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For Hobbes. 
And to those who have ever wanted to be merfolk. 









  
  Author's Note

This is a New Adult urban fantasy adventure. Although I personally find the following warnings to be mild and minimal, you may not, which is why I’m including this list of content trigger warnings. Mental health matters; take care of you. 
Murder, assault, harsh language, depression, PTSD, bullying, demons and possession, reincarnation, sexual situations.
Also note, the maps are hand drawn by me, which means there are imperfections. But I love maps, especially ones depicting new kingdoms and realms and hope you enjoy perusing over them as much as I enjoyed making them.
Lastly, I have tried to make the real locations, history, events, pop-culture Easter eggs, and mythology, as accurate as possible, however, this is a source of fiction and some things may have been altered to fit the story.
Now, time to check out of reality and enter my altered reality where magic, creatures, ancient beings, and the paranormal co-exist with us, mere mortals.
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  Prologue

San Francisco, California                     September 3, 1899


Amid all the enchanting locations  in her underwater kingdom, the queen’s favorite spot was on the railing of the open-air veranda at the Cliff House, an entertainment venue for the elite. The Victorian chateau, complete with turrets, spires, and an eight-story observation tower, teetered on the edge of a cliff and overlooked the sea.
The queen often crept up to the veranda at night when the crowds of people retreated for the evening. Her long tail draped over the railing and fluttered in the wind, finding her inner peace as she listened to the rhythmic waves. The light from the new moon shimmered across her scales, highlighting a myriad of purple hues. 
Tonight, however, a dense fog rolled inland and cloaked the area in darkness. The wind whipped across her bare torso; her hair danced around her. The restless sea lashed out across the rocks. Angry at her, perhaps.
Relinquishing a realm wasn’t a common gesture for royalty.
She fiddled with the heart locket on her gold bracelet, a gift from her fiancé. Her decision hadn’t been rash. She never imagined leaving her world for any man, but after centuries of ruling, she found someone to settle down with and experience a new way of life.
A life away from magic.
She hadn’t been a saint, but she felt her adventures had given her the ability to offer a lot of good to the human world, especially with all the promising innovations and growth with the turn-of-the-century.
She swallowed the lump in her throat. No matter how much someone prepared for change, it didn’t make the process easier. The queen had no reason to delay any longer. She weaved her fingers through the delicate silver chain dangling from her neck and gripped its colorful stone pendant that resembled the petals of a hibiscus flower. She snapped the chain. As she opened her palm, a tear trailed down her cheek and splashed across the stone; a kaleidoscope of colors surged across the rock, as if reacting to her inner turmoil. She ran the pad of her thumb over the smooth surface and wiped away her tear. 
She lifted the necklace, hanging the stone at eye-level, and flicked it. A single, high-pitched tone rang out across the night.
The wind shifted.
The fog swelled.
Heavy storm clouds churned and rumbled.
Lightning flashed.
She drew in a long breath. 
“Gods, hear the call to release my ties. 
Walking on land, I’m keen—”

The wooden planks on the viewing deck creaked. She looked over her shoulder, annoyed at the interruption, but there was nothing there except the imposing structure. She flicked the stone again.
"Gods, hear the calls to release my ties.

Walking on land, I'm keen.

With this last request, I will advise.

A new king to replace your old queen. 

This realm will thrive and rise.

With the leadership of—"

The deck creaked again.
The hair at the base of her neck stood on end. A mysterious presence loomed behind her. She whirled around, her eyes narrowed and focused. 
Who would dare interrupt me?
Again, she saw nobody.
She snapped her fingers above her head. Purple flickering lights rained down on her, transforming her tail into legs and dressing her in a white-fitted blouse, a purple flowing skirt, and black-laced ankle boots. She hopped off the ledge. “I know you’re there.”
The intruder ran away from her, its boots striking against the wooden planks. A flash of lightning revealed a row of electric lampposts along the perimeter of the viewing deck. The queen puckered her lips and blew a beam of sparkling white light into each lamp, illuminating the veranda.
She hiked up the front of her skirt and headed forward. As she rounded the corner, she saw the fast-moving figure at the far end of the balcony disappearing behind the structure. She raced down the wooden platform. The heels of her boots hammered in rhythm with her unwanted guest.
She kept up the chase until she returned to where she started, unable to catch the intruder. She leaned against the railing and stretched her hands out in front of her, sending a parade of fluttering black sparks out from her fingertips.
“Oh, come on. Don’t fail me now.” She flicked her fingers until a steady wave of energy floated over the grounds, snuffing out all the lampposts and leaving her in darkness once again.
She clenched her jaw and leaned over the railing. “You shall not stop me! Whoever is out there, hear me—I no longer wish for this life. Let me be!”
She lifted the necklace once more and flicked the pendant. But as the spell played on the tip of her tongue, a rush of agonizing pain wrenched through her.
She staggered.
A blaze of white lightning ripped across the sky. She spotted a metallic glint too late. Another stab into her flesh, and she dropped to the ground; she clenched her side and twisted in agony. Large drops of rain pelted her face. The rumble of thunder shook the Cliff House’s regal structure.
She clawed at the collar of the blouse, her bloody fingers staining the silk. The tips of her fingers trailed along the backside of her bare shoulder, gliding over a tattoo of a trident jutting out of turbulent water. The black ink glowed with a halo of white. She reeled her hand away as a real trident appeared in her hand. She forced her eyes open, and through her blurred vision, she aimed it. An electric purple energy field fired out of the three prongs, hit her attacker, who sailed across the deck and slammed into the building’s exterior wall.
Using the staff of the trident to stand, she labored to her feet, then hobbled off, splashing through a puddle of rain stained by her blood. Her palm covered her wound, trying to staunch the bleeding. She stumbled and fell against the railing. The trident slipped from her hand and toppled over the ledge.
She reached for it, screaming. As it disappeared into the water, the ground trembled, and the waves surged. Sea foam spewed high and crashed on the rocks.
She tried to stand again, but collapsed to her knees. Reeling from the unexpected shift of her plans, she knew she couldn’t die there. Her kingdom would suffer if she did. She needed the last bit of her energy to carry on.
She had to protect her friends.
The words of an ancient, and rare, spell came to her mind. Still gripping the necklace, she lifted her blood-covered hand and double-flicked the stone. A warm, golden light haloed around it. She drew in a ragged breath and sang out, 
"Magic stone: break into five and hide. 
One-hundred-year season. 
A reincarnation to arrive, 
My loyal guardian a beacon. 
Restore my realm and thrive, 
To end those who commit such treason."

