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			PUBLISHER’S NOTE

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

		

	




Version_1


		
			For cheering me on like no one else can, this one’s for you, Pam.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter One

			“Won’t this be fun?” My mother squeezed me with painful enthusiasm. “Two whole months living right next door to each other. You and me. We’ll be like best girlfriends.”

			“Or double homicide victims,” my friend Robin muttered in my ear.

			Naturally, my mother, who had the ultrasonic hearing ability of a fruit bat, overheard her. “Homicide? No, no. None of that talk.” Leaning away from me, she whispered, “Robin, sweetie, we mustn’t mock Brooklyn. She can’t help finding, you know, dead people.”

			“Mom, I don’t think Robin meant it that way.”

			“Of course she didn’t,” Mom said, and winked at Robin.

			Robin grinned at me. “I love your mom.”

			“I do, too,” I said, holding back a sigh. Mom had a point, since I did have a disturbing tendency to stumble over dead bodies. She was also right to say that I couldn’t help it. It wasn’t like I went out in search of them, for Pete’s sake. That would be a sickness requiring immediate intervention and possibly a twelve-step program.

			Hello, my name is Brooklyn, and I’m a dead-body magnet.

			Robin’s point was equally valid, too, though. My mother and I could come very close to destroying each other if Mom insisted on being my BFF for the next two months.

			Even though she’d raised her children in an atmosphere of peace and love and kindness, there was a limit to how much of her craziness I could take. On the other hand, Mom was an excellent cook and I could barely boil water, so I could definitely see some benefit to hanging around her house. Still, good food couldn’t make up for the horror of living in close proximity to a woman whose latest idea of a good time was a therapeutic purging and bloodletting at the new panchakarma clinic over in Glen Ellen.

			I focused on that as I poured myself another cup of coffee and added a generous dollop of half-and-half.

			A few months ago, my hunky British ex–MI6 security agent boyfriend, Derek Stone, had purchased the loft apartment next door to mine in San Francisco. We decided to blow out the walls and turn the two lofts into one big home with a spacious office for Derek and a separate living area for visiting relatives and friends. Our reliable builder had promised it would only take two months to get through the worst of the noise and mess, so Derek and I began to plan where we would stay during the renovation. I liked the idea of spending time in Dharma, where I’d grown up, but live in my parents’ house? For two months? Even though there was plenty of room for us? Never!

			“It would be disastrous,” I’d concluded.

			Derek’s look of relief had been profound. “We’re in complete agreement as usual, darling.”

			“Am I being awful? My parents are wonderful people.”

			“Your parents are delightful,” he assured me, “but we need our own space.”

			“Right. Space.” I knew Derek was mainly concerned about me. He’d be spending most weeks in the city and commuting to Sonoma on the weekends. His Pacific Heights office building had two luxury guest apartments on the top floor, one of which would suit him just fine.

			I could’ve stayed there with him, of course, but that would’ve meant renting studio space at the Covington Library up the hill for my work. This would entail packing up all my bookbinding equipment and supplies, including my various book presses and a few hundred other items of importance to my job. Those small studio spaces in the Covington Library basement, while cheap, were equipped with nothing but a drafting table and two chairs, plus some empty cupboards and counters.

			I’m a bookbinder specializing in rare-book restoration, and I was currently working on several important projects that had to be delivered during the time we would be away from home. The original plan of staying with my parents, while less than ideal, would’ve allowed me access to my former mentor’s fully stocked bookbinding studio just down the hill from my parents. Abraham Karastovsky had died more than a year ago, but his daughter, Annie, who lived in his house now, had kept his workshop intact. She’d also given me carte blanche to use it whenever I wanted to.

			For weeks, Derek and I had tossed around various possibilities, including renting a place somewhere in the city. That seemed to be the best alternative, but at the last minute, we were given a reprieve that made everyone happy. My parents’ next-door neighbors, the Quinlans, generously offered up their gorgeous French-style cottage for our use. They were off to Europe for three months, and we were welcome to live in their home while they were gone.

			We offered to pay them rent, but all they required from us was that we take good care of their golden retriever, Maggie, and water their plants. When Mom offered to take care of the plants (knowing my tendency to kill them), it was too good a deal to pass up. I was hopeful that sweet old Maggie and my adorable kitten, Charlie (aka Charlemagne Cupcake Wainwright Stone, a weighty name for something so tiny and cute), would become new best friends.

			So last weekend, Derek and little Charlie and I had moved out of our South of Market Street loft and turned it over to our builder, who promised to work his magic for us.

			And suddenly we were living in Dharma, next door to my parents, in a lovely two-story French-style cottage that was both elegant and comfortable. The floor of the wide foyer was paved in old, smooth brick, giving the space a natural, outdoor feeling. The spacious living room was more formal, with hardwood floors covered in thick area rugs and oversized plush furniture in browns and taupes. Rustic wrought-iron chandeliers hung from the rough-hewn beams that crisscrossed the vaulted ceiling. The sage-toned kitchen was spectacular, with a twelve-foot coffered ceiling, a pizza oven, and a wide island that provided extra space for food preparation as well as seating for six. Off the kitchen was a small library with built-in bookshelves, a wood-burning fireplace, and two overstuffed leather chairs. I could already picture the two of us sitting there reading books each night by a cozy fire.

