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Part One

Beauty is its own excuse for being.

– Emerson





Chapter One

The damp, snapping wind iced the bones through to the marrow. Snow from a storm earlier in the week was piled in irregular hills along the side of the road. The sky was bitter blue. Stern trees with black empty branches rose out of winter-browned grass and shook their limbs like fists against the cold.

That was March in Maine.

Miranda pumped the heater up to full, programmed her CD player to Puccini’s La Bohème and drove with the music soaring.

She was coming home. After a ten-day lecture tour, bumping from hotel to college campus to airport and back to hotel, Miranda was more than ready for home.

Her relief might have had something to do with the fact that she hated giving lectures, suffered miserably every time she had to face those rows of eager faces. But shyness and stage fright weren’t allowed to interfere with duty.

She was Dr. Miranda Jones, a Jones of Jones Point. And she was never permitted to forget it.

The city had been founded by the first Charles Jones to make his mark in the New World. The Joneses, Miranda knew, were required to make their marks, to maintain their position as the leading family of the Point, to contribute to society, to behave as expected of the Joneses of Jones Point, Maine.

Thrilled to put distance between herself and the airport, she turned onto the coast road and hit the gas. Driving fast was one of her small pleasures. She liked to move quickly, to get from one point to the next with a minimum of fuss and time. A woman who stood nearly six foot in her bare feet and had hair the color of a Tonka toy fire engine rarely went unnoticed. Even when she wasn’t in charge, she looked as if she were.

And when she moved with the precision and purpose of a heat-seeking missile, the road ahead generally cleared.

She had a voice one infatuated man had compared to velvet wrapped in sandpaper. She compensated for what she considered an accident of fate by cultivating a brisk, clipped delivery that often bordered on prim.

But it got the job done.

Her body might have come down from some Celtic warrior ancestor, but her face was pure New England. Narrow and cool with a long straight nose, slightly pointed chin, and cheekbones that could have chipped ice. Her mouth was wide and most often set in a serious line. Her eyes were Fourth of July blue, and most often sober.

But now as she entertained herself with the long, winding drive that hugged the snow-laced cliffs, both her mouth and her eyes smiled. Beyond the cliffs, the sea was choppy and steel gray. She loved the moods of it, its power to soothe or thrill. As the road bent like a crooked finger, she heard the thunderous crash of water slapping against rock, then drawing back like a fist to strike again.

The thin sunlight sparkled on the snow, the wind blew fitful streams of it into the air, across the road. On the bay side, the naked trees were bent like old men, twisted by year after year of storms. When she was a child, and still fanciful, she’d imagined those trees muttering complaints to each other as they huddled against the wind.

Though she considered herself fanciful no longer, she  still loved the look of them, gnarled and knotted, but lined up like old soldiers on the bluff.

The road climbed as the land narrowed, with the water creeping in on both sides. Sea and sound, both moody, often bleak, nibbled away at the shores with a perpetual hunger. The crooked spit of land rose, its topmost point humped like an arthritic knuckle and graced by the old Victorian house that looked over sea and land. Beyond it, where the ground tumbled down again toward the water, was the white spear of the lighthouse that guarded the coast.

The house had been her refuge and her joy as a child because of the woman who lived in it. Amelia Jones had bucked the Jones tradition and had lived as she chose, had said what she thought, and had always, always had a place in her heart for her two grandchildren.

Miranda had adored her. The only true grief she’d ever known was when Amelia had died – with no fuss or warning, in her sleep eight winters before.

She’d left the house, the tidy portfolio she’d cleverly put together over the years, and her art collection to Miranda and her brother. To her son, Miranda’s father, she left her wishes that he be half the man she’d hoped before they met again. To her daughter-in-law, she left a strand of pearls because they were the only thing she could think of that Elizabeth had ever fully approved of.

It had been so like her, Miranda thought now. Those pithy little comments in the will. She’d stayed in the big stone house for years, living alone, having survived her husband by more than a decade.

Miranda thought of her grandmother as she reached the end of the coast road and turned into the long, curving drive.

The house that topped it had survived years and gales, the merciless cold of winter, the shocking and sudden  heat of high summer. Now, Miranda thought with a little twist of guilt, it was surviving benign neglect.

Neither she nor Andrew seemed to find the time to arrange for painters or lawn care.The house that had been a showplace when she was a child now displayed its sags and scars. Still, she thought it lovely, rather like an old woman not afraid to act her age. Rather than rambling, it stood in straight, soldierly angles, its gray stone dignified, its gables and turrets distinguished.

On the sound side a pergola offered charm and fancy. Wisteria tangled up its sides, buried its roof in blossoms in the spring. Miranda always meant to make time to sit on one of the marble benches under that fragrant canopy, to enjoy the scents, the shade, the quiet. But somehow spring ran into summer and summer into fall, and she never remembered her vow until winter, when the thick vines were bare.

Perhaps some of the boards on the wide front porch of the house needed replacing. Certainly the trim and shutters, faded from blue to gray, needed to be scraped and painted. The wisteria on the pergola probably needed to be pruned or fed or whatever you did with such things.

She would get to it. Sooner or later.

But the windows glinted, and the ferocious faces of the gargoyles crouched on the eaves grinned. Long terraces and narrow balconies offered views in every direction. The chimneys would puff smoke – when someone took the time to light a fire. Grand old oaks rose high, and a thick stand of pines broke the wind on the north side.

She and her brother shared the space compatibly enough – or had until Andrew’s drinking became more habitual. But she wasn’t going to think about that. She enjoyed having him close, liked as well as loved him, so that working with him, sharing a house with him, was a pleasure.

The wind blew her hair into her eyes the minute she stepped out of the car. Vaguely, annoyed, she dragged it back, then leaned in to retrieve her laptop and briefcase. Shouldering both, humming the final strains of Puccini, she walked back to the trunk and popped it open.

Her hair blew into her face again, causing her to huff out an irritated breath. The half-sigh ended in a choked gasp as her hair was grabbed in one hard yank, used as a rope to snap her head back. Small white stars burst in front of her eyes as both pain and shock stabbed into her skull. And the point of a knife pressed cold and sharp against the pulse in her throat.

Fear screamed in her head, a primal burn that burst in the gut and shrieked toward the throat. Before she could release it, she was twisted around, shoved hard against the car so that the blossom of pain in her hip blurred her vision and turned her legs to jelly. The hand on her hair yanked again, jerking her head back like a doll’s.

His face was hideous. Pasty white and scarred, its features blunted. It took her several seconds before the dry-mouthed terror allowed her to see it was a mask – rubber and paint twisted into deformity.

She didn’t struggle, couldn’t. There was nothing she feared as much as a knife with its deadly point, its smooth killing edge. The keen tip was pressed into the soft pad under her jaw so that each choked breath she took brought a searing jab of pain and terror.

He was big. Six-four or -five, she noted, struggling to pay attention, pay attention to details while her heart skittered into her throat where the blade pressed. Two hundred fifty or sixty pounds, wide at the shoulders, short at the neck.

Oh God.

Brown eyes, muddy brown. It was all she could see through the slits in the rubber fright mask he wore. And  the eyes were flat as a shark’s and just as dispassionate as he tipped the point of the knife, slid it over her throat to delicately slice the skin.

A small fire burned there while a thin line of blood trickled down to the collar of her coat.

“Please.” The word bubbled out as she instinctively shoved at the wrist of his knife hand. Every rational thought clicked off into cold dread as he used the point to jerk up her head and expose the vulnerable line of her throat.

In her mind flashed the image of the knife slashing once, fast and silent, severing carotid artery, a gush of hot blood. And she would die on her feet, slaughtered like a lamb.

“Please don’t. I have three hundred and fifty dollars in cash.” Please let it be money he wants, she thought frantically. Let it just be money. If it was rape, she prayed she had the courage to fight, even knowing she couldn’t win.

If it was blood, she hoped it would be quick.

“I’ll give you the money,” she began, then gasped in shock as he tossed her aside like a bundle of rags.

She fell hard on her hands and knees on the gravel drive, felt the burn of small, nasty cuts on her palms. She could hear herself whimpering, hated the helpless, numbing fear that made it impossible to do more than stare at him out of blurred eyes.

To stare at the knife that glinted in the thin sunlight. Even as her mind screamed to run, to fight, she hunched into herself, paralyzed.

He picked up her purse, her briefcase, turned the blade so that the sun shot off a spear of light into her eyes.Then he leaned down and jammed the point into the rear tire. When he yanked it free, took a step in her direction, she began to crawl toward the house.

She waited for him to strike again, to tear at her clothes, to plunge the knife into her back with the same careless force he’d used to stab it into the tire, but she kept crawling over the brittle winter grass.