She fell forward.
The side of her face thudded onto the wooden planks. Her hand fell opened and released the necklace. The stone pendant clattered to the deck, shattering into five fragments. Each piece glowed and vibrated as if charging with energy. One by one, the broken stones zoomed away like shooting stars, ensuring her kingdom’s protection.  
But as the last stone jetted off to safety, a white-gloved and bloodied hand snatched it mid-air. Stealing it. With utter dismay, the woman strained to look at the figure hovering over her, desperate for one glimpse of the person who stole her life—of the person who stole her future. As the last bit of her life faded away, she drew in a ragged breath and whispered her killer’s name. 






  
  Chapter 1
Zoe

Los Angeles, California             August 3, 1999


Zoe Vaughn’s backpack slapped  against her lower back as she zipped across the red-herringbone pathway, threading her way through the crowds of students walking on the University of Southern California campus. She entered the glass doors of a boxy relic from the fifties and wiped the beads of sweat from her brow. In one fell swoop, she gathered her black trusses and secured the strands in a high ponytail. She adjusted her tank top and nonchalantly sniffed her armpits. She was running late, as usual, and drew in a calming breath before turning the corner, ready to enter the lecture auditorium and take her last exam.
A wall of students blocked the three large entrance doors. For a split second, she thought Baxter, her mythology professor and mentor, who liked to be referred to by his last name, also ran late. 
She snorted. Baxter was like an atomic clock.
She slinked past a few people, pushing her way further into the crowd, hearing bits of conversations speculating about the delay. A tall auburn-haired woman with a nasty scowl stepped in Zoe’s path. 
Tanya.
Zoe cursed under her breath as a few more women encircled her. She tried to push past them, but like the children’s game of Red Rover, they wouldn’t let her break through their wall.  
Tanya, still scowling, said, “Can’t you see we’re all waiting to enter? Typical. Always needing to be first.”
Jessie, a woman dripping in pink from her eye shadow to her sundress and Doc Martens, leaned in closer to Zoe. “Need some PEDs to help with your impatience, cheater?”
The small group of women snickered.
Zoe rolled her eyes. The relentless bullying from her former teammates had been going on for over a year. Being accused of taking Performance Enhancing Drugs simply because she always broke records, out-swam her team and competitors, and was on her way to the Olympics, had been the perfect breeding ground for petty jealously amongst privileged youths. Tanya and Jessie ran with it, successfully accomplishing Zoe’s dismissal from the team. The anger of dealing with a witch-hunt style persecution for more than a year still boiled within her.
“Cheater?” Zoe snapped. “At least my parents didn’t have to use a back door to get me into USC.” She cut her eyes to Tanya. “Your false accusations need to stop before I actually go through with getting a restraining order against you.” 
Tanya shrugged her shoulder. “Why bother? You’re running away to the East Coast, aren’t you?”
Zoe’s face warmed. She hated that her ex-teammate was right. In just a few hours, she would catch the red-eye flight to New York and move in with her recently retired parents, just to get far away from the nightmare Tanya and the others spurred on during the past year.
So sure, she was running away. But it didn’t matter. She had plans. Plans that included attending Yale, becoming a shark of a lawyer, and representing athletes who had their careers crushed by petty a-holes. She elbowed past Tanya, breaking through the circle of tormentors, and snaked her way to the closest lecture hall door and took a breath. She had a hard time focusing on positivity over sinking into the darkness plaguing her mind. She knew if she didn’t escape those thoughts, she wouldn’t pass her test. 
And if she didn’t pass her test, she wouldn’t be able to move the hell away from California.  
Inhale. Exhale. 
“Hey-yo!” A muscular guy wearing a USC Trojans football shirt looked over the sea of people behind him. He ripped off a piece of paper hanging on the door and waved it high. “Baxter canceled the exam ‘til tomorrow at one. He’s attending an emergency meeting at the moment and offers his sincere apologies.”
A collective cheer erupted in the hall, but the blood drained from Zoe’s face. She couldn’t take her final exam the next day. To enter Yale in the fall, she had to commit to a mandatory orientation and testing session at nine o’clock the next morning. Missing the meeting would mean waiting until spring to start, and she couldn’t handle that kind of setback. For her mental well-being, she required the immediate change in her life.
She needed to act fast. 
If she could catch Baxter before his meeting, he would understand. He would help make things right. She was his teacher’s assistant and that had to count for something.
As the crowd shuffled out, she hurried passed them and ran across the walkway toward the Social Sciences building, where Baxter’s office was located. She raced down the steps to the sunken courtyard and entered the structure.
Lacy, a student worker, sat behind a receptionist’s desk. She looked up from painting her nails. “Can I help you?”
“I need to speak with Baxter. It’s urgent.”
Lacy smacked her gum, dipped her brush in the polish, and continued to paint her fingernails. “He’s in an emergency meeting with the entire History Department and, like, I can’t pull him outta’ that.”
“Listen,” Zoe said through gritted teeth, “Baxter postponed the final exam until tomorrow, but I have a plane to catch tonight—”
“Like, this is finals week for a reason. You shouldn’t have planned on leaving town ‘til Friday night, like the rest of us. Not much I can do.”
Sure, anything could happen on finals week, but she had no control over the meeting at Yale. She slammed her hand down on the counter ledge.
Startled, Lacy knocked her nail polish bottle over. She squealed and grabbed some tissue to soak up the puddle of paint. “What the hell?” Lacy whined.
“When do you think he will be finished with the meeting?”
Lacy raised her pencil-thin brow and tightened her jaw. “Probably in an hour or so.”
“I need to leave him a message.”
Lacy trashed the tissues, plopped into the chair, and examined her nails. “My nails are a mess because of your rudeness, so, like, call his office and leave one yourself.”
“Baxter rarely checks his voicemail. Here, I’ll write a note,” Zoe said, reaching for a pen next to a sign-in sheet. “Just, please, tape it on his door. Besides, it’s your job to help me communicate with my professor.” 
Lacy smirked. “Of course. I’ll be sure to give him the message before the end of his office hours.”
Zoe dropped the pen, forgoing writing a note that Lacy would never deliver. She drummed her fingers on the desk. She’d have to try something else.
But what?
As she reached for the shoulder strap of her backpack to readjust it, a figure moved across the hallway behind Lacy.
“Baxter!” Zoe ran around the desk faster than Lacy could react. 
The man in his early thirties held a stack of papers in his arms. He lifted his head, squinting through rectangular black-rimmed glasses. 
“Zoe?”
He repositioned the stack and pushed his glasses up on his head, burying them in his messier-than-usual chocolate-brown hair. A sleeve of his rumpled button-up shirt slid down past his elbow. 
Zoe’s brow knitted at his appearance. Whatever situation he was dealing with, had him rattled. Her stomach knotted, now asking him to deal with her troubles… 
“I’m sorry to bust in on you like this, but—”
“The exam. Your flight.” His green eyes squeezed shut as he expelled a sigh of frustration. “I completely forgot.” He stepped toward her. “This meeting was unexpected and caught me off guard.”
Zoe drank in his appearance. “I can see that.” 
Baxter’s loose tie swayed against his chest. He made a failed attempt at straightening it. 
“Look, I hate asking this, but is there any way for me to take the test now? I can’t miss that orientation.” Needing strings to be pulled for her, like other people she knew, was not her idea of a good foundation for a friendship. 
Desperate times… 
Baxter shook his head. “I cannot miss this meeting.”
Zoe’s fist curled into a ball. Her fingernails dug into her skin. 
“But because of it, I had to move the exam to the other course section. That one will take place at six tonight. If you can take the exam then, you should be on time for your flight.”
The tension in her body released. She sighed. “Thank you, Baxter. Yes, I’ll be there.”
He smiled, a warmth spreading into his eyes. He escorted her toward Lacy. “All will work out in the end.” He patted his free hand on her shoulder; his fingers brushed against her bare skin.
She hissed. Recoiled as a static shock pierced her skin.
Baxter dropped his papers.
She rubbed her shoulder. “You got me good,” she said. “You, okay?”
Baxter rubbed his eyes. 
“Baxter,” Lacy called from her desk, holding the phone in her hand. “Why are you looking all dazed and confused?” She waved her hand, dismissing her own question. “Never mind; I don’t care. Professor Raznor wanted me to tell you they’re waiting for you to, like, hurry.” 
“Yes… ah, of course.” Baxter squatted to gather his papers. 
Lacy pointed at Zoe. “As for you? Time to go.” 
“Sorry for keeping you. See you at six.” Zoe shuffled away, feeling his eyes on her. She glanced over her shoulder.
He stood in the hall, rooted to the floor, looking like he saw a ghost.







