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Chapter One


Do not go back to sleep, Alan, I tell myself. Whatever else you do, do NOT go back to sleep…

It shouldn’t be so tempting. But it is. Because the bed in my stateroom on the Triumph Zephyr is so comfortable, and there’s a gorgeous woman—a woman who, in this universe, has been my wife for nearly four years—snoozing peacefully beside me, and everything that’s happened to me since this cruise began has been so crazy that shutting it all out almost feels like the rational choice.

Don’t do it, I warn myself. You know what will happen if you do. You’ve figured out the rules.

Carrie snuggles closer to me in bed, her arm draped across my chest in a way that feels vaguely possessive. Every time she shifts in her sleep, her knee presses a little harder against the bulge between my thighs, which makes it hard to think but does help with the whole ‘don’t doze off’ thing. It’s distracting, and right now, I need a distraction.

But I also need to think. Because as much as I tell myself I’ve figured out the rules of this world, the watch that’s strapped to my wrist right now signals that I really don’t have a freaking clue.

The watch is a chunky old G-Shock I’ve had for years, and when I push the little button on the side that makes it light up, it tells me it’s 7:06AM. Seven-oh-six on Day Two of my seven-day Caribbean voyage with Carrie Bloch, my lovely wife.

Who I’d never met before this voyage.

Every time I fall asleep, I shift. That’s the pattern. I went to sleep the first night of this cruise next to Sylvia, my fiancée, in the real world on a cruise ship called Sapphire of the Seas. And I woke up the next morning on the Triumph Zephyr, in a world that’s almost exactly like my own, with a completely different life and a completely different romantic partner.

One who’s rich, gorgeous, twenty years older than me, and loves to call me good boy in bed.

It took me most of that first day to accept that any of this was real. I spent Day One—our first day at sea—eating griddle cakes and bombing at trivia and learning that the President’s name is actually Gideon Chase and Starbucks has been replaced with the Morning Moon Coffee Company. I floated in a lazy river shaped like an infinity symbol and helped Carrie process the trauma of the last year and did things with her on the balcony of this very stateroom that felt so good they ought to be illegal. At some point I chose Carrie, and chose this world, only to fall asleep beside her in the afternoon and wake up back at the beginning of Day One in the real world, with Sylvia.

Two cruises, two worlds, two lives. With Carrie I’m her boy-toy, the prize she never stops doting on. With Sylvia I’m a brand-new Alan—the guy who’s suddenly become the ‘hottest version’ of himself, who turned our floundering relationship around in a single day and learned that my fiancée not only loves being ordered around in the bedroom, she’s got an exhibitionist kink a mile-wide. The fact that we not only had the best sex of our lives yesterday but filmed it is proof enough of that.

Then I fell asleep again. And here I am.

Day Two. Carrie’s world. Our first port day: Nassau, in the Bahamas.

I lie in bed for a few minutes, staring up at the ceiling. The thought creeps in: what would happen if I fell asleep right now? If the shift happens whenever I go unconscious, does that mean that passing out would forfeit the whole day? Would I need to be all the way asleep, or would drifting off for even a second transfer me between universes?

I don’t know, but I don’t want to find out. Now that I know this is real, that both worlds are real, I plan to enjoy them to their fullest. I love Sylvia, and even only having known her for twenty-four hours, I fucking love Carrie Bloch. If there’s a way to have both lives, to hang onto both universes, I’m going to find it.

And that means not sleeping in and missing entire days.

Something else occurs to me as Carrie snoozes beside me. When I went to sleep with Sylvia last night, it was almost midnight: nothing important happened after I passed out. But on Carrie’s Day One, I shifted during an afternoon nap. Carrie and I had dinner plans, along with a show: some stage thing on the Zephyr called Amanuensis.

What happened that night? I clearly wasn’t there. Did Carrie’s Alan wake up from that afternoon nap instead of me? The guy who finished Cardstock Champions and married this incredible woman and owns the fancy Tenebrae watch sitting on the nightstand right now that doesn’t exist in my universe?

Does Carrie’s real husband come back every time I leave?

Or is there anything when I leave?

The thought makes my stomach drop. What if this world isn’t as real as I think it is? What if, every time I leave Carrie behind, there’s just… nothing? A blank void. An empty space where a world used to be.

A wine-dark sea.

It makes me think of the way Carrie seemed to be drowning in grief back at the Infinity Pool. How something had its hooks in her and wanted to drag her down into the deep, where there’s no light or sound or air. And how I saved her from that.

No matter what, I can’t let her drown.

I put an arm around Carrie’s shoulders and pull her a little closer to me. She murmurs something in her sleep that sounds suspiciously like darling and nuzzles against my chest, the motion making my heart leap into my throat. Even unconscious, the things this woman does to me are insane.

No. I’m not going back to sleep. It’s not worth the risk. Not until I’ve had a full day in Nassau with Carrie—with my wife.

Whatever the rules might be, I’m not wasting this. I refuse to.

I glance over at the nightstand. The Tenebrae watch—the kind of timepiece the me who booked a cruise with Sylvia would probably need six months of saving up to afford—sits next to the bed, the second hand sweeping silently around the dial. It’s nicer than the G-Shock on my wrist, the way this deluxe stateroom is nicer than the cabin I’m sharing with Sylvia on Sapphire of the Seas.

The way my whole life is nicer in this universe.

In this version of reality, Alan Bloch finished his dream game and turned it into a hit. In this world, he got the internship at IGY and worked under Carrie, who started the kind of office romance middle-aged women write extremely questionable novels about. In this universe, Carrie goes to conventions with me dressed like a Mistborn character or a naughty Slytherin schoolgirl, and we have threesomes with other women where she directs the whole thing like she’s making the world’s filthiest porno.

This universe, in other words, is insane. It’s good. Too good.

I keep waiting to find out what the catch is.

I roll onto my side to scoop up the watch and something crinkles in the pocket of my basketball shorts. I blink, slide a hand beneath the sheets, and pull it out while Carrie slumbers next to me.

My blood freezes in my veins.

Folded in half between my fingers is a playing card. The playing card.

The Queen of Hearts.

The card Sylvia plucked from the hands of Malachi the Magnificent at the magic show last night.

With the word REAL written between the two queens in handwriting I’ve never seen before.

It takes everything I’ve got not to bolt out of bed and start running in circles around the room. How the fuck did this card get into my pocket? And what the hell is it doing here, in Carrie’s universe?

What the fuck have I gotten myself into?

Calm down, I tell myself, willing my heart not to beat so hard. You’re going to wake Carrie up.

And something tells me that would be a very bad idea while I’m holding this.

Because when I flip the card over, there’s two familiar words written across the top of the other side with a Sharpie, in handwriting I recognize: New Beginnings.

Those are Sylvia’s words. The phrase she picked during the magic show to try and trip up Malachi, because everything about his show—from his cryptic mutterings to the Papyrus font—weirded us both out.

Sylvia’s words. In Carrie’s universe.

The card and the watch. Both made the jump with me, somehow.

Because I had both of them with me, I think, trying to rationalize it. I was wearing the watch when I went to bed on the Sapphire—I set the alarm to wake Sylvia and I up in the morning. And the playing card…

I don’t actually remember what happened with the playing card. But Sylvia must have given it to me at some point, and I must have slipped it into my pocket. That’s the only thing that makes the slightest bit of sense. Any other explanation is crazy.

Fuck. This whole thing is crazy, isn’t it?

Next to me, Carrie stirs.

Her eyes open slowly, as if she’s reluctant to rise to full wakefulness when she’s in such a comfortable bed. The corners of her mouth curl in a feline smirk as she stretches against me, her curves pressing against my side in ways that make me want to slip under the covers and make her scream. She melts back into the pillow for a second, like she’s considering whether or not to tell the universe to fuck off for another hour or two so she can catch some more sleep, then she catches sight of me and lets out a happy little sound.

I will never, ever get tired of the way Carrie Bloch looks at me. It never fails to make me feel like I’m ten feet tall. This woman treats me like she’s the lucky one in the relationship, and it blows my mind.

“Morning, love,” she murmurs. “You didn’t go back to sleep?”

I shook my head. “Was just watching you.”

She smiles at that. Then her gaze drops to my wrist and her gaze sharpens with interest.

“I thought I dreamed that,” she says, reaching out to tap the G-Shock with a fingernail. From the look on her face, she’s not upset, but she is a little amused. The way any wife would be to discover their husband made a goofy but harmless impulse purchase, I’d wager. “It’s not a very Alan watch, is it?”

It’s not?

“I wanted something I could swim with,” I say. I remember what she said about the Tenebrae not being waterproof. “And it’s probably better to wear something cheap in port, just in case.”

Carrie nods like I’ve said something clever. “The more I look at it, the more it seems to suit you,” she says, snuggling a little closer. “You’re just not usually into the more rugged pieces, darling. I mean, you wear a Tenebrae as your daily driver…”

Carrie turns my wrist.

And for just a second, something flashes in her eyes.

It’s there and gone in a heartbeat, way too fast for me to fully process. But I catch it. A little flicker of something that isn’t approval, and most definitely isn’t amusement.

She’s back to her normal, chipper self before I can say a word, but for a moment Carrie looks almost worried. I file it away in the back of my head to ask about later, but of course I’ll forget soon enough. That particular mystery won’t become clear to me until the end of the day—when it’ll be the least of my problems.

Carrie Bloch is many things, but a stupid woman is not one of them.

She lets go of my wrist with a smile. “Do you feel that?”

I pause. “Feel what?”

The smile becomes a grin. “Exactly. The Zephyr’s not moving. We’ve dropped anchor. We’ve reached Nassau.”

Nassau. The first port of call on our cruise vacation. Honestly, it’s a little surprising to me that the schedule on the Zephyr and the Sapphire of the Seas are so similar. You’d think the two universes would diverge more on that front.

“We should have breakfast on the balcony,” Carrie purrs. “I’ll order us room service. Some pastries, perhaps. Coffee, definitely.”

“Very much yes,” I say, thinking again about what might happen if I drift off for a nap.

“But first…”

Carrie rolls onto her stomach. The motion puts one of her thighs on top of mine; the robe she slept in rides up her hips as she arches her back, bringing her lips to mine. My mouth opens against hers as her fingers find my hair and give it a light tug. Fuck, that feels good.

“I believe I promised you a wake-up call,” my wife chuckles. “And I don’t even get to be your alarm clock, thanks to your new toy.”

“Carrie—"

“Shh.” She puts a finger to my lips, then replaces it with another kiss. This one’s slower and more languid than the last, because right now we have an entire morning before our plans for port day start and my wife intends to use every second of it enjoying my company. Her teeth nibble at my lower lip as her eyes light up with mischief, her hand straying under the blankets.

What she finds there is already hard and ready.

“Fuck,” she whispers, her English accent making the word sound almost proper. “There he is. There’s my husband.” She peers at me through her lashes, her reddish-brown hair a curtain of shimmering waves. “My good boy.”

The words hit me like a slug to the gut. No matter how many times I hear Carrie say that phrase, in that tone of voice, it never fails to utterly fucking wreck me. To unravel me, the way she so proudly proclaimed in the Virago Lounge before our trivia competition.

It bypasses every rational circuit in my brain—every part of me that’s still thinking about the real world and how insane all this is—and activates something I didn’t know existed until I met her. Something that is totally, utterly, almost embarrassingly into this. Into being the boy-toy of a red-hot MILF twenty years my senior.

Carrie can’t help but notice it. “God, I love what that does to you,” she purrs, rocking her hips against me. The friction is devastating, and she looks so goddamned proud of me that it takes everything I have to not to unload right then and there in my basketball shorts with the Queen of Hearts stuffed in the pocket. “That’s really never going to stop working on you, is it? You’re always going to go to pieces when Mommy calls you her good boy…”

My eyes roll back in my head. The sound that comes out of me is not words, but Carrie understands it all the same.

With a smirk, Carrie props herself up on her knees. She waits to make sure that I’m watching her, then reaches for the sash tying her puffy sleep robe closed. She unties it and lets the fabric drop from her shoulders, getting off on watching me watch her.

And I’m watching her. Good God, am I ever.

Carrie Bloch—my wife—is stunning. No one would confuse her for a woman Sylvia’s age, but the little bit of curve she’s got around her hips and bust honestly just makes her even hotter to me. It makes her more real. Her heavy breasts have just the slightest bit of sag to them, and the thin strip of hair framing her slit is the same red-brown shade as what’s on top of her head.

She’s not twenty-two. She’s not trying to be twenty-two. She looks like what she is, which is a woman comfortable in her own skin and utterly at peace with the realities of her forty-six year-old body.

And honestly? The confidence makes her even sexier than her good looks do.

She reaches for the waistband of my shorts. “Lift your hips,” she purrs, her words the sweetest kind of command.

I do it before I can think about. She tugs my shorts and my boxers down in one smooth motion, tossing them onto the chair near the vanity, then wraps her fingers around the base of my cock. I’m so hard that it fucking hurts, and when she strokes me for the first time with that look on her face like there’s nothing more important in the world than what the two of us are doing, I unravel.

The sound I make is almost beyond description.

Carrie thrills to hear it, grinning from ear to ear. She strokes me slowly, almost gently, like she’s done this a thousand times and knows exactly how to send me to the edge without pushing me over. Hell, she almost certainly has.

“Such a good boy,” Carrie purrs, her thumb pressing against that special spot on the underside of my crown. “Who’s my good boy, baby? Tell me and I’ll put it in my mouth.”

Oh fuck. There’s no power on Earth that could let me resist an offer like that.

“I am,” I hear myself say. I barely recognize my own voice.

Carrie must like what she hears. She lowers herself between my legs, her lips so close to my dick I feel the next words she speaks. “Who does this cock belong to?”

“You. Fuck, it belongs to you, Carrie—”

My words dissolve into a moan as Carrie takes me into her mouth. The warm, wet heat envelopes me, her lips forming a tight seal as she takes me over her tongue and down her throat. Her eyes never leave mine, like she’s watching every move I make to perfectly calibrate the blowjob she’s giving me.

She’s in no hurry. Just like before, in the shower, Carrie is totally in control. She’s the only person I’ve ever met who can look dominant with a dick in her mouth.

She works me up and down, swirling her tongue around every sensitive spot on my manhood. It is so fucking good, and everything I’ve been worrying about for the last half hour falls out of the back of my head as I watch her. The alternate universes, the playing card with REAL scratched across the center, the fact that I still have no real idea how any of this works—none of it matters when Carrie takes me all the way down her throat and makes me feel like the king of the fucking world.

She sucks me until I’m so hard I can’t think straight, then pulls off of me with a wet little pop. “I’m going to ride you now,” she says.

It’s not a question. It’s a promise.

She rises up, positions herself, and sinks down onto my glistening prick with one hard, smooth stroke.

Oh. My. God.

Both of us gasp as I bottom out inside of her. The feeling is—Jesus, it’s so fucking good. I thought her mouth felt amazing, but being buried inside of Carrie first thing in the morning is the kind of thing I could do every day for the rest of my life and still be as excited about it as the first time. She rolls her hips like ocean waves, slamming herself down on me to impale my prick as deep inside of her as she can get it. She’s hungry for me—for my cock inside her, for my eyes on her, for as much of my skin against hers as possible. She grabs my shoulders with both hands, using them as leverage to ride me right into the mattress.

“God, yes,” she groans, arching her back. “Oh, this is the best way to wake up…!”

I couldn’t agree more.

Her pace starts slow but doesn’t stay that way for long. She guides my hands to her hips, inviting me to grab on tight, and as soon as I’m holding her she starts using me in ways that make fireworks go off behind my eyes. It’s the same dynamic from Day One: Carrie setting the rhythm, taking control, treating me like I’m a mountain she’s decided she needed to conquer.

“Mommy loves you so much,” she pants, taking my head in her hands and going face-to-face. “Mommy loves you so fucking much, baby! You feel so fucking good inside me! Does that tight pussy feel good wrapped around your prick, darling?”

Oh fuck. Any chance I had of holding back my load is dissolving by the second. Every thrust between Carrie’s legs brings me closer to the brink, and that is just a goddamned shame because the image of Carrie riding me is undoubtedly one of the best visual experiences of my entire life. I don’t want this to end.

“Fuck yes,” I groan. “Jesus, Carrie, slow down—”

Both of us are flushed and sweaty. Every time Carrie hits that special spot deep inside her with my cock her jaw drops open, her eyes fluttering so that only the whites are showing. She’s not slowing down—if anything, she loves the fact that I’m losing control.

“My gorgeous boy,” Carrie groans, running her fingers through her hair as she rides me. “Sit up for me now. Mommy knows how much you love her breasts. Mommy fucking loves it when you suck on them…”

Before I can say a word, Carrie’s tits are in my mouth. My lips find her hard nipple and start sucking, and it’s like I’ve activated an electric circuit that runs right from Carrie’s breasts to the nub at the apex of her pussy. She lets out a groan like she’s in danger of coming apart, grinding herself on me harder.

I’m close, but I can feel how close she is, too. Maybe that’s why I do what I do next.

It’s nothing something I plan. If I’m thinking of anything at all, it’s last night back on the Sapphire, when I commanded my gorgeous blonde fiancée to crawl across the floor of our stateroom to give me a hands-free blowjob and watched her react like I’d pulled out a bouquet of flowers and a box of chocolates. Maybe it’s the memory of that that spurs me.

Or maybe it’s just the fact that, with this woman, on this cruise, I’ve finally been given permission to be exactly who I am.

I sit up, Carrie’s nipple still in my mouth. As I suck greedily, I wrap one arm around her waist, thrusting up into her like a fucking jackhammer. The sudden shift in motion—in control—takes her completely off-guard.

But not as off-guard as my fingers around her throat.

It’s the same move I did on the balcony with her yesterday. Not enough to cut off her air or be dangerous—I know what I’m doing. Suddenly my hand is just there, a pressure that says you’re mine, my thumb against the vein in her throat that lets me feel the way her pulse takes off like a fucking jet engine when I grab her this way.

Carrie’s eyes go wide.

And suddenly, everything changes.

A moment ago she was fucking me. Now her one-sided dance is suddenly a duet. The confident, dominant woman who was riding me into the mattress thirty seconds ago dissolves, her hips losing their rhythm as I ratchet up into her harder and harder. Her mouth opens but no words come out, just a high, thin whimper that sounds like she’s being electrocuted by the world’s sweetest taser.

Her pussy fucking boils over around me, clenching like a fist.

“Alan—!”

The word is strangled, thick, with pleasure. When I hear it, something dark and dominant surges within me and my fingers tighten. Not a lot.

Just enough.

“Cum for me,” I growl, pounding her like the world’s going to end if I stop. “Cum for me right fucking now, Carrie.”

And she does.

“Oh God oh God oh fuck—!”

She slams herself down on me one last time and shatters. Her inner walls grip me so tightly I can no longer tell where she ends and I begin, her back arching like a bow as she trembles and sobs and unravels. Her cries of passion come out muffled from the hand around her throat, but they’re still loud enough that everyone in this wing of our deck can probably hear her having an orgasm.

Something about that turns me on more than I would have ever expected. Maybe Sylvia’s not the only person with a bit of an exhibitionist streak.

I hold Carrie through all of it, my pace slowing but not stopping. Orgasm makes everything between her legs even hotter and tighter, and by the time she removes my hand from her throat and wraps her arms around me, I’m almost at the point of no return. She’s in my lap, her breasts against my chest, covering my face and cheeks and chest with kisses.

“Please cum inside me,” Carrie whimpers. “Cum for Mommy. Be a good boy and put all that hot cum deep inside of Mommy where it belongs…!”

One more hard thrust and I’m there. The bliss goes blinding as the dam inside me bursts, and I bury my face in my wife’s gorgeous tits as I let go and start shooting deep inside of her. Thick, hot ropes of cum spurt against Carrie’s inner walls, filling her to the brim and then some as I unload.

Through all of it she’s holding me in a way that feels almost maternal. Her hand between my shoulder blades, nails pressing gently against my skin, her lips kissing my forehead as she grinds her hips against me and milks every last drop of seed out of my balls.

She’s still trembling a little as I come down from my peak. Every little motion sends aftershocks shooting through us both. Carrie keeps me inside of her until our heart rates slow back down, then slides off and sits next to me with her shoulders against the headboard.

Neither of us speak for a few moments.

“Fuck,” Carrie whispers eventually. Then: “Fuck, Alan.”

I can’t help but laugh. I run my fingers through her hair, pulling her close. “You okay?”

She laughs, shaky and amazed. “You just keep surprising me, that’s all,” she whispers. Her hand goes to her neck, gently rubbing the spot where I was clutching her throat. “You did that yesterday, too. Grabbing me in bed like that. That isn’t like you at all, either.”

Oh shit. “I’m sorry,” I blurt. “I just got carried away—”

Now it’s Carrie’s turn to laugh. “I didn’t say I didn’t like it.” She gives me a look that’s almost the same one she gave my watch, then glances off towards the balcony for a second. The curtains are closed, but the hot Caribbean sun is shining through the glass all the same. “I just… I guess I didn’t realize I would like that so much.”

She gives me a look that’s almost girlish.

“I guess we’re learning all sorts of things about ourselves this trip,” she whispers, satisfied.

Something about the way she says it makes me feel like I can tell her anything. And for an instant, it’s all on my lips: the alternate universe, Sylvia, the Sapphire of the Seas. It’s the craziest story ever, but it almost feels like it would be okay to spill the whole thing. Like she would be shocked—but accepting.

But I can’t. Not now. Probably not ever, if I’m being honest.

Carrie must catch that energy, because she frowns. “You… you do still like it when I take the reins in the bedroom, don’t you, darling?” she asks. “You’re not completely changing your preferences, are you?”

I’m shaking my head before she’s even done with her sentence. “Not at all,” I assure her. “The… the M-word stuff. It’s super hot. Crazy hot.”

Carrie grins. “Good. I’d hate to think you’d want to be anything other than my good boy…”

She leans in and gives me a long, lingering kiss.

“But I suppose it’s alright for you to surprise me now and then,” she chuckles, looking bright-eyed and bushy-tailed from the sudden shift in our dynamic and how good the sex was. “New beginnings, I suppose?”

I freeze.

Because new beginnings is Sylvia’s line. It’s what she wrote on the playing card that’s hidden in the pocket of the basketball shorts hanging from the chair next to the vanity.

And now it’s coming out of Carrie’s mouth.

The universe is fucking winking at me again, isn’t it?

“Yeah,” I say, covering the awkwardness with a smile. “New beginnings.”

“After the year we’ve had, we could use some.” Carrie scoots across the mattress, already reaching for the phone. “Go take a shower, love. I’ll order breakfast.

I do. Carrie hops in right after me, and by the time she finishes up, room service has just arrived. We take it out on the balcony and eat while looking out over the Nassau port. A few people—folks with more get up and go than either Carrie or me—are already milling around, shopping or heading to excursions.

The coffee, it has to be said, is fucking delicious. The cups are branded with the logo of the Morning Moon Coffee Company—a campfire with the silhouettes of several people sitting around it, which doesn’t make me think of coffee or the moon. The orange juice and the pastries aren’t bad, either.

Nassau is exactly what I expect from the brochure. Almost. The longer I stare at the skyline, the more I get the impression that something is… not off, exactly, but different from what I was expecting. Like the buildings are too tall, or the other cruise ships are docked at slightly the wrong angle. It’s a weird, disorienting kind of feeling, and I chalk it up to the whole ‘different universe’ thing and focus on my breakfast and Carrie.

Which is easy, because both are delectable.

“So,” Carrie says, nibbling a lemon Danish. “Our first port day.”

“It’s beautiful,” I say, meaning it.

Carrie grins. “You don’t remember a bit of our plans, do you?”

For a moment, panic wells within me. Then I realize this is exactly the kind of behavior she expects from Alan Bloch.

I raise my hands. “Guilty,” I say with a smirk.

Carrie nods like she expected it. “We have the jet ski excursion at eleven,” she explains. “I did something similar in Ibiza a few years before I met you and it was incredible. From the reviews this company gets, I’m certain you’ll love it.” She glances over at me. “You’ve never been on a jet ski, have you?”

I haven’t. And it doesn’t sound like the sort of thing I’d be into. “No,” I admit.

Carrie’s grin looks almost feral. “You’re in for a treat,” she promises. “After that, I figured we’d just wander around for a while. See the island a bit. There’s supposed to be this gorgeous market not far from the port—”

“The Straw Market?” I ask. I’ve heard of this—it’s one of the things Sylvia wanted to see.

Carrie chuckles. “So you do remember a bit of what I told you. Yes, the Straw Market. We should have plenty of room between the excursion and sail away time for the Zephyr. After that, I figured we’d come back to the ship, get dressed, have dinner. Do the Crown and Anchor properly.”

That sounds good to me. “No show?”

Carrie scoffs. “Amanuensis was the best thing on the ship. The show they’ve got tonight doesn’t interest me.” She goes quiet and stays that way for a long moment, hesitating. “And maybe…”

That almost doesn’t sound like the Carrie I know.

“Hmm?”

Her gaze flickers over to me, her teeth biting down on her bottom lip. It’s an expression that instantly makes her look ten years younger. It almost feels conspiratorial, like she’s about to ask me if I want to rob a bank while we’re in Nassau.

But as it turns out, she’s got something even wilder in mind.

“Well, I was thinking,” Carrie says, too casual by half as she runs her finger around the rim of her coffee cup. “I know we’re supposed to be focusing on us and our anniversary this trip, but…” She meets my gaze, something wicked flashing there. “I mean, we’re getting along so well already, Alan. I don’t think a little extracurricular fun would be out of order, do you?”

Extracurricular?

“I thought we could take in a few of the clubs and bars around the ship,” she adds in a smoky whisper. “And if we happen to run into some willing young beach bunny who finds our energy compelling… I mean, would you be against the idea of bringing her back to the stateroom?”

I open my mouth.

And what comes out is absolute gibberish.

Because holy shit Carrie just asked if I want to have a threesome tonight. And she did it the way someone else might suggest ordering a second dessert with their dinner. Like I’d be the one doing her a favor by bringing another woman into the bedroom.

And maybe, it hits me, I would. Because if I’m not taking all that Mommy energy she’s giving in the bedroom, then it’s definitely got to go somewhere, right?

My shock must show on my face, because Carrie starts cackling. I fucking love the way she laughs—it’s too loud and too bright and so utterly her that I know she doesn’t care who stares at her when she does it in public. She’s the kind of woman who doesn’t let what others think of her dictate her life.

I love her, I realize, not for the first time.

“I’ll take that as a yes?” Carrie asks.

I manage to nod. “Absolutely.”

“Good.” She takes a satisfied sip from her Morning Moon mug. “No pressure, obviously. If we don’t find the right person, we go back to the stateroom and have a bloody wonderful time on our own. But we’re on vacation, and life’s too short not to…”

She gestures vaguely at the port, the ocean, the absolute paradise arranged in front of us.

“…you know what I’m talking about.”

I nod. “I do.”

She smiles. “You always do.”

Carrie rises with a yawn a few moments later, her now-empty coffee cup on the little table beside her chair. “Get dressed, darling,” she purrs, giving me a long, slow kiss that tastes like caffeine and sex. “Something tells me today is going to be a wonderful day.”

Something tells me she’s right.


Chapter Two


Something is off with Nassau.

That’s the feeling that seeps through me as I make my way down the gangplank, my hand in Carrie’s. The hot Bahamian sun can’t dispel it, nor can the tourists in their loud Hawaiian shirts and swimsuits as they stream down the harbor’s main walkway all around us. The water is that brilliant shade of sapphire blue that seems completely impossible until you’re actually here and looking at it, and the other cruise ships loom like colossi over our heads, casting deep shadows on the concrete pier.

It’s all correct. It’s all more or less what I expected.

And, for some reason, it’s all wrong.

“Are you alright, darling?” Carrie peers at me over her dark sunglasses, her brow furrowing with worry. “You look a bit disturbed.”

Carrie dressed to impress this morning. She’s wearing the same bathing suit she put on before we went to the infinity pool yesterday afternoon, except she’s also got one of those white linen wraps that look like a net on over top of it. She’s slathered on the proper amount of sunscreen for a woman who comes from a land where an eighty-degree day prompts heat advisories, and the oversized straw hat she’s tucked her reddish-brown locks into makes her look like an island sorceress.

An oversized bag is slung over her shoulder, with two bottles of water peeking out of the flap. Hydration, sunscreen, emergency Advil—my wife is the kind of woman who comes prepared.

“I’m great,” I say, wishing I felt as confident as I sound. “It’s just a lot brighter out here than I expected.”

Carrie chuckles. “I told you that you should buy a hat at the duty-free shop last night, love. Instead, you ran off and picked up a new watch while I wasn’t looking.”

Something about the way she says it makes my ears prick up. But it’s there and gone again, drowned out by the yell of a woman arguing with one of the ladies who braids hair on the promenade.

There’s a terminal building connecting the pier to the mainland, because you always enter and exit through the gift shop on these port days. It’s nicer than what I was expecting: sleeker and more modern, which might be part of the wrongness I’ve been feeling ever since I stepped off the Zephyr. The air conditioning feels incredible, even though we’ve only been outside and in the sun for a minute or two.

Inside there’s rows of souvenirs, duty-free bottles of alcohol, some fancy watches and jewelry in glass cases. Most of the brands I recognize, although there’s more than a few that definitely don’t exist back in my home universe. Maybe it’s that that’s setting off my Spidey-senses? But no, I’m used to that by now—

At the end of the main aisle I take a turn. And find myself face to face with something that was most definitely not in the travel brochure.

There’s a… well, monument is the only word that seems to fit.

Just past the security checkpoint separating the cruise port from the harbor town proper, there’s a statue standing behind a heavy circular railing. A skylight just above it bathes it in an ethereal light, and someone’s filled the space around the statue with soil from which flowers grow. I wonder which employees are responsible for watering them.

The statue has to be eight feet tall, made of burnished bronze. A man in what looks like nineteenth-century naval attire, looking out towards the waters of the Bahamas with a steely expression and one hand shading his eyes.

A plaque strapped to the plinth catches my eye:

Brian Charles Matheny, 1821-1890. Navigator and Surveyor of the Devil’s Triangle. “Naive is the coward’s favorite word.”

What the hell?

I’ve never heard of this guy before. It’s possible he exists in the universe I come from, but for some reason I doubt it.

It’s not his name, his birth year or his pitch quote that interests me, though.

It’s that phrase. Devil’s Triangle.

I know it’s an alternate name for the Bermuda Triangle. But something about seeing it here, chiseled into stone right in front of our cruise port, makes the hair on the back of my neck stand straight up.

“Friend of yours?”

I give a start. It’s Carrie, of course, grinning like a stuffed fox. “Kidding, darling. But you’ve been standing there staring for almost a minute. Head in the clouds?”

Something like that. “It’s just kind of a weird place for a statue,” I say.

Carrie chuckles. “They revere Matheny around these parts, love. I suppose it’s not hard to see why.” She glances over her shoulder, staring through one of the big bay windows out to the ocean. “None of this would be possible without him. Including this cruise.”

What?

Carrie gives the statue a sideways glance. “Someone would have come around and taken the glory if he hadn’t,” she muses, her bottom lip protruding in thought. “But still, being first must count for something, right?”

I don’t have the faintest idea what Carrie is talking about. Navigator and Surveyor… is that implying this guy discovered these islands? That he mapped them out?

That doesn’t make the slightest bit of sense. I only ever paid half-attention in history class, but even I know the Bahamas were one of the first islands Christopher Columbus set foot on during his famous 1492 voyage. There’s no way they stayed undiscovered for almost another four hundred years after the age of sail. That’s… that’s impossible.

This universe isn’t that different from mine.

Right?

Carrie’s already lost interest in the statue. “We’re to meet up at the surf shop in about twenty-five minutes,” she says. “There’s a Morning Moon on the way. Could we make a stop? I need some more caffeine, especially if I’m going to be riding a jet ski.”

I’m still a little tired, too. I’m normally a two-cup guy first thing in the morning, and Carrie and I only had time for one after the sex. “Sure.”

