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  Chapter One


It had been a hundred lifetimes since anyone had called me by my real name. Today was no different. The clerk who rang up my katana called me Alicia. I hated that pronunciation of my given name almost as much as I hated having to buy a katana in the first place. 
"It's Alaysha," I said to the man around a sigh that seemed resolute even to my ears. It moved several cobwebs dangling from the ceiling over the cash register. 
"Well, Alicia," the clerk said, a crumb falling from the corner of his mouth. "You should take lessons if you're going to buy this. It's not a toy." 
I tried not to stare at the piece of food that landed on the counter. I didn't want to think about his state of hygiene if crumbs fell from his face and cobwebs dangled from dusty corners. He was hairy the way bald men were hairy, with cheek fuzz and throat hair on skin that moved like a snake's belly when he talked.  Cigarette smoke and gun oil emanated from him in waves. He peered at my chin from beneath a furrowed brow.
His disgust at the faded tattoos there was evident in the way his mouth curled. I'd had them since I was two, and even in my time, too many centuries to count now, they had been unusual: a band of black soot mixed with the ashes of my ancestors to form negative space symbols that had meaning in my mother's tongue. 
That language was one I'd never learned. The markings had always been a mystery to me. My aunt who had put them there told me they had power in themselves and they called to the magic in my very DNA.
"You know you'd be pretty without all that unprofessional ink on your face," the shopkeeper said.
"Right."
I tried not to sound cynical. I mean, I needed the sword. I longed for a broad sword or a long sword almost as much as I hated the name Alicia. But a katana was far more accessible, being the trendy thing and all. 
I would make do with what I could. I had sat for hours in a cafe in the seedy end of Soul's Harbor, picking at a stale bagel and lox while I waited for him to open so I could get it in and get out long before the streets filled with people. 
I must have come off sincere because he cocked his head at me, encouraged.
"No, really," he said as though his sudden insight might make my life easier to bear. I'd find a man to love me if I heeded his advice. I'd bear children. I'd fit in.
It was insulting.
I batted my eyelashes at him as though I hadn't heard the exact same words from a thousand other men over my lifetime. 
"Really?" I said. "Pretty enough to get a shag from a guns and weapons clerk living in the back apartment of his cheesy shop?"
His jaw went rigid. I supposed the adjective I'd used to describe his pride and joy might have been a bridge too far. Apparently, condescension from him was perfectly fine, but for me to feel put out over his misogyny was completely off limits.
Nowadays, tattoos were the norm and virgin skin, the oddity. I'd watched that evolution with interest over the centuries. But the kind of tattoo that marked my skin was not pretty, not even by these modern standards, not even in a city filled with freaks. A marking on the cheek, or the wrist, or even the inner arm? Those were trendy. 
A rustic tapped-in ribbon of symbols stretching from ear to ear across the chin and jawline? 
Freakish.
It was why I'd endured the laser removal for them over the last three years, sitting through the stink of my own flesh burning, swallowing down the nausea as tender nerves were sparked into life. The laser removal did what it could, but they would never completely go away. At best they were faded from matte black and uneven lines to a dark grey.
They were sacred markings, but they tagged me as an outcast in this century as surely as they had in my own time. 
My skin, my markings, my desire to have those symbols gone from life after dozens of centuries was none of anyone else's business, let alone his. 
He was just one more man in a world I hated. One I was tired of living in.
I almost would have liked to see his face at sight of the full black ribbon I'd worn for centuries instead of the now muted tones of the symbols I wore now. The one in the center, the one I knew represented water, was the darkest. 
I gave a thought to pulling the blue contacts out of my eyes so he could see the milky white irises I'd learned to conceal a decade earlier. Maybe he'd love to see the full, freakish me. I suppose that sort of bitterness comes to a woman after several centuries of immortality.
I didn't though. Humanity's disdain and hatred fueled me the way food couldn't but it wouldn't do to tease the bears. Especially when I needed something from them. 
