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Chapter 1




Alana lay calm and relaxed on the table.  Earlier she had a massage by the talented Emma who somehow managed to work all the knots and kinks out of her back and coax her muscles into a level of relaxation she had never felt before.  Alana felt nearly boneless and was wondering if the Tranquil Haven Spa took nominations for employee of the month and if patrons were allowed to nominate or vote.

Emma would certainly have her vote.


‘Maybe employee of the year,’ Alana thought contentedly as warm stones were placed on her back. 


She took a deep breath of the herbal scented air and tried to release the last of her remaining tension. While she normally indulged in a three-day spa visit after the crush of the holidays, she knew her current level of tension was more than the last-minute rush for the Sugar and Spice Bakery’s holiday orders.

Normally, she felt as though she was constantly running from Halloween to New Year’s eve, which was why she always closed the bakery for a week after the last of the New Year’s Eve Party platters left the bakery.  It gave her overworked staff some time off and allowed her to collapse at a spa for a few days. This year was good for the bakery.  They reached a level of business Alana felt comfortable maintaining. She was diversified enough for stability and didn’t need further expansion, even if she did need to hire at least one person soon. 

She reached the largest stage she wanted her business to reach. They had enough foot traffic, special orders and event’s involvement, mostly in conjunction with her sister Marta’s bridal shop, to remain well into the black each year and she felt if she could keep it at that level she would consider herself a success.

There was no need to build bigger.

Between Marta’s The Glass Slipper Boutique, rapidly becoming a destination for discerning brides in the region, her other sister Angela’s greenhouse and floral business, The Rose and Thorn, and her own bakery the three of them created amazing wedding packages.  It brought in money during what was usually Alana’s off season, keeping them in the black year-round. 

Thankfully the business of the wedding packages tapered off when the holiday baking was ramping up.  It was a good balance for her and while she would need to hire one more full-time permanent staff member the business was steady and stable.

And not the cause for the tension level tightening the muscles Emma worked so hard to get to relax.

This past season additional tension was created less by the business and more by other unforeseen adventures. The chaos started when the Lewis Museum’s Masquerade Ball turned into a princess finding fiasco.  It turned out that Lewiston was on the edge of a magical gateway, called the Eastern Gate.  It led to a land called the Chadon, which in many ways fit with Alana’s idea of the land of fairytales. 

There were kings and queens, witches and wizards.  She even managed to visit a real-life gingerbread house, complete with basketball-sized gumdrop decorations.  The fairytale world, however, turned out to be less than idyllic. 

A war was brewing as various kingdoms decided how to deal with those who possessed magic.  Some wanted to keep the strict and often archaic laws in the name of tradition while others were willing to update and find something that worked a little bit better for everyone.  Alana learned only a little about the way the Chadon currently operated and was still hazy about many of the details. She knew that the Kingdom of Leriac wanted to adhere strictly to the traditional paths, while the Kingdom of Theras was willing to grant those with magic more freedom.

What that meant in terms of everyday life, she hadn’t yet figured out.  She did know that in an attempt to force Theras back into a more traditional path Leriac sent people to kidnap a daughter of the royal house of Theras.  Somehow after kidnapping her, they lost her on the Lewiston side of the magical Eastern Gate. This loss and subsequent search was at the core of the debacle that kicked off Alana’s change in world view. At the Masquerade Ball, held each Halloween at the Alexander Lewis Mansion Musuem, those who came looking for the Lost Princess abducted Alana’s sisters Marta and Angela.

Alana went after them and in doing so not only triggered the release and activation of her own magic, but met Serena, the Witch of the Gingerbread House. Thinking of Serena, Alana cracked open an eye and tilted her head a little to look at her. 

When they met, Serena wore a hideous, enchanted mask designed to make her look like an evil and ancient witch in order to fit with the Gingerbread House tradition.  Alana had been pleased to learn that Serena didn’t actually try to eat the children.  Instead, the tradition took in lost children and fed them while notifying the authorities that they had been abandoned.

It was like a bizarre fairy tale child welfare system as far as she could figure out.  Alana still wasn’t certain why the giant gumdrops were necessary, but it wasn’t her system.


‘The attempt to kill the witch seems a bit disturbing as well,’ Alana thought.


After taking the children prisoner and feeding them for a bit so the starving children showing up on her doorstep were no longer actually starving, Serena left the key where the kids could reach it. As in the fairytale, the children pushed her into the oven in order to kill her and make their escape.


‘Then she pretends to be burning alive in the oven while they escape, the waiting authorities then taking the children some place safe,’ Alana thought. 


She found it slightly disturbing that the children had to prove they had murderous inclinations before being taken into whatever version of foster care the land of the Chadon created, but could see the mechanics of how the tradition worked.  ‘Even if I would have just labeled it a safe house and skipped the whole giant gumdrops and oven bit.’