  
  Chapter 2
Baxter


Baxter entered the conference  room and slid into a seat sandwiched between two tenured professors. He stared at his notepad and could hear the gravelly voice of Dr. Raznor, the department chair, but for the life of him, he couldn’t focus on the situation at hand. He mulled over the brief physical encounter with Zoe.
Anger radiated through him as he allowed himself to lose sight of his actual profession. So much so that after several semesters of mentoring and befriending Zoe, he didn’t realize her true identity. He waited his entire life for that electric spark to mark the person he needed to find, only to succeed hours before she’d step out of his life forever.
Baxter scrubbed at his face, trying to ground himself and regain his composure. He reached across the table, grabbed a silver pitcher, and poured himself a glass of water. He clasped both his hands around the goblet, numbing the warmth of his pulsating hands against the chilled glass. After a moment, he touched the rim to his lips and sipped the refreshing water. 
“Bennett.” The man next to him tapped him on the arm. “Bennett? Did you hear what Carmen asked you?”
Baxter put the glass down. “Apologies, Carmen. I was lost in thought for a moment. Will you repeat that?”
Carmen tucked the single gray streak in her dark hair behind her ear. “No worries, darling,” she said and pointed to the stack of papers he retrieved moments earlier. “Are those the exams from Rutherford’s office?” 
Baxter shifted in his seat and straightened. “Yes.” He separated the pile in two and handed them to the people on either side of him.
Dr. Raznor settled into the chair at the head of the table. “Each of you look over these exams and try to determine if there is plagiarism or any other abnormalities that could identify the cheating scandal.”
“Alleged plagiarism or cheating. The anonymous letter could be a hoax,” Carmen said. “It wouldn’t be the first time the school received fake letters.”
Everyone mumbled in agreement. The situation was urgent and needed their attention, but Baxter could only concentrate on plotting a way out of the room. He scanned the exam. 
What am I looking for again? 
He glanced at the clock. Time slowed to a crawl. Only four minutes passed. His leg jumped, willing the second hand to tick faster. He read and re-read the same questions and answers, never fully comprehending the words. He loosened his tie, reached beneath the collar of his shirt, and fiddled with the delicate chain of his necklace. 
The older man next to him leaned over and whispered, “Bennett, you seem distracted. What’s going on?”
Baxter forced a smile and drummed his fingers against the wooden table. “Battling a headache. Also, slightly overwhelmed and disturbed by the situation. Thank you for asking, though, Jonathan.”
Jonathan.
The name sparked a memory from another time that rocked Baxter’s world. He propped his elbow on the table and rested his head in his hand, giving him the appearance of concentrating on the information in front of him. But his mind was nowhere in the present. He thought about the Jonathan from his past. The one who helped usher Baxter into the dire situation he faced with Zoe.
Baxter opened the heavy front door and found an elderly man with a straggly beard standing on his porch. Like Baxter, he wore a black suit. “Jonathan,” Baxter said.
“I know it’s been a long day, dear boy, but I need a moment of your time.” He handed Baxter a small package wrapped in parchment, and a letter stamped with the red wax seal of the Baxter family crest. “These were Sophia’s last possessions.”
Confused and slightly befuddled, Baxter retrieved the items and looked them over with narrowed eyes. “I thought they had distributed everything to my mother’s beneficiaries. What is this about?”
“I’m only doing as ordered. She wanted you to have this after her funeral and was quite insistent about you reading and following her strict instructions before opening it.”
“Mother always had that insistent way about her. She could convince anyone to do what she wanted.”
Jonathan stroked his white beard. “Her habits were often unique, but it was what made her special and why she was a dear friend.”
Baxter scoffed, “Unique habits? Her dabbling in the mystics went well beyond unique. You are aiding her in another secretive deal, even after her death. This is most unsettling, Jonathan.”
The elder man shrugged a bony shoulder. “It was never my place to judge, especially as her lawyer. I’ll let you be, but remember to read her letter of instructions first and follow them explicitly.”
Baxter nodded and closed the door as Jonathan sauntered away. 
Baxter entered the parlor and sat at an oversized writing desk. In usual fashion, he ignored his mother’s words and went straight for the rectangular package. He untied the twine, discarded the parchment, and revealed a gold box no bigger than his palm. He lifted the lid. Displayed on a cushion of black velvet was an irregularly shaped stone pendant attached to a fine silver chain. The colors of the stone imitated crystal quartz with purple hues ranging from rich darks to soft pastels. An aqua-and-silver vein snaked across the stone with three black letters etched in the center.
B.I.B.
His initials. Bennett Irving Baxter.
He lifted the necklace from the box for closer inspection. He flicked the stone and watched it spin, twirl, and catch light from the nearby window.
As if bewitched, he had a sudden urge to wear it. Strike that. He needed to wear it. He needed to wear it like he needed oxygen to breathe. He straightened his back and slid the chain over his head; immediate relief washed over him. As the pendant came to rest upon his chest, a gust of wind blew through the room like a tornado. It threw him from his chair and slammed him against the built-in shelves; knickknacks and books hit the floor.
He shielded his eyes as bright purple lights jetted out of the stone, coiled around him, and stabbed his skin like tens of thousands of pins and needles. His body writhed, trying to escape the pain. A guttural scream sprang from his mouth. He clawed at the necklace, but it refused to leave his person. Foam bubbled over his lips; he convulsed. The end approached and death would finally take him.
Yet, it didn’t, and the horror of the moment disappeared; the sound of his ragged breath echoed across the room. With a shaky hand, he lifted the stone from his chest and re-examined it.
His initials vanished.
His eyes drifted to the skewed Baxter family portrait hanging next to the door. He glared at his mother. Her piercing eyes bore into his. A smirked played upon her rosy lips.
“I know, I know. No need to gloat, mother: I should have read your instructions first.”
“Found them!” Johnathan startled Baxter back to reality.
“Carmen and I will take this to the dean,” Dr. Raznor said. “Carry on with your exams and I’ll let you know our next steps soon. Meeting’s adjourned.”
Baxter slumped, relieved he could properly think about Zoe. He eyed the clock above the door. Time sped up. He had less than two hours before he saw her again.
He stuffed his belongings in his briefcase and bolted out of the conference room. As he flew past Lacy, who was brushing her hair instead of working, he called out directions over his shoulder. “I need to head home for a moment. Take any messages and put three packs of Scantron sheets on my desk for my evening class.”
Thirty minutes later, Baxter entered his mid-century modern home in the Hollywood Hills. He hurried up the stairs, swung open the door to his office, and padded to the opposite wall. A realistic oil painting of a Queen Anne Victorian mansion hung in the center, flanked by floor-to-ceiling shelves stuffed with books and oddities. He pulled against the bottom left corner of the canvas and revealed the black door of a wall safe.
With trembling hands, he twisted the dial clockwise, careful to stop at nine. One full rotation counterclockwise, stopping at three, then back clockwise until he reached ninety-nine. He pressed the dial inward and opened the door. He reached inside, bypassing the stacked bars of gold, porcelain figurines, and a glass jewelry case. He retrieved a worn, leather-bound journal and closed the safe. He sat it on his desk and as he opened it, a familiar musky smell wafted across his nose. An aged letter with a broken red seal rested just inside. Beneath it was a hand-colored monochrome photograph with frayed edges.
The young woman in the portrait had her black hair pinned up. She wore a lavender silk dress adorned with white lace; a colorful stone pendant hung from her neck.
Baxter stared into the woman’s uniquely violet-blue eyes.
Just like Zoe’s.
Excitement rushed through him like electricity. The young woman in the photo was Zoe. There was no denying it. He simply had to convince her. And sooner rather than later.
Baxter glanced at the desk calendar. He blinked. 
The world tilted. 
He had exactly thirty-one days to make her believe.
Because in thirty-two days, they both would be dead.