			And in every room on the ground floor, dark-wood-paneled French doors opened onto an interior patio beautifully landscaped with lush plants and flowers.

			Once we were unpacked and exploring the kitchen, Derek and I watched Maggie and Charlie sniff and circle each other for a few minutes. Finally, they seemed to agree that they could live in peace together. At least, I hoped so. Maggie ambled over to her bed and settled herself down on the fluffy surface. Charlie followed right behind her, clambered up and perched directly on Maggie’s big paw. Maggie stared at the tiny creature for a long moment, and I prepared myself to whisk the cat away. But then Maggie let out a heavy sigh and closed her eyes. Charlie snuggled up against the big dog’s soft, warm fur and was asleep several seconds later.

			Derek and I exchanged smiles. I had a feeling we would all be very happy here.

			And now here I was, sitting in my mother’s kitchen on a bright Monday morning, drinking coffee with Robin and listening as my mother tried to brush past the fact that I did indeed have an alarming tendency to come upon dead bodies in the strangest places. Luckily, that wasn’t likely to happen in Dharma anytime soon.

			As I watched Mom bustle around her sunny kitchen, I wondered how I’d ever thought I could avoid seeing her every day simply because we weren’t together in the same house. Not that I minded visiting with her on a regular basis. I joked about it, of course, but in truth, my mother was great, a true original and a sweet, funny woman with a good heart. All my friends loved her. She was smart and generous. But sometimes . . . well, I worried about her hobbies. She’d been heavily involved in Wicca for a while and recently had been anointed Grand Raven Mistress of her local druidic coven. Some of the spells she had cast had been alarmingly effective. She would try anything once. Lately she’d shown some interest in exorcisms. I didn’t know what to expect.

			I supposed I didn’t have much room to criticize Mom’s hobbies, given that my own seemed to revolve around crime scenes.

			“Do you want some breakfast before we leave?” I asked Robin. We’d made plans to drive over to the winery this morning to watch them excavate the existing storage cave over by the cabernet vineyards. It would eventually become a large underground tasting room. Cave tastings were the hottest trend in Napa and Sonoma, and our popular Dharma winery was finally jumping on the bandwagon.

			Robin pulled out a kitchen chair and sat. “I already had breakfast with Austin. He had to be on-site at seven.”

			“Derek left the house about that time, too. I thought he’d be driving into the city today, but he decided to hang around to watch the excavation.”

			“Austin was so excited, he could barely sleep last night.” Robin lived with my brother Austin, with whom she had been in love since third grade. She and I had been best friends since then, too, and I loved her as much as any of my three sisters. I didn’t get to see her as often as I used to when she was living in San Francisco, but I knew she was blissfully happy with Austin, who supported her sculpting work and was clearly as much in love with her as she was with him.

			Austin ran the Dharma winery, and my brother Jackson managed the vineyards. My father did a great job of overseeing the entire operation, thanks to his early experience in the business world. Decades ago he’d turned his back on corporate hell and gone off to follow the Grateful Dead. Ironically, these days, Dad and four other commune members made up the winery’s board of directors. He was also part of the town council, but this time around he loved all of that business stuff. It probably helped that Dad had always been remarkably laid-back and still was. I sometimes wondered if Mom had cast a mellow spell on him.

			I checked the kitchen clock. It was already seven thirty. The cave excavation was scheduled to begin at eight. “I’ll just fix myself a quick bowl of cereal, and then we’ll go.”

			Robin glanced at Mom. “Becky, are you coming with us?”

			“You girls go on ahead,” she said, pulling a large plastic bin of homemade granola down from the cupboard. “I want to put together a basket of herbs and goodies for the cave ceremony. I’ll catch up with you later.”

			“What cave ceremony?” I asked as I poured granola into a bowl and returned the bin to the cupboard.

			She looked at me as though I’d failed my third-grade spelling test. “Sweetie, we have to bless the new space.”

			“Oh.” I shot Robin a wary glance. “Of course we do.”

			Robin bumped my shoulder. “You haven’t been away so long that you’d forget about the sacred cave ceremony.”

			“I’ve been busy,” I mumbled. She was teasing me, but still, I should’ve known that my mother would want to cast a protection spell or a celebration spell to commemorate the groundbreaking of our winery’s newest venture.

			I could picture Mom doing a spritely interpretive dance to the wine goddess. She would chant bad haiku and sprinkle magic sparkles on the heavy tunneling machines and equipment. It would be amazing, and the heavy equipment would turn our dark storage cave into a large, magical wine-tasting space where all would be welcome.

			“Oh, sweetie,” Mom said, hanging a dish towel on the small rack by the sink. “While you’re here, you should go to lunch at the new vegan restaurant on the Lane. They serve a turnip burger that is to die for.”

			I swallowed cautiously, hoping I didn’t lose my breakfast. “I’ll be sure to check that out, Mom.”

			She glanced at me and laughed. “Oh, you should see your face. Do you really think I’d be caught dead eating something so vile?”

			“I . . . Okay, you got me.” I shook my head and chuckled as I carried my bowl to the sink. “I was trying to remember when you turned vegan.”

