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      To anyone who needs a little magic in their life.
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      Not so long ago—in a city you may or may not be familiar with known as New York—there lived a young girl by the name of Darcie Gyeong Alston. Named so for her dark hair, dark eyes, and her mother's family name, Gyeong. The Gyeongs were bakers, had been bakers for generations in Korea, and Gyeong Eun, in spite of having never known another home outside of New York, was no different. Thus, Darcie was raised, as baker's children so often are, like dough. In a warm kitchen, freckled with flour, and sweetened by sugar. And it was understood, always, that one day she would be a baker herself.

      A few short blocks away—a world away by New York standards—there lived a child named Atsushi Haruki, but from a young age, zir friends just called zir Hari. Hari was bright, and charming, and clever. The kind of child who drew everyone into zir orbit. The kind of child who never had trouble making friends. With a creative spirit and a quick mind, ze saw potential everywhere ze looked.
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      The sun was shining the day she met them. There was no family there now. Just the cold, unforgiving earth digging into her knees, the smell of snow on the air, and the headstone gleaming in the watery winter light.

      And the sun was shining—Darcie remembered that clearly because she wondered why the sun would be shining when she was so sad. Why the sun would dare show its face as she knelt by the grave of her eomma and swallowed back the tears she couldn't let fall when it wasn't raining for fear someone might see.

      Eomma had told Darcie not to cry for her just before she had died, sitting in the bed surrounded by machines intent on keeping her alive and failing. She'd said this was but the first of her three lives, and they would meet again. Darcie didn't think she believed in reincarnation, but she hoped eomma was right.

      Still, not a week later, they had buried her. The cold earth just barely giving way in the middle of December. It had rained that day, and Darcie had been grateful for it. Had hidden her tears in the soft droplets to keep the rest of the family from seeing.

      Darcie reached out to remove the dried bundle of flowers left behind by one of the ajummas from the bakery. It was sweet that they'd come and left flowers for eomma, but it made something twist in her belly. Something she didn't recognize. They had to know that the bakery would be closing soon. They had to know that she couldn't keep it open by herself. She had school to think of. Still, they came and paid their respects.

      It was sweet.

      She hated it.

      The flowers crumbled in her harsh grip. Dried petals catching on the wind and fluttering away to brush against the other gravestones. She'd come to tell eomma that they would have to close the bakery. She'd come to tell her that she was leaving the city, moving somewhere less expensive so she could finish high school and then start college—not that she had even applied anywhere yet. She'd come to say goodbye to eomma and appa. But the words clung like dough without enough flour, sticky and thick in her throat.

      She opened her mouth to try to force them out. It would hurt she was sure, but she was ready for that, or she thought she was anyhow. Something glittered out of the corner of her eye, and the words stilled in her throat. Lips pressing together, Darcie glanced over at the person standing a few headstones away. Their dress had sparkles on it. Who wore a sparkly dress to a graveyard?

      "It's New Year’s," the person said when they caught Darcie glaring at them. "You should look nice on New Year’s."

      "This is a place of mourning, not a club." Darcie snapped her eyes back to her eomma's name on the gravestone.

      "Point stands." The person's footsteps hadn't crunched on the still frosted-over grass, but suddenly they were standing beside her. Their glittering dress glaring in Darcie's periphery. "What're you doing out this early on New Year’s, anyway? You're just a kid. Shouldn't you still be in bed nursing a hang over?"

      "Leave me alone." The flowers made a soft rustling sound when Darcie's hands trembled around them. She refused to look down to watch them shake apart, or up to meet the person's searching gaze. She stared straight ahead, watching the reflection of the clouds on eomma's polished headstone.

      "My name's Gwydion," they said like they hadn't heard Darcie. She knew they had.

      "I don't care."

      "You should. You called me here."

      "I don't even know who you are." Darcie ground her teeth, molars squeaking against each other. Why wasn't she getting up? Why wasn't she just walking away? It would be so easy.

      The person—Gwydion—let out a soft sound that sounded like a laugh but was eaten up by the breeze and the quiet of so many dead things. "I'm your fairy dragmother of course!"

      Darcie's head whipped around, staring up at Gwydion through narrowed eyes. "Excuse me?"

      "I think you heard me just fine." Gwydion knelt down beside Darcie, likely soiling their impossibly expensive dress. "You called me here because you have a wish you want to make."

