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Chapter One

 


I used to live in a happy little
bubble where the most important thing in life was being popular,
where football games and pep rallies were the highlight of my
existence. That was until I accidentally opened a portal to another
dimension. All of a sudden, becoming prom queen wasn’t as important
as stopping a tribe of gnomes from starting a territory war. And
those evil stepsisters of mine? It turned out they weren’t all that
evil.

There are times where I miss the days
when mocking someone for wearing last season’s designer shoes was a
good morning. But then I look at my life and all of the real good
my sisters and I are doing, and I feel … proud. Honestly, I’m not
sure I’ve ever truly been proud of myself before this. And it makes
me realize just how shallow I’d been a mere year ago. How had
anyone been able to stand being around me?

Not that anyone could stand to be
around me at the moment anyway. I’d messed up. Like big time messed
up. I’d let my desire to see a unicorn cloud my judgment. Despite
warnings, I did something stupid and got one of my friends hurt,
badly hurt.

As I’d watched Jake Bell lying there
bleeding on the ground because of something I’d done, it finally
hit me that my actions had consequences. It was like I’d been
living in a bubble, unaware of just how much damage I caused with
my thoughtlessness. The entire portal to another dimension came
into existence because I was in the middle of a temper tantrum and
threw a glass slipper at it.

I needed to change, and first thing on
my agenda to becoming a better person was apologizing.

Sitting back against the driver’s seat
of the car I shared with my sisters, I looked up at the hospital
with a growing sense of unease. Jake was in there, healing from the
wound he’d received last night during our unicorn
encounter.

Mary Alice—my fairy godmother … okay,
my liaison to the other dimension—had told me in the wee hours of
the morning that he was going to pull through and make a full
recovery. She’d shown up in my bedroom with a poof of magic, but
some of her shine had been gone. Her eyes had been pinched with
stress. Her clothes had been covered in blood. Jake’s
blood.

I was grateful she’d given me an
update, as she was the only one currently speaking to me. That
could be because she’d left before it was discovered I was the one
at fault for Jake’s accident. Maybe this morning she wouldn’t be
talking to me either. If that was the case, I deserved
it.

Shaking off my self-pity, I climbed
out of the car and started toward the building, ignoring the
crooked and awkward angle with which the car was parked. I could
only work on one facet of self-improvement at a time, and my lack
of driving skills—not to mention my lack of a driver’s license—was
not at the top of my priority list.

I marched through the hospital’s main
lobby, stopping only momentarily at the reception desk to get
directions. As I made my way through the halls, I frowned at how
quickly my feet seemed to be taking me to Jake’s room. I hated to
admit it—even to myself—but I was terrified he would turn me away
at the door and refuse to speak to me. Or worse, what if Drusilla
was here? The two of us weren’t exactly on speaking
terms.

A memory flashed through my mind. Last
night, once we’d gotten home following Jake’s injury, I’d tried
apologizing to Drusilla—again. This time, she hadn’t even bothered
to scream at me. She hadn’t said a word. She’d acted as if I didn’t
even exist. She’d slammed her door in my face with a finality I
couldn’t ignore. It was clear she wanted nothing to do with
me.

If I showed up at the hospital now and
she was here visiting Jake? That situation could quickly turn ugly.
I didn’t want to fight with her. I just wanted to see with my own
eyes that my friend was going to be okay. I’d never meant for Jake
to get hurt. I just hadn’t been thinking, a facet of my personality
that needed to change. It was time I started considering others and
how my actions affected them.

As the door to Jake’s room
loomed in front of me, I hesitated. I’d never been shy or hesitant
about anything in my entire life. And here I was fretting
over everything.
It was a humbling feeling.

Warily, I peeked my head into the
room. Thankfully, it was empty of people besides the young man in
the bed.

Jake lay with his back propped up by
pillows. He had earbuds in and was bobbing his head along to
whatever music he was listening to. Seeing me in the doorway, he
tugged the earbuds out, letting them fall into his lap. “Hey
there.” His lips quirked into a smile and his black, shaggy hair
fell over his forehead in a wave. Even after suffering a horrific
injury, Jake looked cool. He always looked cool. A unicorn wasn’t
going to stop that. “She isn’t here,” he said, clearly reading my
hesitation for what it was. “You can stop hiding in the
doorway.”

