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CHAPTER ONE

The river was visible between the red, orange, and yellow leaves of the trees. The urge to leap over the railing and fling myself into the river was strong. I was debating it when I spotted stairs built into the steep dirt side, formed of railroad ties nailed into the terrain. 

In human form, I was far more sensitive to temperature than when I was shifted, but I was still more immune than a plain human. It was three in the morning, so there wouldn’t be anyone around. 

The emotions and toils of the day disappeared with each step. I slowed to scoop a shiny pebble off the ground and slip it into my pocket. Even in town, the stars were visible but dwarfed by the full moon, which seemed closer than I had ever seen it. The soft silvery lights blanketed everything in a shimmer, making it easy to jog down the steep steps. 

At the bottom of the stairs, I barely threw off my boots and robe before jumping in, feet first, just in case it wasn’t as deep at it appeared. I would just get a quick dip and race back. 

I sank into the freezing water. My gills appeared, and my lower body shifted into a large fin. Lastly, my eyes adjusted to the water, in time for me to see a rainbow trout lazing about in the deep water under the cliff. For the moment, I just floated, weightless in both body and mind. The tension that had been dogging me for months slid away. I stretched my arms over my head and listened to the heartbeat of the river.

It was different than the ocean—I’d known it would be. The ocean rocked me back and forth, at least near to shore, while the river clearly wanted me to move with it downstream. And the salinity was different, but there was something else that danced across my skin and heart. It sent my mind racing and calmed it. I was energized and relaxed. I was in control, and yet it was almost an out-of-body experience. 

The water smelled… warm. That was the only way to describe it. Full of life. It was like the first sip of alcohol, setting my blood to pumping. I wanted all of it, and it was coming from upstream.

I gently kicked my tail to stay in the same place in the river as the trout returned warily. It slunk under a large rock and seemed to have its eye on me. It probably slept there. What would it be like to sleep in the water? To never leave again and just stay peaceful and relaxed. At ease, for once, in my tense and nervous existence. No traffic to battle. No fights with my mom about my life. No long, boring days in an office answering the phone. I hated talking on the phone to strangers. I could be like a fish in the river forever.

I let my eyes wander to the river bottom, scanning for interesting rocks, when a dark shadow passed ahead of me. I tensed and pushed to the surface, where the moonlight was brighter, and waited. The shadow moved to my left and disappeared again. I was more than capable of fighting most creatures, if it ever came to that. Ocean creatures naturally recognized a mermaid as neither predator nor prey. Even the sharks off the coast ran like scared kittens when I uttered a firm word, but I had never encountered freshwater creatures and couldn’t imagine what could be that large in a river. 

The shape darted past me again, giving a screeching call that sent my skin into goosebumps. It was the shape of a sea lion, but it surely could not be this far inland. I couldn’t think of a single aquatic animal that size, unless a mountain lion had taken up swimming as a hobby. 

There was a sharp crack in the water, like two rocks striking together, and the bank behind me crumbled slightly into the river. I popped my head out of the water to look around. A noise on the opposite side of the river pulled my attention around, but my eyes were still shifted to see underwater, and everything was hazy and distorted. There was another high-pitched screech, and a second later, a head popped up next to mine.

The head was dark and slick and did appear to be very much like the sea lions I had encountered in the Pacific Ocean, though a touch smaller. Except the teeth. The teeth, especially the canine teeth jutting out past its chin, were all extremely long, large, and sharp. It called and leapt into me, shoving me under the water. Three more cracks were followed by small projectiles arcing through the water where I had just been.

I was being shot at. I swam to the bottom of the river, displacing the sleepy trout, and waited. My heart was beating out of my chest. Who would want to kill me? 

The creature that had bumped into me was gone. The minutes ticked by, until it felt like an hour had passed. I was cold in the water from the stillness, and the darkness was more complete, perhaps the full moon disappearing behind the mountain ranges that careened up all around the small town.

Slowly, I slid to the surface, far from where I had been when I had been shot at. Brush hung over and into the water, and I came to surface there, shrouded in the deep shadows. I scanned the opposite bank for anyone, but everything was still.

On the opposite bank, there was a gravel beach, and what looked like a large dog lay on its side in the moonlight. Even with my poor vision, I could see the dark-red stain in its thick grey fur. My stomach rolled, and my heart clenched. On the opposite side of the river, partially hidden behind the trees, the red-and-blue flashing lights of the cops approached. 

