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Dedication 


To my brother-in-law, who listened to my insane idea.

To Griz, who really wanted me to call it something different.

And to the memory of Gene Wolfe, for whom there are always doors. 


Chapter One 


I’m staring down at the wine-dark sea with a margarita in my hand when I realize that this cruise is not going to go at all the way I anticipated. 

Wine-dark sea. That’s a line from Homer—the poet, not the cartoon character—from The Odyssey, an ancient poem about a guy who’s been on a very long journey that takes him very far away from home. The sea isn’t normally the color of wine, which is either red or white but never blue, which has led to all kinds of conspiracy theories—some people say the ancient Greeks were colorblind, or that the sea used to be a different color until some massive ecological event changed its hue. 

But as I watch the waves churning against the side of the Sapphire of the Seas, the cruise ship I’m going to be spending the next seven nights sailing on with my fiancée, Sylvia, it hits me that Homer meant something completely different. 

It’s not about the color of the water. 

It’s the way it churns like storm clouds against the side of the ship, dark and frothing and somehow angry. The sense of depth, of mystery, of unknowable secrets lurking deep beneath the constantly moving surface. 

It’s about the weight. 

The sea isn’t one color, the same way the sea isn’t one thing: it’s alive, a living creature, full of wonder and horror far deeper than H.P. Lovecraft or Robert Aickman or an ancient Greek poet could ever put into words. 

Wine-dark is just the closest metaphor that communicates even a fraction of it. 

I’m feeling pretty dark myself as I take a sip of my drink. The margarita is all off, it’s way too sweet—Jimmy Buffett would be outraged. But I drink it anyway, both because it costs money and because a boat drink is a boat drink. The one I’ve got waiting on the nearby table might be better, but I’m saving it for Sylvia. Hopefully it’s better. 

All around me on deck, the sail away party for the Sapphire of the Seas kicks into full-swing. The Lido is packed full of happy vacationers, dancing and drinking while a steel drum band plays in front of the pool and the new Wicked movie plays on mute up on the big on-deck cinema screen. Our cruise director—who looks like he belongs in a Saturday Night Live sketch about a wacky cruise director—stands on a stage in the middle of it, a wireless microphone dangling from the side of his mouth as he makes cheerful announcements about the week ahead. A blast of cool air washes over the deck as the ship tilts, the lights of Port Canaveral fading in the distance. Soon the air will be anything but cool. We’re headed for the tropics, and from the looks on the faces of my fellow cruise passengers, people are very excited about that fact. 

I am, too. At least I’m trying to be. 

For the fifth time in as many minutes, I glance over at the second margarita. Sylvia’s been in our cabin ‘getting ready’ for the sail-away party for the last forty-five minutes. I hung out in the watch shop on the promenade for as long as I could (anything there that would replace my trusty G-Shock is too expensive, unfortunately) but I’ve still been on deck for twenty-five minutes, which means this margarita has been sitting here waiting for its owner for nearly twenty. 

It’s fine. I’m waiting. It’s cool. 

It’s cool, I lie to myself, leaning on the railing. Totally cool. 

Up on stage, the cruise director is in his element. “Tomorrow will be our first full day at sea,” he says, grinning as Ariana Grande is replaced on the cinema screen by a slideshow of sandy beaches and sapphire waves. “We’ll have plenty of activities on ship, the buffets will be open, and our evening entertainment will be three showings of Imaginaerium, a journey into magic and illusion in the Arcadia Theater at 7:30, 8:30 and 10PM. Make sure to get your seats early, folks!” 

People are only half-listening. All of this will be in the little pamphlet they slide under our doors in the morning, anyway. 

Then the cruise director chuckles. “As long as everyone’s still here in the morning, of course. Ladies and gentlemen, for those of you who don’t know—and for the clever woman who reminded me about it during our muster drill—we will be passing through the Bermuda Triangle tonight on our way to our first port of call, our Day Two stop in Nassau.” 

More laughter. Someone, drunker than the rest, cries sarcastically that we’re all going to die. The rest of their group cracks up like they’re a brilliant comedian. 

“No need to worry, folks,” the director continues, undeterred. “This the ninth trip through this itinerary the Sapphire’s made this year, and I’m happy to report we haven’t lost so much as a single passenger. You have nothing to be afraid of.” He grins. “But if you do see any mysterious lights in the sky, please let your cabin crew know about it.” 

