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        Be not afeard; the isle is full of noises,
        sounds and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not.
        

        Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments
        Will hum about mine ears, and sometime voices that, if I then had waked after long sleep,
        will make me sleep again: and then, in dreaming,
        the clouds methought would open and show riches
        Ready to drop upon me that, when I waked,
        I cried to dream again.

        

        Caliban, from The Tempest, William  Shakespeare
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      Sunlight broke through the east-facing side of the house right on schedule, which woke us up more efficiently than any alarm clock or rooster might, and more permanently than I would have preferred.

      By most metrics, I’m not a morning person. I probably used to be, back before we—as a species—had houses, but it’s hard to know this for sure because my memory isn’t absolutely 100% perfect when it comes to the first fifty thousand-odd years of my life.

      This is potentially an act of self-preservation on the part of my brain, which is a normal human brain that was never (I’m guessing) meant to hold this much history in it. It’s also possible that there just weren’t a lot of memorable things going on in the nomadic life of the hunter-gatherer I used to be, so nothing made a real impression. I remember that we ate a lot and hunted a lot and slept only a little, and moved around all the time, so it was basically one long and terribly boring road trip story, and nobody enjoys boring road trip stories. Including, evidently, my long-term memory.

      If I had any say in this arrangement, the sunlight would’ve had no way of reaching me in the bedroom, and I could have woken up on my own schedule. This sun-free bedroom would have also been located inside of a nice, safe interior space where predators couldn’t find me. But this was one of the many arguments I lost preemptively, by never actually raising the issue when we first moved.

      The house had an open floor plan, by which I mean there were almost no walls. This included walls to the outside. I’m not even kidding. There were gestures here and there suggesting the existence of a wall, but these were more like abstract representations. Prop walls, almost, like what stage designers do in the theater when they want to indicate a character is indoors, but they still want the audience to see the actors.

      What we had was little sturdier than theater props, but that was about the best thing I could say about them, especially since I’ve never known a wild animal to be all that respectful of fourth-wall realism.

      I was much more fond of the roof, which was stellar. I have always been a strong supporter of a solid roof, the kind that kept out sunlight and rain with equal efficiency, and also didn’t fall when there was too much rain or snow.

      Our roof did all of that just fine. Not that it mattered too much because if it was raining and windy at the same time all the rain from the outside skirted right past the hypothetical walls and coated the living room with a thin mist. This happened often enough that we had to waterproof all of the electronics. As for snow, we were in a place where that didn’t happen. I assumed the roof would handle it okay, though.

      It didn’t rain very often, either, not really. And if I’m going to be completely fair about the whole setup, there was a way to close off the interior. It’s just that doing so was sort of involved—there were partitions that swung down from the roof and interlocked with the partial walls—so it didn’t happen often.

      If a typhoon ever struck the island, though, we had hatches to batten down. According to all of the island’s long-term residents, no typhoon had ever made landfall here, but in my mind that just meant it was overdue.

      By the time I was awake enough to register the sunlight, Mirella had already been up for at least an hour. She was in the kitchen—or rather, the part of the very large room in which we lived, where we installed kitchen-like products and marble countertops—brewing cappuccino on the loud machine she had flown in from wherever expensive coffeemakers were hatched.

      “Wake up, Adam, the day is half over,” she said without turning.

      She always knew when I was awake, even when I wasn’t sure yet myself.

      I could tell she’d been up for at least an hour because her hair was wet. She was wearing an oversized white t-shirt, and her long black hair was draining down the back of it, which made a portion transparent, which only proved she had nothing on underneath the shirt, in case there was any question about that. This meant she’d already had her morning swim.

      “I prefer the days that start at sundown,” I said, putting a pillow over my face. I couldn’t remember if I drank the night before or not, but my head seemed to think that yes, I had. Many times in my life this would not have been a question that required asking, but I was trying to cut back.

      “Stop thinking like a hunter,” she said, sitting down on the bed to put a cup of coffee on the table next to my face.

      I wasn’t thinking like a hunter, but it wasn’t worth saying so. I was thinking like a drunk who knew the best bars weren’t much of anything before sundown. Plus the hunter-gatherer in me knew daytime was when to hunt. Night was when we hid.

      Mirella wouldn’t know that, though. She was used to being a top-of-the-food-chain predator, which meant hunting at night. Like most modern people, she had no real experience being prey.

      “Drink, and wake up,” she said, referencing the coffee. “We have nothing to do today.”

      “Then why do I have to wake up?”

      “You have to be awake to appreciate that you have nothing to do. You already do nothing when you sleep.”

      “I can think of at least three philosophers who would be having a seizure right now.”

      “Come on.”

      A quick kiss, and then she left, confident I could handle the rising-from-bed part alone.

      My wake-up process was considerably less involved than hers. I only needed a cup of coffee and a toilet, and both of those were indoors. I’d have considered going for a swim, maybe, but… well, we didn’t have a pool. We had an ocean, and it wasn’t all that easy to get to.

      [image: ]

      There are times when I look at things and wonder how they might be interpreted by an archeologist in the future. You might do the same, except posit an alien attempting to examine us from afar. I tend to go with archeologist because that’s in line with my own life experiences. Specifically, I am often at odds with archeologists who look at places I used to live or visit and have drawn conclusions that, while evidence-based, are fundamentally wrong. So when I perform this exercise of trying to guess what assumptions could be made about something through the lens of a couple thousand years, I’m drawing from life experience.