Serena, oddly enough, seemed to enjoy the oven part.  She kept various bottles of herbal infusions on her and when pretending to be locked in the oven, her magic protecting her from burning to a crisp, she dropped some of the infusions on the hot stones lining the inside of the overly large oven.  When Serena mentioned it, Alana thought it sounded spa-like.  Serena was intrigued by the idea of a spa and in exchange for helping Alana save her sisters from their abductors, Alana agreed to provide information about spas.

A short time later, Serena slipped through the gate, followed Alana home and became her roommate while she learned how to survive in Lewiston.  While Alana gave her the information she collected and offered to take Serena to the spa once the holiday crush was over, Serena seemed to be occupied mostly with settling in and learning how everyday life here worked.

It wasn’t until they finally had a chance to get their post-holiday spa trip that Alana realized Serena took the research Alana gathered and moved several steps beyond.  Her questions over the last few days of their trip had been interesting and Alana was certain she was planning to open her own spa in Lewiston at some point.

Alana hadn’t quite figured out how she felt about that.  She liked having Serena around and now considered her a friend, but she had some concerns about her erstwhile roommate running a business in the legal Lewiston way instead of the Fairtytale Gingerbread House method of operation.


‘Can’t lock rude customers into cages,’ Alana thought.  ‘Even if it is tempting.’


For now, Serena lay quietly on her own table, her long dark blonde hair clipped to her head as hot stones lined her spine.

Seeing nothing to worry about, at least as far as Serena was concerned, Alana looked away settling herself more comfortably to enjoy her own hot stones.  Unfortunately, now that her thoughts were turning, they wouldn’t stop. 

After the final party tray went out for the final New Year’s Eve event, Alana and her team cleared down the bakery and took off for their vacations.  Alana’s head was filled with the staff she would need to hire in the new year to alleviate at least some of the workload from herself and her existing staff. She expected she would have some down time to think about that and plan ahead.

At the house, Serena announced she was taking a job for a few days with the Grand Dame of Lewiston, Mrs. Anastasia Wellington Smithe, known to the bakery as The Harbinger of the Holidays as she swooped down at the beginning of October with lists of events great and small along with the requirements needed to bring them to fruition.

The Harbinger was distantly descended from Alexander Lewis and thus the closest thing Lewiston had to royalty. Alexander started out life on the Chadon side of the gate before fleeing and helping to build Lewiston.  Alana wasn’t sure if he had magic or not, but The Harbinger was magic free, even if she knew Alana had magic.


‘She believed it before I did,’ Alana thought letting the warmth of the stones sink into her skin. 


Serena kept telling Alana she had magic and when she started to learn a few things, like seeing through illusions and figuring out if someone else had magic, she started to believe it.  She still wasn’t certain what she planned to do about it as Serena went off to create potions and lotions for Mrs. Wellington-Smythe and friends. 

It was yet another thing Alana planned to think about during her down time.

To start her down time and clear her mind, Alana went for an early morning run.  Instead of solitary contemplation, she encountered Sean, who she knew was involved in the whole Princess Hunt, or was at least aware it was going on.  During the Gala he seemed more of a help to her rather than her sister’s abductors. 

He offered her a friendly greeting as they were both out for a run and then tried to help her escape when they were unexpectedly attacked. He failed and they were both shot with tranquilizer darts and taken to what looked like an abandoned jousting camp somewhere in the Chadon.


‘On the Shovia side of the Shovia and Theras border,’ she recalled trying to remember the details and make the locations a little more familiar to her.


The people who abducted her weren’t looking for the lost princess and thought Sean was just an innocent bystander out for a morning run.  Their abductors were part of a group they referred to as The Order.  From what Alana gathered The Order was a collection of people in Lewiston who had magic because they were descended from those who escaped the Chadon.

They brought her to the encampment to convince her that magic was real and test her for magic. She assumed after the test she would be asked to join the Order in some fashion or another.

They never quite got to that part.

Unfortunately, old magic in the jousting site was somehow triggered and Alana found herself on a quest  that seemed plucked from a fairy story and adapted slightly to fit the situation.  Sean stood in as the requisite kidnap victim with Jeffrey serving as the evil sorcerer and Alana the hero on a noble quest to rescue Sean.

The quests proved interesting, in an emotionally traumatizing way.  Some of the trials were terrifying and illusion of not, Alana hoped never to see a rampaging dragon again. The ice maze where she was forced to confront her own truths was horrifying in a different way.  There she learned that some of what she believed about her past was a lie and that she was in fact the Lost Princess everyone was so keen to find. 

She also passed the magical test and was proclaimed a sorceress.

Her thoughts were mostly focused on the pain and betrayal she felt learning that the man she thought of as her father had in fact killed her parents and kidnapped her when she was just a baby. ‘More than likely putting some sort of spell on mom so he could blend more easily into Lewiston.’

In the few days since learning that, Alana’s thoughts oscillated between anger and a deep sadness.  She didn’t yet know where her emotions would land, but she did wonder if the spell he put her mother under was why she seemed so intent never to return to Lewiston. 

Once Alana and her sisters were grown and launched into their own lives, their mother began her travels.  At first there were only a couple of trips a year.  By the time Alana came back to Lewiston after working in other cities, the vague idea of starting her own bakery circling in her mind, her mother was ready to take a permanent vacation far from Lewiston.