More laughter. The steel drums launch back into something uptempo, a tropical cover of a pop song I halfway recognize. People move on. 

I stare out at the coastline, which is now little more than a messy smudge on the horizon. We’re already far enough out that the scale of the ocean feels different—not a body of water as much as an endless desert. It’s always insane to remember that the majority of the world looks like this—land is the exception, not the rule. 

Lights in the sky, I think. Sure. 

The Bermuda Triangle is one of those things I tuck along with Bigfoot and UFOs in the back of my brain—stuff you believe in ironically, not because you actually think it exists. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve been to the Mothman Museum in West Virginia and it was fun as hell—but that doesn’t mean I think I’m ever going to look out my window and see the silhouette of a cryptid against the night sky. 

Ships and planes don’t disappear down here at any higher rate than they do in the rest of the world. Our cruise director’s just reminding us of a myth, giving our vacation the tiniest drop of danger so it’ll feel more romantic for the drunk people swigging sugary cocktails and checking out the casino. 

There’s no magic in the world. 

Even if sometimes it’s fun to pretend there is— 

“Hey. I’m here.” 

I turn. 

My fiancée Sylvia is standing behind me, and for just a second I forget everything: the cruise, the Bermuda Triangle, the rapidly-warming margarita on the table next to me. Sylvia has that effect on me. To be fair, I think she’d have that effect on anyone. 

She is fucking stunning. 

After all that time downstairs she’s decided to go with something simple—a foam-green sundress, soft and skimpy, with a pair of cutoff daisy dukes underneath and a pair of flip-flops. It doesn’t matter: everything Sylvia wears ends up looking like high fashion whether she wants it to or not. Even in sunglasses with her hair pulled into a messy blonde bun she looks like a goddess—like one of the sirens that lured Odysseus’s crew to the rocks in that poem I’ve been thinking about. Heads turn as she passes, male and female. It’s still a miracle to me that I pulled such an absolute babe—and that she’s wearing my engagement ring on her right hand, the tiny diamond sparkling in the lights strung all over the deck. 

I am so attracted to her, and I know that somehow, she’s attracted to me. That’s never been our problem. It’s everything around that attraction. Everything else. 

“Sorry I took so long,” she says, glancing at the margarita. “You got started without me?” 

“I thought you’d be up like twenty minutes ago,” I say, and instantly I know it’s the wrong thing. It sounds like an accusation, and the flinch Sylvia makes when she hears it compounds the insult. “I got you a drink.” 

Sylvia picks up the margarita and takes a sip. Her nose wrinkles. 

“Jesus, this thing’s going to give me diabetes,” she says, pulling back with gritted teeth. “They do know there’s supposed to be salt involved in the creation of one of these, right? Jimmy Buffett would—” 

“I know,” I say. There was a time in our relationship when I would have bonded with her over that, but now doesn’t feel like the right moment. “I got the wrong thing. I’m sorry.” 

Sylvia holds my gaze a moment too long, like she already knows we’ve started this night on the wrong foot. Like she already hates it. 

“It’s fine,” she says, taking another sip with only a slight grimace. “Really.” 

The two of us stand next to each other at the railing, looking out over the ocean. The party’s picking up and the horizon is disappearing and it feels like every person around us is wearing a big, goofy smile. The only people who aren’t are us. 

I glance at my fiancée from the corner of my eye. When did this stop being easy? 

It’s a wrong thought. A traitorous thought. 

But not a new one. 

It’s been squatting in the back of my brain like a goblin for weeks now. Six months ago, I would have told you that nothing could ever come between Sylvia and me: that the two of us were destined to be together forever, like the handsome prince and the beautiful princess in a storybook. And there’s nothing wrong with our relationship, exactly. We don't yell at each other, the sex is still good—albeit not quite as frequent as it used to be—nobody’s hiding their phones or sneaking around or anything like that. 

It’s just… not the same. 

When I first met Sylvia, she was my person. We used to go to restaurants and look up to realize that closing time had hit while we were talking, we used to watch the sun rise outside our window while the two of us lay in our cheap bed in our cheap apartment making love for the fifth time that night. She’d nerd out with me about movies and music and my unfinished video game and I’d cheerfully listen to her obsess about her latest fashion project and we’d get along like a house on fucking fire. 

We don’t do any of that anymore. Somewhere along the line, we… drifted. 