We step back out into the scorching sun. Carrie doesn’t say anything about the hat, but I can tell she’s thinking it.

The Morning Moon Coffee Company is right on the edge of the plaza, where the tourist section of Nassau gives way to the business district proper. Even without a map or having any idea of how the buildings are laid out, I can tell this building will be a Starbucks tomorrow when I wake up back in Day Two and step off the ship with Sylvia. The place just has that vibe.

It’s practically empty as Carrie and I make our way inside. The feeling of things being slightly off intensifies as we make our way to the counter to order. The place is almost what I expect—it’s like visiting a McDonalds in a foreign country. The menu is pretty much what menus always are at coffeehouses, and the sample pastries under glass would look familiar to anyone who’d ever visited a cafe or eaten a continental breakfast at a hotel.

And yet…

This isn’t my world, I think. This store shouldn’t exist. This company doesn’t exist.

The barista is a young Bahamian woman who looks like she’s ready to handle an entire rugby team’s orders simultaneously. She glances at Carrie for about half a second, clocking her as a tourist, then looks over at me. She smiles.

“Is this your first time here?” she asks.

I give a little start. So does Carrie.

“Oh, God no,” Carrie chuckles, making a hand gesture. “There’s one of these places on practically every block back home. Very familiar.”

“You are,” the barista says, her smile never wavering. “But your husband looks like he’s never seen the menu board before.”

Oh. Oh shit.

Carrie glances from the barista to me. There’s a momentary flash of concern in her eyes, then her expression softens. “You alright, darling?”

I have about three seconds to cover up my confusion. “Yeah. Just figuring out what I’m going to order. It’s vacation, you know? Figured I might try something different.”

Carrie relaxes. “Very true,” she chuckles. “Besides, you’ll work it off. You’ll be surprised at just how many calories a jet ski ride burns.” She glances up at the menu. “How about a Crescent Cold Brew? With a little bit of that caramel flavoring?”

“Can do.” The barista turns to me. “Sir?”

“I’ll have what she’s having,” I say. “Sounds good to me.”

I pay, and then we go over to wait for our drinks. Carrie slides an arm around my waist so casually she’s pressed up against me almost before I notice, her head against my shoulder.

“She thinks you’ve never been to a Morning Moon before,” my wife murmurs, watching the barista work. “Was she flirting with you, do you think?”

Hmm? “I don’t think so,” I say. “More likely she was flirting with you.”

Carrie likes that. She purses her lips. “I thought she’d gotten you all flustered,” she purrs, taking my hand. “You don’t ever order cold brew. I thought you didn’t like it?”

This time, I’ve got an excuse at the ready. “I don’t,” I say. “But it’s hot as the dickens outside, and I forgot to buy a hat at the duty-free shop last night.”

Bulls-eye. Carrie laughs with that loud and long laugh I love so much, gently slapping my shoulder as she doubles over. She even snorts. Any and all worry she’d been carrying over the last few minutes dissolves, and by the time we get out drinks and head back out into the late Nassau morning, she’s pretty much forgotten it entirely.

But I haven’t.

I need to be more careful, I think, sipping my drink. My preferences are clearly not the preferences of this universe’s version of Alan Bloch. Until I know what those are, I should probably avoid sharing any strong opinions.

Fuck, the coffee’s actually really good—Starbucks doesn’t hold a candle to this. I sip it as we weave our way past the Straw Market, trying not to look too much like I’ve found my new favorite morning beverage.

The jet ski rental place is about a ten-minute walk along the waterfront. It’s next to a couple of restaurants with the shutters down, signs on the door advertising that they’ll be opening for lunch in a couple of hours, with a vape shop across the street that a couple of tourists are using to load up on supplies. A little sign out front says Triumph Zephyr Jet Ski Tour Excursion—Go Around Back.

“This must be the place,” Carrie says. She’s been getting more and more excited the closer we get to the excursion, and not all of it’s from the caffeine. She’s looking forward to this.

The place is called Poseidon’s Wake Watercraft and Tours, and there’s a mermaid with the biggest tits I’ve ever seen spray-painted across the shop’s front that looks like she should be on the side of a heavy metal van circa 1985.

Jet skis are tethered to the harbor, bobbing up and down in the surf, and there’s a hand-painted board advertising rates and prices right next to a printed sheet of waivers and warnings.

Carrie makes her way around the side, a step ahead of me. I’m about to follow when something on the board catches my eye and holds it. The warning at the bottom of the board is printed in red, in slightly larger letters than the rest of the text:

DEVIL’S TRIANGLE EXCLUSION ZONE: ALL TOURS MUST REMAIN WITHIN DESIGNATED BORDERS. ALL MARITIME REGULATIONS ENFORCED. ALL GUIDES CARRY EMERGENCY TRANSPONDERS.

CURRENT DTX THREAT LEVEL: AVAILABLE UPON REQUEST.

I stare at it for ten seconds. And in those ten seconds, about a hundred questions fill my mind.

The Devil’s Triangle Exclusion Zone? That sounds like… like Chernobyl or something. Like there’s been a nuclear disaster that ships in the area have to route themselves around. Except that doesn’t make the slightest bit of sense, because if there was some kind of disaster in the Caribbean there’s approximately zero chance that people would decide to vacation down here.

Even as I think it, something else occurs to me.

In my world, the Bermuda Triangle is a joke. Something that gets filed away with Bigfoot and alien abductions and the Mothman Prophecies; the kind of thing a cruise director feels comfortable making a joke about at a sail-away party because he knows it’ll get a cheap laugh.

Nobody’s laughing in Carrie’s universe.

Here, the Devil’s Triangle is on the goddamned liability waivers.

I told myself this was the universe next door. That everything about Carrie’s world is almost—if not quite—the same as the universe where I’m engaged to Sylvia. But the longer I spend here, the more I realize that’s not really the case at all.

I don’t know anything about this version of Earth, do I?

Fuck—I don’t even know if it’s called Earth. I don’t think I’ve heard anyone say the name since I got here. What if it’s Terra, or Urth, or something completely off-the-wall and I’m going to embarrass myself the next time I open my mouth—

Calm the fuck down, I think. There’s no point in freaking out about this. All you can do is keep your mouth shut and try to muddle through. Remember Zelazny, right?

I’m trying. But right now, I’m feeling incredibly far from home.

Carrie’s waiting for me around the corner. “Something catch your eye?” she asks, in a way that makes it clear she’s wondering if I was checking out a beach bunny.

“I was just reading that poster,” I say, too casual by half. I jerk a thumb behind me. “They don’t even list the DTX threat level—you have to specifically request it.”

Part of me is hoping Carrie will give me that look like I’ve just grown a second head. I’d honestly prefer that, because it would mean I’ve been making up this whole “Devil’s Triangle” thing in my own head.

But instead, she chuckles.

“Darling, I’ve had the app installed on my phone for the last month and a half,” she says, treating my question like it’s no big deal. “And the DTX is as quiet as it’s been in the last decade, at least.” She makes a little amused face. “You’re not nervous, are you?”

I absolutely am. “Of course not. Just kidding around.”

“We’re going to be far from any actual danger,” she assures me, eager to get to the excursion. “Honestly, traveling by boat through the DTX is even safer than air travel these days.” She smiles. “But that little bit of danger makes it exciting, doesn’t it? Knowing that almost anything could happen?”

More than anything, I wish I could interrogate Carrie about the Devil’s Triangle right here and now. I can tell with a bone-deep certainty that this isn’t just something it would be nice to know about—this might be the key to understanding what the hell has happened to me.

And unfortunately, there’s nothing in the world that would make her more instantly suspicious that I’m not the Alan Bloch she thinks she knows.

“You know something?” Carrie looks like she’s on a roll; something about this turn in the conversation has amused her. “It’s funny—I haven’t thought once this whole trip about the fact that our anniversary cruise brushes up against the edge of the exclusion zone. I’d really forgotten all about it. I guess you don’t exactly think of every famous plane crash that’s ever occurred every time you hop on a commuter flight, now do you?”

I’m about to retort that there are plenty of people who do just that when a figure steps out from around the corner. She’s a half a head shorter than Carrie, dressed in a conservative one-piece swimsuit with a jacket on over top of it that looks waterproof. A lanyard around her neck announces her as a jet ski instructor for Poseidon’s Wake: the name underneath her picture reads Jia.

She’s very much not American. Filipina if I had to guess, although with how different I’m learning this world is from my own, the Philippines might be a completely different country.

She glances from me to Carrie and back again. “Mr. And Mrs. Bloch, yeah?” she asks. “Carrie and… Adam?”

“Alan,” I say, not offended.

She smiles. It’s a very nice smile. “Jia,” she says, extending a hand. “I’m going to be your instructor today. Got a group of four going out today—a couple from Oregon, and you two. Good mix.” She looks pleased. “Where are you two from?”

“Northern Virginia,” Carrie says with a chuckle. “Essex, originally, but I’ve been living in America for the better part of a decade now. Alan and I are celebrating our third wedding anniversary.”

Together for four years, married for three, I think, filing that away in my memory banks.

“Congratulations,” Jia says, sounding genuinely happy for us. “I’ll get you two with the rest of the group and get you your life jackets. But first—have either of you ever done this before?”

Carrie raises a hand. “A few years ago in Ibiza. But I’m sure I’m rusty.”

Jia looks like she doubts that. “And you?”

“No,” I admit. “But I’m a fast learner.”

She grins. “That’s what they all say. Don’t worry, I’m sure you two are gonna be just fine.”

Carrie leans in close as we follow the instructor. “She’s not a beach bunny, but there’s certainly something about her, isn’t there?” Her voice is pitched low enough that only I can hear. “Very pretty.”

I swallow hard. “Carrie, I—”

“Have I ever told you,” my darling wife muses in the manner of someone holding back laughter, “that you have the world’s worst poker face, Alan?”

I can’t help but chuckle. “I may have been told that a time or two.”

Carrie laces her fingers through mine. “She’s cute. I’m not saying anything’s going to happen, but I’m betting she looked longer at us than the couple from Oregon, no?”

I glance over at Carrie. And notice for the first time that she is staring at Jia’s ass with more than purely aesthetic approval.

She is absolutely picturing what it would be like to order this girl to get on all fours so her husband can fuck her.

And now I’m thinking about it, too.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m still freaked out. But something tells me that my wife is about to make this one hell of an interesting excursion.


Chapter Three


The couple from Oregon are named Ken and Linda. They seem completely uninterested in us and are doing their best to pretend this is a solo excursion, which is fine with me. I’m not interested in them, and neither is Carrie.

We’re both watching Jia.

“I know that most of you have already been out on the water before,” Jia is saying, “but I do have to go through the safety briefing. Triumph policy.”

Ken huffs—he’s made it a point to mention his extensive jet skiing experience every thirty seconds—but a look from his wife silences him. They’re no Nathan and Jeannette, that’s for sure.

Thinking about them makes me think of Sylvia, and the real world. They were a pretty cool couple, and I’d like to get to know them better—although in the way that Carrie so clearly wants to get to know Jia. The weird thing is, I can. In a very real sense, I’m on two vacations now, not just the one.

Which starts to give me an idea I won’t be able to put into practice until later.

I watch as Jia puts us through the safety briefing with the brisk efficiency of someone who’s spent every day of the last six months telling tourists how not to drown. She covers the ins and outs of the life-jacket (Ken groans at the thought of wearing one, Linda gives him a look) before switching over to hand signals, which areas of the bay have the kind of wake you want to avoid, and the correct response to falling off the jet ski (that last one is stay calm, let the vest keep you afloat, and signal Jia for help).

Lastly, Jia points out the marker buoys. There’s a line of them floating just past the drop-off, where the ridge of raised land surrounding the island falls away to the true depths of the ocean proper. According to Jia, the water past the buoys is a couple hundred feet deep and prone to riptides, and we most definitely should not take our jet skis anywhere near there.

“And that’s pretty much it, besides the jet ski controls,” Jia explains. “Which we’ll handle once I get you fine folks situated on your vehicles. Any questions?”

My hand is up before I can think twice about it.

The Oregon couple look at me. Jia perks up, like she’d already pegged me as the guy in this group who’d be asking questions. Next to me, Carrie gives an amused little snort, as if to say, there goes my husband.

Jia puts a hand on her hip. “Yes, Alan?”

She got my name right this time. “What’s the current DTX threat level?”

Is that a slight tightness around Jia’s eyes? Whatever it is, she definitely looks like she wasn’t expecting that to be the question that came out of my mouth. But she’s not displeased, either.

“Extremely low,” she assures us with a smile. “And we won’t be going anywhere near the actual exclusion zone. You’ll be within sight of shore at all times. No deep-sea exploration.”

Carrie giggles at that. Ken makes a little gesture like c’mon, let’s go already.

“Have you been to the exclusion zone?”

Next to me, Carrie stiffens. The Oregon couple look properly surprised, too.

Jia, on the other hand, just lit up like a Christmas tree. Whatever words are about to come out of the mouth of this gorgeous jet ski instructor, I suddenly feel certain the real answer to my question is yes. She’s got that daredevil streak in her: I can tell.

And her eyes are still alight with mischief when she answers. “I like my life, thank you very much,” she chuckles, both hands on her hips now. “They call it the Devil’s Triangle for a reason.”

The Oregon couple both laugh at this, like it’s some kind of clever joke. I wish I knew why—just like I wish I knew why they call it the Devil’s Triangle on official notices in this universe.

Jia takes a step forward. “Why? Are you thinking of bolting on me, Mr. Bloch?”

“Alan’s not going anywhere,” Carrie assures our instructor, snuggling up next to me. “He just likes to be cautious, that’s all. He’s a careful boy that way.”

There’s nothing untoward in what Carrie’s saying, but the way she’s saying it…

Well, let’s just say Jia has definitely noticed the dynamic between the two of us.

“Lifejackets on,” the instructor says, her gaze lingering on Carrie and I for a beat longer than is strictly necessary. “We’re going to take things slowly at first, regardless of whether you’ve got experience or not. Some of these shoals are a bit rocky, so you’ll want to hang on tight and go slow until we get out a little deeper…”

Jia shows us to our vehicles and teaches us the basics: turn, thrust, brake. The latter is not like the brake on a car, apparently—hitting it full-tilt only slows the jet ski down, it doesn’t stop it. There’s no way to slam on the brakes and cut your momentum completely in open water, which means you want to really watch for threats before they emerge.

I listen to all of this, while Carrie waits patiently with the air of a woman who knows exactly what she’s doing. The Oregon couple do the same, and then we’re out in the water proper.

And I’m perfect at it.

Okay, that’s absolutely a lie.

The thing about riding a jet ski for the first time is this: for the first forty-five seconds or so, you’re going to tell yourself I’ve got this. It seems easy enough—kind of like riding a motorcycle only on water instead of pavement. And the first time I gun the jet ski’s engine and tear ass through the surf, I feel like I’ve pretty much got the hang of the thing. I’m screaming with joy as the engine roars beneath me, and Carrie looks pleased as punch. Even Jia seems mildly impressed.

Right up until I hit the first swell.

The nose of the jet ski tilts upward, and suddenly I’m airborne. The seat drops out beneath me and I land, hard, knocking the wind out of my lungs as the vehicle goes sideways and nearly topples over. I grip it with my thighs, willing my heart to stop pounding so goddamn hard.

For a moment, there’s equilibrium.

Then I topple over the side and tumble into the drink.

When I come back up, I can hear laughter. Ken’s, mostly, though Linda joins in a bit. Neither of them have fallen, though neither of them took off like a rocket the second they got the chance like I did. Carrie’s coming up along the other side of the jet ski, gunning the motor the tiniest bit. She’s got a look on her face like she’s a little worried about me, so I shoot her a thumb’s up.

A moment later Jia is there. “Here,” she says, holding out a hand.

I take it. The leverage helps me climb back aboard the jet ski.

“I said slow at first,” the instructor laughs, beaming at me. “You trying to impress your wife?”

Something about that smile makes my heart skip a beat. “She’s impressed enough already,” I tell Jia, pointing with my chin in Carrie’s direction. “I was hoping to show you I’m not a complete klutz.”

“You actually did better than I expected,” Jia says, still smiling. “Most newbies would have face-planted after a jump like that. You almost managed to stay upright. Next time you will.”

My eyes meet hers.

“Yeah, next time I will,” I agree.

Jia grins, the sun shining on her bronze shoulders. “Follow my lead. Remember to steer with your whole body, not just your hands. And keep it easy on the throttle until I tell you otherwise…”

Jia takes off, and I follow. As I speed away, I glance over and catch Carrie watching us with a look of approval. She winks.

Oh yeah, I think. Game on.

The excursion is supposed to be an hour and a half long. According to the G-Shock that followed me into this universe, it’s over two hours later when Jia finally calls us back to the pier. Part of that is just the fact that we’re having so much fucking fun, but the much bigger part is how close Jia and Carrie are getting. My driving gradually gets better under Jia’s instruction, and the topple into the water that happened at the beginning of the lesson never recurs. No one’s ever going to confuse me for a professional, and my turns are a lot messier compared to Carrie’s elegant ones, but I’m pretty damned good for someone who never rode a jet ski before.

Carrie navigates the wake of a passing tourist boat with the carefully controlled movements of someone you’d think had been doing this for years. Her hair’s flying, she’s grinning—she looks like an advertisement for something I desperately want to buy.

She catches up with me as we make our way back to shore, driving alongside me. “This has been so much fun,” she says, elbowing me as salt sprays between our jet skis. “You’re doing so well, darling!”

“Yeah, it’s great,” I say. It really has—part of me is having so much fun that I don’t really want to stop. “Kind of bummed it’s ending so early, honestly.”

An impish smile spreads across Carrie’s face. "What if it didn't have to?"

I glance up ahead, where Jia is leading the couple from Oregon back to the pier. "What are you suggesting?"

Carrie watches our guide with far more than clinical interest. "That we inform our instructor you could use a little bit of extra practice post-excursion," she says, looking fit to burst. "And that we're interested in what her rates would look like to extend our session for an additional hour or three."

I'm already thinking it over. "What about the market?"

Carrie scoffs. "We can go to a market whenever, darling. How many opportunities are we going to have this trip to spend a few extra hours with a woman like Jia?"

I can see what she means. More than that, watching Carrie behaving this way excites me more than I want to admit. The Alan Bloch who lives in this world has clearly had more than a few threesomes—that hidden folder on my laptop is proof enough of that. But me? Personally?

I've never been with two women at the same time before.

For Carrie, this is just another 'play' vacation. For me, this is literally a brand-new experience. My thighs tighten on the jet ski’s saddle at the thought of having both these women at once: of watching my gorgeous, voluptuous wife kissing this sexy Filipina instructor before ordering her to pleasure me. Of having Carrie direct us, the way she directed that hot blonde girl in that video on my laptop I can't forget seeing...

Fuck. Yeah, okay, I definitely want this.

Back in the real world, Carrie is grinning at me like we've got a secret. "God, look at you," she purrs, reaching over from her jet ski to put a hand on my shoulder. “You turn into such a schoolboy the moment I suggest some extracurricular fun.”

I can’t help but smile at that. “What can I say? It’s so easy for you to make me unravel.”

It’s her word, deployed at the trivia competition. And from the way she lights up at hearing it, she clearly loves it coming out of my mouth. Her fingers squeeze, even as the speed of her jet ski matches mine perfectly.

“You are such an adorable man,” she purrs. Then she turns her attention back to our instructor. “Let me do the talking, darling. It’s always best for the woman to lead in these things.”

I’m more than willing to let her do that. I still remember her move with the shower door the first morning I woke up in her universe—my wife is one smooth operator.

We pull back up to the pier and watch as Jia helps the Oregon couple back onto land. She must have some idea of what we’re planning, because she makes no move to hustle us along—she’s only focused on them, not us. Carrie floats beside me, the engine of her jet ski cut off, one hand on the throttle and the other on her hip.

Ken and Linda take ages to say their goodbyes. Then, finally, they disappear around the front of the building. It’s just Jia standing on the pier and us floating in the water beside her, waiting.

She turns to us, a knowing look on her face. “You two aren’t getting out of the water?”

Carrie lifts her sunglasses. “Was that lesson as dreadfully boring for you as it was for me?”

Jia stares at my wife for a moment, almost in disbelief. Then she starts to laugh.

“To be fair, that’s mostly your husband’s fault,” she says, gesturing with her chin in my direction. “Even Linda had a better grasp of the fundamentals than he did.”

“He got the hang of it, though,” Carrie retorts.

Jia smiles at me. “Yes. He did.”

“He’s quite good at learning new things,” Carrie says in a low voice. “In fact, we were wondering—"

It’s here that Jia does the thing that makes me realize exactly how much fun the next few hours of my life are going to be.

Before Carrie can get out another word, she cuts her off, a look on her face like she knows exactly how impudent she’s being and is looking forward to getting raked over the coals for it later. “I have no other lessons booked for the rest of the day,” she says quickly. “Normally I’d hang around here seeing if I can pick up a little extra traffic, but if you and Mr. Bloch want an advanced course, I’d be happy to take you out into a little bit deeper water.”

Deeper water?

As turned on as I am by the way Jia and Carrie are eye-fucking each other, the thought of going out past the buoys makes me nervous. I don’t know the first thing about the ‘exclusion zone’, or how dangerous it might actually be to wander too far from land.

But Carrie doesn’t seem concerned in the slightest. “We’d love that. How much?”

Jia pauses for a fraction of a second, then names a figure. And either inflation works very differently than what I’m used to in my world, or she is not thinking about the money at all, because the amount she’s demanding would be almost insulting if Sylvia and I made that kind of offer back in the universe where we’re on the Sapphire of the Seas.

Maybe Carrie knows that, too, because I swear she giggles a bit when she hears it. “Done. Shall we settle up when we get back to shore?”

Jia is already climbing back onto her jet ski and shrugging off her jacket. “Sounds like a plan. I know this cute little sandbar about a half mile from shore—should be totally deserted around this time of day. We’ll use it as a base.” She glances at me, her pearly white teeth a shining contrast to her burnished bronze skin. “You’re not nervous about leaving the kiddie pool, are you, Mr. Bloch?”

“Call me Alan,” I manage. “And no, I’m more than happy to follow wherever you lead.”

Carrie laughs lustily. “That’s what I like to hear,” my wife purrs, grinning over at me.

Jia looks almost as pleased. “In that case, you think you can keep up without falling off if we kick it up a notch?”

I glance between both women. A gust of wind blows salt in from the sea, and suddenly I’m not worrying about the exclusion zone or the whole ‘alternate universes’ thing. I’m not thinking about how or whether I can cross the streams, and what happens to all of this once my cruise vacation is over.

I’m just a guy on an excursion with a gorgeous instructor and his very open-minded wife.

And right now, that’s more than enough for me.

“You’re on,” I say, revving up the engine.

Jia grins. “See if you two can keep up. If I have to fish you out of the drink again, I’m going to have to charge you extra.”

I’m more than willing to take that bet.

And just like that, we’re off.


Chapter Four


What happens next is not technically a race.

Race would imply that there’s a prize, a finish line or some form of referee. Also, I’m vaguely certain from the liability poster I saw on the way in that racing isn’t sanctioned in Bahamian waters, so Jia could possibly get in trouble if we called it that.

What happens as the three of us speed towards the buoys, then, is a competition. One in which I quickly realize I’m going to have to work my ass off not to fall behind in.

Carrie is good. Really good. She’s been holding back before, either because she didn’t want to embarrass the other tourists on our excursion or because she was waiting for exactly this moment to surprise the shit out of our instructor. She takes to the water like she’s the one giving the lesson, streaking across the surf like a stone loosed from a sling. A wild, full-throated laugh breaks from her as her jet ski hits a bump and goes airborne—but unlike me, she doesn’t even come close to losing her balance.

As I gun the throttle and try to keep up, I realize something. My wife is having the time of her life.

And so is Jia.

If Carrie’s good, our instructor is amazing. Before long, it’s obvious the only reason she’s not so far out in front of us she’s a little speck on the horizon is that she doesn’t want to be. She swishes back and forth, using the jet ski the way a shark uses its fin, seeking out waves and choppy bits of surf to catch air off of.

I only slow down a little as we approach the buoys. For a moment, the fear is there: you don’t know this world, you don’t have the faintest idea what’s outside of the safe zones, what the fuck is the DTX anyway? —but seeing Carrie and Jia approach the border without the faintest hesitation soothes most of those away. My wife is such a calm, level-headed person that it’s hard to imagine she’d put herself in any serious danger.

Even for a girl as hot as this one.

Jia leads us to a sandbar about a mile down the coast. It’s a pale, narrow strip of sand that barely qualifies as an island, surrounded by shallow tidal pools and outcroppings of coral that look like they could do serious damage to our vehicles if we rode straight through them. I cut the throttle down, following her, and glance over my shoulder.

Nassau is a smudged line on the horizon. The sound of the port is completely gone. There’s nothing but the wind, the waves, and the low rumble of Carrie’s engine as she pulls her jet ski up beside mine. It’s so peaceful and beautiful that for a few seconds I’m just stunned by it all.

Carrie leans over from her vehicle and gives me a grin that can only be correctly described as shit-eating. “You managed to keep up, darling. I’m impressed.”

“I’m not as useless as Ken and Linda thought,” I shoot back.

Carrie’s expression turns serious for a moment. “No, love. You are absolutely anything but useless.”

Her hand goes to my cheek, her eyes fogging over with lust. For a second I’m pretty sure the two of us are about to start making out right there on the open ocean, until Jia’s voice rings out over the sandbar.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” She’s standing up in her seat, both hands on the handlebars. “I come out here sometimes at dusk, just to watch the sun set. Barely anybody knows about it.”

Carrie turns around to look back at the markers in the distance. Beyond them, the shore of Nassau is so far away it might as well be on another planet. It kind of looks like another planet, now that I’m thinking about it.

“It’s beautiful,” Carrie murmurs.

I can’t keep the smart aleck remark out of my mouth. “The buoys?”

She smirks at me. “All of it.” She gazes out to sea, her sunglasses perched on her forehead beneath her salt-stiff reddish-brown hair. “I… I needed this, Alan. I didn’t realize how badly I needed it until right now.”

Her words hit me right in the chest. “I know.”

“I mean—” Her jet ski bumps against mine, the two of us are so close. “After everything we’ve been through this past year. I wasn’t sure I knew how to be this woman, you know? To just… to go somewhere beautiful and let it be beautiful without wanting to tear my hair out.”

“You’re beautiful,” I tell her.

Carrie smirks. “To let myself want things.”

I run a finger down her cheek. “Sweetheart, you deserve to have everything you want.”

Carrie stares at me, her expression going all serious the way it does when she’s about to make a serious declaration of love. Her bottom lip trembles the slightest bit, and her arms reach across the narrow gap between our vehicles to take hold of my shoulders.

“Alan, you… you’re absolutely impossible,” she whispers. “Thank you. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” I say.

And I mean it. I can’t not mean it.

I mean it the way I meant it in the Infinity Pool when Carrie was sobbing into my chest like a child. I mean it the way I meant it on the balcony the first time I slid my fingers around her throat and made my wife realize she might be a bit more of a switch than she is a pure dom—and I mean it despite knowing that this world isn’t mine and I could lose it at any time.

Whether or not I’m the right Alan Bloch, I’m Carrie’s Alan. I’m here.

And god damn, do I ever love this woman.

For a few seconds, neither of us move. We float, staring into each other’s eyes, the hot Caribbean sun blazing overhead. We forget the rest of the world exists.

Then Jia’s voice comes from somewhere behind us, snapping us out of our reverie.

“Hey! You two should come see this!”

Carrie pulls back onto her jet ski and grips the throttle. “Shall we?”

We pull up to the sandbar and leave our vehicles above the waterline. Jia’s beached hers on the far end of the sandbar and is standing knee-deep in what looks like a natural pool, formed by a ring of coral and glossy volcanic rock. As soon as we reach it, I understand what she means about wanting us to see it.

The water in the pool is a completely different shade than the ocean around it. It’s so brilliant it almost looks like someone dumped food coloring into it.

“It’s a tidal pool,” Jia explains with a smirk as we wade over. “The reef traps the warm water when the tide goes out.” She flexes her toes in the sand. “Closest thing you can find to a hot tub outside of one of the hotels.”

As we watch, Jia wades out into the pool’s center, the water reaching her collarbone. “Perks of hiring a local to guide you around.”

Carrie’s eyes light up. “That is lovely.”

Jia grins. “I figured you’d be more into this than jet ski tricks.”

She’s not wrong. Carrie and I follow Jia in, my wife letting out a groan of bliss as the water reaches her waist and goes higher. The pool really is warmer than the ocean around us, heated by the sun and sheltered from the currents by the surrounding rock. It comes up to around the level of my chest as I reach the deepest point, and the sensation of sinking into it after an hour and a half of getting whipped in the face with cold salt spray is borderline narcotic.

“It’s even more beautiful at night,” Jia says, looking pleased with herself as she watches us settle in. “I usually save it for the end of the day—come out here after I’m done with work.”

“It’s a shame we won’t be here then,” I say.

“Yeah.” Jia’s grin widens. “Our time is fleeting.”

“It most certainly is,” Carrie purrs, sidling up next to me. “You could certainly charge extra for this privilege. Are you sure you should be sharing trade secrets with tourists?”

Jia’s smile turns impish. “Probably not. But something tells me you two know how to keep a secret.”

“It’s safe with us,” I say.

“And so are you,” Carrie adds.

Jia’s eyes meet mine, her teeth nibbling at her bottom lip. Then they drift, very slowly, very deliberately, to my wife.

“I know I am,” she whispers.

None of us speak for a bit after that. There’s an obvious tension in the air, and I can feel it, but there’s also a lack of tension that I can’t help but notice. None of us are nervous, not even Jia. It’s as if all of us already know what’s going to happen. We’re excited, but it’s a quiet excitement.

A satisfied excitement, in Carrie’s case. She’s watching Jia the way someone watches the kitchen at a restaurant where they’re really looking forward to their meal.

Jia catches her looking. And smiles.

“Can I ask you two something?” Jia asks, her tone too casual by half. “And please feel free to tell me to fuck off if it’s not any of my business.”

Carrie’s still smiling, but Jia’s got her full attention now. “Go ahead,” she whispers.

Jia pauses for a moment, gathering her thoughts. “You two have a very… interesting dynamic,” she says, letting the syllables roll off her tongue. “I picked up on it pretty much right away.”

“You’re a perceptive woman,” Carrie chuckles.

“The way you look at each other,” Jia says, her smile deepening. “The way she…” she glances at Carrie, then at me, “…calls you certain things.”

There’s a flush to my cheeks that has nothing to do with the warmth of the pool.

Next to me, Carrie looks absolutely delighted.

“I call him things because he likes it,” she says, her hand brushing up against my thigh. “And because he’s earned it.”

Jia bites her lower lip. “Oh, I just bet he has.”

Oh. Oh fuck. These two are definitely moving beyond the eye-fucking stage.

Carrie shifts in the water beside me. “Jia,” she purrs, and suddenly she sounds exactly the way she did this morning when she climbed on top of me. “I’d like to be very direct with you, darling. I think you’re the sort of woman who appreciates that. Am I wrong?”

Jia shakes her head. “Definitely not.”

“Good.” Carrie’s slowly been moving through the water the whole time she’s been speaking, and now she reaches the shelf of rock separating the pool from the ocean and leans on it with her elbows. The move makes her look like a queen surveying her kingdom—or a hawk spying its prey. “My husband and I have an extremely happy marriage, Jia. Do you know why that is?”

“I might have a guess or two,” Jia shoots back, sharing a knowing look with me.

Carrie smiles. “Because we know who we are. And because we don’t try to be something we’re not.” She pauses for a moment, letting that sink in. “And when we both see something we want, we take it.’

Jia’s eyes widen for a fraction of a second. “Both of you?”

“Both of us,” Carrie confirms. “You have been looking at us both, haven’t you?”

Jia lets out a laugh like she just opened the hatch on her jet ski and found a hundred-dollar bill inside. With each moment that passes, she looks less like our professional tour guide and instructor and more like what she is—a gorgeous young woman who is very much enjoying being the center of attention in this pool.