      "No. I don't." Darcie jerked her head back to the gravestone, ignoring the way her dark hair brushed into her eyes. She needed a haircut. Eomma had said as much three weeks ago, but there hadn't been time. Now . . . now she supposed it didn't matter; no one would see her hair that mattered.

      "You do. Everyone who seeks me out does."

      "I didn't seek you out. I just came here to tell eomma that . . . to tell her that . . . " Darcie bit down hard on the inside of her cheek. There would be a sore there in a few hours, but just like her hair, it didn't matter.

      "Do you really not have anything you want?" Gwydion's voice had gone quiet, lost much of its exuberance, as if they were afraid of scaring Darcie off.

      "I just want . . . " Her eyes were blurry with tears. She sniffed, scrubbing them away with the back of her sleeve. "I want eomma's bakery to succeed."

      "Is that your wish?"

      "Yes," she said, eighteen and not even really sure what she was asking for. But she knew it was the truth. That right in that moment, that's all she wanted, to see eomma's bakery thrive as it once had when she'd been too young to work the stand mixer.

      "And you're sure? That's kind of a—You know what? No. You're right. I did make a resolution to give everyone exactly what they asked for. So I'll give you this." Gwydion's earrings jingled as they nodded to themselves.

      Darcie blinked back more tears, breathing through the tightness in her chest. It was becoming harder to focus through the pounding of her heart in her ears. The characters on eomma and appa's gravestones swam in front of her eyes.

      Something sparkled brightly at the corner of her vision. Gwydion's obnoxiously lovely dress, she was sure. She didn't turn to look at them. She couldn't. Not until she got control over herself. Not until she wrestled the tears back to where they belonged.

      "I hope it makes you happy," Gwydion said so softly that Darcie almost didn't hear it. And then they were gone. They didn't walk away. They simply . . .  disappeared. There wasn't even an indent where they'd knelt in the grass beside her.

      "Weird." Darcie shook her head and put it from her mind. There were other things to worry about.
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        * * *

      

      It had been years since Darcie had thought of them. The tall slim figure standing out like a beacon amongst the graves, with their red tresses and shimmering midnight-blue grown dragging through the crunching grass. The one who said they would grant her wish. The one who'd disappeared like the frost a few hours after sunrise, with no sign that they'd been there at all.

      Her "fairy dragmother".

      Gwydion.

      So long, in fact, that Darcie had convinced herself it had been a dream. She'd been grieving. She'd been stressed. She didn't know what to do at the time. She was eighteen and she'd just been orphaned. She was going to lose the bakery. She was going to have to move away from the only home she'd ever known. Of course she had conjured up some glittering savior. Some beautiful creature who would make everything all better.

      And after that . . . after she'd left the cemetery and returned to the bakery to prepare the buns for the day, Gwydion had quickly faded from her mind. There was too much else to do in the days that followed. Especially when the ajammas from the bakery banded together and demanded that Darcie stay, offering her a room at one of their apartments so she didn't have to leave the city. They'd even helped with the books and the management of Gyeong's while Darcie finished her diploma and took classes online.

      The first couple of years had been tough; they had been a lot of hard work. But Darcie had been happy. She had watched eomma's dream flourish in ways she'd never thought possible. And so long as Darcie had her nose buried in her studies and her arms elbow-deep in dough, she didn't really notice anything else.

      Then the ajammas had begun to retire. The neighborhood changed. Gyeong's, which had once been a small local spot, had become a tourist attraction.

      But now . . . now that red head of curls was standing in the middle of the mayhem of the Saturday morning rush. Turning this way and that as Gwydion followed the racing of Darcie's staff from the back of the shop to the glass cases in the front window as they tried to prep before they were hit with the early-bird tourists. Maybe Gwydion was just there to get some pastries and then they'd be on their way. It had been six years, after all.

      A girl—one of the ten Sarahs that worked at Gyeongs during the summer—yelped, skidding around Gwydion and almost dropping the pan of hot mocha buns to the floor.

      "Be careful!" Darcie shouted, her eyes narrowed on Sarah dangerously.

      "Sorry! Sorry!" Sarah offered Gwydion a tight smile and continued on her way to the window.

      A buzzer rang in the back, signaling a finished bake. Darcie's head jerked to the bored looking twentysomething—Heather—leaning against the glass case. "Are you going to get that?"

      "Sure thing, boss." Heather gave Darcie a lazy salute and went to the back to retrieve whatever it was.