      Anyway. If a scientist in the future or an alien hovering in lower orbit were to examine the floor plan of our house they might come to the conclusion that the bathroom was the most important part, only because it was at the center, and everything radiated from the center.

      There were a couple of reasons why this was so. First, it was the only fully enclosed part of the building. No windows, just four walls that went straight up through the middle like a chimney, doing double-duty in supporting the roof at its highest point.

      Ironically, this was the one part of the house I could have lived with having a window in. It wasn’t like Mirella and I had any consistent company, and we were intimate enough to not worry all that much about clothing in any other part of the house, much less outside. But the bathroom was the one place she was extremely private about, to a degree that bordered on scary. It’s possible goblins have a particular anatomical concern that requires full privacy, but I’d seen all of her parts so I’m thinking this was not the case. I’m thinking this was a woman thing.

      Oh, Mirella’s a goblin. I’ll get to that in a little while, but just so nobody’s operating under an incorrect assumption, goblins are human-looking enough to be mistaken as humans on a daily basis. This is a not the movie version of a goblin we’re talking about, (it doesn’t matter which movie, they all get it wrong) and thank goodness for that.

      The second reason for the bathroom’s location had to do with the plumbing. Our central plumbing was very much central. It was also extremely limited, and involved a septic tank that had to get cleaned out every six months by a man from the bottom of the island to whom we paid a tremendous amount of money on account of him being the only guy within two hundred miles willing to do something like that. He was maybe the second- or third-richest person on the island as a consequence. It was probably not worth it.

      The building constructed around the bathroom was roundish, and consisted of multiple platform levels that corresponded to the uneven surface beneath the house, and the entire property was up on stilts to allow for rain from the higher points on the west side to make it over the cliff face on the east side without taking the building along.

      A reasonable conclusion might be that a house already on stilts could also be a house with a flat floor, but whoever built the place didn’t much care for this logic. Or something. I don’t really know what the thinking was, but it worked because the various one-step platform levels allowed us to differentiate the rooms without resorting to having walls. Also, each platform was independently supported, making the entire structure the kind of sturdy one can appreciate when living at the top of a cliff.

      After the necessary bathroom duties—I won’t bother to describe them, but let’s give another shout-out to my favorite invention, indoor plumbing—I refilled my coffee and met Mirella on the eastern side of the deck.

      There was a deck around three quarters of the house: north, east, and south. The western side was the ostensible “front” of the building, which was where a gigantic boxy SUV and two ATVs lived. We had a front door there, which was probably the most entertaining part of the property: a door in a frame with a path leading up to it, with no walls on either side of the frame. Well, all right, there was a quarter-wall, and since the house was raised it would take a little effort to climb from the ground over the quarter-wall and inside, but still.

      We were comically under-prepared for a frontal assault is what I’m saying. It was a wonder I was able to relax there at all.

      Mirella was at one of the wood tables, looking out over the ocean, and eating sliced fruit from a bowl. For convenience, I’m defining outside as absent a roof overhead.

      “It’s going to be a nice day,” she said, without turning.

      “Are you sure? I think I see a cloud over there.”

      The sky was utterly, perfectly blue, so this was a joke. Mirella didn’t laugh, but that wasn’t something she was necessarily known for.

      “No clouds,” she said. “And, I never noticed before… on days like this it’s nearly possible to see the sky curve with the Earth at the edge of the horizon.”

      I squinted.

      “I can’t see it.”

      “I have better eyes. Hard to believe your people thought the world was flat.”

      “My people?”

      “You know.”

      “Humans.”

      “Yes, humans. Your tribe, old man.” This was said with a smile, no less charming for the knife in her hand. She was using it to carry fruit pieces to her mouth, as one might with a fork or one’s fingers. Goblins like knives; it’s kind of their thing.

      “Literally nobody thought the world was flat,” I said. “Nobody who ever sailed a boat, anyway.”

      If you watch a sailboat disappear over the horizon the mast is the last thing to disappear. Thus, the Earth is curved. Everybody knew this, at least since there have been boats with masts.

      “The Bible says the earth is flat,” she said. “So does the Koran.”

      “Well, those authors didn’t get out much.”

      “Tshhh,” she said, which was really just a sound she made with her mouth more than it was a word. “You should take a swim.”

      “I’d rather a shower.”

      “The water’s low. A swim is a better idea.”

      “We can get more water.”

      She raised an eyebrow at me, which is exactly as close as we ever get to a real argument. We were either doing something right or I was just too worried about pissing off possibly the deadliest person alive over a minor domestic inconvenience.

      “It’s not going to rain today, you should at least check the tank,” she said, standing. “I feel like another swim. I wish you’d join me.”

      “I’ll walk down later.”

      She took off the shirt, and as I said, she had no clothing on underneath.

      I gawked. I wish I could say I had some sort of control over this, but I really didn’t, even after seeing her naked just about every day since we’d moved in together.

      She noticed, of course. I think maybe my jaw actually unhinged on these occasions. She treated me with a dazzling smile that was so excellent it managed to draw my eyes from the rest of her. She could give that smile to anybody, whether clothed or not, but so far as I could tell I was the only one who ever got it.

      “You’re sure? The water’s perfect. It would take you forever to walk down.”

      “Positive. But that is a very compelling argument you’re giving me.”

      “I know.”