  
  Chapter 3
Zoe


Zoe entered the three  hundred-seat lecture hall and waltzed to the fifth row, settling into the seat next to the center aisle. Baxter stood at the podium shuffling through papers and adjusting the tiny microphone clipped on his tie, looking nothing like the disheveled mess from earlier. She rubbed her shoulder where her skin still tingled and wondered if he had lingering effects as well.
A rising warmth spread to her cheeks. She shifted in her seat. 
Why do I feel like some ridiculous tween caught spying on her crush?
She twirled her pencil between her fingers like a baton. She tapped her foot in rhythm to the ticking analog clock hung above the podium. The lights dimmed. An image of a book cover projected on the large white screen at the front of the lecture hall. The book title, The History of Mythology 2, in an aqua-colored sans serif font, had an ink-drawn mermaid twisting around the words.
“Quick announcement and shameful promotion,” Baxter’s voice boomed into the microphone. “If you plan on taking the second half of this course in the fall, my newest book is available in the campus bookstore for you to order and get ahead on your reading. The course will continue to explain myths and legends from around the world. It will have a more in-depth look at mermaid lore, magical creatures, and ancient gods. We will even delve into the darker aspects found in different cultures.”
Baxter pointed to someone in the middle of the auditorium. “Yes?”
Zoe twisted around. A thin guy with spiked bleach-blond hair and his feet propped on the seat in front of him spoke. “What kind of dark things?”
Baxter stepped away from the podium and ascended several stairs; he stopped directly next to Zoe. She inched closer to him. Leather and coffee waft passed her nose. 
“Since the second half of this class is an advanced course, it will be much smaller,” he said, slipping off a thick silver ring from his right hand, “meaning I can bring in more objects like this.” He held the ring between his thumb and forefinger to show the captivated audience. “And tell you how I retrieved this from a—”
Baxter froze. Zoe followed his stone gaze to a man sitting in the back row. He wore a fitted suit, not the usual attire for a college class. 
Clearing his throat, Baxter honed his attention back to the student. “—from a demon.” 
Several people snickered. Others murmured among themselves. 
“Demons? Sure, Baxter,” the student said.
“Before you start to doubt and debate me, Mr. Jones, I suggest you take the class to hear my evidence.” 
“I’m sure the ring will be just like the time you brought in the horn of a unicorn, which ended up being the tusk of a narwhal.” 
Baxter chuckled, but Zoe knew him well enough to know that it was more of a nervous laughter. As he slid the ring back on his finger, she leaned in closer, eyeing the black etchings inlaid in silver. As she fell back in her chair, she wondered what the actual story was behind the ring. 
“What can I say? You sure see right through me, Mr. Jones. I must hook you somehow so that you, and others, take my courses.”
Mr. Jones beamed. “Already signed up.” 
“Excellent.” Baxter surveyed the audience. “Now, to convince the rest of you.” He pushed a few buttons on his remote. A series of images, from mythical gods to mystical objects, flashed across the screen like a movie trailer. It was a preview of his next class, but Zoe couldn’t take her eyes off Baxter. She noticed the sweat glistening on his brow. The last few hours of his day seemed to be one nuisance after another. Having a whole slew of those the last several months herself, Zoe empathized. 
Baxter squatted next to her. She leaned into him, drawing in another whiff of him. Her mouth curved into a smile and looked up at him from below her lashes. He switched a button on the black box clipped on his belt, turning off his microphone. “I know it will cut it close to the time you need to leave for the airport, but come by my office after class so I can give you a copy of my new book as a going away gift. In my haste to get here, I forgot to bring it.”
“Sure thing. I’d like that.” 
A group of young women giggled. Zoe grimaced.
Baxter stood; his brows lifted. “Ladies?” he said. 
One girl, who looked like a fresh-faced freshman, leaned forward. “We were just sayin’ how you’re kinda like Indiana Jones.” 
A smirk crossed Baxter’s lips. “Minus the fedora, of course.” He winked and sauntered away as the girls giggled. 
As Zoe faced forward, she rolled her eyes, the same betraying ones which just batted at the man. It annoyed her to admit it, but they were right. Baxter was like the rugged archaeologist: full of adventure, knowledge, and based on his reaction to the creepy guy in the top row, probably the keeper of a few secrets.
In a pathetic way, Zoe felt a twinge of jealousy toward Baxter. She would love to have adventures. Moving to Connecticut with her retired parents didn’t fit the bill. Besides Yale, what did Connecticut offer her? Sure, New York was a train trip away, but she was a California girl who enjoyed sprawling cities, swimming pools, and sunshine, not buildings that blocked the rays of the sun because they were too close together and too tall. 
She nibbled on her pencil. 
You gettin’ cold feet? Or is it because you don’t want to leave Baxter? 
Being near him gave her a thrill. Besides, she didn’t really want to move across the country. But the decision was a necessity to get away from the shitshow of the past year. 
At the sound of catcalling and whistling, she looked up at the screen and saw an image of the classic Disney princess mermaid sexualized by the juveniles in the room. 
“All right, all right,” Baxter lectured. “Before your exam, I want to reiterate one detail: Disney’s Ariel is not a strong reference to use in your answer for today’s essay.” 
The image changed to a portrait of a thin, dainty gentleman with a hooked nose and broad forehead. “Remember: Hans Christian Anderson wrote The Little Mermaid in 1837, which, in all reality, is quite recent. And her name was not Ariel. Mermaid lore is ancient. Although summer classes are shorter than regular terms, we still have gone over a semester’s worth of information regarding this. Since I have so kindly reminded you of these facts, if anyone references Disney’s Ariel in their essay, expect a large deduction. You may begin the test once you receive it.”
Baxter pressed a button on the remote once more. The lights brightened, and the screens went blank. As the test and Scantron sheets traveled down the aisle, Zoe glanced behind her. The man in the suit had left the room. 
Zoe surveyed Baxter. He, too, noticed the creepy guy gone. He glanced at the clock and fidgeted with the screen remote. Adjusted his tie and took off the clip-on microphone. Glanced back at the clock, and fanned himself with the extra copies of the test. 
Zoe shook her head. That was one way Baxter was not like Indiana Jones. Even when faced with booby-traps, henchmen, and Nazis, Indy never revealed his genuine fear of a situation.
Unless it involved snakes. 