I can’t tell you when, exactly. Stuff like that doesn’t happen all at once, in one big fight—it’s a slow process, like someone standing with a noose around their neck on a block of ice that’s gradually melting. One day you wake up and your life isn’t what you expected it to be, and you look over at the person you share everything with and there’s a distance between you that didn’t used to be there. What do you do? 

Apparently, you book a cruise. 

A cruise you got on an absolutely insane discount, which is good because neither of you have a ton of money to throw around at the moment. The cruise is a Hail Mary pass—a bet I made the second I opened my wallet and bought the stateroom tickets, wagering that if I could just get the two of us away from the ‘real’ world for a few days, we’d find our way back to each other. Reconnect. Remind ourselves why we’re perfect for each other, and that the current unpleasantness is just a hiccup on the way to the altar. 

So far, it seems almost like it’s backfired. 

I have to say something. Make conversation. Get a toehold. 

“So,” I chuckle, setting my drink to the side. “We’re traveling through the Bermuda Triangle tonight.” 

“Uh huh.” 

Uh huh? She doesn’t even sound like she’s here right now. Sylvia might as well be trapped at the bottom of a well, for all she’s responding to me. 

I watch her for a long moment. If I was being kinder, I might note the stiff way she’s standing against the railing, holding onto it with one hand like she’s afraid she might go rocketing off into space at any moment. The tightness around her eyes, like she can’t make herself relax. The way she’s zoning out as she stares into the wine-dark sea, whatever she’s seeing presenting itself differently than what I see. 

But I don’t notice, even though it’s obvious the zoning out has nothing to do with me and everything to do with her. Because I’m pissed, and because this drink is terrible, and because the cruise already feels fucking ruined. 

“Are you okay?” I snap. 

Sylvia nods. The hand not holding the margarita takes her engagement band and turns it slowly around her finger. It’s an unconscious gesture, one I associate with her either being bothered by something or in a rotten mood. I’ve never pointed it out. 

“Just tired,” she mutters. “Embarkation was awful.” 

No argument here. “Muster drill,” I grunt. “Packed together like sardines in a tin.” 

She doesn’t say anything. We both stand there for a moment, basking in our mutual awkwardness. Then Sylvia reaches into her pocket and pulls out her phone, which is vibrating. 

An angry feeling spreads through my gut. “You promised you wouldn’t do work stuff on the cruise,” I say, harsher than I intended. 

“We’re still in sight of land,” Sylvia says, her voice almost completely toneless. I ought to catch that, too, but all I can think is how unapologetic she sounds. It rankles me. “It’s a last-minute work thing. I just need to send an email.” 

“We’re on vacation—” 

“It’ll take two seconds,” she snaps, her gaze rising to me. 

It takes four minutes. I feel every single second of it as the horizon recedes, clutching my drink like for all the world I’m the only one standing on this section of the deck. Sylvia’s fingers fly across the screen, composing what is no doubt a professional and elegant out-of-office message. 

It’s not personal, I try to tell myself. Her job is always trying to demand too much of her. She just needs to unplug. 

The rational part of my brain believes this. The other part—the part that’s been looking forward to this cruise for months, that remembers every slight and backhanded compliment and still seethes from time to time about what happened after PAX East—can’t help but feel hurt. That she’d prioritize some assholes she works for over her fiancé, even in the middle of a fucking party. 

When she glances up, it must be written across my face. Her expression darkens. 

“What?” she asks. 

The distance between us has never felt so vast. If I’m out at sea with the poets, she’s Penelope at home, waiting for her man to arrive—except instead of pining for her suitor, she’s focusing on anything and everything except him. 

“We’re supposed to be having fun,” I say. I don’t want it to come off angry, but it still does. “You’ve complained about every single part of this cruise, Syl. The embarkation. The muster drill. Salmon at dinner. The shitty, watered-down margaritas that would make Jimmy Buffett cry. Is it so goddamned hard for you to be positive about anything?” 

The words are out of my mouth before I can call them back. Sylvia stiffens like I slapped her, and for a second I’m certain she’s about to slap me. Maybe I deserve it. 

But she doesn’t. She goes still and silent, like a deer in headlights. 

And maybe that’s even worse. 

