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Snowed-In Mermaid

A deadly collision—between a vampire's car and a nymph's tree home—delays Brooke's plans to leave Purgatory Falls. Instead of going home for the Christmas holidays, she needs to get to the bottom of a potential curse that left her friend Twyla in the hospital and might have killed the vampire. With a storm bearing down and Twyla's condition deteriorating, Brooke and her favorite police officer, Aiden, must team up to discover all they can about the dead owner of the local ski resort and all the pies he had his fingers in before the snow traps them in place.

A mermaid and a dragon shifter make an unlikely crime-solving duo in this new small-town paracozy series!
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CHAPTER ONE

I rolled over in bed, sleep still eluding me. 

It reminded me of the first night I had arrived in Purgatory Falls, but instead of the start of my adventure, it was the end. I tried not to think about it; otherwise, I might cry again. I didn’t want to leave Purgatory Falls, but I had promised my mom I would drive home so we could fly to the Bahamas to spend Christmas together as a family. I had put the drive off for as long as possible, but tomorrow morning, after a farewell brunch, I had to leave. 

I was already cutting it too close. 

But I didn’t want to go. I wanted to stay and continue my magic training with Esmerelda and Twyla. I wanted to go to Purgatory Springs with Aiden and talk about life. I wanted to eat whatever new special Tavros had invented at the Bull and the Bookcase. I wanted to keep exploring the quirky town and see what it would look like buried in snow. 

But I had promised my mom, and I could always return after Christmas. The small cabin was mine until spring. 

But returning to Purgatory Falls was unlikely to happen. Mother was already talking about all the things I had to do back in California. Dad had told me his law office could really use my help. And though I hadn’t heard directly from my ex-fiancé, my mom had already started hinting that he was lonely and I should meet him for coffee to return a few items she had spotted in my room. 

“I’m an adult, and I can do what I want.” I punched the pillow. It was more complicated than that. I could feel my mom’s influence, even several states away, pulling me back to her will. I had been raised to follow in her footsteps for the next millennia, and human concepts, like being a legal adult, meant little to her.

And what was I going to tell her, that I wanted to continue just hanging out? She despised magic, saying that what we already had was more than enough for our goals. Her goals for me, rather, as I didn’t have much of a connection to them. 

I shoved the thoughts from my mind. I had a long drive, and I had to get up early. Tavros was opening the restaurant early just so Aiden, Twyla, and I could eat together with him one last time. They would continue after I left, of course, which only made the pain in the center of my chest greater. 

I reached over to pick up the necklace on the end table. It was a large silver pendant with a green banded malachite cabochon. It had been mined from the mountains nearby. I had spent days making it, and then all of my friends had held it for a few minutes while Esmerelda helped me spell it. When I touched the stone, a sense of calm washed over me, their friendship soothing me. 

My magic was progressing really quickly, but I had decades of wasted time to make up for. 

I held the necklace in my hands, but it couldn’t hold back the pain. I wouldn’t even be able to say goodbye to Chuy. I had only seen her a handful of times since I had decided to stay. She would show up and take a few pets before running off. It was as if she was just checking up on me. How could I explain to her that I couldn’t stay?

A howl at the door had me out of bed before I even registered the noise. I threw open the door to see her all-black coat glistening in the moonlight. The wind swept in, and a dusting of snow followed. The locals had told me there would be feet of snow, but so far, all the town had received were a few inches that froze solid then melted in the sun. But a storm was predicted, and flakes had been falling in fits and spurts.

I had never really been around snow, and the slowness of it surprised me the most. A few flakes were floating down and creating the thinnest layer on the cement. I grabbed my robe off the hook and wrapped it around me. “Chuy,” I called and extended my hand. 

The paranormal dog stopped howling and trotted past me into the cabin, leaping onto the bed to stare at me.

I closed the door behind her, mostly because the cold air was turning the one-room cabin into an icebox. 

Chuy had never come in before and didn’t look terribly comfortable having done so. She stood on the bed the way I would imagine a mini horse would, stiff-legged and looking around. 

My phone rang, and I went over to pick it up, watching Chuy as I did so. She was still a wild animal, and though she had saved me before, I still wasn’t clear on our relationship. 

Caller ID said it was Aiden, which surprised me given the time but was still a relief. “Hey, Aiden, the weirdest thing just happened.”

There was noise in the background. “What?”

“Chuy just came to my door howling and rushed in when I opened the door.”

Aiden sighed. “That actually makes sense. I have some bad news, Brooke.”

My stomach sank. “What is it?”

“A car crashed into Twyla’s tree. It’s badly damaged, and she’s hurt. She’s pretty hysterical, and she wants you.”