When she reached the steps, she looked back with her eyes wheeling in her head, with small, hunted sounds bubbling through her lips.

And saw she was alone.

Short, rusty breaths scraped at her throat, burned in her lungs as she dragged herself up the steps. She had to get inside, get away. Lock the door. Before he came back, before he came back and used that knife on her.

Her hand slid off the knob once, twice before she managed to close her fingers around it. Locked. Of course it was locked. No one was home. No one was there to help.

For a moment, she simply curled there, outside the door, shivering with shock and the wind that whipped over the hill.

Move, she ordered herself. You have to move. Get the key, get inside, call the police.

Her eyes darted left and right, like a rabbit watching for wolves, and her teeth started to chatter. Using the knob for support, she pulled herself to her feet. Her legs threatened to buckle, her left knee was screaming, but she darted off the porch in a kind of drunken lope, searched frantically for her purse before she remembered he’d taken it.

She babbled out words, prayers, curses, pleas as she yanked open the car door and fumbled with the glove compartment. Even as her fingers closed over her spare keys a sound had her whirling around wildly, her hands coming up defensively.

There was nothing there but the wind sweeping through the bare black branches of trees, through the thorny canes of the climbing roses, over the brittle grass.

Breath whistling, she took off for the house in a limping run, jabbing frantically with the key at the lock, all but wailing with relief when it slid home.

She stumbled inside, slammed the door, turned the locks.When her back was against that solid wood, the keys slipped out of her fingers, landed with a musical crash. Her vision grayed, so she closed her eyes. Everything was numb now, mind, body. She needed to take the next step, to act, to cope, but she couldn’t remember what step to take.

Her ears were ringing and nausea rose up in one long greasy wave. Gritting her teeth, she took one step forward, then another as the foyer seemed to tilt gently right and left.

She was nearly to the base of the stairs when she realized it wasn’t her ears ringing, but the telephone. Mechanically, she walked through the haze into the parlor, where everything was so normal, so familiar, and picked up the phone.

“Hello?” Her voice sounded far away, hollow like a single beat in a wooden drum. Swaying a bit, she stared at the pattern the sun made as it slipped through the windows and onto the wide planks of the pine floor. “Yes.Yes, I understand. I’ll be there. I have ...” What? Shaking her head to clear it, Miranda struggled to remember what she needed to say. “I have some things ... things to take care of first. No, I’ll leave as soon as I can.”

Then something bubbled up inside her she was too dazed to recognize as hysteria. “I’m already packed,” she said, and laughed.

She was still laughing when she hung up the phone. Laughing when she slid bonelessly into a chair, and didn’t realize when she tucked herself into a small, defensive ball that the laughter had turned to sobs.
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She had both hands wrapped tight around a cup of hot tea, but she didn’t drink it. She knew the cup would shake, but it was a comfort to hold it, to feel the heat pass through the cup and into her chilled fingers, soothe the abraded skin of her palms.

She’d been coherent – it was imperative to be coherent, to be clear and precise and calm when reporting a crime to the police.

Once she was able to think again, she’d made the proper calls, she’d spoken to the officers who had come to the house. But now that it was done and she was alone again, she couldn’t seem to keep a single solid thought in her mind for more than ten seconds.

“Miranda!”The shout was followed by the cannon bang of the front door slamming. Andrew rushed in, took one horrified study of his sister’s face. “Oh Jesus.” He hurried to her, crouched at her feet and began to play his long fingers over her pale cheeks. “Oh, honey.”

“I’m all right. Just some bruises.” But the control she’d managed to build back into place trembled. “I was more scared than hurt.”

He saw the tears in the knees of her trousers, the dried blood on the wool. “The son of a bitch.” His eyes, a quieter blue than his sister’s, abruptly went dark with horror. “Did he ...” His hands lowered to hers so that they gripped the china cup together. “Did he rape you?”

“No. No. It was nothing like that. He just stole my purse. He just wanted money. I’m sorry I had the police call you. I should have done it myself.”

“It’s all right. Don’t worry.” He tightened his grip on her hands, then released them quickly when she winced. “Oh, baby.” He took the cup from her hands, set it aside, then lifted her abraded palms. “I’m so sorry. Come on, I’ll take you to the hospital.”

“I don’t need the hospital. It’s just bumps and bruises.”  She drew a deep breath, finding it easier to do so now that he was here.

He could infuriate her, and he had disappointed her. But in all of her life, he’d been the only one to stick with her, to be there.

He picked up her cup of tea, pressed it into her hands again.“Drink a little,” he ordered before he rose and paced off some of the fear and anger.

He had a thin, rather bony face that went well with the long, lanky build. His coloring was like his sister’s, though his hair was a darker red, almost mahogany. Nerves had him patting his hand against his thigh as he moved.

“I wish I’d been here. Damn it, Miranda. I should have been here.”

“You can’t be everywhere, Andrew. No one could have predicted that I’d be mugged in our own front yard. I think – and the police think – that he was probably going to break into the house, rob us, and my coming home surprised him, changed his plans.”

“They said he had a knife.”

“Yeah.” Gingerly she lifted a hand to the shallow cut on her throat. “And I can report that I haven’t outgrown my knife phobia. One look at it, and my mind just froze.”

Andrew’s eyes went grim, but he spoke gently as he came back to sit beside her. “What did he do? Can you tell me?”

“He just came out of nowhere. I was getting my things out of the trunk. He yanked me back by the hair, put the knife to my throat. I thought he was going to kill me, but he knocked me down, took my purse, my briefcase, slashed my tires, and left.” She managed a wavering smile. “Not exactly the homecoming I was expecting.”

“I should have been here,” he said again.

“Andrew, don’t.” She leaned into him, closed her eyes. “You’re here now.” And that, it seemed, was enough to steady her. “Mother called.” 

“What?” He started to drape an arm around her shoulders, and now sat forward to look at her face.

“The phone was ringing when I got into the house. God, my mind’s still fogged,” she complained, and rubbed at her temple. “I have to go to Florence tomorrow.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You just got home and you’re hurt, you’re shaken. Christ, how can she ask you to get on a plane right after you’ve been mugged?”

“I didn’t tell her.” She only shrugged. “I wasn’t thinking. In any case, the summons was loud and dear. I have to book a flight.”

“Miranda, you’re going to bed.”

“Oh yeah.” She smiled again. “Very soon now.”

“I’ll call her.” He sucked in his breath as a man might when faced with an ugly chore. “I’ll explain.”

“My hero.” Loving him, she kissed his cheek. “No, I’ll go. A hot bath, some aspirin, and I’ll be fine. And after this little adventure, I could use a distraction. It seems she has a bronze she wants me to test.” Because it had gone cold, she set the tea down again. “She wouldn’t summon me to Standjo if it wasn’t important. She wants an archeometrist, and she wants one quickly.”

“She’s got archeometrists on staff at Standjo.”

“Exactly.” This time Miranda’s smile was thin and bright “Standjo” stood for Standford-Jones. Elizabeth had made certain that not only her name but everything else on her agenda came first in the Florence operation.“So if she’s sending for me, it’s big. She wants to keep it in the family. Elizabeth Standford-Jones, director of Standjo, Florence, is sending for an expert on Italian Renaissance bronzes, and she wants one with the Jones name. I don’t intend to disappoint her.”

 



She didn’t have any luck booking a flight for the following morning and had to settle for a seat on the evening flight to Rome with a transfer to Florence.

Nearly a full day’s delay.

There would be hell to pay.

As she tried to soak out the aches in a hot tub, Miranda calculated the time difference and decided there was no point in calling her mother. Elizabeth would be at home, very likely in bed by now.

Nothing to be done about it tonight, she told herself. In the morning, she’d call Standjo. One day couldn’t make that much difference, even to Elizabeth.

She’d hire a car to take her to the airport, because the way her knee was throbbing, driving could be a problem even if she could replace her tires quickly. All she had to do was...

She sat straight up in the tub, sloshing water to the rim.

Her passport. Her passport, her driver’s license, her company IDs. He’d taken her briefcase and her purse – he’d taken all her identification, documents.

“Oh hell,” was the best she could do as she rubbed her hands over her face. That just made it all perfect.

She yanked the old-fashioned chain plug out of the drain of the claw-foot tub. She was steaming now, and the burst of angry energy had her getting to her feet, reaching for a towel, before her wrenched knee buckled under her. Biting back a yelp, she braced a hand against the wall and sat on the lip of the tub, the towel dropping in to slop in the water.