“I’m sorry,” I blurt, trying to smooth over the damage. “I didn’t mean—” 

“Yeah, you did.” Her voice is quiet, soft. Controlled. “That’s the first true thing you’ve said to me in I don’t fucking know how long, Alan.” 

Shit. “Syl—” 

“I complained all through embarkation,” she admits, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “It sucked. And yeah, this margarita is terrible, and the salmon at dinner was overcooked. Don’t think I didn’t notice you pushing your portion around your plate instead of eating it, too, sweetheart.” Her lips compress to a tight little line. “But yeah. I’m the problem, as usual.” 

“I didn’t say you’re the problem—” 

“Are you sure about that?” Sylvia’s voice gets even softer, which is how I know I’ve seriously fucked up. She’s not a ‘yelling and throwing things’ kind of girl. With Syl, I’ve learned it's the silences you need to watch out for. “Because it kind of sounds like you’ve been keeping score. Muster drill, dinner, drinks.” She counts them on her fingers. “Are you just venting, or are you building a case against me?” 

The accusation stings. The fact that it’s true doesn’t help a bit. 

“I’ve been looking forward to this trip for months,” I say, trying to refocus. “And it feels like you’ve been somewhere else since you set foot on this ship.” 

“I sent one email—” 

“It’s not about the email!” My voice goes up, and I can’t help it. It’s about everything else: PAX East and half-finished conversations and the awful feeling that the woman I love most in the world doesn’t care all that much about me as a person. Like we’ve started a downhill slide that’s going to get so much worse unless we do something about it here and now. “You know it’s not about the email, Syl! You’re not even here right now! I don’t know where the fuck you’ve gone, but I wish to God I knew!” 

People near us go still. The margarita sweats on the table, forgotten. 

Sylvia stares at me. 

For half a heartbeat, there’s something in her eyes that makes me want to pull her into my arms. Something wounded, something that activates all of my protective instincts at once. But it’s gone before I can fully process it—and what’s left in its place is colder than the bottom of the ocean. 

“You know what?” she says. Her voice has gone completely flat, which makes alarm bells go off in the back of my brain. “Fuck it. Go have fun, Alan.” 

What? 

“I’m serious,” she says, sounding so over it that it scares me. She gestures at the party happening around us, her face studiously neutral. “Go get drunk. Find the casino, put fifty bucks on black for me. Have a wonderful fucking time.” 

Oh Christ. This is not how I wanted this conversation to go. 

“Sylvia.” 

“I’m going downstairs,” she says, her eyes going watery. She’s not even looking at me—she’s staring at the rapidly fading horizon, like she’s wondering if she could make it to shore if she jumped overboard and started swimming. “I’m not going to stand here and be the thing that ruins the cruise you’ve been looking forward to for months. I won’t be a goddamn wet blanket anymore. Go enjoy yourself.” 

“You’re not ruining—” 

“Stop,” she says, lifting a hand. It’s trembling. “Alan, just stop. I cannot… I cannot continue this conversation right now. I’m sorry. We will talk about this in the morning, okay?” 

“Sylvia.” I take two steps towards her. “Syl, come on—” 

But it’s too late. She’s already across the deck. The big double doors leading to the elevators slide open with a barely-audible hiss, and she glances over her shoulder once as they shut behind her. Her eyes are wet with tears. 

Then she’s gone, leaving me alone on the deck of a cruise ship with two disgusting drinks and a feeling in my gut like I’m about to throw up. 

The cruise director says something into his microphone that gets a big laugh. I’m not even listening. 

I’m staring into the wine-dark sea, thinking: that was about as bad as it could possibly be. 

Thinking how the fuck do we spend the next seven days together? 

How the fuck do we get to the altar? 

I shake myself out of my trance. “That was stupid,” I mutter. “We’ll talk about it in the morning. Go have fun, Alan. Fuck, I wish I could have a do-over. That was so bad…” 

If I could tackle that conversation from the top a second time, I know I could do a better job. I wouldn’t lose my temper, I’d find out what’s up with Sylvia. Find the right things to say. Navigate the minefield. 

Little did I know how ironic that wish would be in just a few hours. 

Fuck it, I think. Let’s go have fun. 

I leave the margaritas and don’t look back. 

xXx 

Two hours later, I am drunk. 

It’s a mistake. I’m going to regret it in the morning, I can tell. But every dream’s a good dream on the Sapphire of the Seas—even awful dreams are good dreams right now. I’m trying not to think too hard about the next seven days, and only partially succeeding. 

