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      This book is dedicated to transgender people, especially trans people of color.  Your gender identity is valid. You are worthy of love, tenderness, and respect—and most of all, gender-affirming care.

      

      Love Your Auntie Sister, TJ
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      This book may be light as a summer breeze, but it deals with subject matter that has been a yoke almost too heavy for the author to carry.     I wrote this for the magical misfits and the parents of children, who need a little extra and deserve better treatment by the education system. I do not have a magical faerie to whisk these kids off to, but I often wished that I did.
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      On the screen, several women with gravity-defying hair chatted in a small salon. They had strong Southern accents and just as strong opinions. Lounging on the media room floor in the big farmhouse that was once only for Gabriel’s pack, Rhiannon passed a bowl of popcorn to Lance, her face scrunched up.

      “I’m confused. Is this movie about the diabetic girl and her big pink wedding or the hair salon owned by the woman with the enormous—umm—blonde wig?”

      Several of the pack members chuckled. They were still getting used to Rhiannon, me, and Daystar living among them—not to mention Phyr. Movie night always turned into twenty questions.

      Daystar, seated on the other side of Rhiannon, shrugged his big shoulders. “I never know with these screenplays—too much fast talking.” He made his hand flap. “No one takes the time to breathe between words.”

      We were all supernaturals, but we didn’t have as much exposure to pop culture as the shifters, who had blended into the mundane world their whole lives. She and I had grown up in covens. Cultish and distrustful of others, most covens had shuttered themselves from the rest of the world so they could continue questionable practices. When nasty warlocks from our old world had come for revenge on the witches, the covens’ reclusiveness had cost them. With no allies in the supernatural community and watered-down magic from mingling with humans, the covens faced beings more powerful than them alone, and they died. My heart squeezed every time I thought of how many had perished before we stopped the warlocks.

      “Beats me. I’ve never seen it.” Lance shrugged and passed the bowl to their other partner, Daystar. Bypass, he rested it on the flat of the large witch’s stomach. He’d fallen asleep five minutes into the movie.

      Rhiannon glanced over her shoulder. Her face was half illuminated by the big screen television. She lifted her eyebrows in my direction.

      Currently fixed between Phyr and Gabriel on the large sofa, I spread my hands. I’d never seen the movie either. As much as Rafael had caught me up on movies that were from when I was growing up in Faerie or in a coven with no TV, this wasn’t one of them. “Phyr picked the movie.”

      “I did,” he agreed, dipping his head.

      

      Gabriel chuckled, reached behind my back and tugged at Phyr’s ram’s horn playfully. “How in the multiverse did you hear of ‘Steel Magnolias’?”

      Cutting him an indignant look and batting away the offending hand, Phyr replied, “A customer of the bakery suggested the movie to me.”

      Having seen the first ten or fifteen minutes of the movie, this humorous slice of mundane southern life could not possibly be a film I’d think Phyr would like to see. “Why did you accept the suggestion?”

      “They had a very specific request.” The fae changed his voice to sound like someone else, someone with a distinct Louisiana accent. “‘I need you to make me the groom’s cake from the movie ‘Steel Magnolias.’ Can you do it?’” The fae then reverted to his normal manner of speech. “Of course, I told him yes. I love a challenge. Due to the late timing of the request, I haven’t had the opportunity to search the web for the cake yet. So, I suggested the movie since it was my turn to pick and none of you will let me rewatch this season of ‘Bake Off! Wisconsin Edition’.”

      He shot a baleful look around the room, mortifying no one with his scorn.

      As a rule, I didn’t dip into anyone’s head, but, even without mind-reading, I could guarantee no one felt ashamed of banning the show on movie night. If Phyr had his way, we’d watch baking competitions every single night. I had my fill of making cakes and cookies at work. So much so that I hardly baked for pleasure anymore. Phyr, on the other hand, was truly passionate about baking. I began to not enjoy baking as much as when I did it as a hobby, but I didn’t know how to address the issue since our business had become his passion.

      “Excellent criteria for a movie night pick.” Gabriel played with a strand of my hair, pausing to stifle a yawn. My head resting on Gabriel’s shoulder bobbed with the movement of his arms. My legs on Phyr’s lap shifted when he turned to Gabriel and grinned. Not understanding our partner was being sarcastic, he replied, “I thought so, too.”