I had just a moment to decide, but the desire to get away overrode any concern that the person with the gun was still around. I had to get away from the humans as quickly as possible. I hurried to where I had left my robe and shoes, shifting as quickly as possible, already in my bikini.

The shimmer of magic went over me, and I looked across the river. The dog was like nothing I had ever seen. The grey creature had long toes, exaggerated tufts of hair on the ears, and a muzzle that was mostly devoid of hair. The long toes ended in thick black talons. The moonlight shone on the creature, and then it shifted to a man, dark blood marring his chest and the ground beneath him. 

I turned to grab my robe and run, but a man in uniform blocked my way, his gun drawn. “Hold it right there.”


CHAPTER TWO

I should have thrown my hands up over my head. Instead, I covered my body and shrieked. 

The man lowered his gun in confusion. He appeared to be about my age, maybe a bit younger. His sandy hair was parted in the middle and came down on either side to his thick-rimmed glasses. 

“What are you doing, Dwayne? Put your gun away.” Another cop came down the steps, though I couldn’t see him in the dark. 

“I have to be careful. Someone was shooting out here. She might be armed.”

The mystery man replied with snark in his voice. “And where would she be hiding it?”

“In the robe she was reaching for.”

There was a deep sigh. “Then check it over and give it to her. Even shifters can get cold on a night like tonight.” 

Finally, the owner of the mystery voice pushed past Dwayne and came into the light. He grabbed my robe, gripping it up and down its length to assert no weapons were hidden inside, then he opened it up, offering it to me so I could step inside. 

Up close, I could see his face—strong jaw and nose, straight dark hair that was cut close on the side and longer on top. He was tall and handsome, with an ageless face and old eyes. I caught a hint of his scent, warm and spicy like a campfire. I wanted to lean into him the way you would lean into a sunbeam on a cold day. 

Once I was in the robe, he stepped back, and I was shaken back into the reality of the situation. I had been shot at. 

I remembered the body on the shore and spun around to point. “That was…?” There were people now around the body, possibly paramedics, though their speed indicated that their time was long past.

“A werewolf, and yes, he is dead. We are going to need to know why you were here. What is your name?”

“Brooke. Brooke Newhouse. I just got into town a few hours ago. I can’t believe someone is dead. I heard the gunshots.” 

The officer nodded as he scribbled into a small notebook. His dark hair shifted over his eyes, and I was tempted to push it out of his face. I shook my own head to clear it. I felt like I was drunk. I swayed a little, and when I stepped out to regain my balance, my ankle turned on a rock. I yelped as I lost my balance. 

The officer grabbed my elbow faster than the space between breaths. “You don’t look right. Can I help you to the top of the stairs? Dwayne, why don’t you go over the pedestrian bridge and see if they need help on the other side.”

Dwayne started up the narrow stairs but spoke over his shoulder. “Don’t you want me to stay as backup? She could be lying. She could be very powerful.”

“I can handle her,” he said. It wasn’t boasting, though it was full of confidence. 

“I feel slightly lightheaded,” I said, clutching his arm as we went up the stairs. 

“Easy now.” At the top of the hills, on the side of the road I had jogged across earlier, was a police car parked with its hazards on. “Would you like to sit in the back seat for a moment, and we can continue the interview?”

I shook my head. “My father would kill me if I sat in a police car willingly.” Realizing how that could be taken, I hastened to add, “He’s a lawyer. Mostly contracts. I work for him. I mean, I did work for him, until last week.”

Emotions suddenly flowed through me, and I started crying. I had left my job so I could plan for the wedding and my new life. I hadn’t loved the work, but I had enjoyed the people. They had already hired someone to take over, and I couldn’t go back. I couldn’t go back to any of it.

I waddled over to the curb and plunked down on it, dragging the thick robe sleeve over my face, scrubbing away the tears and trying to delicately wipe my nose. 

The officer sat down next to me. “I’m Officer Ural.”

“Like the mountains in Russia?” I asked.

“Yes, my family is originally from Russia. How do you know that?”

“It’s one of those crossword answers that always show up. Like how imitate is always ape or cartoon dog is Astro. Russian mountains is always Ural.”

“You must do a lot of crossword puzzles.”

I gave a little smile. “I do them at work between clients. I used to, at least.”

