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COFFEE

The girl on the street was dead, and the man with a cigarette in his mouth crouched over her and pressed a ceramic cup to her lips.

It was just after the early traffic that he’d found her. One moment, that spot on the sidewalk had been empty. He’d left as women in high heels and men in business loafers had swarmed the side street to get to work. When it was finally empty, and he’d returned to have his cigarette break, she was lying there, gray and dead, with black hair and a nice coat and a terrible, torn-up beanie.

A teleporting dead person. Not the first time he’d seen one.

There’d been some stupid plastic tag on her shirt’s breast pocket. He didn’t know what the words meant, but he’d seen the image: A dog embroidered in gold and black. Her hair was raven, and her moles were way too special. Emil knew then that she was the one, especially since the narration hovered over her and wouldn’t seem to go away until he did something about it.

So he gave her some elevation with his jacket and pressed the coffee cup to her lips.

That pallor cleared instantly. Her eyes fluttered open, unfocused, dark brown and nearly pitch. She looked at him. She took a sharp breath in—

“Yuck,” she said weakly. “My mouth tastes disgusting.” Her eyes were on him, but they seemed far away.

“Yeah, well, being dead will do that to you,” Emil said. Prying his jacket out from under her head and laying her back down, he went to add, “Congratulations on coming back, by the way.”

“It tastes like espress—” Her dark eyes widened. “Wait. I died?”

“Yeah. Here’s your uniform.” He nudged the bundle of clothes her way. A navy shirt with a gold tiger’s eye on the left, and navy cargo pants hemmed with red. She’d be the new barista. He wasn’t really sure how she’d be the one, but the narration was insistent on it this time—

“Rewind those words back a few times!” She clambered into a sitting position and looked more ill than before. “I can’t have died!”

“This again.” He rolled his eyes behind his tinted sunglasses. His cigarette was out cold. “You people die a few times and you’re all upset over nothing. I’m not dealing with this denial again. Yeah, you’re finita. You’re here. Let’s go.”

She stared at him, open-mouthed. Then her slanted brows snapped together as she frowned. “How am I back here, then?”

“I revived you.”

“Are you a paramedic?”

Whatever the heck that was. “I’m a coffee shop owner.”

Her mouth hung open again. “How the heck did you revive me from death, then?” 

He pointed to the coffee cup atop the bench nearby. “Coffee, if that wasn’t obvious enough.”

“With that? How?!”

“It was magic coffee.” Seeing her expression, he said in a louder voice, “I used magic coffee to bring you back. What’s so stupid about that? You’re welcome, by the way. You decided to appear in the worst spot and nearly got trampled on. You almost got double-killed. What were you thinking?”

Running her fingers through her long, tangled hair, she said, “I dunno, man. I can’t believe you’re asking me this.” She shook her head furiously. “No way. This can’t be real. Somebody’s playing a prank on me. I’m still in Sutton!”

Wildly, she looked to the man. His pursed lips told her all she needed to know—this guy believed what he was saying. Which meant...

You decided to appear in the worst spot.

She got to her feet on battered sneakers. The buildings now consisted of far too many balconies than was reasonable. Foreign script that made her head spin, products she didn’t even know existed displayed proudly in shop windows. No park in sight.

Shoot, he’s serious.

“You’re serious,” she murmured.

“You don’t have to repeat what you thought back to me!” the man snapped. Grabbing the cup, he said in a smoother tone, “Congratulations. You’ve arrived here. I brought you back for one reason—to be my barista.

“I’m opening a pop-up café. I’ve been on the lookout for a barista for a while. Your job starts right away. I’ll show you around.”

Frowning, the girl hung there for a second. Then she choked out, “You must be insane.”

“You think I just go around reviving anyone? I needed a barista, and you appeared. You’re employed.”

“I just died! Why would I want to go to work?”

He chewed on his cigarette. “What else are you doing right now?”

“...Not, er, not much.” 