The tears wanted to come, from frustration, from the pain, from the sudden sharp fear that came stabbing back. She sat naked and shivering, her breath trembling out on little hitching gasps until she’d controlled them.

Tears wouldn’t help her get back her papers, or soothe her bruises or get her to Florence. She sniffled them back and wrung out the towel. Carefully now, she used her hands to lift her legs out of the tub, one at a time.  She gained her feet as clammy sweat popped out on her skin, causing the tears to swim close again. But she stood, clutching the sink for support, and took stock of herself in the full-length mirror on the back of the door.

There were bruises on her arms. She didn’t remember him grabbing her there, but the marks were dark gray, so logically he had. Her hip was black-and-blue and stunningly painful. That, she remembered, was a result of being rammed back against the car.

Her knees were scraped and raw, the left one unattractively red and swollen. She must have taken the worst of the fall on it, twisted it. The heels of her hands burned from their rude meeting with the gravel of the drive.

But it was the long, shallow slice on her throat that had her head going light, her stomach rolling with fresh nausea. Fascinated and appalled, she lifted her fingers to it. Just a breath from the jugular, she thought. Just a breath from death.

If he’d wanted her to die, she would have died.

And that was worse than the bruising, the sick throbbing aches. A stranger had held her life in his hands.

“Never again.” She turned away from the mirror, hobbled over to take her robe from the brass hook by the door. “I’m never going to let it happen again.”

She was freezing, and wrapped herself as quickly as she could in the robe. As she was struggling to belt it, a movement outside the window had her head jerking up, her heart thundering.

He’d come back.

She wanted to run, to hide, to scream for Andrew, to curl herself into a ball behind a locked door. And with her teeth gritted, she eased closer to the window, looked out.

It was Andrew, she saw with a dizzying wave of relief. He was wearing the plaid lumberman’s jacket he used  when he split wood or hiked on the cliffs. He’d turned the floodlights on, and she could see something glinting in his hand, something he swung as he strode along over the yard.

Puzzled, she pressed her face against the window.

A golf club? What in the world was he doing outside marching across the snowy lawn with a golf club?

Then she knew, and love flooded into her, soothing her more than any painkiller.

He was guarding her. The tears came back. One spilled over. Then she saw him stop, pull something from his pocket, lift it.

And she watched him take a long swig from a bottle.

Oh, Andrew, she thought, as her eyes closed and her heart sank. What a mess we are.

 



It was the pain that woke her, bright pops of it that banged out of her knee. Miranda fumbled on the light, shook out pills from the bottle she’d put on her bedside table. Even as she swallowed them she realized she should have taken Andrew’s advice and gone to the hospital, where some sympathetic doctor would have written her a prescription for some good, potent drugs.

She glanced at the luminous dial of her clock, saw it was after three. At least the cocktail of ibuprofen and aspirin she’d taken at midnight had given her three hours of relief. But she was awake now, and chasing the pain. Might as well finish it off, she decided, and face the music.

With the time difference, Elizabeth would be at her desk. Miranda picked up the phone and put the call through. Moaning a bit, she shifted her pillows against the curvy wrought-iron headboard and eased back against them.

“Miranda, I was about to call to leave a message at your hotel for your arrival tomorrow.”

“I’m going to be delayed. I – ”

“Delayed?” The word was like a single ice chip, frigid and sharp.

“I’m sorry.”

“I thought I made it clear this project is priority. I’ve guaranteed the government that we would begin tests today.”

“I’m going to send John Carter. I – ”

“I didn’t send for John Carter, I sent for you. Whatever other work you have can be delegated. I believe I made that clear as well.”

“Yes, you did.” No, she thought, the pills weren’t going to help this time. But the cold anger beginning to stir inside her was bound to outdistance a little pain. “I had every intention of being there, as instructed.”

“Then why aren’t you?”

“My passport and other identification were stolen yesterday. I’ll arrange to have them replaced as soon as possible and rebook my flight. This being Friday, I doubt I can have new documents before sometime next week.”

She knew how bureaucracies worked, Miranda thought grimly. She’d been raised in one.

“Even in a relatively quiet place like Jones Point, it’s foolishly careless not to lock your car.”

“The documents weren’t in my car, they were on me. I’ll let you know as soon as they’re replaced and I’ve rescheduled. I apologize for the delay. The project will have my full time and attention as soon as I arrive. Goodbye, Mother.”

It gave her perverse satisfaction to hang up before Elizabeth could say another word.

 



In her elegant and spacious office three thousand miles away, Elizabeth stared at the phone with a mixture of annoyance and confusion.

“Is there a problem?”

Distracted, Elizabeth glanced over at her former daughter-in-law. Elise Warfield sat, a clipboard resting on her knee, her big green eyes puzzled, her soft, lush mouth curved slightly in an attentive smile.

The marriage between Elise and Andrew hadn’t worked, which was a disappointment to Elizabeth. But her professional and personal relationship with Elise hadn’t been damaged by the divorce.

“Yes. Miranda’s been delayed.”

“Delayed?” Elise lifted her brows so that they disappeared under the fringe of bangs that skimmed over her brow. “That’s not like Miranda.”

“Her passport and other identification were stolen.”

“Oh, that’s dreadful.” Elise got to her feet. She stood just over five-two. Her body had lush feminine curves that managed to look delicate. With her sleek cap of ebony hair, her large, heavily lashed eyes and milky white skin, the deep red of her mouth, she resembled an efficient and sexy fairy. “She was robbed?”

“I didn’t get the details.” Elizabeth’s lips tightened briefly. “She’ll arrange to have them replaced and reschedule her flight. It may take several days.”

Elise started to ask if Miranda had been hurt, then closed her mouth on the words. From the look in Elizabeth’s eyes, either she didn’t know, or it wasn’t her major concern. “I know you want to begin testing today. It can certainly be arranged. I can shift some of my work and start them myself.”

Considering, Elizabeth rose and turned to her window. She always thought more clearly when she looked out over the city. Florence was her home, had been her home since the first time she’d seen it. She’d been eighteen, a young college student with a desperate love for art and a secret thirst for adventure.

She’d fallen hopelessly in love with the city, with its red rooftops and majestic domes, its twisting streets and bustling piazzas.

And she’d fallen in love with a young sculptor who had charmingly lured her to bed, fed her pasta, and shown her her own heart.

Of course, he’d been unsuitable. Completely unsuitable. Poor arid wildly passionate. Her parents had snapped her back to Boston the moment they’d learned of the affair.

And that, of course, had been the end of that.

She shook herself, annoyed that her mind had drifted there. She’d made her own choices, and they had been excellent ones.

Now she was the head of one of the largest and most respected research facilities for art in the world. Standjo might have been one of the arms of the Jones organization, but it was hers. Her name came first, and here, so did she.

She stood framed in the window, a trim, attractive woman of fifty-eight. Her hair was a quiet ash blond discreetly tinted by one of the top salons in Florence. Her impeccable taste was reflected in the perfectly cut Valentino suit she wore, the color a rich eggplant, with hammered-gold buttons. Her leather pumps matched the tone exactly.

Her complexion was clear, with good New England bone structure overcoming the few lines that dared show themselves. Her eyes were a sharp and ruthlessly intelligent blue. The image was one of a cool, fashionable, professional woman of wealth and position.

She would never have settled for less.

No, she thought, she would never settle for less than the absolute best.

“We’ll wait for her,” she said, and turned back to Elise. “It’s her field, her specialty. I’ll contact the minister personally and explain the short delay.”

Elise smiled at her. “No one understands delays like the Italians.”

“True enough. We’ll go over those reports later today, Elise. I want to make this call now.”

“You’re the boss.”

“Yes, I am. Oh, John Carter will be coming in tomorrow. He’ll be working on Miranda’s team. Feel free to assign him another project in the meantime. There’s no point in having him twiddle his thumbs.”

“John’s coming? It’ll be good to see him.We can always use him in the lab. I’ll take care of it.”

“Thank you, Elise.”

When she was alone, Elizabeth sat at her desk again, studied the safe across the room. Considered what was inside.

Miranda would head the project. Her decision had been made the moment she’d seen the bronze. It would be a Standjo operation, with a Jones at the helm.That was what she had planned, what she expected.

And it was what she would have.




Chapter Two

She was five days late, so Miranda moved fast, pushing through the towering medieval doors of Standjo, Florence, and striding across the floor so that the clicks of her practical pumps were like rapid gunshots on the gleaming white marble.

She clipped the Standjo ID Elizabeth’s assistant had overnighted her to the lapel of her jacket as she rounded an excellent bronze reproduction of Cellini’s figure of Perseus displaying Medusa’s severed head.