I find the casino and put fifty dollars in chips on black at the roulette table. It hits, then hits again, then hits a third fucking time before I get a hold of myself and pull my now much larger stack of chips away from the table. In thirty seconds I’ve turned fifty bucks into four hundred, and I ought to feel fucking great about that. It would be the highlight of a very different cruise. 

Instead, I just wish Sylvia was there to see it. 

Happy people throng the hallways. Plenty of them are young and dressed up, and a few are even single. I don’t pay them any mind. The bars and clubs on the ship are filling up, but I’ve had more than enough drinks. And I can sense I would be nothing but a drain on anyone else’s company right now. 

I put it off as long as I can, then finally head to our stateroom. It’s down on deck nine: a room along the ship’s port side with a queen-sized bed and a balcony just big enough for Sylvia and I to stand side-by-side on it without bumping shoulders. It’s not the worst berth on the ship—an interior cabin would have been so much worse—but it’s not the lap of luxury, either. 

Silly me, I thought it was cozy. I was looking forward to snuggling up next to Sylvia for seven nights in that tiny, comfortable room. 

The room is dark when I get inside. Sylvia’s asleep, turned away from the entrance, facing the sliding glass door leading to the balcony. I freeze for a second, expecting her to wake, but she’s snoring. I can tell she’s not faking—those are very real snores. 

The white noise app on her phone’s been turned up all the way, even though the walls are humming from the engine. I creep into the bathroom, take care of business, then strip down to my shirt and boxers and slide into bed beside her. 

For a few minutes, I just watch her shoulders rise and fall. 

I’m sorry, I think but don’t say. Can we start this day over? Please? 

I wish with every cell in my body that I could. If I could do these twenty-four hours over again, I swear I’d do them right. I wouldn’t fight, wouldn’t get snarky—wouldn’t ruin this. 

We can fix this, I tell myself. 

Sylvia is here. She chose to come on this cruise—to take a week and a half off from her job, to toss her schedule out the window—to get away from the world and spend seven nights getting close to me. That means something. It means a hell of a lot. 

It means there’s hope. 

I drape an arm slowly over Sylvia as I put my head against the pillow. She stirs in her slumber, muttering—then pushes herself against me, snuggling in close. She lifts my arm under her breasts and embraces it before sinking back down into a deep sleep, and when she does, there’s the faintest twist of a smile on her lips. 

Tomorrow will be better, I tell myself, holding my fiancee. I promise, babe. 

The rocking of the ship lulls me into a deep, dreamless sleep. The last thing I think before I drift off is that I forgot to set the alarm on my watch. We’re going to oversleep. 

Fuck it. 

What else are vacations for? 

The next time I open my eyes, it’s still dark outside. No light spills into the room from the balcony. I’m lying on my back, the woman beside me snoozing gently. 

I roll onto my side. 

And find myself staring into the eyes of a woman I’ve never seen before. 


Chapter Two 


This is not my stateroom. 

This is not my fiancée. 

What the hell is going on!? 

The woman lying next to me smiles, half-asleep, tucking a hand between her head and the pillow beneath her. “Not yet, darling,” she groans, her voice thick with slumber and an accent I can’t place. “Let me sleep a little bit longer—” 

“Ahhh!” 

Her eyes shoot wide awake as I jump out of bed. I’m flailing, I can’t help it, but something is horribly, terribly wrong with this picture. How the hell did I get out of my stateroom? Was I sleepwalking? 

Did I wander all the way up to the penthouse suites? 

Because even at a glance, it’s obvious that’s where I am. This room is far more spacious than the one I share with Sylvia—you could fit two of those in here with room to spare, even before taking the balcony into account. All the little details are nicer, too: there’s a smallish kitchen with a mini-refrigerator, a big TV on the far wall, and the door to my immediate right opens up on a bathroom that seems almost sinfully large for cruise ship accommodations. 

“Baby?” The word comes out strangled; the woman’s already sitting up in bed. “Alan, darling, what’s the matter—?” 

She knows my name. She knows my name! 

This can’t be happening. There’s no way I went sleepwalking after bedding down next to Sylvia, picked up some woman at one of the bars on the ship—a rich woman, by the looks of this room—and went all the way back to her place while being totally unaware of my actions. No jury in the world would believe that. 

Sylvia would never believe that. 