“Of course.” I stood, spinning in a circle to spot clothing that I could put on. I had already repacked my car with most of my possessions, but I still had several bags in the room that I had told myself I would pack in the morning. I pulled on a pair of jeans while holding the phone between my ear and shoulder. “I’ll hop in the car right now.”

“No, wait, hold on.” There were muffled sounds. Aiden’s voice was a low rumble. “I’ll pick you up. I told her you were coming and that we would meet her at the hospital. I’ll be there in three.”

The line went dead, and I raced to the bathroom to get ready. Chuy jumped off the bed, and when I left the bathroom, she was waiting by the door. I finished getting ready, grabbed the thick, fluffy jacket I had bought at the thrift store, and exited the cabin just as Aiden was getting out of his truck.

He went around to open the passenger door, and Chuy jumped in, settling into the center of the bench seat. 

“What happened?”

“A guy crashed into her tree and died on the scene. Do you understand what the tree means to her?”

“It’s her home, and she’s tied to it. She told me once that she can’t really get hurt, but what if her tree’s hurt?”

“If her tree’s damaged, she’s damaged. They’re the same.”

“How bad is it?”

“Pretty bad. Partially uprooted. The large branch that swung into the park split off. If the tree dies, she dies. I’m really sorry to disturb you the night before you leave, but she was hysterical. I think she’s in shock. She wasn’t acting right.”

Tears were welling up in my eyes but didn’t fall. I was also in shock. “No, I’m glad you called. She’s been one of my closest friends these past few months. I can’t imagine not being there for her. Do you think that is why Chuy was howling?”

“Could be.”

We had headed down out of town the way I had come in when I stumbled across Purgatory Falls, but then we swung left. I hadn’t been out this way. 

I was relieved to see the large, squat building. “Is it a good hospital?”

“Definitely. Especially considering they only handle paranormals. We tend to attract a lot of great doctors for lower pay in exchange for being able to live in the open in such a great environment. You’d be surprised how many emergency doctors are extreme-sports enthusiasts. She’s in good hands.”

He pulled into a spot, and we got out. The wind whipped my jacket around me, and I pulled it tighter. Chuy jogged ahead of us into the entrance. 

There was something about walking into the bright lights of the ER—the scent of disinfectants and the shininess of the flooring—that unleashed the fear in my chest. I paused just past the automatic doors, pursing my lips to catch my breath. 

Aiden noticed and came to me, wrapping me in a hug. 

I leaned into his chest, wrapping my arms around his waist. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. You don’t have to be strong for me.”

“Are we going to be able to go see her? I’ve never been to a hospital before.”

“Even if you had, a paranormal hospital is a bit different. They’re ready for us.”

I stepped back, suddenly embarrassed by the fact that I had been clinging to Aiden but also thankful for the comfort it had provided. I didn’t want to make things worse for Twyla by being too emotional. Since I had arrived, she had watched over me, protected me, and taught me. She needed me, and though I felt like a mess, I had to be strong and return to her all that she had given me.

We followed a young gal with lumps under her scrubs that looked suspiciously like wings to the end of the hall, where she paused at a curtain wrapped all the way around a bed. “She’s very disoriented, and the doctor thinks that having you in there will calm her down. They need to get her into surgery as soon as possible, but they were concerned that in her state, she would fight the anesthesia and hurt herself. Please, do whatever you can to assure her that she’s safe.”

We stepped in, and it took everything in me to calm myself. Blood was smeared from her hair down half her face, over her neck, and the shoulder of her shirt. The skin of her face was pale and ashy, and her arm was held across her body awkwardly, the coloring off in a way that I suspected would eventually be incredible bruising. And the shoulder on that side seemed lower. I wanted to cry again but instead raced to her better-looking side. 

“Twyla, I’m here. Are you okay?” I asked though I knew she wasn’t.

Her face screwed up. “I’m so sorry, Brooke. I know you need to go, but I’m so scared.”

“I’m not going anywhere. Aiden and I are right here for you. Do whatever the doctors say, okay?”

“You won’t leave?”

“No, I’ll stay while you’re…” I turned to a woman in scrubs in the corner who I hoped was a doctor. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen next. 

“We need to take her into surgery as soon as she consents. We have already sent an ambulance out to her tree to do evaluations there; we will be treating both Twyla and her tree at the same time. But, Twyla, you have to let us put you under.”

Twyla was crying, rivers of tears traveling over her cheeks into the pillow under her head. “Aiden, will you be my warden?”

“Of course, anytime.”

Twyla slipped a ring off her finger and gave it to Aiden, who slid it onto his pinky. 

Twyla gave me a weak smile. “Okay, I’m ready, Doctor.” 