Miranda had often wondered just what the choice of art in the entrance lobby said about her mother. Defeat all enemies, she supposed, with one swift stroke.

She stopped at the lobby counter, swiveling the logbook around and dashing off her name, noting the time on her watch, then adding it.

She’d dressed carefully, even strategically, for the day, selecting a suit of royal-blue silk that was military and trim in style. Miranda considered it both dashing and powerful.

When you were to meet with the director of one of the top archeometry laboratories in the world, your appearance was vitally important. Even if that director was your mother.

Especially, Miranda thought with the faintest of sneers, if that director was your mother.

She punched the button on the elevator and waited, impatience shimmering. Nerves were jumping gleefully in her stomach, tickling in her throat, buzzing in her head. But she didn’t let them show.

The minute she stepped into the elevator, she flipped open her compact and freshened her lipstick. A single tube of color could last her a year, sometimes more. She only bothered with such small annoyances when they couldn’t be avoided.

Satisfied she’d done her best, she replaced the compact, and ran a hand over the sophisticated French twist that had taken her entirely too much time and trouble to create. She jammed a few loosened pins back firmly in place just as the doors opened again.

She stepped out into the quiet, elegant lobby of what she thought of as the inner sanctum. The pearl-gray carpet and ivory walls, the stern-backed antique chairs, suited her mother, she thought. Lovely, tasteful, and detached. The sleek console where the receptionist worked with its top-grade computer and phone system was also all Elizabeth. Efficient, brisk, and state-of-the-art.


“Buon giorno.” Miranda approached the desk and stated her business briefly and in flawless Italian. “Sono la Dottoressa Jones. Ho un appuntamento con la Signora Standford-Jones.”


“Sì, Dottoressa. Un momento.”

In her head, Miranda shifted her feet, tugged at her jacket, rolled her shoulders. It sometimes helped her keep her body still and calm if she imagined twitching and shuffling. She was just finishing up some imaginary pacing when the receptionist smiled and gave her the go-ahead.

Miranda walked through the double glass doors to her left and down the cool white hallway that led to the office of the Signora Direttrice.

She knocked. One was always expected to knock on  any door of Elizabeth’s. The responding “Entri” came immediately.

Elizabeth was at her desk, an elegant satinwood Hepplewhite that suited her aristocratic New England looks perfectly. Framed in the window behind her was Florence, in all its sunny splendor.

They faced each other across the room, both appraising swiftly.

Elizabeth spoke first. “How was your trip?”

“Uneventful.”

“Good.”

“You look well.”

“I am, quite well. And you?”

“Fine.” Miranda imagined herself doing a wild tap dance around the perfectly appointed office, and stood straight as a cadet at inspection.

“Would you like some coffee? Something cold?”

“No, thank you.” Miranda arched a brow. “You haven’t asked about Andrew.”

Elizabeth waved toward a chair. “How’s your brother?”

Miserable, Miranda thought. Drinking too much. Angry, depressed, bitter. “He’s fine. He sends his best.” She lied without a qualm. “I assume you told Elise I was coming.”

“Of course.” Because Miranda had remained standing, Elizabeth rose. “All the department heads, and the appropriate staff members, are aware that you’ll be working here temporarily. The Fiesole Bronze is a priority. Naturally you’ll have full use of the labs and equipment, and the cooperation and assistance of any members of the team you choose.”

“I spoke with John yesterday. You haven’t started any tests yet.”

“No. This delay has cost us time, and you’ll be expected to begin immediately.”

“That’s why I’m here.”

Elizabeth inclined her head. “What happened to your leg? You’re limping a bit.”

“I was mugged, remember?”

“You said you’d been robbed, you didn’t say you’d been injured.”

“You didn’t ask.”

Elizabeth let out what from anyone else Miranda would have considered a sigh. “You might have explained you’d been hurt during the incident.”

“I might have. I didn’t. The priority was, after all, the loss of my documents and the delay that caused.” She inclined her head, in a mirror of Elizabeth’s gesture. “That much was made very clear.”

“I assumed – ” Elizabeth cut herself off, flung her hand in a gesture that might have been annoyance or defeat. “Why don’t you sit down while I give you some background?”

So, the matter was to be tabled. Miranda had expected it. She sat, crossed her legs.

“The man who discovered the bronze – ”

“The plumber.”

“Yes.” For the first time Elizabeth smiled, a quick curving of lips that was more an acknowledgment of the absurdity than genuine amusement. “Carlo Rinaldi. Apparently he’s an artist at heart, if not in deed. He’s never been able to make a living from his painting and his wife’s father owns a plumbing business, so...”

Miranda’s quick eyebrow flick was a measure of mild surprise. “Does his background matter?”

“Only insofar as his connection to the piece. There appears to be none. He, from all accounts, literally stumbled over it. He claims to have found it hidden under a broken step in the cellar of the Villa della Donna Oscura. And that, as far as has been verified, seems to be the case.”

“Was there some question of that? Is he suspected of fabricating the story – and the bronze?”

“If there was, the minister is satisfied with Rinaldi’s story now.”

Elizabeth folded her perfectly manicured hands on the edge of the desk. Her New England spine was straight as a ruler. Unconsciously, Miranda shifted ever so slightly to level her own.

“The fact that he found it,” Elizabeth continued, “smuggled it out of the villa in his toolbox, then took his time reporting it through the proper channels caused some initial concern.”

Troubled, Miranda folded her hands to keep her fingers from tapping on her knee. It didn’t occur to her that she now exactly mirrored her mother’s pose. “How long did he have it?”

“Five days.”

“There was no damage? You’ve examined it?”

“I have. I’d rather not make any comments until you’ve seen it yourself.”

“Well then.” Miranda cocked her head. “Lets have a look.”

In answer, Elizabeth walked over to a cabinet, and opening the door, revealed a small steel safe.

“You’re keeping it in here?”

“My security is more than adequate. A number of people have access to the vaults in the labs, and I preferred to limit that access in this case. And I thought it would be less distracting for you to do an initial exam here.”

With one coral-tipped finger, Elizabeth punched in a code, waited, then added another series of numbers. Opening the reinforced door, she took out a metal box. After setting it on her desk, she opened the lid and took out a bundle wrapped in faded velvet.

“Well date the cloth as well, and the wood from the step.”

“Naturally.” Though her fingers itched, Miranda rose and stepped forward slowly when Elizabeth set the bundle on her spotless white blotter. “There are no documents, correct?”

“None, so far. You know the history of the villa.”

“Yes, of course. It was once the home of Giulietta Buonadoni, a mistress of Lorenzo the Magnificent known as the Dark Lady. After his death she’s believed to have become a companion of other Medicis. At one time or another every light of the Renaissance in or around Florence was welcomed into her home.”

“So, you understand the possibilities.”

“I don’t deal in possibilities,” Miranda said curtly.

“Exactly. That’s why you’re here.”

Gently, Miranda brushed a finger over the tattered velvet. “Is it?”

“I wanted the best, and I’m in a position to access what I want. I also demand discretion. If news of this find leaks, the speculation will be wild. That is something Standjo can’t and won’t risk. The government wants no publicity, and no public speculation until the bronze is dated, and tests are complete.”

“The plumber’s probably already told all his drinking pals.”

“I wouldn’t think so.” Again that small smile played around Elizabeth’s mouth. “He took the bronze out of a government-owned building. He’s quite aware, at this point, that if he doesn’t do precisely what he’s told, he could go to prison.”

“Fear is often an efficient gag.”

“Yes. But that isn’t our concern. We’ve been commissioned to test the bronze, and to provide the government with all the information science can offer. We require  an objective eye, someone who believes in facts, not romance.”

“There’s no room for romance in science,” Miranda murmured, and carefully unwrapped the velvet.

Her heart gave one hard thud against her ribs when the bronze lay naked. Her skilled and experienced eye recognized the brilliance of the workmanship, the glory of it. But she frowned, instinctively burying admiration under skepticism.

“It’s beautifully conceived and executed – certainly the style falls within the realm of the Renaissance.” She slipped her glasses out of the case in her pocket, put them on before she lifted the bronze. She judged the weight, turning it slowly.

The proportions were perfect, the sensuality of the subject obvious. The smallest details – toenails, each tendril of hair, the definition of calf muscles – were stunningly depicted.

She was glorious, free, wonderfully aware of her own power. The long curvy body was arched back, the arms lifted up, not in prayer or supplication, Miranda noted. In triumph. The face wasn’t delicate, but stunning, the eyes half closed as if in pleasure, the mouth curved slyly in enjoyment of that pleasure.

She was balanced on the balls of her feet, like a woman about to leap into a warm, scented pool. Or a lover’s arms.