“Where am I?” I growl, looking around for the door. “How did I get here?” 

The woman’s up in a flash, her arms outstretched. It doesn’t help things that she’s absolutely gorgeous—though she’s definitely a little older than I am, around mid-thirties if I had to guess. Reddish-brown hair trails down her back in messy tresses—she’s got a real case of bed head, which would be funny under other circumstances. Even in the terry cloth bathrobe she’s got on, which stretches to mid-thigh, I can tell she’s got curves for days. 

Fuck, I don’t think she’s wearing anything under that robe. 

And I’m—holy shit, where are my clothes!? 

I’m down to boxer shorts. I don’t even have socks on. This is bad. So bad. 

Unbelievably bad. 

“Are you alright? What’s gotten into you? Did you have a bad dream?” Concern fills the woman’s features as her voice drops to a distressed whisper. “Darling, was it a panic attack?” 

I feel like I’m having one right now. My heart jumps into my throat so hard that it seems like it ought to be bulging from my neck like a cartoon wolf. Who the hell is this woman? Where am I? What’s happened to me? 

I lean over and pinch myself, once, hard. The pain floods my bloodstream, bringing with it a blast of clarity. No, this is real. This is happening. 

I’m in an unfamiliar room, with an unfamiliar woman. 

Who is looking at me like she’s worried I’ve lost my mind. 

Belatedly, I realize she might just call security on me. Getting in trouble over that isn’t at the top of my mind: what is is that if Sylvia found out I was in this woman’s room, I would be in huge trouble. 

The kind of trouble that ends relationships. 

“Listen, there’s been some kind of mistake,” I manage, glancing over at the door. Even in nothing but a pair of boxer shorts I’m tempted to make a break for it; I probably wouldn’t be the first passenger on Sapphire of the Seas to do a half-naked walk of shame through the hallways in the early morning. “I’m not supposed to be here, obviously. I’ll just go—” 

But the woman is already rising from the bed. 

The concern on her face etches deeper, turning into something close to terror. “Oh Jesus,” she murmurs, throwing her arms around me. “You did have a panic attack. You’re having one right now, aren’t you? Darling, I can feel your heart pounding like a bloody jackhammer…” 

Bloody? Now I can hear that trace of an across-the-pond accent in her voice, which I start to like before I catch myself and realize how insane this all is. 

But then things get even crazier. 

“Look at me,” the woman whispers, tilting my face towards her own. We’re close enough that we could easily kiss if she wanted, and I realize with a start that kissing is something this woman believes the two of us have done many, many times in the past. “Baby, it’s okay. I’m here. Carrie’s here, okay? I am right here.” 

Almost despite myself, I start to calm down. There’s something about this woman’s manner that touches me, right in the center of my chest where all of those sweet, gooey feelings come from. My heart rate’s slowing and my panic is starting to even out, and the woman (who I realize with another start is nearly the same height as me, making her so much taller than Sylvia) leans down and buries her face against my chest, sighing with relief. 

“It was just a dream, love,” she practically purrs, her hand straying to my lower back. “Whatever you saw wasn’t real. You’re not there. You’re on the Triumph Zephyr, which is currently—I don’t know, we’re somewhere in the beautiful Caribbean sea right now—and you’re in your wife’s arms.” I can feel her smile. “I love you so very much, darling. It’s okay.” 

All the calming down I’ve done over the last few seconds does a flip. 

The Zephyr? 

My WIFE!? 

The woman’s fingers go still on my lower back for a moment. Then, with a flick of the wrist that feels almost impish, she grabs a handful of my butt and squeezes. I nearly jump out of my skin with the shock. 

No one’s ever done that to me before. Not even Sylvia. 

She chuckles warmly. “You’re alright. You are going to be fine.” There’s a bit of an edge to her tone, like she has to convince herself of that, but she’s right: even with this strange woman copping a feel like I’m one of those Magic Mike dancers, I’m starting to become… comfortable? Relaxed? 

I almost feel like I’m home. 

And that really, really scares the shit out of me. 

Because the one thing I know for certain is that whatever this is is not my home. 

Carrie tilts her face to mine. “It’s been so long since you had one of those,” she whispers, running a finger down my cheek with the hand not currently groping my ass. “An attack, I mean. Six weeks at least, right?” 

