed as he smiled. “I can
assure you, Mr. Rusakov, that the amount Mr. Fowler is willing to
pay you will be quite acceptable. As you may or may not already
know, money is of little concern to Mr. Fowler. That is why I have
told you that he is not interested in petty negotiation of price.
He is quite confident that you will accept his terms so you needn’t
worry about that matter. What you should be more concerned with is
your ability to deliver what it is he seeks.”

Luka watched as Branson reached into the
breast pocket of his coat and pulled out an envelope. He reached
inside and produced several photographs and then placed them face
down in a small stack on the table.

“Before I show you these photographs, I want
to explain what specifically Mr. Fowler is looking for. You see,
Mr. Rusakov, my employer is an artist. He is seeking young women to
model for him. I must emphasize that this is all that Mr.
Fowler wants these women for.”

Luka shrugged. “Excuse me, but it makes no
difference what his purpose is for. The price will be the same no
matter what.”

Branson grinned at Luka in a patronizing way.
“I am not, Mr. Rusakov, attempting to negotiate a lower price by
telling you this. I am simply making it clear up front what it is
that Mr. Fowler wants these girls for. What I am driving at, quite
frankly, is that Martin does not want common whores or diseased
street girls. On the contrary, he is seeking girls that are healthy
and in peak physical shape. Do I make myself clear?”

Again, Luka realized that the old man was
making mincemeat of him. So much to learn! He needed to start
showing some backbone or this deal would be off before it ever
began.

“Yes, I see. But let me just say that I deal
with all kinds of women every day. Short ones, tall ones, ugly
ones, beautiful ones with large breasts, small breasts, some with
fat asses, and so on. I am quite confident that I can deliver
whatever it is that Mr. Fowler desires.”

“That is very good to hear, Mr. Rusakov. You
came to us highly recommended so I have little doubt that you will
give this your best effort. Here, take a look at these.”

He handed the photos over to Luka. Luka
looked at the first one and nearly gasped out loud. It was a
painting of a young ballerina by one of those impressionist
painters. The style looked familiar but he had no idea who the
artist was—he had had no formal art training. He shuffled through
the remaining pictures—all paintings of young ballerinas in various
poses.

“These are photocopies of paintings. I don’t
understand—”

“That is what Mr. Fowler wants the girls for.
To model for him exactly as you see in these paintings.”

“But they look so very young.”

“I would suspect that they are around
thirteen or so—young adolescents. Are you telling me that you can’t
acquire girls of this age?” Branson challenged.

Luka replied, “Oh no, as I told you before, I
can get anything Mr. Fowler wants. It’s just that—the price is
going to be very high for one like this.”

Branson reached over and took back the photos
from Luka. “Mr. Fowler is not wanting just one young girl, Mr.
Rusakov. He wants as many as you can get him up to a half
dozen.”

Luka’s heart skipped a beat. Six girls! He
would be able to retire after this! But—but was it even possible to
do?

“Are you, uh serious? I mean, surely he must
know that this is going to be very difficult and expensive. Six
girls, so young, will not be easy to find.”

“So you are telling me that you are unable to
do this?”

“I can do it. I just don’t—how soon does he
want them? I mean, it would take a very long time just to get two
or three girls this age all the way to America.”

Branson took a deep breath and stared
directly into Luka’s eyes. “Mr. Rusakov, perhaps we should call
this off immediately. It is obvious that you do not have the
resources available to fulfill Mr. Fowler’s wishes. I am sorry, but
you have apparently wasted my time—”

“I can do it!” Luka shouted. Both men looked
around to see if anyone heard. Then Luka managed to pull himself
together.

“I am sorry for my outburst. I have not
wasted your time, Mr. Branson, for I can assure you that I indeed
have the resources, as you say, to deliver what Mr. Fowler seeks.
It is just that it will take time, perhaps a very long time, to
make this all come together.”

Branson sipped his coffee. “How much time are
we talking about?”

Luka thought. It would take several weeks
just to round up a couple of girls this age and start the paperwork
if he were lucky. A thought suddenly occurred to him.

“You mentioned that the girls had to be
young, healthy and not whores. Will it be sufficient if they are
just that? I mean, the girls look small and very pretty in these
paintings. Do the girls I get have to look like that?”