"You're sure this is original," I said as I touched my index finger to the hilt.
He nodded. "Pre 1800. It's not Shirasaya, but it's old."
I dug into my pocket. I'd stuffed a wad of cash in there earlier in the day. I knew I'd have enough. Maybe too much. 
 "How much do I owe you?"
"A katana isn't a toy," he continued, his gaze pinned the center of my chin. I could have felt the movement of his eyes as they traced it even if he hadn't been so obvious. 
"No matter how bad-ass you think you are with ink on your face," he said. "It's a dangerous weapon and not to be mishandled by a girl thinking she'll look cool with it."
I tried to smile at him and felt the grin freeze on my face.
"You mean I won't be able to use it like Mishonne on Walking Dead?" I said sweetly and he glared at me, his disgust for my markings taking a backseat to that of my seeming ignorance of a weapon of such import.
"Honey, that's a television show. Wielding a katana takes training and years and years of practice."
He steepled his fingers on the display case, laying the pinkies along the glass toward me.
"How old are you? Twenty? It takes that long just to become a master."
I eyed him patiently and lifted the sword from the glass counter as though I were terrified of it. Twenty might have been my age the day I'd met my god and became immortal. But twenty was light years away from an accurate age and centuries behind me.
"This little sword needs that much practice?" I said with a note of wonder.
I stepped away from the counter as I hefted it in both hands. "Like a year's worth, do you think?"
He winced visibly. "Careful." 
His admonishment was sharp and sudden, and while he looked like he knew better than to reach for it, his fear of what I might do was battling his common sense. "It's sharp."
Sharp. As though I thought I was handling a butter knife.  
I had aimed to lay it against my side respectfully until he glowered at me. I'd suffered much over the centuries, withstood the misogynistic generations of patriarchy after patriarchy swallowing whole the feminine strength, spent a millennium alone, but this last insult was too much. 
Without thinking, I assumed the stance that my body and each bit of muscle and sinew knew like my lungs knew my breath. I cupped the blade from beneath, my thumbs running the length of the grip as I swung the sword blade up over my head and balanced it there. 
Something sang in my skin at the feel of leather in my grip. I reveled in the way my biceps strained. An inaudible hum thrilled through my bones.
It had been years since I'd held a sword of any sort: katana, longsword, broadsword. I'd given them up a hundred years earlier. I'd sworn I'd never pick one up again. But the weight felt so good. I ached to close my eyes and disappear into memory.
"Listen," the clerk said, blasting the stink of onions and garlic at me. "I'm not sure what you're doing, but I don't let just anyone handle the goods."
I swept him with a glance that must have been filled with my entire hatred for the world. He didn't just take one step back. He retreated.
"I'm not just anyone," I said. "I'm buying this toy."
"You know how much that thing costs?"
He inched back toward the counter, warily, maybe uncertain whether or not he should put his objections behind him and try to make a few bucks. Except his disdain was palpable. He'd sell me the thing, but he'd assume the whole while that I'd cut myself or kill someone with it.
And he wouldn't be wrong.
But it was his air of superiority, that smug look on his ugly face that he was better, smarter, stronger than I was. That I was a girl. Just a ridiculously small girl who no doubt found herself enamored of a television show and a few cos-play conventions. 
Those things bit into my psyche and took hold of my muscles. They acted without instruction, no doubt happy to feel a weapon in my hand again. 
I didn't think. I just acted. His face went white when I swung the sword.
I stopped its arc expertly just short of his throat, spun, and laid the flat of it on his opposite shoulder all before he could so much as lift one of those beetle brows in surprise.
I pulled it back to my side at a respectable forty five degrees as he let go a guttural sound of shock.
"Are you high?" he demanded when he'd gathered his wits back into a ball.
"Think I need more practice?" I said, ignoring his question. I was tired of him. I was tired period.
I dug around in my jeans pocket and pulled free the ball of money and dropped it onto the counter.