He didn’t need to voice Drusilla’s
name for me to know who he was talking about. Both of us knew
exactly who I’d been nervously searching for. Even so, I hated that
he’d read my fears so effortlessly. When had I gotten that easy to
read?

I straightened my shoulders and strode
into the room, no doubt failing horribly at my attempt at
confidence. “I’m surprised she’s left your side.”

He shrugged a shoulder. “She didn’t
want to, but when I mentioned how much schoolwork I was missing,
she rushed out to pick up both of our assignments. She promised a
romantic study date for the afternoon.”

My nose curled in disgust at such a
concept.

A laugh burst from him and he
flinched, a hand going to his side. “You seriously have zero
ability to keep what you’re thinking off of your face.”

I rolled my eyes at this,
giving in to the fact that I really had become that easy to read. Or
maybe I’d always been that easy to read, but I’d never noticed
because other people’s feelings hadn’t ever really been a concern
to me until now. It was a somber thought, the sheer depth of my
selfishness.

“Because I don’t usually
care what other people think,” I said haughtily, trying to save
face, trying to pretend as if I didn’t care. Except, recently, I
was beginning to. And maybe if I’d cared more, Jake wouldn’t be
where he was right now. My lashes lowered shamefully, and I peered
at him with an expression of contrition. “So how come you’re
speaking to me? I half expected you to kick me out the instant you
caught me skulking in the doorway.”

“I figured Dru was giving
you enough shit for the both of us.”

I laughed wryly at this. “You’re not
wrong there.” My mood dipped at the reminder of exactly why my
stepsister was so mad at me. “But she’s not wrong. I owe you an
apology. A huge one. If I hadn’t been so selfish—”

“I forgive
you.”

My brow arched in surprise at the way
he cut off my apology. They were few and far between, and he was
waving it off. “Just like that?”

He nodded, amusement dancing in his
bright blue eyes. “Just like that.”

“Why?” As grateful as I
was for his forgiveness, I couldn’t help but be astonished by it.
I’d nearly gotten him killed, and he was acting as if I’d merely
left him with an empty tank of gas.

He let out a sigh and studied me
silently for a moment. Then, finally, he said, “Because we’re
friends.” At my questioning look, he elaborated. “The two of us? We
were friends long before I started dating your sister. We have
history. Sure, you screwed up, but I know you didn’t do what you
did out of maliciousness. You’re passionate. You leap first and
think about the consequences after. I knew that about you long
before you let your temper open a portal to another dimension. I
figure I can’t fault you for it now.”

He smiled gently. “Just because Dru’s
pissed at you doesn’t mean I have to be. Despite what you might
think, I still have a mind of my own.” This last bit was said with
amusement, and he arched an expectant eyebrow at me.

I smiled in return, unable to help
myself. “Have I ever told you how amazing you are?”

He nodded, waving a hand in the air.
“You have. Many times. But I never mind hearing it
again.”

Laughing, I sat down on the edge of
the bed. “Well, you are. You’re amazing.”

“That I am.” He reached
out to pat my hand sympathetically, and the teasing mood
immediately became more somber. “Dru will come around. Just give
her some time. Seeing me bleeding like that really scared her. Once
she gets over the shock, she’ll realize she isn’t as angry at you
as she thinks. She’s just freaked out by what happened and trying
to deal with it.”

I nodded silently, understanding that.
Drusilla wasn’t the only one trying to deal with the sight of Jake
bleeding out on the ground. He’d been dying, and it had been all my
fault. If it wasn’t for Anastasia’s quick thinking and first aid
knowledge … well, I could have gotten one of my best friends
killed. “I’ll give her as much time as she needs.”

And until she was ready to talk to me,
I needed to keep working at making amends in other areas of my
life. I had more apologies to give out, more people to win back
over. And I knew where I had to go next. It was time to pay Zeke a
visit.


Chapter Two

 


The short walk up Zeke’s
driveway was infinitely quicker than the trek through the hospital,
giving me less time to find my bravery. Sure, I hadn’t nearly
gotten him killed, but Zeke’s reaction to what I’d done last night
had frightened me. He was the one to realize what I’d done—had been
the one to bring it to everyone else’s attention—and he hadn’t held
back his anger in the least. He’d screamed at me, chastised me.
He’d made me feel worse than I’d ever felt in my entire life. I
never wanted to see such disappointment and rage directed at me
from him like that ever again. My remorse hadn’t mattered. My tears
hadn’t mattered. He’d looked at me with such disgust. It had frozen my
heart.