Branson laughed heartily. “I am going to try
and forget you even asked that! Of course they have to be slim,
petite and pretty, Mr. Rusakov! Have you ever seen a fat, ugly
ballerina? No, of course you haven’t. Your question is absolutely
absurd!”

Luka strained to laugh but it wasn’t easy. “I
guess I wasn’t thinking, Mr. Branson. It must be the long flight
over here—I’m still tired and am not thinking straight.”

“Listen, Rusakov, let me present you with an
alternative proposal. Considering all of the specifications I have
given you, how long, approximately, would it take you to deliver
half of the order?”

Luka thought this over for a moment before
replying. Three young and pretty girls would be easier than six for
certain. If he played his cards right and recruited all of his
contacts, he just may be able to acquire three girls, obtain the
paperwork and smuggle them out as far as Germany in a couple of
months. Then it would another week to get them into the States.
This was assuming that he could find the appropriate types Fowler
was wanting and that there were not setbacks along the way. It
wouldn’t be easy but with a lot of luck, it was doable.

“Two months, give or take a couple of
weeks.”

“Very well. If all goes well and Mr. Fowler
is satisfied with his purchase, you can then fulfill the remainder
of the order, yes?”

Now it was time to be assertive. “Certainly.
And I have no doubt that Mr. Fowler will be pleased with his
purchase.”

“That is what I like to hear! I must say, Mr.
Rusakov, you had me a little nervous there for a moment. This is
not a job for an amateur and I needn’t remind you how much is at
stake here. Mr. Fowler will be placing his trust in you to not only
deliver your end of the transaction but to keep his good name out
of the picture should something go wrong, god forbid. You have
shown me that you are realistic about Mr. Fowler’s request, and
that makes me feel confident that you are aware of not only the
risks involved but the absolutely necessity that your merchandise
will be up to the high standards he is demanding. Now, on to the
matter of price.”

Ah, this is the part he had been waiting for!
How much would the filthy rich Yank be willing to part with for six
lovely young girls?

“What is your offer, Mr. Branson?”

“Before I tell you the price, there is one
component of this deal that I think you will find quite desirable.
Mr. Fowler only wants to borrow the girls, not keep them.
You may have them back after six months or so to do with as you see
fit.”

Luka couldn’t believe what he was
hearing!

“Are you telling me that Mr. Fowler is
willing to pay me for six girls then turn around and give them back
to me to sell after six months?”

Branson nodded. “That is correct. Mr. Fowler
has a project he is working on and only needs the models long
enough to complete his project. Then he will no longer have any use
for them. You may have them back in six months time to do with as
you please. I would suspect that you could make quite a bit more
money with such a commodity.”

Luka was dumbfounded. He stood to be paid
twice for the same merchandise! He could easily find pimps who
would pay very well for girls as young as this. Virgins, no less!
This was almost too good to be true. But he had to make it appear
to Branson that this prospect was not as sweet as it was.

“I see. So how much is Mr. Fowler willing to
pay for six girls for six months?”

Branson smiled. “Ninety thousand. That’s
fifteen thousand apiece.”

Ninety thousand dollars! Just for renting
them! He had died and gone to heaven.

“Is that his final offer?”

“It is his only offer, Mr. Rusakov.
Take it or leave it.”

“I would have to demand payment up front, of
course,” Luka said, testing the waters.

“Surely you will be paid a retainer in
advance, Rusakov. You will be given ten thousand today in good
faith and then receive the balance when the goods are
delivered.”

Sweet.

Luka said, “I must admit that this is an
offer too good to refuse. I must ask, though. In the event that
something happens and I can’t deliver the girls for some reason, as
unlikely as that would be, what would become of the down
payment?”

Branson stared coldly into Luka’s eyes. “That
isn’t an option, Rusakov. You will deliver and you will be paid for
your services. If you are foolish enough to fail, I’m afraid you
don’t want to know the consequences.”

“What do you mean?” Luka asked, realizing
that his voice was quivering.

“Let’s just say that Mr. Fowler doesn’t like
to be let down and leave it at that.”