“I have,” Jia admits. “Is this something the two of you do… often?”

“Only when the mood strikes,” I say. “And when we find the right girl.”

“Are you the right girl, Jia?” My wife asks.

She doesn’t say anything. To be perfectly fucking frank, she doesn’t need to. If she wasn’t down for this, she wouldn’t have come out here in the first place. She wouldn’t be looking at my wife and I like she’s a little afraid of how much she’s enjoying this.

“I thought so,” Carrie murmurs. “Come here, darling girl. Now.”

Jia’s expression goes slack. For a second, she looks like she’s on the point of arguing, like maybe she doesn’t want to submit to Carrie’s energy—but then her cheeks flush and I know my wife’s hit a bulls-eye. With a final naughty glance in my direction, the instructor wades out of the deep end, reaching for my wife.

Carrie pulls her in close, grabs a fistful of her dark hair at the root, and kisses her.

Hard.

And I go from zero to harder than I’ve ever been in my life instantly.

Even with the insanity of the last forty-eight hours, there’s a part of me that has trouble accepting this is really happening. Even having emptied my balls inside of my wife this morning—and pounding Sylvia’s brains out on the balcony while the two of us made our own personal porn movie—there’s a little voice in the back of my brain warning me that this is too good, that things like this don’t happen to guys like me.

But the longer I watch Carrie kissing Jia, the more real it becomes. Holy shit, this is actually happening. I’m going to have a goddamned threesome.

I mean, technically this universe’s version of Alan has had many threesomes. But I haven’t.

I’m going to have to try really hard not to look like a first-timer here.

Carrie takes her time with Jia, running her fingers through the Filipina’s dark hair as her tongue slides into her mouth and one leg slides up the smaller girl’s hip. She moves like she has all the time in the world, like a woman who believes the Triumph Zephyr will wait for her as long as necessary—and maybe that confidence is more than a little contagious. Because by the time the two of them break the kiss, sweating and flushed, Jia isn’t just into this. She’s committed.

She turns to me, her pupils blown out with bliss. Her cheeks are as red and ruddy as apples.

And we’re just getting started.

“Someone liked watching that,” Carrie chuckles. “Be a good boy and come join us. I think it’s time I explained a few things to our new friend.”

She doesn’t need to tell me twice. I’m already halfway there, moving like a man in a trance.

Carrie turns to the still-dazed Jia and runs a finger down her cheek. “Do you know the secret to blowing a woman’s mind?” she asks, as casually as someone discussing the weather.

Jia just barely manages to shake her head.

“You do just three things,” Carrie purrs, pulling me close as I approach. “You tell her what you’re going to do to her. You do it. And then you tell her what you did. That’s all there is to it.”

Jia blinks, slowly. “Uh huh?”

“Here’s how this is going to work,” Carrie says, jumping right into step one of her method. “The two of you are going to do everything I say. Alan is my good boy, and good boys always do what Mommy tells them. Don’t they?”

Oh. Oh fuck. Jesus Christ, I might as not even be wearing swim trunks, they’re so tight.

I hear Jia gasp. “Mommy?” she groans, like she’s just learned she has a brand new kink. Hell, maybe she does.

“That’s right,” Carrie says, running a thumb along the Filipina’s lower lip. “I’m your Mommy.” She leans in close. “And right now, you are my husband’s whore.”

A groan like nothing I’ve ever heard escapes from Jia at the word. Even she looks shocked.

“If you have a problem with any of this, say it now,” Carrie whispers, her eyes dark with lust. There’s a teasing lilt to her tone as she gently needles Jia, and there’s a part of me that knows my wife enjoys this part of our extracurriculars even more than she does the orgasms. “But I don’t think you do, do you? Tell me. Use your words.”

Jia shakes her head again before catching herself and swallowing hard. “I’m into this,” she manages to pant. “Very.”

“Good girl,” Carrie says, grinning as she watches Jia unravel. “Now kiss my husband like he fucking owns you.”

Holy shit, I tell myself, so hard I can’t think straight. This is really happening.

This isn’t my wife. This isn’t even my fiancée. This a woman I’ve only just met, a sexy little hardbody water instructor who the old Alan would never have thought could be ordered around like this—

Whatever else I’m about to think falls out the back of my head as Jia kisses me.

I’m about to fuck a woman I met all of two hours ago in the middle of paradise.

While my wife directs us and calls herself Mommy.

And fuck, I have never been happier.


Chapter Five


The difference between Jia and Carrie can’t be understated.

I’ve kissed Carrie plenty since coming to this universe. I know what her mouth feels like, what it tastes like—the way she savors me as our tongues meet, the satisfied way her hands roam over my body as she gets off on the things she knows she does to me. Unless my hand is around her throat, Carrie’s the one in control.

With Jia, there’s zero control. Just heat.

The Filipina kisses me like she’s drowning and I’m the only source of air—like she’s been thinking about this moment from the second Carrie and I came around the corner of Poseidon’s Wake and saw her waiting by the row of jet skis. She groans against my mouth as her tongue slides down my throat, one hand grasping at my abs and the other tangling in my hair as she presses as much of her skin against mine as she possibly can.

Her hand moves lower, fingernails raking my chest and stomach. It hurts—and I fucking love it. My cock stiffens even harder in my ridiculous parrot trunks, throbbing against Jia’s inner thigh. She can feel how hard she’s making me, and how big I’m getting. She looks like she’s fucking drunk on it.

I don’t see Carrie coming: one second she’s against the rocks, the next she’s there beside me, watching me round second base with a woman who is very much not my wife. Her nails rake my scalp as my hands go to Jia’s ass, grinding the valley between her legs against the stiff bulge in my trunks. When I glance over at her she’s smirking like a queen, her eyes heavy-lidded with lust.

How the fuck can a woman look so possessive and so willing to share at the same time?

Carrie puts her lips to my ear. “Good boy,” she moans, knowing exactly what those two words will do to me. “She is gorgeous, isn’t she?”

I break the kiss. “Yes. Fuck yes.”

“Look at how eager you are,” Carrie laughs. “I knew the second I saw this girl that I was going to watch you fuck her. God, having that fucking engine vibrating between my thighs for the last two hours while watching the two of you made me so fucking wet…”

“You’re not the first woman to say that,” Jia whimpers.

“I’m sure,” Carrie says. She turns her attention to me. “And I’ve been teasing you all bloody afternoon, Alan. You’ve been so good for me this trip. Mommy is so fucking proud of you…”

Jia groans when the M-word leaves Carrie’s lips. She notices.

“You like that, don’t you?” she asks the instructor, her voice honey-warm and dripping with arousal. “Watching how he responds to me. Hearing how much he likes it…”

A nervous look flickers across Jia’s face. “I… yeah. Fuck yeah.”

“It’s safe to admit it,” Carrie whispers. “Mommy won’t tell anyone, Jia.”

Oh fuck.

As Jia’s pussy boils over hotter than the pool, Carrie grins. I know that grin—I watched it just the other day in a video inside a hidden folder on my laptop. It’s the way she looked when she was directing this universe’s Alan and that hot little blonde slut, pulling the strings, orchestrating the exact kind of filthy, perfect experience she wants herself and her husband to have.

I loved that look on video. Seeing it in real life is even better.

“You’re going to do everything I tell you, aren’t you?” Carrie asks.

From the look on her face, Jia can’t believe how she got here—and never wants to leave. “Yes,” she whimpers, practically trembling with how turned on she is. “Anything.”

“Good.” Carrie takes me by the shoulder. “Come here.”

She leads us both to the edge of the tidal pool. Right along the narrowest point of the ridge is a shelf of smooth rock—a natural ledge about the size of a bench, worn down by the tide. Carrie tells me to get on it and I do, the water lapping at my thighs. She stares with approval at the way I’m making a fucking tent in my swim trunks, then she hooks her thumbs in the waistband and tugs them down in one smooth, practiced motion and places them across the rock to dry in the sun.

I’m naked. Naked and so hard that it fucking hurts.

My cock stands at full attention, beads of salt spray glistening on my shaft. The way both women are looking up at it makes me feel like the king of this and every other universe, and when Carrie shoots me a little wink of approval the compliment goes straight to my balls.

“There’s my husband,” Carrie groans, tapping my legs until I spread them. I scoot forward so that only the edge of my ass is on the ridge, hips tilted forward with my legs in the water. Carrie wraps her fingers around me, gives me a couple of slow tugs, then gestures for to Jia to join her.

“Come here, gorgeous,” Carrie says—sweet but with an edge of command. “Don’t be shy.”

Jia wades forward, her head level with my dick. The water comes up to her ribs, putting her mouth at exactly the right height.

“You want to taste him?” Carrie asks, her hand still around the base of my shaft. “You want to be a good girl and suck my husband’s cock?”

Jia peers up at me through her lashes, more turned on than any woman I’ve ever seen who isn’t named Sylvia. She’s practically feral. I can see her shaking.

“Y-yes,” Jia groans.

“Then ask,” Carrie says with a smirk. “Nicely.”

A shudder runs through Jia’s tight young body. “Can I taste him?” she whimpers, her hands on my thighs. “Please?”

Oh fuck. Oh fuck this is so hot…

Carrie lets me go. “Mouth only, no hands,” she commands. “Show me what an eager little slut you are.”

And then Jia’s mouth is on me.

Holy. Fuck.

She is so fucking eager that it takes everything I’ve got not to just explode in her mouth right then and there. She swallows me up like she’s never even heard of the phrase gag reflex, her lips sealing around my crown before working their way down and down, her dark hair fanning out in a messy halo between my legs.

“Fuck,” I grunt, putting a hand on the back of Jia’s head. I wouldn’t normally be so vocal, but Carrie is both watching and listening and I know she loves a show. “Jesus, that feels so fucking good…”

Jia moans around my cock in response, which takes away my ability to think for a few seconds. Her tongue swirls around me as she bobs up and down in my lap like a cork, the sounds of her gentle gags mixing with the swell of the ocean waves. If a passing ship were to see us, we’d look pretty fucking ridiculous, but we’re far enough out that I’m pretty sure we’re safe.

Hell. Considering how eager Jia is, maybe she’d want some tourists to see.

Carrie watches her go, her eyes burning with lust. One hand strokes the hair on my chest, casually stroking me like she wants to remind me who’s really in charge as this gorgeous little beach slut inhales my cock. The other brushes a lock of hair out of Jia’s eyes so the two women can peer at each other, the Filipina watching my wife for signs of approval as she takes me all the way down her throat.

“You’re being such a good girl,” Carrie whispers, her tone telling me she knows damn well the kind of effect these words are having on our new friend. “Look at her go, darling! God, I’m so jealous of how that must feel. I mean, it looks incredible. She’s so skilled with that pretty little mouth of hers. Look at it!”

Yes, she most certainly is.

I look. Fuck do I ever look. Jia’s working me with her lips and tongue (no hands, Carrie’s orders) like she’s got something to prove, her tongue hitting every sensitive spot on my manhood like she’s trying to untie a cherry stem inside of her mouth. Every time she takes me deep, I have to clench and think of coding exercises to keep from blowing my load all over her gorgeous, tanned face. She can feel me jerking against the back of her throat, and it’s making her bold.

She picks up the pace. Carrie notices and lifts herself partway out of the water, sidling up beside me and wrapping her arm around my shoulder as we kiss. Her mouth opens against mine as Jia’s takes me all the way down to the balls, and the combination of my wife in my arms and this beautiful stranger servicing me like a high-class call girl short circuits something in my brain. I moan into Carrie’s mouth, my hips bucking upward to meet Jia as she sucks and slurps.

Carrie breaks the kiss and watches. “He loves what you’re doing,” she purrs, coaxing the Filipina on. “Look at him. Keep your eyes on my husband while he fucks your throat, Jia. You’re going to make him cum, you know that, right?”

I swear I can see hearts in Jia’s eyes.

“You’re going to be a good girl and swallow almost every drop for me,” Carrie growls. “You’re going to keep just a bit of it in your mouth to give Mommy when you’re done. Because I want to taste what you did to my husband. I want to taste his cum on your lips.”

Oh fucking hell. There’s no way I can hold back any longer.

Jia must feel it, because she picks up the pace, her eyes locked on mine. Her fingers grip my thighs as she works me faster and harder and deeper, her head a fucking blur—

It’s so much. It’s too much. Fuck, I’m gonna cum.

As the bliss reaches critical mass, I feel Carrie’s head on my shoulder. “Let go, darling,” she whispers, her tone like she’d planned this moment all along. “Cum for us. Be a good boy and let go—”

She doesn’t even get the full word out before the dam bursts inside me.

Fireworks explode behind my eyes as I hit the point of no return and crash right through. My hips slam against Jia’s face as the first spurt of cum erupts from my crown, filling her mouth as she swallows eagerly. Jia takes it all without a single sound of protest, swallowing around me like my seed is liquid gold. Through it all, Carrie’s right there, her fingers in my hair, her lips against my ear, whispering things like good boy and just like that and doesn’t that feel good, baby in a voice that makes me feel like this woman isn’t just my wife but my fucking soulmate.

When Jia finally pulls off of me, she’s smiling. There’s a droplet of my cum glistening on her bottom lip, and it disappears when she goes up on tiptoe and kisses Carrie.

They make out as I watch, then Jia breaks the kiss. “Thank you, Mommy,” she whispers.

Fuck, I wish we could marry this girl.

It must show on my face, because when Carrie glances over she grins like a fool. “Oh, he liked that,” my wife chuckles, licking the places where her lips met Jia’s. “After treatment like that, you’re probably going to need a few minutes to come back to your senses, love.” Carrie’s arm snakes around Jia’s waist, holding the younger girl like the two of them have been friends for years. “I’d like to watch you return the favor.”

I’m surprised to hear it. So is Jia.

She cocks an eyebrow. “Is that right?”

“My husband has a very talented mouth,” Carrie purrs. “Alan, be a good boy and hop down. Jia, go sit on the ledge. Tug that cute little swimsuit of yours to the side.”

She does—on both counts. The skin beneath the suit is the same shade as the rest of her, which makes me wonder if she ever sunbathes nude out here. She’s bare except for a thin triangle of stubble over her clit, right at the top of her pussy.

“Go be a good boy,” Carrie growls, her fingers digging into my ass. “Make her cum. I promise you won’t regret it.”

I know I won’t. I can already tell what Carrie’s thinking—that once Jia cums, everything between her legs will even wetter and tighter than before. My wife is planning to give this woman to me as a present, the way she gave the other Alan that hot little blonde in the sex video on my laptop.

I go to the edge of the water and bury my face between Jia’s thighs. She arches her pelvis against me instinctively, sliding so far off the ledge that only my hands on her waist and ass keep her from tumbling into the drink. I tug the bottom of her swimsuit even farther to the side with my teeth, then put my mouth on her.

I’m rewarded instantly. The sound she makes is almost beyond description.

“Oh—oh fuck—!”

Her eagerness isn’t a put-on. Jia is so fucking wet when I put my face between her thighs that she makes the ocean feel a little dry by comparison. The taste and smell of her are practically feral, and the way she writhes beneath me when my tongue finds her clit makes me grind my cock against the side of the pool with a growl.

“Holy shit!” Jia clings to me, her nails digging into the back of my head. “Oh God oh God, don’t fucking stop—!”

“He’s not going to stop,” Carrie assures her, sounding almost maternal. She’s sitting beside Jia on the ledge, and while my mouth is between the jet ski instructor’s legs, my wife’s hands are going everywhere. One of the straps of Jia’s swimsuit is down, her mocha breast free of the fabric, and Carrie’s fingers are massaging her nipple to a hardness I didn’t realize the female body was capable of. Fuck, she looks like she loves that.

As I watch, slurping and lapping at Jia’s cunt, my wife leans in and kisses her. Her lips go to the woman’s ear, whispering something I can’t hear but instinctively know is the gender-swapped version of all the shit she was telling me while I was draining my balls in Jia’s mouth. Whatever she’s saying, Jia suddenly can’t hold back any longer. Her hips grind against my face, fingers digging in as she rides me for all she’s worth.

“He’s so good, isn’t he?” Carrie laughs. “Fuck, you’re using him so well. I want to watch you cum on his face, good girl. Show me that he knows just how to treat a woman…”

“He’s… oh fuck, he’s…!”

Jia can’t finish the sentence. She gasps once, then again, her mouth opening wider than an opera singer’s with every quick little lick I make in a circular motion around the apex of her pleasure. As she comes apart beneath me, I slide two fingers inside of her slit and curl them upwards, reaching for that special spot I know is going to send her right over the edge.

When I hit it, she moans so loud that a group of birds on the other side of the sandbar take off and fly away.

“Fuck!” Jia’s eyes roll back in her head, only the whites showing. “Oh my God, oh fuck—!”

Carrie’s right there. “Don’t fight it, gorgeous,” she purrs, watching intensely at every one of Jia’s expressions of pleasure. “Let him make you feel good. Let him send you right to the stars…”

“I’m… I’m so close…!”

“I know you are.” Carrie cups Jia’s chin with her hand, turning her so they’re practically nose to nose. “Look at me. Right here. That’s a good girl. That’s my good girl.”

The whine that escapes Jia is like a jet ski engine overheating. I feel the way her walls clench around my fingers, her thighs gripping my head so tight I’m a little worried about suffocating. Even then, I keep attacking without mercy, tongue on the most sensitive spot of her body and fingers buried knuckle-deep inside her.

“Cum for me,” Carrie commands. “God, you look so fucking beautiful. Be a good girl now and cum for Mommy—”

Jia shatters.

The scream she lets out is loud enough that I’m vaguely worried the people in Nassau will somehow hear it. Her voice goes high and raw and ragged, her hands making fists in my hair as an absolutely titanic orgasm tears through her slender, athletic frame. I don’t let up for a second, lapping and slurping at her cunt as a flood of honey drips from her slit. Her body convulses with bliss, her back arching against Carrie’s arm as we both hold her upright.

It takes ages for her to come down from her peak. When she does, she’s boneless and trembling, slumped across the rocky ridge like she’d fall into the water and sink like a stone without us holding onto her. Her face is flushed, her eyes are glassy, and she’s looking around the sandbar like she’s forgotten her own name and how she got here.

You did a good job, Alan, I think.

Carrie runs her fingers through Jia’s hair. “Good girl,” she whispers, sounding so pleased you could almost think she was the one who had the orgasm. “Such a good girl.”

And she plants a kiss on Jia’s forehead.

The instructor lets out a shaky laugh. “Holy fuck. You two are something else.”

I pull back, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. The look on my face must be total caveman mode, because Carrie licks her lips as her gaze flickers from Jia to me and back.

“I tried to warn you,” my wife laughs. “He’s a menace.”

I want to be inside this woman. It washes over me like a wave, and the longer I stare at her stiff nipples and dripping pussy, the more I want to rip that swimsuit right off of Jia’s body and ram myself hilt-deep inside of her.

And from the way Carrie keeps looking at us both, she wants it almost as much as I do.

“Other side of the pool,” Carrie murmurs. “Right on the edge of the sandbar. I’m going to love watching my husband fuck you, Jia.”

Jia swallows hard. “Um,” she whispers, suddenly bashful. “Look. I’m totally cool with fooling around, but I don’t… I mean, I’m not on any birth control…”

Oh. Oh.

Carrie just chuckles. “My my,” my wife says, sliding off the ridge. “What would you two ever do without me?”

She wades over to the jet ski and retrieves her bag from the footlocker on the back. There, tucked next to her water bottles, sunscreen and emergency Advil is a strip of condoms, the foil shining bright in the sun as Carrie produces them like she’s pulling a rabbit out of a hat.

The thought of magic tricks makes me think of Malachi, and for a second, it’s like there’s a black cloud floating overhead.

But only for a second, and then I’m horny again.

“I always come prepared,” she says. “I also have non-latex if you’re allergic…”

Jia lets out a delighted laugh. “I like your wife,” she tells me.

“Carrie’s pretty fucking great,” I agree. “I married her for a reason.”

“The age gap is hot,” Jia pauses, her voice going quiet. “You really wanna fuck me?”

I nod.

With a grin, Jia takes my hand. “Over here.”

Jia and I end up at her jet ski, which is sitting atop the sandbar a stone’s throw away from the edge of the water. She shimmies out of her swimsuit and lays it on top of the saddle, then spreads her legs and arches her back, leaning over her own vehicle. It’s the kind of view men would kill for—I can see her bare pussy shining with juice beneath the tight pucker of her ass, and now that she’s naked, I notice a tiny tattoo of a constellation on the small of her back.

Part of me wants to ask about it, but it’s a very, very tiny part compared to the part of me that needs to fuck her brains out. I tear the condom open and roll it over my cock, watching as Carrie emerges from the pool like a fertility goddess and stands beside me.

“You ready for this?” I ask, not sure which woman I’m talking to. Maybe both.

Jia grins at me over her shoulder. “Fuck yes. I fucking need it so bad—”

I push into her with one slow, deep stroke.

Jia cries out as my cock stretches her walls, thrusting into her soaking cunt. She’s tight—so fucking tight—and even with a condom on I can feel how outrageously wet she is for me. The warmth of the pool is nothing compared to what’s between her legs.

“Fuck!” Jia grabs the saddle, the jet ski rocking beneath her. “Oh yes! Fuck, that’s right—fuck me right there! Don’t fucking stop!”

I find the right angle and thrust home, bottoming out inside her. We move slowly at first, then faster and harder, shaking the jet ski underneath of us both. It’s good the thing’s moored so deeply in the sand already; with how hard we’re fucking, there’s a real risk it might topple over. Jia throws herself back on me with every thrust, grunting with sheer bliss as her fingers grip the cushion of the jet ski and hang on for dear life.

“Oh my God,” she gasps. “Oh my God oh my God oh my God—”

Through it all, Carrie watches us with the kind of intensity that’s usually reserved for a general witnessing his troops fighting a battle. She’s slipped both straps of her swimsuit off and has it bunched around her waist, grains of sand and droplets of salt spray on her glorious toplessness, and one hand trails lazy circles between her own thighs as she watches her husband fuck another woman.

“Fucking gorgeous,” my wife moans, her across-the-pond accent thicker now that she’s good and turned on. “The two of you look so bloody sexy together. I wish I had a fucking camera.”

Jia casts a desperate look over her shoulder. “Harder,” she whimpers. “Please, oh fuck, fuck me harder—!”

I do. My hands grip her hips as I slam into her with everything I’ve got, and the sound she makes is so loud and raw that it makes me feel like I’m ten fucking feet tall. I’m doing that to her. To this woman I barely know, this Caribbean beauty who’s bent over her own jet ski taking getting pounded while another woman frigs her cunt senseless while watching.

Fuck. It is so fucking good!

“You’re so good at this,” Carrie murmurs, sounding proud in a way that makes my heart leap. “My gorgeous, talented boy. Look at her face—look at what you’re doing to her.”

I look. Jia body is soaked with sweat, her tits bouncing every time I ram myself hilt-deep inside of her. Her skin looks so golden it’s like it’s fucking glowing and I want to go through that entire strip of condoms until she not only won’t be able to walk straight, she won’t be able to drive a jet ski in a straight line for days.

“Yes, yes, yes—”

Jia’s chanting now, the word coming out without any thought behind it, getting louder and more forceful with every thrust. Her inner walls clench around me like a fist, and I know she’s close to the edge—I can feel it in the way the muscles of her back tense, the way her toes curl in the sand, the whines of bliss that escape her every time my hips slam against hers.

And then Carrie comes over and sends her into the fucking stratosphere.

All at once she’s there, kissing Jia, swallowing her moans with a knowing smirk. She’s got her hand on the back of the instructor’s neck, tongue deep in her mouth, not just making out but claiming in her in a way that nearly makes my cock burst right through the condom. The sight of the two of them kissing while I’m buried inside of Jia is almost too much for me to take.

Carrie breaks the kiss and peers at me intently. “Make her cum again,” she commands, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “I want to watch her cum all over your cock. All over my husband’s cock.”

My fingers dig in as I bury myself as hard and deep as I can. The crown of my cock slams into her back walls, finding that special spot deep inside of her, and suddenly Jia is quaking beneath me like someone hit her with a taser.

“Oh God—right there, right fucking there—!”

I hammer that spot, locking into a hard, driving rhythm. One hand snakes around her thighs and finds her clit, rubbing it in tight circles while I fuck her, and the combination is so sharp and sweet that Jia’s legs nearly give out beneath her. It takes all of a half-dozen thrusts to bring her to the edge and then over it, and suddenly she’s clenching around me as her whole body trembles and an orgasm crashes through her beautiful body. She screams into Carrie’s mouth as my wife kisses her, her hands in the Filipina’s hair, and I swear that even muffled I can hear the syllables of the M-word spilling from her like a prayer.

One more hard thrust and I’m there, too. Fireworks explode behind my eyes as my cock jerks deep inside of her, spilling into the condom with a series of harsh, caveman grunts. There’s a dim part of my brain that wishes on a primal level I was unloading inside of her, but I know how dangerous that would be. Besides, the sex was still fucking amazing.

Jia whimpers when I start to pull out, so I keep myself inside of her for another minute. When I finally do pull away and toss the condom into the sand, she grins at me—a slow, satisfied, thoroughly-fucked look that makes me want to bury myself inside of her all over again.

But Carrie has something else in mind.

“Absolutely beautiful,” she says, planting one last kiss on the side of Jia’s mouth. She steps around the jet ski and does the same to me, longer and deeper and taking her time with it. “I honestly think this might be the most fun session with a third you and I have ever had, darling. Would you agree?”

I glance over at Jia. “I look at her, suddenly I can’t remember any of the others,” I say.

Carrie chuckles.

She has no idea that I really don’t remember.

“Alright,” she says, stretching with a sigh. “Both of you in the water.”

The water? We just got out of the water.

Carrie wades in, sliding out of her swimsuit as she does. She tosses it, and of course it lands perfectly across the handlebars of her own jet ski in a way neither Jia nor I could do if we tried. Her hands graze her thighs in a way that tells me she’s been edging herself for at least the last twenty minutes, and when the water rises to the level of her heavy breasts she looks like that painting of Venus emerges from the ocean in reverse.

My wife spreads her arms. “Both of you,” she says, her voice dropping into that register that makes me fucking melt. “Come to Mommy.”

Jia and I share a look. Even after her orgasm, she’s so turned on she looks like some sort of lust-starved zombie, and I swear I can see my own reflection in her eyes.

We wade into the pool.

All three of us are naked now. Carrie reaches for us both as we approach, turning first to Jia. “I want your mouth on me,” she growls, her tone making it clear this is a command, not a request.

“Yes ma’am,” Jia whispers.

Carrie climbs onto the same ridge of rock where I got my blowjob and parts her thighs. Jia lowers herself between them with a grace that tells me she’s done this before—not with us, obviously, but with other women. She knows what she’s doing with Carrie just as much as she knew what she was doing with me.

And when she buries her tongue inside of my wife, the noise Carrie makes is satisfaction itself.

“Fucking hell,” she groans, her eyes rolling back in her head. Carrie’s hips rock forward, grinding her pussy against the gorgeous instructor’s face, her careful composure beginning to crack from the pleasure. “Yes, good girl, keep doing that…”

She’s saying it to Jia, but she’s looking at me. My wife is watching me like she knows the two of them are putting on a show—like she’s perfectly aware that I’m filing every moment of this away for my mental Rolodex of spank bank fantasies later. That look means it doesn’t matter that I’ve already busted a load in Jia’s mouth and her pussy—I’m hard as a rock as I watch the gorgeous instructor eat my wife out. I can barely think straight. I want her so fucking badly.

And she wants me.

Carrie repositions herself on the ledge, making room for Jia to climb up beside her. “Come here, good girl,” she purrs, getting on her knees and facing the ocean with her back arched and her ass over the water. “My husband’s going to fuck me now. He’s going to fuck me from behind, raw, and you are going to lick my clit while he pummels my cunt until I see the face of God. You understand me?”

Jia looks at Carrie like she’s just realized the woman is some sort of higher being. “Yes, Mommy.”

The logistics are a little tricky—there’s not a ton of room on the ledge, but somehow we make it work. Carrie parts her thighs, one leg dangling in the water as I shove myself into her from behind. Jia lays across the stone on her back, licking at the apex of Carrie’s pussy like she’s lapping at an ice cream cone. I can feel the wetness and pressure every time I thrust into my wife, and every now and then Jia gives the crown of my cock a little slurp as I pull out to ram myself in again, sucking Carrie’s juices off of my prick.

It is fucking incredible.

And for Carrie, it feels even better.

My wife hasn’t cum yet. She hasn’t gotten the blowjob, she didn’t get fucked over the saddle of a jet ski—she’s been watching Jia and I this whole time. Directing us. Getting off on controlling the action.

And this? This is the big payoff.

I know instinctively that Carrie’s been waiting for this—not just from the moment we came around the corner and saw Jia for the first time, but from the moment she suggested we turn this into a ‘play’ vacation. This is her greatest pleasure, the parts of her sex life that she lives for, and giving it to her as hard as I possibly can is the least I can do right now.

The feeling of her cunt gripping me without any barrier between us is almost indescribable after the condom with Jia. This isn’t a hookup; this is my wife. My home.

This is what heaven feels like.

Every time I bottom out inside of Carrie, my cock jerks against her g-spot. Every time Jia’s mouth brushes against my cock as I slide in and out of my wife, it sends an electric jolt through my entire body. The three of us move like we’re all controlled by one mind, fucking and licking Carrie, pleasuring Carrie, worshiping Carrie.

Who is losing her fucking mind.

The composed, commanding woman who orchestrated this entire encounter is nowhere to be found. In her place is a raw, trembling creature of biology and need, her hands roaming over us both like she can’t believe the bounty in front of her.

“Please please please—” she whimpers, her voice climbing higher and higher with every thrust. “Oh God, both of you feel so good, don’t fucking stop, please don’t ever fucking stop!”

I’m tempted to wrap my hand around her throat and take control the way I did this morning, but I can tell that’s not what Carrie wants right now. Not in front of Jia. Maybe not ever in front of women the two of us have brought into bed with us. That’s something special, just for me, a part of herself Carrie only lets show when she’s totally safe.

Instead I slam my hips forward, shaking Carrie’s body. Driving her to the peak.

“I can feel both of you,” Carrie moans, her legs trembling as my cock and Jia’s tongue combine to form a sensation that sends her into the stratosphere. “Fuck, I can feel everything, oh my God you two are doing so fucking good I’m so proud of you…!”

Right as I feel Carrie’s walls clench around me, Jia pulls back enough to speak.

“Come on, Mommy,” Jia murmurs against Carrie’s skin, lifting her eyes to meet my wife’s. “It’s your turn. Cum for us!”

Something about hearing that word come out of Jia’s mouth—hearing this gorgeous woman call Carrie what Carrie has trained me to call her—does something to my wife that borders on nuclear. Carrie’s eyes roll back in her head, her back arching like a bow, and she makes a sound that starts as a scream and dissolves into a wordless cry as she crashes through the point of no return.

“Oh God oh fuck oh YES—!”

Carrie cums so hard that I feel it. Her inner walls seize around me, clenching and releasing in waves that pull me even deeper inside of her core, and the sheer bliss of it is so perfect that even two previous orgasms don’t give me the strength to hold back.

“Fuck, Carrie, I’m cumming…!”

I bury myself as deep as I can inside of her and let go. My third orgasm doesn’t hit as hard as the first two, but lasts so much longer. The sheer release of it is almost blinding as I pump burst after burst of hot, sticky cum deep into Carrie’s pussy, unloading as she grinds herself on me and Jia milks every last drop of pleasure from my wife’s clit with her tongue.

Everything is slow and languid as we come down from our peaks. Carrie turns around and slides into the water, then wraps her arms around me and kisses me the way I imagine we kissed right after the priest told us we were married. She wraps her arms around me, going forehead to forehead, nearly sobbing as we hold each other tight.

She treats me like I’m the most precious thing she’s ever touched and I’m absolutely certain I will never get tired of it.