On impulse, I leaned over and kissed her forehead. “It’ll be okay.”

An attendant slid back the curtain and rolled the bed through a set of double doors that opened when they pressed a button on the wall. I turned to Aiden. “It’ll be okay, right?”

“I’ll do everything I can to make sure. Let’s go back to the waiting room. I want to call Dwayne and see what I can find out. The paramedics might need some help with the tree, and I want to make sure that they have a contact person at the city.”

I suddenly felt very out of my element. I had never had a loved one in the hospital, and that alone was scary enough, but I didn’t really understand what was happening, and I felt very alone.


CHAPTER TWO

I stirred on the row of chairs I had procured for a bed. I had a blanket over me, and as I sat up, Aiden looked up from the magazine he was reading from a chair opposite me. 

“I hope you don’t mind. I keep a blanket in the truck in case I get stuck in the snow, and you looked cold.”

I smiled and wrapped the blanket around me like a shawl. “Thanks.” 

Chuy rounded the corner and lay down between us. 

“Is she allowed to be in here?”

“Why wouldn’t she be? If she caused trouble, then security would remove her, but otherwise, she is no hairier or more dangerous than most of the paranormals in town.” He must have read something in my face, because he moved to sit next to me. “Hey, I know this is a lot to adjust to, but you’re doing a great job, and even paranormals that have grown up in this world don’t know everything. Do you have any questions I can help you with?”

“What does the ring mean? What’s a warden?” I gestured to the gold ring Twyla had given him to wear, which he was twisting around his finger.

“It means to guard or protect her. She doesn’t have any family here, so I will stand in for her if any decisions need to be made for her. The ring is her signet, to prove it, though no one will question it. I have done this for her before.”

“She was hurt before.”

“No. When she first came here, when the town was established, I had to prove that the tree would be protected and cared for. I had to go all the way to Italy, but I was able to return and plant the acorn before winter came, and it made a difference.”

“How do you protect and care for a tree?”

“Most of it is standard for a tree, like protect it from predators, make sure it is watered and fed, that kind of thing. But obviously, Twyla is not just any tree, so we also built our houses around it and sang and talked to her until she was old enough to mature.”

“Aiden?” a woman called.

I recognized the doctor from earlier. Pulling off the blanket, I folded it over an arm and followed him over to her. It was still dark outside, but even the brief nap had me feeling refreshed, at least for the moment. 

She extended a hand to Aiden. “I’m Dr. Lunden. We finished up the surgery, and Twyla is back in a room. She would like you to be with her while I discuss what we found. Are you Brooke?” she asked me.

“Yes,” I answered.

“She would like you to come as well. This way.” 

We followed her in silence to an elevator then down a myriad of complicated hallways. I wanted to ask a million questions, but I knew that she wasn’t going to answer them. And there was a chance I wouldn’t understand. I should have done more learning in the past few months. Asked Twyla more about herself.

I had spent hours poring over Tavros’s book that Aiden had loaned me, but I could have done more. Tavros had offered to loan me more books or chat with me anytime I had questions. Aiden had done the same, but I had never gotten around to it. I had certainly talked about myself or about superficial things too much, but now all that time seemed wasted.

We were heading to the intensive-care unit, and my heart beat faster. 

When we entered the room, Twyla was cleaned up but still pale. The tension around her eyes showed she was in discomfort, and her movements were slow and awkward when she raised her good hand to gesture us in. 

I wasn’t overly affectionate with friends, but she looked tiny in that huge bed, and before I realized it, I was at her side, holding her hand. It was so cold I wrapped my other hand around it and rubbed gently. I willed the heat into her. 

The doctor addressed the room, focusing on Aiden and Twyla. “The surgery went well, and the crew at her tree was able to right it and reinforce it. The broken limb was properly trimmed and sealed. Thank you, Aiden, for calling the city. They came out with a tractor, which helped immensely. The surgery also went well, and Twyla is stable for now.”

I could feel the but coming.

Dr. Lunden inhaled deeply before continuing. “But there are some things we aren’t sure on. It could be connected to the accident, or it might be something additional. We are running tests, but right now, we are in hold-and-wait mode.”

I squeezed Twyla’s hand a bit harder as she looked between Aiden and the doctor. “I don’t understand. What’s going on?”

The doctor sighed. “We don’t know. Some of your numbers are off. We’ve already called in a few doctors. They are very experienced, and Dr. Sanders even did his residency on tree nymphs, so you are in excellent hands. As soon as we hear more, we will update you.” 

Twyla spoke up. “Thank you, Dr. Lunden. I would like to rest for a bit.”

I exchanged a raised eyebrow with Aiden as the doctor nodded and left the room. 