      Also lounging on the floor on the pillow pile with her wife, Princess swiped the bowl from now-sleeping Daystar’s stomach and tossed a handful into her mouth.

      Blonde head resting on Princess’s shoulder, Aurora helped herself. Before taking a bite, she said, “I saw it years ago. It’s about being from a small town mundane in Louisiana, or maybe the cycle of life and death, or old lady friendships. Huh. I don’t remember. The acting is good though and there’s a lot of good dialogue.”

      Princess chuckled. “Crystal clear description, babe.”

      The blonde Bigfoot lifted her head and scowled at her wife, but a hint of a grin touched the corner of her mouth. “Hey! What did you expect, a full-blown synopsis and critical analysis? I watched it when I was a kid!”

      “You’re cute when you’re defensive.” Princess kissed her wife on the forehead.

      We were lulled into watching a movie with quick banter and excellent dialogue, indeed. Noticing who was staff at the wedding, and who were the guests, bothered me. I wondered where supernaturals would fit in the picture painted of small-town southern life. We had to live on the outskirts of the mundane world for so long that witches didn’t do weddings. Not the way mundanes did in movies like this.

      Shifters did, though. They often held elaborate events, inviting all of their pack members and the other packs in the area. Sometimes they’d even invite packs of familial origin far away. The reason behind inviting these strangers was to make good relations, negotiate business, and allow outsiders to find mates. When your population was miniscule, so were your pickings.

      Gabriel had married Kirsten, whose family came from a foreign pack for more reasons than being in love. I’d learned later that was also part of the reason he’d gone lenient on the pack laws around infidelity. That, and he wasn’t a terrible person who could murder the mother of his children no matter how badly she’d betrayed him and the pack by sleeping with an incubus.

      I’d privately bonded with each of them. Phyr and I had moved in with Gabriel while the girls were in college, selling the old house Raf and I had lived in. It was a matter of convenience, safety, and because we wanted to live together.

      He’d even built on a wing to accommodate us, a few witches who’d left covens, and fae kin of mine. What we had was good enough for me.

      Gabriel got this misty-eyed look during the wedding scene. He and Phyr exchanged a glance over my head.

      The musical score grew loud and happy as the people danced at the reception. More quips and banter. I resigned to the slice of life, relieved that the ceremony part was over.

      “There it is!” Phyr exclaimed, jumping to his feet and nearly dumping me onto the floor in the process.

      Gabriel’s quick reflexes stopped me from face-planting. “I got you,” he whispered in my hair, sending tingles down my spine. My skin flushed with the memory of other times he’d said those same words to me. I faced him, exchanging a heated look.

      A look was as far as that would go. We were among shifters who could smell subtle changes. I looked away first.

      Daystar sat up. In a groggy voice, he asked in Kairska, “What’s happening?”

      “The stormtroopers have invaded Humperdinck’s castle,” Rhiannon explained in English.

      He scratched his head, nodded with a grin because he’d recently seen those movies, and then settled back down.

      “Why is no one moving?” Phyr waved his arms about frantically. “Someone, hand me the remote! I must rewind, and then pause the movie in order to study this masterpiece.”

      Everyone groaned. This was why we didn’t allow baking competitions. Phyr became a remote tyrant, pausing and rewinding and pausing to he made a satisfying critique of each confection.

      Undeterred by our reaction, Phyr paused and rewound the movie at every sighting or mention of the armadillo-shaped groom’s cake. Fortunately, it was only a few times.

      By the end of the movie, there were tears, yawns, and stretches. Everyone was done for the evening. We said our goodnights. Gabriel, Phyr, and I headed to our quarters together.

      The ‘pack house’, as everyone called it, had once been a sprawling farmhouse. Gabriel and his pack had added onto the building so that now it reminded me of a Victorian mansion or a chateau with twists and turns that lead to different wings. I’d grown up in Oberon’s castle and then in a coven, so I’d lived in communal-style homes before. However, for many years, it was just Raf, Jada, and me, and then it was just me and my kid. The pixies lived in the garden, but not inside—too many noxious chemicals and manufactured parts for their nature fae sensibilities.