It was a thick mass of paper, so I assumed it was enough. I didn't care to count it. It would have to be more than adequate judging from the large denominations that peeked through the wad, and I had no need of change.
He fisted it from the glass top and scooped it into a cash box as he trained his eye on me. Only when his money was safely away and I was halfway across the shop, did I hear him pressing numbers on his phone. 
"What do you think about the volcano erupting this morning?" he said over his shoulder, maybe just a bit too amicably. "Or do you even watch news?"
I shrugged. "Don't care."
"Yeah," he muttered. "Most junkies don't. All those people," he said, almost too amicably. "Those homes. Thank God for those first responders. Doing the hard dirty work without notice. It's a mess over there."
"Those idiots shouldn't have built so close to a volcano. Maybe they'd still be alive."
His jaw slid sideways as he studied me, then sucked the back of his teeth in disgust.
I headed toward the door. I was pretty sure he was just trying to stall me while he phoned the police. Strange young women didn't just swing weapons at innocent shopkeepers and leave like nothing happened.
Let him. I was dead anyway.
I exited his shop with a heavy sigh and let the sword hang by my side. As I panned left and right, I tried to make up my mind if I wanted to buy a tepid chain made coffee or an espresso, strong and bold and biting. One last bolt of ambrosia.
The city seethed with people all around me. Regular people. 
Savage ones, my mind whispered and I shivered involuntarily at the term that hadn't spilled into my thoughts for a thousand years or more.
I was alone. I had been for what seemed an eternity, and I was tired of it. I was frozen in time in a world I loathed within a body that refused to age or wither. 
But all that was going to change, magic be damned.
Because with any luck, I'd be dead by nightfall.






  
  Chapter Two


I forsook my magic the day Gael died. He'd been long into his nineties when most warriors in our day didn't live past thirty annums. He was the reason I stayed behind when all of my kind had gone home to be with their goddess in Etlantium. He lived long and hard for me because of that sacrifice, and he clung to life beyond what he should have. 
And he'd done it for me. So I wouldn't be alone in a foreign world of strangers. 
My Gael. A dying warrior whose atrophied arm muscles hugged the sword he'd favored from the time his trainer burned the warrior mark beneath his jaw. His lush hair had greyed. His skin was folded into wrinkles that couldn't be smoothed out no matter how many times I ran my palm over them.
I kissed his chin with the hilt of metal on the day he died, right where his warrior mark was burned in, to remind him that no matter his age, he was fierce. As fierce as they came.  
He blinked at me, seeing me the same way he had every day, every time, he looked at me for all our lives together. He didn't see me as a young woman with lush hair and supple skin because he saw me with a lover's eye, but because I was still a young woman whose skin remained taut and thighs stayed supple. 
The magic that resided in my tissues kept me as young-looking sixty years on as I'd been at twenty three. No physical change visited me except for the clouding of my irises as the power aged.
My body moved through time, but it did not age. Everything remained static for me while he withered bit by bit until he lay on his death bed blinking at me as though he were trying hard to clear his vision. 
He didn't want to be burned the way warriors were when they passed over, though he'd earned it. I was adamant he get what he'd earned with a lifetime of battle and sacrifice. He refused.
"Drink me," he'd said to me. 
Drink. As though he didn't understand how my power worked, as though I pulled in water only because I was thirsty. 
It was a falsehood and he knew it better than any other person except Cai. 
"I'll try," I told him and in his quiet manner, he nodded and let me do what I had to.
I washed his body with sea sponges and fragrant water, and I wrapped him in oil-soaked linen and left his face exposed. I made a bed for him deep in the belly of the sacred mountain. I chose the chamber where we'd faced Hel decades earlier. Cai wasn't there, of course. She'd earned a spot in Etlantium with her service and so even her body was gone along with the others. 
She's sacrificed to earn her place there. I'd never resented her for that. She was a real hero, like Gael was. They did something magnificent with the lives they were given. They sacrificed so the world could be a better place. 
My heart hurt when I thought of her, but it hurt more knowing I planned to leave Gael there without me. I wanted to stay there with him and wither.