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. Beats complaining on the sidewalk, right?”

“...Not really.” She thought it through and realized, dully, that she had no money on her. If she truly was in another world...Which sounded really stupid...she was broke and alone. “Why are you so wound up about finding a barista, anyway?”

“You can make a coffee, right?”

She blinked in surprise. “I was actually on a course for it...um, yeah. But I don’t really like coffee.” Her stomach growled. She pressed a hand to it and added, “Hey. Maybe you could feed me and I could consider taking you up on your offer.”

“Hey, maybe you can wear your uniform and get to work. I brought you back from the dead.” Turning from her, he said, “Lunch is at twelve on the dot through to half past. If you miss it, just drink some coffee and keep awake. If a customer dies, we’ve got a broom in the cupboard and you can use the paper towels—”

“If a customer dies?”

“We’ve got a bit of an infestation.”

“...So what, cockroaches are rising up and killing the customers? Why don’t you just close it for a bit?”

“It’s not that simple. We can’t close shop. Evil runs through the café and it’s imperative that we don’t close. Monsters and evil spirits, stuff like that.”

“Hey, don’t just shrug that off!” Hastily, the girl took after him. Her battered running shoes split along the soles—great. “You just said there are monsters in the café! How can you run it? Scratch that, how do you expect me to work there? And how did they even get there?”

He shrugged. “We can’t really do anything about it. Not that I’ve seen, anyway. When I open a new location, they just reappear. Think of them as décor. Adds character. Don’t tick them off or you’ll get bitten.”

“Call the Ghostbusters or something! Who wants to work in a café with monsters?”

“Hey. Hey! Don’t discriminate against what’s in my café. So what if they bite a few people?”

Maybe her head had been hit just a little too hard. Dazed, the girl said, “Can’t be any worse than getting bitten by a dog.”

Emil was silent at that.

“Come on, then, Barista Girl,” he said. “Let’s go.”

“My name is Lucy,” she said. Her voice was small. Emil sucked a breath in through his teeth and wished his cigarette was still going. She sounded wistful, which meant...

A backstory.

“When I died...it was a totally normal day...I was in a park, and it was sunny, and Mikah was by me...”

Emil tuned her out because he was probably going to hear about it later on, too, and he’d rather not hear it twice.

“It’s so mean,” Lucy said a while after she’d monologued, her voice cracking as her eyes spilled tears. “Fate can’t be that cruel. I was going to confess to him...”

Emil, now standing farther away from her, flicked his second cigarette out on the curb. “You’ll get over it. You’ve got a life here, now,” he said. It didn’t really comfort her, all things considered.

“Right. Go me. First I get run over, and now I’m here working. Aren’t you supposed to kick back after you pass? Why did I get livened up right back into labor?”

“Oh, and if the pop-up café fails, you’re going to die with no way to get you back,” the man said, grabbing the cup and starting to make his way towards the building situated many, many shops over. It was almost time to open, and they had something to do first.

Wheeling backwards, Lucy sputtered out, “What?”

“You heard me. If the shop shuts down, you die. For real this time.”

“How would you know that?” she demanded, eyeing him suspiciously.

“Look, if the café goes bust, you disappear! It’s in the story. I don’t make the rules.”

He looked pretty sure of his apparent powerlessness. Lucy wondered dully if his time here—or his coffee—had turned his wits. Surely they weren’t in a story.

“Is there anything else I need to know?” she asked weakly.

“Nothing else,” Emil said as he made for this side street’s thirty-second building. He didn’t bother elaborating and adding, for now.
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CAT

In the span of their somewhat long walk along thirty-one shops this side of the street, Lucy thought of running. The only problem, she found, was that this city was a bizarre example of structural inauthenticity, and the streets were so winding in the distance that she couldn’t fathom getting far. Most of the high-rises had balconies and climbing hedges stacked on top of one another. Every sign was in a foreign script, and the images on them—one being a white cat with what seemed to be eyes to its right—made no sense.

