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      Pebble Cove residents were wary of the new commune at The Pines even before someone ended up dead.

      

      Rosemary is excited to cater her first event at the newly opened commune’s full moon festival. When a young woman is found murdered in her yurt, it’s clear these rich wannabe hippies aren’t as peaceful as they pretend.

      

      As the investigation unfolds, Rosemary realizes these commune members have more secrets than they do trust funds. She can’t help but feel Chief Clemenson is, again, one step behind.

      

      In addition to working the case, being at The Pines provides the perfect opportunity to investigate Asher’s death. Solving any mystery is difficult; solving one over a century old seems almost impossible. But just as Rosemary starts to make headway in both cases, a violent storm rolls in from the sea. Will the wind and rain wash away any hope of finding the murderer?

      

      Readers, this is the third book in a completed cozy mystery series by Eryn Scott. These books are all clean with no gore and no swearing. Starting from the beginning with this series will provide the best reading experience. The ghosts are the only paranormal aspect in the series. And there are definitely cats because ... well, there has to be. :)
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      I closed the back door to the tea shop and ran my hands up and down my arms. It was October on the Oregon Coast and a chill rode on the edges of the wind like the whitecaps topping each wave.

      Menacing clouds gathered on the horizon. I hoped they stayed away until at least tomorrow. I needed tonight to be clear and perfect for the full moon festival I was catering.

      Speaking of tonight, I snatched my list off the table to my right and turned back to my box of supplies. I raked my teeth across my lip as I did a visual check of each item.

      Tea. Check.

      Electric kettles for boiling. Check.

      Cast iron kettles for steeping. Check.

      Sugar. Hmmm … I peered into the box, moving items to one side and then the next.

      Unable to spot my sugar container, I removed the items from the top of the box and set them on the nearest table.

      “I thought you’d already packed all your fancy new catering equipment this morning.” Asher entered the room, crossing his arms over his chest and eyeing me. “Why are you taking it all out again?”

      “I can’t find my sugar,” I mumbled as I continued to search. “I don’t want to take any chances, Ash. I want tonight to go well.” At that moment, I located my sugar jar at the bottom of the box. I glanced back up at him in triumph.

      Asher’s face softened. “So do I.”

      He walked toward me, stepping right through a chair on his way forward. It was the kind of ghostly happening that used to make me jump in surprise. But I’d been living with Asher for the better part of seven months and was getting used to it.

      He rubbed at his stubbly chin. “Though I would be a lot happier if your first catering job wasn’t for him.” He spat out the last word as if it were a curse. “Did you ask if there will be any howling at the moon?”

      Exhaling a laugh, I began repacking the supplies. “No,” I said. “I did not ask Van whether or not they would be howling. It’s a full moon festival, not a werewolf gathering. It’ll be painfully hippieish. I bet people will dance, sing-along with a guitar at some point, and maybe lie around on blankets. That’s it.” I wrinkled my nose, recognizing that most of what I pictured probably came from a documentary on Woodstock my mom and I had watched together a few years back.

      “If you’re sure,” Asher said, his tone dipping low like a warning.

      “You’re only mad because you can’t come with.” I turned away from him, grabbing another few bags of tea, just in case.

      “No,” Asher scoffed. “I’m mad because he swindled you into doing this. And maybe a little because it’s at The Pines.”

      I pressed my lips together so I wouldn’t pick a fight. It wasn’t Asher’s fault he was sour about that place; the house on the hill held awful memories for both of us. Me because I’d had a scary, near-death experience there earlier this year, and Asher because authorities had discovered his body in the woods surrounding the farmhouse.

      While the place had sat vacant for a few months after being rented out to a particularly awful woman—and one who now sat in prison for double homicide—the rightful owner had passed away a few months ago, leaving the home and surrounding acreage to his son.

      The family had owned the property for over a hundred years. And while the townspeople of Pebble Cove were happy to have someone from the Mills family back in the house, Asher didn’t share their excitement.

      It didn’t help that the man who’d moved in was named Sullivan Mills. Even though he went by Van—and was three generations removed from his great-grandfather, and namesake—one would think Asher was back in the early 1900s, dealing with his self-proclaimed nemesis, Sullivan Mills the first.

      “Van is different from the rest of his family. He’s not crazy about money like them. He’s opened a peaceful living community, for Pete’s sake,” I said defensively. “Plus, I thought you’d like him since he’s the reason we know the truth about how you died.”