      Darcie pulled on her customer-service smile and turned back to Gwydion, who was watching her with a vague look of upset. "Welcome to Gyeong's. What can I get for you today?"

      "You don't look happy," Gwydion said without missing a beat. She’d hoped Gwydion wouldn't recognize her . . . No such luck, Darcie thought, resisting the urge to slouch.

      "Excuse me?" Darcie's smile slipped a fraction, only held up by years of practice, and the want to get Gwydion out of the shop as soon as possible so she could focus on other, more important things.

      "You said success would make you happy." Gwydion's expression had gone from upset to truly troubled. "I only granted your wish because I thought it'd make you happy."

      "Can I interest you in a one of our kkwabaegi donuts? They're great for breakfast." The generic paper sack crinkled in between her fingers as she grabbed it from below the register. When had the lights in the shop gotten so bright? She squinted against them. "Or if you don't want something sweet, we have a cream cheese and garlic bread."

      Gwydion blinked at her for a moment, then they raised one perfectly manicured hand and snapped their fingers. Everything stopped. The sounds of Heather in the back banging pans in the cramped kitchen, of Sarah's annoyingly impractical ankle boots on the gleaming black-and-white tile floor, of the buzzing ovens, of the city traffic outside—all of it stopped.

      Gwydion looked around at everyone, frozen in place, and Darcie had just enough time to recognize that something truly weird and deeply unsettling was going on before Gwydion pinned her with an expression of dissatisfaction, one perfectly plucked brow lifted.

      "You told me this would make you happy," they said, leaving no room for argument.

      "I am happy." Darcie grit her teeth around the lie. She had never told Gwydion any such thing, she remembered that much. She'd simply said this was what she'd wanted. Her eyes flicked nervously to the people she could see over Gwydion’s shoulder. Were they even breathing? She couldn’t tell.

      Gwydion's golden eyes narrowed, their too-red lips pressing into a line so thin that Darcie could only see the lip liner they'd used to keep their lipstick in place. "You. Are. Not. Happy."

      "I am." Darcie lifted her chin, daring Gwydion to argue further. To tell her what it was she was feeling.

      "I guess we'll just see about that, won't we?" Gwydion's eye twitched at one corner, their fingers already beginning to send sparks through the air.

      "What're you doing?" Darcie jerked her hands away from where she'd been bracing herself on the counter. Her tennis shoes made a squeaking sound on the floor as she skidded back.

      "Doing what I always do—Well. What I should always do. So sorry about steering you wrong the first time, child, I'll get it right this time." Gwydion nodded to themselves, a softness in their eyes that hadn't been there before. "Until you can learn to be honest with yourself and those around you about what you need and feel, anything you bake shall taste exactly as your mood was when you made it."

      "What?" Darcie blinked, ignoring the tingling that spread from the tips of her fingers up her arms. Like when she'd rubbed her socks on the floor and touched the doorknob that one time.

      "Hopefully, this will help you find real happiness," Gwydion said, looking sad. Then they were gone, leaving only a dusting of glitter in the air, and all the sound came rushing back at once. Darcie's ears popped.

      "What does that even mean?!" Darcie shouted at the ceiling. All she earned for her trouble was several confused stares from her employees. She grunted, "Back to work. All of you!" and went to hide in the back office for the next hour, still not really sure what had happened.
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      Once the cat was out of the bag—both literally and figuratively, ze thought with no small amount of amusement—Hari Atsushi had found zirself dragged into a world of delightfully magical nonsense. Which spanned from a "third wheel" group chat with zir vet, Aura, and a literal fairy named Eero, to regular "family" dinners featuring a centuries old prince, a dragon, a mage, and zir bestie—and cousin—Yuuki.

      "All I'm saying is if you're going to be late picking up ZhanZhan because you're going to a bakery for a ‘work shoot,’" Aura said, and Hari could hear the air quotes through the phone. It wasn't that she didn't take zir work seriously, it was simply that Aura saw it for what it was: an excuse to eat yummy things, go fun places, and take pretty pictures. Really, Hari was living zir best life if ze did say so zirself. "You had better bring me back a pastry."

      "Didn't Eero bring you lunch? He said in the chat he was going to⁠—"

      "That was hours ago, Hari! Do you know what time it is?" Aura huffed, and Hari could picture her puffing out her cheeks in irritation. It was positively adorable. Which ze wouldn't say on pain of the silent treatment from Eero.