Alana helped her clear the house where she and her sisters grew up and move into a small condo she could use as home base.  The house was sold. Alana bought the building for the Sugar and Spice Bakery and settled in to build her business while her mother went on the first of her series of trips.

When the one-year lease was up on her mother’s condo, Alana helped her move what little she was keeping into a small storage unit because she wasn’t home long enough to make the rental of the condo worthwhile. 


There were only two flying visits back to Lewiston after that, neither lasting more than three days.  Both were Christmas visits and their mother stayed in Alana’s guest room while in town. ‘Then she was off again.’ 



This year, she and her sisters each received cards letting them know their mother was spending Christmas in Barbados. ‘Last year was a ski chalet,’ Alana reminded herself.


Knowing what she knew now, Alana wondered if this was just her mother off to see the world now that she was retired and her children grown or if it was something deeper. The thought it might be something deeper added a layer of guilt to Alana’s anger and sadness. 


‘No point being angry with a dead man,’ Alana reminded herself trying to sink into the comforting warmth of the stones lined up on her back instead of obsessing about the past. 


It didn’t dim the anger, just added frustration to the mix.  Their father died when Alana was eight years old, killed in a car accident. She missed him terribly over the years and mourned him deeply.  Many times, she wanted him back, to make the car accident not happen.  Now she found herself wanting him back so she could yell at him, shake him and maybe get some answers.

The most difficult part was that she still loved and missed him underneath it all.  Whatever else happened, he was her father.


‘And now I have other family to deal with,’ Alana thought deliberately shifting her thoughts away.


Despite making Rinaldo take the DNA test and still awaiting the results, Alana was certain he was her uncle.  The similarities were too many to ignore and the ice maze left little room for doubt.  He had his mage friend Galen perform a magic test and accepted she was his niece, but was content to wait until her more scientific test came back with the results. 

At the moment, he seemed intent on not pushing her, giving her space to think things through.  Alana didn’t know what he ultimately wanted from her and was still unsure how to deal with him.  She figured that would, in some way work itself out in time. If he wanted something she did not want to give, she felt able to refuse. 

She hadn’t had much time to come to terms with the magic inside her, but Alana had figured out how to get herself to the gate regardless of where she was in the Chadon.  If someone tried to drag her back to the Chadon against her will, she could escape.


‘And I even have a back door into and out of the Chadon.’


That had been a surprise when she returned from the tower.  It was not something she shared with Serena yet, wanting to keep it to herself. Alana shifted slightly, her thoughts making her uncomfortable.

The secrets were piling up and it was starting to get to her.  Growing up she and her sisters shared most things.  While they were tall and willowy blondes and she was a petite brunette, clothes became difficult to share, but secrets, especially the important ones always were.

Alana wanted to talk to both Marta and Angela about what was going on.  To get their take on Rinaldo and Sean as well as the Chadon.  It was, however, complicated. 

At the masquerade ball they were abducted and were awake when Alana helped them escape.  Passing through the gate back to Lewiston erased their memories.  They remembered nothing of the land beyond.  While Alana didn’t want them traumatized, it did make sharing a bit problematic. 


‘I do have pictures,’ Alana thought. 


When chasing after them Alana called the police and then took pictures as she ran.  Some of them were a bit blurry but she was hoping for identification shots and managed to get quite a few good pictures mixed in with the blurry ones.  While still on her phone, Alana copied them to a flash drive and put them in her safety deposit box. 

She was certain that the pictures along with a display of magic by her and possibly Serena should convince them of the truth. Thus far, she had not made time for the conversation with them.


‘To be fair they are both still out of town,’ Alana tried consoling her conscience. 


She didn’t like keeping the secrets, but she wasn’t going to share them over the phone.  Marta was still on her ski trip with Matt Garret and Angela had not returned from her cruise with Heath.

As always when she thought about Heath, her brow furrowed.  He was another complication.

“You know you are meant to relax and enjoy yourself,” Serena said. “Or am I wrong about the whole point of a spa visit?”

Alana opened her eyes and looked over to Serena. She was sitting up and adjusting the towel over herself.  Alana realized that the last of the now cooled stones was being removed from her back and she sat herself up, pulling up the thick terry cloth.

“Thinking about Angela and Heath,” Alana confessed, setting aside the other matters.

“Ah,” Serena said.  “Do you think he confessed his deep dark secret while they were shipboard?”

Alana thought about Heath.  His deep dark secret was that he was from the Chadon and was involved in the Halloween abduction.  He was ordered home, ran off back to Lewiston because he was in love with Angela and was now hiding from his family who would no doubt want to drag him back if they found him.  At one point he tried to blackmail Alana into helping him out. Now he and Angela were on a cruise ship.

“Somehow I doubt it,” Alana said.  “He seems like the sort to keep it to himself and then hope it never comes up or goes away on its own. He does not strike me as a proactive problem solver.”

“I’m not certain his family is going to go away on their own,” Serena said. 