“My good boy,” Carrie purrs, looking at me with pure love and devotion. “My man. Fuck, I love you so much, Alan. That was absolutely beautiful…”

Jia swims up and the three of us embrace. The instructor rests her head against my wife’s shoulder, smiling contentedly as Carrie runs her fingers through her long dark hair, and for a moment I want to ask Jia to hop on the Zephyr with us and leave her old life behind. Part of me thinks she’d do it, too—she’s looking at both of us like she’s already in love, like she’s ready to call Carrie Mommy for the rest of her life.

The words are halfway to my lips in the form of a joke that isn’t really a joke when Carrie frowns. Squints. Raises a hand to her forehead to shield her eyes from the sun.

“What on Earth is that?”

I follow her gaze. It takes me a second to find what she’s talking about—a speck in the sky, out over the open water, far enough away that it looks like a bird.

But it’s not a bird. And it’s getting closer. Fast.

What the hell…?

The sound reaches us a second later: a thin, high-pitched whine that sounds angry and somehow wrong. No sooner does it reach our ears than it shoots up a few more decibels, then even more. Louder and louder.

“It’s a plane,” I blurt, dumbstruck. “Must be a sightseeing tour…”

Even as I say it, I know I’m wrong. It’s too small for that—it’s one of those tiny, single-engine planes that are mostly either used for crop dusting or for hobbyists to rack up their flight miles. And something about it is just wrong. It sets my teeth on edge.

It takes a second for what that something is to click. The plane’s rapidly dropping in altitude. Like it’s not flying over us—but at us.

Jia’s eyes widen. “What the fuck!?”

The plane practically falls out of the sky. It screams directly overhead, so close that I feel the wind in my hair. It can’t be more than thirty or forty feet above the sandbar—close enough that I can see the red paint on the bottom of the fuselage, the way the landing gear is halfway-retracted, the silhouette of someone or something sitting in the cockpit with their hands on the controls. The sound is deafening, forcing us to throw our hands over our ears. A wall of ocean water splashes over the ridge, chilling the pool, but I barely feel it.

“GET DOWN!” I roar, grabbing both women and shoving them under the water.

We sink beneath the surface just in time. It’s impossible to tell with the waves and the light and the chaos, but I swear the airplane almost touches the water as it soars over the sandbar. God only knows what might have happened if we’d been standing in the shallow end when it showed up.

Then it’s past us, regaining altitude faster than what seems like it ought to be possible, pulling up and banking hard to the left as the plane veers towards Nassau. Within moments, it’s so far away we see nothing but a little speck on the horizon. We break the surface, staring, all of us too shocked to move.

Then Carrie brushes her wet hair out of her face and makes a fist. “Maniac!” she shouts at the sky, her voice crackling with adrenaline. “What the bloody hell was that!? Were they trying to hit us, do you think?”

Jia’s already in the shallow end, staring at the retreating shadow of the plane as the water bubbles around her knees. “That was insane,” she mutters, shaking her head. “That was way under the legal altitude. Fuck, whoever that was could have done some serious damage…”

“The jet skis,” I realize. “Are they…?”

Jia’s already holding up her hands. “They were out of the way,” she says, gesturing at the far side of the sandbar. “Thank fuck.”

“Did you catch the tail number?” Carrie asks, still furious. “We should report them when we get back to the ship!”

Jia shakes her head. “Way too fast,” she mutters.

Maybe. But I got a better look at the plane than either woman did. And I’m pretty sure there wasn’t a tail number on the thing to begin with.

“What an awful way to end the excursion,” Carrie says. “Can you believe that? I’m furious, darling!”

I’m not furious. I’m terrified.

Because something about that plane felt wrong in a way that has nothing to do with reckless flying. It didn’t feel like a mistake, or a prank, or even some asshole who noticed three people getting busy on a sandbar and decided to scare the shit out of them.

It felt like that plane was trying to hit me. Specifically.

The thought is insane. I fucking know it’s insane. But it refuses to leave me alone.

We’re past the buoys, I think, a cold chill tingling down my spine. We’re in the Devil’s Triangle. We’re near the exclusion zone…

I’m thinking about alternate universes and the word REAL written on a playing card and the fact that there is a liability waver involved in coming out here in Carrie’s world.

I really, really do not understand this world.

Carrie and Jia are talking, but I’m barely listening. I’m trying desperately to convince myself that what I’m feeling is irrational—that the plane was just a coincidence. A jackass. A new pilot trying to pull himself out of a tailspin.

But the universe feels like it’s winking at me again. And this time, it’s not doing it in a fun way.

“Jesus, I thought that thing wasn’t going to pull up for a second,” I say, my voice a little shakier than I’d like. “I was seriously afraid it was going to hit the jet skis and go up like the fucking Hindenburg!”

I mean it as a joke, as a way to dissolve the tension. But Carrie turns to me, her brows furrowing in confusion, and something inside of me freezes solid as I realize I already know what she’s about to say before she says it.

“The what, darling?”

My mouth opens and closes silently. “The Hindenburg,” I repeat. “The famous blimp that crashed and exploded—the one that’s in all the pictures. You know, ‘oh, the humanity?’”

Carrie stares at me without a single glimmer of recognition.

And then she says something that makes my heart skip a beat.

“Alan,” she murmurs, the word coming out slow and worried. “What the bloody hell is a ‘blimp’?”


Chapter Six


Holy shit. Carrie doesn’t know what a blimp is. What the hell?

That… that doesn’t make any sense! That can’t be possible. This world’s not that much different from mine, is it?

The thought bounces around my skull like the ball at the bottom of a can of spray paint, refusing to settle. Carrie and Jia have paused in the act of putting on their swimsuits and are staring at me like they’re a little concerned I hit my head on a rock when I ducked beneath the surface of the pool to dodge that plane.

“Alan?” Carrie frowns. “Darling, I asked you a question.”

I shouldn’t say it. I should change the subject.

But I can’t stop myself.

“A… a blimp,” I repeat, the words coming out on autopilot. “It’s like a… it’s a big balloon full of gas. People used to fly on them? Dirigibles, zeppelins—wait, fuck, what the hell is Led Zeppelin called here if there aren’t any zeppelins—”

“Alan.” Carrie’s not smiling anymore. The confusion in her eyes has tipped over into outright concern, and suddenly I feel naked in a way that has nothing to do with my clothes. “Sweetheart, you’re not making any sense. Are you feeling alright?”

“Zep… what?” Jia glances from me to Carrie and back again. “Is this an American thing?”

No, I think. It’s a ‘my universe’ thing.

“I’m—sorry, I’m not making a lot of sense,” I say, trying to cover the awkwardness. How the hell are there not blimps in this universe? I can only imagine what the history of aviation looks like in Carrie’s world. “I’m just frazzled. I really thought that plane was going to hit us. It came out of nowhere.”

Carrie holds my gaze for a long moment. “It certainly did,” she finally says.

Everything about her relaxes except for her eyes. To an outside observer, it might look like Carrie is letting this go—but I’ve gotten to know this woman well enough since waking up in this world to know she absolutely hasn’t. And I’m starting to realize that this incident has just been added to a ledger that Carrie has quietly been tallying up this whole time.

There’s a final moment of awkwardness, and then Carrie turns to Jia. The smile she gives our instructor is like the sun coming out from behind a cloud, and suddenly the plane is the furthest thing from either woman’s mind.

“Well,” she says, letting her gaze linger on Jia’s curves. “That was an interesting note to end the excursion on. Unless you’d rather not end it there?”

The look Jia gives us tells me she’s been expecting this. “What are you suggesting?”

Carrie snaps one of the straps of her swimsuit onto her shoulder. “Come stow away on the Zephyr with us. We’ll smuggle you food—you won’t starve. Promise.”

Jia laughs. It’s the kind of loud, genuine laugh that could give Carrie’s snort a run for its money, and more than (almost) anything else besides the way she looks bent over a jet ski it makes me wish she’d say yes. But all three of us know there’s only one real answer.

“That’s temping,” she says, sounding like means it. “You have no idea how tempting—”

“I very much do,” Carrie whispers.

Jia’s smile turns a touch pained. “Unfortunately I’ve got a whole other set of tours booked for the rest of this week,” she says, hands on her hips. “And something tells me the two of you are going to be just fine without me.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Carrie teases. “You’ve set the bar rather high for our anniversary vacation, you know.”

“Good.” Jia’s smile deepens. For a second she hesitates, and it seems like something entirely different is about to come out of her mouth. “If you two ever happen to find yourself back in Nassau again, you know where to find me. I’d love to do this again.”

“The feeling’s mutual,” I say.

After that, there’s nothing left but to get dressed. The ease of it surprises me—there’s no post-sex weirdness, no awkward small talk, just three people getting themselves presentable and preparing for the jet ski ride back to shore. Even if I didn’t know it already, it would have been totally obvious that we’ve done this sort of thing before. I’m starting to wonder if Jia’s done it before, too.

The ride back to Nassau is a lot slower than drive out. A tiny, subconscious part of me relaxes as our vehicles pass the line of buoys separating the bay from the restricted zone, and I swear the sun gets a little bit brighter once we’re on the other side and approaching shore.

Every now and then I check the sky, but there’s no more mysterious planes. Whatever weirdness the universe has in store for me, it seems to have discharged all of it for the day.

Or so I think.

The sun’s a little lower in the sky by the time we reach Poseidon’s Wake. Jia ties up the jet skis with practiced efficiency while Carrie and I clamber back onto dry land. My legs feel a little shaky beneath me—partially from the plane, but mostly from everything else we’ve been doing this afternoon. I pointedly don’t look at the notice board with the big red letters about the exclusion zone as Carrie and I wait for Jia to finish up.

Once she’s done, Jia settles up with Carrie—who tips her generously enough that the instructor’s jaw drops open. “You really don’t need to do that—”

“We insist,” Carrie says. “And not just because of what happened on that sandbar.”

Jia stares at her for a long moment. Then she pulls Carrie into a hug. A real one, that lasts so long I’m more than a little surprised.

Carrie stiffens in shock for a moment, then hugs Jia back. At some point she murmurs something in the instructor’s ear that makes her giggle, then plants a kiss on her cheek. Then it’s my turn. Jia pulls me in close, her hand on the back of my neck, and gives me a kiss that I’m going to be thinking about for a long, long time.

“Take care of yourself, Alan,” she says quietly. Her dark eyes search mine for a moment. “And take good care of her.”

“I will,” I say, meaning it. Meaning it more than she knows, actually.

She waves as we walk away. I glance over my shoulder one last time to see her standing on the pier with a hand on her hip, the sun framed behind her like an advertisement for the best day of your life. She winks.

I’m gonna miss her, I think, taking Carrie’s hand.

Jia told us she planned to file a report about that plane. I already know it won’t go anywhere. In fact, I’m pretty sure you could scour every inch of Nassau with a magnifying glass and be no closer to finding that plane or its pilot than when you started.

I try not to think about the implications of that.

“So… Straw Market?”

Carrie glances over at me, her eyes widening a fraction. A little laugh spills from her lips.

“Honestly, after our adventures this afternoon I’m absolutely famished,” she says, gesturing with her chin at the Zephyr. “I’d much rather head back to the ship and get something to eat than keep traipsing around in port. Of course if there’s something you absolutely must do, I’d be amenable to other options…”

I should catch the tone that’s in Carrie’s voice when she suggests going back to the ship. But in that moment, I’m just so relieved that she’s willing to head back early that I don’t question it. “Yeah, I’m hungry, too. The Crown and Anchor sounds good.” I pause. “I guess it’s probably too late for griddle cakes?”

“Oh, they serve those all day,” Carrie says. “In fact, I’d love to tear one apart with you right about now.”

I lean over and give her a kiss. “Sounds like a plan.”

We make our way through the port and back up the gangway, past the terminal store with its statue of Brian Charles Matheny and his steely bronze gaze. The Zephyr welcomes us back home with the chill of air conditioning and the thrum of engines at half-rest as we make our way first back to our room for a quick change of clothes and then to the Crown and Anchor for a late lunch.

At the time, I don’t even notice the fact that Carrie doesn’t try to have sex when we’re in the room. If I think about it at all, I probably file it away as both of us being too tired from what happened with Jia.

The Crown and Anchor is almost empty at this hour—it’s too late for the lunch rush but too soon for the mad dash of passengers coming back aboard in the final hour before our sail away deadline. A hostess seats us at a booth near the window with a gorgeous view of the Nassau harbor, and I glance over at the other cruise ships in the dock as we wait for our food. Some of them belong to lines I recognize: there’s a Royal Caribbean, along with a smaller, swankier Princess ship. But most of them are completely foreign to me.

Both of us order griddle cakes, coffee and juice. I get the same order of huevos rancheros I had yesterday, along with a side of bacon that comes out so thick-cut and maple-glazed I instantly realize what a fucking appetite I’ve worked up in port. The cakes are golden brown and impossibly fluffy, covered in syrup and a pat of warm butter that’s half-melted by the time the waitress brings it out to us.

Carrie gets a triple-decker sandwich—I think it’s this universe’s version of a BLT. I’m too famished to ask. I dig into the food with an energy that kind of scares me. As it turns out, a full afternoon of jet skiing and vigorous outdoor sex really helps a man work up an appetite.

I’m halfway through my griddle cake when it hits me. Carrie doesn’t share my gusto.

She’s picking at her food, a frown on her gorgeous face. Half the sandwich has been eaten while I’ve been chowing down, but she’s barely touched the griddle cake and has only nibbled at her bacon. What gives?

All at once I feel a little bit like a pig. I’m chowing down like I haven’t eaten in a week, and Carrie is… not. “Are you alright?” I ask.

“I’m fine,” Carrie says, her voice too casual by half. “I was just pondering that thing you were talking about earlier. The blump.”

“Blimp,” I say, correcting her automatically.

Carrie’s eyes sharpen.

Oh. Oh fuck.

Carrie sets her coffee to the side slowly, her lips compressing to a tight little line. “So it isn’t a nonsense word,” she says, sounding almost pained. “Is it?”

Suddenly I’m no longer hungry. The bit of griddle cake in my mouth tastes like ashes.

No. No no no no…

Carrie leans forward. Now that this moment is here, it hits me all at once that this isn’t some passing fancy of my wife’s—this is something that’s been bubbling beneath the surface almost since the moment I woke up on the Triumph Zephyr. Carrie is a smart woman. She’s thorough. Deliberate. She’s been waiting to say something until she was sure.

And she’s sure now.

“Alan,” she says very quietly. “Darling, I want you to know—I’m not mad at you. But you have been lying to me, and I know you have been lying to me. And I need you to stop it. Right now. Alright?”

Fuck. Fuck. My mouth opens and closes soundlessly, my mind struggling to catch up. “Listen, Carrie—”

Her gaze flickers to my wristwatch. “I know you didn’t buy that last night,” she says, swallowing hard. Her eyes aren’t watery, not yet, but she sounds like they might be soon. “You didn’t buy it on the ship at all, did you?”

“Carrie, I—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” She blows a lock of salt-stiff hair out of her face. “Alan, I pulled up the Triumph app while you were in the shower this morning. There’s two stores on board the Zephyr that sell watches—Horological Treasures up on the promenade deck, and Marina Time down by the arcade. The first only sells luxury watches—Tag Heuer, Tenebrae, Rolex—and the other one is clearly a rebranded Invicta store that doesn’t have any other inventory. No one on this ship sells G-Shocks.”

Before I can say a word, she leans in and takes my wrist.

“And this,” she says, sounding almost offended, “was not brand new last night, Alan. The band had scratches on it. The bezel had scuff marks. It has more now.” She lets my wrist go. “It’s been worn. A lot.”

I don’t say anything. I can’t.

“I’m not upset about a fifty-dollar watch, darling,” she continues. “I wouldn’t care if you bought a dozen of the bloody things. What I’ve been trying to figure out ever since last night is just… why would you lie to me about something so small?”

Okay. I can get out of this. I just have to tell Carrie that she’s right, that I felt guilty and stupid about the whole G-Shock thing. Obviously my reputation with her will take a hit, but a hit is better than ripping the lid off and unveiling the truth about who I am—

Carrie takes both of my hands.

She looks directly into my eyes. And I know, with a bone-deep, mammalian certainty, that I am absolutely, unequivocally fucked.

Then Carrie opens her mouth and seals my fate.

“Alan,” she says, an edge entering her voice. “Name one character from Argosy.”

Damn it. God fucking damn it.

I’m done for.

My mouth goes dry. The griddle cakes sit in my stomach like concrete.

Carrie waits. And the longer she waits, the more it looks like she’s going to cry.

“You don’t know,” she whispers, something like horror in her tone. “Alan, that is your favorite television show. You’ve read the books a half-dozen times—I read the books, because you gave me the first one back when we were together at IGY! You like them even more than you like Mistborn, which is saying something—”

“I can name plenty of Mistborn characters,” I say, trying and failing to smile. “Vin, Kelsier, the Lord Ruler—”

“You looked at that woman at the bloody trivia competition like you’d never heard of it before, and it’s because you haven’t! Fuck, Alan!”

Carrie leans back in her seat and puts her hands under her eyes. Her shoulders tremble in a silent sob, like she’s trying to hold back a wave of something truly terrible.

“You didn’t recognize the Morning Moon Coffee Company,” she says, the words falling like stones. “You ordered cold brew, which I know for a fact you hate, you don’t even know what your favorite drink is…” Her hand drifts to her throat, and suddenly I know exactly what she’s thinking about. “And over the last few days, you’ve been doing things in the bedroom that my husband has never done before.”

“You… you weren’t complaining about that last one,” I manage.

Tears bead in the corners of Carrie’s eyes. “Something is very, very wrong, Alan. You’re forgetting things. Important things. You’re acting like someone you’re not. Sometimes you look at me, and I swear it’s like you’ve just met me.”

She’s right. Jesus, she’s righter than she knows.

“And darling, I need you—I need you—to stop pretending that this isn’t happening. Please.”

I look into the eyes of this woman who I love. This beautiful, voluptuous, dominant woman twenty years my senior, who has captured my heart over the last two days in a way I didn’t think was possible. Who I nearly confessed everything to as we were lying next to each other in bed this morning in a haze of post-coital afterglow.

I can’t lie to her any more, I think.

Not only can I not get away with it—I genuinely do not want to.

I straighten in my seat, dreading what’s about to happen. “Carrie, you’re right,” I say, clearing my throat. “I am different. And there’s a reason for it. It’s going to sound absolutely insane when I tell you, but I need you to keep an open mind—”

Carrie starts to cry.

She’s not dramatic about it. There’s no wailing, no rending of garments, and she doesn’t toss anything across the table at me. She’s not that kind of woman. She just… sits there, dabbing at her eyes with a napkin as the tears flow and her cheeks go red and ruddy.

But it’s a calm surface with something churning deep down underneath. Someone watching from another table might not clock it, but I do. Carrie is fucking wrecked.

“Alan,” she sobs, taking my hand. “My love. This is what we’re going to do, alright?”

Huh?

“We are going to enjoy this cruise,” she says, even as the tears trickle down her cheeks. Her hand grips mine so hard that it’s starting to hurt a little, but I resist the urge to pull away. “We are going to have the best bloody anniversary we’ve ever had, and you and I are going to have so much fucking fun. And then, when we get back to America—when we get back to Virginia—I am going to find the best neurologist on the East Coast and get him to clear his fucking schedule.”

Oh. Oh.

“We are going to sit down, and do whatever tests need to be done, and we are going to find out what’s wrong with you,” she says, blinking back more tears. “And whatever it is—whatever awful thing is causing these symptoms—I will be right there with you. Every step of the way. I’m not going anywhere, Alan. Do you understand me?”

Suddenly it clicks. Carrie doesn’t think I’m from another universe.

She thinks I’m losing my mind.

“You got me through the darkest period of my entire life,” she whispers, her voice crackling with quiet intensity. “I will get you through this. I will not let you drown, darling.” Her voice cracks for the first time. “I don’t know if it’s—I don’t know, some kind of early-onset dementia, or there’s something wrong with your brain, or—” She lets out a shaky little noise, her composure barely hanging on. “But we will find out. Together. I promise you.”

My heart hurts.

Because this woman is so good.

She’s not even wrong. From her perspective, I’d be terrified, too. If I were back on the Sapphire and Sylvia started acting the way I’ve been acting with Carrie, I’d be the one making doctor’s appointments. Of course I would.

I’d be the one sitting on the other side of the table with tears in my eyes, reassuring her that I wasn’t going anywhere.

God, this woman. I don’t deserve her.

I can’t hide this any longer. Carrie deserves to know the truth. I could let the lie stand, enjoy the rest of this cruise with what’s going to happen when Carrie and this universe’s Alan get back to Virginia hanging over her head like a dark cloud. But there’s no way I can do that.

Not when the truth—as insane as it might be—is actually better than what she thinks.

I take both of her hands in mine. “Carrie, sweetheart, I am not dying.”

The confidence in my voice quiets her. She glances at me, blinking rapidly, a look on her face like she wants to believe me but doesn’t dare.

“I need to tell you something,” I say, hoping I’m not about to get thrown in a straitjacket in the brig. “Honey, how much do you trust me?”

Carrie doesn’t hesitate for a moment. “Completely, darling.”

“Okay.” I clear my throat. “Good. Because what I’m about to tell you is going to sound completely fucking insane. But I need you to listen to it, and keep an open mind, because as crazy as it sounds, it is the truth. It’s something I should have told you the moment I met you.”

Carrie blinks, confused. “What, at IGY?”

I’m already shaking my head. “No. On the Zephyr.”

Her jaw flexes. “Darling, I don’t understand—”

“I’m not sick,” I say. “There’s nothing wrong with my brain. The reason I’ve been acting differently is because I am different.”

I hold her gaze and don’t let go. I feel like I’m about to jump off a cliff into a pool of water I can’t tell is five feet deep or five hundred, and the difference might get me killed.

“I’m a different Alan Bloch.”

Carrie makes the most confused face I’ve ever seen.

“I know how it sounds. Just, please, let me get it all out.” I clutch her hands tighter, like I’m trying to keep her from running away. Hell, maybe I am. “There’s no Morning Moon Coffee where I come from. The reason I know about Mistborn and not Argosy is that there is no Argosy in my world—just like I’m pretty sure there’s no Game of Thrones in your world. Gideon Chase isn’t the President, it’s Donald Trump—”

Carrie gives a shocked jerk. “The guy who hosts The Apprentice!?”

Okay, I probably shouldn’t have said that part. “The first day of this voyage, I was on a different ship,” I say, trying to get the words out as plainly as possible. “It’s called the Sapphire of the Seas, and it doesn’t exist in this world. Over there, I’m… I’m engaged to a woman named Sylvia.”

Carrie makes a strangled little sound.

“Our first night at sea, I fell asleep in my cabin next to Sylvia. And I… I woke up here. In your stateroom, on the Triumph Zephyr, next to you.”

Carrie isn’t moving. She’s not blinking. She might as well be a statue.

“Every time I fall asleep, I shift,” I explain. “I go back and forth between both universes—the one where I’m with Sylvia and the one where I’m with you. I spent Day One of the voyage here, right up until we fell asleep together in the afternoon, then I woke up on Day One of my voyage with Sylvia.” I know I’m losing her, I know this sounds insane, but I can’t stop. “The best I can figure is we went through the Bermuda Triangle in the middle of the night and somehow this happened.”

Carrie opens her mouth. Shuts it again. Her expression is completely unreadable.

“The watch is from my world—I don’t know how it came over, maybe it jumped because I was wearing it when I fell asleep. And blimps—airships, dirigibles, zeppelins—they got invented in my world even before commercial aircraft did. The Hindenburg was a famous one—it crashed, and a whole bunch of people died. That’s why I thought about it when that plane almost hit the ground.” I swallow hard. “Our worlds are mostly alike, but they’re different in, like, a thousand little ways. I used to think this was the universe next door, but now I’m not sure.”

Carrie’s eyes flicker to the G-Shock.

“I love you,” I tell her. “Carrie, I love you so fucking much. But I’m not… I’m not your Alan. I’m Alan from the world where I got in a car accident and never became an intern at IGY. I never worked for you, we never hooked up, we never got married—I’m a completely different person. Cardstock Champions never got finished, and I… Oh God, Carrie, I fell in love with you on Day One and it’s just gotten so much deeper ever since. I am in so fucking deep right now. And I should have told you the second you thought I was having that panic attack, but I was a coward.” I grit my teeth. “You deserve better than that. You deserve to not have to sit here thinking your husband is dying because he doesn’t recognize a TV show he’s never seen before or a brand of coffee he’s never drunk!”

I stop talking. I think I’ve said way too much already. The Crown and Anchor—almost empty, thank God—is quiet, and somewhere in the background, an old Steely Dan song is playing from a hidden set of speakers.

Carrie sits very still for a very long moment. Then slowly, gingerly, she removes her hands from mine. The moment feels like it lasts a whole lifetime.

Then she speaks. And when she does, she sounds like herself.

“I don’t believe any of that,” she says, sniffing hugely. “I’m sorry; I do trust you, Alan, and I love you more than life itself. But you’re sick—”

“Look at me,” I say.

She does.

“Do I look like I’m lying to you?” I ask.

Our eyes meet. And I don’t have to say anything at all, because I can see it in Carrie’s face. She knows. She doesn’t want to believe it, but deep down, she knows.

“Here,” I say, reaching into my pocket. “Take a look at this.”

I pull out something folded and hand it to Carrie. It’s the playing card from the Sapphire of the Seas—the Queen of Hearts, with the word REAL scratched in the middle between the two Queens and Sylvia’s writing in Sharpie on the back.

Carrie stares at it. “New beginnings,” she whispers, almost silent.

The Steely Dan stops playing. The speakers go dead.

“Sylvia wrote that,” I say. “That’s Sylvia’s handwriting, Carrie. It’s from the magic show—on the Sapphire, the evening’s entertainment was a magic show instead of Amanuensis. Don’t worry, you didn’t miss much. The poster was in Papyrus.”

Carrie laughs like she didn’t know it was coming. It’s almost a sob.

“That card came along in my pocket when I transferred between universes,” I explain. “I don’t know how any of this works—I’m still figuring out the rules as I go along. But I think… I think it might be possible to take other things with me when I go between universes, too. And if I can, Carrie, I… I want to find a way for you to come with me.”

There. I said it. My deepest dream, my heart, raw and open.

“I know I’m not your Alan,” I tell her, and my voice almost breaks. “But I’m an Alan, and everything I’ve felt for you since the second I woke up in your bed has been real. I love you, and I don’t know what happens to this universe when I’m not here, but I do not want to lose you. And I don’t think you want to lose me, either.”

Carrie stares at the card for a very, very long time. “Alan—”

“I’m telling the truth,” I say. “You know I’m telling the truth.”

Carrie chews on her top lip, shaking her head slowly. “Alan, this is impossible—”

The lights flicker.

It’s not a full blackout, but for a moment, the only light in the Crown and Anchor is what comes spilling in from the big bay windows on the ship’s aft. It’s a momentary hiccup, like a cloud passing over the sun, except we’re inside and it shouldn’t be happening.

The card disappears into Carrie’s pocket. Her gaze sharpens. “Did you see that?”

“Yeah,” I say, ice filling my stomach. I’m thinking about that plane, and about universes winking. “I saw it.”

Someone goes running by the double doors of the Crown and Anchor, whooping like a fucking wolf. For a second I freeze up, thinking anything from a fire to a terrorist attack, but he’s not scared or in pain—he’s thrilled. Outside the restaurant, a commotion is growing.

“What the hell?” Carrie rises from her seat. “Alan, what’s going on…?”

We walk to the front of the restaurant. There’s a big glass partition that separates the Crown and Anchor from the casino, presumably so that the passengers eating can look down on the passengers gambling and feel superior, only I doubt anyone’s feeling superior right now. Because what’s happening down on the gaming floor is…

Pandemonium.

The left-hand side of the casino is entirely slot machines: rows and rows of them, their screens normally cycling through idle animations while they wait for the next sucker to come along.

Right now, they are anything but idle.

They all say JACKPOT.

Every slot machine—every single goddamned one—is going off like a siren on top of a police car. Lights strobing, wheels spinning, coins clattering into trays. People have clustered around the machines with buckets, pulling the lever over and over again, some of them jumping up and down with excitement. The pit bosses are trying to pull them away, but they’re having a hell of a time with it.

“It’s some kind of glitch,” Carrie says, like saying it will make it less real. “Has to be—”

It’s not.

Oh shit, it’s fucking not.

Because from where I’m standing, I can see the roulette table. It’s sitting in the same spot where, on night one of our voyage, I turned fifty dollars into four-hundred and fifty in the blink of an eye while wishing Sylvia was there to see it.

Even here, even through the glass, I can see the panel showing the results. I can see the ball roll across the wheel, the whole thing spinning like a top before settling into place.

Black.

The croupier spins again.

Black.

Black. Black. Black. Black. Black.

I point, directing Carrie’s gaze. “Is that a glitch?”

There’s no electronics involved in roulette. Just a ball rolling around a wheel. A little silver ball which has suddenly decided, in defiance of all known laws of physics and probability, to always land on black.

Seven in a row. Eight. Nine. The poor cruise employee has stopped spinning and just stares at the wheel like he’s looking into the mouth of a whirlpool. In marked contrast to the people celebrating around the slot machines, this crowd isn’t excited. They’re terrified.

Because this doesn’t happen. It can’t. It cannot be happening.

And it is.

“Alan?” Carrie’s voice is very tight and very controlled and very much trying to hold back a fear unlike any my wife has ever let herself feel before. “Darling, what is happening?”

I look at the slot machines as they scream. The roulette wheel, which has just landed on black for the umpteenth time. At the pit bosses and cruise employees hurriedly unplugging machines, yelling about glitches I know they’ll never find because nothing is wrong with a single piece of machinery on this ship.

It’s the laws of probability that are wrong.

“I think,” I say, taking Carrie’s hand, “that the universe heard what I just told you.”

And as if someone or something has just decided it’s made its point, the lights flicker one last time.

The next pull of the slot machine is a bust. The roulette wheel spins, and the ball lands on the green double-zero. The employees, halfway finished with their unplugging of all the machines, stop and stare like they’re no longer certain what to do.

Everything goes back to normal.

Except not everything. Because when Carrie’s eyes meet mine, filled with wonder and horror in equal measure, she’s not doubting any longer. She’s not looking at me like I’m forgetting my life, like there’s something medically wrong with me.

She’s looking at me like she believes me.

“That…” she whispers. “That happened when you told me.”

“Yeah.”

“The music stopped. The lights—God, the machines, they all…”

“I know.”

She looks down at the casino floor one last time, her gaze fixed on the roulette table. Even if she could believe all the rest of it was some crazy glitch—the circuits going haywire, a piece of malware in the Zephyr’s systems—the roulette wheel can’t be written off. It can’t be explained.

I told Carrie the truth, and the universe put the ball on black nine times in a row.

Her hand trembles in mine, but her voice is steady. “Whatever just happened, happened when you told the me truth.” Her lips form a tight little line. “I don’t think it liked that very much.”

Something about the way she says it makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

Because it is something, isn’t it?

The plane. The roulette wheel. The universe winking at me.

There’s something there. A presence. An intelligence.

And it almost got me killed this afternoon.

Carrie pulls the Queen of Hearts out of her pocket and stares at Sylvia’s words: New Beginnings. She turns it around, runs a finger over the word REAL, then hands it back to me for safekeeping. I put it away.

“We need to talk about all this,” she whispers. “The Triangle, the exclusion zone, all the differences between your world and mine. Everything I know, everything you know. We need to compare notes.” She glances through the glass, where the cruise ship employees are desperately trying to restore order. “Except I don’t think we should do it here. And after what just happened, we shouldn’t do it tonight.”

The fist in my chest unclenches. “Agreed.”

Carrie leads me back to the table. She picks up her coffee and takes an experimental sip, judging it still warm enough to drink. It boggles my mind, but somehow we’re back at the table, enjoying what’s left of our meal.

Me and Carrie. After I just told her the truth.

She’s still here. She believes me.

“There is something I want to know, though,” Carrie whispers.

I’m all ears.