      She threw me the shirt, then walked to the edge of the cliff and jumped off.
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      I think more than anything else, the cliff was what sold Mirella on the property. And, since it was technically her money that bought the place, the opinion of any cohabitants who may find a Jacuzzi more compelling than a cliff was largely ignored.

      I say technically like there’s an argument to be had there, but that’s just me being petty, since I was the one who gave her the money and now I don’t have any of my own. I gave away everything, actually—she only got a little of it—in an effort to disappear completely, so it wasn’t like I misplaced it or gambled it away or had it stolen. I had no reason to be bitter about this because it was a conscious decision. And mostly I wasn’t bitter, because when you’re immortal, money is something you can always find time to get more of.

      I wanted to disappear so people would finally just leave me the hell alone, and to that end it appeared to work. I do miss the money sometimes, though.

      Having a lot of people trying to find you is the sort of thing that can happen when you’re the only immortal man on a planet full of rich people who want to be immortal, and scientists who want to figure out how to make rich people immortal. Sure, some of those scientists were interested in curing diseases too, and I’m good for that since I never get sick. But mostly, it’s the get rich and live forever people that are the problem.

      I guess I can understand the appeal from the perspective of a mortal, but to be totally honest, immortality isn’t all that fantastic. It’s better than not being immortal, but not a whole lot better. I’m pretty sure the only reason I’m still around is I’m too stubborn to kill myself.

      Okay, that’s not really fair. There are other reasons to stay alive, like the days when the sky is a perfect shade of blue, the heat from the sun is offset by a nice ocean breeze, and my outrageously attractive girlfriend is taking off her clothes before it’s even noon. Those are the kinds of days I go back to when times are bad, to remind myself what good times look like.

      The house was on the easternmost tip of the island. From the edge of the property—the cliff—it was possible to see most of the eastern beachfront. Just look left, and down, and behold the nice sandy beaches. I would have been fine with a house that opened up on one of those beaches, but this was nice too I guess. Just a different kind of nice: private enough that we had no problem walking about without clothing in a home with purely hypothetical walls; close enough to civilization so we weren’t going to die from some manner of privation. The only problem was that I preferred to walk down a steep, winding path that was only occasionally free of debris in order to get to the beach and the water, while Mirella liked to launch herself fifty feet off the cliff into what looked like rocky shoals. The water was about thirty feet deep at that point—the cliff jutted out—and it was probably perfectly safe to jump, but I’ve lived too long to die because I was wrong about something like that.

      This, I suppose, was what happened when you took a professional killer like Mirella and relocated her to a place like this. She needed to put her life at risk every day, somehow, and diving off her own private cliff was as good a way as any. And if that wasn’t enough, she usually scaled the cliff face to get back to the top instead of walking around the beach to the path. She said she did it because she was naked, and scaling the cliff meant not being seen from the beach, but she had a perfectly good bikini in the house.

      Using the ocean for a morning bath was hygienically dubious, but eminently logical in this circumstance, which was: we were living on an island with a limited supply of fresh water.

      This is one of the many, many things people who visit tropical locations like this don’t take into account. It’s also why I’ve spent so little time on tropical islands, to be honest. History is littered with accounts of shipwrecked sailors finding their way to remote islands and subsisting—barely—off of the land until rescued. Or not rescued, and found later looking much thinner and no longer alive. We as a species are now vacationing in places that used to kill us.

      I’ve mostly stayed away from spots like this because it was hard to get my mind around the idea that isolation of this sort was a beautiful thing. Historically, I’ve taken vacations from mankind for hundreds of years by heading into the wilderness and fending for myself. This was whenever I felt it was time to disengage, or when I didn’t trust myself around people, or when humankind was going through one of its really bad periods and I didn’t want to deal with anyone involved.

      So I know from isolation. But those vacations were in the wilderness of the Eurasian continent, or Africa. There is a substantial difference between living alone on a continent and living alone on an island.

      Fresh water is the biggest difference. This island had a natural spring replenished by runoff from the hills, but the spring was not bottomless and it wasn’t near us. Every resident got a supply each month, and tourists used the rest. If we needed more we had to buy it, which was possible only if a water shipment made it from one of the not-at-all-nearby ports attached to proper continents. If there wasn’t a shipment, well, too bad. No water for you.

      A regular supply of rain helped. Most of the buildings on the island had Bermuda roofs, which were designed to catch and funnel rain water into a tank. From there it went through a ridiculously expensive filtration system and into another tank, which we then used for things like showers, the washing dishes, and making ice cubes to go with the cheaper bourbon. To supplement the water in the first tank, we also had an air conditioning system that doubled as a de-humidifier, and a device under the house that caught water off the mountain during the heavier storms.

      Honestly, the tank—the second one—was almost always full, but sometime shortly after we moved, Mirella tapped into the collective water-rationing mania of the rest of the islanders. As a consequence, I couldn’t take showers as often as I liked.

      I’m sure it seemed like a minor inconvenience to her, but hot showers is near the top of my list of reasons I’m glad I’m still alive.

      Food is another thing that can be scarce on an island. Large land animals on a continent aren’t really a problem as long as you know where they run to and how to catch them. On an island, who knows? There are only so many waterfowl you can eat before you start wondering what the other sailors taste like.

      I didn’t know what animals were indigenous to this island because I never hunted on it. We hadn’t had anything big wander into our living room yet, so maybe there weren’t any, but it was also possible they were just too polite. Or, the devices mounted every ten feet around the deck to keep the bugs out—I think they emit an ultrasonic frequency or maybe a chemical or something, I don’t know—also drove away game.