  
  Chapter 4
Baxter


As an educator at USC , a post Baxter did not take lightly, there was a responsibility to uphold the policies the university placed on him when he began teaching several years ago. Therefore, dismissing three hundred students before a final exam began, only because his actual profession unexpectedly and urgently demanded every bit of his attention, was not a strong enough reason to disregard those policies.
But, oh, how he wished he could. The unnerving silence of the room and the slow tick, tick, tick of the minute hand on the clock hung above him, taunted him. Tested his patience.
His nervousness didn’t come from the moment his skin grazed Zoe’s, catapulting him into a life-and-death situation. It certainly didn’t come from the boring task of proctoring an exam or not being able to react in the proper manner the situation called for.
No, it came from the man lurking in the top row of his lecture hall.
Lucas had a notorious habit of showing up at the most inopportune times and disrupting Baxter’s life. After the encounter with Zoe, he expected to see him, just not as fast as he had. 
How did Lucas even know about the situation so quickly?
As discreetly as possible, Baxter glanced across the lecture hall to battle Lucas in another round of intense glaring, but he no longer occupied the chair. Light-headed, he gripped the edge of the podium. It was one thing to see Lucas at his place of business, but it was something completely different to know he was there, out of sight, waiting to ambush him. All Baxter had was hope. Hope he could speak to Zoe before the impending chaos ensued.
Over an hour later, the lecture hall cleared, leaving Baxter and Zoe alone. He gathered his belongings and escorted Zoe out of the building. He walked close to her, but was careful not to graze her shoulder. His eyes darted in all directions as they made their way across the campus. He clutched the handle of his briefcase should he need to use it as a weapon.
As they entered the History Department, Lacy was packing her mini salon into her purse to leave for the night. Ignoring her, Baxter ushered Zoe into his office and closed the door behind her. He dropped his briefcase on top of an L-shaped oak desk.
Baxter shifted a small stack of his new textbooks into a perfectly straight tower, gathered a few loose-leaf papers from his desk, and piled them next to the books. “Pardon the mess.” 
“What mess?”
Zoe. Always impervious to the clutter. In fact, she usually added to it. 
Ignoring the hooks next to the doorframe, she tossed her purse and backpack on the ground and gravitated to the large aquarium against the wall. She peered into the tank, enchanted by the seahorses hovering around some coral. She touched the glass, careful not to tap it. The seahorses swam over to her fingers as if they were magnets. “I’m gonna miss these little guys.”
“They will miss you, as well. They never come to the glass for me, or anyone else.” Baxter slinked around from behind his desk and inched closer to her.
She slid the tips of her fingers across the glass and watched the seahorses follow it. “’Cause no one has my special touch.”
“You are right. You have a special touch.” Her violet-blue eyes glowed in the dark aquarium. He wiped his palm on his trousers. He snatched her wrist. The searing electric pain zipped through his veins once again. Purple lights sparked around their hands. Zoe’s agonizing wails harmonized with his own as she twisted out of his grip.
“What the hell?” She rubbed her reddened wrist and blinked away the tears swelling in her eyes.
Baxter yanked at his tie and unbuttoned the top buttons of his shirt. “We do not have a lot of time,” he said. “Remember when I taught about the legend of the Pacific Ocean’s mermaid queen?” His words rushed together as he noticed her eyeing the door, ready to bolt.
Her brows perched low. “Yeah. What about it?”
“Well, I did not tell the class the entire story.” He reached beneath his collar, lifting the silver chain up, and revealing a purple and silver stone pendant. “This is a piece from her necklace. I am the queen’s guardian and keeper of this stone. I have been searching for the queen, you, for nearly one hundred years.”
She threw her hands up in the air. “That’s absurd!” 
“Zoe, please. Look at the stone. When I grabbed you, you saw the lights and felt the same force as I did, right?”
It took her a moment, but she ripped her befuddled gaze from him and stared at the swaying stone. It mesmerized her. The color of her eyes shone brighter. Twinkled. She blinked and took a few steps backward, shrinking away from the calming trance. “You mean this stuff is… real? That’s not possible.”
She pivoted and headed toward the exit. Baxter pushed past her, slammed the door shut and barricaded it with his six-foot frame. She shoved against him. “Move!”
“How can you run from this? The Zoe I know would be curious.”
Zoe backed away, her hands trembling. “Curious?” Her voice an octave higher than usual. “No. No, Baxter, I’m not curious. I’m freaking out! Have you lost your damn mind?” She swayed on her feet. “You’ve just stated that you’ve been searching for me, the reincarnated mermaid queen, for a hundred years! That’s practically impossible, especially when you look like you’re what? Thirty? You certainly look great for your age, old man.”
Baxter sighed. He stepped aside and put his arm over the top of a metal filing cabinet and strummed his fingers against it. “Very well, then. Leave.”
Zoe tensed.
“Go on.”
Zoe swept past him and reached down to pick up her purse and backpack, but as she did, Baxter gripped both her wrists and drew her into his chest. He couldn’t—wouldn’t—let her squirm away.
