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      Anna was cold, and wet, and tired of every inanimate object trying to talk to her.

      She had been up all night, driven to walk into the misty darkness by forces she couldn’t explain, even to herself. They had taken her across the bridge from her Beacon Hill apartment, over I-90, and up onto Capitol Hill, a part of Emerald that she had rarely visited, and yet it felt like her destination.

      Twice, she had seen someone flying overhead, but from down here, it had been impossible to say if it was a superhero on patrol or a villain escaping.

      Somewhere, off to her right, she could feel the first inklings of dawn starting to rise above the horizon, even as clouds and drizzle kept her separated from the actual warmth of the coming sunlight. Across the lake, over the East Side, and up beyond the mountains where the world still ran wild and green.

      She felt like a water-logged mouse, squelching noisily in her red Chuckie-T’s, rain shell dripping and jeans soaked. She flicked her medium-cut black hair back out of her eyes with one hand and sprayed a nearby light pole with more water. Anna would have apologized, but he was already soaked, so she didn’t think he would mind that much.

      It had been that kind of night.

      Every bit of Emerald seemed to be speaking to her tonight, or maybe this morning, telling her their woes, or maybe hers.

      Anna was sure she was well past the point where she had gone crazy. Now it only remained to see how far down the rabbit hole she was. Whether the voices she was hearing would drive her so insane that finally killing herself was the only way to silence them.

      Alcohol stolen from someone’s parents had long since stopped working, stopped numbing her, failed to envelope her in that quilt of warm, happy silence. And she was afraid to try something stronger.

      On the streets, you could get hold of anything, if you were willing to trust the man selling it to you. (Why were they always men?)

      She never had been desperate enough to try to find a dealer with a good-enough reputation. By now, Anna had learned to just live with what she was.

      It had been eight years since she first started hearing the voices, eleven years old and just about to go from being a kid into a young woman. First woke up and discovered that she could see things, hear things that weren’t there. At least not to most people.

      Anna still remembered the article she had read in an old copy of Dad’s Economist when she started researching the new world she alone seemed able to see. A scholarly assessment of a world where superheroes and villains cosplayed their wildest fantasies in full view of the rest of humanity, flying and fighting as if they truly were Modern Gods, come down from the heavens. Or arisen from the depths of hell, which was her mother’s fervent belief, bound up in the sorts of Biblical framework that kept the woman vertical, most days.

      One paragraph in the article had leapt off the page and grabbed Anna by the front of her shirt. She could still quote it from memory today.

      Many of [the Modern Gods] say that they see the mystical energy as a soft, thin, multi-colored fog, invisible to others, like cotton-candy floating by. They can grasp it with their minds, according to their own admission, and use it as Power. Make the whole world over into their wishes.

      She had told a few of her closest friends, quickly learning why she couldn’t trust anyone. Not even her parents.

      They had wanted to walk her into a shrink’s office and let him douse her into stupid, a chemical wall of defense designed to make her normal.

      They would have done it, too, if she hadn’t immediately learned how important it was to hide her abilities from them, from everyone. It ended up being better to convince them she was a bratty teenage girl, rather than one of the Others. One of those people who only looked human.

      She wasn’t one of the Modern Gods. Those who became superheroes and villains. Not even a little bit. And you couldn’t prove otherwise.

      Anna had tried to be normal after that. Worked hard to fit in. To not stand out. To suppress any inkling that she had power, or could at least see it, even in the face of whispered rumors.

      She had failed, but not so bad that she ended up being any more a victim of the junior high cliques and high school bullies than any of the other misfits. Spokane just wasn’t a place for her.

      Too small. Too insular.

      Too gossipy.

      Nowhere for the strange girl to hide. And nobody else with power that she could ask.

      Anna had promised her parents she would survive the torments, would graduate high school, would be a proper daughter.

      She had. And then moved out the next day.

      Gone.

      Packed the old beater and vanished over the mountains.

      Not that she had told them where.

      Or why.

      Just the occasional text message to Mom that she was still safe.

      It wasn’t their fault. They just weren’t equipped to understand. Even if it might be ever so slightly all their responsibility.

      Anna wondered about her mother. Research suggested a genetic quotient.

      Maybe Mom saw and heard the same things Anna did, and worked just as hard to keep them at bay, but in a different way?

      It was not a topic for conversation. The birds and the bees had been bad enough that Anna wanted to educate her own mother on the topic.

      Anna couldn’t make things catch fire. She couldn’t fly. She was no stronger than any other tall, scrawny, nineteen-year-old Latina girl who was all knees and elbows, and not hips and boobs.

      But she could see that fog.

      Taste it.

      Draw it into herself.

      It made the voices stronger. More persistent. Crazier.

      Or it made her crazier.

      If that was possible.

      Anna already doubted.

      No, doubt suggested alternatives. She was crazy.

      How crazy?

      Not violent. No. Nor dangerous.

      Just crazy enough to talk to light poles at six in the morning.

      A pair of approaching headlights interrupted her train of thought, caught her eye, swooping into a parking place with a screech and a splash of water that would have soaked her even more if she hadn’t stopped fifteen feet short to talk to the neighborhood’s glowing guardian.

      Small favors, she supposed.

      A woman got out and slammed the vehicle’s door with a rage that colored everything around her bright crimson for several feet.

      It was a funny-looking vehicle, one of those overly-expensive, tough-looking not-minivans for people who couldn’t admit they really just needed a minivan. As if the all-wheel-drive and suspension would be useful, when the only time the woman had ever been off-roading had involved backing over the flower bed.