      "Two, I think." Hari shrugged, sidestepping a speed walking young businesswoman in heels. Zir camera bag thumped hard against zir thigh with the swift motion. "You know I don't really pay attention to the time."

      Aura snorted on the other side of the line, and Hari could hear her tapping her pen impatiently against whatever file she'd been reading over when she called.

      "Fine. I'll bring pastries for everyone. Happy?"

      "Everyone?"

      "Well, I can't play favorites." Hari pulled the phone away from zir face to double check the directions to Gyeong's. Another block. "Not if I don't want Eero to curse my coffee again," ze muttered.

      "Oh my God, Hari. That was one time! We've talked about this!"

      Hari winced. Ze'd hoped she wouldn't hear that. Ze put the phone back to zir ear, eyes narrowing to look for the shop's sign in the distance. There wasn't one, but there was a line winding its way down the block. That must be the place.

      "Are you listening to me, Hari? I'm telling you, Eero and I aren't a thing. He's dating some pixie from the station now." Aura sounded almost put out about it, but Hari wasn't going to point that out to her. Her spiteful streak was worse than Eero's could ever be.

      "I'm listening. I'm just not quite believing you, is all." Hari smiled to zirself, taking zir place at the back of the line.

      "Not quite—" Aura hissed, smacking the file she'd been reading down on her desk loud enough that it slapped. "Not quite believing me. You sound just like Fable."

      "I'll take that as⁠—"

      "That is not a compliment."

      "Sounded like one to me." Hari grinned at the woman in front of zir, giving her a little wink. "Look, Aura, all I'm saying is you two have been dancing around each other for what . . . a year now? Maybe it's time you did something about it."

      "He. Is. Dating. Someone. Else."

      "Yeah, and if that isn't a cry for help, I've never seen one. Honestly? A pixie from the station? You believe that? Pixies are notoriously flammable." The woman in front of Hari had taken a step away from zir at the mention of pixies, and Hari rolled zir eyes, mouthing, 'Kids, right?'

      "I've met her, she's very nice," Aura said primly.

      "Right. What does Blaze say about all this?"

      Aura mumbled something unintelligible into the phone that sounded like it had the word jellyfish in it. Maybe it was jealous and selfish? Hari couldn't be sure. Ze also decided ze didn't care. Whatever excuse Aura was making, it wasn't a valid one, and they both knew it.

      "Well, if you don't make a move on him, I will. And we both know how that's going to end." Hari bit the inside of zir cheek to keep the smile from zir voice.

      "You wouldn't!" Aura gasped.

      "Wouldn't I?"

      "I have a patient waiting for me. Bring pastries. We're not talking about this anymore." And then she hung up without so much as a goodbye.

      "Brat." Hari huffed affectionately, zir pastel nails tapping against the glass as ze opened the camera app. Turning with zir back to the line, Hari pasted on a bright smile, pushed a lock of azure hair behind zir ear, and snapped a selfie. Zir nose wrinkled down at the picture; not zir best work, but it would do for a quick candid if ze slapped a filter on it.

      The line moved up, and Hari moved with it, zir fingers typing out a caption.

      'Guess where I am and win a prize . . .

      My undying affection for being so awesome! And also maybe a coupon code for this rockin' eyeliner 。◕‿◕。'

      "Have you been here before?" the woman in front of Hari asked when ze put zir phone away.

      "Nope!" Hari popped the 'p', bouncing up onto zir toes to try to see over everyone's heads. "First time. Though I've heard a lot of great things about it."

      She nodded, smiling a little. "Me either. It was in one of those articles online. Hidden Gems of New York or something like that."

      "Really? Neat! I just heard about it from a couple of friends of mine." And by friends, ze meant people online who ze had never met but who always seemed to know the most exciting place to get sugary bliss at 2 p.m. on a Tuesday. "Did they have any pictures in the article? I tried to find it online, but their website is kind of outdated."

      "Just one, I think. Hang on, I might still have it up." She pulled her phone from her purse and started flicking through what must have been dozens of articles about the city.

      The line moved up again. Hari's hands raised, without thinking, for her shoulders. "Do you mind?" ze asked softly.

      "Huh?" She looked at zir hands, and then up at the line, and laughed. "You're good. I can't do two things at once. Just give me a nudge when we move."

      "Will do." Hari laughed, leading her forward by the shoulders and steering her around a dip in the sidewalk. "So, you aren't from around here?"