It was unashamedly sexual, and for one baffling instant, Miranda thought she could feel the heat of it. Like life.

The patina indicated age, but such things were deceiving, she knew. Patinas could be created. The style of the artist was unmistakable. But such a thing was all but impossible. Styles could be mimicked.

“It’s the Dark Lady,” she said. “Giulietta Buonadoni. There’s no doubt about that. I’ve seen this face often  enough in paintings and sculpture of the period. But I’ve never seen or heard of this bronze. I’ll do some research on it, but I doubt I’d have missed it.”

Elizabeth studied Miranda’s face rather than the bronze. She’d seen that quick flicker of excitement, of delight, both of which had been quickly controlled. Exactly as she’d expected them to be.

“But you agree it is a bronze of Renaissance style.”

“Yes. That hardly makes it a lost piece from the fifteenth century.” Her eyes were narrowed as she slowly turned the bronze in her hands. “Any art student with a clever eye has sketched and copied her face over the years. I’ve done so myself.” Idly, she scraped a bit at the blue-green patina with her thumbnail. The surface corrosion was visibly thick, but she needed more, much more.

“I’ll start right away.”

 



Vivaldi played lightly in the air of the lab. The walls were a pale hospital green, the floor a spotlessly white linoleum. Each station was militarily neat, fitted with microscopes, computer terminals, vials or tubes or sample bags. There were no personal items, no pretty framed family pictures, no mascots or souvenirs.

The men wore ties, the women skirts, and over all were the crisp white lab coats with the Standjo logo stitched in black on the breast pocket.

Conversation was muted and minimal, and equipment hummed like well-oiled clocks.

Elizabeth expected a tight ship, and her former daughter-in-law knew how to run one.

The house in Maine where Miranda had grown up had presented precisely the same atmosphere. It made for a cold home, Miranda thought as she scanned the area, but an efficient workplace.

“It’s been some time since you were here,” Elizabeth  began. “But Elise will refresh your memory as to the setup. You’ll have free access to all areas, of course. I have your security card and your codes.”

“Fine.” Miranda fixed a polite smile on her face as Elise turned from a microscope and started toward them.

“Miranda, welcome to Florence.” Elise’s voice was quiet, not quite breachy, but with the promise it could be if she were properly aroused.

“It’s nice to be back. How are you?”

“Fine. Busy.” She flashed a hundred-watt smile and took Miranda’s hand. “How’s Drew?”

“Not quite so fine – but busy.” She lifted a brow when Elise squeezed her hand.

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s none of my business.”

“I’m still sorry.” She released Miranda’s hand and turned to Elizabeth. “Will you head the tour, or shall I?”

“I don’t need a tour,” Miranda said before her mother could speak. “I need a lab coat, a microscope, a computer. I’ll want to take photos, and X rays, of course.”

“There you are.” John Carter loped his way over. Miranda’s lab manager looked endearingly rumpled in the midst of ruthless efficiency and style. His tie with silly grinning cows grazing was already askew. He’d snagged the pocket of his lab coat on something so that it flapped from loose threads. There was a nick on his chin where he’d cut himself shaving, a thumb-sized stub of a pencil behind his ear, and smudges on the lenses of his glasses.

He made Miranda feel cozily at home.

“You okay?” He patted her arm in three bouncing strokes, then: “How’s the knee? Andrew told me the guy who mugged you tossed you around.”

“Tossed you around?” Elise looked over quickly. “We didn’t know you were hurt.”

“Just shaken up. It’s all right. I’m fine.”

“He held a knife to her throat,” Carter announced.

“A knife.” Elise put a hand to her own throat. “That’s horrible. It’s – ”

“It’s all right,” Miranda said again. “He just wanted money.” She turned, meeting her mother’s eyes. “And I think he’s cost us enough valuable time.”

For a moment Elizabeth said nothing. There was challenge in Miranda’s gaze, and she decided the time for sympathy had passed.

“Then I’ll let Elise set you up. Your ID and security cards are in here.” Elizabeth handed Miranda an envelope. “Elise should be able to handle any of your questions or needs. Or you can contact me.” She glanced at the slim watch on her wrist. “I have another meeting shortly, so I’ll let you get started. I hope to have a preliminary report by end of day.”

“You will,” Miranda murmured as her mother walked away.

“She doesn’t waste time.” With another smile, Elise gestured. “I’m so sorry you had to go through such a terrible ordeal, but the work here should help you keep it off your mind. I have an office set up for you. The Fiesole Bronze is a top priority. You’re authorized to pick your team from any of the A security staff.”

“Miranda!” There was a wealth of pleasure in the word, and it was delivered with the heavy and exotic tones of Italy. Miranda felt herself smiling even before she turned and had her hands taken and lavishly kissed.

“Giovanni. You don’t change.” Indeed, the chemistry technician was as outrageously handsome as Miranda remembered. Dark and sleek, with eyes like melted chocolate and a smile that radiated charm. He stood an inch or so below her and still managed to make her feel feminine and tiny. He wore his glossy black hair in a ponytail – an affectation Elizabeth permitted only  because besides being beautiful to look at, Giovanni Beredonno was a genius.

“But you change, bella donna. You’re even more lovely. But what is this about being hurt?” He fluttered his fingers over her face.

“It’s nothing, just a memory.”

“Do you want me to go break someone in half for you?” He kissed her gently, one cheek, then the other.

“Can I get back to you on that?”

“Giovanni, Miranda has work.”

“Yes, yes.” He brushed off Elise’s stiff and disapproving words with a careless gesture – another reason for Miranda to smile. “I know all about it. A big project, very hush-hush.” He wiggled his expressive eyebrows. “When the direttrice sends to America for an expert, it is no small thing. So, bellissima, can you use me?”

“You’re first on my list.”

He tucked her hand through his arm, ignoring the tightening of Elise’s lips. “When do we start?”

“Today,” Miranda told him as Elise gestured toward a doorway. “I’ll want tests run on the corrosion layers and the metal right away.”

“I think Richard Hawthorne would be helpful to you.” Elise tapped the shoulder of a man hunkered over the keyboard on a computer.

“Dr. Hawthorne.” Miranda watched the balding man blink owlishly through his glasses, then fumble them off. There was something vaguely familiar about him, and she struggled to place him.

“Dr. Jones.” He gave her a shy smile that added appeal to his face. His chin was short, his eyes a distracted and pale blue, but the smile was sweet as a boy’s. “It’s nice to see you again. We’re, ah, happy to have you here. I read your paper on early Florentine humanism. It was quite brilliant.”

“Thank you.” Oh, yes, she remembered. He’d done a stint at the Institute a few years earlier. After a moment’s hesitation, which Miranda knew came only because Elise had recommended him, she relented. “Elise has an office for me. Could you join us for a moment? I’d like to show you what I have.”

“I’d be delighted.” He fumbled with his glasses again, hit a series of keys that saved his work.

“It’s not a large space.” Elise began with an apology as she ushered Miranda through a door. “I’ve set it up with what I thought you’d need. Of course you can requisition anything you like.”

Miranda took a quick scan. The computer station appeared efficient and neat. A wide white counter held microscopes, slides, and the small hand tools of her trade. A tape recorder had been provided for detailing notes. There was no window, only the one door, and with the four of them inside, barely room to turn around.

But there was a chair, a phone, and the pencils were sharpened. It would do, she thought, very well.

She set her briefcase on the counter, then the metal box. Carefully, she removed the wrapped bronze. “I’d like your opinion, Dr. Hawthorne. Just on a visual examination of the bronze.”

“Of course, I’d be delighted.”

“The project’s been the hot topic around here for the last day or two,” Giovanni put in as Miranda began to unwrap the velvet. “Ah.” He let out a sigh as she set the undraped bronze on the counter. “Bella, molto bella.”

“A fine execution.” Richard pushed his glasses back into place and squinted at the bronze. “Simple. Fluid. Wonderful form and details. Perspective.”

“Sensual,” Giovanni said, bending to look closely. “The arrogance and the allure of the female.”

Miranda cocked a brow at Giovanni before giving her attention back to Richard. “Do you recognize her?”

“It’s the Dark Lady of the Medicis.”

“That’s my opinion as well. And the style?”

“Renaissance, unquestionably.” Richard reached out with a tentative finger to stroke the left cheekbone. “I wouldn’t say the model was used to represent a mythical or religious figure, but herself.”

“Yes, the lady as the lady,” Miranda agreed. “The artist portrayed her, I’d guess, as she was. From an artist’s standpoint, I would say he knew her, personally. I’ll need to do a search for documents.Your help would be invaluable there.”