Luka suddenly realized that there would be no
turning back if he committed to this transaction. He knew what
Branson was getting at and had not doubt that he would be killed if
he failed to complete his end of the bargain. Yuri had told him
that Fowler had a lot of connections, and that probably included
hired assassins.

“You have yourself a deal, Mr. Branson,” he
declared as firmly as he could.

Branson pulled another envelope out of his
breast pocket and handed it over to Luka. “Ten thousand dollars
cash. I expect to hear back from you in two weeks with your
progress report. Agreed?”

Luka stole a peek into the envelope and saw a
neat wad of crisp green American dollar bills. He had no doubt that
it was all there before he replied.

“Agreed.”

 


 



CHAPTER 6

 


 


Alan spent Saturday afternoon watching the
Ohio State Buckeyes crush Illinois then ordered a pizza for dinner.
After wolfing down all but two slices of a medium pepperoni with
mushrooms, he decided to spend the rest of the evening working on
Chris Hammond’s website. He had three more websites waiting in the
wings and the sooner he wrapped this one up, the sooner he could
get started on the others.

He was very pleased with how well his website
design business had grown and flourished the past year. It was
great to see his visual arts major finally starting to pay off
since his decision to give up private investigation. The transition
to web design had been a natural fit for him since he had always
been fairly computer savvy and had spent much of his free time
designing websites as favors for friends through the years. Now
that he was designing sites for a living, he sometimes found the
work tedious and monotonous but still managed to feel a sense of
pride whenever one of his sites went live. He always strove to do
his very best no matter how banal the material for a site may be.
In fact, he realized that his greatest source for inspiration was
the challenge of trying to make the ordinary look extraordinary
through his design. This was what helped keep his ideas fresh and
helped account for his success.

The biggest perk of his profession was the
ability to work at home. Besides being a homebody by nature,
working at home kept his overhead minimal since he didn’t have to
pay rent for an office. The only tools he needed were a fast
computer, internet access, software, a few peripherals and his
Nikon DSLR. The only other requirement was his time.

Alan checked his e-mail, opened iTunes, chose
a classic rock playlist to listen to then began work in
Dreamweaver. After about a half hour or so he realized that his
heart wasn’t into working tonight—something else was on his mind.
He switched over to Safari, placed the cursor into the Google
search field and typed in Edgar Degas. A second later a page
loaded up and he began his research.

It had been years since his art history
classes and he realized how little he had retained while reading
Degas’ biography. He had never been a huge fan of impressionism and
he held only rudimentary knowledge of the style and movement. He
recalled that his professor had spent the bulk of his lecture on
the more popular impressionists Renoir and Monet and very little on
Degas.

As he surfed through the various websites,
Alan learned that Edgar Degas was the son of a well-to-do banker
who lived comfortably most of his long life due to the success of
his art. The artist actually despised the term impressionism
even though historians consider him an impressionist. What made
Degas’ style unique was his attention to composition while
capturing the essence of his subjects with quick strokes of his
brush. In addition to being a painter, Degas was a draftsman,
printmaker, sculptor, photographer and collector.

Throughout his career, the artist was
constantly experimenting with new techniques and seemed determined
not to conform to the practices of his contemporaries. In addition
to portraiture, landscapes and racetrack scenes, ballet was a
favorite theme of his. Besides his penchant for capturing the
transitory moves of dance, he often showed the ordinary side of the
ballerinas, depicting them in off-guard positions and at awkward
moments. It was as though he wanted to downplay the glamour of the
dancers in favor of showing them as ordinary human beings.

Another favorite theme of Degas’ was the
depiction of nude women bathers in various stages of everyday
routines such as combing out their hair or drying themselves off.
None of Degas’ paintings of women were erotic or exploitive in
nature. He simply showed women as they appeared in ordinary
everyday settings.