Seeing a woman on the street flick through her change, Lucy also noticed that the money was a strange cross between paper and metal. She didn’t know if that woman was rich or not.

Knowing that she was broke but still hoping that she could muster a penny, Lucy rummaged through the pockets of her coat for anything that could be of use or trade to get out of Emil’s grip and came up with nothing. Not even a paperclip. Great.

Sourly, as they stopped outside a blue-and-white-striped awning, she reflected that, for now, she really would have to listen to Emil.

Who was now folding his arms. They looked quite skinny with that red jacket slung over his left shoulder, in all honesty, for as mundanely severe as he looked.

“You finished?” he asked.

Lucy blinked at him, then decided it was better not to question him. Instead, she turned to this café full of monsters.

It...looked surprisingly clean and welcoming.

A cozy outdoor seating arrangement. Beyond that, pale brick walls. Two stories high. The windows were dark but shining. On the ground floor were large glass panels—darkened, but she could see ivy and perhaps the outline of chairs and tables—and the pavement was swept. In the height of the day, it even looked inviting.

“This is it?” she asked.

Emil, in answer, strode over to the door and flicked through his keys. Then he paused and tried the door. “Great,” he muttered. “My employees are still here. I thought they died...”

“Isn’t that a good thing that your employees are here?” Lucy asked. “Wait, what?”

A pause.

The man turned to her. “Well, you'd better get going inside.”

“What?”

“After you.”

Suspiciously vague. This could be an elaborate plan for something nefarious, she thought. A slew of horrible things could happen. She glanced back at the weird landscape. He did revive me from the dead...And he’s not in a rush to get me through the door. I doubt my chances would be better anywhere else...I guess I’ll be employed for like a day. Tops.

Taking a deep breath in, she walked past the tall man and entered the threshold.

It was dark inside. Very little sunlight warmed the interior. She could see, though. Boarded, shined floors. Circular tables that were crafted with white wood panels and had a smooth, polished end. Orange plastic chairs had plush cushions in various colors on them. At the windows, which extended to the floor, long tables were attached. There was a sofa near the right wall, underneath some admittedly ugly and dull-looking paintings. Curiously, she saw a few newspapers and some spoons and sachets of sugar in glasses. Greenery covered the spaces in between. The smell of cedar hit her nose. A little warm, a little too dark, but it seemed strangely normal. 

A few doors lay near the back end. Four of them: two wide doors, identical, one on either side. One was narrow and lay behind a counter and had markings she couldn’t quite make out. Farther back from the counter, deep in the shadows, were a set of two large, steel doors.

The counter was long and wooden. She noted the barrenness of it, the emptiness of the vast cabinet beside it. It seemed like one impervious wall.

There was a loud crash from behind the counter. A guy swore.

“A monster?” she whispered.

Out past the counter darted a small figure. Lucy gave a strangled cry—and then realized it was a cat.

Black, with strange white markings along its body, face, and tail, and big green eyes. It was incredibly fast. In moments, it was at her scuffed, broken shoes, sniffing at her heel.

Trying to quell her beating heart, Lucy beamed. Finally, something relatively normal here!

“Don’t move!” yelled a guy. Lucy shrieked and nearly jumped out of her skin. The cat didn’t seem to mind and just kept sniffing her.

Out from the back of the counter, another figure burst onto the floor. This time, though, it was a person. A young man with pitch-black hair, tired-looking eyes, a leather jacket, and a knife.

“What the heck?” Lucy nearly reeled back, but she didn’t want to scare the cat. “Oh my god, don’t stab me!” This place was going to kill her! Her voice echoed strangely with her panic, but she didn’t move. Strange. Even when I’m fearing for my life, I’m too busy trying to placate an animal.

The young man with blue eyes and tanned skin shot her a peevish look, but he stopped. “Stab you? What the hell are you talking about? I’m trying to get rid of that thing so it doesn’t kill you!”

“What?”