      We ate a lot of fruits and vegetables, and ridiculous quantities of seafood. The vegetables were mostly from local gardens—the soil was volcanic, so plants grew insanely well—while the fruit was wild, and could be found more or less anywhere.

      Once a year we bought a cow that someone was kind enough to slaughter and ship to us. We stored the parts in a freezer and pulled out the beef on special occasions or when the local fish looked off. Rumors of wild boar on the island had yet to yield us any opportunities for pork, so of course that was what I ended up craving almost daily.

      The other problem with islands was the isolation from the outside world. That would have been a major issue if we were stranded, but we weren’t.

      I thought I’d miss the world. Except for the occasional trip into a forest here and there, I have been waist-deep in humanity for well over two thousand years. At first that was by choice, because those were a really interesting two thousand years—except for maybe parts of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, which kind of sucked—and I had no interest in exiting. Then it became a thing where I couldn’t figure out how to exit, because the world ran out of wilderness. Sure, there’s still some here and there, but nothing on the scale I’m used to. I once lived for a hundred years in woods that were only a day’s walk from downtown Athens, and you can’t say that about a whole lot of places any longer. Maybe the Amazon.

      That was before Mirella brought me to this island.

      You’re probably wondering why I haven’t told you where it is or what the name of it is. That’s because I’m not going to tell you. It’s in the South Pacific, but that’s all you’re going to get.

      Yes, it’s a bona fide, honest-to-god secret island.

      I know, I couldn’t believe it either.
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      Mirella climbed back up from the ocean, dried herself off and put on a proper set of clothes. We made a meal, and then went about doing not much of anything. I was reading a book and she was teaching herself how to paint, so we both did those things. Later, we would probably make a dinner, pick a movie, pick a wine, make love, sleep until sunrise, and start all over again.

      Life had slowed down. Our only connection to the outside world was a satellite dish we used to rent movies, plus a very occasional foray onto the Internet to make sure nobody had blown up the planet while we were away, and that was all.

      It was exactly the sort of break I needed, but failed at a decade earlier when it was a different island and a different girl. Back then, the girl wasn’t really interested in quiet and isolation, so what was a planned vacation from the world became a thing where the world was being kept from her and it was my fault.

      I hadn’t heard a word of complaint from Mirella, but the circumstances were a little different. She picked the location and bought the house. I was just along for the ride.

      “Hey,” I said over my shoulder, putting down the book. “I was going to head into town.”

      Mirella was in front of her easel, staring at whatever it was she was painting. I wasn’t allowed to look at it.

      “Did you finish your book already?”

      The books came from the island’s remarkably extensive library. It was probably my favorite place other than our house and the pub. In another hundred years I’d probably be downloading books from an online library instead. I wasn’t ready.

      “I did.”

      She snuck a glance at the bar on the other side of the room. We had a fully stocked bar, a modest wine cabinet, and a beer fridge. She would never say it, but she was trying to remember if she’d seen me having anything to drink yet. I hadn’t.

      I’d been good about the drinking. I learned I should only drink as much as Mirella does—which wasn’t all that inconvenient, since she was hardly a light drinker when committed to it.

      She had no interest in me when I was drunk and she was sober, though. Again, she hadn’t said this; it was just something I figured out.

      “Swap the spare while you’re out. Don’t kill any trees.”
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      As I said, the island is volcanic, but that only means it was formed by a volcanic eruption a long time ago and not—necessarily—that there’s an active volcano on the premises.

      This is an important distinction, because I do not have a great history with volcanoes. I lived on Minos when the volcano on nearby Thera destroyed the whole region, and I lived beneath Mount Vesuvius at exactly the worst time to live under Mount Vesuvius. Statistically, given how long I’ve lived, I’m bound to end up near a volcano at the wrong time, so it’s not a huge surprise that I’ve had issues with them, but that doesn’t mean I’m willing to just assume the next one I’m near isn’t about to go off.

      So we didn’t have a volcano, but we did have a hill. Some called it a mountain, but it was a hill. The top of the island was only about a thousand feet above sea level, and there were homes to be found all the way up to—but not at—the top, which was something you don’t see all that often on real mountains. All the properties above four hundred feet were called mountaintop estates, which was just good marketing, because hillside houses sounded less impressive. I couldn’t be sure, but it was possible the decision to call the thing a mountain began with a marketing campaign.

      There were access roads leading up to the estates: long, narrow, windy little paths I’m pretty sure used to be much wider, because I didn’t see a lot of easy ways to get building supplies up to the top and there were some pretty awesome houses up there. Plant overgrowth had turned the roads into something slightly wider than a footpath since whenever the houses were built, though, and for that reason I’d have just as soon taken an ATV or just walked down to the lower island.

      I had to take the mammoth SUV, though, because Mirella asked me to swap the spare generator.

      There was a power grid on the island and we were connected to it, but the grid wasn’t particularly reliable, so we worked off of generator power about half the time. It was rarely an issue because we didn’t use a ton of electricity and were both capable of roughing it for long periods. It could still be a pain, though, like if the power failed in the middle of a movie or the food wasn’t done cooking yet. As romantic as candlelight dinners on the deck overlooking the ocean could be, they were also a little annoying multiple days in a row. Plus the things we used to keep insects out ran on electrical power.