			“I tried it once for a day and a half and vowed never again. And even then, did I ever serve my children turnips? No, never.”

			“You’re right and I appreciate it. But I haven’t seen you in a while. I was afraid maybe you’d turned into Savannah.” My sister Savannah was a vegetarian now, but she’d gone through several austere phases to get there, including a few months when she would only eat fruit that had already fallen from the tree.

			“No, I was just pulling your leg.”

			I smiled at her. “You still got it, Mom.”

			“I sure do.” She grabbed me in another hug, and it felt good to hold on to her. “Oh, Brooklyn, I’m so happy you’re here.”

			“So am I.”

			She gave me one last squeeze, then let me go. As I washed out my cereal bowl, she left the kitchen.

			“Let’s get going,” Robin said after I put my bowl away in the cupboard. “I don’t want to miss anything.”

			“Wait a second, girls,” my mother called from her office alcove off the kitchen. She walked out, holding two tiny muslin bags tied with drawstrings, and handed one to each of us. “I want you both to carry one of these in your pocket,” she said, her expression deadly serious. “It’ll keep you safe.”

			*   *   *

			“That is the coolest, scariest piece of equipment I’ve ever seen,” Robin said.

			I had to agree. We both stared at the monstrous excavation machine that was parked at the mouth of the storage cave, waiting to roll into action. They called it a roadheader, and it was huge, weighing more than sixty tons (I’d overheard Dad gushing about its weight to Derek while they were standing around having a manly conversation about heavy equipment), and was as large as the biggest bulldozer I’d ever seen.

			Extending at least fifteen feet out in front of its tanklike body was a medieval-looking articulated arm, or boom, at the tip of which was a large steel ball covered in clawlike spikes. As the machine rumbled forward, the ball rotated fast enough to tear its way through hard rock, slowly creating a tunnel. That was the theory, anyway. It hadn’t started working yet. When it did, there would be dust and noise and, possibly, earthquakelike shaking. It would all be worth it when the tasting cave was completed. I could barely wait for that day.

			It had always made sense to use caves for wine-barrel storage. Sonoma tended to get hot in the summer, and underground storage was the cheapest and most efficient way to maintain a constant temperature, which was vital to the health of the wine.

			But over the past few years, many of the local wineries had expanded on the idea and had brought the actual wine-tasting experience into the caves. I’d done a tour of some of the tasting caves in the area, and they were beautiful, unique spaces. Some were rustic; others were elegant. One low-ceilinged, tunnel-like cave I’d visited in Napa had been excavated by hand during the days of the gold rush. You could still see the uneven spike marks on the dark stone walls made by the workers’ hammers and pickaxes.

			Several wineries in the area had built luxurious private dining rooms within their caves. Another offered a complete spa experience. There were waterfalls and unusual lighting and nooks and crannies to explore. One local tasting cave featured an underground library. And there was always wine.

			And finally, wine-cave tasting was coming to Dharma. We already had a number of storage caves on the property, but none was big enough to use as a fully functioning tasting room. The most spacious of the storage caves was located on the opposite side of the parking lot from the current tasting room. Once the cave excavation was completed, the current tasting room would be redesigned to use for private dinners and special events.

			The wide double doors at the entryway to the storage cave were made of thick wood and arched to fit the cavelike opening. With the doors opened, the passageway was broad enough to allow a truck or a forklift to drive through. The interior was dark and cool and roomy enough to hold the hundreds of oak barrels that stored the wine until it was bottled.

			The barrels had been moved into the fermentation barn and to other parts of the winery to avoid possible damage from the heavy equipment that would be used to expand the cave. Geologists had already tested the hard ground above the existing cave and had approved the digging.

			A crowd was beginning to gather as Robin and I planted our folding chairs on the blacktop a safe distance from the storage-cave entrance. We were drinking coffee and sharing cookies and snacks with at least fifty other commune members who were also here to watch the show.

			I spied my father standing with Derek next to a massive piece of equipment. My two brothers and a couple of others were there, too, deep in conversation. They all wore hard hats and looked very manly while kibitzing with the excavation company’s owner, a tall, good-looking, gray-haired man named Stan.

			We had been warned that there would be a tremendous amount of dust flying and the noise would be impossible to endure without earplugs or, better yet, headphones that covered our ears completely. A while ago, Stan and his men had walked through the crowd, passing out headphones and protective goggles to anyone who wanted them.

			The crowd’s chatter subsided abruptly, and that was when I noticed Guru Bob walking toward the group of men. Guru Bob, otherwise known as Robson Benedict, was the avatar, the spiritual leader of the commune. My parents considered him a highly evolved conscious being, and, having known him for most of my life, I couldn’t disagree. He was the reason my parents had gathered up their six small children and moved us all to Sonoma so many years ago when Guru Bob summoned them. Back in the day, he had purchased sixteen hundred acres of rich Sonoma farmland and had chosen this spot to establish his Fellowship for Spiritual Enlightenment and Higher Artistic Consciousness.

			The commune members began growing grapes that first year, and, ten years later, with the winery thriving and lots of members’ shops, restaurants, and B and Bs doing well, Guru Bob decided to incorporate our little community. He suggested we call the new town Dharma, which means “law” in Eastern philosophy.