He advanced. “Just stay still. It’s getting used to your scent. Don’t touch it. I’ll throw myself at it and hopefully this’ll go through—”

“No! Don’t kill a cat!”

His ice-blue eyes narrowed. “You don’t know what that thing’s capable of.”

Okay, he was crazy. Time to get the cat and walk out of here. Smiling, Lucy crouched down in front of it. “Hey, little guy,” she crooned. “Want a scratch? What’s your name?” Gently, she petted it behind its left ear. 

The cat looked up at her. Stared into her soul. Really stared into her soul, actually, she thought, really uncomfortably. Like it could see everything she’d ever done. And it was judgmental about it.

Then it raised its black-and-white-striated tail, maneuvered out of her pat expertly, and trotted off towards the back of the counter.

“Huh. It likes you,” the guy said, watching it leave, entirely still holding the steak knife.

“Will you put that down? It was probably glad to see someone who wasn’t going to butcher it.” She got to her feet and regarded him as problematically as she dared.

He shrugged and tucked the knife away. Into his pocket, but it was something...she guessed. “Heh. Guess you might be able to survive this thing.”

“Er, thanks.”

“I’m John—”

A toilet flushed from somewhere out the back, and a girl strode into the darkened room. Lucy’s heart fluttered in elation—she looked normal in comparison to the tired-eyed guy right next to her. Pink hair, brown skin, big, brown, doe-like eyes. She wore the same uniform as the one Lucy had been given. She analyzed the café as if she, too, were new to this.

“Nope. I’m still not dead and I’m still here. Bummer,” she said with conviction.

“Yeah. Sorry,” John said, shrugging and turning away from Lucy. “There’s no escape here until morning now. It wouldn’t unlock on time. The ca—”

“Doesn’t matter now, does it?” the girl said, sighing.

Lucy didn’t know which unnerved her more: The girl’s words, the guy’s words, or the fact that she wasn’t running out the door. Clearing her throat, Lucy waved at the girl. “Uh, hi. I’m new here. Lucy. What’s going on and who are you?”

“Tamara,” the girl said dully. “...What job did he give you, anyway?”

“I’m the new barista.”

Both the girl and the guy looked at each other. Lucy detected a hint of despair between them.

“How long have you two been working...um, here?”

“We’ve been here for five full days,” Tamara said, rolling her eyes and sitting down at the nearest table. “This is our sixth. Woke up on a Wednesday, and it’s almost been a week.” Beside her, John looked dejectedly at the floor, as though he were considering ripping apart the boards with his bare hands.

“...Why does that sound like a warning?”

The two of them shared a look. Then Tamara promptly shrugged her shoulders, rested her cheek on her folded arms, and went to sleep.

Which left Lucy with the guy who’d pulled a weapon. Not all that comforting, she thought.

“Sorry about her,” John said, as though he was the totally normal one. “She’s always been like this ever since we woke up.”

“Yeah, um...Well, put it this way, I’m not worried about her, exactly.”

“What’d you say your name was? Lucy? Man, I haven’t heard a normal name in a while.”

“Which was five days ago...” Lucy wet her lips. “...Are you from my world?” She tried to tiptoe around Earth. Didn’t want to freak them out too much.

“Yeah. I was travelling around Australia before I carked it. Was an engineering student before. And then I woke up in the interior.” John’s lips thinned to almost a line of thread. “And I’ve had to deal with this place ever since.” He shook himself and adjusted his leather jacket—his trousers were dark and ripped, and his shirt was their uniform with the golden eye. “Tamara’s from Spain, by the way. Ask her about it when she’s awake next time.”

“Oh.” Right. Totally normal. “Um, so is there any chance we can find a way ou—”

Before she could finish her question, the door swung open, letting in a flash of light. Emil strode in, scowling.

As the boards were washed in bright sunlight, John slowly took out his knife.

“No!” Lucy cried. “You are not going after our boss with that!” In a smaller voice, she added quietly, “Until I understand what is going on!”