“Ms. Newhouse—”

I interrupted. “Please call me Brooke.”

“Then you can call me Aiden. Now, Brooke, can you tell me what kind of paranormal you are?” He turned back to his notebook.

My mother had drilled into me from an early age to never share what we were, even to my full-human father. Not even to my fiancé. Ex-fiancé. How long would it take me to remember that? A wave of sorrow came over me again, heightened by my fear. Could I make a run for it? No one was supposed to know who I was.

“Easy, Brooke. I know that it can be a hard habit to break, but here in Purgatory Falls, it is safe to share what you are.”

I turned to him, my breathing still fast and shallow. “What do you mean?”

“You’re safe here. There are no humans, so you can speak freely, even if you can’t back home. That’s the issue, isn’t it? You can’t be free at home?”

The word free twisted oddly in my gut, loosening something inside of me. My air came out in a whoosh, and I felt like I could fully inflate my lungs. “This is Purgatory Falls?”

“Yes… Do you not know where you are? Why don’t we just start there. How did you get here?”

“I’m from Southern California, and I just needed to get away, so this morning—wait, I guess that was yesterday morning at this point. I got in the car and started driving until I got here.”

He gave a low whistle. “That is quite a long drive.”

I nodded. “I was just that upset. I just kept driving and driving, and then I saw this sign that said ‘last services for two hundred miles’ and it was already late, so I decided to pull into town and find a place to crash for the night. I didn’t even see the name of the town.”

He was watching me as I just stared across the street. I could sense him studying my face, perhaps trying to tell if I was being honest. 

“It is very difficult to drive to Purgatory Falls, and even rarer to come accidentally.”

I turned fully to face him, knowing that it was important for him to see my face. “That’s what happened.”

He ran his eyes over my face as chills went down my spine. Finally, he nodded and recorded something in his notebook. “Are you ready to tell me what paranormal you are?”

“A mermaid,” I said. The tingles returned. I had never said it out loud to another person in my life. 

“I have to record you as a siren, as that is the option on my paperwork. Is that okay? Where are you staying?”

I smiled and pointed across the street at the last house on the block before it dead-ended into the road that ran along the river. “Actually, that little cabin right there. I came into town and didn’t see any hotel, so when I got to the end of the road, I pulled over to try to use the maps app. Meredith came out, because she thought I was one of her renters. Apparently, they were a no-show, so she offered me the cabin instead.”

“You must be quite a fast talker. Meredith normally doesn’t let anyone rent her place without nineteen forms of identification and three recommendations.”

I smiled. “I can be quite enchanting. We bonded over our love problems.” 

His pencil paused, and for a second, I thought he was going to question me about that, but the moment passed. “So tell me what happened after that.”

I hesitated. My father had drilled it into me: never talk without a lawyer. Clearly, I had already screwed that up. I should have called him, but then I would have to admit that, after less than twenty-four hours away from home, I needed rescuing. It would be far better to just get it over with and never let my parents know.

I sighed. I didn’t need to give him the full, weird the water was calling me version of the story. “I came down, just for a quick dip. While I was in the water, I thought I heard something, so I popped my head up, but I couldn’t see anything. My eyes are all blurry out of the water. Then this animal like knocked me over, and I realized the noise was gunshots, so I sank to the bottom of the river and waited. When I didn’t think I could wait any longer, I tried to sneak away. That’s when I ran into you.”

“How many gunshots?”

“It is hard to hear underwater, but if it was gunshots, then it was one when I was underwater. I poked my head up, and there were three right after that. And those were aimed at me.”

“How do you know? Did you see the shooter?”

I shook my head. “No, but I did see the bullets go through the water right where I had been.” 

“And what do you mean that you saw a creature?”

“I mean, I’m really tired. Maybe my mind was playing tricks on me, but I swear there was a… sea lion? But like nothing I had ever seen.”

He nodded. “We have all kinds of things in this area. Native and visitors. I’ll see if we can’t put together a lineup for you to study. It’s possible that an illegal hunter was aiming for the creature and didn’t see you.”

I nodded. “That could be.”

“But there is a dead werewolf over there, so it is also possible that you were present for a murder, and someone was trying to get rid of a witness. How recognizable are you in your mermaid form?”