			But the word meant much more than that, according to some philosophies. When the world was first created, it was said to have emerged from chaos. As the gods stabilized the mountains and separated earth from sky, they created harmony and stability—Dharma. In Buddhism, the word referred to cosmic law and order. Other disciplines translated it to mean “to live in harmony with the law.”

			Guru Bob chose to interpret the word as the Sikhs and others had: “To follow the Path of Righteousness.” That idea appealed to his followers as well, and the town of Dharma was born.

			Oh, and while Guru Bob was a fun name we kids liked to use, I would never have called him that to his face. It would have been disrespectful. Funny thing, though—I’d always had the feeling he knew we called him Guru Bob and didn’t mind at all.

			After five minutes of serious discussion, Guru Bob waved to the rest of us and walked away, heading off toward the center of town. I knew the reason he left wasn’t that he didn’t have an interest in what was going on. It was more that he’d put reliable people in charge of the job and he didn’t want them to think he was watching over their shoulders or micromanaging. He would show up later to see how things turned out, trusting that everything had gone according to plan.

			The buzz of voices rose once again.

			“I’m getting excited,” Robin said.

			“So am I.”

			She gave me a look. “You sound surprised.”

			“I guess I was trying to be blasé about it, but this is really fun.”

			“It is. And I already told you how psyched Austin is to get started.”

			“My dad is, too.”

			She laughed. “He’s been talking about building this tasting cave since before I moved back up here. At least a year ago.”

			“I know.” I sipped my coffee. “So it’s about time we did it. It seems like every winery in the county has a tasting cave now.”

			She smirked. “And we must keep up with the trends.”

			I nodded, although I knew that keeping trendy wasn’t the only reason the winery had finally chosen to carve out a larger space for the tasting rooms and additional barrel storage. The plain fact was that underground storage saved money. Temperatures in our existing caves didn’t vary much from the recommended sixty-two degrees, which was ideal for making and storing wine. Dad had mentioned that they planned to build an interior waterfall to add to the natural humidity. Solar panels installed on the hillside above the caves would collect energy to be used for lighting the cave space and for pumping out excess moisture.

			There was only one small tunnel built under the vineyards that led from one storage cave to another. More would be added, and they would be upgraded, widened, and modernized with better drainage in the floors and a thicker layer of shotcrete added to the walls for improved insulation. Shotcrete was a concretelike material applied using high-velocity hoses so that it dried quickly and covered every inch of the cave wall.

			It was amazing how much cool information you could pick up from hanging around my father for a few hours. I’d learned that the winery committee had also approved plans to build a freshwater lake on the other side of Ridge Road that would eventually provide irrigation for the entire vineyard and winery. The plan was for Dharma to become self-sustaining and energy independent within five years.

			A few of the men began walking toward us, away from the cave entrance where the heavy roadheader was ready to spring into action. Derek grinned as he approached, and my stomach did a little twist. There was something about a gorgeous man smiling at me that gave a boost to my day. Especially when that man was Derek Stone. The hard hat was an added treat.

			“Having fun?” I asked.

			“I’m having a fantastic time,” he said, his British accent sounding even sexier than usual. Maybe it was the worn jeans or the heavy work boots he was wearing. Then again, he sounded sexy in a business suit, too.

			I handed him my coffee mug. He took a sip and handed it back to me. “Thanks, love.” Then he moved behind my chair so he wouldn’t block my view, and we all waited for the show to begin.

			A few seconds later, the sound of a loud, powerful engine erupted, and anyone who wasn’t wearing a headset immediately fumbled to get one on. A cloud of thick dust erupted from the cave doorway and filled the air. I adjusted my goggles to watch the roadheader extend its claw arm deeper into the storage cave, where I imagined it clawing its way through the thick stone. A Dumpster-sized vessel rolled out on a track, carrying a pile of broken-down gravel that was dumped off to the side. I figured that pile would be massive by the time the job was done.

			On the drive over, Robin had explained that the initial excavation would take several long weeks, possibly a few months. It all depended on the thickness and resistance of the stone.

			But barely five minutes after the digging began, the earsplitting noise suddenly stopped. One of Stan’s men, the one who was spotting for the driver, came running out of the storage cave.

			“We’ve broken through some sort of wall,” he explained loudly to my father and the other men. He didn’t sound happy about it.

			I looked up at Derek and saw him frowning. The experts had determined that most of the ground under the hillside was solid rock and heavily compressed soil. What did he mean, We’ve broken through? Was the dirt and stone beneath the vineyards less solid than the geologists had thought?

			Dad, Derek, Austin, Jackson, and a few others went running toward the cave, where the roadheader had come to a complete stop. I glanced at Robin and without saying a word, we both jumped up and went running after them. No way were the boys going to have all the fun.

			Eighteen narrow inches separated the massive roadheader from the sides of the storage-cave door, so we were able to slide past and enter the cool, dark space.

			The dust was just clearing as Robin and I joined Derek and the others at the far end of the room where they stared at a jagged, gaping hole in what had been a solid stone wall a few minutes ago.

			It looked broken, like an egg that was dropped and cracked open. Fissure lines radiated out from the large gash in the middle of the wall.