Once the door shut, Twyla turned to me. “Thank you for coming, Brooke. I wasn’t in a great headspace after the accident and kept worrying that I would miss your goodbye breakfast. I know you need to get going.”

I squeezed her hand. “I couldn’t have left once I heard what happened.”

“Please, promise you’ll come back to town soon. Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. I want Aiden to investigate for me.”

Aiden came to her side. “Of course. I’ll do whatever is necessary.”

I looked between them. I couldn’t imagine leaving, especially after a night of barely any sleep. I was still reeling from the doctor’s news, and I wasn’t sure what I should do. I swallowed hard but didn’t want to say anything in case it discouraged Twyla. Instead, I unfolded the blanket and put it over her. 

“I’ll just change my flight and leave from here in a few days to meet my parents in the Bahamas.”

She smiled at me. “I don’t want to be an inconvenience, but if that is easier, then I would appreciate it. I just don’t feel right, and I don’t understand what the doctor is saying.”

I smiled at her. “Much easier to leave in a few days. And maybe I can help Aiden a bit with his investigation,” I said, the truth of the statement ringing in my ears.

“Really?” Her eyes were closing, and her hand was getting limp in my grip.

“Sure. I’ll take notes or something.” I finished tucking the blanket around her. 

“I’m very tired. I can sleep now, knowing that you’ll take care of me.”


CHAPTER THREE

We left the hospital in the dark as large snowflakes fell gently to the ground. Aiden opened the door for me, and I climbed into his truck. I looked around for Chuy, but she had disappeared as mysteriously as she had appeared. I expected that we would leave as soon as he got in, but instead, we sat there for a minute. 

Eventually, he started the engine, and we headed back to town, but he still seemed shaken. He shrugged. “She’s like my little sister. I didn’t even think she could get hurt.” His voice was heavy with grief.

“You care about her a lot. This has to be really hard. I’m pretty upset, and we’ve only been friends for a few months.”

“She thinks the world of you. She’s selective about her friends, and she’s really taken with you. I know she didn’t want to ask you to stay, but it means the world to her for you to be here.”

“I really like her too. I’ve obviously had friends growing up but nothing like the friends I’ve made since I got to Purgatory Falls.”

“Then stay.”

“I said I would.”

“I mean forever.”

“And do what?”

“What you are already doing.”

I didn’t know how to answer. “What do we do to help?” 

“I’m her warden, so that means I will do whatever is necessary. I want to go to the accident scene and see what I can find out. Are you okay if I drop you off at your place?”

“I would prefer to go with you.”

“Are you sure?” 

“Very sure. I doubt I could sleep anyway. As soon as it’s light, I’ll call my parents and change my flight. The doctor said the experts are coming in immediately, so I bet in a few hours, they will have a formal diagnosis, and she will be on the way to healing in no time.” My voice was cheerier than I felt. 

The scene was still crawling with people. A group of a half dozen, in high-visibility orange vests, milled about the tree. My stomach twisted at the sight of a huge branch on the ground, dark sap dripping down the trunk of the tree. The snow was steadily falling, but the two tire-tread divots were still visible as dents in the surface. 

The car was hauled back onto the street, hood concave and the interior destroyed. 

“Wow. It looks like the driver hit Twyla’s tree at full speed. Do you think they were aiming for it?” 

Aiden shook his head. “I have no idea. From the angle, it looks like they came up from Main Street. Will you be warm enough?”

“I’m fine. Is that Dwayne?” I pointed at an officer who was watching the scene. He had been training under Aiden when I first met them. He was a strange man though not unkind. 

We got out of the truck, and Aiden went over to shake hands with Dwayne. “Twyla has asked me to be her warden, so can you tell me what you know?”

Dwayne looked at me as I trailed up behind Aiden and gave me a curt nod. “Morning, ma’am.”

“Morning, Dwayne.”

He turned to Aiden before continuing. “The car will remain at the scene until a witch can be brought in to process it. There are concerns that magic is involved.”

“Why are they worried about that? Anything specific?”

Dwayne hooked his thumbs into the arm holes of his vest and leaned back. “The first responders felt that the victim was showing signs unrelated to the injuries he would have experienced from the collision. They had concerns that he was impaired in some way prior to the crash because there was no ice on the road or other reasons to crash so far off the street. They took him to the hospital, but they were unable to revive him. From what I heard, there is no evidence of alcohol, so they are doing a more in-depth toxicology screening.”

Aiden looked around. “I’ve seen a lot of accidents, and this is far beyond what we see from just a distracted driver.”

I rubbed my hands up and down my arms, unsettled. I wanted badly to get into a warm shower, but it wasn’t the temperature that was bothering me. Even with the gently falling snow landing and melting on my face, I
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