Alana sighed.  “Neither am I.”

They both got up from their tables, put on the provided slippers and moved back towards the changing room. 

“Are you thinking of telling her,” Serena asked.  There was curiosity but no judgement in the tone. 

“As much as I hate the thought of meddling in their relationship, I want to tell my sisters my secrets and it is going to come out then if I do.  I think I might talk to Marta first though,” Alana said.

“To get her on your side before you speak to Angela?” They went into the changing room and opened the lockers where their clothing was stored.

“Partially,” Alana said as she began to dress. “Andrew broke her heart when he left and I think she deserves to know why.  I thought telling her and then asking her about Angela and Heath would be a good idea.  She is actually much better than I am at these sorts of discussions. I tend to just state the facts and then deal with the consequences after.  She generally has a much softer approach. I just have to hope she isn’t too traumatized by the conversation.”

“It is a concern,” Serena said.  “I am willing to help if you like.  Provide evidence, if that is the correct term.”

Alana nodded, knowing neither of them would mention magic when they could be overheard.  Alana didn’t need anyone thinking she was crazy. They finished dressing and decided to go to the attached restaurant for lunch.  This was their last day in the spa and Alana knew that Serena wanted to try everything on the menu she could so she could better make her assessments and plans.

“I don’t suppose there is a way to keep the memories intact after returning?” Alana asked, choosing her words carefully.  “For Marta and Angela?”

Serena nodded thoughtfully as they walked into the restaurant and were shown to a table.  “There might be,” she said after the hostess left them with the menus. “I can look into that.”

“Even with all of your other planning?” Alkana asked.

Serena smiled. “Even with. Angela and I have already discussed adding a garden to your backyard.  It would not only provide ingredients for both of us, but it will let me know more about gardening here.  As I will be working with her, due to your schedule at the bakery, you often won’t be around. It would be nice to be able to talk openly. It makes the research into memory as much for me as it is for you.”

Alana couldn’t help but smile.  Alana trained as a chef and delighted in finding new recipes and working through them.  She had a collection of old cookbooks that she liked to try now and again, some reprints of medieval cookery books.  She had always played around with recipes. 

Now, she leaned towards creating new items for the bakery case.  By contrast Angela treated food as fuel and preferred to spend as little of her time dealing with it as she could get away with.  When visiting her apartment, Alana found Angela used her oven as a fireproof storage for important papers rather than something to create food.

By contrast Alana did not garden.  She appreciated fresh culinary herbs and would love to have the garden on hand for her kitchen, but had a perennial black thumb.  When the empty planters at the front of her house began to make Angela twitchy during her visits, Alana purchased life like fake ivy to go in them.  In the spring she would add a few fake flowers for color.  When they looked too sun-faded, she would replace them and occasionally she would dust and knock the spiders out.

Angela once dropped by on a Saturday morning and caught Alana vacuuming the boxes out. She was horrified and refused to even mention the flower boxes again. 

When she gave permission to Angela and Serena to work on a garden, Angela squealed like a teenager suddenly finding herself in possession of sold-out concert tickets to her favorite band.  While Alana laughed, she also caught her sister eyeing the planters at the front of the house with a gleam in her eye. 

She suspected that by the spring, she would come home from the bakery to find her fake ivy had mysteriously vanished.

“I suppose that would make things easier for everyone,” Alana said.

The two of them opened the menus and looked over the options.  To give Serena a better understanding of the menu, they were each choosing different items each visit and then sharing plates.   They each chose something they hadn’t tried before and put their orders in.  As the menus were whisked away, Alana reached for her water glass.  Her eyes flicked towards the doorway and her hand froze.

Walking into the restaurant was Mrs. Anastasia Wellington Smithe.  The woman surveyed the room and spotted Alana.  She locked in, smiled, and began walking over.


Chapter 2




“Heads up,” Alana said to Serena as Mrs. Wellington Smythe approached. 

Alana knew the woman from her bakery orders, having made many platters for her often exclusive functions.  Serena prepared concoctions for the more magically minded of Lewiston’s population at a recent gathering at Mrs. Wellington-Smythe’s home.  Thus far, Serena took great pains to make certain no one knew she was living with Alana.  She did not want to bring trouble to her door.


‘Or have people questioning how we met,’ Alana thought.  Secrecy was better for both of them on that front.  She suspected that secrecy was about to be eliminated. 


“Alana,” Mrs. Wellington Smythe said as she approached the table.  “How lovely to see you.  Enjoying your time off?”

“The spa has been quite relaxing,” Alana said. 

Mrs. Wellington Smythe sighed.  “I did want to speak with you about your… prior-to-spa adventures actually.” She turned her head and blinked in surprise as she saw Serena. “Serena, what a pleasant surprise.  I was just speaking about you to Kiera Rathbone.  She was absolutely thrilled with your work and will no doubt be calling you again soon.”

“I look forward to hearing from her,” Serena said with a slight incline of her head.

“I was unaware the two of you knew each other,” she said looking from Serena to Alana.

“Advertising the connection did not seem prudent,” Alana said. 

