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      She has appeared in works of art for centuries.

      She has inspired artists for just as long—both in the studio and in the bedroom.

      But a muse always exacts a price for the inspiration she provides….

      Legendary erotica heavy-hitter Andrea Dale weaves a sensual, dark tale of art and passion.
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      My footsteps are silent on the museum’s marble-tiled floor. I went for a low-key, near-bohemian look today. Normally for a viewing, I’d wear a sleek professional suit and heels as befits my job as an art buyer. But this is a special viewing, an unusual circumstance, and I don’t want to stand out. I’m here for information.

      So my low-heeled boots make no sound, and my long, swirling multicolored skirt and form-fitting teal sweater over a matching lace shell tag me more as a museum patron or a tourist. The gallery is silent except for the hum of the ventilation system, the air tasting sterile.

      My pulse quickens as I near the sketch. It’s my favorite of all the pieces.

      Unusually, the painter is in the sketch as well as his subject. The focal point is the woman draped over a chaise. She wears a medieval-style gown, heavily embroidered on the edges, wide sleeves showing narrow undersleeves tight to her wrists. One arm is flung over her head; the other trails down to the ground, her hand palm up on the floor. Her long dark hair trails off the side of sofa and along her arm, one strand pooling next to her hand. Her eyes are closed.

      She could be sleeping, but there is a clear hint that she is not. In the left foreground is a painter at his easel, facing away from the viewer. He’s leaning to the right to see the scene he’s creating on the canvas—the scene before us all.

      But unseen by him, there’s someone else there. A woman, wearing the same dress, her dark hair unbound, peers over his shoulder. The artist’s immense skill is clear: in just a few charcoal strokes, it’s obvious she’s not unfinished, but deliberately indistinct, hazy.

      She is gone, but she wishes one last glimpse at the artwork that immortalizes her, that will keep her alive forever.

      The museum brings the sketch out every so often, displaying it when they do a retrospective of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood—that romantic group of English Victorian painters and poets—and their art style.

      The Lost Painting, they call it. Or The Lady Death. They don’t know who painted it, and say it’s lost, or it never existed at all, that the artist never went beyond the sketch.

      The painting is not lost. I know, because it is in my private collection.

      The painting exists. I know, because I am its subject.

      The Lady Death is an apt title.

      There are only a few people in the room tonight, and only one person examining the sketch. And I do mean examining: he’s not letting his gaze wander over it before moving to another exhibit. He’s studying it, leaning as close as he can, and I can tell he’s holding his breath so he doesn’t exhale on the art.
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