But I mustered my courage when he eased down onto the bed I'd made for him. I laid his sword on his chest, clenched between his hands so that the hilt touched his chin right where his warrior mark was. 
I looked into his eyes one last time as a weak smile played across his mouth. With my lips brushing his, I let my power reach out to his pores in an effort to coax his fluids from his body. 
I thought I would take my time, using the control I'd gained over the decades to savor his every molecule of water. 
But I'd forgotten over the years that he was immune from my magic. It wasn't working, no matter how much I ordered it. In frustration, I cried out and drew on that power like never before. I forced it over him and into him and it hurt the very soles of my feet to force the magic to take his fluid. 
I sensed that far beyond the confines of the mountain that leaves on branches and stalks of ferns were crumbling to dust as I focused the power. But I didn't care. It was what he wanted and I planned to give him his last wish no matter the cost.
And it came, finally. It came from his tissues, his blood, his lungs and mouth, from his very balls, and it swirled in the air over us in a cloud of mist until his soul left his body and his form was nothing but a dried husk of leather. 
His eyes fell from his sockets as tiny seeds the same as every other victim of my power did, and I tucked them into a leather bag and tied it the hilt of his sword. I left my own weapon in a wooden scabbard at his side. I couldn't bring myself to leave that tomb with anything that reminded me of the life I'd lost.
It seemed fitting to me that the place that robbed me of so many loved ones should take this last, most important one. Gael would want to lie there next to the enemy he'd sworn to protect me from so he could be ever vigilant. 
So I left him to rest next to the god we'd fought, and then I used my power no more. 
I've never regretted it.
Swords, I used plenty after that, however. The world has always been savage and weapons came handy when you're a petite woman in a world of men. I've found swords far more useful than the magic I never wanted. 
I stood now in a city, eons and thousands of miles away from that world. I breathed in a draft of air filled with car exhaust and told myself I need never hear another horn blare or see another man starving on the sidewalk. 
I just had to find a way to finish all this waiting. I hoped the katana was everything the shopkeeper told me it was. It needed to be authentic and aged for the spell to work. It needed to have been blooded.
A sound came from behind me, reminding me the shopkeeper was no doubt rushing to the door to see which way I went so he could tell the police. They would want to arrest a young woman swinging a weapon wildly at a poor shop keep.  
I sensed the man behind me even before he laid his hand on my shoulder, pulling me away from memories too painful to bear anymore.
I tensed automatically as I felt his touch. The power within stirred lazily, then lay back down like a hound after a long hunt. Even so, I was surprised it perked up at all. The power had almost become a sentient thing beneath my psyche, calling out to me when my mind was idle. The coffee kept it docile and so I used the vice as often as I could. It kept the memories at bay as well. Win, win, as far as I was concerned.
"Careful," I said, jerking away so that the man's hand fell from my arm. The magic lay back down, but I swung from instinct, the sword in my hand raising a host of muscle memories I thought long dormant.
The tip of the katana bit into the door jamb and the shopkeeper eyed it with a surprised lift to his eyebrow.
He stepped back into the shadows of his shop with his hands in the air as he saw the chunk the katana had taken from the wood. 
"You didn't give me enough," he barked at me between his hands.
"What do you mean it isn't enough?" I said, still trying to work out if the money I'd left had been sufficient when I knew it was. 
"Twenty dollars more," he said. "That's it. That's all."
So he hadn't gone for the phone after all. This new world would never cease to amaze me. He was either so jaded at the state of humanity as a whole that he cared more about the money than what might have happened to him or he was just greedy. 
I decided on greedy.
I squared my shoulders and stepped away from him. 
"I need a sheath too, then," I said. 
It didn't feel right to be standing in the street with bare steel hanging out in the open. Greedy or not, I didn't plan to leave without something to cover it.
