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      It was a lovely afternoon in the old seaside town. People leisurely strolled the worn brick sidewalks through the market and past the many restaurants and shops that lined the main street. Among them was a young lady that clearly stood out in the crowd. Karlel was dressed more like they were going to one of the night clubs across town rather than the café that they entered.

      The niche little bistro Karlel had discovered a few weeks ago had easily become their favorite place. They’d instantly fallen in love, but not with the chic décor. They’d fallen for the food, and more importantly, one of the guys making it.

      Karlel glanced up from the book they’d brought to see a man approaching the table. It was probably their attire that’d attracted him. Karlel had made an effort to be as eye-catching as possible today, and as a shapeshifter, that wasn’t a hard accomplishment. But maybe they could have gone a little more subtle.

      “Excuse me, miss, is this seat taken?” the man asked.

      “I’m sorry, yes, that seat is taken,” Karlel said in an apologetic tone, hooking the chair’s leg with their foot and scooting it away from the stranger. Normally, they were rather social, even with people they didn’t know, but today Karlel was only looking to grab one person's attention.

      “I could go get my own.” The man joked, not quite ready to give up just yet. Karlel had to hand it to them, if they’d not already had someone special in mind, the stranger might have been rather appealing.

      “Hm, how about a rain check?”

      Karlel watched him go for a moment before propping their chin on their hand. The coffee in their mug had lost its heat and aroma but Karlel didn’t seem to notice, nor did they pay much attention to the man’s following glances from a few tables away.

      As the minutes turned to hours, and the fading sun gave way to street lights outside, Karlel remained there alone. Gradually, the café began to empty for the evening until the guy from before was the only other diner left. On his way out, he tried one last time.

      “I don’t think your date is coming.”

      Karlel had to hand it to this guy, he was persistent. Too bad they weren't interested in his type. “He works in the back,” Karlel said with a small, contemptuous smile before turning the page in their book.

      The man just laughed and nodded. He probably didn’t believe the assertion, but he said no more as he stepped outside and left Karlel alone in the café.

      The object of Karlel’s affection did most certainly toil away back in the kitchen, but…he also didn’t know Karlel yet, and therefore technically had no way of knowing that the saved seat was for him.

      A few minutes later, the waiter came over.

      “Excuse me, Miss, but it's nearly closing time. Was there anything else you needed?” he asked in the gentlest manner he could muster, without seeming too eager to close for the evening.

      “I’m just waiting for Aaron,” Karlel said in a hopeful tone, but this got a small laugh out of the waiter until he realized that they seemed confused.

      “Aaron isn’t working today,” he said, his brows conveying equal amounts of curiosity and sympathy.

      “Oh…”

      Disappointment swelled in Karlel’s chest as the waiter closed and locked the door behind them. They felt his gaze linger a moment longer as he turned the sign over just before drifting out of view.

      To add insult to injury, it had started to drizzle. The light shower just made everything smell like wet stone and asphalt, instead of ground coffee and warm spices, and their hair was slowly getting weighed down with droplets, effectively ruining the cute way it’d been styled. At least it wasn’t really cold, despite being past sunset...

      Karlel gave their surroundings a quick once over, ensuring they were alone. Then they allowed the visage of the beautiful blonde woman to melt away into the diminutive form of a common pigeon.

      Once Karlel had traded forms, they took to the air. The trip was only a few blocks over, not long at all with the ability of flight, and soon Karlel landed on the railing of a flat that sat just above the bookstore.

      Once out of the rain and under the overhang of the balcony, the pigeon shook off, then craned its neck to peek in the window. The lights were on, so Aaron must be home. Sure enough, after a few minutes of watching, the changeling spied Aaron walking from room to room.

      The fluttering pace of their heart, the tingle of joy and excitement just from seeing the human, was a feeling that the shapeshifter had only ever experienced when Aaron was around. It never faded no matter how many times Karlel watched him from afar. It was also endlessly infuriating because Karlel had tried no less than a dozen times to catch Aaron’s attention, in every thinkable way. One would imagine that the ability to become anything—be anyone—would have made catching the human’s attention easy, and yet somehow it had become the one thing that Karlel just couldn’t seem to achieve.

      Before finding Aaron, dating had always been a breeze. As simple as changing their appearance. They dated every type, and it’d been a lot of fun, but the romance never really extended past superficial attraction…never blossomed beyond lust…at least not on Karlel’s end. But Aaron…something about Aaron was different, and although Karlel hadn’t pegged what that was exactly, they just knew they wanted him. Wanted him in a way they’d not wanted anyone else before.