“When you fall asleep tonight, you’re going to… to shift,” she says, testing the word like it’s a rope she’s about to hold while crossing a bridge. “It’ll be Day Two again, and you’ll be back to the other world. Back to her.”

There’s no getting around it. “Sylvia. Yes.”

Carrie nods. She takes a sip of coffee, something complicated moving behind her eyes. “What is she like, Sylvia?”

It’s about the last fucking thing I expected her to ask. The question catches me so off-guard that I rock back on my heels a bit even though I’m sitting down. The first time she mentioned Sylvia after my confession I expected anger, or jealousy, or at least the stiff-upper-lip refusal of a woman born on the other side of the Pond to refuse to acknowledge that her husband has another woman.

But Carrie asks it in a way that feels almost safe. Like she’s genuinely curious.

“She’s younger,” I say carefully. “Twenty-three. She works for an advertising agency, and she wants to be a fashion designer the way I want to be a game designer.”

“You are a game designer,” Carrie insists.

“You know what I mean,” I say. “She’s good at it, too. She’s blonde, she’s athletic, she’s—”

My mouth snaps shut. Carrie is smirking at me in a way that radiates amusement.

“She’s nothing like me,” my wife finishes for me. “Is that what you meant?”

I nod. There’s no way around it.

Carrie cocks an eyebrow. “That’s either very flattering or very insulting.”

“It’s flattering, I promise,” I say. “She’s not… she doesn’t know who she is the way you do. Sylvia’s still figuring that stuff out. She’s…” I try to find the right words. “She’s eager. She wants to be good at things. And she wants someone to tell her she’s doing a good job.”

I think I see something shift in Carrie’s expression. “You mean she’s the exact opposite of me in bed,” she says, sounding not entirely displeased.

“Yeah,” I say. “She’s a lot more like Jia, actually.”

Okay, now I know I can see it. It’s subtle, but impossible for me not to catch—a flicker of recognition, of interest, that goes way beyond basic interest about a romantic rival.

“That would be why you’ve been… different,” she whispers, her fingers going to her neck.

“Something like that,” I admit.

Carrie thinks for a moment, then nods. “She sounds lovely.”

Somehow, she means it.

“She is.”

Somehow, we both know what needs to happen next. We finish our meal and leave the Crown and Anchor hand in hand, past the casino floor where the maintenance crews are still trying to figure out what went wrong. Nobody looks at us twice; they’re too busy trying to fix the ‘glitch’ they haven’t realized isn’t a glitch at all.

Nothing went wrong with those machines.

Something went wrong with the world.

Back in the stateroom, Carrie draws the curtains and sits on the bed. The sun is setting over the horizon just off the coast, and I can see people racing down the gangway trying to beat the clock and make it onto the Zephyr before we cast off. The Tenebrae watch sits next to the bed, its second hand sweeping silently around the dial.

Carrie notices it. “Put that on,” she says, gesturing at my other wrist.

I blink. “What?”

“You’ve got a lot of explaining to do to your other partner,” my wife says with a smirk. “It’ll probably go easier if you’ve got proof that there’s another universe out there, right? You brought that watch to my world, maybe you can bring my Alan’s watch to show Sylvia?”

It’s a brilliant idea. I start to strap the silver watch to my other wrist, then stop and take off the G-Shock. Carrie frowns. “What are you doing?”

I hand her the watch. “You hold onto this for me,” I say, smiling. “I’ll get it back when I wake up on the Zephyr tomorrow.”

Carrie looks at it for a long moment. Then, with a smile that’s so pleased it makes my heart leap into my throat, she straps the watch onto her own wrist.

She laughs. “That looks faintly ridiculous on me,” she says, shaking her head. “But I think I might be able to get used to it. In fact, I’m pretty sure I love it.”

Both of us know she’s not talking about the watch right now.

“Are you feeling sleepy?” Carrie gestures at the bed. “I think it’s time for a nap.”

A nap?

“You that eager to get rid of me?” I ask.

Carrie’s already shaking her head. “I want to do an experiment. You and I lay down, we take a nap. I let you sleep for forty-five minutes or so—then I wake you up and ask you questions about Argosy.”

Oh. Oh. It clicks. “So you’ll know—”

“If you’re my Alan or not,” Carrie finishes. “I really am curious. You didn’t seem any different when you woke up yesterday afternoon after our nap, but I wasn’t paying attention the way I am now.” She glances at my bag, where my laptop’s stored. “I’m going to use your computer, as well. If you’re my Alan when you wake up, I’ll ask his permission.”

That’s… interesting. It’s a little weird that she’s able to juggle the two concepts in her head so easily, but I guess she is a nerd. “Sure. Why?”

“I’m going to do some research while you’re gone,” Carrie says quietly. “You can’t be the first person this has happened to. The Triangle, Matheny—I’ll dig through everything I can find. We need to know why this is happening to you, how it’s happening, and how long it’s likely to last.”

I hadn’t even thought about that last part. “I figured things will go back to normal when we go back through the Bermuda Triangle on our way back to Florida.”

“But do we know?” Something shines in Carrie’s eyes. I won’t consciously understand what that is for a long, long time, but there’s a primal part of my brain that’s already figured it out. I don’t think even Carrie has admitted it to herself yet, though. “Darling, regardless of everything else, we’ve just learned that alternate universes exist. What kind of people would we be if we didn’t discover everything about them we can understand?”

I nod. “I… Carrie, I appreciate the hell out of this,” I say. “I know this is crazy—”

She puts a hand on my shoulder. “Hush. Darling, none of this is your fault. You didn’t ask to be thrust into a completely different universe. You’re just… making the most of it.”

I laugh. I can’t help it. “I expected you to be a lot more upset, is all.”

For a moment, Carrie’s lips compress to a tight line.

“I’ve spent the greater part of the last two days believing the man I love most in the world is dying,” she whispers. “Believe me, Alan, this is a relief after the things that have been running through my head today. And if this really does end when we get back to the United States, then… then I suppose I’ll have my Alan back, won’t I? I’ll have just had a very strange vacation.”

“I wonder where he goes when I’m here,” I mutter.

“If he’s here when you wake up, I’ll ask him,” Carrie says. “And I’ll tell you tomorrow morning. Now take a nap, silly.”

We don’t have sex. Tomorrow, we almost certainly will, but at this moment both of us silently agree it’s not right. Instead we just lie there, Carrie curled against me in the darkness as her white noise app growls a little louder than the Zephyr’s engines.

I close my eyes.

“Alan?”

They open again. “Uh huh?”

“You’ll be careful over there, won’t you?” She’s still smiling, but there’s a tightness around her eyes that tells me she’s thinking about the casino. About the plane. “With… with Sylvia?”

I nod. “Of course.”

She licks her lips. “And you’ll come back to me?”

Her voice has the tiniest catch in it when she asks. She’s not asking me if I can come back to her. She’s asking me if I want to.

And she’s admitting something even deeper than that.

There’s at least a part of her that wants this Alan to come back, too.

“Every time,” I promise. “Whatever the hell this is, as long as this keeps happening, I will always come back to you. I love you.”

She leans in and kisses me. It’s slow and deep and full of things we aren’t quite ready to say to each other, but Carrie manages to say them without words.

“I love you, too,” my wife whispers. “Say hi to Sylvia for me. Then come back to me.”

I hold Carrie against me, her head resting against my shoulder.

I let sleep take me.

And somewhere far out past the marker buoys, deep within the Devil’s Triangle Exclusion Zone, something vast and old and unfathomable shifts in the deep.


Chapter Seven


The next time I open my eyes, I’m looking at a completely different ceiling.

The engine noise coming through the walls is quieter, because the ship is smaller. When I lift my head an inch and glance around in the pre-dawn dim, I can tell the dimensions of the room I’m waking up in are a hell of a lot more cramped then the one where I fell asleep. The woman sleeping beside me, her hair a messy blonde halo across the pillow, is not Carrie Bloch. It’s my fiancée, Sylvia.

I’m on the Sapphire of the Seas. I’m home.

Except it’s starting to feel more like my other home.

The thought hits me harder than I expect it to. The last time I woke up back on the Sapphire, I nearly had a panic attack. Carrie, the Zephyr, the amazing life the two of us had together—all of it vanished in the blink of an eye, with no guarantee that I’d ever get it back.

Now, I have some idea of how the rules work. I’m reasonably certain that when I go to bed tonight, I’ll wake up back on the Zephyr with Carrie, on Day Three of our voyage. It’s a cycle that will repeat until we ride back through the Bermuda Triangle on our way back to Port Canaveral, at which point…

At which point, what? Everything will go back to normal?

I want you to come with me.

I still can’t believe I told Carrie that. Even if she loves me—and I know by now that she does—I’m not her Alan Bloch. I’m not the man she married. And, let’s face it, my version of Earth probably doesn’t hold a lot of appeal to her. In her world, she’s a rich woman who climbed the corporate ladder almost all the way to the top—in mine, she’d be nobody.

If there’s a way to transfer universes, it would make a hell of a lot more sense for me to jump into hers, instead of the other way around.

But that would mean losing Sylvia. And I can’t do that.

I sit up, checking my wrist. The G-Shock I gave Carrie before I passed out on the Zephyr is gone—and in its place, the silver Tenebrae watch caresses my wrist. I turn it this way and that in the dim light, watching the silent, precise way the second hand sweeps across the midnight-black dial.

A grin spreads across my face. It worked. I’ve just proven that not only can I take items from my world to Carrie’s, I can bring them back with me, too. Objects cross. The Tenebrae came with me to the Sapphire of the Seas—and in some other version of Earth, Carrie Bloch is pressing the light on my G-Shock while she watches a man who might or might not be her husband snooze quietly.

I can’t help but wonder who she’ll meet when he wakes up. What happens in her universe when I’m gone? Does the ‘real’ Alan Bloch wake up back in his body, with fabricated memories to cover the gaps?

Something has to happen, I think. It can’t just… not exist when I’m not there.

The thought dissolves as Sylvia shifts beside me.

She’s curled on her side, her blonde hair fanned across the pillow in her slumber. In the dim light of the cabin she looks like an angel who’s temporarily decided to visit Earth—one that’s apparently decided to go topless in bed. Memories from yesterday unspool in my mind, and suddenly I’m thinking about all the things we did in this room on Day One of the cruise.

Particularly the things we did on the balcony.

What did I say to Carrie about her? She’s young. She’s still figuring out who she is. We both are, I guess. She’s so different from Carrie: different body, different energy, different everything. She’s hungry in a way that my alternate-universe wife isn’t, eager to prove herself and make her mark on the world. She has panic attacks that make her feel like a robot and I love her more for them, not less. And she’s got an exhibitionist streak so deep I’m not sure what Carrie would think about it if she knew.

Fuck that, I know exactly what she’d think. I’m not stupid. I saw the way her eyes lit up when Carrie told me she sounds lovely in the same tone she’d use to describe a meal she’s about to devour.

I’ve got to get a picture to Carrie, I realize. If I can take objects with me, I can bring a photo of Sylvia and me back for Day Three. Let her see what my fiancée looks like.

Something tells me that’ll have Carrie practically salivating.

And, I realize with a start, I want her salivating. More than anything, I want to find some way to make this crazy idea I’ve had work. Because I love both of these women. And the love is different in a way I probably couldn’t explain if you gave me an entire seven-night cruise to do it, but it’s real in a way that makes my heart ache when I think about having to close the door and lose one of these women forever.

Sylvia murmurs something that sounds like five more minutes and starts to snore. I watch her for a few moments, just basking in her. This crazy girl who lets me fuck her brains out on the balcony of a cruise ship and takes a selfie of her face covered in my load when we’re done ‘for my personal spank bank.’

She said I’m the hottest version of myself I’ve ever been, I think, remembering our conversation from the previous night. So she wants to be the hottest version of herself, too…

The thought arrives out of nowhere, like a thunderclap.

And suddenly, I know what I want to do today.

Let’s blow this woman’s mind.

I slip out of bed as carefully as I can, moving slowly so as not to wake Sylvia. She lets out a little moan as my weight leaves the bed and rolls onto her stomach, the covers bunched around her bare back, but she doesn’t stir. She looks so fucking gorgeous I could climb under the covers right now, scoot between her legs, and wake her with my mouth the way I made Jia scream my name on that sandbar…

Focus, Alan, I think. You’ve got a mission.

I pull on shorts and a t-shirt, do my best to smooth down my hair, and slip out the door. The hallway is quiet at this hour—it’s early, earlier than most cruise ship passengers bother getting up even on a port day, and the Sapphire has that strange pre-dawn energy that makes me feel like I’m the only person awake on the entire ship. Carrie’s ship might be the one that looks like something out of BioShock, but this is the one that makes me feel like I’m walking alone through Rapture.

The customer service deck is down on Deck Four, just beneath the promenade. I take the stairs down and ignore the already-humming ice-cream machine—I can grab a cone on the way back, once I’ve handled this bit of business. As I descend past the waist of the ship, I see Nassau through the big glass windows on the port side of the atrium. We’re pulling in slowly, taxiing into port.

None of it looks wrong. The feeling of something being ‘off’ I got in Carrie’s universe doesn’t rear its ugly head here. Good.

I don’t know why I would’ve expected it to. This is the real Nassau, right? No Devil’s Triangle Exclusion Zone. No Morning Moon Coffee Company. No rogue planes falling out of the sky to try and decapitate me as I’m coming down from a threesome.

Just a cheesy, overpriced tourist trap. After everything I’ve been through, the directness of that feels almost refreshing.

The customer service desk has one cruise employee behind it—a middle-aged woman with a severe braid and the slightly glazed expression of someone who was the sole worker on the overnight shift and is now waiting for the morning crew to come relieve her. She blinks as I approach, smiling despite her tiredness.

“Good morning, sir,” she says. “How can I help you?”

I put an elbow on the desk. “Hi. So, I was wondering—I’m trying to surprise my fiancée with an excursion. Are there any tickets left for the jet ski tour today?”

She doesn’t look surprised in the slightest by the request. “I’m not sure, Mr…?”

I pull out my sail card. “Bloch. Alan Bloch, traveling with Sylvia Terza?”

“I’ll check for you, Mr. Bloch.” She sounds doubtful.

I watch as she taps the screen a few times, her eyes scanning back and forth. As she works, I try not to get my hopes up. If the universe doesn’t want it to happen, then it won’t happen—

“Huh,” the woman says.

My ears prick up. “Yes?”

“That is interesting,” she says, rubbing her chin. “I was all set to tell you the jet ski excursion was sold out. I was ninety-nine percent certain that particular attraction ran out of tickets days ago.” Evidently it’s more popular on the Sapphire than the Zephyr. “And it did.”

“So there’s no tickets?”

“Someone must have cancelled last night,” the woman says, tapping the screen. “We’ve got one pair left. Two tickets, tandem ride with an instructor. The pickup point’s at a rental outfit just off the cruise terminal—” she glances at me. “Surf and Sand Paradise. It looks like your lucky day, sir.”

So it does. Except I know luck has nothing to do with it.

One pair. At six-thirty in the morning, the day of, ready for one Alan Bloch.

It’s a wink. A big one. I know better than to question it by now.

“Perfect,” I say. “I’d like to buy them.”

The transaction takes all of three minutes, after which I’m holding two vouchers with mine and Sylvia’s names printed on them. The woman at the counter wishes me a good excursion in the same tone she’s probably used a thousand times before, and I slip the vouchers into my pocket as I turn away and head back to the elevator.

My hand touches something solid. When I pull it out, I’m looking at the Queen of Hearts. Sylvia’s handwriting stretches across the front, with that one strange word scratched into the center on the reverse.

So that came back with me, too, I think. Probably a good thing.

I make my way back to the stateroom. Sylvia rolls over in bed as I close the door behind me, her eyelashes fluttering as she wakes. She sits up in bed, her hair magnificently disastrous, squinting at me with the adorable confusion of a woman who expected to feel her fiancé in bed next to her and has found herself holding a pillow instead. She looks gorgeous and alive and just the way she carries herself screams that she had some really good sex last night.

“Hey,” she says, her voice thick with sleep. “Morning, baby.”

“Good morning, sweetheart.”

Sylvia’s eyes narrow even further. “Where’d you run off to?”

With a grin, I pull the vouchers from my pocket and fan them out across my palm. “Want to go on an adventure?”

Sylvia sits up straight. She leans over and plucks one of the vouchers from my hand, scanning it, and when she reaches the words jet ski a gasp escapes her like I’ve just bought us tickets to a monster truck rally. “Oh my God. What?”

“They only had two left,” I say, feeling proud of myself. “We didn’t have anything planned in Nassau besides the Straw Market—I figured we could have some fun—”

It’s as far as I get.

Because Sylvia has just hopped out of bed and thrown her arms around me.

For the first time since waking up on the Zephyr on a different Day Two, I’m not thinking about Carrie. My hands roam over Sylvia’s taut little tummy as she plants a long, lingering kiss on my lips, her fingers giving my ass a cheeky little squeeze.

“You. Are. Incredible.” Sylvia breaks the kiss, excited and more than a little turned on. “Okay, spill it. Did you go snooping through my phone or something?”

Huh? What?

“How the fuck did you find out that I wanted to do this?” Sylvia asks, still grinning. “Alan, I tried to get tickets to this like a week before the cruise, but they were already sold out! I didn’t even tell you about it! I mean, no offense, but you’re not exactly a jet ski kind of guy. I kind of figured I was going to have to drag you kicking and screaming.” Her gaze fills with confusion. “Baby, what’s wrong?”

It must show on my face. A finger of ice just shot down my spine.

Sylvia wanted to ride a jet ski. She wanted to do the thing Carrie booked for me.

How’s that for the universe winking at me?

“You’re not going to believe this,” I say, covering it up with a grin. “But I had no idea.”

Sylvia goes cross-eyed. “Bullshit!”

“Must be couples’ ESP,” I say, tapping the ticket. “Or maybe I saw you staring at that big cardboard cutout of the couple on the jet ski in the atrium the other day and realized you were fantasizing about carving up the surf.”

That part’s not actually true, but it’s a good enough guess that it works. “You… you’re fucking brilliant,” she says, shaking her head. “Maybe you are telepathic.”

I pull her closer, my hand going to her lower back. “I… things are changing for me, Sylvia. It’s honestly a little bit scary how much they’re changing. I kinda feel like a completely new guy…”

“You definitely seem… different,” Sylvia says, nibbling her bottom lip. “But I like it. You have been, like, red fucking hot lately. I mean, I’m always looking over at you and thinking ‘God, he’s so handsome,’ but ever since we made up from that fight it’s like… I don’t even know!”

“I’m not entirely sure myself.”

Sylvia grins. “You’ve always been this guy deep down, I think,” she says, brushing a speck of imaginary dirt from my collar. “I think you just needed something to give you a little push. Both of us needed a push. To get us to stop coasting and start…”

“Putting our hands all over each other like horny teenagers?”

I love Sylvia’s laugh just as much as Carrie’s, in a completely different way. “Among other things,” she says, nuzzling my neck. “I love you so fucking much, babe.”

“I love you, too.”

Sylvia studies my face. “You’re sure about this?” she asks, glancing down at the tickets. “I mean, no offense, but remember the golf cart we rented at that campground?”

“I hit the bushes one time,” I say. “Trust me, I’m ready. I think you’re going to be surprised at how well I take to this whole jet ski thing, Syl.”

Something in my tone makes her cock an eyebrow, and for a second it’s almost like I’m seeing Carrie in all her suspicious glory. But I’m almost entirely the person Sylvia expects me to be, and she doesn’t push the issue.

“Alright, you’re on,” she says, brushing her hair out of her face. “Give me twenty minutes to take a shower and get hot, and I’m all yours. Today, I’m your Bahamian bikini jet ski babe.”

My hands go to her waist. “Maybe we can make it thirty-five?”

Sylvia looks like she’s game. Her hands go to my wrists, and she peers up at me through her lashes like she’s about to suggest we take that shower together.

Then she feels the metal band and does a double take.

“Woah!” Before I can stop her, Sylvia’s holding my wrist up, the Tenebrae watch shining in the morning light. “Alan, that’s nice. Did you buy that today?”

Shit. Too late now, it occurs to me I should have stuffed the watch in my pocket with the Queen of Hearts.

I glance down at the Tenebrae, trying to find the words that will explain why I have a watch that looks like it belongs on the wrist of a guy with a real career and a 401k portfolio instead of a mid-twenties game designer who’s been designing his passion project on an old Dell running Debian.

“Yeah, it caught my eye,” I blurt. “Cool, huh?”

Sylvia’s thumb traces the edge of the dial. “Tenebrae,” she whispers.

Then she glances up at me and giggles.

“Shit,” she says, giving me a look that’s almost relieved. “I thought you went and splurged on a Rolex or something. I was about to have a heart attack.”

Oh. Oh thank God. Sylvia doesn’t recognize the name—because it’s a company that doesn’t exist in this universe—so she’s assumed it’s some no-name brand the ship sells. One of those watches like a Fossil or an Invicta, that looks impressive from five feet away but has a twenty-dollar movement from a Chinese factory underneath of the hood.

I laugh, and it doesn’t even sound faked. “I don’t have that kind of money. Not yet.”

A little smile curls at the corner of Sylvia’s mouth. “Not until Cardstock Champions takes off?”

I’m already shaking my head. “Not until my fiancée becomes the next Donatella Versace.”

Sylvia swats my arm and heads for the shower, grinning from ear to ear at the compliment. “Well, it certainly looks expensive,” she says over her shoulder. “You’ve got nice taste. You could probably fool some beach bunny into thinking you’re a real mover and shaker with that thing.”

My heart jumps into my throat. “You think we should find out?”

It comes out before I can think twice about it. Sylvia hears it and freezes a step from the shower door, her jaw dropping open. When she turns, she looks like she’s not sure whether to start cackling or slap me.

“You…” Sylvia trails off, shaking her head. “You wouldn’t really hit on another woman right in front of me, would you?”

“Well, the watch isn’t waterproof,” I say, holding up my wrist. “I won’t be able to bring it with us on the jet ski tour.”

“Ah.”

“So I’ll have to rely on my natural charisma to hit on another woman in front of you.”

Sylvia runs over, grinning, and punches me in the shoulder. Then, in a move that’s so impetuous it makes me wonder what’s really going on under the hood, she throws herself into my arms and kisses me so hard I see stars.

“Your watch might not be waterproof, but my phone is,” Sylvia growls as she breaks the kiss. “So I’m definitely bringing it with me. If you know what I mean…”

I very much do. “Go get yourself ready,” I tell her, putting an edge of command into my voice that’s very Carrie. The little slap I give my fiancée on the ass to punctuate it, though, is all me. “You and I are going to have a very fun day in port, Syl.”

She grins. “Yeah we are.”

The bathroom door closes. I hear the shower start, and beneath the white noise of the water I can hear Sylvia singing—off-key, brilliantly enthusiastic, so happy it makes me smile.

I take a final look at the Tenebrae watch, then stuff it in my backpack. It can wait for now—I’ll make sure to bring it back to Carrie when I join her on Day Three. I’m looking forward to finding out what she’s learned about the other Alan and the whole alternate universes thing.

But for right now, I’m having fun with my fiancée.

You should tell her, a little voice whispers in the back of my head. Be honest with the people you love.

Maybe. And if things keep progressing like this, I definitely will.

But the last time I was honest about what’s happening to me, the entire universe decided to go haywire for a few minutes. I’m going to have to make the next one count.

“Alan?”

I glance over. The door’s open a crack, and Sylvia’s leaning out of the shower stall, suds dripping from her naked body. She’s grinning.

“Take the hint and get your ass in here,” she says, flashing a lopsided grin. “My man buys me surprise jet ski tickets, he gets rewarded. Come fuck me already!”

God damn, she looks good. “Yes ma’am.”

We’ve got more than enough time.


Chapter Eight


The instructor at Surf and Sand Paradise is not Jia.

I don’t know why I expected her to be. Maybe I was hoping the two universes were similar enough that the same woman would be working the same stretch of Nassau shoreline on the same day. That even if she doesn’t remember me, or Carrie, it would still be her leading Sylvia and me on the excursion and I’d get to flirt with her all over again.

But the guy giving the safety briefing to the dozen or so couples who’ve signed up for this excursion is a stocky Bahamian in board shorts and a faded tank top who looks more than a little like the lead singer from Coheed and Cambria. His name’s Benji. He’s friendly, professional, and while he has a bunch of tattoos, none of them look like Jia’s constellation.

Jia is nowhere to be seen. Jia is definitely not here.

And I didn’t realize how badly I was hoping she would be until I know she isn’t.

Sylvia doesn’t notice my disappointment. She’s too busy listening to the instructions, which I let flow in one ear and out the other because I’ve already done this and I know how to handle the vehicle. The jet skis are even the same brand as in Carrie’s world. I’ve got this.

Next to me, my fiancée is practically vibrating with excitement. The sex we had in the shower before hitting land took the edge off a little bit, but only a little. Sylvia’s a healthy girl.

“This is going to be so much fucking fun,” she murmurs, giving my arm a squeeze. “I still can’t believe you got the last two tickets to this.”

“Lucky break,” I say, knowing it’s anything but.

Since this excursion isn’t quite as high-class as the one Carrie and I booked in the other universe, the riders end up sharing jet skis. Sylvia and I agree by unspoken contract to let me take the first turn, and I climb into the saddle with my fiancée right behind me, her arms around my waist and her chin on my shoulder. The engine growls to life beneath me as our tiny armada of personal watercraft follow the instructor’s into the bay, and the way the vibration travels up through the frame and into my thighs makes me think of what Carrie said about two hours of the engine purring between her legs. I glance over my shoulder at Sylvia, and yeah—her eyes are a little glassy as she grinds her bikini against the vinyl.

“Alright,” Benji says once we’re far enough out in the water. “You see those cones out there? I want you to drive the vehicle out to those cones, turn around, and come back the way you went. Nice and easy, okay? You’re all beginners.”

“You heard the man,” Sylvia murmurs against my neck. She sounds so amused right now that she almost reminds me of a different woman. “At least there’s not any bushes out here for you to crash into—”

I gun the throttle. And Sylvia screams.

For about two seconds it’s a scream of terror. Then the jet ski locks into a path across the water, our vehicle racing way out in front of the rest, and Sylvia’s cry goes from fright to probably the most shocked I’ve heard her in our entire lives. She slams against me as the jet ski bounces, her hands grabbing my chest with both hands as she lets out a startled whoop.

The water swells ahead of us, and I know exactly what to do. I carve through a turn at full speed, reading the wave the way Jia showed me. At the last second I lean in, hard, twisting the handlebars in the opposite direction in a way that lets the jet ski take the brunt of the hit.

We go up—and over. For a handful of seconds we’re airborne, and Sylvia’s nails dig into my chest like she’s afraid we’re about to end up in the hospital. Salt spray hits my face, the world tips—

And we’re back.

We take off at an angle like a fucking bullet, the cries of shocked tourists following us. The sun’s in my eyes and I’m pretty sure Sylvia is boiling over like a goddamned kettle in her seat behind me and I’m not thinking about alternate universes and everything is perfect.

“Holy shit!” Sylvia’s voice cracks as her grip tightens. “Alan, what the fuck!?”

We pass through a section of choppy surf, the jet ski bobbing like a cork. Every jump makes my stomach drop, and every hit slams us back down in a way that makes the next pop send us even further into the air. Sylvia’s shrieking like she’s going down the big hill on a rollercoaster and I’m pretty sure Benji is shouting somewhere behind me, but all I can think about is how much fucking fun I’m having.

“Jesus Christ, Alan! Since when can you do this!?”

Grinning, I reach the cone Benji was talking about and slam on the brakes. I already know exactly how long it takes them to kick in, so I use the momentum to bank hard, flipping the rear of the jet ski all the way around the cone’s radius. Before Sylvia’s even settled back into her seat I’m gunning it, speeding back to our instructor beneath the gaze of a dozen shocked tourists going about five miles per hour.

“Holy fuck,” I hear Sylvia whimper against my ear. “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck—”

I recognize that tone. Every hit against the water slams my fiancée against the seat, pins her hips against mine—and sends those vibrations shooting all the way through her frame. I’m not sure if she’s actually getting off as she clings to me and pants and holds on for dear life, but the flush that’s on her face as I finally slow down and bring the jet ski back to the main group comes from more than just the excitement of driving really fast.

A spray of saltwater arcs behind us like a rooster tail as I ease off the throttle. Benji’s moved beyond being shocked and is now standing up in his seat, arms crossed over his chest and a look on his face like he’s both impressed and irritated by my antics.

“There’s always one,” he says, shaking his head as he looks me and Sylvia up and down. “If anyone else has done this before, I’d appreciate them telling me now so we don’t get any more surprises on this excursion…”

I can’t keep the grin off my face. “Sylvia?” I glance over my shoulder at my fiancée, who is grinning like a stuffed fox. “Babe, have you ever seen me on a jet ski before?”

She shakes her head. “Holy shit, I had no idea you could do that! Who are you, and what have you done with my fiancé?”

The instructor stares at me like he’s expecting me to tell him I’m joking. When I don’t, he shrugs.

“Alright, you’re a natural,” he says, still sounding doubtful. “Everybody go ahead and switch drivers now.”

Sylvia’s trembling a bit when she shifts around me in the seat. “You’re crazy,” she mutters, grinning at me like she’s looking at me for the first time. It’s the way you look at someone when you realize they’ve been hiding a whole dimension of themselves you didn’t even know existed. “And I like it.”

“I told you I’d surprise you,” I tell her.

“You were right,” she giggles. “Have you been playing a jet ski video game or something? I don’t know how you picked up on all this so fast—”

My hand comes down on her ass.

Before Sylvia can recover, I snake my arms around her thighs and hold her tight. One hand is gripping her inner thigh, so close to what’s underneath that black and white checkered bikini that I feel her leg shake uncontrollably beneath my fingers. Oh yeah. She is most definitely feeling it.

“Don’t worry your pretty little head about that,” I growl, my lips a cruel smirk against her ear. “You just concentrate on keeping this thing straight and ignoring the way that engine feels between your legs.” My hips press up against her, letting her feel the bulge in my trunks. “You think you can be a good girl and do that for me?”

Sylvia’s jaw drops open.

“Oh fuck,” she gasps. “You… you’d better help me. I don’t think I’m going to be able to keep my mind on the water…”

My fingers flex. Sylvia groans.

“I’ll take care of you,” I promise. “First lesson. Grip the throttle on the right. Not too hard. Just—”

She guns it, and we’re off, to our instructor’s chagrin.

By the time we finish the exercises, I’m pretty sure I’ve made Sylvia cum again. At one point the jet ski stalls as we cut across the wake of a tourist ship and she tenses in my arms, and afterwards she’s clearly able to think a little straighter than before. I don’t say anything, but both of us know it’s our little secret.

Afterwards, Sylvia and I take a walk through the market. Nassau hits differently when you’ve already seen the alternate version of it—everything here looks simultaneously more real and less real than in Carrie’s world. The corner where the Morning Moon Coffee Company stood has a Starbucks, and there’s a Margaritaville restaurant right by the docks that isn’t there in the universe where the Zephyr is making this voyage.

The Matheny statue is gone, of course. I’m not sure if he even exists in my world—and even if he does, he’s probably a footnote in some Caribbean history book. And of course there’s no signs about the ‘Devil’s Triangle’ or the ‘exclusion zone.’ I don’t have to worry about those things here.

Which is good, because I’m not worried. I’m having the time of my life.

Because Sylvia is, well…

Okay, Sylvia has always been affectionate. But she’s never been like this before.

I don’t even think she’s actually seeing the cruise port. The adrenaline from the jet ski hasn’t worn off—if anything, it’s intensified—and she hasn’t stopped hanging off of me since we left the Surf and Sand. The phrase ‘arm candy’ has never been more appropriate—she’s clinging to me like I’m some kind of celebrity, tracing circles on my forearm and resting her head on my shoulder and sliding her hip against mine whenever she thinks no one is looking.

The shower this morning doesn’t matter. Whatever happened while she was in my arms on that jet ski doesn’t matter. Sylvia is horny, and in paradise, and from the way she’s teasing me it’s pretty clear she wants to do something about that before we get back on the Sapphire of the Seas.