In my day, I would have slung the weapon across my back and it wouldn't have been a katana. That sword came later, long after the horse died, decades after the pagans came and then the Christians. After the world became civilized and I'd fled to Asia. But with a sword between my shoulder blades, I could ride Barruch and the feel of metal skimming along my spine as the horse responded to my knees. 
Poor Barruch. I missed the old man. But now that the memory of it had arisen, I wanted a scabbard. I didn't care how good it was.
"A scabbard," I repeated patiently. The memories bristled up through the weeds of my mind and hardened my voice. "How much more?"
I wasn't really listening, just digging back into my pocket for another handful of cash. The sword felt awkward just hanging from my grip. 
I had never resented leaving my sword with Gael when he died, but long after every township, village, and hamlet that held the gene pool of my tribe had decayed into ruin, I still lived. And that did bother me. So much that now, I wished I had it back.
"Well?" the man said, holding out his hand.
I was slipping. Lost in memory, I merely clutched the twenty dollar bill between us as he waited for me to make a move. The shopkeeper studied me with beady eyes. Black, just like a beetle's. The pupils were so constricted they made me think of soul seeds. 
The power poked its nose out again, just enough to remind me it was there. It was a reminder that I really needed that coffee.
I inhaled slowly again, purposefully. My fingers tightened on the handle of the sword. For some reason, it was difficult today to stay focused. The power, usually so content to lie under a blanket of substances prodding me. It hadn't done that in several hundred years, and then only because I'd been slacking in keeping it drugged.
"Please," I said, but my voice wasn't as confident as before. "I need a sheath. That's it. If you can find me one, I'll be out of your hair." 
"I have an old one in the back that went mouldy," he said. "You can have that."
"Thank you," I said. The magic tingled inside but it let go in small bursts that I felt across my skin like a blush.
"Twenty bucks. That's what I'll take for it."
I sighed, but nodded. I had plenty of cash. That wasn't the issue. A few dozen lifetimes allows a girl to store paper money as though it was tissue. It meant nothing to me. 
I waited for him to return to his shop, and though it a chill nipped the air, a bead of sweat ran down my temple, partnered by one slipping between my breasts. When he came back out again, his gaze went to that line of perspiration before flicking up to my eyes. His jaw clenched thoughtfully. 
He didn't mention it though. Instead, he held a thick bit of black leather rashed with white fuzz along the ribbing.
If I had stood in the ruins of Sarum again, I might have found a long sword stored in a wooden scabbard so it wouldn't rot and crumble from abandonment. Nowadays, most of humanity thought leather was the proper protection for the delicate steel. Their ignorance made preservation difficult and the mould on the leather in front of me was perfect proof of just how useful it was as a shield for a precious blade.  
However, I didn't expect to have to keep this sword solid and clean for another few centuries. I just needed to have it for a few more hours, and it was perfectly acceptable to house the blade in leather in this day and age until I got somewhere safe and out of sight. 
Plus, the leather scabbard would make it look perfectly respectable and decorative and not the least bit threatening to people walking by.
I shivered as the sweat ran down between my breasts, but I took the scabbard from him when he held it out for me as though I hadn't felt a thing. 
The happy surprise was that if I wanted to, I could strap it to my torso. Mouldy or not, I couldn't have asked for a better fit.
I smiled in what felt like the first time in ages and slipped the caftan over my shoulder. My shoulders adjusted out of habit as the weight locked in place.
"It's perfect," I said. Indeed it was. Like an old shoe or a worn out leather tunic.
The seller grinned in response, and for a moment we stood facing each other just letting our humanity mingle.
Except I wasn't human.






  
  Chapter Three


Maybe he realized like so many people eventually did, that something was off about me because the smile froze on his face within a few seconds. His gaze trailed again to where the sweat was collecting beneath my hair. He watched me as though he was considering something. I dipped in a bow, Asian style, more as a playful nod to the culture of the sword I wore than out of respect. 
"I'm grateful," I said, and turned on my heel. I had things to do. Coffee to acquire. Spells to weave. 
A death to concoct.