The familiar electric force surged through them once again. She screamed and thrashed against him, but he held tight, overpowering her, while doing his best to suppress his own distress. Purple twinkle lights buzzed around them, and tickled Baxter’s skin like a feather. A tornado of wind howled through the room and upturned books and trinkets from their shelves. The water from the aquarium sloshed over the sides of the tank. Loose papers swirled around, some slapping Baxter in the face. The ground trembled. Zoe’s backpack and purse skidded across the floor.
Just as Baxter couldn’t stand the pain searing beneath his skin anymore, the spell dissipated. The room calmed and fell silent. Unbalanced and weak, Baxter collapsed, releasing his hold. Zoe stumbled backwards and fell, smacking the back of her head on his desk.
Alarmed, Baxter steadied himself and clambered to her side. He looked her over, careful not to touch her, though. “Zoe? Can you hear me?”
She moaned and forced her eyes open. Baxter helped her sit up and lean against the desk. She rubbed the back of her head. “What the hell was that about?”
“We should get you to an emergency room.”
“No,” Zoe said. “I didn’t hit my head that hard. Besides, I have a plane to catch.”
The office door swung open and startled them both. Lacy leaned against the doorframe, sipping on an iced Starbucks drink. “Heard weird noises. Do I, like, need to call an ambulance?”
“No,” Baxter and Zoe said in unison.
Baxter eyed the mermaid logo on the cup Lacy held. It was a not-so-subtle reminder that no matter the risk, he could not let Zoe, a real mermaid, out of his sight.
“But before you leave, please get her some ice,” he said.
Lacy took a long drag on the straw. “Fine, but I’m not filling out any reports. My boyfriend’s waiting for me.” As she walked away, she kicked Zoe’s purse.
Baxter’s eye twitched. If only he had the power to fire her.
He offered his hand to Zoe to help her up, but she stood on her own, using the table for support. He picked up his leather chair and rolled it to her. She plopped into it and rested her elbows on the desk, planting her head in her hands.
Lacy peeked inside and tossed an icepack at Baxter. “Don’t forget to lock up.”
Zoe brushed the hair away from her eyes and tucked the strands behind her ears. Baxter handed her the icepack, and she covered the back of her head. “All right, Baxter, I can’t argue that something is happening between us. You’ve never lied to me before. You’re a highly respected professor, and you’ve become a good friend. I will listen to you until this ice helps with swelling. Then, I’m walking outta here and pretending this never happened.”
He could work within those parameters. He took a breath.
“As I said in my lectures, the mermaid folklore is intriguing because the world’s oceans are ninety-five percent unexplored. Even with the advances in technology, nobody really knows what is out there. That’s true only to those who know nothing of the magical world as I do. The myths and legends I teach about do exist. You and I are a part of them. You are the reincarnated queen from the northeast Pacific Ocean.”
Zoe eyed him. “You’re sayin’ I’m the queen from those old myths who was murdered and left her kingdom in ruins?”
Baxter nodded. He rubbed the pad of his thumb over the stone’s glossy surface. “Let me start over. The murdered mermaid queen was from the Pacific northeast realm. Her stone came into my possession when I was eighteen and life as I knew it changed forever.”
He glanced at her. She looked skeptical, but she was listening. “The stone has four brothers; each contains a piece of the queen’s magic. She placed a curse on the completed pendant right before she was killed; it broke into five pieces. As her guardian, it’s my duty to find the reincarnated queen and help her acquire the other pieces so she can return to her kingdom. Her realm is in danger of losing all its magic and has been under constant threats from other realms.”
“Who killed her?”
Good, she’s still asking questions. 
Baxter shrugged his shoulders. “Sadly, it is still unsolved.” He searched his briefcase for the leather journal. “There are some theories who may have done it, but none that seemed plausible.”
He flipped open the journal and retrieved the painted photograph and showed it to Zoe. “That was her. It is you. Your eyes are the same.”
She glanced at it but didn’t take it from his hand. “People resemble each other all the time. It’s called having a doppelgänger. Remember that lesson?”
She had a point. Doppelgängers were popular in myths, and he always touched on them during his classes. He tucked the portrait in the journal and carefully picked up the folded parchment. “Your eye color makes up about one percent of the world’s population. There is no denying she is you. But if you truly don’t believe me, read this letter. It explains a lot.”
She refused to look at the delicate paper. She glanced at the door.
Baxter tucked the journal and letter into his briefcase, worried their presence made Zoe even more uncomfortable with the conversation.
Zoe slapped the icepack on his desk. “So, you’re telling me you’ve been searching for a murdered mermaid queen for the past hundred years, and you have no idea how to find the pieces that will restore her magic? Oh, and you wholeheartedly believe this queen is me, simply based on a small painting?”
Baxter held his finger up, ready to make his point. “I may not have all the answers—”
“You have no answers, Baxter. And time’s up.” She rose to her feet.
“Please. Stay and—”
“And what? You know this past year has been hell for me. And now you want me to stay? For some fantastic illusion you’ve created? No way. I have a real meeting to get to tomorrow. I—I need some air.” She stomped past him and gathered her spilled belongings, stuffing everything inside her backpack.
“How can you deny the magic that surrounded us?”
Zoe ripped open the door and rushed out of the office.
Baxter went to follow her, but something on the ground next to the base of the aquarium caught his eye. He scooped up the rectangular piece of paper.
Zoe’s plane ticket.