As we pass one of the beachside bars, she leans in close and drops her voice to a teasing whisper. “You know, if you had that fancy watch on right now, I bet some girl at one of these bars would totally believe you were some rich hedge fund bro.”

She says it way too casually to mean it as a joke. “Yeah?”

“Hundred percent.” She smirks. “I bet you could get her to buy you a drink.”

I meet Sylvia’s gaze. “Would that bother you?”

Her expression shifts. Up until that line, the two of us were joking around. But I’ve just kicked the conversation into another gear, where the line between what we’re fantasizing about doing and what we’re actually going to do gets blurry. Her cheeks get flushed.

“Depends on whether I get to watch, I guess.”

We look at each other. The pretense that this is all just banter is still there, but it’s a fig leaf over a painting of a naked lady. Sylvia’s pupils go wide, she grins at me like she just got caught with her hand in the cookie jar—and I have a sudden realization.

I’ve never really understood this girl until now. Before the Zephyr, I was more than willing to coast along believing I understood Sylvia’s kinks and fantasies. But there are depths to this girl I never expected.

Ones I probably could have revealed years ago if I’d had the balls to treat her this way before Carrie Bloch entered my life.

I make a decision. “Come on,” I say, taking her hand.

“Where are we going?”

“I’ll know it when I see it.”

It doesn’t take me long to find what I’m looking for. A little way down the beach is one of those gaudy, corporate mega-hotels, squatting over the shoreline like a toad. They’ve got a roped-off, private outdoor lounge for hotel guests only, with a row of shaded cabanas with canvas curtains facing the water. I’ve seen ones like these before; they’re another kind of excursion you can book on the Sapphire, one where you lounge around in the shade and sip expensive cocktails.

Most of the cabanas are occupied. But the last one, right at the edge of the sand where the beach gives way to a tangle of weeds and wild grass, has its curtains drawn and no one inside.

It’s not private. Not really. The canvas walls billow in the breeze, offering glimpses of the beach on either side, and I can hear the couple over in the next tent discussing whether or not they order Mai-Tais or something called a Coco Loco. Hearing them means they can probably hear us, too.

But fuck it. You only live once, right?

Sylvia lights up as we duck beneath the rope separating the private lounge from the rest of the beach. “What the hell are you doing?” she whispers, stifling a laugh.

“You,” I growl, which both shuts her up and makes her pupils go wide with lust.

I duck inside the empty cabana and pull Sylvia in behind me. The space is dominated by a big, padded lounger, with two little wicker tables on either side to hold drinks. The walls muffle the sound of the wind and the surf.

“We shouldn’t be in here,” Sylvia protests, looking like she doesn’t want to leave. “Shit, if we get caught in here, we’ll be in so much trouble—”

“Then we’d better be quiet,” I grunt, reaching for her.

We are not quiet.

Our first kiss makes Sylvia moan into my mouth in a way that makes the nearby cabana go quiet. For a second I’m tempted to grab her and run, but there’s no sound of the tent flaps opening, of hotel guests yelling for security. The couple is just… listening.

I like that. Shit, I like it a lot.

One hand goes to Sylvia’s blonde hair, gripping it close to the scalp. As she whimpers in mingled pain and pleasure my other hand goes to the small of her back, pulling her against me until she can’t not know how hard I am for her.

“How are you so fucking hot?” she gasps, the raw need in her voice making me throb. “Alan, I can’t believe we’re doing this right now—”

“You’d better not get us caught,” I grunt, my fingers sliding beneath the bottom of her bikini. “You’re going to need to stay nice and quiet, no matter what. You think you can do that for me, good girl?”

Her eyes go wide with bliss. “I really, really don’t,” she gasps.

“Good.”

I turn her around. My hand goes to the back of her neck—not hard, but firm, the kind of grip that says I’ve got you and you’re mine and you’re going to do exactly what I say at the same time. Sylvia gets on all fours on the lounger, arching her back and wiggling her ass against the bulge in my trunks as she spreads herself for me.

“Right here?” she asks, glancing at the canvas wall of the tent.

I smirk. “Right here, right now.”

She hesitates for all of two seconds—then pops both of her breasts out of her bikini top. Her nipples are already hard as diamonds, her tits covered in salt and droplets of ocean water, and when my hand reaches up and gropes them like stress balls her eyes roll back in her head and she just barely stifles a moan.

I’m not thinking about the alternate universe. I’m not thinking about crossing the streams. Right now, the entire world might as well be shrunk down to this tent and the one next to ours. It might be Carrie’s tone coming out of my mouth, but it’s all for my fiancée. This gorgeous, crazy, fearless woman who followed me into a stolen cabana without a moment’s hesitation.

I tug her bikini bottom to the side and slide two fingers along her slit. She’s so wet it’s practically obscene. Two orgasms have done nothing to take her edge off.

The second my fingers touch her, every muscle in Sylvia’s body goes taut. “Oh fuck,” she hisses, spreading her legs wider for my hand. “Alan—”

“Shh,” I taunt, my lips against her ear, my fingers inside of her. My head jerks in the direction of the other tent. “You’d better be quiet. I think they can hear you.”

Something flashes in her eyes. “I think I like that they can hear me.”

Jesus. This girl.

There’s no time to waste. The couple over in that other cabana might be getting off on this, but they could change their mind and ring for security at any moment.

I tug my shorts down and push into Sylvia from behind. A soft, desperate little sound breaks from her lips as I bottom out inside of her, and it’s the hottest thing I’ve heard since Carrie told Jia to ‘cum for Mommy’ on a sandbar in an entirely different universe.

“Oh Christ,” Sylvia whispers, impaling herself on me as hard as she can. Only the whites of her eyes are showing, and although she’s being as quiet as she can the sound of skin slapping on skin fills the tent with a rhythm I’m pretty sure any adult with a pulse can recognize. “Fuck, baby, don’t stop…!”

I don’t stop. I keep thrusting, hard and deep. The lounger rocks beneath us, the legs digging into the sand as the frame squeaks. Sylvia giggles madly at the sound, melting against me as I stretch her walls.

The tent next to ours has gone silent. They can hear us. They have to be hearing us.

And the thought of that couple sitting together listening to what I’m doing to this woman sends a bolt of electricity straight through the base of my spine.

I reach for Sylvia’s mouth, then think better of it and grab a handful of her breasts as we fuck. Every stroke pulls another sound out of her—a cry, a groan, a whimper—all of which she’s desperately trying and failing to keep quiet. Watching her struggle makes this so much hotter.

Maybe that’s why I do what I do next.

As my fiancée melts beneath me, I lean in close and put my lips against her ear. “That woman at the bar,” I growl. “The one you said would buy me a drink.”

The way Sylvia’s rhythm changes tells me she’s thinking about her. “Wh-what about her?”

“What would you do if she were here right now?”

There’s a moment of silence as a shudder runs through her body. For Carrie and I this would be Tuesday; for Sylvia, this is uncharted territory. We’ve never discussed this, we’ve never dared—

“Alan, I…”

Her mouth opens wide, no sound coming out. Suddenly I’m there, one hand on her hip as I ram myself in and out of her like a fucking battering ram.

“What would you want her to do?” I growl, pinning the blonde against me.

“I—fuck—” Sylvia pushes against the lounger, nearly collapsing it beneath us as she welcomes me even deeper inside of her. The little noises that keep coming from the tent next door tell me the people over there have stopped pretending they can’t hear us and are enjoying it in their own way. “Babe, haven’t you noticed?”

I think I know what she’s talking about. But I want to hear her say it.

“Notice what?”

She glances at me over her shoulder, face tight with pleasure. “When we watch porn together,” she whimpers, her voice cracking mid-syllable. “I’m almost as into the girl as I am the guy. Fuck, Alan, I thought you knew—”

My free hand reaches around to rub her clit, nearly shattering her. “I’ve always had my suspicions,” I growl, keeping that steady, driving rhythm. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want—” Sylvia grabs my thigh. “Keep it right there, I’m so close—”

“Tell me,” I grunt, insistent now.

Something inside of Sylvia cracks. “I want to fuck another woman with you,” she confesses, the words escaping her in a ragged gasp. Next door, I’m pretty sure I just heard a woman moan. “I don’t just want to watch you—I mean, I do, but I fucking wanna be part of it. I want her mouth on me while you fuck her from behind, I want to taste her on your cock, I want—oh fuck, Alan, oh my God I can’t believe I’m saying this—!”

“You want me to fuck another woman in front of you?”

She turns her head, her eyes wild and glassy and so turned on she looks high. “I want to fuck another woman with you,” she rasps. “Both of us. Together. I’ve wanted it since that waitress wouldn’t stop hitting on you on our third date and I wanted to get mad but I couldn’t stop myself from spending the whole time thinking about you ripping her clothes off and fucking her right there on the table! Please don’t be mad!”

“Mad? Why the fuck would I be mad?”

Sylvia grits her teeth; she’s trying so hard not to cum and it’s making me throb. “Because you’re gonna fucking marry me and I’ve been too scared to tell you this shit?”

Grinning, I put a hand around her throat.

It’s the same move I did with Carrie, and it has the same effect in this universe. Sylvia melts against me, her eyes rolling back in her head as the walls of her cunt clench around me like a fist. I lean in close as I pummel her pussy, certain the couple next door can hear every word.

“Let me show you how not mad I am,” I growl, grabbing her hip tight with my other hand. “Let me show you what the thought of us fucking another woman does to me…”

And before Sylvia can say a word, I go beast mode.

I slam into her so hard the whole tent shakes. There’s zero chance of hiding what we’re doing from the couple next door—the canvas sides and top of the cabana sway so hard the people on the balconies of the cruise ships can probably tell people are fucking in here.

I don’t care. Neither of us are even trying to be quiet.

With a feral grunt I bury myself one more time inside of Sylvia, hard and deep, and let go. The hand on her hip grips it hard enough to leave a mark as my vision goes white, the dam inside me bursting. Release floods my senses as I empty myself inside of her, not even bothering to muffle the sound of how much I’m enjoying myself.

Sylvia follows me a thrust later, her walls gripping me like a fist. At the last moment she buries her face against her arm to try and keep from screaming, but it only makes the ragged cry of bliss that shoots through her sound even hotter than a full-throated shriek would. Her cunt pulses like it’s got a second heartbeat, her whole body shuddering as she rides out the waves of her bliss.

We stay that way for a long moment, just coming down from the high. My fingers around her throat and her thigh. Her hands gripping the lounger so hard her knuckles have turned white.

“Holy fuck,” my fiancée whispers.

“Yeah,” I manage.

She turns around and kisses me, slow and deep. I can tell that something has just changed between us—it’s not visible on the surface, but the tectonic plates that undergird our entire relationship have just noticeably shifted. There’s an earthquake coming, but I figure that won’t happen until the first time I actually get my fiancée and another willing woman into a room together.

“I can’t believe I just said all that,” Sylvia whispers. “Shit, you must be really freaked out—”

“Not in the slightest.”

She cocks an eyebrow.

“Actually, I’m glad you did.”

Sylvia’s mouth opens slightly. I can tell she doesn’t believe me.

“Syl. I’ve never been less weirded out in my life.”

There’s a momentary pause while she processes this—then she smiles. It’s like the sun coming out from behind a cloud, and I know she’d be saying way more if one member of the couple over in the other tent didn’t choose that exact moment to cough.

The reality of what we just did—and what might happen if we get caught—washes over us both. “Shit, c’mon,” Sylvia whispers, tugging her bikini back into place. “Before somebody comes!”

Somebody already did, I think. But there’s no time for a joke—she’s already leading me back into the sun.

We slip out of the cabana like two teenagers sneaking out of a house party, grinning so hard it hurts. The sun’s hot, and my legs feel like jelly. Every time Sylvia looks over at me, she grins like she just won a prize. I’m pretty sure every person on the boardwalk who looks at us knows what we were doing—between her disheveled look and her wild hair, everything about Sylvia screams “freshly-fucked.”

At some point, she turns on a heel and snuggles up against me. “You okay with everything that happened in there?”

I can feel myself making a face. “Um, what happened in there was amazing, Syl.”

Sylvia slows down a bit, her arm through mine. I match my pace to hers.

“I just, I feel like I might have gotten so turned on that I jumped the gun,” she admits, flushing with something that isn’t arousal. “Like, I don’t know that I’m bi. I’ve never done anything with a girl, I just… fuck—”

“Hey.” I drape an arm around Sylvia, holding her in a way that’s both protective and a little possessive. “You don’t need to have everything figured out. Really. I’m not going to pressure you into doing anything you don’t want to do.”

She pauses. “You won’t?”

I can’t keep the grin off my face. “Babe, even if the only thing we ever do is talk about it… the talking is pretty fucking hot.”

Sylvia’s grin matches mine. “Thanks, babe. That sounds like you—and not just the crazy fucking hot you who’s suddenly showed up since we got on this cruise ship.”

“Hey, I was always hot,” I shoot back.

She punches me on the shoulder.

We make our way down the boardwalk for a bit, neither of us even really seeing the world around us. We’re both deep in our thoughts.

“Okay,” Sylvia finally says, nibbling her bottom lip. “So. Hypothetically…”

I start laughing. “You’re thinking about it too, yeah?”

Her expression tells me she is. “If we were going to… you know… with someone.” She’s trying to sound casual. She is the farthest fucking thing from casual right now. “It would have be someone on the Sapphire, right? With a lanyard and everything. Because it’s not like we can just invite some random local back to the ship.”

Suddenly I’m thinking of Jia again. “Yeah, that’s probably the right idea,” I say, my hand going to her lower back. “Very practical thinking.”

“I’m a practical girl.” Sylvia snuggles closer as we take the turn towards the pier, the cruise ships looming in the distance. “What about—no, she’s too tall, I don’t think I could handle a woman who’s taller than me in the bedroom. What about the girl with the—shit, she’s got a boyfriend…”

I’m laughing. I can’t help it. Sylvia’s actively shopping for a threesome, twenty minutes after confessing her bisexuality in a stolen cabana with me balls-deep inside of her, and she looks like she’s having the time of her fucking life.

Even with everything else that’s happened on this trip, this might be the happiest I’ve ever been.

Then I glance ahead, and the happiness drains out of me like someone just pulled a plug.

Because a figure is standing thirty feet away in the middle of the path, tourists streaming around him on either side like a rock in the middle of a stream. Staring at us like he’s been waiting for us all day. He’s not wearing his outfit—no top hat, no cape, no mystical bullshit—and he looks even more terrifying in street clothes.

Malachi.


Chapter Nine


“Oh fuck,” Sylvia says, her brow furrowing with confusion. “Isn’t that the guy from the magic show…?”

It takes me a second to reconcile the man in front of me with the character from the Sapphire’s theater. He’s dressed in khakis and a polo, like any other cruise employee with the afternoon off, and there’s nothing about him that particularly says ‘danger, get the hell away.’ Yet all at once, it feels like I’ve got the Queen of Hearts back in my pocket—and like it’s on fire.

“Mr. Bloch!” he says, lifting a hand as we approach. He looks delighted, which is probably the creepiest thing about him. “I thought I recognized your better half from last night’s show!”

Something about his tone has me on edge instantly. Thirty seconds ago I was looking forward to taking Sylvia back on board and maybe finding another girl to share our bed with tonight, and now that scenario is the furthest thing from my mind.

Sylvia stiffens. Her hand’s been in mine this whole time, but now it’s holding on like she’s a little afraid of what might happen if she lets go. I can’t blame her. What happened at that magic show was creepy as shit and we still haven’t really talked it through in a way she understands.

How could she understand, though?

“Alan,” Sylvia whispers, the two syllables of my name quiet and almost impossibly precise. “I want to get back on the ship now.”

So do I. But Malachi is standing between us and it.

Something cold slides through the center of my chest. The thought of just booking it flickers through my mind, except how would that look? People would think we were crazy—we’d probably get security on us.

He’s just a creepy magician, I tell myself. That’s all.

Except I don’t really believe that.

“Back again, I see.” Malachi glances from Sylvia to me with a grin. “Or is it forward this time?”

Sylvia frowns. “I’m sorry?”

I’m trying not to think of the way he’s looking at me—like a bird who’s just discovered a particularly juicy worm wriggling in the soil. And is planning on playing with it for a good, long while before he finally unhinges his jaws and goes in for the kill.

“Nassau has a way of bringing people back to their roots,” he says, the corner of his mouth curling in a smirk. “You ride this circuit long enough, you see the same patterns emerging. Everyone’s got so much energy on that first port day—they’re finally on their vacations, living the life they always dreamed.” He glances right at me. “Some dream bigger than others.”

Oh yeah. There’s ice in my chest that even the Caribbean sun can’t melt.

“Are you on vacation, Mr. Malachi?” Sylvia asks.

“I never take a vacation,” he says, like he’s not standing in street clothes in the middle of the fucking pier. “And there’s no mister. Just Malachi. Magnificent if you’re feeling generous.”

"That's... alright," Sylvia says. She pulls herself against me tighter, skin on skin, and I can feel the goosebumps on her bare shoulder despite the heat of the day. "Hey, I'm sorry about the magic show, by the way. I'd had a little too much to drink and I thought I'd be cheeky—"

"Someone as pretty as you never needs to apologize," Malachi says, still watching me. "You made the show interesting." He smirks. "Your lesser half will undoubtedly make the next one even more so."

That's definitely not happening. "I'd love to stay and chat, but we've got lunch reservations," I say, keeping my voice just on the inoffensive side of rude. "We were just heading back to the Sapphire, actually..."

"Of course you do," he says, in a tone that makes it clear he doesn't believe me in the slightest. "Just remember, no gambling until we're back in international waters. Funny how the rules are so much different once you're out of sight of shore, isn't it?"

I'm liking this less and less by the minute.

"Alan, let's go," Sylvia murmurs, tugging my arm. "Come on."

She's right. Every instinct I have is screaming at me to walk away from this man. But I'm rooted to the sidewalk instead, staring into the holes where Malachi's eyes ought to be, trying to figure out what's going on inside of that skull.

Because he's toying with me. He knows something.

And he wants me to know he knows it.

The moment stretches out. The sun keeps shining, but there's something dark all around us. Something that suddenly has me thinking of the Infinity Pool, and Carrie breaking down in my arms, and something wrapping around her ankle and dragging her down all the way to the bottom of the deep.

The tension reaches a snapping point—and Malachi smiles.

And just like that, the feeling passes.

"Enjoy the rest of your cruise," he says, already turning to leave.

Holy shit. My forehead's soaked with sweat, and it has nothing to do with the temperature. Next to me, Sylvia looks like she just stepped away from the edge of a cliff and still isn't sure she won't topple over it at the last second. But Malachi's already behind us, and the gangplank of the Sapphire is all of a thirty second walk.

We're halfway there when I hear him turn.

I glance over my shoulder like I'm expecting him to have pulled out a pistol. The smile is gone from his face—in its place is something quieter, more menacing. Something that almost, in a way that makes me feel for a moment like a bug being stared at through a magnifying glass, like pity.

"Oh, and Mr. Bloch?" He looks like he's trying not to laugh. “Do say hello to your darling wife for me."

My blood turns to ice in my veins.

"We're not married," Sylvia protests, but he's already gone. He steps behind a group of tourists and I don't see him come out the other side—it’s like he's vanished into thin air.

If that's a trick, it might be his best one.

Sylvia's hand grips mine so hard it hurts. "What the fuck did he mean by that?" she whispers, looking up at me like I've got the answer. "Alan, that guy gives me the absolute creeps. Did you see the way he was looking at you?"

"Yeah," I manage. "I saw."

"Was that some kind of a joke?" She drops my hand and uses it to rub her shoulder. "I said we were engaged—I said it last night at the magic show." She frowns deeply. "You don't have some hidden family I don't know about, do you?"

The barb is close enough to the truth that I stiffen. "If I did, you think he’d know about it?"

Sylvia sits with that for a second. Then she lets out a huff.

"Weirdo," she mutters.

"You have no idea," I whisper.

Because Malachi didn't say wife to Sylvia. He said it to me.

And that, unfortunately, is not something I can explain away like the references to luck or big dreams. That's a joke with only one punchline.

I do have a wife. In another universe. On another ship.

And that motherfucker is joking about her. About Carrie.

"Alan?" Sylvia's voice cuts through my thoughts. "Are you okay?"

Huh? I snap out of it and turn back to her. "Yeah. I was just thinking. Sorry."

"You didn't look like you were thinking," she says, sounding more than a little worried. "You looked like you were about to chase that magician down and beat the shit out of him."

Maybe I was. Back again? Or is it forward this time?

Son of a bitch. He knows. He fucking knows.

How?

"I'm fine. Let’s—shit, let's just get back to the ship."

"Yeah." Sylvia gives herself a little shake. “Yeah, I’ll feel a hell of lot better once we do.”

By the time we’re back aboard the Sapphire of the Seas, the worst of the adrenaline crash is out of our systems. It’s quieted into a low, persistent anxiety that just makes both of us feel like we’re on edge, and I can tell that Sylvia’s not happy about it. She tries two or three times to make a joke, to lighten the tension, but it’s not working the way she’s hoped it will.

“What a fucking damper on our day,” she says as the two of us slide back into our clothes in the stateroom. “I’m tempted to go to customer service and complain—except what would I complain about? That a cruise ship employee said hi to us on the boardwalk? Ugh, I’d look like an absolute Karen.”

That’s definitely not the play. “Let’s not let it ruin anything,” I tell her, forcing thoughts of alternate universes into the back of my mind. “You want some lunch?”

She watches me through her lashes. “I definitely worked up an appetite out there on the water,” she says, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “And after the water.”

“Especially that,” I say, glad to see her brightening. “Come on, let’s go pig out.”

We’re making our way through the atrium towards the elevators, hand in hand, when a voice cuts through the ambient noise of the ship.

“There you two are!”

I turn, tensing—but it’s just Jeannette. Sylvia’s friend from dinner. She’s in a flowery dress and sandals and looks like she just stepped back on board after an excursion—except her better half is nowhere to be seen. What was her husband’s name, Nathan?

She double-times it across the atrium. And as she does, a thought tickles the back of my brain: she was waiting for you.

That’s impossible. But on a day like today, the definition of ‘impossible’ feels particularly fungible.

Sylvia also tenses up for a moment, then looks incredibly relieved. “Jeannette!” she says, perking up at the sight of our friend from last night’s dinner. “Hey! Where’s Nathan?”

Jeannette waves a hand dismissively. “That man doesn’t function without his afternoon nap. I swear, he’d sleep through the Second Coming if it happened between the hours of one and three.” She studies the two of us, and something in her expression shifts. “You two had a bit of a scare, didn’t you?”

Sylvia blinks. Glances over at me.

“How did you know that?” my fiancée asks, sounding almost spooked.

Jeannette could easily have picked this moment to be creepy. She doesn’t, which is probably good for everyone involved. “Honey, I’m very good at reading people,” she says, her smile never wavering. “It’s both a gift and a curse.” She loops an arm through Sylvia’s, going arm-in-arm with the blonde. “You two are coming with me. I know a couple that needs lunch when I see it.”

“We—"

“My treat,” she insists. Her smile turns knowing. “The nice thing about a cruise ship is I don’t have to pay.”

Sylvia and I exchange a look. Why not? She’s asking.

I don’t have a good reason to say no. Besides, we could use the distraction—and, if I’m being honest with myself, I like Jeannette. Not in the way I liked Jia—I’m definitely not thinking of taking her to some secluded sandbar, and even if I was, I wouldn’t do that to her husband. No, she’s… she’s soothing in a way I can’t fully articulate. Like sitting next to a fireplace after being caught in the rain.

Jeannette doesn’t take us to the Crown and Anchor. Instead she makes a beeline for one of the little restaurants near the rear of the ship—from the decor, this one specializes in Asian fusion. There’s an upcharge, which Jeannette scans her sail card three times for without a word.

“I thought you said the nice thing about cruises was not having to pay?” Sylvia asks.

“It is,” Jeannette smirks. “But this is even nicer.”

She’s right about that. The restaurant puts the Crown and Anchor to shame—honestly, it can even give the one over in Carrie’s universe a run for its money. The Matre’d seats us at a little oceanside table with an aggressively beautiful view of Nassau, and it looks so good it almost makes me forget the whole business with Malachi.

Jeannette orders iced tea and chicken teriyaki; Sylvia and I both order sushi. When it arrives it’s been arranged on a little boat, which looks suspiciously more like the Zephyr than the Sapphire of the Seas.

“You two enjoy Nassau?” Jeannette asks. I swear there’s a twinkle in her eye.

As we eat, Sylvia gives her a sanitized version of our day. She talks about my jet ski performance with the eager enthusiasm of someone who’s going to be relating a version of that tale at parties for the next twenty years, and our filthy excursion in the empty cabana becomes ‘sneaking across hotel property’ in her telling of the story. Jeannette listens, sipping her tea, and I can just tell she knows everything Sylvia isn’t saying.

She laughs at all the right places. She asks all the right follow-up questions. But there’s something oddly rehearsed about Jeannette right now, that feels different from the relaxed and at-home woman we met at last night’s dinner. I can’t figure out what it is.

And then she leans forward in her seat as I polish off a piece of eel roll and everything becomes clear.

“You know,” she says, reading my face with her eyes, “I have always been fascinated by palmistry. Syl, would you mind if I borrowed your fiancé’s hands for a minute?”

She’s already reaching across the table before either of us can stop her. Her hands are colder than I expect, and her grip is much, much stronger than I would have guessed. There’s no way I can get my hands free without dragging her halfway onto the tablecloth, and she knows it.

So I don’t bother.

Sylvia leans in, her eyes narrowing. “You read palms? Is that, like, real?”

“Everyone’s got hands,” Jeannette says with a little laugh. “Those are real enough. There are signs everywhere to those with the eyes to see them.”

Her spiel is undercut only a touch by the fact that she’s got to move a half-finished plate of noodles across the table with her elbow in order to properly spread my palms. My hands don’t look like anything special, but Jeannette examines them like a book with incredibly small print, leaning in close and letting out a humming sound.

“Can you do me next?” Sylvia asks, curious.

“In a minute, sweetheart.” Jeannette isn’t joking around now. She’s staring at my palm with an intensity that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. As I watch, she runs her thumb down a groove, tapping it with the edge of a nail.

“Huh,” Jeannette murmurs. “Well, isn’t that something?”

“What?” I ask. I try to keep my voice casual, like this is a fun little joke. I’m not doing a very good job. “What’s wrong?”

“I wouldn’t call it wrong,” Jeannette says. “Just unusual. You see…”

I know what she’s going to say an instant before she says it.

“…you’ve got two life lines.”

Her thumb traces them. I can feel the path she’s drawing across my skin, the digit moving along two distinct grooves between my pointer finger and thumb. They’re there—parallel, almost touching but never quite intersecting. Like a highway with an express lane running along the side.

Is the express lane Carrie’s universe? That would make sense, since it’s more expensive.

“Most people have one,” Jeannette says, her voice still bright but dropping in volume with each word. “You have two of them. Running side by side, like train tracks.”

Her metaphor is better than mine. Kind of figured it would be.

Sylvia leans in closer. “Is that a good thing?”

“Things like this can’t be classified as good or bad,” Jeannette says without taking her eyes off my hand. She leans in closer, squinting, and for a second I swear I can see something like surprise flickering across her features. “Oh.”

“Oh?” I ask. She knows, I think. She knows like Malachi knows, my fucking secret life is leaking like a sieve and I am in so much trouble…

“That is very different,” she whispers. Jeannette holds my hand closer to my face. “These little wrinkles—you see them? They’re coming off both lines. Going every which way.”

I see them. Tiny fractures in my skin I’ve never noticed before, fanning outward from each line in my palm like cracks in ice.

Or were they there before? Did I not notice them before now, or were they literally not there a week ago?

I have no way of knowing. I’ve never paid a lot of attention to my own palm before.

“What does it mean?” I ask, dreading the answer.

Jeannette looks up at me. Turns her face in a direction that ensures Sylvia can’t see it.

And for a heartbeat, the kind, grandmotherly woman who took us out to lunch is gone. In its place is a woman who still cares deeply about Syl and me. But she is very serious.

And very worried.

“Possibilities,” she says in a curiously flat tone. “Paths that could be taken—that could have been taken. Some that weren’t, some that were.”

A pang shoots through me. “How do I make them one?”

Shit. Shit.

I didn’t mean to say that. The question slips out before I can stop it—Sylvia looks at me in confusion, because she clearly hasn’t expected me to actually play along with all this. She doesn’t understand the urgency behind it; or the desperation.

But Jeannette does.

“You? You don’t,” she says, pressing her index and middle finger to the center of my palm. “You just hold on tight and hope that you’re still in one piece when the ride is over, Alan.”

I pull my hand back. The remaining pieces of eel roll sit on my sushi boat, but I have never been less interested in food than I am at this very second.

The ocean outside the window is so blue and brilliant that it looks fake, and for a half-second I think it is fake. That it’s no more real than the skybox in a video game, and that something vast and old is shifting beneath it in the deep, turning its gaze upon me—

“Alan!” Jeannette snaps.

The feeling is gone as quickly as it arrived. But I can’t shake the impression that I was just standing at the edge of a cliff; that if I’d followed those thoughts to their conclusion, I would’ve found something extremely unpleasant waiting for me.

I turn. Jeannette takes a sip of her iced tea, like she hasn’t just ripped the ground out from under me and ensured I’ll be staring at my own hands off-and-on for the rest of this voyage.

Then she sets the glass down and leans in.

“Something’s interested in you,” she whispers. “Attention can be a good thing: from a husband, from a lover, from the people we care about. But with things like this, it almost never is.” She pauses. “It’s more like the Eye of Sauron, actually.”

Sylvia shifts uncomfortably. “Nice joke,” she says, trying to lighten the mood. “If you’re trying to freak Alan out, you’re doing a great job—”

“I think you understand what’s happening to you better than I do,” Jeannette says. “Which scares the hell out of me, Alan, because I don’t think you understand what’s happening to you at all.”

“You might be right about that,” I mutter.

“My advice?” The older woman locks eyes with me. “Don’t make any bets. For money or otherwise. They might not go the way you expect.” She pauses, like she’s hesitating over whether to say more. “And stay the hell away from that magician.”

The table goes dead silent.

Sylvia sets down her glass. She’s gone very still. “We didn’t tell you Malachi was the person who freaked us out.”

My toes curl in my shoes. I’m gritting my teeth and I know how it looks. Somehow, I managed to explain all this to Carrie in a way that didn’t end with her hating me. But if Sylvia learns the truth here, now, there’s no way she’ll be ready for it—

It’s like Jeannette has the realization at the same moment I do.

The warmth flows back into her face like someone switched the world back on. “Honey, I’m a good guesser,” she laughs, spearing a bit of teriyaki chicken with her fork. “The list of people who looking the way you did when you ran into me is pretty short, and your fiancé told me about the playing card thing. I don’t need to be psychic to know the guy who did that is a creepy motherfucker, honey.”

Sylvia glances at me. I can feel the question forming in the back of her throat: when did you tell Jeannette about that?

She doesn’t ask. Maybe she just trusts me; maybe she really doesn’t want to know.

Either way, I don’t know what I would’ve said if she’d actually pressed the point.

Instead, Syl lets out a shaky laugh. “Okay, fair. He really is the worst.”

“The entertainment on this ship is decidedly sub-par,” Jeannette agrees with a smirk. “Good thing the company’s more than made up for it.”

Sylvia relaxes. The tension at the table dissolves, and I feel my fiancée take my hand and give it a squeeze. The smiles come back, and the waiter steps in to ask if we’d like dessert, and Jeannette orders two pieces of tiramisu for herself.

It’s good. It’s really good.

But I know better than to relax.

Jeannette’s not a good guesser. There’s something going on here that I can’t see and don’t understand—something that’s been unfolding since the moment I woke up on the Triumph Zephyr in an unfamiliar woman’s arms.

Two life lines. Running parallel. Never touching.

And all those little wrinkles, branching off into possibilities I can’t even begin to imagine.