      It had to be the SUV because the generator was too heavy to carry down and didn’t fit on the all-terrain vehicle, and if it did it would just fall off at the first steep hill.

      The problem was, I should not drive a motorized vehicle of any kind under any circumstances. On the ATV, at least, the goal was to throw oneself down a hill. Those were practically built for someone like me. But I’m terrible on roads. They could be flat, wide and well lit and I’d find a way to do something wrong with a car on them.

      The island roads weren’t wide or flat, and were only as well lit as the vegetation allowed the sun to make them. And the SUV was so wide it might have been square. It was a bad confluence of people and things.

      Mirella trusted me to make this run alone because it was only about five miles to the bottom of the island, and about half of it was on a road that was literally impossible to drive off of. I could, however, damage trees on the way down, which I had done.

      She may also have been operating under the errant assumption that I would be getting better at driving with time. I don’t expect to.

      Also, she probably didn’t feel like going.

      The trip down was pleasantly uneventful, but probably took a lot longer than it had to, because I was determined to make it down without taking any more paint off the side of the car.

      Mankind should not ever build vehicles this big and then make them single-operator machines. Anything this large should require a team of competent people to operate and should only be used when storming battlements or breaking ice.

      For about a year, I took to calling the SUV the “Hubris” because I think that’s a good brand name for it. Mirella either thought I was just saying “Humvee” wrong or decided to ignore me. It was hard to tell.

      Most of the lower island was dedicated to keeping tourists happy.

      The island was very much a tourist destination, but only for a certain type of tourist, and only for the very select few of this type that could afford the cost of the vacation. Lower island was for them, because it was where one found the pretty white sands and the high-end hotel and the real bungalows: one-room shacks that were right up against the water when the tide is high. The hotel—there was really only one—was far more luxurious than anything in the bungalows, but somehow the bungalows were costlier. I didn’t know why, but I was still adjusting to remote islands being a good place to go, so I wasn’t the best person to ask.

      The bottom of the island was also where the main public dock was, and the one proper town, if one could call anything this size a town. It had the public buildings—the local government was the approximate equivalent of a condo association—and all the stores and restaurants and so on.

      There was also the library—which was much more useful to residents than tourists—the grocer, and the liquor store, and so on. A little further out, closer to the base of the mountain but still a part of the lower island properties, there were squat apartment complexes and other iterations of shared living space for the employees whose jobs were to keep tourists happy. And of course the airport was down-island, such as it was. We could only land planes at low tide because the runway was underwater the rest of the time.

      I really didn’t have any kind of ulterior motive for visiting the town, in case you’re wondering. I had to pick up a couple of new things to read, swap the generator while I was there, maybe get some decent gossip from the two or three people I could rely upon for such a thing, and that was all. As I said, life had slowed down, and I was enjoying that fact very much. Two years in, I couldn’t see any reason to do something different.

      This probably sounds boring, and maybe it is. It’s possible I have no compass to help determine boring, or maybe I have a different threshold than most people. From my perspective, though, the vast majority of human history has been boring, by which I mean nothing happened, and sure, that can be dull. On the other hand, nothing happening includes nobody trying to kill anybody, and specifically, nobody trying to kill me. That’s the kind of boring a guy can get behind. I’ve learned to appreciate that version of boring, in other words, because the alternative is often far less pleasant.
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      I parked the SUV in the lot behind the general store. It only took three tries to get the thing into an appropriately parked position, and I didn’t hit anybody, but in fairness there wasn’t anybody around. The roads didn’t support a lot of traffic, and conveniently enough there wasn’t a lot of traffic on a regular basis. Or so it always seemed to me. It was possible every time I took the car down the mountain, Mirella picked up the landline and warned everyone that I was on my way. That was something she would do.

      The parking lot was flattened loose gravel without any proper lines drawn, which was nice because it meant I was never in the wrong space. I got out, jumped down, and headed for the back entrance. As I said, it was a beautiful, sunny day, with a light breeze. There was a constant whiff of ocean in every breath from just about every point on the island. It was impossible to forget the ocean was there even when it wasn’t visible.

      I was wearing flip-flops. I feel like this is an important thing to confess. Flip-flops, cargo shorts, a sleeveless t-shirt, and a pair of sunglasses. I was dressed the way a guy on permanent vacation should dress. I felt like a Roman senator inside the city gates, except there was no garrison of soldiers surrounding us, just a large body of water.

      I had developed something like a permanent tan over the past two years and only wore shoes of any kind when the odds were decent I was going to be walking across gravel or seashells—a distressing number of surfaces here were made of crushed shells—or into an eating establishment of some sort. This was great because I don’t actually like shoes. I see no point in them except under circumstances of extreme cold, but since the modern world likes to create surfaces that are unfriendly to bare feet I don’t have much of a choice.

      I’d carried the generator to the back of the car myself, but I wasn’t about to do that when taking it into the store, both because it was a stupid thing to do in the first place—I did it because I didn’t want to ask Mirella to help because for some reason I thought that was embarrassing—and because the store had a rack of two-wheelers at the rear door for this exact purpose. So instead I flip-flopped across the gravel and grabbed one.

      And that was when the demon came up behind me.
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      The demon was nearly seven feet tall, with an ugly flat face and a hairless head. His three-fingered hand gripped the doorframe as he shouldered his way through a space that wasn’t really large enough to accommodate a being with his dimensions.

      His name was Leonard. He was a pretty cool guy.