			“We don’t know how stable the walls are,” Austin said to the small crowd, “so I’d like everyone to leave the cave for their own safety.”

			The commune members walked away, whispering quietly to one another. No one knew what this new development would mean to the tasting room plans, never mind the structural viability of the underground space.

			I was too curious to leave. I noticed Robin wasn’t going anywhere, either. But I sort of wished we’d both been given hard hats to wear. In lieu of that, I stuck my hand in my pocket to make sure my mom’s little herb packet was still there. It was probably silly, but I felt better carrying it.

			Derek flicked on a small flashlight and studied the open gash. About two feet wide and about four feet off the floor, it was just low enough that I could climb up and through it if I were brave enough. Was there some space back there? A tunnel, maybe? There had to be something.

			Thanks to the beams from Derek’s flashlight, I could see that the wall itself was at least four inches thick.

			I moved closer and touched the grainy surface. “Is this concrete?”

			“Looks like it,” Derek said, exchanging a look with me. A wall of concrete meant that it was manmade. The excavation crew must have thought the concrete had been applied to the surface of the storage-cave walls and figured that behind the concrete were natural rock and packed earth.

			“Can you see inside the hole?” I asked.

			“Barely,” he said, aiming the light directly into the hole in the wall. He leaned his head inside to take a look.

			I held my breath. What if some wild creature was living in there? I shoved my hand back into my pocket and touched that small bag of herbs again. It gave me the oddest sense of well-being.

			“Idiot,” I whispered under my breath. “It’s just some weeds in a bag.” But I continued to rub the thin muslin packet anyway, hedging my bets while briefly considering slipping it into Derek’s pocket.

			Derek pulled his head back and handed the flashlight to Austin, who leaned in to take a look. “Holy Mother.”

			“What is it?” Robin demanded.

			“You’ve got to see it for yourself.”

			“Let me see,” I said, sounding like a typical younger sister. But Austin handed me the light without comment. I took another deep breath, not knowing what to expect. What in the world could survive in such a small, airless space?

			I stuck my head inside to take a look for myself.

			“Can you see well enough?” Derek murmured in my ear as I swung the small beam of light around.

			I had to blink a few times before I could make out what I was looking at. The light beam didn’t illuminate the entire space, but instead landed on small objects that were indecipherable at first. Slowly, though, things began to take shape. “What in the world?”

			“What is it, Brooklyn?” Robin asked.

			“It’s a whole bunch of . . . stuff. Different things. Furniture. A big inlaid wood wardrobe with a beautifully beveled mirror built into its front door. There’s an antique table with a fancy candelabra on it. A bookshelf with lots of things on all the shelves. Silver candlesticks. A silver teapot. At least, they look like silver from here.” I leaned in farther. “There’s more over in this corner. Another table with some small statuary. A couple of busts. I can’t tell who they are. There are two bronze horses. Oh, the horses are bookends. And there are books.” I flashed Derek a quick smile, then returned to scan the space. “A glass-fronted cabinet. It’s got some more silver pieces inside. Another set of candlesticks and . . . is that another silver pitcher? On a tray of some kind. It all looks like hammered silver. It must be a set.”

			“And there’re some gold pieces over there,” Austin said, pointing. He towered over me and was able to gaze around without my blocking his view.

			Robin, shorter than me by almost six inches, asked Austin to give her a boost up. I stepped aside so she could take a look.

			“Here you go, baby,” he said, holding her by the waist and easily lifting her up to see through the opening.

			Derek handed the flashlight to Austin, and he held it steady as she took a look around. “It’s an old curio cabinet.”

			“Can you see the silver inside?” Austin asked.

			“Yes. It all looks beautiful.”

			“Do you see the bookends?” I asked.

			“Yes. And books, too.”

			“I know,” I said, grinning. “How cool is that?”

			Robin slid back down. “It figures you’d see books before anything else.”

			“Books and possibly artwork,” Derek said, taking the flashlight back and aiming it in another direction.

			I got closer and found what he was looking at, a spot along the interior wall where several rolled canvasses stood leaning against the curio cabinet like drunken soldiers.

			I moved away so Dad could take a look. After a minute, he stepped back, and Jackson took his turn.

			“What is all this stuff?” I asked. “What’s going on here?”

			Derek shook his head. “I have no idea.”

			“It’s a treasure trove,” Dad said. “Just got to figure out where it came from.”

			“I wish we had a better light,” I muttered.

			At that moment, Stan walked up and handed me and Robin our own hard hats.

			“Thanks.” I put the rigid plastic hat on my head and felt safer instantly.

			Then Stan pulled a long, black, industrial-strength flashlight from his tool belt and handed it to Derek. “Maybe this will help.”

			“Thanks, mate.” Derek pushed the button on the heavy foot-long torch, and the powerful light filled the room.

			“Like night and day,” I said, smiling at Stan. “Thanks.”

			He nodded and strolled back outside. A man of few words.

			Derek aimed the big flashlight’s beam into the interior space.

			“We need to get this wall knocked down,” Dad said.

			“Just what I was thinking,” Jackson said, glancing toward the front of the cave. “I’ll go talk to Stan.”