Apparently, this displeased the weapon-holder greatly. His eyes slid to her. “Don’t you know what that guy i—?”

Something with intense velocity zoomed through the air and hit him on the temple. John crashed to the ground, groaning, the knife clattering to the floor. A coffee cup rolled away from him.

Did he just...?

“I brought snacks,” Emil announced. The red jacket slung over his shoulder shone deep scarlet. Dumped a woven tray on a nearby table. “Eat, I guess.” He clapped his hands, and the lights flicked on. There was a chandelier, Lucy noted. Surprising, and not allaying in the least.

The crackers were salted. There was dried cheese. Some plain biscuits. Really, Lucy wasn’t that hungry.

By the time Lucy had nibbled at a few items, John had sat up, glaring—but not holding—daggers at Emil. Somewhere above them, a bell chimed out.

“Alright, that’s eight o’clock,” Emil said. “Pleasantries are over. We have work to do. Unfortunately, you two”—Even though he was wearing sunglasses, Lucy could tell he was looking between John and Tamara—“are still here, which means we need to open on time.”

Tamara was sleeping, so what she would have said if she were awake remained a mystery. John looked like he was judging the distance between himself and Emil.

“And you aren’t going to explain anything,” Lucy said hollowly. “Are you?”

“Now that we’ve got a new barista, we’re open for business,” Emil said simply, as though that answered everything.

His reception: dull. John nodded shortly. Tamara slept. Lucy was just annoyed that everyone seemed to be skirting her questions.

“I’ll leave this to you, Barista Girl,” Emil said, handing the young woman a cream-colored apron. A red, embroidered eye on the left met her. “You told me you had experience in your previous establishment, so I’m leaving it up to you to work your magic and make drinks.” He pointed to the counter and a rather clean-looking machine. “Changing rooms are to the side, not out back.” Peeking out from the right wall was the small door. Lucy could now see it was decorated with the image of a human, a wheelchair, and a cat.

Not knowing what else to do, Lucy nodded.

“John! You’re on bodyguard duty.” Lucy’s brows snapped together as John just shrugged agreement. “Tamara, you’re a waitress. Keep doing what you’re doing.”

Tamara snored in response.

This place is a circus. How do we even make any money?

“This’ll be our first day of business since the incident four days ago,” Emil said.

Lucy was about to ask what incident that was, but by John’s sour face, she decided it was probably better not to ask right now.

“Since we made some profit five days ago, the pop-up store isn’t a complete bust just yet,” Emil said. “However! We still need to make money today to keep it running. Lucy, it’s all on you. Everything you need to know about the menu is overhead.” He pointed to a giant chalkboard full of what looked to be squiggles. “You know what you’re doing. You’ve got all the ingredients you need out back.”

“You are an awful boss,” Lucy muttered.

The man didn’t listen to her. Instead, he turned to the door and drew a cigarette. “It’s morning. You’ve got until sundown to make me some money. If this café goes bust...the three of you will regret it.”

An ominous-sounding sentence. It was completely offset by him adjusting his jacket and announcing, “I’ll be out for the day.”

“You’re just leaving us?” Lucy asked, mind still whirling. “After announcing that?”

Emil didn’t answer. He was already out the door.
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ESPRESSO MACHINE

After Emil left the building, his absence extended five minutes, ten. Lucy stood there in her new uniform and realized he was entirely serious and wasn’t coming back.

His leave was expected, apparently. Nobody was making a move to exit the place, despite all the commotion beforehand. However...

“We’ve got two options,” John said. “Now that you’re here, you can help me by sharpening these pins.” He’d taken off the buttons of his leather jacket. They were now incredibly pointy and incredibly unnecessary. “Or you can get acquainted with this map we drew up.”

He jerked his head to the scrap of paper they’d apparently kept taped to the underside of the table Tamara still slept at. The paper was half-sodden with thick, dark marker lines. The pink-haired girl hadn’t roused.
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