“No, I don’t suppose it would,” she said.  “And I certainly have no need to point it out to anyone.  I did want to talk to you regarding Jeffrey and his...” Mrs. Wellington Smythe pursed her lips as though disgusted. “Abominable behavior,” she finally said. 

“I have banned him and his two cohorts from the bakery for three months,” Alana said. 

“Have you,” Mrs. Wellington Smythe said with a short laugh.  Here eyes crinkled with amusement.  “That will do him good, however he will still wish to speak with you regarding recent events.”

Now it was Alana’s turn to frown. “Would this be regarding his …organization?” She asked.  “Because given his approach, I am not certain I wish to join.”

“I expect not,” Mrs. Wellington Smythe replied.  “I certainly agree. His approach would have put me off as well and I did try and talk him out of it.  I thought I had to be honest.  I suggested a private luncheon after the holidays and he seemed to agree.  Then he went through with his plan anyway.”

A look of annoyance flashed across the Harbinger’s face and Alana wondered how often people ignored what she had to say and waved off her opinions.  Alana doubted it was very often.  Mrs. Wellington Smythe had an air of command about her that was difficult to ignore.

“I doubt he will let the possibility of your membership go easily.  He has many questions he hopes you will answer.  I have my own questions and while I am not a member of his association perhaps my home can serve as neutral ground.  The bakery reopens next week?”

“Bright and early Monday morning,” Alana replied.

“I don’t suppose we could slip a small lunch into your schedule prior to your reopening.  We could get a few matters cleared away and hopefully put to rest so that his…enthusiasm does not become problematic.”

Alana nodded.  “That might not be a bad idea, although I do reserve the right not to answer any questions I don’t wish to answer.”

“Of course, dear,” she replied.  “It’s a lunch, not an interrogation.”  Mrs. Wellington Smythe looked to Serena.  “I would adore having you as well, however I suspect Jeffrey will not be as circumspect in his knowledge of your association.”

“I understand completely,” Serena said.  “And while I find the thought of meeting Jeffrey amusing, I do not think the amusement is worth the cost.”

“Well said and I am please you take no insult,” she turned back to Alana. “Tomorrow, noon at my house?”

“That would work well,” Alana said. 

“Excellent,” Mrs. Wellington Smyth said.  “I will leave you to your lunch then.” She walked off towards a table where other ladies were waiting for her.  Serena glanced over. 

“None were there when I was,” she said after a quick once over.  She turned back to the table and Alana.

“So not in the know, so to speak,” Alana said.

The waiter arrived with their lunch and Serena just nodded.

“Are you worried about lunch?” Serena asked.

“I figured I would need to deal with Jeffrey sooner or later and if I can do so without tranquilizer darts, I prefer it.” Alana said.  “I hoped for more time, but I suppose he was never going to wait the three months I told him he was not allowed in the bakery.”  She shrugged.  “I’m not even certain I can keep him out of the bakery for three months. It isn’t as though the bakery has a bouncer.”


While Alana very much wanted to put up a sign preventing anyone who shot her with a tranquilizer and hauled her through a magical gateway from coming into the shop, she doubted it would go over well.  ‘Or be very effective at keeping Jeffrey out.  It would probably be effective in making me look like I had a post holiday break down.’


“I suppose hiring a bouncer to stand at the door would be a bit much,” Alana said.

Serena frowned.  “Bouncer?” She asked.  She made up and down motions with her hand as though bouncing a ball. 

“Not technically bouncing like a ball more like a large man removing the unwanted from the premises,” Alana explained.  “Although the actual bouncing does have some appeal where Jeffrey is concerned.”

“Ah,” Serena said.  Her confusion cleared and she looked thoughtful. “I might be able to help with that,” Serena added after a moment.  “A pest control barrier keyed to the three banned might work.”

“Like keeping ants away from the gumdrops?” Alana asked. On her visit to the gingerbread house ants were swarming over some of the gumdrops and making off with large chunks of the sweets.

“I am good with the temporary, just not the permanent,” Serena said.  “And I hadn’t replaced it in a while. I should be able to manage three months.”

“I’m game to try anything that will keep them away, without causing them permanent harm or scaring off the rest of the customers,” Alana said. 

“That I think I can manage.”

While Alana wanted to ask about details, she doubted the restaurant was the place to do it.  Instead, they set the matter aside and concentrated on the food. The unhurried pleasure they had for the past few days was missing and Alana had to admit, part of it was due to Mrs. Wellington-Smythe’s seeing the two of them together. 

She hadn’t thought being seen with Serena was a problem.  To everyone else, Serena was a friend from when she lived and worked outside of Lewiston.  As Alana had no connections to the magical community, she didn’t meet anyone Serena was dealing with.

Serena made certain no one followed her home and never told people she was living with Alana.  Serena was worried that if someone found out she was the witch from the Gingerbread House near the Eastern Gate, she would be brought back.  Alana was hoping people thought she lost her memory of the night at the Masquerade Ball and in no way connected her or her sisters with the lost princess. 