“I’d be happy to help. If this can be authenticated as a major piece from the Renaissance period, it will be quite a coup for Standjo. And for you, Dr. Jones.”

She’d thought of it. Indeed, she’d thought of it. But she smiled coolly. “I don’t count my chickens. If she spent any amount of time in the environment in which she was found – and it appears she did – the corrosion growth would have been affected. I’ll want the results of that, of course,” she added to Giovanni, “but I can’t depend on it for true accuracy.”

“You’ll run relative comparisons, thermoluminescence.”

“Yes.” She smiled at Richard again. “We’ll also be testing the cloth, and the wood from the stair tread. But the documentation will make it all the more conclusive.”

Miranda leaned a hip on the corner of the small pickled-oak desk. “She was found in the cellar of the Villa della Donna Oscura, secreted under the bottom tread of the stairs. I’ll have a report on the details we know at this point for the three of you. The three of you and Vincente only,” she added. “Security is one of the director’s top concerns. Whoever you require to assist you must have A-grade  clearance, and the data you give them must be kept to a minimum until we’ve completed all tests.”

“So, for now she’s ours.” Giovanni winked at her.

“She’s mine,” Miranda corrected with a slow, serious smile. “I need any and all information on the villa itself, on the woman. I want to know her.”

Richard nodded. “I’ll start right away.”

Miranda turned back to the bronze. “Let’s see what she’s made of,” she murmured.

 



A few hours later, Miranda rolled her shoulders and eased back in her chair. The bronze stood before her, smiling slyly. There were no signs of brass or silicon bronze, no platinum, none of the metals or materials that weren’t used in the Renaissance in the sliver of patina and metal she’d extracted. The bronze had a clay core, just as a piece of that era should have. The early testing of the corrosion levels indicated late fifteenth century.

Don’t be hasty, she ordered herself. Preliminary tests weren’t enough. So far she was working in the negative. There was nothing out of place, no alloy that didn’t belong, no sign of tool work that didn’t jibe with the era in her visual exam, but she had yet to determine the positive.

Was the lady true or false?

She took time for one cup of coffee and some of the pretty crackers and cheese Elise had provided for her in lieu of lunch. Jet lag was threatening, and she refused to acknowledge it. The coffee, strong, black, and potent as only the Italians could brew, pumped through her system, providing a caffeine mask over fatigue. She’d crash eventually, Miranda knew, but not for a little while yet.

Placing her hands over the keyboard, she began hammering out the preliminary report for her mother. It was as strict and dry as a maiden aunt, thus far devoid of  speculation and with very little personality. She may have thought of the bronze as a puzzle, a mystery to be solved, but none of the romance of that found its way into her report.

She sent the report via e-mail, saved it on the hard drive under her password, then took the bronze with her for the last test of the day.

The technician had little English and entirely too much awe for the daughter of the direttrice for Miranda to find comfortable. Miranda conjured up an errand, and sent her off for more coffee. Alone, she began the thermoluminescence process.

Ionizing radiation would trap electrons in higher-energy states in the clay core of a bronze. When heated, the crystals in the clay would give off bursts of light. Miranda set the equipment, taking quick notes on each step and result in a notebook. She took the measurements of those bursts, logging them in, adding them to her notes as well for backup. She increased the radiation, heated the clay again, to measure how susceptible it was to electron trapping. Those measurements were carefully logged in turn.

The next step was to test the radiation levels from the location where the bronze had been discovered. She tested both the dirt samples and the wood.

It was a matter of math now. Though the accuracy of the method was hardly foolproof, it was one more weight to add to the whole.

Late fifteenth century. She had no doubt of it.

Savonarola had been preaching against luxury and pagan art during that period, Miranda mused. The piece was a glorious kick in the ass to that narrow-minded view. The Medicis were in control of Florence, with the incompetent Piero the Unfortunate taking the helm for a short period before he was expelled from the city by King Charles VIII of France.

The Renaissance was moving from its early glory, when the architect Brunelleschi, the sculptor Donatello, and the painter Masaccio revolutionized the conception, and the functions, of art.

Coming from that, the next generation and the dawn of the sixteenth century – Leonardo, Michelangelo, Raphael, nonconformists searching for pure originality.

She knew the artist. Knew in her heart, her gut. There was nothing he had created that she hadn’t studied as intensely and completely as a woman studies the face of her lover.

But the lab wasn’t the place for heart, she reminded herself, or gut instinct. She would run all the tests again. And a third time. She would compare the known formula for bronzes of that era and check and recheck every ingredient and alloy in the statue. She would dog Richard Hawthorne for documentation.

And she’d find the answers.




Chapter Three

Sunrise over the rooftops and domes of Florence was a magnificent moment. It was art and glory. The same delicate light had shimmered over the city when men had conceived and constructed the grand domes and great towers, had faced them with marble mined from the hills and decorated them with the images of saints and gods.

The stars winked out as the sky turned from black velvet to pearl gray. The silhouettes of the long, slender pines that dotted the Tuscan hillsides blurred as the light shifted, wavered, then bloomed.

The city was quiet, as it was so rarely, while the sun inched upward, misting the air with hints of gold.The iron gates over the storefront news-stand rattled and clanged while the proprietor yawned and prepared for the day’s business. Only a few lights shone in the many windows of the city. One of them was Miranda’s.

She dressed quickly, facing away from the stunning canvas that was quietly painting itself outside her hotel room. Her mind was on work.

How much progress would she make that day? How much closer would she come to the answers? She dealt in facts, and would stick with facts, no matter how tempting it was to leap to the next level. Instincts couldn’t always be trusted. Science could.

She bundled her hair back in a clip, then slipped on low-heeled pumps to go with her simple navy suit.

Her early arrival would guarantee her a couple of hours of working in solitude. Though she appreciated having experts at her disposal, The Dark Lady had already become hers. She intended for every step of the project to bear her stamp.

She held her ID up to the glass door for the heavy-eyed guard. He left his coffee and breakfast cakes reluctantly, and shuffled over to frown at the card, at her face, then back at the card. He seemed to sigh as he unlocked the door.

“You’re very early, Dottoressa Jones.”

“I have work.”

Americans, as far as the guard was concerned, thought of little else. “You must sign the logbook.”

“Of course.” As she approached the counter, the scent of his coffee reached out and grabbed her by the throat. She did her best not to drool as she scrawled her name and noted the time of arrival in the log.

“Grazie.”


“Prego,” she murmured, then started toward the elevator. So she’d make coffee first, she told herself. She could hardly expect to be sharp before she’d had at least one jolt of caffeine.

She used her key card to access the correct floor, then entered her code once she was at the security post outside the lab. When she hit the switches, banks of fluorescent lights blinked on. A quick glance told her everything was in place, that work in progress had been tidily stored at the end of the workday.

Her mother would expect that, she thought. She would tolerate nothing less than neat efficiency in her employees. And in her children. Miranda shrugged as if to shift the resentment off her shoulders.

Within moments she had coffee brewing, her computer booted, and was transcribing her notes from the evening before onto the hard drive.

If she moaned at the first taste of hot, rich coffee, there was no one to hear. If she leaned back in her chair, eyes closed, smile dreamy, there was no one to see. For five minutes she allowed herself to indulge, to be a woman lost in one of life’s small pleasures. Her feet slipped out of her practical pumps, her sharp-boned face softened. She all but purred.

If the guard had seen her now, he would have approved completely.

Then she rose, poured a second cup, donned her lab coat, and got to work.

She retested the dirt from the site first, measuring the radiation, running figures. Once again she tested the clay that had been carefully extracted. She put a smear of each on a slide, then made a third with the scrapings of bronze and patina, and studied each under the microscope.

She was studying her computer screen when the first of the staff began to trickle in. It was there Giovanni hunted her down with a fresh cup of coffee and a delicately sugared roll.

“Tell me what you see,” she demanded, and continued to study the colors and shapes on the screen.

“I see a woman who doesn’t know how to relax.” He laid his hands on her shoulders, rubbed, gently. “Miranda, you’ve been here a week now, and haven’t taken an hour to yourself.”

“The imaging, Giovanni.”

“Ah.” Still massaging, he shifted so that their heads were close. “The primary decay process, corrosion. The white line there indicates the original surface of the bronze,  no?”

“Yes.”

“The corrosion is thick on the surface, and it grows downward, deep into the metal, which would be typical of a bronze of four hundred years.”

“We need to pinpoint the rate of growth.”

“Never easy,” he said. “And she was in a damp basement. The corrosion would have grown quickly there.”

“I’m taking that into account.” She removed her glasses to pinch out the pressure in the bridge of her nose. “The temperature and the humidity. We can calculate an average there. I’ve never heard of corrosion levels like this being faked. They’re there, Giovanni, inside her.”