  
  Chapter 5
Zoe


The hallway from Baxter’s  office to the lobby narrowed on Zoe. Two worlds trapped her; one with a madman spewing nonsense about a damn fairytale, and another, the reality of an unknown future.
At that moment, she didn’t want either. Not like that, anyway.
From behind her, Baxter said, “Hard to travel without this.”
Zoe came to a stop. She pivoted, intent on demanding him to leave her alone.
Baxter waved her plane ticket at her.
Her eyes widened at the possible disaster of a situation she would’ve suffered if she left without it. To have Baxter bring it to her, after he begged her to stay, felt even worse. With a tight-lipped smile, she marched over to him, plucked the ticket from his grip, and stuffed it into her backpack.
“Please do not leave,” he pleaded.
Zoe’s brows furrowed and in a low voice, she said, “Don’t contact me.” She turned on her heel, determined more than ever to put California behind her.
Beyond Lacy’s desk, in the dimly lit lobby, stood three figures. Zoe stopped dead in her tracks as the sudden warmth of anxiety ignited within her. Something negative and thick hung in the air. Zoe took a hesitant step back.
The strange man in the suit stood between a tall blond with sharp features like a spider, and a bald man with a thick beard and a gnarly scar dragging over his right eye.
Baxter sidestepped past her, shielding her from view. “Gentlemen.”
Zoe peered around Baxter, understanding what it felt like to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. She shifted her eyes from the door they blocked to the fire escape door behind her.
“Bennett,” the man in the middle said as he advanced into the light. He shed his suit jacket and tossed it on a chair behind him. He rolled the sleeves of his dress shirt over his elbows. From the light above Lacy’s desk, Zoe could see he had a tattoo on his left forearm of a sword with a raven perched on the hilt. It stabbed into vibrant reddish-orange flames, highlighting the engraved Celtic markings down the blade. Another tattoo, tribal with curved lines and rune symbols, curled around his right wrist.
The man oozed danger. But even more strange, the two other men also had the same tribal tattoo around their right wrists.
Baxter stepped behind Lacy’s chair and rested his hands on the back rest. The receptionist’s desk stood between Baxter and Zoe and the trio, an invisible line. Would the tension in the room keep itself at bay long enough for her to leave before she saw one of them cross that line?
“Lucas, always a pleasure. I see you brought some new friends. Is William still laid up from the last encounter he had with me?”
Lucas sneered. “Now, now. Is that how you should talk to an old mate?” Lucas’s English accent was strong and unexpected.
Zoe stood next to Baxter and held her chin high. She wanted out of the situation, but the men wanted to waste her time. She folded her arms over her chest. “Who are you?”
“A constant menace in my life,” Baxter mumbled.
Lucas puffed out his chest. “Someone in search of a valuable treasure, dearie.” His eyes cut to Baxter. “And considering how we felt the immense charge of magical energy through the air, I should offer my congratulations on your find.”
Magical energy? Zoe didn’t like the sound of that.
The spider-looking guy stepped forward. “She even looks like Melantha,” he said in an accent Zoe didn’t recognize, but thought he might be from a Nordic country.
“Good eye, Sebastian,” Lucas stated, gawking at Zoe.
Zoe clenched a fist. “The only person someone has ever accused me of looking like is Elizabeth Taylor. I don’t have time for this. Especially from a boy’s club where you get matching tattoos.” She made a move to leave, but the scar-faced man slammed his hand on the receptionist’s countertop, much like she did hours earlier.
He blocked her path. He rolled a toothpick between his teeth. “Dmitry will hear no more useless small talk. You come with us.”
Zoe arched a brow at him. Never mind the odd collection of men in her way, there was no way in hell she’d be addressed like that, especially by someone who referred to himself in third person. The Russian held out his hand as if he thought she would be naïve enough to take it. As she looked at Baxter for his reaction, she noticed an opened box cutter on Lacy’s desk. Studying at a prominent football university had its perks, and she knew all too well the best defense was a strong offense. In one swift movement, she seized the box cutter and swiped the razor-sharp blade across Dmitry’s forearm.
He cursed and clutched his bleeding arm to his chest. Zoe wrenched Baxter’s wrist, urging him to unfetter his feet from the ground and move. She had every intention of running to the door, but Lucas lunged across Lacy’s desk and tackled Baxter, throwing him to the ground. 
“Run!” Baxter yelled while wrestling Lucas.
Zoe, wide-eyed and panicked, pirouetted, and darted for the door. Before she reached it, a wooden chair flew at her and knocked her off her feet. A high-pitch ringing blared in her ears. She rolled over. Her breath came in great heaves. Hands clamped around Zoe’s wrist and dragged her across the carpet and up to her feet.
“I got her!” Sebastian shouted.
Zoe blinked away her tears and tried to focus. She twisted her neck toward the receptionist's desk. Lucas, disheveled and bloodied, popped up from behind it. Baxter, also a mess, crawled around from the right side.
A wave a nausea swept through Zoe. No matter the drive to fight, these men outnumbered her and Baxter.
“Take her to the car.” Lucas wiped the blood from his mouth. “Dmitry and I will follow behind with Baxter.”
Zoe met Baxter’s eyes. 
Sebastian nudged her to move. “Walk,” he demanded. 
Zoe clenched her jaw and took a few steps. How had she found herself in this situation? She should be on her way to the airport, brooding about unimportant things like not getting her favorite spot next to the window.
“I have the pendant,” Baxter said.
Zoe stopped. Baxter rose to his feet. He held up the stone from beneath his collar. “You need this. Not her. Let her go, and I will come on my own accord.”
Zoe and Baxter’s eyes met. A silent communication passed between them. Zoe knew he was buying her time. 
But can I really leave him here in danger?
“I could’ve taken that necklace from you years ago,” Lucas said. “She’s a better find.”
Baxter extended his arm and pointed at the door. “Go!”
With no other choice, Zoe reared her leg back, and kicked Sebastian square in his groin. He doubled over, released his grip, and howled.
Zoe’s legs were heavy, but somehow, she ran across the room and opened the door.
“Watch out!” Baxter yelled.
She skidded to a stop and firmly planted her feet, ready for a rear impact. But an orb of flames rushed past her and through the doorway, hitting the wall across the hall.
With a morbid curiosity, Zoe looked back at Lucas. He touched the tattoo on his forearm, glowed red, and a split second later, a fiery orb danced in his palm. Like a baseball pitcher, he cocked his arm backward. Zoe dove through the threshold as it streaked over her, adding to the smoke and fire filling the hallway.
“Get her!”
Zoe scrambled to her feet and raced down the hall. Her eyes on the red metal box bolted on the wall next to the stairwell. She reached inside and pulled the alarm. Lucas stood at the opposite end of the hallway, his newly formed fireball dissolving as the water from the sprinklers rained down.
Zoe raced down the stairs and exited the building. She ran across the campus without another look back. Sirens wailed, coming closer and closer. Before she knew it, she reached her car. Her erratic breaths deafening as she slid inside and repeatedly locked the door. With a trembling hand, she started her car and drove off, trying to process what in the hell just happened.