Serena frowned as she chewed a bite from her plate thoughtfully. 

“Something wrong?” Alana asked, looking at Serena’s plate. 

“With the meal, no, I rather like this actually.  I was wondering if you might want to talk to Galen before tomorrow.  Maybe Rinaldo too?”

“To get help?” Alana asked.

Serena shook her head.  “No, out of all of us I expect you will be far better to navigate the world of Lewiston than the rest of us and this association seems to be more of a Lewiston thing.  I was thinking more of a trust building exercise.”

“Trust building?” Alana asked.

“Sure.  First of all, they want you to trust them and sharing information shows you might, which could keep them from resorting to Jeffrey-like methods. Then there is the fact that they know about Jeffrey and might feel the need to do something about him on their own.  If you talk to them about what is going on, they might not feel the need to do something themselves, or to at least tell you before they do,” Serena said,

Alana nodded.  “They did seem like they wanted to do something,” she said.  “Especially after Nicolas.”

When she and Sean returned to the Lewiston side of the gate, they found Nicolas’ body just outside the gate.  He had been stabbed repeatedly, a decorative knife with a Leraic crest still stuck into his body.  Sean moved him back to the Chadon side of the gate so it would not draw the attention of any of the police in Lewiston.  While she doubted Sean, Rinaldo or Galen would miss Nicolas as they didn’t appear to like him very much, Alana suspected his death would have implications for them. 

“True,” Serena said.  “There is also the possibility that if you share with them, they might be willing to share with you.”

“And they do know a lot that I don’t.” Alana nodded.  “They at least felt friendly enough to give me a map.”

“Sean did,” Serena pointed out.  “Of the three he has been the most forthcoming.”

“I think that’s because of the tower,” Alana said.

“Because you didn’t leave him to the mercies of the Evil Jeffrey?”

“Something like that.”

Serena nodded.  “It is something to lean into, you didn’t betray him and perhaps he will assist you when he can.”

“It is the ‘when he can’ that bothers me,” Alana confessed.  “It is clear everyone has their own priorities.”

She knew Rinaldo was here to find the missing princess who was his niece, and possibly take her back to Theras.  Sean was from the Kingdom of Meridan and seemed to be helping Rinaldo with his goals.  Alana barely knew the names Theras and Meridan and had no idea what the history between the two kingdoms was like or what the history between the two men involved.  It could be a matter of personal debt or some sort of political maneuvering.

As a baker Alana considered her understanding of political maneuvering to be shaky at best. Her methods of negotiation generally involved offering someone a chocolate chip cookie when they seemed upset.


‘And I am not sure what Galen is here for.’ He claimed to be here to serve as a teacher and he seemed sincere, but she knew nothing else about him.


“Knowing more about anything would be a plus,” she said.

“So,” Serena said. “You call, tell them a little bit about what is going on, listen to their advice, maybe learning a thing or two from what they tell you, even if it has nothing to do with your luncheon and maybe learn more about everything else into the bargain.”

“Not a bad plan,” Alana said after thinking about it.  “A bit devious, but overall, not a bad plan.”

Serena smiled and dipped her fork back into her meal.

Lingering was out, even with Mrs. Wellington Smythe paying them no attention, they both felt watched. They paid the bill and went to get their luggage.  Soon enough, they were loaded up in the car and Alana was driving back to Lewiston.  The spa was in the nearby city, on the far side.  Alana chose it not only because it had all the amenities Serena seemed most interested in, but because when she visited, she rarely ran into anyone from Lewiston.  There were other, more convenient places for rest and relaxation.

It was the spa she usually booked for her post-holiday wind down.  In her attempt to clear her mind from all the holiday work at the bakery, she didn’t want someone coming over asking when she would be opening after the break or even talking to her about the business.  It didn’t matter whether they were complementary or insulting, she just needed the few days of complete escape.

“Which means she shouldn’t have been there,” Alana said. 

Serena, sitting in the passenger’s seat looked over.  “Who?”

“Mrs. Wellington-Smythe,” Alana clarified.  “I go to this spa to relax because I’ve never seen anyone from Lewiston there.”

“Maybe the ladies she was meeting she didn’t want other people to see her meeting with,” Serena said.  “Either that or she deliberately came here to run into you.  Who knows you come here?”

“I’ve never made it a secret,” Alana said.  “I come here every year. Any number of people could know that.  I’m not actually hiding from anyone, just taking a break.”

“Could be either then,” Serena replied. She shrugged. “Or both.  I get the feeling She wouldn’t mind going out of her way to get what she wants, but I also think she has a lot of secrets.”

“I think I prefer her having secrets,” Alana said as she navigated her way through traffic.”

“Because it would make you less important to her or because you want to think of her as having secrets?”

“Both,” Alana said after thinking about it.  “Although even without the whole magic thing I would suspect she knew everyone’s secrets.”

Serena nodded.  “She does sort of have that feeling about her.  Like people tell her things, or bring her their problems expecting her to fix things.  Very queen-like actually.”

Alana smiled.  “Lewiston Royalty.”