      “Hi Adam, howzit going?”

      “Hi Lenny!”

      I said this a bit too loudly, because my first reaction on seeing any demon—even one who meant me no harm—was to panic. It’s a pretty normal response, and the correct one about 99% of the time.

      “Just switching out the portable,” I added, in a more modulated tone.

      “Yeah? No, no, put that cart away, lemme get it for you.”

      He got the rest of the way through the doorframe and headed for the SUV. I wasn’t going to argue, because one doesn’t argue with demons, especially ones who aren’t trying to kill you. Or so I have to assume; Leonard was actually the first one I’d met who wasn’t trying to kill either me or someone nearby.

      Demons aren’t some sort of hell-beast in any real supernatural heaven/hell sense, so everyone put away the bibles and calm down. They are large, thuggish monstrosities with skin thick enough to walk across gravel parking lots in bare feet—as he was doing—and take a knife cut without bleeding. They’re nearly indestructible warriors of low intelligence with short tempers and an almost unparalleled bloodlust that makes them exceedingly difficult to control in large numbers.

      Armies led by a vanguard of demons tended to win more often than not, so long as there weren’t that many demons. More than a few—I think it may have been Genghis Khan who worked out the magic number of seven demons per battle, max—and they tended to just start killing everybody regardless of banner.

      If you ever come across a demon, run. If there’s a large body of water available, jump into it, because they can’t swim. If you happen to have a vial of the flu in your pocket or something else pure enough to be reusable as a bioweapon, this is also useful because they have terrible immune systems. Other than that, you’re probably out of luck because they will do Terminator-level damage to get at you if they have been tasked with doing so.

      I wasn’t running because Leonard wasn’t chasing me. He wanted to carry my generator inside, and I was going to let him do that. If he wanted to pick up my car and move it to the other side of the lot I’d let him do that too. Another good thing to know about demons is that if they want to do something and that something doesn’t involve disemboweling you with their fists, you should probably let them do it.

      A thing that has been true of every demon I ever met was that they wore baggy clothing and large hats or hoods. This was to disguise the unmistakable non-humanness of their features, and it’s why you’ve probably never seen one clearly enough to realize you should be running. But Leonard had on a pair of shorts and that was all. (There were a number of places on the island with a “no-shirt/no-shoes/no-service” rule. I’m pretty sure nobody was going to be telling him to abide by this rule. In fairness, he was probably not carrying any communicable diseases.) It was impossible to mistake him for anything other than a non-human creature from just about any distance. But that was all right, because there were hardly any humans on the island anyway. I was one of the few.

      “Beautiful day, hunh?” Leonard said on his way to the car. “I love that breeze, yeah? Cuts right through the heat. Just great. And lookit that sky!”

      “It’s a nice day all right,” I said. “It’s always nice here.”

      “Yeah, ain’t it? ‘Cept the rain. Don’t like the rain so much. No rain today tho.”

      This is really the deepest any conversation goes with Lenny, at least with me. We rehash the current and most recent weather-related events, he picks up something heavy, and we go on our way.

      I met him my first month on the island. At the time I was dressed much the same, by which I mean I had no weapons on-hand, I wasn’t protected by heavy armor, and I had no way to radio in an airstrike. I had the SUV, and was debating whether to use it as a weapon or flee in it when he held out his hand and introduced himself. Then he talked about puffy clouds for ten minutes while I held my breath. Things have gone more smoothly since.

      “Might rain later,” I said.

      “Nah.” He sniffed the air. “Couple days, maybe.”

      I’ve learned that very nearly everything on Earth has a better sense of smell than humans. Even the ones with hardly any nose on their face.

      Across the street, two tourists walked past the parking lot entrance, on their way from one of the local bed-and-breakfasts to the beach. They were incredibly pale-skinned men dressed in floral print shorts, carrying a beach umbrella, a couple of towels, and a cooler. If they noticed the demon in the parking lot at all, they didn’t acknowledge him. But they weren’t really men themselves. They were elves.

      Hopefully, they packed sunblock. Their kind is not known to tan well.

      Leonard waited as the car’s back hatch opened. (I have a button that makes the back door open and close. Whenever I use it to do the latter I worry we have perhaps reached the point where technology has made everything too easy. Then I go on a nice long jog and I feel better.) Once the hatch was opened he reached inside and with one hand picked up the generator.

      “Tapped out, huh?”

      “It’s a little low. Always keep a fully charged backup, you know how that goes.”

      “Sure, sure.” He tossed it from hand to hand like a basketball. I closed the hatch. “Funny how they weigh the same.”

      “The generators?”

      “The full ones and the empty ones. They weigh the same whether they’re full or not. You figure when they’re used up they’d weigh less.”

      I could have tried to explain to him that electricity doesn’t weigh anything, or if it does it’s not all that much, but to be honest I barely understand this concept myself. I will always be a caveman poking shiny things with a stick, but sometimes I’m good at pretending otherwise.

      “Crazy, huh?” I said instead.

      “That’s what I’m sayin’. Let’s get this swapped out for you.”
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      There are a lot of reasons for keeping the name and location of the island a secret, but the big one is that it’s essentially a vacation paradise for people of means who don’t happen to actually be people. These are goblins and elves mostly—they’re actually the same species, but don’t tell them that because they hate it—but also a healthy number of imps, satyrs, a werewolf or two, and lots of succubi and incubi. Even a vampire shows up now and then, which is just crazy, because sunshine and warm sand aren’t typically attractive features to a vampire.