			I stretched up on my toes and poked my head farther through the opening. Derek continued holding the flashlight above my head. “Wow, over there in the other corner. It’s another full-sized dresser with a mirror. There’s a wooden box on top of it that looks like a jewelry box.”

			Derek turned the beam toward the left to allow me a better glimpse.

			“It’s beautiful,” I said. “Looks French. Inlaid wood and lots of ormolu.” I was able to recognize the finely gilded decorative detailing along the edges of the piece, thanks to Guru Bob, who had an antique desk in that style that I’d admired for years. He’d been kind enough to describe the history of the design to me.

			“Pricey,” Dad said.

			“It’s definitely worth a lot,” I murmured.

			“But what’s a fancy dresser doing in a cave?” Robin wondered aloud. “And a curio cabinet? And silver candlesticks?”

			“And books,” I added.

			“Good question,” Austin said, his tone turning suspicious. “The sooner this wall comes down, the better.”

			I continued to scrutinize the dresser, too fascinated by our discovery to care how utterly bizarre it was that these amazing treasures were hidden behind a solid wall of concrete inside the winery storage cave. “That’s definitley a jewelry chest on top of the dresser. It’s the same inlaid pattern as the dresser. I wonder if there’s anything inside.”

			“Jewels, of course,” Robin said, grinning.

			Something caught my eye on the dresser. “Oh, there’s a silver tray with one of those old-fashioned silver combs and a hairbrush on it. It’s pretty.”

			“I’m sure it’s pretty,” Robin said, “but it’s still kind of weird.”

			“You’re right,” I said, and shivered a little. “It’s like somebody lives in there.”

			I moved out of the way, leaving Derek alone to continue examining the odd crevice. He angled the flashlight in different directions, casting light onto every inch of the space. He scanned the low ceiling and ran the beam along the rest of the walls.

			I was curious to see what other bounty we would find in there, so I peeked around Derek to take another look. Seconds later, I let out a piercing shriek.

			“What is it?” Austin demanded, crowding me as I tried to push away from the wall.

			Robin patted my shoulder. “Knowing Brooklyn, she probably found a dead body.”

			Her words barely registered as I pointed a shaky finger at what I saw on the floor close to the wall.

			Derek aimed the beam where I’d indicated and muttered an expletive. He stepped back from the hole in the wall, turned off the flashlight, and wrapped his arm around my shoulders.

			Robin’s smile faltered. “Derek?”

			“You were right, Robin,” Derek said, giving me a soft squeeze of sympathy. “This cave has just turned into a crime scene.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			In seconds, Derek and Dad had the men rounding up pickaxes and sledgehammers in order to take down the rest of the wall.

			I was shuffled out of the cave and barely had time to deal with another dead-body encounter.

			Stan and his men backed the huge roadheader out of the enclosed space to give everyone more room. Stan ran and grabbed his own sledgehammer and joined the workers. Concrete dust was soon billowing out of the large storage cave. I was concerned for the men, of course, since it was getting hard to breathe, but I knew Derek wouldn’t stop until he could step right into that inner room. I would’ve grabbed a pickax and gone to work on the wall myself, but I was certain I would just be in the way. As soon as the air cleared, though, I was going to jump in and find out who that dead person was. I had other questions, too. Where had all those beautiful treasures come from? And at what price?

			One of Stan’s men jogged over with a handful of cheap filter masks.

			“Will those help?” Robin asked.

			“It’ll keep some of the larger particles from getting into their lungs,” he said.

			Larger particles? So the smaller ones would get through? That was not a good answer. Robin and I exchanged worried looks as the man ran into the cave to hand out the masks.

			Less than two minutes later, Derek and Austin stumbled out, covered in dust. Jackson, Stan, Dad, and one other man followed a few seconds later.

			I rushed over to Derek, who was ripping the mask away from his mouth. “Are you all right?”

			“I’m fine,” he said, slapping the dust off his shirt. “But Stan was starting to wheeze, so I thought we’d better take a break. We’ll wait for the dust to settle before we go back in.”

			“Okay. I don’t want anyone to get sick from breathing that stuff.”

			“Nor do I,” he muttered as he bent over to shake more dust out of his hair. “I think we’ll be all right.”

			I scuffled back a few feet to avoid being enveloped in the powdery cloud he’d just created. I was getting worried. Hadn’t people died from breathing the dust inside old caves? Didn’t I remember hearing something about archaeologists breathing the dust of mummies’ tombs? Didn’t they carry strange viruses?

			I guess my mind was going a little wacky while I waited for the okay to go back inside. After another half hour, I was ready to scream. I’d always thought I was a patient person, but apparently I was wrong because I was beyond anxious to get in there and figure out who had died in the cave. Everyone else was standing around, chitchatting and hacking up particles and brushing off more dust. Didn’t anyone else feel the same urge I felt? Where did all that furniture come from? The silver, the art, the books. The body. Didn’t anyone want answers?

			“I’m going in,” I declared, and began to walk toward the cave.

			“Hold on,” Derek said, grabbing my hand.

			“Why?” I demanded, prepared to battle against Derek’s innate urge to protect and defend.

			He grinned. “Because I’m going with you.”

			“Okay.” I calmed down a smidgen. “Good. We’ve waited long enough. We need to check out that cave and call the police.”