Degas also created more than a hundred wax
sculptures of ballerinas and bathing women in addition to horses
and jockeys. Yet the only sculpture he ever exhibited publicly in
his lifetime was entitled The Little Dancer of Fourteen Years. Alan
examined the unique bronze and cloth sculpture of a thin adolescent
girl and read an excerpt from the listing for the sculpture,
currently held by Britain’s Tate Collection:

 


The model for this sculpture was a ballet
student at the Paris Opéra, where Degas often drew and painted.
Degas first made a reddish-brown wax sculpture of her in the nude.
Then, aiming for a naturalistic effect, he dressed a three-quarter
life-size wax sculpture of her in clothing made of real fabrics -
cream-coloured silk for the bodice, tulle and gauze for the tutu,
and fabric slippers. He also gave it real hair tied with a ribbon.
When the wax sculpture was first exhibited, contemporaries were
shocked by the unprecedented realism of the piece. But they were
also moved by the work's representation of the pain and stress of
ballet training endured by a barely adolescent girl. After Degas'
death, his heirs decided in the early 1920s to make bronze casts -
nearly thirty of them - of the wax original. In these versions, all
is bronze except for the dancer's gauze tutu and silk ribbon.
Recent investigation into the casting of this piece has shown how
the founders attempted to match the colours and aged appearance of
the original wax sculpture, which, by this point, had spent forty
years in the artist's studio. Pigmented waxes, ranging in colour
from pale orange through pink and brown, were rubbed into the flesh
areas. The bodice was painted a cream colour, but a pigmented wax
was applied to darken the lower part. The skirt was dipped in a
mixture of animal glue and pigment in order to created an aged
effect.

 


Something about the story behind the famous
sculpture intrigued him.

It also elicited a question that had been in
the back of his mind ever since he had received the e-mail from
Beth Lindsay the night before—

Was it be possible that the photographer who
had digitally re-created Degas’ style of painting was some kind of
fanatic obsessed with the famous artist? Obsessed enough that he
felt a desire to emulate the artist’s style and subject matter for
some sort of personal gratification?

As farfetched as it seemed, it was a
possibility. After all, why else would somebody take the time and
effort to copy someone else’s art so blatantly and shamelessly post
it on a website without so much as a credit to the original artwork
or even a mention of the original artist? Unless he had some kind
of ulterior motive.

Which might also help explain why Ellen felt
her sister was in danger.

Alan suddenly had an idea. He located a site
featuring reproductions of many of Degas’ paintings and bookmarked
the page. He then went to his e-mail and clicked on the link to the
site posted by the impressionist photographer. He opened the
bookmarked site in a new window and began searching for any of
Degas’ works that looked similar to the photographer’s images. It
didn’t take him very long to locate a painting with four ballerinas
wearing blue tutus.

He resized the window and dragged the image
next to the photographed version. It was uncanny. The photograph
was a virtual carbon copy of the original painting—right down to
the body positions of the girls! Yet, the photograph was clearly
just that: a photo that had been manipulated to look
impressionistic in a digital imaging program such as Photoshop.
Alan could even make an educated guess on what filters and
techniques the photographer had used to achieve the final effect.
But the genius lay not in the post image effects but in the actual
scene that had been shot. The tutus were all the same powder blue,
the ribbons around the dancers waists were the exact hues seen in
the original and each individual girl’s hairstyle was meticulously
duplicated in the photo. Even the components of the scene: the
textured yellow/brown floor and walls, the dance bar running along
the wall, the wooden doorway and the pillar-type structure looked
virtually identical to the original painting!

But why?

Why in the world had the photographer taken
such pains to recreate this painting?

Alan continued his search. He eventually
found another painting that looked similar: the one of the
ballerina sitting on a wooden bench, crouched down fiddling with
her slipper. Alan positioned the photo next to the painting and
made a startling discovery. The images were virtually identical
except that the painting also included a woman in black sitting
beside the ballerina. The woman was wearing a hat that hid her eyes
and holding a black umbrella in her hand with its tip resting on
the floor. The woman seemed oblivious to the dancer and was in fact
simply sitting on the bench staring at the floor.

The photograph however showed only the
ballerina on the bench and a barren area where the woman was seated
in the painting.

Whoa—

Alan ran his hands through his hair and
stared at the empty space of the bench in the photo. Why had the
photographer omitted the woman? He had been so meticulous
recreating all the details in the other painting yet for some
reason had entirely omitted a key component in this one. One
possible reason was that the he hadn’t had anyone to portray the
woman in black so he went ahead and shot the image anyway.

But that didn’t make any sense.