“The cloth is no more than a hundred years old. Less, I think by a decade or two.”

“A hundred?” Irritated, Miranda turned to face him. “You’re certain?”

“Yes. You’ll run tests of your own, but you’ll find I’m right. Eighty to a hundred years. No more.”

She turned back to the computer. Her eyes saw what they saw, her brain knew what it knew. “All right. Then we’re to believe that the bronze was wrapped in that cloth and in that cellar for eighty to a hundred years. But all tests indicate the bronze itself is a great deal older.”

“Perhaps. Here, eat your breakfast.”

“Um.” She took the roll absently and bit in. “Eighty years ago – the early part of the century. World War One. Valuables are often hidden during wartime.”

“True enough.”

“But where was she before that? Why have we never heard of her? Hidden again,” she murmured. “When Piero Medici was expelled from the city. During the Italian Wars perhaps. Hidden, yes, that could be accepted. But forgotten?” Dissatisfied, she shook her head. “This isn’t the work of an amateur, Giovanni.” She ordered  the computer to print out the image. “It’s the work of a master.There has to be some documentation, somewhere. I need to know more about that villa, more about the woman. Who did she leave her possessions to, who lived in the villa immediately after she died? Did she have children?”

“I’m a chemist,” he said with a smile. “Not a historian. For this you want Richard.”

“Is he in yet?”

“He is ever punctual. Wait.” He laughed a little, taking her arm before she could hurry away. “Have dinner with me tonight.”

“Giovanni.” She gave his hand an affectionate squeeze, then drew hers away. “I appreciate the fact that you’re worried about me, but I’m fine. I’m too busy to go out to dinner.”

“You’re working too hard, and not taking care of yourself. I’m your friend, so it’s up to me.”

“I promise, I’ll order an enormous meal from room service while I work at the hotel tonight.”

She touched her lips to his cheek just as the door opened. Elise lifted a brow, mouth tight in disapproval.

“I’m sorry to interrupt. Miranda, the director would like you to come to her office at four-thirty for a discussion of your progress.”

“Of course. Elise, do you know if Richard’s free for a moment?”

“We’re all at your disposal.”

“That’s exactly what I was telling her.” Obviously immune to frost, Giovanni grinned, then slipped out of the room.

“Miranda.” After a brief hesitation, Elise stepped farther into the room and shut the door at her back. “I hope you won’t be offended, but I feel I should warn you that Giovanni...”

Darkly amused by Elise’s obvious discomfort, Miranda merely smiled blandly. “Giovanni?”

“He’s brilliant at his work, a valuable asset to Standjo. But on a personal level, he’s a womanizer.”

“I wouldn’t say so.” Head angled, Miranda slipped on her glasses, tipping them down to look over the copper tops. “A womanizer uses. Giovanni gives.”

“That may be true, but the fact is he flirts with every female on staff.”

“Including you?”

Elise’s well-arched brows drew together. “On occasion, and I can tolerate that as part of his personality. Still, the lab isn’t the place for flirtations and stolen kisses.”

“God, you sound like my mother.” And nothing could have irritated Miranda more. “But I’ll keep that in mind, Elise, the next time Giovanni and I toy with having wild sex in the chem lab.”

“I have offended you.” Elise sighed, lifted her hands helplessly. “I only wanted to ... It’s just that he can be so charming. I nearly fell for it myself when I first transferred here. I was feeling so low, and unhappy.”

“Were you?”

The ice in Miranda’s tone had Elise straightening her slim shoulders. “Divorcing your brother didn’t make me jump for joy, Miranda. It was a painful and difficult decision, and I can only hope it was the right one. I loved Drew, but he ...” Her voice broke, and she shook her head fiercely. “I can only say it wasn’t enough for either of us.”

The gleam of moisture in Elise’s eyes brought Miranda a hard tug of shame. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “It happened so quickly. I didn’t think you gave a damn.”

“I did. I still do.” She sighed, then blinked back the threatening tears. “I wish it had been different, but the  fact is that it wasn’t, and isn’t different. I have to live my life.”

“Yes, you do.” Miranda shrugged. “Andrew’s been so miserable, and it was easier for me to blame you. I don’t imagine the breakup of a marriage is ever one person’s Is fault.”

“I don’t think either of us was very good at marriage. It seemed cleaner and even kinder to end it than to go on pretending.”

“Like my parents?”

Elise’s eyes widened. “Oh, Miranda, I didn’t mean – ”

“It’s all right. I agree with you. My parents haven’t lived under the same roof in more than twenty-five years, but neither of them bothers to end it, cleanly or kindly. Andrew may be hurt, but all in all I prefer your way.”

It was, she admitted, the route she would have taken herself – if she’d ever made the mistake of getting married in the first place. Divorce, she decided, was a more humane alternative to the pale illusion of marriage.

“Shall I apologize for all the nasty thoughts I’ve had about you in the last year or so?”

Elise’s lips curved. “Not necessary. I understand your loyalty to Drew. I admire it and always have. I know how close the two of you are.”

“United we stand, divided we rush to therapy.”

“We never really managed to be friends. We were colleagues, then relatives, but never really made it to friends even with all we have in common. Maybe we can’t, but I’d like to think we could at least be friendly.”

“I don’t have many friends.” Too much of an intimacy risk, Miranda thought with a hint of self-disgust.“It would be foolish of me to refuse the offer of one.”

Elise opened the door again. “I don’t have many friends either,” she said quietly. “It’s nice to have you.”

Touched, Miranda stared after her, then gathered her printouts and samples to lock them in the safe.

She snagged Carter briefly, assigning him to check all sources for bronze formulas of the appropriate era – though she’d already done so herself, and would do so again.

She found Richard nearly buried in computer printouts and books. His nose all but scraped along the pages like a bloodhound’s on the scent.

“Find anything I can use?” Miranda asked him.

“Huh?” He blinked at the page, but didn’t look up. “The villa was completed in 1489. Lorenzo de’ Medici commissioned the architect, but the deed was held by Giulietta Buonadoni.”

“She was a powerful woman.” Miranda pulled up a chair, pushing at papers. “It wouldn’t have been usual for a mistress to own such valuable property. She cut quite a deal.”

“Women of great beauty already hold great power,” he muttered. “The clever ones know how to use it. History indicates she was clever.”

Intrigued, Miranda took a photo of the bronze out of her file. “You can see in her face this was a woman who knew her own worth. What else can you tell me about her?”

“Her name comes up from time to time. But there’s not much detail. Her lineage, for instance, is buried in time. I can’t find anything. The first mentions of her I’ve found so far begin in 1487. Indications are she was a member of the Medici household, potentially a young cousin of Clarice Orsini.”

“So, going with that, Lorenzo took his wife’s cousin for his mistress. Keeping it in the family,” she said with a smile. Richard only nodded soberly.

“It would explain how she caught his eye. Though  another source indicates she may have been the illegitimate daughter of one of the members of Lorenzo’s Neoplatonic Academy. That would also have put her into his line of sight. However they met, he moved her into the villa in 1489. By all accounts she was as devoted to the arts as he, and used her power and influence to gather the stars of the era under her roof. She died in 1530, during the siege of Florence.”

“Interesting.” Again, she thought, a time when valuables might have been secreted away. Leaning back, she swung her glasses by the earpiece. “So she died before it was certain the Medicis would remain in power.”

“So it appears.”

“Children?”

“I haven’t found anything on children.”

“Give me a few of those books,” she decided. “I’ll help you look.”

 



Vincente Morelli was the closest thing to an uncle Miranda could claim. He’d known her parents since before she was born and for several years had handled the publicity and promotions and events for the Institute in Maine.

When his first wife had taken ill, he’d brought her home to Florence, and had buried her there twelve years ago. He’d grieved for three years, then to everyone’s surprise, had abruptly married a marginally successful actress. The fact that Gina was two years younger than his eldest daughter had caused some consternation in his family, and some smirking grins among his associates.

Vincente was round as a barrel with a Pavarotti chest and legs like tree stumps, while his wife resembled a young Sophia Loren, lush and lusty and gorgeous. She was rarely seen without several pounds of Italian gold and winking gems clasped around her throat and wrist or at her ears.

They were both boisterous, loud, and occasionally crude. Miranda was fond of both of them, but often wondered how such an extroverted couple managed to remain in close association with her mother.

“I’ve sent copies of the reports upstairs,” Miranda told Vincente as he filled her small office with his bulk and personality. “I thought you’d want to see the progress, and that way when the time comes for an announcement to the media, you’ll have been able to extrapolate data for the statement.”