      Asher huffed. Until a few months ago, we’d been under the unfortunate impression that Asher had taken his own life after deserting his post as an officer in the army during World War I. But Van’s renovation of the property—taking down trees to allow for more yurts for his community members—had uncovered a skeleton. Asher’s skeleton. And with the bones came the undeniable proof that someone had hit him over the head from behind.

      He hadn’t deserted his post after all. Someone made sure he couldn’t show up for his unit’s deployment.

      Looking over my list one last time, I felt like maybe I was ready. A good thing too. It was past six-thirty, and the sun was disappearing below the sea. The sky would be inky and the moon visible in an hour when the festival began.

      I continued my argument. “Without Van Mills, we wouldn’t know the truth about you. Shouldn’t that make him your favorite Mills by far?”

      I surveyed my catering equipment, another thing we wouldn’t have without Van Mills.

      During his first visit to Tea by the Sea a few months back, my grandmother’s tea blends had floored the man. He’d insisted I cater his upcoming full moon festival, the event he was holding to commemorate the first full month of The Pines: A Sustainable Community being open. While Van had tried floating other names around town, the locals were so used to calling it The Pines that I guess Van figured, why fight it?

      When I’d turned Van’s business offer down, citing my lack of mobile equipment as the reason, he’d offered to purchase more electric hot-water kettles, durable tea kettles for steeping, and mugs so I wouldn’t have to worry about breaking my grandmother’s supply of clay and porcelain tea sets.

      Realizing he had never answered my question about Van, I eyed Asher. He set his ghostly jaw in defiance.

      “He’d be my favorite if I wasn’t sure he has ulterior motives for asking you up to his commune tonight.” Asher narrowed his eyes in the direction of the hill that housed the large farmhouse and newly erected yurt village.

      “Community,” I corrected. “Van says the word commune has too heavy a connotation. It’s a community.” I ignored Asher’s comment about Van’s motivation.

      I couldn’t deny that the man had flirted with me every time he’d come into the tea shop. From touching my hand whenever he could, to complimenting my long hair, I couldn’t help but wonder if tea was all he was after.

      “Plus,” I said, “if I get into trouble. I can use one of these cast-iron tea kettles as a weapon.” I picked one of the heavy pots out of the box and swung it playfully.

      Asher smiled for the first time since he’d entered the room.

      “But I won’t need to hit anyone over the head with a kettle. Jolene will be with me. She’ll make sure I’m safe,” I said.

      Asher nodded as if that was the only consolation in this whole terrible scenario.

      My business partner and friend would bring her own contribution to the full moon festival tonight. I’d tried one of her homemade moon pies and couldn’t wait to sample one of the delicate chamomile cakes she’d created for tonight’s festivities.

      In the months since I’d begun working with her, Jolene and I had not only grown close, but our collaboration had also doubled our previous monthly profits.

      Asher moved toward the window as I checked the boxes for the last few things on my list. His broad shoulders sank, and I tried to remember he wasn’t being difficult for nothing. The man had been through a lot—both in his life and afterlife.

      “Look,” I said, “I promise I’ll tell you every detail when I come back tonight, safe and sound. I’m sure I’ll have funny stories about quirky yurt people and something concrete to add to the Van’s actually a nice guy list I’m making to convince you.”

      Asher turned toward me. His face was set in disbelief, but there was a smile hiding behind those familiar blue eyes. I caught myself again—as I often did—forgetting he wasn’t real. His spirit was at its strongest here at his old house, so he appeared as real as anyone alive did to me. But if I reached out to touch him, my hand would waft right through.

      I busied myself by tucking a few last-minute napkins into my catering supplies, not sure the stack I’d already packed would be enough. “I’m sure Van will show you how much the Mills family has changed over the years. Just because you didn’t get along with his great-grandfather doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with their genetics.”

      When I glanced back at Asher, the lightness in his eyes had been surpassed by darkness, like a troubling cloud rolling in over stormy seas.

      I was about to ask what that expression was about when the bells on the tea shop’s front door jangled, signaling a forced end to our conversation. Jolene must be here. While I’d shared a lot about myself and my past with my friend and business partner, I’d yet to tell anyone about my ability to see and talk to ghosts.

      “Well then,” Asher said, running a hand through his almost black hair. “I’ll make myself scarce. Be safe, Rosemary.”