      Rhiannon and Phyr had moved into my house around the same time, and then there were five. When Rhiannon had moved out and Jada had gone to college, it was only Phyr and me for a bit. I liked not having eyes on everything I did around my own home. Then, Rhiannon moved back in and brought Lance and Daystar. Finally, they moved out again when the Baba Yaga decided that boys and men were more than studs and could learn magic. All these transitions were fine because it was still my space, my house, my rules.

      However, Gabriel was left out of all of that. He spent the night a lot, but couldn’t leave his pack for longer than a couple of nights. To save money, Jada moved in here after she and Roxy finished college. It made no sense to ask him to move in with me, but I wanted to see him more. He, Phyr, and I discussed it, and we decided together to live here. Still…

      “You’ve sighed twice,” Phyr said. “Sigh once more, and you’ll have to say something melancholy or profound.”

      I angled my head toward him. “I do?”

      “Or something philosophical,” Gabriel agreed. “Perhaps a woe is me?”

      Face solemn, Phyr nodded. “Yes. Any manner of dialogue that would prompt us to ask, ‘Why do you say that?’”

      “Then we could get on with the business of pulling out of you what’s troubling you since you clearly will not share on your own,” Gabriel finished.

      “This is your house.”

      “There it is.” Gabriel grinned. He was incredibly handsome when he grinned. He wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Also, you’re wrong. This house belongs to everyone who lives in here, including you.”

      “If we broke up, I couldn’t live here anymore.”

      He came up with the same point as he had when we discussed moving in. “If I broke from my pack, I couldn’t live here anymore, and the property would go to the next alpha.”

      Before we discussed living together, I’d assumed he’d owned this land. When we were first together, we had a lot of communication issues. Phyr served as a bridge. That caused more issues at first. Phyr had distrusted him at first, so he hadn’t always been a bridge. My father and Phyr had also believed he wanted to use me, misinterpreting his intentions. So, I didn’t always include Gabriel on important matters then.

      After the angels had gotten to Gabriel and had done a number on his mind, he’d vowed we’d always communicate so we’d know without a doubt where the other person was. More darkly, we’d know if someone had gotten into our heads.

      Communicating about everything was hard work. Gabriel had a lot of baggage from Kirsten. We’d come a long way, but I still had a lot to work on.

      “What about your businesses?” I’d never asked the question.

      “Some are mine alone. Some are shared stocks with the pack as a corporation. I’m a majority shareholder.”

      Stocks. I had those at one point. I’d lived off dividends from stocks for years after Raf died. I’d sold off all the pieces of companies to sink all my money into Enchanted Treats. I was good at baking, and it seemed like the thing to do to become a part of the community. Phyr and I went in half and half. It was what I did, but baking was his passion.

      “So, you and the pack have legal, binding agreements that make it harder for them to just kick you out?”

      “As do you and Phyr. You risked your livelihood and home with him. Isn’t living here the same?”

      Phyr kept his silence on the subject, but he stiffened at the mention of our joint venture. Gabriel had jealousies of our closeness still.

      “No. Our business belongs to both of us. We both took a risk and if we fail or have an outing, we have legal recourse to get our due. This place belongs to you and the pack.” I didn’t know why I was bringing this up. We’d gone over all of this. Was it the wedding in the movie? The way he seemed moved by it all and we had no legal binding? Was it the fae in me that hated staying in something that wasn’t mine?

      Gabriel put himself in my path, facing me. He brushed my cheek with the back of his knuckles. The touch was light but filled with tenderness. “Would you like us to buy another property that legally belongs to the three of us?” He gestured to Phyr, who kept his face neutral. “Would that make you feel more secure about living with me? I’ll do it. I want this. I want us to work.”

      The truth was, I felt more comfortable and had more time for other things, living in a house run by many people. I had a place here. What was bothering me then?

      “No. I don’t want a separate place. I want—” I shook my head. “I don’t know what’s the matter. I have everything I want, yet…”

      “Yet?” Phyr asked, clasping one hand on Gabriel’s shoulder and using the other to lift my chin.

      I had everything I ever wanted. Two partners, friends, family, a happy home, and a thriving business. “I don’t know. I don’t know why this is bothering me now.”

      Gabriel pulled me in for a hug. I breathed in his scent: fabric softener, the green and earthy tones of the Pacific Northwest forests, and his natural smell that was his alone. “Give it a think. Then we’ll figure out how we can support you.”