“Yes, yes. The facts are simple enough to write, but tell me what you think, cara. Give me some color.”

“My thoughts are we’ve still got work to do.”

“Miranda.” He said it slowly, with a persuasive smile, as he leaned back in the chair that creaked alarmingly under his weight. “Your beautiful mother has tied my hands until all – what is it? – t’s are crossed. So, when I’m able to take this story to the press, it must have impact and passion and romance.”

“If the bronze proves to be genuine, you’ll have impact.”

“Yes, yes, but more. The lovely and talented daughter of the direttrice comes across the sea. One lady to another. What do you think of her? What do you feel from her?”

Miranda arched a brow and tapped her pencil against the edge of her desk. “I think the Fiesole bronze is ninety point four centimeters in height, twenty-four point sixty-eight kilograms in weight. It’s a bronze nude, female,” she continued, holding back a smile as Vincente rolled his eyes to the ceiling, “crafted in the Renaissance style. Testing so far indicates it was cast in the last decade of the fifteenth century.”

“You are too like your mama.”

“You won’t get anywhere with me with insults,” Miranda warned, and they grinned at each other.

“You make my job difficult, cara.” When the time was  right, he thought, he’d take his own angles on the press release.

 



Elizabeth scanned the paperwork with sharp eyes. Miranda had been very careful with the facts, with numbers, with formulas, with every step and stage of every test. But it was still possible to see where she was leaning, and where she believed she would end.

“You believe it’s genuine.”

“Every test indicates its age is between four hundred and fifty and five hundred years. You have copies of the computer-generated photos, the chemicals tests.”

“Who took them?”

“I did.”

“And the thermoluminescence process.Who conducted it?”

“I did.”

“And the dating by style is also yours. The bulk of the documentation is from your own research.You supervised the chemical tests, testing the patina and metal personally, did the formula comparisons.”

“Isn’t that why you brought me here?”

“Yes, but I also provided you with a team of experts. I expected you to make more use of them.”

“If I run the tests myself, I have more control,” Miranda said curtly. “There’s less possibility of error. This is my field. I’ve authenticated five pieces from this era, three of them bronzes, one of them a Cellini.”

“The Cellini had unassaultable documentation, and excavation records.”

“Regardless,” Miranda said with bubbling resentment. Though she imagined herself flinging up her hands, shaking her fists, she kept her arms quietly by her sides. “I ran precisely the same tests on that piece as I have on this one in order to rule out forgery. I’ve consulted with  the Louvre, the Smithsonian, the Bargello. I believe my credentials are in order.”

Wearily Elizabeth leaned back. “No one is questioning your credentials, or your skill. I would hardly have called you in on this project if I doubted either.”

“Then why are you questioning them now that I’ve done the work?”

“I’m commenting on your lack of teamwork, Miranda, and I’m concerned that you formed your opinion the moment you saw the bronze.”

“I recognized the style, the era, and the artist.” As did you, Miranda thought furiously. Damn you, as did you. “However,” she continued coolly, “I conducted every standard test, then retested, and documented the procedure and the results. From these I can form an opinion, and a belief that the bronze currently locked in the safe is a depiction of Giulietta Buonadoni, cast circa late fifteenth century, and the work of a young Michelangelo Buonarroti.”

“I will agree that the style is of the school of Michelangelo.”

“The bronze is too early a work to be of his school. He was barely twenty. And only genius can duplicate genius.”

“To my knowledge there is no documentation of a bronze of this artist that supports this piece as his work.”

“Then the documentation has yet to be found, or it never existed. We have documentation of many of his pieces that are lost. Why not have a piece and not the documentation? The cartoon for the fresco for the Battle of Cascina. Lost. His bronze of Julius the Second, destroyed and melted down, many of his drawings apparently burned by his own hand shortly before his death.”

“However, we know they existed.”

“The Dark Lady exists. The age is right, the style is right, particularly in his early work. He would have been  about eighteen when this was cast. He’d already carved  Madonna of the Stairs, Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs. He had already shown genius.”

Considering herself a patient women, Elizabeth merely nodded. “There is no argument that the bronze is superior work and of his style. This does not, however, prove it is his work.”

“He lived in the Medici Palace, was treated like Lorenzo’s son. He knew her. There is documentation that they were acquainted. She was often used as a model. It would be more unusual if he hadn’t used her. You knew this possibility existed when you sent for me.”

“Possibility and fact are different issues, Miranda.” Elizabeth folded her hands. “As you said on your first day here, you don’t deal in possibilities.”

“I’m giving you fact. The formula of the bronze is correct, exactly correct, X rays verify that the tool work is authentic for the era. The clay core and scrapings have been dated.The tests reveal the deep downward corrosion growth.The patina is correct.The bronze is late-fifteenth-century. Most likely the last decade.”

She held up a hand before her mother could speak. “As an expert in the field, and after a careful and objective study of the piece, it’s my conclusion that the bronze is the work of Michelangelo. All that’s missing is his signature. And he didn’t sign his pieces, with the exception of the Pietà in Rome.”

“I won’t argue with the results of your testing.” Elizabeth angled her head. “With your conclusions, however, I hold reservations. We can’t afford to let your enthusiasm weigh on either side.You’re to say nothing of this to any of the staff at this point. And I must insist you say nothing at all outside the lab. If any rumors leak to the press, it would be disastrous.”

“I’m hardly going to call the newspapers and announce  I’ve authenticated a lost Michelangelo. But I have.” She placed her hands on the desk and leaned forward. “I know it. And sooner or later, you’ll have to admit it.”

“Nothing would please me more, I promise you. But in the meantime, this must be kept quiet.”

“I’m not in this for glory.” Though she could taste it, on the tip of her tongue. She could feel it, tingling in the tips of her fingers.

“We’re all in this for glory,” Elizabeth corrected with a small smile. “Why pretend otherwise? If your theory proves out, you’ll have plenty of it. If it doesn’t, and you’re premature in your statement, you’ll damage your reputation. And mine, and that of this facility. That, Miranda, I won’t allow. Continue the document search.”

“I intend to.” Miranda turned on her heel and stalked out. She would gather up a pile of books, take them back to the hotel, and by God, she told herself, she’d find the link.

 



At three A.M., when the phone rang, she was sitting up in bed, surrounded by books and papers. The two-toned shrill jerked her out of some colorful dream of sunny hillsides and cool marble courtyards, musical fountains and harpsong.

Disoriented, she blinked against the glare of the lights she’d left burning and groped for the phone.

“Pronto. Dr. Jones. Hello?”

“Miranda, I need you to come to my house as soon as possible.”

“What? Mother?” She stared bleary-eyed at the bedside clock. “It’s three in the morning.”

“I’m perfectly aware of the time. As is the assistant minister who was awakened some twenty minutes ago by a reporter who demanded to know the details of the lost bronze by Michelangelo.”

“What? But – ”

“I don’t choose to discuss this over the phone.” Elizabeth’s voice vibrated with cold and barely suppressed fury. “Do you remember how to get here?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I’ll expect you within thirty minutes,” she said, seconds before the phone clicked.

Miranda made it in twenty.

Elizabeth’s home was small and elegant, a two-story dwelling typical of Florence, with its yellowed ivory walls and red-tiled roof. Flowers spilled out of pots and window boxes, and were cared for religiously by the maid.

In the dark, the windows gleamed, bright stripes of light leaking through the louvered blinds. It was roomy, as Miranda recalled, an attractive arena for entertaining. It would have occurred to neither mother nor daughter to share the space while Miranda was in Florence.

The door was wrenched open before she could knock. Elizabeth stood, neatly groomed and perfectly presented in a peach-colored robe.

“What happened?” Miranda demanded.

“That’s precisely my question.” Strict control was all that prevented Elizabeth from slamming the door. “If this was your way of proving your point, of exerting your expertise, or of causing me professional embarrassment, all you accomplished was the last.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Miranda hadn’t taken time to tame her hair, and scooped an impatient hand through it to shove it out of her eyes. “You said a reporter called – ”

“That’s correct.”

Straight as a general, Elizabeth turned and strode into the front parlor. A fire was laid, but had yet to be ignited. Lamps blazed, shooting shine from polished wood. There  was a vase of white roses on the mantel, and nothing else. The colors were all soft, all pale.

Part of Miranda’s mind registered what it always did when she stepped inside this, or any, room in the house. It was more showcase than home, and just as cool.

“The reporter, of course, refused to reveal his source. But he had quite a bit of information.”

“Vincente would never have gone to the press prematurely.”

“No,” Elizabeth agreed coolly. “Vincente would not.”

“Could the plumber – what was his name – have talked to a reporter?”
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