I was several feet away before his voice reached out me. I spun in the middle of the sidewalk.
"What was that?" I said.
He picked at the paint that was peeling on the exterior of his shop.
"I was just saying I might have a better sword. Tomorrow," he said. "If you're looking for something special. I have an Ulfberht."
"There are no usable Ulfberhts," I said and he canted his head.
"You know your swords," he said with a note of admiration.
I pressed my lips together and held in check another involuntary shudder. I thought I'd been clear earlier that I wasn't interested in dallying any longer to discuss swords that he couldn't possibly own.
"It's just," he said, advancing a step outside his shop. He halted within a few inches of the parking meter.
"I thought if you knew swords, you'd know the name and you'd know I was full of bullshit." 
He flashed a grin that made me queasy. "It's not an Ulfberht," he went on. "But it is old. I might be willing to sell it for the right price."
My hand went to the pommel over my shoulder. The sword didn't need to have an edge or even be well-cared for. It just needed to be old and blooded.
And yet, I found myself heading back to the shop despite the gnawing that had started in my bowels. I had the katana, sure, but it would be so much better to die at the edge of a sword that might be from a culture closer to my own. Would I really pass up the opportunity to have a sword more like my own for a cup of coffee?
"I'll pay whatever you want," I said. It sounded desperate, I knew and when I lifted my gaze to his, he pulled away from me just slightly enough to make me worried he'd decide to call the police. For real this time. Because the woman in front of him really was crazy.
His eyes narrowed suspiciously at my sudden desperation. "You're not aiming to storm a kindergarten are you? Or a school?"
"What?" I felt my brow furrowing in confusion. "No. I'm not crazy. Not..." I searched for the word used so frequently on the news. "Not disgruntled."
"Can't be too careful these days." 
He moved carefully across his shop, his path clearly meant to put him behind his counter. 
"Listen," I said, advancing into the shop. "You're the one that stopped me. I already bought your damn sword. If you have another one, something less Asian, then I'll pay whatever you ask and be on my way."
"You're just a collector, right?" he said. "Not planning to do anything rash."
He lanced me with another scrutinous gaze, this time running it along my neck where the cords were straining with the first blush of withdrawal.
"Did I ask to buy grenades?" I said. 
His jaw seesawed back and forth.
"Come back tomorrow," he said finally and pulled his study from my throat and pinned it to my face instead. "The sword isn't exactly legit. Might be hot, truth be told, but if you want something really old, I have one. My private collection."
Tomorrow. I looked at my watch. I needed to get other things in order anyway. Plus, I had only enough money left in my pocket for a cup of espresso now. A small cup.
"You won't regret selling it," I said. 
He snorted. "Not at the price I'll be asking, I won't. This baby is old. Really old. Like Excalibur old."
I didn't miss the reference to magic but I didn't think he realized what he was doing with the mention of a legendary sword. Most people didn't believe in real magic. They just played with it in video games.
"It's well taken care of, right?" I said carefully. "Stored well?" 
I didn't really care if it was in good condition, but I thought if I could gauge the age as truly ancient, there was a better chance of it being blooded.
"The man I bought it from had it in a humidor. He even has the original wooden scabbard."
I drew in a breath. "You're talking dozens of thousands of dollars."
His fingers splayed out on the glass. A small fog of condensation made an aura around each finger. I tried not to think of the sweat and heat that must be making it.
"A collector will know exactly what they're getting when they see it."
It was a challenge. Was I a collector? Did I know my weapons? He'd noticed my intake of breath at the mention of a wooden scabbard.
I got the sense that he was sussing out more than my sincerity. He wanted to know if I was expert enough to know the real thing when I saw it. The price would depend on whether I did or not. The less I knew, the higher the price just to pay for the ignorance and offer him a quick pay day. If I knew my stuff? The price might well be within the appropriate range.
He was hoping for a quick pay day, maybe even a little self-indulgent mockery of the chick who had dared swing at him in his own shop.
Good enough.  Challenge accepted.