Why bother shooting the scene in the first
place?

Who is this guy, anyway? And what the hell is
he up to?

Alan thought about the mysterious Ellen and
her sister who had to be saved. Could her sister be the missing
older woman and not one of the dancers?

No, that was preposterous. Therefore—

One of these girls had to be Ellen’s sister,
period.

Alan searched for paintings resembling the
other two photographs but had no luck on this particular site. He
returned to the Google results page and clicked on another site
that sold Degas reproductions. A moment later he immediately
recognized the painting of the ballerina with her back to the
viewer staring down at her feet. He dragged the photo and the
painting side by side on his screen.

Another perfect match! In fact, if he didn’t
know better he would swear that they were one in the same. The
photographer had done that good a job.

Apparently his skills were improving with
time.

What was amazing in this particular copied
work was the fact that it perfectly mirrored the painting, which
had a rough unfinished sketched look to it. All four girls wore
tutus that were an almost transparent off-white accented with
random strokes of powder blue within the folds. Only the rendering
of the girl in the foreground had any clear detailing but it still
maintained a swiftly sketched look to it. The highlights in the
young dancer’s auburn hair were crisp yet the large blue ribbon
around her waist was haphazardly colored within a more than obvious
pencil sketched outline. The shadow on the floor created by her
form was also roughly sketched, not clear.

The background of the image had an even more
unfinished sketched look to it with the stroked lines on the wall
and nearly imperceptible details of the other four dancing girls.
Alan studied the photo and painting for several minutes, wondering
if the photographer had simply copied the original background and
pasted it into the photo. But that hadn’t been the case. There was
just enough photographic quality and subtle differences that
eliminated that possibility.

Okay, so the guy was very good at what he
did. But that didn’t explain his motive. Why would someone hire
kids to reenact poses in carbon-copied scenes of a long gone master
painter? No one would ever want to buy these copies. Hell, they
weren’t even forgeries of paintings but photographed clones of the
originals.

Didn’t make sense.

And that was driving him crazy.

Alan took a long look at the final photo and
began scouring the site for the original artwork. The photo showed
a young ballerina on a dance floor in an arabesque position. He had
already noticed several of Degas’ works showing this position in
his search but they had all been close-ups of the dancers for the
most part. This photo showed the dancer in the middle of a large
dancing studio, nearly dwarfed by her placement in the background
of the composition. The remainder of the scene consisted of a
rather intrusive spiral staircase in the foreground to the left and
three floor-to-ceiling windows spaced evenly in the background
along the wall of the studio. The ballerina was positioned in front
of the center window, facing to the right, standing on her left leg
with her right arm outstretched in front of her and her left leg
extended straight backward.

Having no luck on this site, Alan checked out
a couple more sites but still couldn’t locate anything that
resembled this image. He was about to give up when something
suddenly caught his attention. He noticed a spiral staircase on the
left side of a painting but the scene was filled with several
dancers instead of only one. In addition to the troupe of dancers
in the scene there was an elderly woman standing behind one of the
dancers in the foreground and an older gentleman standing well off
in the background behind her—

Alan spotted the girl in the arabesque
position in the center of the background—looking exactly like the
one in the photo right down to the auburn hair and pink ribbon she
wore around her waist.

But she wasn’t alone in the original. There
had to be close to a dozen other figures in the painted scene.

Like the photo with the woman omitted from
the bench, this one had practically everything omitted from the
original except for the solitary dancer, the three windows and the
spiral staircase.

Was this yet another unfinished project? Or
had the photographer opted to eliminate the additional human
components of the original in favor of focusing on just this
particular dancer?

Alan studied the original painting carefully,
looking for similarities to the photo. The dance studio seen in the
photo including the spiral staircase, tall windows, wall color and
trim, and wood floor was an exact duplicate of the original
painting. Omitted from the original were the old man and lady and a
total of ten dancers. At least it appeared to be ten—the details
were a bit mottled in the left background of the scene and it was
difficult to tell if there were two or














cover.jpg
TH

|:1"%n original, chilling noveTof suspense that propels the reader through
1| a world of exploitation and abuse that seems, and indeed is, all too real.”

OLLECTOR

a novel