      Those are just the ones who can safely pass as human beings. Supposedly, a troll lives in the hillside somewhere, and the island appears to have an indigenous tribe of pixies. Every bar has a resident iffrit, and I swear one time I saw a faery, although this might have been my imagination. Faeries are terrifying and don’t play nicely with others, and almost certainly don’t go on vacations.

      I’ve also seen a few beings I thought were extinct. Within a couple of months on the island, I saw a djinn for the first time in a thousand years, and I’ve heard rumors of a real dragon in the woods on the other side of the mountain. I don’t believe the rumors any more than the ones about a troll, but if ever there was a place capable of proving me wrong, this was it.

      Perhaps the most amazing thing about the island is that there are natural enemies here that don’t behave like enemies. It’s a fully demilitarized zone. I don’t even know how this is accomplished. It just is. It means a demon like Leonard—he’s the only demon I’ve seen on the island—can hang around at the local general store and chat up customers, and not only does nobody run away screaming, nobody even thinks twice about engaging him in civil discourse. It’s legitimately crazy.

      I didn’t know the island existed until Mirella brought me here, and I’ve been marveling at it ever since. She doesn’t seem to understand how incredible this arrangement is, but she hasn’t seen as much discord as I have, and is also perhaps a bit less cynical. That by itself is fairly amazing, because before retiring she was a bodyguard, and bodyguards are trained to anticipate the most likely violent outcomes in every situation. This place is one giant potentially violent outcome waiting for someone to show up with a tinderbox and a fuse.

      That I am no longer anticipating such a possibility is surprising.
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      The generator swap took hardly any time thanks to Leonard, who after helping out went on his merry way, undoubtedly to find other heavy things that required lifting. As far as I knew, he mostly wandered around the bottom of the island looking for stuff to do. My theory was that moving stuff around all day was how he channeled his innate desire for violence, provided that was actually innate and not learned.

      I always meant to ask him what he did for money and where he lived, but I never ended up in a conversation that lasted long enough to get to those questions. The answer might be the same as the punch line to the joke: where does an 800-pound gorilla sit? (Answer: wherever he wants. Cue laughter.) It was probably close to the general store, though, since that was usually where I ran into him.

      Anyway, I didn’t need to know that badly, obviously, or I would have figured out how to ask by now.

      The only part of the island that deserved to be called a town was a five-block-by-five-block grid, all perfectly squared and equidistant, an imposition of artificial order on a landscape of natural variation. From overhead, the streets offended the eye. They were, thankfully, all gravel and seashell, but still struck a blow to the sartorial elegance of the nature around it.

      Although perhaps that’s just my personal reaction. For someone who grew up in a city, it might be comforting.

      The order of the layout made it more difficult to get around than it should have. Since the whole grid had been built at the same time, most of the buildings on it were constructed from the same architectural plans, so the only way to tell if you were on one street and not two blocks distant was to look at the names on the buildings or the mailboxes. For instance, the town had a library in a building that was externally identical to the island’s only hospital. I’m pretty sure these are two things that are bad to confuse with one another. I’d done it myself, about five or six times, but only when looking for the library and entering the hospital on error. I have no use for a hospital, but a great need for books.

      I decided to walk to the library from the parking lot, because street parking was scarce, I cannot be trusted to parallel-park anyway, and it was only a few blocks. Plus, there was a nice bar between the lot and the library, and it had just opened for the day.

      All right, so maybe I did have an ulterior motive for going into town.
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      I’m not an alcoholic.

      Probably.

      Sure, there’s a mountain of evidence to suggest otherwise—like having blacked out on entire decades—but I just think the rules for an immortal man are different than for someone whose life expectancy is seventy-five years. I can waste a lifetime drinking. I can waste fifty lifetimes drinking. I’m not going to get cirrhosis, or catch pneumonia from exposure, or whatever. I might end up in a fight I shouldn’t be in, but I’m generally not a mean drunk so that’s unlikely, and I’m also good in a fight regardless of how much of me is composed of alcohol. I can function at a high level with a decent buzz for a long time.

      What I cannot do is drive with that buzz on, but only because I’m an awful driver already.

      Can I go without alcohol? Sure. Forever? Probably.

      I’m not interested in proving that, though, to myself or anybody else.

      Something I am definitely addicted to, though, is the camaraderie that comes with drinking in public. This was a thing I wasn’t getting out of my own personal bar in the house. The house came with an often semi-naked woman who liked me a lot, and finding someone like that is about a thousand times more difficult than finding a guy in a bar with an interesting story to tell. But I still missed talking to the guy in the bar now and again.

      I was pretty sure Mirella knew this about me, and I was pretty sure she didn’t mind. We’ll see.

      The name of the place was The Fancy Mermaid, and it claimed to be the oldest pub on the island. There were three other pubs that made the same claim, and I had no idea which one had the best argument. If you stacked up the creation stories against one another it was possible to conclude they were all built and opened the same afternoon and were arguing over what time of day they unlocked their doors.

      I personally thought The First Pub had the best claim on the title, both because of the name and because it wasn’t in the lower island proper. You had to drive away from the grid and onto a small side road and up the mountain a tiny ways to get to The First Pub, and that made it seem like the sort of place that might predate anything in the town itself.

      Meanwhile, both The Fancy Mermaid and the other claimant, Crabby’s, insisted the town was built around their establishments, in part because of their popularity.