      That was only one of the things that made the driver angry.

      Something about the woman drew Anna’s eye, and then her feet. She followed the stranger through a door, into a coffee shop. Small, warm, inviting.

      It was the first place Anna had been all night that didn’t drive her onward since the voices had originally roused her from her bed, six hours before.

      The woman’s aura washed backwards as Anna entered, like there was a fan sitting on the counter blowing her angriness into the street. Anna had to sidestep it as she entered.

      It was like reaching a hand too close to a lit burner on her mother’s stove.

      “Where is your price list?” the woman demanded, a shrill, nasty harpy swooped down for her morning coffee and any prey she might encounter along the way.

      A tiny woman stood behind the counter. Japanese, maybe. Or Viet. It was hard to guess. She was all of five feet tall, making Anna feel even gawkier at six feet. And the store keeper looked ancient.

      Not dry and withered up, like Grandma. No, just older than the hills, but still full or vibrancy and energy.

      She smelled like freshly-baked bread.

      The old woman, not the coffee shop. The shop smelled like coffee and snickerdoodles.

      The woman from the not-minivan smelled like chicken that had been left out in the sun all summer, dried and sour and kind of yucky.

      Her perfume was nice, though.

      The tiny woman behind the counter sized up the angry customer with a serene gaze.

      “Eight dollars,” she said. “And I will make you the perfect drink.”

      Her accent was definitely Vietnamese. Anna had a few friends whose parents had come to this country after the war.

      “You don’t even know what I want,” the stranger sneered, one fist suddenly resting on a hip thrown-sideways in a challenge.

      “Nor do you,” the ancient barista replied in a voice that spread warm happiness everywhere. “Nonetheless, that is the promise, and the guarantee.”

      “Fine, there’s a Starbucks just down the street,” the red-angry woman huffed, turning to stomp out. “I’ll go there instead.”

      “And they will provide you what you demand, and will even do it with a smile,” the tiny shopkeeper said. “Perhaps it will even sate you for a time. I wish you luck, and happiness.”

      But she was already talking to the tails of the woman’s long coat as she threw the door open and huffed her way to the car.

      Anna sniffed.

      Already, the angry was fading, like happy sunlight melting the fog and bringing joy to everything.

      Fresh-baked bread. Coffee and snickerdoodles and scones and tea, but mostly fresh-baked bread.

      Anna turned away from the door and found the ancient, Vietnamese, great-great-grandmother (How did she know that?) staring at her.

      “Coffee will not fill your soul,” she announced. “You have a different need.”

      Anna gawked.

      More.

      Felt her mouth fall open.

      Stared.

      Turned to salt, or maybe stone, under the woman’s gaze.

      Fresh-baked bread.

      “You need answers, perhaps,” the woman continued with the hint of a smile. “Understanding. Place.”

      Panic built up in Anna’s stomach, a churn of acid brought to a sudden, rolling boil before Anna even knew what had happened.

      The store had a different light now. The color of cotton-candy, floating on a summer breeze, powering her nightmares. The old woman seemed to glow with it, a candle inside a jack-o-lantern on a cold, fall night, leering at her from the steps as she considered if trick-or-treating this house was worth it.

      Anna felt like she stood naked before this stranger, every secret, every desire, everything writ on her flesh for anyone to take from her.

      She turned suddenly, overwhelmed by the prey part of her brain screaming “RUN!!!”

      The door was barely an event, more a sound in passing. Words processed later as she remembered them backwards in her panicked flight.

      The rain outside was heavier, colder. Better.

      Perhaps it would wash away the smell of fresh-baked bread from her skin, her clothes, her hair.

      Anna fled into the wet darkness.

      Behind her, that glass door haunted her memory.

      The Coffee Doctor.
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      Anna had a bad case of fidgets crossed with exhaustion today. No sleep, too much coffee (simple, stupid, machine-brewed coffee, not the dangerous kind!), and an empty stomach.

      Even the thought of food had left her queasy, after racing home from the strange Vietnamese woman in the little shop, adrenaline mixed with fear and bile.

      Eventually, Anna had given up trying to nap and just gone into work early. It was that or stare at the walls more. Her boss had taken one look at Anna and put her in the back room, inventorying and unpacking and generally not thinking at all, except to deal with the occasional internet order and the piled-up boxes of yesterday’s deliveries.

      Not dealing with people at all.

      Anna caught her reflection in the bathroom mirror across the way, the door open and enough light spilling in on it. She looked better than death-warmed-over, but it would be a close race.

      At least it was Tuesday. That was, according to her boss, always the slowest day of the week. It was just the two of them all day.

      Anna could handle that.

      Sabr walked into the back room with a nervous air about her, completely at odds with the woman’s normal demeanor.

      Her mother hand named her Sabrina, but that had been too girly a name, so the woman lopped off the last three letters and became a bad-ass sword when she grew up, one who happened to own a store that specialized in candles, oils, teas, and cute knick-knacks for the modern housewife.

      Anna didn’t understand it either, but this wasn’t her circus, and none of these were her monkeys.

      “You okay?” Sabr asked lightly, her head tilted slightly. “Can I get you anything?”

      Something to make me less crazy?

      The words almost escaped Anna’s mouth, but she bit them back in time.

      “Rough night,” Anna allowed slowly.

      “Too much partying?”

      “No,” Anna said. “Couldn’t sleep. Ended up walking. Kinda napped this morning, a little.”

      “Ah,” Sabr agreed, leaning against the door sill. “One of those nights. Gotcha. Well, we’ll probably
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