      So, there sat the changeling, outside the chef's window every evening, smelling all the wonderful things that he made for dinner, and wishing that someday they might share one of those meals together, face-to-face. Even after they’d returned home, it was to those happy, hopeful thoughts that Karlel drifted off to sleep.
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      Aaron’s perfectly good morning had spiraled into the most Monday-ish Thursday he’d ever had at the restaurant. He’d arrived at work early enough to get a headstart on the morning cleaning, and Chef Yanis had arrived early as well to prep for lunch service.

      But when it neared ten and the owner, Rachel, still hadn’t shown up, Yanis and Aaron both got concerned. Even stranger still, was that their first shift waitress, Jenny, was nowhere to be seen either.

      After a few phone calls, Yanis had finally gotten ahold of Rachel. Turned out she’d given Jenny a ride to the hospital, where they both still were, after the waitress had gone into labor two weeks early.

      And that was what had left Aaron and Chef Yanis alone with a choice; cancel lunch service today, which was probably what they should have done, or run it themselves, with no host, and no wait staff.

      When Yanis asked if Aaron could take orders he had no choice but to say yes. He’d been busting his ass to impress the head chef. It’d been hard enough just to get Yanis to agree to take him on as an apprentice, so he wasn’t about to miss an opportunity to make the man proud.

      By noon, Aaron had a completely new appreciation for anyone bussing tables for a living. He definitely wouldn’t have had the balls to fill in for Jenny back when he was pre or early transition. Realizing he was transgender had really given him insight as to why he’d always felt so disingenuine and uncomfortable while socializing. He didn’t mind people-ing at this stage in his life, but taking orders, and running them to the right tables, all while being as pleasant as possible to every customer, was exhausting.

      Around two-thirty the majority of the rush was gone, but a few people were still trickling in. Aaron approached the latest customer to come in and take a seat, setting the small lunch menu in front of her.

      “Hi, can I get you started with something to drink…or maybe just a drink?” Aaron asked in a polite tone. The bistro was in a trendy, uptown area, so it wasn’t uncommon for people to come in just for their coffees or teas. For a moment, the doe-eyed brunette just gawked at Aaron without so much as a word...leaving him wondering if he looked or sounded as drained as he felt.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Just hearing Aaron speak sent Karlel’s heart into their throat. Aaron had never actually spoken to them before. Well, except for the one time at the market where Karlel had intentionally reached for the same onion and their hands had accidently touched. What Karlel had carefully planned out as the moment that they would fall deeply in love, had been shot dead by a quick ‘Sorry,’ before Aaron moved on. It took Karlel days to get over the depressed stupor of that failed attempt and the several that followed. But here Aaron was, talking to them!

      That was when the alarming realization hit, that Aaron was starting to look uncomfortable as he waited for a response. Panic quickly assailed any euphoric daydream as Karlel blurted back, “Yes, please,” but with such suddenness and volume that they’d actually appeared to startle Aaron. His brows were lifted and pinched together, and his smile had almost disappeared completely.

      Panic turned into full-out terror as Karlel quickly tried to salvage the moment. “I’m sorry! I meant a drink is fine eh-heh.” Maybe it was a good thing they’d never talked before. The shifter could already feel the threads of fate unraveling around them.

      Aaron huffed out an embarrassed chuckle, warmth returning to his features. “Okay. Do you know which one, or would you like a minute to look over our menu?”

      “What do you like?” Karlel asked eagerly. “I mean—what would you recommend?” They abandoned the menu completely—their gaze focused solely on him.
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      It was difficult for Aaron to discern whither she was honestly that interested in his suggestion or if she was looking for any ‘tells’ that he wasn’t cis... That probably wasn’t something people actually did, and he hadn’t been misgendered in years, but the concern was now stuck in his head regardless. He hated slipping into this train of thought. He could go days and weeks without it being a thing, then suddenly one thought snowballed into another, and the next thing he knew, his trans-ness was constantly popping up in his mind.

      “Um…” Aaron licked his lips, then leaned forward a bit to turn the young woman’s menu over, revealing the selection of coffees and teas. “I personally like this one,” he said, pointing out their Iced Mexican Mocha. It was his own recipe, inspired by his mother. Yanis had required him to present both a drink and appetizer to add to their menu as part of his apprenticeship. “Especially if you need a little somethin’ to get you through the rest of your day. Plus we can substitute for non-dairy options and it still tastes just as good.”

      “Okay, I’ll try one!”

      “Sure thing.”

      Aaron handed off the pretty brunette’s order through the window before checking on the other tables. Once he delivered a few plates to awaiting guests, he went back to the kitchen, to make the iced mocha. It wasn’t authentic, as his mother had pointed out, which Aaron was fine with. He’d never been a huge fan of her Café de Olla, though he’d never tell her that. Aaron smiled to himself as he whisked the combination of water, cocoa powder, chili powder
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