I knew it shouldn’t be the case, but I
was just as nervous facing Zeke as I’d been to see Jake. At least
with Jake we had a history and established friendship. Zeke had no
reason to forgive me. He’d been relying on me to have his back last
night, and I’d let him down.

Taking a deep, fortifying breath, I
lifted a fist and rapped lightly at the door. Feet shuffling, I
waited for one of the house’s occupants to open up. I actually
hoped it was Molly who answered. Sure, it would only be delaying
the inevitable, and it meant one more person to apologize to today,
but it would give me a few more minutes before I had to face
Zeke.

The door swung open, and I lifted my
gaze to find myself looking into a pair of familiar green eyes. So
much for extra time to prepare.

Zeke stood staring at me, his face
expressionless.

“Um … hi.” His silence was
unnerving, and I fought not to shuffle my feet or react timidly.
That wasn’t my style, no matter the situation. I just needed to dig
deep into my courage and get through this.

“What do you
want?”

My mouth opened, but no words came
out. This was much harder than I’d expected. Especially since his
expression was giving nothing away. At least an angry scowl would
tell me where I stood. “I … I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

His baffled response threw me,
catching me off balance. I stumbled over my words as I attempted to
recover my thoughts. “For what happened … with the
unicorn.”

“Why are you apologizing
to me? You should be apologizing to Jake.”

“I did,” I said quickly,
not wanting him to think I’d not gone to the person I’d injured
first. “This morning. You were next on my list.”

“You don’t owe me an
apology,” he said, leaning casually against the
doorframe.

I blinked at him for a moment in
surprise. “But I thought…” I tried again. “The look on your face… I
thought you hated me.”

“Hated you?” he asked in
surprise, his brow rising. “No. I don’t hate you, Ella. You
deserved a dress down, and I gave it to you. That doesn’t mean…” He
suddenly let out a weary sigh, running a hand over his short,
military cropped blond hair. “I was treating you like a soldier and
not a civilian. Sometimes I forget…”

He shook his head. “I’m supposed to be
leading you while I’m here. I’m your superior. I know it isn’t
fair, but while that portal is open, I need you to realize…” He
sighed again. “I’m a soldier. That’s all I know how to be. I was
acting as a commanding officer whose subordinate disobeyed a direct
order. It wasn’t anything personal.”

I remained silent, listening. I wasn’t
sure what to think about what he was telling me. I wasn’t sure if
it made me feel better or worse. After all the time he’d spent on
this side of the portal, I’d thought Zeke and I had developed a
friendship. The way he spoke now felt very detached. Like his time
here was nothing more than a responsibility he was obligated to see
through.

“A failure from a
subordinate is a reflecting failure on me.” He smiled wryly, and
that small tug of his lips settled the worry in my belly. “And I’ve
been known to be a bit of a perfectionist.”

He took my failure as one of his own?
As if it was his fault? Okay, I definitely felt worse now, despite
feeling relieved that he seemed to view his time here as more than
just an obligation to duty.

He leaned his forearm on the doorframe
and stared down at me. “I will also guiltily admit that I did let
my temper get the best of me. I’m not used to caring so much about
my soldiers. You’re not just a subordinate. You’re my neighbor.
You’re my—dare I say—friend. We’ve battled closely side by side.
But unlike any of the guys I led back home, we’ve also relaxed on
my couch and eaten ice cream together. I guess I let my emotions
get the best of me because despite my best efforts I do care.” He
smiled lightly. “But I’ve the mentality of a soldier, Ella. This
morning, I was past it. You don’t have to worry about making amends
where I’m concerned. I don’t hate you. I’d already moved on to
other concerns the moment I woke this morning.”

His words were a relief. A giant one.
But there was one statement that stuck with me—he cared about me?
Big, tough, disapproving Zeke actually cared? It had me blinking
back surprise. “So we’re good then?” I asked.

“We’re good.” He pushed
back from the doorframe and crossed his arms over his chest,
staring contemplatively down at me. “To keep you from wasting a
trip over here for a needless apology, would you like to get some
training in?”

A few weeks ago, he’d insisted we
start training in hand-to-hand combat. He’d said if I was going to
continue battling beings from a dimension other than mine, I needed
to learn how to defend myself.