			“In that order,” he murmured, clearly resolved to survey the scene of the crime before raising the alarm. He picked up the flashlight and joined me.

			Much of the dust had settled, but we stirred more up with every step we took. I coughed as some of it got into my throat, and I wondered how Derek and Dad and the others had withstood it for the thirty minutes they’d been in here breathing that stuff.

			When we got to the back wall, I could see how much work the men had done earlier. The opening into the hidden room was bigger now, almost the size of a small doorway, about three feet wide by five feet high. Eighteen inches still remained along the bottom of the wall, which meant we had to step carefully over the small barrier.

			“Good job,” I said, beaming at Derek.

			“The men were on a mission.”

			I smiled at his words. He made it sound like he was leading his troops off to war. I ducked my head and stepped over the stone lip. Once on the other side, I was able to stand without crouching. I had expected the enclosure to feel damp or stuffy, but the air was clean and I detected a mild floral scent. It was also slightly larger than I’d thought, maybe fifteen feet long by twelve feet across, the size of a typical bedroom.

			Derek joined me inside the small enclosure, flipped on Stan’s flashlight, and pointed the beam toward the floor.

			That was when I saw the body again.

			Although he was facedown, he was obviously a man, and he was pressed up against the wall as though he’d sought out a secure resting place. I figured that was why we hadn’t seen him at first. We had been diverted by all of the treasures surrounding him.

			He wore an old-fashioned brown suit and had short, dark hair. On the ground near his right arm was a well-worn brown leather suitcase.

			“I wonder if he got trapped here during the ’ninety-seven earthquake,” Dad said.

			I glanced up. Dad stood on the other side of the barrier, but he had poked his head in so he could watch us. Austin and Robin were crowded around him. Jackson had gone back to work in the winery, and the rest of the men must have either lost interest or needed to return to their jobs as well.

			“That’s almost twenty years, Jim,” Derek said, touching the dead man’s neck and studying the change in color. “This man’s skin looks and feels as if he died a few hours ago.”

			“Maybe the absence of air helped preserve him,” I said.

			“What’re you saying? You think he was mummified?” Austin’s wry tone gave a clear indication of his opinion of my theory.

			I was used to getting snarky comments from my big brothers, so I just shrugged. “Anything’s possible.”

			“Yes,” Derek said, “but let’s see if there’s a more practical explanation.”

			“Like maybe he actually died a few hours ago,” Dad suggested. “Except I don’t see how that’s possible.”

			“Nor do I,” Derek said.

			“Derek, did you notice how clean the air was when you first stepped inside here?”

			He looked at me from across the man’s body. If he hadn’t detected it before, he took notice now, breathing in deeply through his nose. “Very fresh. And there’s something else.”

			“A light floral scent, right? I was thinking it might be coming from the dresser. The owner probably used sachets in the drawers. That’s what it smells like to me, anyway.”

			“I can smell it, too,” Robin said, and I gave her a grateful smile. So I wasn’t going crazy.

			Derek handed me the flashlight to hold while he continued to search the man’s clothing for identification.

			My attention was drawn to the small leather suitcase on the other side of the body. “Can we open that?”

			“I don’t suppose he’ll complain if we do,” Derek said, interrupting his search to move the suitcase away from the dead man.

			I set the flashlight down on the ground with the beam pointing to the ceiling. It diffused the light, but we had enough to see what we were doing. The brass latches were old-fashioned as well, but Derek got them unhooked and spread the suitcase open. Inside was a neatly folded stack of men’s clothes packed next to a small black toiletries bag. Laid on top of the clothing was something I had not expected to see.

			“It’s a book,” I whispered.

			“A book?” Austin laughed. “Doesn’t that just figure?”

			“It sure does,” Dad said.

			Derek’s lips twisted in irony as he handed me the book. “Might as well examine it. This could provide as many answers to this puzzle as anything else in this room.”

			“Stranger things have happened.” I aimed the flashlight’s beam at the book’s leather cover and read the title: Voyage au Centre de la Terre by Jules Verne.

			Journey to the Center of the Earth.

			Is it totally geeky to admit that my fingers were tingling just touching it? It was covered in three-quarter morocco leather with gilding on the spine. The boards were marbled. I opened it to the title page to see the date: 1867. It was written in French. On the same page was a fanciful illustration of a view into a prehistoric world, and I was hopeful that there would be other illustrations within.

			This was not the time or place to study it more fully, but as soon as we were finished here, I was going to run straight to Abraham’s studio and inspect this book from cover to cover. Meanwhile, I clutched it for dear life and reluctantly returned my gaze to the body.

			“We can go through the rest of the suitcase later,” Derek said, turning back to the dead man. “Right now, I’d rather find out who this poor fellow is and what he’s doing here.”

			I stared at the man’s suit jacket, which fit his body well, although it was longer than most men wore their jackets these days. The shoulders were padded, and the waist was narrow.

			“I’m no fashion maven,” I said, stating what everyone in my world thought was obvious, “but I think that style and the shade of brown are from the forties or fifties.”

			I heard Robin snicker, and I shot her a smile. She was the one who knew fashion and had always been willing to share her best ideas with me.