"I'll be by first thing in the morning," I said.
"Bring cash."
I tapped my fingers against my jean-clad leg. 
"I thought you said it was valuable. You think I wander the streets with that much money in my pocket?"
He smirked at me. 
"You'll find a way if you want it."
"Sight unseen, you want me to risk carrying that kind of money. It won't just fit in a wallet."
He hadn't exactly named a price, but that was immaterial. He was counting on me bringing a boatload.
He shrugged. "Not my problem."
I closed the distance between us and leaned onto the counter, my elbows propping me at his eye level. The hard edge of the metal joining the glass together bit into my hips.
"I find out I'm bringing too much money for a piece of shit, you'll find yourself answering to an antiquities lawyer."
He sucked at the back of his teeth as though he was trying to pull out the remnants of his breakfast. 
"I'm not worried," he said. 
He didn't look worried either. That sealed it for me. I stuck out my hand over the glass, expecting him to shake it.
"Name the price then," I said. "I'll pay it."
In the end, the figure was far more than I expected and although I had no qualms paying the price, I wasn't sure I could heft the bag that would be needed to carry it. I decided I'd have to hire a cab.
I dreamed of my own sword most nights now, and I longed for it when I woke. The katana I'd purchased was a poor substitute and I knew it. 
The nostalgia was so acute that I knew I'd made the right decision.
I decided I could wait another day to die.






  
  Chapter Four


Although I had no attachment to my apartment, no cat or dog, the last thing I wanted was for the landlord to have to hire a First on Site Company to clean up my remains. I wasn't sure if there would be any, or if I would simply evaporate or dissolve into the ether, but I didn't want to take the chance. I'd tracked the witch for a decade to be sure she was the real thing before I approached her. While she'd been specific about the spell, she hadn't said what would happen to me when it sparked. 
The next morning, I fished the katana out from beneath my mattress and swallowed a few Dilaudid left from my last trip to my barista. I penned a quick letter to my landlord and clutched it with an envelope holding a key to my apartment in one hand and hefted a suitcase filled with the remainder of my cash in the other. I hauled all of it to my front door. 
My last task was to complete a quick check of the refrigerator to make sure most of the perishables were emptied but that there was still plenty of edible fare. I opened every cupboard door to reveal a filled larder. I put out towels, soap and shampoo in easy reach of the shower.
The apartment itself was sparsely furnished at best, but the bed was comfortable and there was enough food to last the rest of the month. 
It was the details of who would be squatting inside that would be the most inconvenient for the landlord, thus the letter I'd carefully penned. I didn't care if he'd find it inconvenient. You should do good when you can. Even if you're dying that day.
"You'll need to be out by the end of the month unless the landlord agrees you can stay for the remainder of the lease," I said to the homeless lady. 
She'd taken up residence in a cardboard box at the end of the street the week before and I'd watched her carefully to be sure she was a good fit. I didn't think the landlord would mind if she was quiet about it all. I couldn't be hundred percent, but if she could get out of the elements for a few days and get a good meal, then what was the harm?
She stared at the key she'd extracted from the manila envelope for a long while.
"You want me to take care of your apartment?" she said with a tug of her frayed sweater. "You don't even know me."
I shrugged. She'd looked down on her luck but not crazy. 
"There's a shit ton of food in the fridge and cupboard," I said. "I don't want it to go to waste. Rent is paid up for the rest of the month. "
She hadn't shown any tendencies toward violence due to drink or drugs in the week I'd been watching her. My own habits were well controlled, if not invisible to most people. I healed so quickly track marks didn't so much as whisper my secret. 
"I don't know what to say." A tear spilled down her cheek and she swiped at it with annoyance.
I hefted the bag up onto my shoulder since it had begun to slip.
"Just seems a shame to waste it, is all, especially since I won't be back," I said, feeling uncomfortable under her scrutiny. 
It didn't feel right standing there with her looking at me like I was some sort of saint. I was far from it. 