      It’s a silly argument that people with short lifespans have all the time, as if surviving unchanged for a period of forty or fifty years is an achievement. But every establishment on the island was built in the late twentieth century, so to my ears they all sounded like three-year olds disputing a two-hour age difference. Last longer than Europe first, and then start bragging.

      The Fancy Mermaid was not fancy, but wasn’t a dive either. There were no proper dive bars on the island, which was nice from a tourism perspective, but it had the strange effect of making me miss them. This happens sometimes, where I discover nostalgia for something nobody should ever miss. Like hardtack, and plagues.

      The interior of the bar was polished wood with the expected nautical themes, all tied to the iconic mermaid figurehead trussed to the ceiling and dangling over the bar.

      I took a seat underneath her kelp-covered breasts and signaled Anh, the bartender, who soon had a pint of tap beer in front of me.

      In terms of popularity, the Mermaid was somewhere in the middle of the pack. The most successful places on the island were the ones with a direct view of the beach, and the ones that were actually clubs playing ear-bleedingly loud music. We went to a club one time, and while Mirella seemed to enjoy herself okay, I was anxious the entire night. It wasn’t until later I realized the rhythm and pace of the house music was the same as the drums we used to pound before going to war. I’m not a fan of the tribal war-drum sound as entertainment, it turns out. By the end of the night I was ready to brain someone with a femur bone.

      There was a view at the Mermaid, but it was a view of the street. The windows were open to allow the trade winds through, and that ever-present sea smell was there, so the bar still felt connected to the island, but an ocean angle would have helped. I imagined the place was very popular with people who’d been at the beach all day and had had their fill of tides.

      I mostly had the place to myself, but there were a few tables set up near the windows with tourists eating an early lunch. Goblin/goblin, goblin/elf, and human/succubus were the pairings I could see. I tried not to stare at the succubus, who was in a bikini top and short-shorts, with completely impractical four-inch heel sandals that I assume she removed when walking in sand. The human was every inch an American, and I mean that in the most unflattering way imaginable. He looked like the kind of guy who could afford to take a personal succubus to the most private island in the world while the bank he ran was busy wrecking someone’s economy. I hoped she took him for a lot of money by the time she was finished.

      I should mention that English was the main language on the island. This had nothing to do with location—if it did we’d be speaking Tagalog or Malay. It had to do with what language most of the people coming to the island were fluent in, and that had to do with what language the wealthiest people in the world were fluent in. I don’t think anybody ever decided that English was to be the lingua franca; it just made the most sense.

      Having said that, I spent ten minutes talking to Anh in Vietnamese, which I’m partially fluent in. I’m thoroughly fluent in every European language you can name, including ones nobody else alive is still fluent in, but the further East I go the less impressive my language skills become.

      Vietnamese I’m okay with because at some point in I learned Khmer, which is similar. Most of the tongues native to the Philippines and Malaysia are new to me, though, as is a lot of Japanese. Chinese, I’m rusty with, but I can hold my own.

      This is another way I keep from losing my mind entirely: finding practical things to learn. After this long a life you’d think I was mostly out of new stuff to pick up, but the world changes faster than I can absorb so there’s always something else to get good at, even as old skills become useless. For instance, I know how to turn a live plant into papyrus, make a poultice from the blood of a wildebeest, perform a complicated rain dance, and track a wounded animal in a forest. I haven’t needed to do any of those things for a very long time, although I did perform the rain dance for Mirella once, for kicks. It rained the next day, but I’m pretty sure that was a coincidence.

      “Just the man I was looking for,” said someone behind me. I turned to greet one of the few other human full-time residents of the island.

      “Morning, doc,” I said. “Here for a drink before you start your shift?”

      “My shift just ended,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder and sliding into the seat beside me.

      Doctor Lew Cambridge was the chief resident at the hospital. He had the dubious distinction of being an expert in the field of cryptobiology, which doesn’t officially exist. It’s the study of beings that also don’t officially exist.

      I’m not sure how much the island pays him, but I imagine it’s a tremendously large amount of money, because his research would probably be world-alteringly important if it ever got out and people believed it. Although maybe the second part of that sentence is the problem, because one thing I’ve learned about human beings is that we are really bad at accepting the idea of hidden species among us.

      There are, as you may have already figured out, a great many sentient non-human species out there. Some are common enough and human-looking enough to have inserted themselves into society at large without being noticed. Others are rare and weird. A few are incredibly dangerous. I’ve come across most of them in my life, because it’s been a really long life.

      Doc Cambridge has come across a lot of them too, because many examples of impossible species live on this island. He loves talking to me for my evidently encyclopedic knowledge of these creatures, although he doesn’t know where my knowledge came from. I’m a bit reticent to share the fact of my immortality with anybody, and especially not with someone in the medical profession.

      I call him Doctor Moreau sometimes. I’m the only one who thinks it’s funny, but that hasn’t stopped me from doing it.

      “How’s the medicine biz, doc?” I asked.

      He placed what looked like a stone on the bar.

      “Take a look,” he said.

      I picked it up while he signaled to Anh for a drink. It was stone-like, but not a stone.

      “Is this a bezoar?” I asked.

      “It is!”

      I handed it back to him.

      “Ew,” I said. “I feel an urge to wash my hands now, thank you.”

      “I pulled it from the intestine of a djinn.”

      “Not making it any better.”

      “But you understand
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