We’d done a session or two
already, but Molly was usually there to help. For some reason, the
thought of training alone with him sent a trickle of …
something down my spine.
It was a sensation I couldn’t place, and I was afraid to look at it
too closely. “Um, sure.” I offered him a weak smile.

For once in my life, I’d dressed for
something other than fashion. I’d gone for a jog this morning to
clear my head before making my round of apologies, so I was dressed
for the occasion. I was in a sensible pair of yoga pants, a simple
black tank top, and bright pink running shoes. I had no excuse not
to stay.

Not that I
didn’t want to stay. I
had no reason not to want to train alone with him. Zeke was my
friend, and one of the few still talking to me at the moment. I
didn’t know what had me so on edge. Perhaps that in itself was
proof I needed to let loose a little of my anxiety in the form of
physical exertion.

He motioned for me to follow him
farther into the house. His training room was in the back, hidden
away from prying eyes. Some of his equipment came from Esteria, so
he wasn’t keen on visitors catching sight of any of it. Not that
they ever had any visitors. Zeke was rather antisocial.

I entered the training room and
dropped my purse to the floor just inside the doorway. “So what did
you have in mind?” I asked.

Zeke grinned and I knew he was in his
element. Training and fighting, this was where he shined. “I was
rather impressed with your swordsmanship when we faced that Oni a
few weeks ago. I’d actually like to teach you to work with that a
bit more.”

“Okie dokie.” I raised my
arms above my head, stretching out my muscles before we began.
Rocking my hips to the left, I extended both arms over my head to
the right. I repeated the process to the other side. Then I bent at
the waist, keeping my legs straightened, and pressed my palms to
the floor, stretching the backs of my thighs.

When I looked up, Zeke stood staring
at me with an unreadable expression.

“What?” I asked,
straightening up.

He shook his head and wordlessly
shoved a sword into my hand.

I arched a brow at him but didn’t
press. Instead, I held the sword in my right hand, testing the
weight and feel. It was still a sword, by all accounts, but it was
much easier for me to handle than the others I’d practiced with.
The weight was more manageable, making it simpler for me to
maneuver it around. The grip was also much easier for me to wrap my
fingers around, and it did not go unnoticed that there were a
handful of very pretty gems along the guard, as well as a beautiful
red stone in the pommel. Unlike most of the other perfunctory
swords Zeke owned, this one was pleasing to the eye. “I like this
one. It’s lighter than the other one I used. The handle feels
smaller, too, like it was meant for a woman instead of … well,
you.”

He nodded and sheepishly ran a hand
along the back of his neck. “I picked that up when I was in Esteria
a few days ago. I saw it in our blacksmith’s shop when I was having
repairs done on the handle of my own and knew it would be perfect
for you.”

“You bought me a
sword?”

“I did.”

I was so unbelievably
touched. Gifts for me tended to be shallow. I got lipstick and
purses, shoes and jewelry. I loved all of that stuff, but no one
had ever given me anything they thought I might have skills with,
something that mattered. “No one’s ever bought me a sword before.”

He chuckled, the sound reverberating
through his massive chest. “No. I would guess not.”

“Thank you.” I smiled at
him, tenderness filling me at how thoughtful he’d been. I’d come
here thinking he hated me. Instead, I was getting personal training
lessons and thoughtful gifts. Life was funny like that
sometimes.

Clearing his throat uncomfortably,
Zeke crossed his arms over his chest and donned a serious
expression. “Let’s start with the basics.”

And just like that, he was back to
being a soldier. All the gentleness was gone from his expression. I
smirked at this, finding it amusing. What he’d done before me to
break up the seriousness in his life, I didn’t know. He’d probably
slept in his fatigues, no doubt. Getting him out of them and into
street clothes when he’d first come to this dimension had been a
fight all on its own. “All right, teach. Show me the
basics.”

He nodded, looking relieved that we
were done with the touchy-feely stuff. “Well, the first thing we
should do is continue our lessons on footwork. A good swordsman—or
woman—knows that footwork can make all the difference in a battle.
You said you are enrolled in gymnastics classes, so that should
lend you the gracefulness and balance you need. But foot placement
can be just as important against a skilled opponent.”

“Who am I fighting
against? Inigo Montoya?” I asked teasingly.

“I don’t know who that is,
but I assure you there are skilled bandits in Esteria who wouldn’t
think twice about exploiting this dimension or shoving
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