A full-body shiver went over me. “This side of the river was cloaked in shadows, even where I came to the surface. And the shooter must have been pretty far away, because I think I would have been able to see if someone had been standing on the beach. But my face doesn’t shift when I am in mermaid form, though I look a lot more presentable with makeup and my hair done.”

“That’s what I thought,” he said, without indicating which part of my statement he was agreeing to. “We are going to process the scene and see if it lines up with your story, so if there is anything you want to change or add, now is the time.”

I thought it over before shaking my head and yawning. “I think that is everything.”

“We will have more questions for you as the case unfolds, so please don’t leave town. How can we contact you?” He took down my number, closed his notebook with a snap, and stood. “Please be careful, and if you think of anything or have any concerns, please call me.”

He handed me a card, which I slipped in my pocket.

I looked both ways out of habit before I crossed the empty road, Aiden still at my side as I hiked up the driveway and past my car. 

“Thank you, Aiden.” I blushed.

“Please check over your cabin and let me know you’re okay before I go.”

I tipped my head to the side as I opened the door, peering around the one-room cabin, leaning over to peer under the bed, in the closet, and check behind the shower curtain in the bathroom. “Looks all clear. You really think I’m in danger?”

“It’s my job to assume that, and for the next few days, you should do the same. Sleep well.”

I locked the door, flipped the light, leapt into bed, and pulled the comforter over my head. 


CHAPTER THREE

When I woke later that day, it was like coming to the surface from the bottom of the ocean. Slowly. The room was bright with afternoon sun, and a thick sunbeam fell across my arm. The cabin was warming up, and I felt cozy and safe. At least until reality came back to me—the murder I had witnessed and the shots that had almost hit me, not to mention all the problems I had left behind in California. But I wasn’t terrified. 

In the bright, clear afternoon, with the snowcapped mountains peeking through the trees, and as the wind whipped colorful leaves off the fall trees, all my troubles seemed miles away. I snuggled deeper into the sheets. I had ended up in the paranormal town of Purgatory Falls, a resort town like many sprinkled all over the globe, where paranormal people and creatures could live freely.

I had even been to one before, when I was about ten. My mother had taken me to visit my sister in Italy, where she was living at the time, and we had spent a week there. I had been enthralled with all the creatures, sunning themselves on the beaches and dancing late into the night. 

I’d been too enthralled, according to my mother, who had given me a stern talking-to and made me vow never to mix with that kind of riffraff. We had only gone to save my sister from making the terrible mistake of marrying another paranormal creature. I think he was a vampire, though I only saw him once. He had been handsome and flirty. 

“We are meant to marry human men. We are the perfect wives, bringing them to their fullest potential. There is no point wasting your time with paranormals.” That was my mom’s summary of the experience. My sister broke it off with the boyfriend, and the engagement was never spoken about again.

But like any young, curious girl who had the internet and a library card, I’d done my own research and reading. While paranormal communities didn’t have real information online—which was obviously why my map app hadn’t shown anything but trees and barren wilderness when I tried the previous night—there was still fiction. Who knew how much of it was inspired by real human encounters with the paranormal?

It was my obsession for a while, well into my teenage years. I was by no means the only young girl who pined over the heroes of those books, but I was probably one of the only ones who believed it was possible to marry one in the future. At least until my mother successfully educated me to the path that all mermaids must take: they marry a nice human man, preferably a rich one, and make him richer. I was trained to be the perfect woman behind the man, using my ability to use words to influence others. 

In the past, it was used to lure sailors to crash their ships into the shore, but after a few hundred years, that got old. My foremothers found a new way to pass the time, one that didn’t require so much time staring into the ocean and a lot more time lounging around in luxury homes with maids and jetted tubs. 

Sure, I would outlive my husband, but then, I could just get another one. And another and another, just as my mother had done for centuries. Even my sister was on husband number three. Or maybe it was four.

The idea that I would get out of high school and find an eligible man had seemed like the ideal lifestyle until it was time to do it and I was introduced to a variety of boring middle-aged men as all my peers went off to college. It really felt like I’d gotten the short end of the fish stick.

I had bounced around for a decade before I finally met a man who seemed nice enough, and we got engaged. Then yesterday, we were suddenly unengaged. 

I threw off the covers at the thought and stomped to the bathroom to get ready. I might not have planned to end up in a paranormal town, but it seemed like the best place to be at the moment. Other than the murder, it might be just what I need. 

I washed my face and started my extensive morning skin care routine while mentally picking out
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