They fell quiet again, Alana letting her thoughts circle while Serena looked out of the window.  Serena was learning more of Lewiston, but she was generally investigating the town on foot, her starting point either Alana’s house or whatever served as the center for the magical community in Lewiston.  Alana hadn’t asked too many questions, mostly just hoping Serena wasn’t involved in anything illegal.

Occasionally Alana would go out to outer shopping districts and Serena would come along, but with the bakery keeping her occupied so much during the holiday season Serena hadn’t expanded her knowledge of the area much.  Alana tried not to smile as Serena stared wide eyed at one of the industrial facilities they drove past. 

“We could work on more outings to surrounding areas now that I am not too swamped,” Alana said. 

“That could be fun.”

“Maybe you could make a list of places you’d like to see, but can’t walk to.  Within a few hours of driving at least,” Alana said.  “I’m not up for a grand road trip at the moment, but we could expand a bit.”

“I will make the list,” Serena promised.  “It will be fun to see some of the things I have heard others talk about.”

They reached Lewiston and Alana was pleased to see her house looking the same as when she left it.  There was no one lurking that she could see.  No illusory dragons or mazes of ice.  Just her house, the flower boxes filled with fake ivy.

Alana pulled the car into the garage and lowered the door behind her.  As she walked to work and only really drove when she needed to leave the district, the car lived quietly in the garage most of the time.  She took it out enough for regular use and took it for routine check-ups but overall, she didn’t drive much. 

Alana and Serena took their luggage into the house and each went to their separate rooms to unpack.  When Alana walked into her room, she could sense the gate immediately.  It was closed and locked and from the note her ancestor left her, she knew no one else could sense the gate when it was closed.  Still as she put the suitcase on the bed and began to unpack, she couldn’t help but look at the blank stretch of wall. 

The morning after returning from the Chadon, a door opened in her wall.  It led to a library located on a building hidden on an island in the Chadon.  She had not yet figured out exactly where in the Chadon the island was, but that was on her list of things to do now that she had a map.

Strangely, the library was familiar to her.  It was the same space she dreamed about when she was younger.  After her father died, Alana began having nightmares and sleepwalking.  She often dreamed of a library during her sleepwalking adventures.  She remembered nothing except the library and the scent of the ocean. 

From the few bits she managed to learn, traumatic events could trigger a magical release and the sudden death of her father left her traumatized.  Shortly before he died, they had an argument. It was about Halloween costumes of all things.  He wanted her and her sisters to all dress like fairytale princesses for Halloween that year.  Alana wanted to be a mad scientist.  He insisted and while they all left the house dressed as princesses, Alana changed in the bushes, becoming a mad scientist before going out to collect candy. 

She changed before returning to the house and had one of the other parents not shared trick or treating photos no one would have been any the wiser.  The photos were shared however, and Alana and her sisters were grounded for their deception.  Everyone, including their mother, thought it an outsized reaction to a Halloween costume choice.  She went along with the punishment for the deception’s sake, ignoring the costume angle.  Alana and her father continued to argue about it.

He died before the argument could be resolved.

It weighed heavily on her mind after his death and everyone believed it was the cause of her sleepwalking.  In time, her sleepwalking stopped and was forgotten.  As an adult, Alana still occasionally replayed the arguments, puzzled over them as much now as when she was a child.


‘But if he was from the Chadon and tasked with raising me as a traditional princess it makes a little more sense I suppose.’


Alana turned away from the wall.  She had no need to open the gate or venture into the library right now.  It was enough to know she could call for it when she needed and if she left the house, she could take it with her.  Alana smiled.  While she had no desire to move house any time soon, she was glad she didn’t need to put ‘mystical gate in bedroom included’ on the real estate listing.

Thinking of Serena’s advice to call Galen, Alana took her phone out of her pocket.  As far as she knew, Galen did not have a phone.  She knew that Rinaldo had a phone, but she had not thought to get the number.  She did, however, have Sean’s phone number. 

“Hopefully he will pass the message,” Alana pulled up Sean’s number and pressed the call button. Alana pressed the button for speaker figuring it wouldn’t hurt if Serena overheard the conversation.

The phone rang and Serena walked into the doorway at the sound.

“Calling Sean to reach Galen and Rinaldo,” she explained.  Serena nodded and waited.

“Hello?” Sean’s voice came out of the speaker.  It sounded hesitant and Alana guessed he did not recognize her number.

“Sean, this is Alana,” She said.

“Oh Alana, hello,” his confusion cleared and his voice warmed.  “How can I help you today?  Nothing…untoward has happened?”

“No, not really,” Alana said.  “I was invited to lunch at the home of Mrs. Wellington-Smythe.  She is also inviting Jeffrey and I believe others from the Order, maybe.  She wasn’t entirely clear on who would be there.  The goal is to talk things out and keep everyone from using tranquilizer darts again. I wanted to let you and the others know and to see if there is anything you think I should be aware of or ask about during the conversation.”

“Oh,” Sean said.  There was silence as he appeared to be thinking.  “I suppose talking is better than the abductions.”