She narrowed her gaze at me, a rheumy thing that spoke more of health concerns than anything else. I wondered if she was one of the hundreds of people in the city who spent their livelihood on medical bills and now barely survived them.
I thought of the three one hundred dollar bills I'd left on the night stand and imagined her stuffing the money into her pockets and calling in every friend she had to party.
But she didn't look the type. She just looked alone and lonely and in need of a break.
And I wasn't coming back. Not ever. So what did it matter? If she was trouble, the landlord would sort it out.
"I've got a plane to catch," I said as though it was true. "Are you going to take it or not?"
She closed her fist around the key. I didn't wait to see if she'd head to the address I gave or not. I turned on my heel and aimed for the main drag so I could hail a cab. She caught up with me a moment later and I felt her hand tugging at the suitcase.
"Least I can do is help you carry this. Looks like a heavy load."
I wanted to say that I was used to carrying a heavy load but it wasn't something she'd care to hear. We all had our burdens and the weight of them was pretty subjective.
The cab we hailed dropped me off at the shop well before 9 am and I stood outside of the door with the suitcase in one hand and a tablet from my barista in the other. I'd strapped the katana onto my back with the sheath I'd bought. It smelled of old leather and must and that was just fine by me. It was like being home again.
The shopkeep was taking entirely too long to open the door, and I scanned the sidewalks to see if the other shops were open. Maybe I'd missed a holiday or something. It wouldn't be the first time.
I strode down the sidewalk to check on other stores, watching the morning rush peak and swell the streets. Horns blared. Women speed-walked in skirts and sneakers. The smell of coffee pulled me along window to window. 
Maybe I'd treat myself to a real espresso. Just for once, this last day, maybe I could substitute the real thing for the euphemism my barista insisted on calling the drugs she sold to me. With luck, I'd be free of the need to have meds ride my veins. I might enjoy the taste of java have a honeyed donut or peach danish in honor of Barruch before ending it all.
It was the electronics shop that stopped me in pursuit of my last meal, not the draw of coffee. A 72 inch flat screen faced out into the world from a store-wide window front, reeling with images of devastation. 
I'd told the swords salesman I didn't care about the volcano that had erupted a world away or the people it had taken in one awful rush of fire and lava.
But it was mesmerizing. Like seeing a re-enactment of Pompeii's fate right there in the present. Fire seethed and sent plumes of smoke into the air, choking out all sight of the elite homes of the wealthy who had found the lush environment of a dormant volcano too gorgeous to resist.
It wasn't gorgeous anymore. 
Volunteers dug for survivors, firefighters combated the blaze eating alive the forests and foliage at its feet. It had been a century since I'd lived in a rural area. I ached for all the destruction on the screen, but it had no bearing on my life anymore. 
I turned away. The sight of it turned my appetite. Let the human lives worry about their human environment. 
I made my way back to his storefront with the bag clenched in my hand and without coffee or donut. Without the distraction of a good meal, it might be prudent to go for the espresso in my pocket. I slipped another tablet on my tongue and let it dissolve.
I fidgeted as I stood there with the acrid taste of medicine in my mouth. Then fidgeted more. I checked my cell phone clock. Fifteen minutes had gone by while I stood there. 
I banged on the door. The glass rattled and I heard chains clacking together on the other side.
"Bout fucking time," I growled at the window and the hairy man staring out at me.
The shopkeep glanced down at his bulky watch with a face big enough to hang on the wall. His nose wrinkled in annoyance but he yanked open the door after dispatching several locks.
"I told you nine am," he said.
"It is nine."
"It's five to," he said in a weedy tone that told me he was one of those people who felt the world owed them something just for breathing.
I pushed past him into the musty smell of closed up shop. I pivoted on my heel to face him and dropped the bags beside my feet.
"You didn't say nine at all," I told him. "You just said come in the morning. It's morning."
My shoulders needed rolling to ease the knots from carrying the bag. I pulled them up toward my ears and dropped them. That felt better
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