      I mouthed a quick “thank you” to him. Asher knew that I had the tendency to slip and look at or talk to him regardless of who was in the room, forgetting that I was the only one who could see and hear him. Sometimes he removed himself so I wouldn’t be tempted.

      “Hello,” Jolene trilled out as she entered. “You ready?” she asked as she reached the end of the entry hallway and laid eyes on me.

      Her curly black hair was streaked with silver in such a beautiful way that it almost seemed like she’d colored it that way on purpose. She’d pulled her hair into a large clip today and wore a long skirt, a tie-dyed cardigan, and about six colorful scarves.

      “You’ll fit right in.” I chuckled.

      Jolene spun to give me the full effect. “When in a commune.”

      “Community,” we both corrected at the same time, then followed it with a laugh.

      “Maybe I should change.” I glanced down at my jeans, boots, and wool sweater.

      Jolene waved her hand. “You’ll be fine. Word around town is that they’re a bunch of rich yuppies, not real hippies.”

      “That’s the Rickster,” I scoffed. “He droned on for ten minutes about ‘what a shame’ it was when I ran into him downtown yesterday.”

      Though the community had officially been open for a month now, they didn’t venture into town often, and Jolene and I were the first locals Van had invited up to the property.

      “It’s not only the Rickster who’s upset.” Jolene’s eyes widened. “Everyone’s up in arms about this entire thing. Apparently, Van assured the town council there would only be a dozen guests staying on the property, but a few made a stop at Cove Grocer yesterday, and it sounds like there’s at least double that.”

      I was glad I’d packed extra supplies.

      “I made a double batch of both my recipes after hearing that,” Jolene said. “Besides being upset about the number of guests, the town’s already complaining about the place in general. A few people were up in arms that the community members were coming into town, while others were worried that they haven’t come into town more. Some are mad because they think the community members will all be naked; others are mad because they don’t think they’ll be naked. Well, that last one is mostly the Rickster.”

      Cringing, I said, “Do you think we should still do this? I don’t want the town to be mad at us for working there and stop coming to our shops.”

      Jolene laughed. “Mad and curious are not mutually exclusive emotions. They need someone to infiltrate and report back, and we’re the first ones to be invited. After tonight, both our shops will be packed with locals.”

      “Okay,” I said, clapping my hands together. “Then let’s do this.”

      Jolene helped me carry my supplies out to her car. I eyed the murky cloud in the dimming light, but the storm seemed like it was still too far out to sea to be much of a threat tonight. Even so, it felt like an ominous warning sitting on the horizon. Or maybe it was Asher’s concern for my safety that sat like a pit in my stomach.

      Little did I know, I wasn’t the one who would be in mortal danger that night.
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      Jolene’s SUV wended its way up the road, climbing up the hill toward The Pines. A chill coated my skin like a cold sweat. I hadn’t been to visit the white farmhouse on the hill since I’d almost died there—well, had almost been killed was more like it.

      I held my breath in anticipation as we rounded the last bend. The rush of fear I expected to hit me as the place came into view didn’t manifest. I felt shocked, sure, but not frightened.

      The barn where I’d been tied up had been removed, for one thing. It wasn’t the only thing missing either. They had removed trees all around the property, opening up the space considerably.

      Someone had strung delicate, warm fairy lights in each of the gnarled fruit trees lining the last bit of the driveway as we approached the house. In the extensive field behind the trees sat about twenty circular linen yurt tents, the kind you might see pictured in an article about “glamping.” Each reminded me of a large, fabric version of a paper lantern, and I half expected them to lift off the grass and float away as we drove by.

      Last time I’d been here, there had only been a half-dozen cars in the parking spots next to the house. With the barn gone, there was more space, and gleaming luxury vehicles filled each available spot.

      Between the number of cars and the field full of tents, it appeared the hubbub in town about extra people had been warranted. There were definitely more than a dozen people here tonight. Jolene almost couldn’t find a spot to park, but spotted a small opening next to a shiny black Mercedes.

      Stepping out of her modest SUV, we eyed the expensive vehicles. We agreed to find Van before attempting to unpack any of our supplies. Jolene and I gave each other a fortifying glance before walking down the brick pathway, toward the sounds of chatter, music, and laughter.