It’s not the wrinkles that bother me. It’s not even the two lines, which is weird enough that I should be feeling a finger of ice tingling down my spine.

It’s the fact that Jeannette just told me they don’t touch. Ever.

And that means that when this voyage is over, I’m going to lose Carrie.

You just hold on tight and hope that you’re still in one piece when the ride is over.

This has been one hell of a ride. And I’m not ready to get off it just yet. I have hope.

But now I’m worried.

Because Malachi knows. And Jeannette is starting to suspect.

Which means this thing is way more complicated than I ever could have dreamed.

“Can you read mine next?” Sylvia asks, holding out her palm.

Jeannette flashes a knowing smile. “Sure, doll. Let me take a look.”

I sit quietly and take a bite of my dessert. I don’t even taste it.


Chapter Ten


There’s another magic show tonight on the Sapphire of the Seas. Sylvia and I both agree we’ll stay far away from it.

Instead, my fiancée has a better idea. “I was thinking I should get hot.”

“Hmm?” The two of us are back in our stateroom, not long after our late lunch/early dinner with Jeannette. It’s the least amount of sexual tension the two of us have had since our first sea day—between the big meal and the fact that Sylvia came all over a jet ski before riding me like a porn star in a stolen cabana, our libidos are collectively at low tide.

But maybe not for long.

“I don’t want to sit inside and just read for the rest of the night,” Sylvia says, too casual by half. “There’s, like, eight nightclubs on this ship. And I’ve been thinking about that dress.”

Oh. Oh. She means the dress.

“I thought we were saving that for formal night,” I murmur.

Sylvia grins. “Oh please, it’s way too slutty for formal night,” she says. “It’s basically a cocktail dress with delusions of grandeur. Perfect thing to wear to a bar crawl at sea.” She pauses, her smile turning a touch strained. “Besides, I’m not interested in the either of the shows tonight.”

She’s not talking about the 1950’s doo-wop revue—which, to be fair, looks about as chintzy as the decor at a Cracker Barrel. She means Malachi.

“You’re not still freaked out about this afternoon, are you?” I ask.

“What, the creepy guy?” Syl’s already shaking her head. “Just making sure I look good in case he shows up again and starts drooling all over you.”

Malachi? I’m pretty sure Syl’s got the wrong idea. He’s not gay.

Come to think of it, I don’t think he’s anything.

I blink. “What are you talking about—?”

“Alan.” Sylvia is serious now. “I was wearing my black-and-white bikini. And he never even looked at me.” She grins. “Do you know how rare it is for a guy not to stare at me when I’m in that?”

I shouldn’t feel a surge of jealousy in my gut, but I do. “I don’t like other guys staring at you.”

“I don’t do it for them.” Sylvia scoots across the bed, curling up against me. “You’re going to tell me you don’t like showing your fiancée off? You? After what happened this afternoon?”

“That was different—”

“It was.” Sylvia still looks serious—in fact, she’s more serious than before. “That was, like, the hottest thing that’s ever happened to me, babe. The fact that the people in the other tent could hear us, that we could hear them…” She trails off, her hand splayed on my chest. “Let’s just say you won’t have any trouble talking me into bending over the balcony tonight.”

I can’t help but like that. “Oh yeah?”

Sylvia bites her lip. “I want every one of those people sitting on their cruise ship balconies to hear how good you fuck me,” she purrs, licking her lips. “I want all of them to hear me screaming, ‘Alan, Alan, your dick feels so fucking good inside me!’ so that at formal dinner tomorrow when I call you by your name there’s suddenly a whole bunch of people blushing who aren’t allowed to say why.”

Holy shit. Yeah, this vacation has brought the exhibitionist out of my fiancée. “I had no idea you were such a wild child,” I say, my hand straying to her ass.

She bites her lip. “You bring it out of me, I guess.”

I give her rear a pat. “Go get hot,” I say. “You talk like that, you get rewarded.”

Sylvia grins. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” I cup her chin, then lean in for a kiss. “I’m going to show you off tonight.”

As we break the kiss, my hand slides to her hair, grabbing a handful.

“But you’re gonna be a good girl and come home with me, yeah?”

Sylvia groans as my fingers tighten. “Fuck, babe…”

“Say it.” For a second, I sound like a completely different person. One Sylvia has never met, though I really want her to. “Use your words.”

She doesn’t hesitate. “I’ll be a good girl,” she groans, closing her eyes and smiling like a plant leaning towards the sun. “I’ll come back to the stateroom and do everything you want me to do. You and—”

Her mouth snaps shut.

“It sounded like you were about to say something,” I whisper.

Sylvia meets my gaze. Her head gives an almost imperceptible shake.

“That’s all,” she says, sounding completely unconvincing. “I just wanna have fun tonight, babe.” Her gaze flickers to the shower. “You take the first one; you’re faster. Then we’ll go see what’s happening on the Sapphire?”

“Sounds like a plan,” I say. “Be right back.”

Sylvia lets out a little whistle as I step into the bathroom. But as I start the water, that sentence she didn’t finish replays in my head. She wouldn’t admit it out loud—she’d only do so during the endorphin rush after our escapade in the cabana—but I’m 99% sure I know what she stopped herself from saying.

You and whoever else we hook up with.

My shower’s over almost as soon as it begins. Sylvia takes her time, doing her hair and makeup while I tick off the minutes. If this was Carrie’s universe I’d be on my laptop, frantically researching the world’s history, but on this side of the rift there’s nothing for me to do besides enjoy my vacation and try not to think of how many people seem like they know something about what’s happening to me.

It’s absurd, but I actually end up doing a little work on Cardstock Champions. I should be a lot more nervous about the whole potential threesome thing, but after what happened between me, Carrie and Jia, I’m not. It’s like the jet ski—I’ve got a feeling I’m going to blow Sylvia’s mind.

Then Sylvia opens the bathroom door and blows my mind.

She steps out accompanied by a cloud of vapor like she’s in a music video. The dress she’s wearing—the one she designed herself, the one she wore on our third date that made me sit up and go I have got to lock this girl down clings to her like a second skin, sleek and black and revealing in all the right places. It’s cut low in the front, with an elegant crisscross of ribbon looped around the back of her neck and her throat like a choker. The way it supports her breasts and accentuates her hips should be criminal. She’s right—there’s no way she could wear this to a formal date without getting half the men table-side slapped by their wives.

Even as I’m staring at her body, I’m appreciating the craftsmanship. Because Sylvia doesn’t do things by half-measures—and this garment’s not just a cocktail dress. She shimmers as she walks, the light catching the opalescent sequins sewn into the sides of the garment and flashing like tiny gems. Sylvia told me they’re supposed to resemble a mermaid’s scales—to me, they look more a dragon.

But I am the guy who lost his shit when he discovered his alternate-universe wife dressed up like a Mistborn character. It tracks.

Sylvia sashays across the stateroom. It doesn’t take long; ours is pretty cramped compared to the confines on the Zephyr. “Someone likes what he sees,” she purrs.

I pull her into my arms. “I’m tempted to tear that off you with my teeth,” I say. “Except that would be spoiling the fun too early.”

“Yeah, I wanna get wasted first,” Sylvia says with a lopsided grin. “I’ve been suffering from a tremendous deficit of boat drinks on this cruise. I want to go stand somewhere looking pretty with a pina colada in my hand.”

Now that, I can do.

There’s a “farewell” sail party up on deck, and Sylvia and I show up right as it kicks into full swing. Most of the crowd is nowhere near as well-dressed as the two of us, but they’re all having fun as we pull away from Nassau, heading back into the waters of the Caribbean. I’m in pretty good spirits myself, save for a few moments I spend staring out at the fading horizon thinking about the other Nassau I saw yesterday—the one where there’s a statue of a guy I’ve never heard of and an exclusion zone that tourists aren’t supposed to get too close to.

The clubs on the Sapphire of the Seas run the gamut. One of them looks like an imitation 1970’s disco and is as hot as an oven. Sylvia and I are the youngest people there by at least twenty years, so we don’t stay for longer than it takes for us each to pound a single cocktail. A couple are more family oriented—Formica bar counters, decor that looks like someone said “give me a Chuck E Cheese but make it edgy,” and we give those a pass pretty much immediately.

We’re making our way past the twenty-four-hour pizza place and the little kiosk that serves hot dogs when we hear it. A woman singing—slightly off-key, more than a little tipsy, and with the kind of enthusiasm only someone having a very good vacation can summon on command.

“Oh shit,” Sylvia giggles, her eyes lighting up. “They’ve got a karaoke bar?”

They do. It’s set up like an imitation Irish pub, with low lighting, a huge bar and a stage near the front. The illusion is ruined only slightly by the sliding doors leading to the jogging trail that runs around the perimeter of the ship, through which people are making their way to and from dinner.

Both Sylvia and I are lame enough to go for this. We’re total dorks at heart.

I get us some drinks—pina colada for Syl, a Moscow Mule for me (Carrie would be proud). There’s a little QR code at each of the tables you can scan to get yourself added to the list, and when I pull it up on the Sapphire’s app there’s only three or four people on deck.

“Oh shit, what should I sing?” Sylvia’s on her third drink now (is it her fourth? I lost count somewhere around the disco) and she’s definitely the kind of tipsy where she’s going to make a spectacle of herself. “Should we go up there together and do a duet? What about Paradise by the Dashboard Light?”

I’m already shaking my head. “That’s like the worst karaoke song ever,” I say, leafing through the ‘Favorites’ tab. “It’s like nine minutes long. Once I saw a guy sing it and refuse to do any of the Cher parts—he just stood there in silence for a whole minute, multiple times.”

“I don’t think that’s Cher, actually,” Sylvia says. She’s already moved on, anyway. “Speaking of long songs: ‘Green Grass and High Tides’. I almost killed you because of that song.”

It was the final track in the original Rock Band video game. Beating on expert guitar took me a week—during which Syl had to hear the first eighty percent of it over and over again. Putting up with that was pretty much the universe’s clearest way of saying you should marry this girl.

Sylvia gets her song in before mine. When her turn gets called, she plants a peck on my cheek and springs up to the stage, a wave of half-drunk applause following her. No audience in the world is kinder than a cruise ship karaoke bar.

“I love this song,” she says, taking a sip from her drink with a smile. “Hell, everyone loves this song!”

There’s a cheer as soon as the guitar starts up—fast, fingerpicked, in that melancholy acoustic register that’s as recognizable as a film soundtrack. The whole bar erupts, there’s more than a few wolf-whistles, but I don’t even notice because I am sitting up as straight as a fucking tack and oh holy shit.

She picked Dolly Parton. Syl picked Jolene.

The crowd sings along, because of course they know all the words. By the time she gets to the lines in the first verse about “flaming locks of auburn hair” and “ivory skin and eyes of emerald green” I have completely stopped believing in coincidences. This is a wink. This is a whole goddamn semaphore routine from the universe, sent directly through my fiancée with Alan fucking Bloch as the intended recipient.

As I think it, Sylvia literally winks at the audience. “And I cannot compete with you, Jolene…”

I don’t want you to compete, I think, ice forming in my gut. That’s never what I’ve wanted.

I wonder if the universe can hear me. I wonder if this it’s way of telling me I’m never going to get what I want—or if it’s even closer than I realize.

Sylvia finishes with a cry of Jolene that just barely manages to keep from going off-key, and the crowd goes wild. She gives the bar a little bow then hops off the stage and makes her way back to me, practically bouncing up and down with excitement.

She plants a kiss on my cheek. “Okay, your turn,” she giggles.

Then my name gets called and I have to go embarrass myself.

I went safe with my choice. I know all the words to “It’s the End of the World as We Know It” by R.E.M by heart, but this clearly isn’t that kind of crowd. There’s a Tragically Hip song that would absolutely kill if this ship were stopping in Halifax and New Brunswick, but will only baffle these people.

I go with “It’s Five O’clock Somewhere,” because it’s a cruise ship karaoke bar and what else do you sing when you’re on the open ocean?

I’m not going to pretend I have pipes. I don’t—not even Sylvia’s. But the audience is even more hammered than before, and the other Alan (Jackson) has the kind of baritone that it’s not the hardest thing in the world to replicate.

By the time I’m asking the crowd “What would Jimmy Buffett do?”, there’s a handful of people up front singing along. I get a little carried away in the lights and the sound, and for a second the fear of singing in public mixes with the excitement of doing this in front of strangers and I’m somewhere else. Somewhere I’m not worrying about alternate universes or creepy stage magicians.

I finish up the song to a more than adequate amount of applause. I thank the crowd, do a little bow that’s ninety percent ironic and ten percent “fuck yeah, I made it through the whole thing,” and make my way back to my fiancée.

Who I quickly realize is no longer alone.

We’ve got a table near the back, and while the chair I was sitting in is still unoccupied, there’s a newcomer who’s pulled one up beside Sylvia. It’s a girl, maybe a year or two older than us, with dark hair that falls to her collarbones in shimmering waves. As much as her body’s about to impress me, her face is the first thing I notice—she reminds me of an old-school Hollywood film actress, expressive eyes and a strong jaw and a nose that tilts slightly upward in that aristocratic way that drove me to chase some girls who wound up doing a lot of emotional damage to me my first two years of college.

Even sitting down, I can tell she’s taller than Sylvia. She’s got a dancer’s frame: long arms and strong shoulders, which peek out from the straps of a sundress that would look basic on anyone who didn’t look like her.

She’s pretty. Very pretty.

Not pretty the way Sylvia is pretty—my fiancée looks like she was designed by committee in a lab somewhere to be the perfect All-American blonde. This girl is well-made, the way a really nice guitar is well-made. You want to pick it up and give it a strum, see how it sounds.

And then I get close enough to the table that I can see everything and the realization hits me. This woman hasn't pulled up a chair at all. She brought her own.

She’s in a wheelchair.

It’s a sleek, matte-black manual chair—the sporty kind, with angled wheels and a low back, clearly built for someone who uses it as an extension of themselves rather than a concession to circumstance. She’s parked it at an angle that puts her almost shoulder-to-shoulder with Sylvia, and from the way the two of them are laughing and talking, it’s clear that whatever conversation I missed while I was up on stage crooning about pouring myself into a cab has been incredibly interesting.

I take in the girl. I take in the wheelchair. And then I do the mental equivalent of a shrug.

Because Sylvia is talking to this woman like she’s the hottest and most interesting person at this bar, and honestly? My fiancée is absolutely right.

“Babe!” Sylvia practically springs out of her seat to hug me. “That was so good! This is Margot. She was sitting by herself and she told me my singing was amazing. She’s a liar, but she’s very sweet about it.”

She’s not the only thing that’s sweet. Sylvia passed the ‘tipsy’ threshold a drink or two ago, although she hasn’t yet strayed to the borders of the White Girl Wasted exclusion zone. From her tone of voice, she clearly has allowed Margot to enter our orbit for more than platonic reasons. She likes this girl.

“I am absolutely not a liar,” Margot says, flashing a smile that makes me like her, too.

She extends a hand and I take it. Her grip’s strong—a lot stronger than I expect, which I guess comes from spending so much time propelling yourself through the world with your hands. Feeling impetuous, I bring the knuckles to my lips and brush the back of them with a quick kiss, which she practically coos over.

Oh yeah. She knew exactly what she was doing when she came and joined our table.

“Sylvia was legitimately incredible," Margot says. She's got an accent I can't quite place—somewhere between "New England prep school" and "spent a year abroad in London and still considers it their spiritual home." Either way, it enhances that classic Hollywood vibe she's got. "And you…"

“Were adequate,” I say, taking my seat.

“Were brave,” Margot counters, raising her glass. “It’s not every man who can follow Dolly Parton on karaoke night. Especially when his fiancée is the one singing it.”

Sylvia and I share a glance. This isn't an open invitation yet—but it's Carrie in the shower. The door's cracked in case we want to come inside; no pressure if we don't.

"She's an impressive girl," I say. "Did you know she made that dress?"

Sylvia must not have mentioned it, because Margot looks honestly shocked. "Did you?" she gasps, leaning forward and taking a bit of the sleeve between her fingers. "I was going to ask where you got this from! You look like you stepped right off a runway!"

"It's a Sylvia Terza original," Syl says with a lopsided smile.

"A beautiful voice and a mind for fashion," Margot says. "You're a lucky man, Mr. Bloch." She tips her glass in my direction.

"You can call me Alan," I say. The next question I've got in mind borders on inappropriate, but I figure she's given me unspoken permission. "Are you traveling alone?"

She nods. "I am." Something flickers in her face. “I originally wasn’t going to be.”

Both Sylvia and I get a little quiet at that. Margot takes a sip of her whiskey, evidently coming to some kind of decision, then raises her eyes to mine.

“This was a couple’s trip, like yours,” she says, and by some miracle there’s not a trace of bitterness in her tone. “My boyfriend and I booked the Sapphire about eight months ago.” She gestures at the chair with a casualness that tells me she’s done the move a thousand times before and refuses to be heavy about it. “Then this happened. And he decided he wasn’t prepared to remain in a relationship with a woman who comes with her own set of wheels.”

Sylvia’s jaw drops open, her expression hardening. “Wow, fuck that guy.”

“Double fuck him,” I add.

Margot grins at us both. “I couldn’t agree with you more,” she says, her face telling me everything I need to know about how little she misses him. “So I took his ticket, used the fare to upgrade to a much nicer cabin, and decided I was going to have the best goddamned vacation of my life out of pure spite.” She lifts her glass. “It’s been working out alright for me so far.”

I clink my mule against her glass. “To spite vacations,” I say.

“They’re highly underrated,” she agrees.

I’m shocked at how well the conversation flows between us after that. Margot is funny—sharp-witted, with a sense of humor that verges on lewd—and by the time we’ve been talking for five minutes, she’s slipped in a joke that also functions as a way to slyly let us know her accident didn’t rob her of her ability to feel the motion of the ocean, if you catch my drift. Her day job is something incredibly complicated involving banks and databases, and she sounds extremely competent at it.

Sylvia ends up talking all about the dress at Margo’s request, her hands moving like she’s reliving her initial sketches as she explains the fashion industry both astutely and a little drunkenly. Margot doesn’t mind—she looks genuinely interested, she’s not just polite.

Every few minutes, I notice the way her chair shifts—she does it the way another person might adjust their weight from one foot to another. It looks so natural that I realize all over again the chair isn’t something she’s in as much as it’s something she is. The way Sylvia is blonde, the way I’m tall. It’s just a thing.

“So how are you enjoying the Sapphire?” Sylvia asks after the next round of drinks arrives. “Is the whole ship wheelchair-accessible?”

Both Sylvia and I freeze, realizing we might have just stepped on a landmine. Margot holds the tension for a long moment, smirking behind her whiskey, then starts laughing like we’ve just told an incredible joke.

“It’s going to take a lot more than that for either of you to offend me,” she says. “And yes, the common areas of the ship are all ADA-compliant. Cruise companies are very good about that sort of thing. I really don’t have any problems getting around.”

She said she’s not easily offended. And she’s got a wicked sense of humor, so…

I gesture at her glass. “The Sapphire’s okay with you drinking and driving?”

A big, goofy grin spreads across Margot’s face, and I know I’ve rolled with it exactly the way she hoped I would. “They’re pity drinks,” she whispers, leaning forward. “Not because of the wheelchair. I was in here the first night and they heard me singing karaoke. The liquor is a bribe so I don’t do it again.”

“That’s a shame,” Sylvia says, giggling. “I bet you’re better at it than you think.”

Margot’s eyes flicker to Sylvia. “Oh, I’m terrible. But the karaoke is fun.” She pauses, one finger stroking the back of Syl’s palm. “That and the company.”

There it is. The shift—nothing dramatic, no grand gesture, but the temperature has just been raised at our table. The karaoke keeps going in the background—someone butchering “Don't Stop Believing”, of course, followed by someone else doing a surprisingly solid version of the Cure’s “Lovesong”—but the three of us have stopped paying attention to anything that isn't happening in our immediate vicinity.

The tension’s almost unbearable by the time Sylvia pushes her chair back. “I’ve got to run to the bathroom,” she says, the alcohol making her less elegant than usual. “Will you two be okay without me?”

“Capital,” Margot drawls. “Don’t worry, I won’t let your man run off. Go.”

Sylvia slides out of the booth, leaving me alone with Margot. She sizes me up over the rim of her whiskey with a bemused expression, just watching.

“So,” she finally whispers with a smirk. “Do you want to say it, or should I?”

I like this woman. I like her honesty and I like her directness and I like the way she’s not pretending this is anything other than what it is. The fact that those are all qualities I adore in Carrie is not something that’s occurred to me just yet, but will later.

“What do you think I want to say?” I ask, teasing her.

“Your fiancée is the most beautiful woman I’ve met all week,” she says without a hint of shame. “Maybe all year. And I don’t think you’re the sort of man who is threatened by my saying that. Quite the opposite, in fact.”

“She’s an amazing girl.”

“And you are very handsome.”

Okay, that one hits me on an entirely different level. “Thank you.”

Margot swirls her whiskey. The ice cubes click together in her glass. “There’s something you should probably know before this goes any further.”

I’m listening.

She takes my wrist, then makes a show of tilting her face upwards and closing her eyes. “Tap my leg.”

I do. The moment my fingers touch her, she grins.

“Leftie,” she murmurs. “Now rightie. Now leftie again—oh, clever, now you’re doing both—”

I am. She’s made her point. “You can feel that?”

“To an extent,” she says, opening her eyes. “I have what’s called an incomplete spinal cord injury. I can’t make my legs do the whole ‘let’s go for a walk’ thing, but I have sensation. Full sensation.”

Both of us know what she’s talking about when she says that.

“They’ve even been known to twitch a bit on occasion. I’m telling you all this because if this is heading where I think it is, I want to avoid any potential weirdness later.”

“You’re not weird,” I say. “So where is this heading?”

She studies me for another second. Whatever she’s looking for, she’s found it.

“Somebody’s stateroom,” she says, the tiniest smile playing on her lips. “Hopefully.”

Sylvia chooses that moment to come back from the bathroom. She’s clearly reapplied her lipstick and tousled her hair a bit in the meantime, because she looks even hotter than she did a few minutes ago. “Hey,” she says, glancing between the two of us with a look like she’s hoping we’ve worked out all the details. “So, um…”

She pauses.

And all three of us start laughing.

She doesn’t need to finish. She already knows. She does anyway.

“Are we doing this?” she asks, biting her bottom lip.

Margot downs the rest of her whiskey and sets the glass carefully on the side of the table. “You know, I have an absolutely fantastic balcony,” she says brightly. “I wasn’t lying about upgrading to a nicer stateroom.” She pauses. “Would you two like to see it?”

Sylvia and I share a look.

“Which deck?” my fiancée asks.

And just like that, we’re off to the races.


Chapter Eleven


The trip from the karaoke bar to Margot’s stateroom is a bit of an adventure.

The Sapphire’s corridors are more than wide enough for a wheelchair, but they weren’t exactly designed with romantic tension in mind. Sylvia walks beside Margot while I trail slightly behind, all of us trying not to look like we’re planning on doing exactly what we’re doing and failing spectacularly. Margot leads, navigating the ship like she’s memorized a map of the floor plan—which, belatedly, I realize she probably has.

The elevator fits all three of us, but it’s a tight squeeze. Margot’s chair takes up most of the floor space, which means Sylvia ends up almost completely in my arms as we descend, our hips touching and my fiancée’s hand on my chest. Margot watches us with a knowing smile, because the elevator is glass and anyone passing by in the atrium knows exactly what this looks like.

“Cozy,” she purrs.

“Very,” Sylvia manages.

She’s even more turned on than she was in the cabana, which is saying something. I have to keep reminding myself she’s never done this before, and technically, neither have I. My threesome with Jia happened in a completely different universe.

Margot’s stateroom is on the far end of deck five, almost all the way at the front of the ship. Other than a slightly bigger door and a little wheelchair symbol there’s no difference on the outside between it and all the other staterooms.

“After you,” she says.

We enter. Margo wheels through the door—it stays open automatically for fifteen seconds or so—and does a quick assessment, performing a visual sweep of her surroundings that makes me think of the way I prepare myself to work on Cardstock Champions’ code. She wasn’t kidding about the room—it’s a deluxe, and it’s not just bigger than a normal stateroom, it’s got a more open floor plan. Everything’s up against the walls instead of jutting out into the middle of the room, and the tables and the bed are a little lower than they’d be on a standard cruise ship to be more accommodating. The sliding door leading to the balcony has a button to open it, along with a little lip on either side so you don’t actually have to step in and out to enjoy the view.

Other than that, it looks completely the same. Like a place someone would spend their vacation.

“Nice,” Sylvia says, stepping into the middle of the room. “Ooh, the view’s gorgeous.”

I’m pretty sure she’s talking about more than just the ocean.

I close the door behind us. Sylvia’s already at the mini-bar.

“Drinks?” my fiancée asks?

“If I get any drunker I’m going to fall over,” Margot says. Then she pauses, looks down at her chair, and grins. “Well, you know what I mean.”

Sylvia turns, one of those little liquor bottles in her hand. “You know what they say. You never know how drunk you are until you stand up.”

Margot freezes—then starts cackling.

The last little pocket of tension between us dissolves as all three of us start to laugh. We’re not awkward—we’re just three people who want each other and have stopped pretending we don’t.

Suddenly I’m grinning. I feel like I’m lighter than air.

I cross the room to Sylvia, take her face in my hands, and kiss her deep and slow. The kind of kiss that makes a girl kick up her heel like a movie star—the kind that makes it perfectly clear why this woman’s wearing my ring on her finger. She groans against my mouth, her voice going from high and shocked to low and turned on as her tongue presses past my lips.

I pull back, breaking the kiss. Sylvia’s pupils are wide with lust. She’s been waiting for this from the moment we set foot in that karaoke bar. I know exactly what she needs.

She lets me know anyway. “Say it,” she whimpers, clinging to me. “Please, babe.”

My hand goes to the small of her back. “Good girl.”

Sylvia closes her eyes, a shudder passing through her like I’m already inside of her.

“Oh fuck…”

I blink. That wasn’t Sylvia. That was Margot.

I turn.

She’s still in the chair, but her posture’s changed—she’s leaning forward, hands gripping the armrests, pearly white teeth nibbling on her bottom lip. The amused, confident energy she was radiating at the bar is still there, but underneath of it is something else entirely. Something so raw it’s like an exposed wire, sparking and sputtering.

She wants us. And as I glance at her, I realize—we must be the first people she’s hooked up with in a long time. Because she’s looking at us like we’re the hottest couple she’s ever seen—but also like she’s not entirely sure yet that she’s welcome.

I decide to fix that.

I cross the room and kneel in front of her chair. It puts us at the same height, eye-to-eye. Margot trembles a bit, her knuckles going white on the armrests.

I feel giddy. Now that we’re really doing this, she is so nervous.

I tuck a lock of her dark hair behind her ear. “Hi, you.”

“Hey, you,” she whispers back. “I—"

It’s as far as she gets, because that’s when I lean in and kiss her.

It’s different from the kiss I just shared with Sylvia. Syl wants me to devour her like a beast—Margot’s more tentative. Softer.

She hesitates for a moment, her mouth closed—then the dam bursts inside of her. Her hands come up to my face, palm on my jaw, and the strength in her grip sends a jolt straight through me. Her mouth opens and we’re making out, Margot savoring it like she’s tucking every second of this away to be remembered forever.

And it’s happening right in front of my fiancée.

It feels like an hour’s passed when I finally pull back. “Good girl,” I murmur against Margot’s lips. “Such a good girl.”

The shudder that runs through the brunette’s body when I say that tells me absolutely everything I need to know about who’s going to be giving orders tonight versus taking them.

Margot glances over my shoulder. “You okay?”

Sylvia’s right behind me, panting like she’s just run all the way here from the karaoke bar. “I am way better than okay,” she says, looking at me like she’s seeing me for the first time and can’t fucking believe how hot I am. “How do you want to do this?”

Margot perks up. “I’ll get in bed,” she says, gesturing with her chin. “The chair locks. The bed’s accessible from the right side.” She pauses, smirking. “And I am very flexible from the waist up, in case that’s relevant.”

“That is extremely relevant,” Sylvia whimpers. “Fuck, babe, we’re really doing this…”

Something shifts in Margot. “This your first time?” she asks.

Sylvia nods. “Yeah. We’ve never done anything like this before. Yours?”

Margot pauses, then gives a little shake of her head. “But it’s the first one in quite a while,” she whispers. “The first anything I’ve done that didn’t involve batteries since…”

I don’t want her thinking about that. A quick kiss knocks it out of her head.

“Bed,” I growl. “Both of you.”

And both women hasten to obey.

The whole alternate universe thing has never been farther from my mind, yet I can’t help but feel a little bit like Carrie as I watch Margot and Sylvia climb into bed. I think of how she orchestrated that threesome on the sandbar—not with force, not pushing me or Jia, just with… subtlety. Meeting us where we were, and making us feel like we were exactly where we were supposed to be.

I have a very good example to follow. I intend to show how much I’ve learned from her.

Sylvia shimmies into bed, kicking off her heels. Margot’s transfer takes a few more moments but is much faster than I expect—she locks the wheels, braces her hands on the armrests and swings herself onto the mattress with an upper body strength that honestly makes my brain short-circuit a little.

Once she’s there she pulls off her shoes, scoots back against the pillows, and peers up at me with an expression that dares me to pretend I’m not impressed.

I am impressed. Not by the transfer, but the confidence. She’s already arranging herself, pulling a pillow below her lower back for support, settling in like she expects to be very comfortable for a very long time.

Sylvia leans over, her fingers gripping a handful of the blanket. The two women lock eyes, and a little eep escapes Sylvia that would make me laugh under any other circumstances, and when she glances at me I give an almost imperceptible nod.

She swallows hard.

And then Sylvia leans in and kisses Margot, and I have a front-row seat to my gorgeous fiancée’s first bisexual experience.

It starts off gentle enough. Sylvia’s hands go to Margot’s waist, while the brunette runs her fingers gently along the ribbon of fabric around my fiancée’s neck, applying just enough pressure that it drives her absolutely wild. By the time they start moving faster, there’s a noise coming out of Sylvia’s throat that sounds like steam boiling out of a kettle, and I am so hard that my cock physically hurts as it strains against the fabric of my boxers.

But I don’t jump in. Not yet. I wait, watching the action like a king surveying his kingdom.

Margot’s hands go everywhere. The two are so vocal, and Margot clearly the more experienced of the two, that no one who looked at them would think anything about the brunette besides she’s going to be the one ordering the blonde around.

It’s almost like she read my mind. “Get up,” Margot says, copying my growl almost exactly. She saw what it did to Sylvia earlier. “And get out of that fucking dress.”

Sylvia springs from the bed. For a second I’m certain she’s coming to me—but she zigs instead of zags, shooting across the room. Both of us watch her, wondering what she’s up to.

It turns out to be the balcony door. She pushes the button to open it, letting in the sounds of the sea, then flips the little switch that keeps it open all the way. It’s dark outside, and the wind blowing in is humid but has a slight chill.

She makes her way back to the foot of the bed. Margot watches.

“People are going to be able to hear us, you know,” the brunette purrs.

Sylvia looks so turned on I’m tempted to check between her thighs for a vibrating jet ski seat. “I know,” she whimpers.

Margot smiles. “Good. Just wanted to make sure we’re all on the same page.”

I untie the knot at the back of Sylvia’s neck for her and unzip the dress. The sequined fabric pools around her ankles, then she steps out of it entirely. Other than a pair of black thong panties, she’s naked, her skin shining in the moonlight.

Margot stares at her, open mouthed. “Oh my God,” she murmurs.

“Fuck,” Sylvia groans. “I am so fucking wet…”

She climbs back into bed. This time, Margot grabs her and leans in, pulling Sylvia’s nipple into her mouth. The sound that comes out of the woman I’m planning to marry when Margot’s tongue swirls around the sensitive nub is the hottest thing I’ve ever heard—and it’s more than loud enough to carry through the open balcony door.

Fuck it. Let them hear. Bet her neighbors never expected to hear this coming from this stateroom!