      "Oh no. I'm visiting with my family. But they all wanted to go and see the Statue of Liberty." She wrinkled her nose, her eyes still focused on her screen. "It's too hot for all that today."

      Hari nodded in understanding. "It is, but you probably should have gone. It's one of those things you've got to see at least once."

      "Probably. We come every summer though, and I went last year. Ah! Here it is." She lifted her head, face lighting with victory, making her green eyes dance. Cute. She held out her phone to Hari, and ze frowned at the grainy stock photo they'd used for the article. The writer hadn't even bothered to take a shot with their phone for it.

      "Well . . . that just won't do." Hari pulled out zir own phone and pulled up the article. Ze would have something to say to this blogger when ze got home about the proper etiquette for creating lists of tourist attractions.

      "I'm kind of surprised the line is so long." She huffed, the air rustling the long bangs hanging in her eyes.

      Hari nodded zir agreement, handing back her phone as ze did a quick search for Gyeong's on zir own phone. "It looks like it's been on a couple of lists, but they're all the same. No pictures. How weird. Maybe they've been in a magazine?"

      "Maybe."

      "Guess we're about to find out what's so special about it though, huh?" Hari grinned, nudging her forward again. "I'm Hari, by the way."

      "Freya. Are you local?"

      Hari nodded. "Born and raised! I actually grew up a few stations over."

      "So you'd know all the best places to eat, wouldn't you?" Freya was practically giddy now, the emotion making her freckled cheeks dimple.

      "Oh yeah, definitely. And shop. And party. If that's your thing." Hari winked, leaning back on zir heels and shoving zir hands into the oversized pockets of zir overalls.

      Freya blushed, ducking her head. "So, ummm . . . could I get your number, and maybe you could show me some of those places?"

      "What?!" Hari squeaked, overbalancing and knocking zir wide-brimmed felt hat askew. "Oh. No. I don't, umm . . . Oh look, the line's moving! It's time to go in!"

      Freya blinked and turned to look at where the line had indeed headed inside. Her eyes caught on the array of pastries in the window, and that seemed to distract her enough that she forgot about Hari, to zir great relief. From there, Freya made a beeline for the front counter, and Hari turned to survey the shop.

      It was . . . Well, Hari wasn't terribly impressed. Outdated would be putting it nicely. It was clean, yes, but not the cute, bright place that ze'd been expecting. Yellowed bulbs cast everything from the people to the pastries in a sickly yellow color. The laminate was peeling off the display cases, a dark finish making the whole place look that much darker. And the wrought iron tables were too small for more than one person, even if there were four dark wood chairs around each.

      "Great. I knew I should have brought my lighting kit." Hari groaned, rocking back on zir heels again. Closing zir eyes and taking a deep breath, Hari looked around for the best workaround. "Let's see . . . "

      If ze moved a table toward the front window, it would get plenty of natural light. And then there would be the backdrop of the well-lit pastries in the window display, and the city street beyond. It wasn't ideal, but it was certainly better than . . . the rest of the place.

      "Right." Hari nodded. "This is going to take a little longer than I'd like."

      Hari pulled out zir phone to fire off another text to Aura, letting her know that she could send ZhanZhan home with Fable. Ze'd have to owe her a pastry. Probably more than one. Maybe ze could con Eero into picking up some cronuts from that bakery near the station for the whole office. That would keep Aura off Hari's case for at least a day or so.

      Scrubbing at the fuzzy edge of zir undercut, Hari made zir way to the register. The menu above the counter was . . . It was a lot. There had to be at least fifty different varieties of pastry, each with a description beneath it in text too tiny for Hari to read, even with zir glasses.

      The girl behind the counter yawned into the back of her wrist before pulling a generic brown paper sack from beneath the counter. "What can I get you?"

      "Ummm . . . " Hari huffed, rolling zir eyes. "How about you get me whatever your favorite is. What's that?"

      The girl blinked at zir, a bored expression making her lids heavy.

      "All right then. How about just get me your five best-selling items."

      Another slow blink. Like a bunny who was quickly losing interest in the person in front of them and about to bound off to do something more exciting. Likely knock over the trash, in Hari's experience.

      Hari let out a breath, rubbing the bridge of zir nose, and although it physically pained Hari to do so, ze pulled out zir phone and listed the things in the article the blogger had recommended. They would no doubt be awful, as the things recommended in such articles were usually chosen based on some arbitrary popularity scale, not on actual taste, but there wasn't much else Hari could do.
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