      The air was cool but pleasant and smelled of sweet pine boughs and mowed grass. Every once in a while, a chill would skirt past, rushing through my sweater and swiping icy fingers at my skin. Any residual light from the setting sun had faded, and the full moon was now visible in the indigo sky above. Our shoes sank into the cool grass as we left the pathway and headed toward the center of the field where most of the people congregated.

      Now that we closed in on the crowd, I noticed I’d been completely wrong about how they would be dressed. There wasn’t a hint of tie-dye in sight nor a whisper of fringe. This wasn’t a Woodstock-esque gathering at all. It looked more like an REI store had exploded. Arc’teryx jackets, North Face fleeces, GORE-TEX windbreakers, and every other top-end outdoor brand seemed to be accounted for.

      Jolene and I set course for the main meeting area, a place that had large ornate rugs laid onto the cool grass and tables set up along the edge. But before we even reached the area, a man approached us. He had the athletic build of a swimmer and the light brown curls of a surfer. He also had the countenance of a winter storm blowing into shore.

      “Excuse us,” I reached out with a timid voice. “Could you point us in the direction of Van? We’re the caterers, and we need to check in with him.”

      The man’s face, which was already pulled into a grimace, creased even more as he spit out his response. “I don’t know where that slimeball is, but if I find him first, it won’t matter because he’ll be a dead man.”

      I gulped. Already on edge about being here, the last thing I needed was mention of death. Without so much as an explanation or apology, the man continued his stomping and traveled past us, up toward the main farmhouse.

      Jolene turned to me and frowned. “Friendly welcome.”

      “Right? I wonder what that was all about.”

      “Don’t worry about Cinder; he’s got a bit of a temper.” A woman’s voice came from behind us.

      Understandably jumpy after that encounter, Jolene and I gasped and spun around. A woman stood a couple of yards away, her hands on tweed pantsuit-clad hips. Her brunette hair was styled into a bob. She looked to be about my age—mid-twenties—but the confidence with which she held herself and her high-powered business exterior made me wonder if my guess was too low.

      Although her outfit screamed money, like the rest of the people here, her businesswoman appearance directly contrasted their outdoor adventurer aesthetic. The expensive kitten heels she wore sank into the damp grass.

      She glanced back to where Cinder had disappeared and snorted. “Not sure what my brother did to make him mad this time, but he’ll cool down. You two must be the caterers,” she said, turning back to us.

      We held out our hands to shake hers as we introduced ourselves.

      “Good to meet you. I’m Liv Mills, Van’s sister.” She motioned at the dirt road skirting the lawn. “If you want to drive your car down this way, you could unload your supplies here, which will be way closer.”

      “That would be great.” I eyed the distance, liking the idea of a few hundred feet better than the five-minute walk it would’ve been to and from the parking lot.

      Jolene pulled out her keys. “I’ll go get the car if you want to check out the setup,” she said to me.

      I nodded. Liv walked with me toward the tables as Jolene went off toward the car.

      “I didn’t realize Van had a sister,” I said conversationally.

      Liv snorted. “Really? I figured this town would’ve had a file a couple of inches thick on our family by now.”

      Eyebrows lifting with interest, I said, “Well, I’m new to town, sort of. So I’m still learning about the history.”

      I didn’t let on that I’d felt more at home in Pebble Cove than anywhere else I’d ever been, or that I already knew about the Mills family, hoping she’d try to fill in some blanks for me.

      “That’s good,” Liv said, studying me for a moment. “Now I don’t have to worry that you have a bunch of opinions about us already.”

      Before I could ask her what that meant, her brother approached wearing a charming half smile. His brown hair was swept off to one side, mirrored by his mouth, which tugged up in only one corner.

      Van was clean cut in that way that only comes with growing up rich. His clothes looked new. His tan was perfect, like he had cultivated it on yachts and beaches instead of working outside. And even though he was wearing a fleece zip up and jeans, closer examination proved they were from brand names I’d probably never be able to afford.

      I shook the negative thoughts from my mind. Van had mentioned how he was trying to be different from his money-hungry father. The whole point behind the community he built here was to give people a way to connect and center themselves. He wanted to give back.

      “My favorite tea shop owner.” Van opened his arms wide and pulled me into a hug.

      Heat practically emanated off his body, though he wasn’t sweaty. He’d probably been running around, trying to get everything ready for tonight. Shivering a little as I pulled away from him, I hoped the movement of unpacking would warm me up.