      Phyr joined in the embrace and kissed my temple. “Together.”
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      Enchanting Treats expanded to two locations. One on the Eastside in the tiny suburb of Woodinville and the other in Kirkland, near the marina where Gabriel and I had our first date. Thinking back, I’m surprised we ended up together. Even more surprising is that I thought of Princess, who crashed the date, as one of my closest friends.

      I drove to the Kirkland location with Phyr and Rhiannon in tow. Pitching in funds toward expansion, Rhiannon had partial ownership of the location. We rarely had to work a shift together since we’d hired a bunch of covenless witches, who’d moved into the area either because their coven disbanded after what they duped the “Coven Massacres” or to escape some places less hospitable to supernaturals.

      The nice part of having all the bosses working is that we all knew what we had to do, so no one had to be managed. Rhiannon headed to the front, taking down chairs the staff had left up to mop the floor the night before. Phyr and I began our prep work. He turned on the television to a baking show.

      I sighed.

      “Discontent weighs so heavily on you.”

      What could I say? He loved this bakery much more than I did. When we reunited, I’d been an amateur baker. I loved the process of baking, and I was good at it. That was before this became a full-time job. I still enjoyed pieces of it, but when I baked large quantities for strangers, I didn’t get the same pleasure out of it as I did when I baked for those I loved. It didn’t feel like I was contributing to the community the way it felt for Phyr.

      “I opened this business because I’m good at baking and wanted to be part of the larger community, but I’m not sure if this is what I want to do forever,” I explained, pouring ingredients into a giant mixer.

      Phyr’s powerful shoulders flexed under his t-shirt as he hand-kneaded the bread dough. “Do you tire of this profession?”

      “It’s not that I don’t enjoy baking, but I don’t want to do it as a job. Maybe we could give more hours to a couple of the witches while I figure out what I want to do instead?”

      Phyr stopped what he was doing and went perfectly still. He didn’t glamour himself to appear human anymore. He had bronze skin with a metallic sheen. His horns, like that of a ram, curved from each side of his head. Starting at his crown, a braid of hair as dark as a crow’s wing trailed down his back. A swordsman and planeswalker, Phyr had fought legions of angels. His hard, sinewy limbs reflected that life. Now a baker, he kept strong and agile by teaching swordplay to Jada.

      “Are we spending too much time together, and you tire of my constant company, Miriam?” His voice was neutral, which made my chest ache. We’d learned as children to not show our biggest emotions lest my siblings use them against us. I could test his feelings through our bond, but I liked to allow him a modicum of privacy when I could. Especially when he was trying to be outwardly vulnerable.

      His question had merit. Fae often grew bored with their lovers, even their bond mates. Those meant for bonding either did so for their families or for having children. Yet, I chose him with none of those intentions. Childhood friends, coconspirators, and allies against my nasty siblings, we had made life in the vicious Unseelie ruling court not only bearable for each other but some of the happiest years of our lives. A hex tied to a geas on my light had blocked my memory. I had been unaware of the painful separation. He had to live through every agonizing moment, staying true to a promise to a person who couldn’t remember him.

      Not wanting him to think my discontent was about our relationship, I took off my gloves and wrapped my arms around his waist. Our bodies entwined; I breathed in his scent. Wild Fae magic that spoke of hidden realms and secrets, the sweet Earthly domesticity of cinnamon and sugar, and something that was distinctly Phyr. Instead of verbally reassuring him, I opened myself to our bond, sharing how being in his presence and taking in his scent made me feel.

      His shoulders relaxed first. Slowly, every part of his body touching mine melted into my embrace.

      “I won’t bore of your company ever, soul friend,” I assured in High Fae. Fae couldn’t lie—well, technically, we could, but it would hurt. He’d feel the pain of the lie through our bond.

      Phyr turned within my embrace and cupped my face with long, slender fingers. His amber eyes searched for something in mine. Finally, he said, “I have all that I ever wanted. Find what brings you joy and do it.”

      I kissed the corner of his mouth. “Thank you for understanding.”

      He stroked my temple and cheek. “What is it you’d rather do than baking?”