			“You’re right, love,” Derek said, pondering the situation. After a moment, he said, “I’d like to photograph the body before we turn him over. Can you stand up and hold the flashlight steady?”

			“Sure.” I stood and set the book down on the dresser nearest the wall, then picked up the flashlight and focused the beam of light directly on the dead man. Derek pulled out his phone and began snapping photographs from every possible angle.

			After at least twenty clicks, he stopped and slid the phone back into his pocket. “That should do it.”

			“Good.” I knelt down beside him. “Does he have a wallet or ID on him?”

			“Not in his back pockets. I hope to find something in his suit pockets, but we’ll have to turn him over to find out.”

			“Let’s do it.”

			He looked up at my brother. “Austin, can you give me a hand?”

			“Sure thing.” My brother stepped into the space and knelt down next to Derek. Together they carefully rolled the man over onto his back while I held the flashlight.

			“How did he get in here?” Austin wondered aloud, studying the man’s face. “He looks like he died just a little while ago.”

			“And not from natural causes,” I muttered as my stomach began to churn. “That’s a lot of caked blood on the side of his head.”

			“And there’s a bullet hole in his chest,” Derek said flatly, pointing out the frayed hole in the lapel.

			“No earthquake did that,” Dad conceded.

			Derek scowled. “No, a killer did that. We’d better call the authorities.”

			
			
			*   *   *

			Before calling the sheriff’s department to report a murder from who-knew-how-long-ago, Derek searched the man’s pockets thoroughly and held up his findings: a French passport and a business-sized envelope.

			I was surprised when Derek slit open the envelope and pulled out its contents. He was often a stickler for following the rules, but since he’d come from the world of clandestine law enforcement in England, I knew he preferred to find the answers on his own.

			“What is it?” I asked.

			“A ticket,” he said, holding up a rectangular piece of paper for everyone to see. “He’s booked passage from New York to Southampton on the Queen Mary.”

			“The Queen Mary,” Robin echoed. “The ocean liner?”

			“Yes. It’s dated April 12, 1946.”

			We all needed a moment to figure that one out.

			Staring down at the body, Austin scratched his head. “That’s, like, seventy years ago.”

			“Brilliant,” Robin said, patting his arm. “But we just agreed that the guy looks like he died a few hours ago.”

			“He does,” I said, “but his clothes are more in line with the date on that ticket. Like I said, the nineteen forties or fifties.”

			Robin shook her head slowly. “This is weird.”

			“Maybe he’s an actor,” Dad suggested, “and died wearing a costume.”

			“And the ticket is a prop?” Robin said.

			“Or some kind of souvenir,” I said.

			Austin shrugged. “That makes as much sense as anything else, I guess.”

			“Derek, what does the passport say?”

			Derek opened the passport and read the name. “‘Jean Pierre Renaud.’ And the name on the passenger ticket is the same.”

			“That’s pretty elaborate for a theatrical prop.”

			“It is,” Derek said. “I don’t believe this man was an actor, nor do I believe the ticket is a prop.”

			“So you believe he died here seventy years ago?” I asked. “That’s awfully hard to swallow.”

			“It’s a mystery.” Derek stood and brushed more dust off his trousers. “However, if it is a case of mummification, the body will begin to decompose rapidly at this point. The authorities need to get here as quickly as possible.”

			“I contacted them,” Dad said. “They won’t be here for another forty minutes or so.” He reached into his pocket for his cell phone. “I’m going to call Robson, too.”

			Yes, I thought. Guru Bob would certainly want to know about this. I glanced up at Derek. “I know I mentioned it first, but seriously, how in the world could this body have been mummified? Wouldn’t you need to remove the organs and coat it in resin or something?” I vaguely recalled those details, thanks to a museum presentation I’d attended during a high school field trip.

			He aimed the flashlight around the space. “This wall had to have been built within hours of the man’s death. Once that was done, as you were correct to suggest, a lack of air, combined with this cold, dry space, helped preserve him.”

			“Truly bizarre,” Robin murmured.

			Guru Bob walked into the cave barely ten minutes after Dad called him. Everyone stood in silence, watching his reaction to what we’d discovered.

			He was clearly upset by the presence of the body. We’d all been shaken, but Guru Bob seemed to take it more personally. A man had been murdered in Dharma. His home. His sanctuary.

			The mood was so somber, it felt as though we were attending a memorial service. And in a way, we were.

			Guru Bob had always been as careful as one could be to keep too much negativity from touching Dharma. I knew it firsthand because I’d once brought a visitor to Dharma who turned out to be a cold-blooded killer. Guru Bob didn’t blame me, of course, but I would never forgive myself for being so clueless.

			“He is French,” Guru Bob murmured. It was a statement, not a question.

			“Yes,” Derek said. “According to the passport I found in his pocket, his name is Jean Pierre Renaud.”

			Guru Bob flinched at the name. It was a subtle reaction, but I saw it. Did he recognize the name? Or was he simply reacting to the fact that evil had visited Dharma once again?

			But if this man had died here seventy years ago, Dharma hadn’t even existed yet. The winery hadn’t existed. Who owned this land back then?

			“Did you know him, Robson?” I asked.

			He paused for a moment, and I wondered if he would answer me. Finally he nodded. “He was a friend of my grandfather.”

			It was my
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