Sylvia peels off Margot’s dress. She lets herself be disrobed, arching her back to let Sylvia reach her zipper and repositioning herself as the blonde pulls off her leggings, too. The bra and panties she’s got on underneath are simple and black, and when she reaches back to unhook the former, her breasts are a full cup size larger than my fiancée’s.

She takes Sylvia by the chin, kissing her hard. “You’ve really never done this with a woman before?” she asks.

Sylvia shakes her head. She’s delirious with bliss. I can see hearts in her eyes.

Margot can, too. She gives us both a wicked smirk. “Just do everything I tell you. You don’t need to think right now, okay? You just need to be a good girl for your man and me.”

Syl has just boiled over. “Oh fuck…!”

“Come here.”

She does. Margot is direct about what works for her body—she repositions herself with her arms, leaning up against the headboard and getting her legs in the right spots. I watch as my fiancée bites down on her bottom lip, then buries her face in Margot’s fabulous tits, then goes lower.

A trail of kisses work their way down our new friend’s stomach. Sylvia pauses only for a moment as she reaches Margot’s panties, but the brunette’s fingers on the back of her head spur her on.

She tugs them off. Margot is all stubble underneath, her slit shining with juice. Sylvia sees it and loses control, burying her face between the brunette woman’s thighs. Margot digs in tighter with her fingers, groaning with bliss as my fiancée’s tongue caresses the other woman’s folds.

It’s obvious from the jump that Sylvia is running on instinct and enthusiasm, not experience. But Margot wasn’t kidding about the whole just do what I say thing. She’s vocal—shockingly so—and her hand in Sylvia’s hair guides her gently but firmly, moving in time with her words.

“Right there, just like that,” Margot whimpers. “Don’t be afraid—taste it. Fuck yes, that’s a good girl. You’re doing such a good job, Sylvia. Now, take two fingers and slide them inside me just like this…”

Before long, Syl’s doing just that. She pumps her fingers deep in the other woman’s snatch while she laps at her clit, lapping at her like she’s trying to eat a whole bowl of ice cream without a spoon. Margot keeps up the running commentary, and it’s hot as fuck because she’s hot as fuck and a woman who knows her own body well enough to narrate another girl going down on it is the kind of woman who’s a very, very good time.

“She’s so good at that,” the brunette moans, peering up at me through her lashes. “You’ve got a very talented fiancée. A fast learner.”

“I know.”

Margot crooks a finger with her free hand. “Sylvia, darling, do you mind if I taste your husband-to-be while you’re down there? I promise if he busts too fast I’ll share it with you.”

Sylvia lifts her head from between Margot’s thighs. “Yes, please. Oh fuck…”

Margot grins. “Come here, stud.”

I do. I tug my boxers off and get on my knees, my cock roughly at mouth level with Margot as she leans back against the headboard with a pillow underneath her. One hand tangles in the hair of the woman I’m planning to make my wife, while the other caresses my balls and strokes me slowly as she licks her lips.

“Jesus, you’re huge, too?” Margot looks at me like she’s just won the lottery. “You two are going to ruin me. I can’t believe how much fun you are…”

Before I can say anything clever, Margot leans forward and takes me into her mouth.

It’s hard to tell who makes the hotter sound. Margot’s hum of satisfaction as her lips engulf me makes me throb, and the groan of sheer relief that escapes me at finally having something wet and tight wrapped around my cock is definitely the kind of thing I know both women like. But it might just be the whine of utter arousal that leaves Sylvia when she glances up from Margot’s pussy to the girl she’s already head-over-heels for sucking my dick like a pro.

Oh fuck. Oh wow.

She absolutely knows what she’s doing.

Margot keeps a hand on my thigh to balance herself, but she obviously doesn’t need it for the blowjob. She’s hands free, head bobbing like a cork as she gags and grunts around my rod. When her tongue swirls around me, scraping against the underside of my crown as she takes me down her throat, I shudder and thrust forward without thinking, burying myself hilt-deep inside of her mouth.

She doesn’t stop.

Margot wasn’t lying about having full sensation—she responds to every touch, every shift, every change in pressure. Her legs don’t move but her core and her hands more than make up for it, and the sounds she makes as she gags around me and presses my fiancée’s face against her cunt are so raw and real they put half the women in the porn Sylvia and I watch together to absolute shame.

Suddenly her mouth leaves me with a wet little pop. “Fuck,” she gasps. “Oh fuck, Sylvia—right fucking there baby, that’s so good, don’t you dare stop…!”

Sylvia doesn’t stop. She pushes Margot to the brink—and then right over the edge.

Margot screams with bliss as she cums. Every muscle above her waist clenches, a wave rolling through her core as she heaves and pants and lets out a ragged cry of bliss. Her knuckles grip Sylvia’s hair so hard they’ve turned white, and I can see tears in my fiancée’s eyes from it and I know that she does not care about the pain in the slightest. She’s getting off on this almost as hard as Margot is.

Watching it sends me over the edge. My vision goes white as my cock jerks against the back of Margot’s throat, erupting with spurts of thick, hot cream. The brunette doesn’t stop—she slurps me up like this was what she was waiting for, swallowing once, then twice, then holding the rest of my load as it spurts across her tongue.

At the end she pulls off of me, letting a streak of my seed spray across her face. She grins, then pulls Sylvia up and has the blonde lick it off. Once she’s done, she pulls her in for a sloppy, cum-sharing kiss, and watching it is one of the sexiest fucking things I’ve ever seen.

“Holy shit,” Sylvia whimpers. I’ve never seen her eyes this wide, or her panties this soaked. “That was…”

“Yeah,” Margot pants, flushed and grinning. “It was.”

Sylvia turns to me. “I need you to fuck me.”

We spend a few seconds figuring out the position. Margot says she’s good for the moment and wants to watch us, so I put Syl on her hands and knees in the brunette’s arms and mount her from behind. She’s so hot and tight that I’m immediately glad I got my first orgasm taken care of with Margot, and when we get going, the two of us are so close we throw sparks.

The balcony door is still open. It has been this entire time. And as I lock into a steady rhythm and pound my beautiful blonde fiancée with porn-quality backshots, Margot caressing her shoulders and breasts and whispering absolutely filthy encouragement while her free hand strokes Syl’s clit… well.

Let’s say Sylvia stops caring about the volume level.

“FUCK!” she screams, throwing herself back on me so hard I’m pretty sure the people on the next balcony over just spilled their drinks. “Oh my God, don’t fucking stop, both of you don’t stop, oh fuck I love this so fucking much—!”

I think of Syl’s words in the cabana. Maybe I like that they can hear me. Right now, with Margot’s tongue in her ear and her fingers on her clit and my cock buried all the way inside of her from behind, I’m pretty sure the people watching a movie on the fucking pool deck can hear her.

“Are you a good girl?” Margot grins, tugging at Sylvia’s hair.

Something goes nuclear between my fiancée’s legs. “Oh fuck, oh please please please—!”

Margot laughs knowingly. “Be a good girl and cum for your man. Cum for me. Cum all over that cock, you good girl…”

For a second, I’m back at the jet ski. Carrie gave the words to Jia, and I used them on Sylvia, and now Sylvia and Margot are passing the phrase back and forth between each other like it’s a hot potato that also makes their pussies wet and gives them scorching-hot orgasms.

It’s a loop, a dazed part of me thinks. Like the infinity pool.

For a second there’s something there, something I’m pretty sure I could almost make sense of if I sat down and thought about it for a few minutes. But it’s obliterated when the crown of my cock rings Sylvia’s g-spot like a bell and she shrieks like she’s just gone upside down on a rollercoaster. Honey drips from between her legs, the sound of my thighs slapping against her ass are a constant backbeat to the action, and when Sylvia arches her back as her walls grip me like a fist, I know my fiancée’s about to hit the stratosphere.

“Fuck, oh my god, oh my GOD Alan I’m fucking cumming…!”

She does. It’s not the gentle wave that rolled through Margot’s body as she got her release—Sylvia has always been a screamer, and having two people in bed with her at the same time has pushed her voice to levels that I usually only hear at concerts. She clamps down on me like a vice, her pussy boiling over around my cock, and one more hard thrust unravels me in a way that Carrie would be proud of. I empty myself inside of my fiancée, grunting like a caveman, watching as she licks and sucks at Margot’s breasts through the throes of her orgasm.

No sooner has Sylvia come down from her peak than she slides off of me, her cunt still pulsing like it’s got a second heartbeat. “Can you get it up again?” she asks me, sounding almost desperate.

It hasn’t gone down in the first place. A glance is all it takes to confirm that.

Sylvia grins. “Good. I want to watch you fuck her, babe. Fuck, I want to watch you pound her like you pounded me…”

Margot’s lips part slightly. She thinks for a second, her gaze traveling to my cock, then she comes to a decision. “My purse is right over there,” she says, gesturing at a nearby table. “There’s condoms in the pocket.”

Sylvia grabs one, tears it open with her teeth, then rolls the latex down my dick with her fingers. “How do you want me to do this?” I ask.

Margot grins, then leans back a bit more against the headboard. “Right here is great,” she pants, patting her thighs. “I’m not going anywhere.”

I mount her against the headboard. The pillow beneath her ass lifts her hips upward, so that I’m thrusting downward a bit as I push inside of her, my condom-sheathed cock grinding against the top of her channel. It sends vibrations right through her clit, and when I bottom out inside of her for the first time we both let out a moan in unison.

Margot locks eyes with me, hers glazed over with lust. She’s drunk on this—not on the whisky, but on us. On the fact that the three of us are doing something we never expected and that maybe she was beginning to despair of ever doing again.

“Let me know if I’m doing anything wrong,” I grunt, locking into a steady rhythm.

Margot laughs. “If this was any righter, I’d be dead,” she purrs. “With a smile on my face.”

I fuck her into the mattress, slow and hard. Sylvia curls up beside the brunette, kissing and licking and whispering into her ear as she watches her husband-to-be pound another woman’s brains out. The two of them are so hot together—and Sylvia is clearly so turned on from watching—that even after two orgasms it takes an effort to hold my load while I’m hilt-deep inside of Margot.

“You like that?” I grunt. I grab her hips, lifting her a bit, using her like an expensive sex toy. She doesn’t expect it, but she likes it—she lets me, her moans intensifying.

“Yes,” she gasps. “Oh fuck yes—ohhh my God it’s so good, it’s so deep…”

Her eyes roll back in her head, only the whites showing.

Sylvia giggles. “He definitely knows how to fuck,” she whispers, sliding a hand between Margot’s legs to rub her clit. “You should have heard us in the cabana this afternoon, Margot. I was the sluttiest girl on the beach, and Alan was fucking me like a porn star…”

“You two are wild,” Margot hisses. “Fuck, oh my God, I’m going to come. I’m going to come for you—I’m going to come all over this cock…!”

I know what she wants to hear. “Do it,” I grunt. It’s a command, not a request. “Be a good girl and make that pussy nice and tight for my load…”

Margot’s words break off with a whine as an orgasm crashes through her frame. Her nails dig into my shoulders as she clings to me, riding it out as the pleasure crests, fireworks exploding behind her gorgeous brown eyes. By the time I join her, filling the condom with a groan, I’m pretty sure Sylvia and I have found a kindred spirit—this woman just fits with us on a pure, primal level.

By the time we’re done, we’re a pile of limbs and sweat and blissful smiles. Margot lies between us, her head on my chest, Sylvia’s arm draped across her waist. The ocean breeze drifts through the open balcony door, cooling everything down.

“You two,” Margot says, her voice awestruck and a little hoarse, “are absolutely incredible.”

“Us? I’m pretty sure you lured sailors to the jagged rocks of the Aegean Sea in a past life,” I say, relaxing. “Have you ever thought of narrating smutty books for a living?”

Margot laughs at that—raucous, honest laughter. Everything is loose and easy now that the three of us have gotten off together. Frankly, I’m kind of amazed that there isn’t any lingering awkwardness between us. We’ve known Margot for all of three hours and it’s shocking how well she matches our energy.

We chat for a little while, just small talk: Sylvia’s less-exciting job and Margot’s year across the pond and how cheesy the shows on the Sapphire are. None of us really want to get up, but eventually Sylvia slides out of bed and closes the balcony door, having either aroused or traumatized Margot’s neighbors enough for one night.

After that, the energy in the room subtly shifts. “This was great,” my fiancée says. “But, uh, we should probably get back to our room.”

There’s touch of sadness in Margot’s eyes. “Of course,” she says, glancing between the two of us. I can see the wheels turning behind her eyes—not scheming, just hopeful. She looks like she wants to say something, and then she clears her throat.

“Listen, this was… you have no idea how much I needed this,” she says, leaning over and taking my hand. “Would you two be terribly upset if we did this again at some point during the week?”

Sylvia and I share a look. My fiancée is still half-naked, her dress pooled around her waist, and before she can think better of it she blurts out a response:

“Come with us to formal night tomorrow.”

It stuns all three of us. We’re silent for a moment.

“The dinner,” Sylvia adds sheepishly. “We’d… we’d love to have you. Get to know you a little better, maybe?”

She glances at me, and I nod. “Absolutely,” I say, meaning it. “We’d love that.”

Margot’s mouth works silently for a moment. “I… I don’t usually go to formal night,” she says, glancing away. “All those people, all those looks… as a solo traveler, it’s sometimes more than I can handle.”

“You won’t be solo,” I tell her. “You’ll be with us.”

“And our seatmates,” Sylvia adds. “Jeannette and Nathan. Who are totally cool, by the way.” She glances at me. “They won’t mind if we bring someone with us, will they?”

I think about it—for all of two seconds.

No. Of course not. In fact, I’m pretty sure Jeannette is going to adore this girl.

Margot lets out a laugh. “You do know it’s kind of insane for you to invite me, right?”

I shrug, speaking before Sylvia can. “Everything about tonight was insane,” I say. “We’re kind of on a roll.”

I try not to think of a roulette wheel that always lands on black.

“Alright,” Margot says, her voice going thick. “I… I’d love to. It’s a date.”

And of course it is.

I find my boxers and put them on, then button my pants and fasten my belt. As Margot starts getting dressed—a process that involves her sitting on the edge of the bed and pulling her sundress over her head with the same efficient grace as her chair transfer—I notice something I hadn’t before.

The valley between her thighs isn’t entirely stubble.

The tattoo is high on the inside of her left thigh, close enough to the spot Sylvia was worshipping with her tongue that whoever inked it must have had a very interesting afternoon. It’s…

It’s stars. A constellation.

A scattering of tiny dots, connected by some intricate line work. Unlike the one that’s flashing in the back of my mind, this one’s more than just the stars themselves—it looks like two parallel figures, lying beside each other, almost like that famous image of the male and female skeletons holding each other in the ruins of that volcano.

My blood turns to ice water. Because while I haven’t seen this tattoo before, I’ve seen something almost exactly like it.

On a different woman, in a different universe, on the small of her back just above the curve of her ass.

Jia had that tattoo. The same tattoo, except it’s not. Kind of.

What the hell? What the everloving hell?

“That…” my voice shakes, and I stop it with an effort. “Where did you get that?”

Margot gives a little start. She lifts the hem of her dress, peering at her thighs. “Oh, this? It’s Castor and Pollux.” She traces the line with her fingertip. “The dioscuri, from Greek mythology. Got it on my twenty-first birthday.” She shrugs. “I’m a Gemini.”

A thousand feet beneath the floor, something enormous shifts in the depths of the sea.

“It’s pretty,” Sylvia says, craning her neck. “I’ve been wanting to get a tattoo for ages. I can never figure out what to get, though.”

“Fair warning,” Margot says, swinging herself back into the chair with a practiced ease. She hits the lock on the wheels without even looking. “That particular location is not a fun spot to get inked.” She smiles, then gestures at her chair. “Can I walk you to the door?”

None of us make the obvious joke.

We say our goodbyes, all while I’m silently screaming inside of my skull. We agree to meet at the same karaoke bar a half-hour before our dinner reservations—by the time we show up and surprise Jeannette and Nathan with our new friend, we’ll be nicely lubricated.

Castor and Pollux. Twins. Gemini.

Margot is not Filipina. She’s not even from the same hemisphere.

And yet the woman Sylvia and I just had a threesome with has the same tattoo as the woman who had a threesome with me and Carrie.

Margot accompanies us to the door. She gives Sylvia a kiss, both hands on the blonde’s face, and I’m about ninety-nine percent sure the murmured farewell she whispers in my fiancée’s ear contains the words “good girl.” Then she reaches up for me. I lean down. The kiss she gives me is so good it almost makes me forget about the tattoo.

“Thanks for the best night of my cruise,” she whispers. “Both of you.”

“Best night of your cruise so far,” Sylvia shoots back. “See you tomorrow.”

The door clicks shut. We’re alone in the hallway.

Sylvia practically drags me the next fifty feet or so. “Oh my GOD,” she says, pressing both hands over her face. “Alan. Alan. That was—I think that was the best sex of my entire life. And considering everything that’s happened to us on this cruise, babe? That is saying something.”

Her energy is infectious. “It was pretty incredible,” I say, sliding a hand around her waist as we walk. “She’s a great girl.”

“I like her,” Sylvia says, putting just a touch more emphasis on the words than is strictly necessary. “I like her a lot, Alan.”

“I like her too,” I say.

Sylvia smirks at me. Then gives me a punch on the shoulder. “Okay. You can come clean already.”

What? Panic surges through me, until I realize this can’t possibly be anything like what happened with Carrie. “Come clean about what?”

Sylvia stops in the middle of the hall, arching an eyebrow. “Babe. You are not going to stand here with a straight face and tell me that was your first threesome, are you?”

Oh. Oh.

“Nobody is that good the first time they’ve got two naked women in the same room with them. The way you… it was like you were directing me.” She blushes. “Like we were watching a video, except we were the video. Fuck, it was so hot. You’ve totally done that before, haven’t you?”

I have. Except the day I did it was technically today. Just in another universe.

I laugh. “I’ve done a lot of research,” I say.

Syl makes a face. “Research. You’re telling me you learned all that from porn?”

“Where else would I have gotten it from?”

She snorts. “Bullshit.” But she’s grinning, and she doesn’t press the point. Ultimately the answer doesn’t matter nearly as much as the result, and Sylvia’s had such a good night she’d evidently decided she doesn’t care if she’s not the first woman I’ve done the threesome thing with. She rests her head on my shoulder as we walk, her fingers laced through mine.

“Formal night tomorrow,” she whispers as we near the elevators. “With Margot.”

“You think it’s alright we invited her to dinner?”

“Jeannette is going to love her,” Sylvia snorts. “She’s totally going to know we hooked up with her, by the way. But she’ll be polite enough to pretend she doesn’t.”

“I mean, she is psychic.”

“Supposedly.” Sylvia giggles. “That was weird with the whole palm reading thing.”

She almost veers into that, which would have been uncomfortable. Then she’s back on Margot. “Did you notice how strong her arms are?”

“I did,” I said. “Especially when she was holding you.”

“That was really hot,” Sylvia murmurs, almost to herself. “Is it weird that I thought that was hot?”

I shake my head. “Not even a little bit.”

“Good.” Suddenly a yawn breaks from her. “Because I’m going to be thinking about the way she was holding me while you and I were in doggy from now until dinner tomorrow night.”

The rest of the walk to our stateroom is quiet. Sylvia doesn’t talk much—I recognize when she’s thinking deep thoughts—and we shower and get into bed together without much in the way of conversation.

It’s only once we’re under the covers with the lights out, the white noise app mingling with the rumble of the ship, that Sylvia speaks.

“I’ve never felt like that before,” she whispers, holding me. Her voice is soft and slow, like she’s already drifting towards sleep. “Like… with a woman. I always thought I might be—well, you know. But I was never sure until tonight.”

“You’re sure now.”

“I’m so fucking sure,” she whispers, and I can feel her smiling. “Best vacation ever.”

She relaxes against me.

“You’re okay with that, right?” she asks.

I hold her against me and give her a kiss. “Babe, that was pretty much the most right thing we’ve ever done,” I murmur, stroking the side of her face. “Yes, I’m totally cool with you wanting to share me with other women.”

She’s silent for so long that I wonder if she’s drifted off. Then her voice reaches me, so soft it’s almost inaudible:

“Maybe I wanna share you with a woman.”

I don’t have a good answer for that. “G’night, Syl.”

I pull the sheet over us. Sylvia burrows into my side and is out like a light—five orgasms in a single day will do that to a girl. I stare at the ceiling of our stateroom as the Sapphire of the Seas cuts through the waters of the Caribbean.

Sea day tomorrow. Formal dinner. Margot and Jeannette and Nathan and me, all at the same table. Us in chairs, her in her chair, like it’s the most normal thing in the world. It’ll be great.

And what happens when Jeannette takes that girl’s hands? A little voice whispers in the back of my head. What do you think she’s going to see? Something impossible? A woman with suntanned skin riding a jet ski in a completely different universe?

I have no idea. I’m pretty sure it’s going to be wild.

But first, I have to catch up with Carrie.

Because as incredible as this day has been, I’ve got a whole-ass wife waiting for me on the other side of the rift. One who asked me to come back to her, who’s wearing my G-Shock on her wrist like a talisman—and has been doing experiments and researching the Devil’s Triangle. She’s got news for me, Carrie has. I can feel it.

Right before I let myself drift off, I snap the Tenebrae watch onto my wrist. I want to make sure it can make the jump—it belongs back in Carrie’s universe.

Castor and Pollux, I think, closing my eyes. Twins from different realms, sharing the same sky.

Let’s hope both of my women end up sharing the same sky.

The same home.

Come back to me, Carrie whispers in my memory.

I close my eyes. The water is dark and deep, and I sink.

Always.


Chapter Twelve


When I drift off in Sylvia's arms, I'm expecting a quick transition back to Carrie's universe. That's what's happened so far, every time I've traveled in my sleep—the second my eyes close in one universe, I'm already rising from the depths of slumber into another, pawing at the pillow, with a different woman lying in my bed than the one I fell asleep next to.

That is not what happens this time around.

For the first time since my feet left land, I dream.

And what I dream scares the ever-loving shit out of me.

I'm not in Carrie's stateroom on the Triumph Zephyr. I'm in the water, far from land, and there's not a single speck on the horizon to give me so much as a direction to navigate by. Even asleep, it's freezing cold. It is so goddamned cold.

The water hurts. The pain should wake me. Right?

Of course it will. I'm asleep, and I'm having some kind of fucked up dream and any moment I'm going to wake up in Carrie's arms—

A wave rolls over my head, sending me beneath the surface.

For a second my mouth is full of seawater. I'm choking on it, and as my head breaks the surface, something like real panic starts to flow through my veins. Because here's the thing: I've dreamed of drowning before. When I was twelve years old, I got flipped over at exactly the wrong angle at a theme park while floating on the lazy river and got pinned under my own inner-tube. Somehow I managed to thrash over to the side and tip myself back over before I passed out. It was embarrassing, and terrifying, and for weeks afterwards I dreamt of both the moment of panic when I realized I could not get my head above water no matter what I did and the aftermath where a bunch of teenage lifeguards and park guests stared at me like some kind of sideshow.

And every one of those dreams differed from real life in one very important way.

In the dreams, I could always get air into my lungs. Even under the water—because I wasn't really underwater, I was just thrashing around in bed. I was safe. I never choked. Never drowned.

But right now? In whatever this is?

For the second I was under that wave, I was drowning for real.

I'm not dreaming. Or if I am, it's not like any dream I've ever had before.

"Hello!?" There can't be anyone within a mile of me, but yelling is the only thing I can think of to do. "Carrie? Sylvia!? Anybody!?"

No answer.

The sky above my head is pitch black, studded with stars. They're not mine. The constellations don't match, and they don't twinkle down at me so much as glare menacingly. Like the eyes of something very far away, very patient, and very hateful.

Another wave. I swear this one comes from the opposite direction as the first. Another coughing fit, sputtering as I surface, doubting the reality of my situation. Sylvia would have a fit right now.

But I could cackle. The water around me is churning like a witch's cauldron, frothing and bubbling with foam between each hit of the waves, and the water that swirls around my legs as I tread water is simultaneously dark and yet somehow glowing. It's like there's a light deep beneath my feet, shining through the gloom, lighting up the surf with tendrils of crimson the color of dried blood.

A horror buff would call it profondo rosso: Deep Red.

To me, there's only one word that fits.

Wine-dark.

I'm floating in the wine-dark sea, a million miles from home, and something is shining in the depths beneath me like a lighthouse someone installed upside down.

None of this is real, I tell myself. Any minute now, I'm going to wake up in Carrie's bed. I'm going to be back on the Zephyr, safe and sound, with a woman who loves me and cannot fucking wait to hear about the threesome I just had with my alternate-universe fiancée…

I think it. I wish I believed it.

Something shifts beneath me. The glow gets brighter, and now there's a sound I can hear at the edge of my vision like one of those whistles they use to ward off unruly dogs—or like the engine of a distant plane.

It pierces the air, pierces the water, pierces my skull, digging into my ears like a set of drills. There's a scream layered over top of it, and I'm pretty sure it's mine.

The sound rises higher and higher, filling the world.

And then, it starts to change.

It's not a whistle at all. It never was. What I've been hearing at the edge of my senses is something the human brain isn't calibrated to interpret—a radio frequency way, way beyond the dial. As it comes into focus, it fractures, splitting into dozens of overlapping… songs?

No. Not songs.

Voices.

Dozens of them, maybe hundreds, all overlapping like a church choir singing the most horrifying hymn ever written. They're all screaming, shrieking at the top of what would be their lungs if they still had them, and the worst part is that the longer they scream, the more I start to understand what they're saying.

They're calling out names.

They sound old. Like they belong to another century. Ezekiel. Mariah. Amelia. They're easy enough to ignore, because they're coming from everywhere, but they still scare the hell out of me. Some of those voices sound desperate, pleading—while others just sound like they're suffering.

What's worse is that I don't think they're yelling for other people.

They're screaming their own names.

They know I'm here. They know I can hear them. They're begging for me to hear.

I don't know who they are, the people those names belong to. But I can guess.

I'm in the Devil's Triangle. Not the Bermuda Triangle. The Devil's. This is the real heart of it—the thing the exclusion zone is only hinting at.

And they're all in here with me.

Every human being, in every universe, who has ever gone missing in the Triangle. Who has wandered into the exclusion zone and never come back. Who's watched a roulette wheel land on black nine times in a row and understood what it really meant.

This is where they all ended up. Where that thing I’ve only ever felt the contours of in those brief, horrifying moments of dislocation dragged them as they fell out of the world. Taken to… what?

Another universe? The space between the universes? Hell?

Where the fuck have I woken up?

My heart stops. I spin in the water, thrashing, trying to find the source. But they’re not coming from around me, even though they sound like they’re everywhere at once—they’re coming from below. From the glow. From the wine-dark deep where something is shining up at me like the sun rising on the wrong side of the world.

And then, suddenly, the voices fall silent.

All except for one.

Alan.

Oh God. Oh God oh Jesus oh fuck—

Alan Bloch.

It’s my name. And it’s my voice.

It’s my own fucking voice, calling my own fucking name, and it is hungry.

The light beneath my feet swells. Whatever’s down there is rising, and rising fast. I can feel the water pulling around me, the weight of it, like hands gripping me and sucking me down into the black. I kick away from it—uselessly, because the ocean doesn’t care about me and none of this has ever really cared about me—and the glow keeps glowing, brighter, stronger, until I can almost make out a shape rising through the murk.

I see it, and this can’t be happening. This can’t be real.

It’s a face.

It’s my fucking face.

It’s Alan Bloch, fathoms below and rising fast, staring up through a column of churning water. His mouth is open. He’s the one who’s been calling my name—the one who’s been calling it this whole time. He was screaming it before I got here, and he’s been screaming for a long, long time, and he is tired of waiting.

I look down into the churning water, and I see the light streaming from his eyes, and I know the way I know my own name that this isn’t me and it’s not Carrie’s Alan but it is an Alan and something terrible has happened to him and now it’s going to happen to me.

I think I know what happens to Carrie’s universe when I’m not there what happens to my world when I’m with Carrie and I don’t want to know it because it’s more terrible than I could have possibly imagined.

He rises. His eyes are nothing but light.

And when he smiles up at me, the sea moves.

I scream. It comes out muffled, wrong, like someone’s got a pillow over my mouth and is whispering shhhh from the other side of it. Water rises up around me in a wall, like a cage. Every star in that hateful sky shines above my head, every wrong constellation—a billion eyes watching to see what happen next.

A billion eyes that belong to the same thing.

Something touches my ankle. Grips it with the cold, deliberate patience of a predator with all the time in the world and begins—slowly, almost lovingly—to pull me into the black.

Alan.

I thrash. I kick.

Alan.

I—

“Alan!”

I sit bolt upright, with a scream. It dies in my throat, replaced by a sound I didn’t realize I could make—a retch, like I’m trying to cough up a lungful of seawater that isn’t there. My hands fly to my face, my chest, my throat. I’m dry. I’m warm. I’m not drowning.

Carrie has her arms around me. Her face is as white as a sheet.

“Bloody hell!” she cries, her voice cracking. “Alan, it’s me! It’s a panic attack, love—you’re having a panic attack! I’m right here, darling, I’m right here…”

Jesus. Jesus Christ.

I glance at the watch on my wrist—the Tenebrae. It’s just after four AM, which means it’s very strange that Carrie hasn’t gone to bed yet. The lamp on the nightstand is on and there’s a book in her lap where she dropped it—she’s been reading, waiting up for me, and now she’s got me.

“I’m alright!” I manage to gasp. “Carrie, I… oh God…”

Her hands go to my cheeks. Her palms are warm and real and I want to fucking sob from the relief of them on me. She looks like she’s about to cry. I’m pretty sure I’ve been crying.

“Alan.” The love in her eyes banishes the worst of the fear, though it still feels like there’s a fist made of ice in my chest. “Alan, you’re shaking. Whatever it was, it wasn’t real. Darling, what…”

“Carrie.” My teeth chatter, despite the warmth. “Sweetheart, something terrible happened.”

She snaps to attention. “What’s wrong? The other world… did something happen to your Sylvia? Is she alright?”

It doesn’t occur to me to ask why Carrie’s first priority is to make sure nothing has happened to Sylvia. “I… I went somewhere else,” I say, trying to process the horror of it. “I was with Sylvia, and then we went to sleep and I expected to wake up with you and I went somewhere else. There was water, and voices, and another Alan… Jesus, there’s another Alan. And he’s… there’s something wrong with him…”

Carrie is already shaking her head. “Darling, it was a panic attack. A bad dream. You have them all the time. You’re here, you’re on the Zephyr, you’ve returned to me and everything is alright. Darling, I’ve been reading about the Triangle—”

I’m not listening. Because something has felt wrong since I woke up, and I’ve just realized what it is, and I’m already peeling back the covers.

“Is that a panic attack?” I ask.

Carrie turns. My foot sticks out from the bottom of my pajama pants, and wrapped around my ankle is a single ring of discoloration the color of dried blood. A bruise, and something worse than a bruise, where something grabbed hold of me and nearly dragged me into a place I would never have come back from.

I watch Carrie’s face change. She knows that mark wasn’t on me when we went to bed last night.

“Alan, it’s… it’s alright,” Carrie whispers. She takes my wrist, bringing my hand to her cheek. “You’re going to be…”

I let out a cry of shock.

“Where did you get that!?” I shout.

Carrie looks from the wristwatch to me, staring at me like she’s a little worried I’ve lost my mind. “The watch? Darling, you gave me this watch. It’s yours—you told me to hold it for you while you were gone...”

There, on Carrie’s wrist, is a black sports watch. The kind that’s designed for function, not form—that’s ugly as sin but waterproof and so sturdy it’ll last you through a military deployment. That’s why so many soldiers wear G-Shocks.

Carrie’s watch is not a G-Shock.

It’s a Timex Ironman.

A watch I have never worn before in my life.

END OF DAY TWO


Thanks For Reading!


For Early Chapters, Exclusive Stories and More, check out my Patreon:

http://www.patreon.com/authorneilbimbeau
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