      And just like that, we were okay again. I smiled, grateful he believed me when I told him this wasn’t about us. Then I thought about his question. “Something that has nothing to do with supernatural council business or baking. I just don’t know what that is yet. Sometimes, I miss being on the PTA. Maybe I’ll volunteer at the library for story time or something?”

      His amber gaze swept over my face, amusement touching his lips—lips I’d gotten to know well. “Whatever you endeavor to do, I hope it brings you satisfaction.” He lowered his head, breaching the short distance between us. His mouth found mine.

      I kissed him back. Tongues searching. Hands exploring. Warm feelings and salacious thoughts passed back and forth between us through our bond.

      Somewhere behind me, someone sighed. “Ah, blissfully in love. You’re likely to face a challenge to your relationship soon. I hope you don’t break up in the third act. HEAs are mandatory in romance, but the third-act breakup isn’t necessary. Some would even go as far as to call it passe.”

      We broke apart to face Rhiannon. The rock witch propped her chin on her fists as she gazed at us through the pass-through window to the front of the bakery.

      Phyr scowled at her. “Why must you compare our life to a work of fiction?”

      “That’s what bothers you?” I laughed and threw up my hands in mock exasperation. “Not that she’s a Peeping Tom?”

      Rhiannon chuckled, her mirth twinkling in her eyes.

      Phyr lifted and dropped a shoulder.

      “Dunno,” she directed at Phyr. “Doesn’t life sometimes seem like a series of preplanned events, and we all play our roles? I always feel like someone plotted my life. Look how it worked out?”

      She was one of a few witches who escaped Lucifer’s plans, but only because she had fae blood. How much fae blood depended on who told the story. I think it was no accident Phyr found her, but then again, neither told how that story went the same way.

      Phyr shot her a dubious look as he washed his hands. “I’m a planeswalker.” He then returned his kneaded dough to a bowl and covered it with a towel to let it rest and rise. “There is no set future.”

      “Um … liar, liar, pants on fire,” Rhiannon taunted. “You dragged me to your faerie because you knew Miriam would return to you if I showed up.”

      “I did not drag. I provided you an escape from the demon who wanted to abscond you to Hell.”

      The rock witch folded her arms. “Uh-huh. Because helping me served your purpose, which was to reunite with your precious princess.” She then did her best impression of Phyr. “Lucifer took someone precious to me. So, I return the favor every chance I get.”

      Hearing this version of the story for the first time, I covered my mouth. When I’d first met Rhiannon, she had told me she’d stumbled upon Phyr’s faerie on accident.

      Phyr did not bother to deny it. My lover, best friend, and bond-mate spread his hands. “I may have deceived you. My purpose was twofold, save a fae halfling from Lucifer’s clutches and to free Miriam from him. You were quite insistent that we engage in carnal relations, so I exaggerated my utter devotion to her and let you believe you were a pawn in my plan. Your choices were always your own.” He wrinkled his nose in distaste. “Especially the part when you kept cryptids as pets. However, I wouldn’t ever let a fae or a halfling fall victim to Lucifer if it were in my power to stop it.”

      “Ha!” Rhiannon clapped her hands and cackled. “You admit everything I’ve accused you of!”

      “I said there was no set future.” His grin lit his entire face with mischief. “But a highly probable one.”

      “Did you ever travel further into the future than when we reunited?” I bit my lip, hoping I could get some guidance.

      A teasing spark danced his amber eyes. “I have, but to answer your next question. No. I do not know what you’ll do next. That’s dipping dirty toes in waters better left unsullied.”

      Before I could push further, one of our witch employees arrived through the back door. Peggy Sue was straight out of a coven in rural Georgia. The witch had bleach-blonde hair and glasses with thick frames and never seemed to know what to do with her hands if she wasn’t doing work. The witch reminded me a bit of the character Annelle from the movie we’d watched the week before, except Peggy Sue wouldn’t be joining any church soon.

      Her royal southern accent and lovely manners were perfect for charming Eastside customers. She waved. “Hey, y’all. Traffic was a bear from the kids’ school, but here I am! Just in time to open.”

      “No worries,” I said at the same time as Phyr.

      Peggy Sue’s novel Southern charm aside, she did more than her part in the back as well. The witch was a hard worker. She flashed bright white teeth. “Nice day, isn
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