      “I see you met my sister.” He turned his grin toward Liv.

      “Yes.” I gestured to her and the tables. “Liv was showing me where to put our supplies.”

      Moving past my comment, Liv turned to her brother and said, “Cinder is looking for you too.”

      Van’s smile dropped, free falling for a second before he caught it. “Perfect, I’ll go find him.” Cool and calm again, he turned to me. “Will you be okay setting up for a few, on your own?”

      I assured him I would and noticed Jolene pulling her car down the dirt road. Liv watched her brother leave, concern written on the creases in her face and evident in the length of time she stared after him.

      Pausing before going to help Jolene, I said, “Is everything okay?”

      Liv blinked as if she’d forgotten I was there. “Yeah, sorry. Just a big sister worrying about my little brother. It’s what I do best.” She waved a hand at me. “If you’re okay, I’ll catch up with you later.”

      As I had with Van, I told her we would be fine. Liv left in an equally odd manner. I went to help Jolene.

      It didn’t take us long to unpack and have the tables ready. Between Jolene’s beautiful, perfect chamomile cakes—complete with a yellow and white flower on top—and her decadent moon pies, I couldn’t wait to see everyone’s reactions. People had been milling around while we’d worked, and they seemed as impressed as I was with Jolene’s desserts.

      For my part, I had almost all the kettles full of boiling water, steeping unique blends. I’d brought the largest amount of my chamomile blend, as that was the one Van had liked best when he’d visited.

      “Should I make one more pot of the chamomile blend?” I wondered aloud, glancing toward Jolene to see what she thought.

      She peered into the box I’d brought. “I don’t think you can. You’re out of teapots.”

      I counted in my head as I passed by the others sitting on the table. “That’s weird, I should have twelve.” I only counted eleven on the table. Maybe I’d left one back at the tea shop with all of my packing and unpacking. Shrugging, I said, “Think we can let them start?” I checked my watch. It was past eight, and the sky was pitch black. The full moon hung above us like a shimmering silver coin.

      Jolene looked around. “Wasn’t Van going to come back and tell us what to do next?”

      “I thought he was, but it’s getting late. He said they would start at eight, so I guess we wait,” I said, scanning the people mingling on the lawn.

      There had to be two dozen people now as more had emerged from their yurts. Even though they weren’t wearing tie-dye, they lounged around on expensive-looking carpets, playing instruments, and picking flowers. Not a one of them was naked; however, I’d have to let the Rickster know that much.

      A few minutes later, one of the community members came over and told us Van had texted her to say we could start serving. I wondered where he was, where he’d disappeared to. The man didn’t strike me as the hands-off kind with this community. I’d expected he would be here, in the middle of the festival. Worry crept up my throat as I wondered if he and Cinder had found each other. Judging by how angry Cinder had been, I didn’t predict that meeting would end well for Van.

      But he’d texted someone. That meant he had to be okay. The two of them were probably somewhere talking through their issue in a calm manner befitting two people who were part of a peaceful-living community.

      I tried to loosen the tension in my shoulders by rolling them back and focusing on tea service. Doing a quick pour from each of my kettles, I double-checked that I had steeped each one to perfection. Community members crowded around, eyes sparkling with the combination of fairy lights and full moon shimmer as they took in our refreshments.

      But before any of the guests could so much as grab a moon pie or pour a cup of tea, a young woman came rushing toward the festivities, tears streaming down her face, a strangled scream caught in her throat.

      “What’s wrong?” a man asked her. He caught her arms and gripped tight as if he worried she wouldn’t stop running if he didn’t block her.

      “It’s Clover,” she coughed the words out in a sob. “She’s dead.”

      Stomach dropping, I couldn’t tell if we all went pale or if it was merely the full moon bathing us in the same silvery light. The group of us ran after the woman as she led us to one of the cozy, inviting yurts. The door flaps were open, tied back like curtains, and gave us a straight view into the tented living space.

      Inside, the scene wasn’t cozy at all. A woman about my age lay sprawled on a rug similar to the ones laid out in the festival area. She was dressed in jeans, boots, and a warm sweater, like me. Her blonde hair was matted with blood. A large object sat next to her head, obviously the murder weapon as it held a mirrored patch of blood.

      I swallowed the bile rising in my throat and looked at Jolene as I saw her attention settle on the murder weapon.

      I’d found my missing cast-iron tea kettle.
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