“As the one most likely to be abducted I agree,” Alana said.  “After all you were the innocent bystander who would remember nothing once returned to this side of the gate.”

“Of course,” Sean said.  There was amusement in his tone.  “I forgot.  I was merely the victim in the tower you rescued with your noble quest. I will remember my ignorance should it come up.  I believe it is clear that The Order is composed of those descended from magicians fleeing the restrictions of the Chadon.  It would be nice to know how they found the tower and encampment.”

Alana nodded.  “It did seem to be quite distant from the gate and not something one would stumble on by accident,” Alana said.

“Very far from stumbling territory,” Sean agreed.

“Is that all?”

“Well, I suppose if they have any plans for the Chadon that would be useful to know,” Sean added.

“No questions regarding Nicolas?” Alana asked. 

While she and Sean found Nicolas’ body by the gate, Jeffrey would have gone through the gate before them. Jeffrey could have ignored the body, not seen it or even killed Nicolas.

“Knowing if he was there when Jeffrey passed would help establish a timeline I suppose,” Sean said carefully. 

Alana frowned.  “But you don’t want me involved?” She guessed.

“It might be best if none of us are involved,” Sean said. He sighed heavily. “Nicolas was of Leriac.  He was nephew to the king and also one of the King’s favorites.  There were rumors that King Frederick preferred him over Andrew and was thinking of naming him heir. There were also rumors that the king was actually Nicolas’ father. Even just knowing anything about the death could be…messy.  Thus far no mention of Nicolas’ death has been mentioned.”

“He had to have been found,” Alana said.  She shuttered thinking of Nicolas laying on the ground just on the other side of the gate.

“We are certain he has been,” Sean assured her.  “But no one is saying anything.”

“Meaning ignorance of the matter until it has been made public is best?”

“Exactly,” Sean said.  “And asking questions could bring attention.”

“As I would like as little attention form Leriac as possible, I can avoid asking questions.  What do you think I should say if Jeffrey asks?”

Alana could see Serena nodding at her question from the doorway. She gave Alana a thumbs up.

“Maybe tell him you saw a body, but avoided it.  Perhaps in horror? I know you aren’t the sort who faints as the sight of such violence,” Sean said.

Alana remembered feeling like she was going to vomit at the sight of the bloody corpse. “I could stay away because I didn’t want to contaminate evidence,” Alana said.  “His face was turned to the ground so I wouldn’t have seen it or know who it was.”

“Exactly,” Sean said.  “No contaminating evidence,” he said the words as though he was tasting them, weighing them. Alana wondered if the fairytale world of the Chadon even had police.


‘Probably don’t have a forensic department even if they do,’ she thought.


“I suppose Jeffrey wouldn’t have seen the face either,” Alana mused.

“No,” Sean added.  “He wouldn’t. While I still wouldn’t ask questions, it would be worth noting if he knows it was Nicolas.”

“Would he know Nicolas?” Alana asked.  “Even if he saw the face, he should be a stranger. I can’t imagine their paths crossing much.”

“If they did, we have far more to worry about,” Sean said. 


Chapter 3




Rinaldo had a spring in his step as he walked into the small shop.  It sold a variety of beers, ales, liquors and wines despite the name of Mid-City Wine and Spirits.  On this side of the Eastern gate, he found the larger food shops of Lewiston more intimidating than he liked to admit and so smaller specialty stores such as this one appealed to him, even if much of the offerings were still a mystery.

Part of the intimidation, which he could admit, was his complete lack of culinary skill.  In the palace back in Theras, cooking was not something a prince was expected to learn. 

Every visit he made to the palace kitchens generally involved the head cook ordering the scurrying staff to fetch him a snack of some sort so he could be sent on his way elsewhere with as much haste as possible.  He was certain any attempt on his part to actually learn what it was the kitchen staff did would be met with horror and chaos followed by stiff formality. Rinaldo also expected his mother would have some sharp words for him for disrupting the work of the kitchens should he attempt to delve into their mysteries.  

He knew that before any major event, the cook would be closeted with his mother as they went over the menu in great detail, from garnishes to serving platters.  The queen not only had a firm grasp of what types of cuisine was needed for any event, but she studied the foods of other cultures and made notes of the favorite local dishes for any visiting dignitaries. 

She made certain they had familiar favorites to make them feel welcome, flavors they would appreciate and new delights to try.  Often the new delights would feature different ways of preparing items Theras produced in excess so that the possibility of trade and commerce could be raised in a more natural way while dining before official negotiations while the visiting dignitary was there on other business.

It was a tactic that served Theras well.

When new dishes were developed ahead of such venture, the cook and his staff would send test portions to his mother and her ladies in the salon for them to try out and critique.  At such times, while the staff delivered the dish to be examined, the cook himself would wait in the hall, pacing anxiously outside the doors, hidden from view as he waited for judgement. 

“Those from Mistan tend to prefer a little more heat to their spices,” she might say or “The beef is lovely, but the Voxan do tend to eat more seafood, so perhaps pairing the doman with some sort of fish would be more appropriate?”
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