  
  Chapter 6
Baxter


The unexpected screaming of a campus fire alarm usually caused confusion and panic; for Baxter, it was a much-needed signal of relief. Lucas and his goons always avoided conflict with authority. They immediately fled as soon as Zoe pulled the alarm. For a moment, he was safe. Wet from the overhead sprinklers, which put out Lucas’ handy-dandy magical flamethrowers, but safe. 
Baxter flicked the water from his face and raced to his office, careful not to slip on the tile. He would never admit it out loud, but Lucas had the right idea to leave before the fire department showed up.
How awkward, time consuming, and full of lies would my explanation need to be if I’m caught here? 
He wasn’t keen on dealing with that scenario. Besides, in his hundred-year-long quest as the queen’s guardian, fleeing a scene had been something of the norm. 
He found his keys beneath his briefcase, opened the bottom drawer of his filing cabinet, combed through the folders, and found a file labeled “Teaching Assistants.” He unlocked his briefcase, stuffed the manila folder inside, and made his way out of the building. 
As he exited to the busy major thoroughfare on USC’s campus, he heard the sirens of a fire truck. He hustled to blend in with the evening students. He scanned his surroundings. 
Where had Lucas and his goons gone? 
With an added sense of urgency, he dipped his chin and powered on across the main quad toward the parking structure. Just as Baxter reached the opposite end, he skidded to a stop. 
William, the other goon he expected to see earlier, waited near the pathway to the parking structure. Unlike Lucas with his fashionable suit, William blended in well with the college crowd, in a Trojan’s V-neck T-shirt, dark denim, and short, bleach-blond spikes. In fact, it was only William’s intricate tattoo tracing along the left side of his neck that caught Baxter’s attention. It was a three-quarter view of a screaming skull that had vines weaving in and out of its orifices and different hues of orange, like molten lava, spilling out of the top of its head. 
Baxter cursed, U-turned, and tucked behind a nearby tree. He didn’t have time for another showdown. He peeked around the tree to plot his escape route, when he noticed a female walking up to William and planting a kiss on his cheek. Baxter narrowed his eyes. Even in the near darkness, he couldn’t mistake the young lady. 
Lacy. 
“That girl seriously needs to be fired,” he growled. No wonder Lucas and William knew exactly where to find him. 
She’s a traitor. No better than Benedict Arnold. No, too harsh. Probably an unsuspecting victim.
Baxter looked for the other goons. Dmitry clutched his wounded arm and leaned against the stone wall of the library. Sebastian was on the opposite end, hovering by the crowd of people. Lucas lurked in the dark shadows near William. Baxter’s sixth sense about them sticking around had been spot on. 
At least Zoe is safely out of their grasp. 
He hurried his way to the closest emergency blue light phone, something all university campuses had, and reported them as suspicious characters in order to buy him enough time to get to his car. By the time he returned to the tree, the campus police were questioning them. 
Baxter raked his hands through his hair, adjusted his clothes, and sauntered down the pathway. He beamed as he strutted past the detained group. William noticed Baxter first, and his face twisted in anger.
Baxter gave a small nod to the officers and a tiny wink at William, who spouted out several obscenities as Sebastian and Dmitry lunged at him. Fortunately, the campus police were quick to restrain them. Lucas, though, was the only one who sat calmly on the edge of the fountain, and not face down on the ground like his compadres. He eyed Baxter. 
“Game, set, match,” Baxter mouthed as he strolled past him. 
Lucas smirked, and somehow, with an air of respect, gave Baxter the middle finger. 
Baxter rushed to his black Toyota 4Runner. When he entered, he retrieved the damp folder from his briefcase and flipped through the pages, finding Zoe’s home address in her emergency contact information. He had a small window of opportunity to keep her from getting on the plane and keep her in his sights. With Lucas aware of the reincarnated queen, it wouldn’t be long before he figured out her modern-day identity. 
Zoe lived in Los Feliz on Vermont Street–the same road that the campus of USC was on, making her less than ten miles away, and at least, a thirty-minute drive in Hollywood’s traffic. He tossed the file aside and started his SUV. If he hurried, he could make it to her house before she left for the airport. If all else failed, he knew what airline she would take from LAX and had no problem booking an impromptu seat on the same flight. 
As he pulled out of the parking structure and turned onto Vermont Street, the realization that she lived down a few blocks from the Greek Theater, a place Baxter visited on numerous occasions, hit him hard. He wondered how many times he passed by her home. He groaned; she had been at the tip of his fingertips for so long. 






  
  Chapter 7
Zoe


Adrenaline fueled Zoe as she ran on autopilot. She gripped the steering wheel with her clammy palms and drove a twenty-minute backtracking detour through Hollywood, wanting to lose anyone possibly following her. Only when her keys fell from her hand and thudded onto the concrete floor of her garage, did she realize she was home. 
But am I safe?
She scooped up her keys, struggled to unlock the door, and entered the oversized kitchen of her 1920s Mediterranean mansion. The kitchen, newly expanded and renovated, boasted espresso-colored cabinets that reached the ceiling. A copper stove hood hung over a gas range. Zoe tossed her backpack along the sleek marble countertop on the island. She leaned over the porcelain sink and splashed cool water on her face. She kneaded her neck muscles, dipped her head, and drank straight from the tap.
After she dried her hands on a towel, she rummaged through her backpack. She couldn’t lose her plane ticket for a second time. Relieved to find it crumbled at the bottom, she removed it and sank onto a leather barstool at the kitchen island. Her shoulders slumped. Drew in a calming breath.
Zoe wondered if she had a fairy godmother who heard her innermost desire to want an adventure like Baxter and decided it would be fun to turn her world upside down. If Zoe had a fairy godmother, the fairy had a sick sense of humor. What she experienced was not adventure—it was a nightmare.
She rubbed
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