I have no idea what this woman expects me to say. I know I ought to shove her away from me, then go back into the hallway and walk around until I find both my stateroom and my fiancee, but something tells me I wouldn’t be able to locate either no matter how long I searched. 

Something seriously wrong has happened to me. 

I don’t know if I’ve had a stroke, or if I’m in some sort of insane coma. 

But I intend to find out. I need to make some sense out of what’s going on. 

Carrie stares at me, the lines on her forehead deepening the longer the silence stretches out. I mentally revise my estimate of how old she is: she’s probably closer to forty-five than thirty-five, just with the kind of good looks that make guys wonder if life really does begin at forty after all. 

Which means my so-called wife is at least two decades older than me. 

That seems… odd. Not bad, necessarily but— 

Shit, she really needs me to reply, doesn’t she? 

“Six weeks,” I murmur, keeping my cards close to my chest. “Yeah, it’s something like that. I try not to count it too closely.” 

I’m suddenly reminded of Roger Zelazny’s Chronicles of Amber books. In the first one, a demigod with amnesia finds himself at a party filled with his fellow villainous godlings, and he manages to bluff his way through the whole thing by being as cryptic and mysterious as possible. 

Something tells me I can get away with that. For now, at least. 

Still, something about my tone alerts the woman. “Is this the first one you’ve had recently?” she asks, the hand on my ass pulling back the slightest bit. “Or have there been others?” 

I shake my head; I already know which answer will please her more. “No, that was… that was the first. Just a really bad dream, I guess.” 

She nods. “You have nothing to be ashamed of,” she says, in a tone that tells me that while she believes that to the marrow of her bones, someone else close to us has tried to shame me over these attacks. Maybe even recently. “You promise you haven't been hiding them from me? I wouldn’t be upset, Alan, really. Maybe you were a little worried it would ruin our anniversary?” 

Our anniversary!? 

“No,” I manage, my throat going dry. “I promise.” 

She likes that. She relaxes, and the corner of her mouth curls in a relieved smile. Whatever’s going on with the person she thinks I am, she’s glad I’m through the worst of it. 

Although she did call me Alan, which is my name. Which is weird, right? 

She plants a warm kiss on my forehead, her robe opening slightly to reveal some of her cleavage. I’m distracted enough by the sight of it that I almost miss the little logo of the cruise company stitched on the breast—a stylized ‘T’ with a bunch of steampunk-looking flourishes around it. 

The Triumph Zephyr, I think. That’s what she said the name of this ship is. 

Except there’s no cruise company named Triumph that I’m aware of. 

There’s a cruise ship called the Triumph. But what happened to it is so gross that no one would ever dare name a whole line after it— 

The woman’s eyes meet mine. 

And fill with lust. 

“I love you,” she purrs, tracing a nail down my bare chest. “Now be a good boy and come back to bed with me.” 

Oh shit. Oh holy shit. 

“I’m so hot for you,” she whispers, her lips curling in a smirk. “I’m always hot for you, darling. Come lie down—now you’ve got my heart racing…” 

So she says, but I barely even hear her. Because right now, something insane is happening to me. 

The second I hear her call me ‘good boy’ in that tone? 

I fucking melt. 

A groan escapes my lips, fleeing the confines of my throat before the guards in my brain can grab it and pull it back in. What happens between my legs is extremely male, extremely primal, and—as she presses a thigh against my growing bulge—something I realize is not at all a surprise to this woman. 

She’s used to treating me like this. The hands, the dirty talk, the way she’s the one pursuing me instead of the other way around. 

This is how she likes her husband to be. How she treats him. 

She’s a hot older woman, I realize. A cougar. A total MILF. And I’m practically young enough to be her son… 

Oh fuck. I’m her fucking boy toy. 

Holy shit. 

She pulls me toward the bed and I really do start to panic. Because if I slide between the sheets with this woman, I know she’s going to slip that little terry-cloth bathrobe off her curvy, statuesque frame. She’s going to tug my boxers off all while calling me a good boy and telling me how much she wants to please me. 

In other words, she’s going to fuck her husband’s brains out. 

As if confirming it, she senses my hesitation and grins. Her hand grips my wrist, then slides it into the slit in the front of her robe, burying my fingers in her cleavage. Oh fuck, her tits feel so nice. So soft. So warm… 

She nibbles the side of my neck, then puts her lips against my ear, the gesture so warm and intimate that it makes me shudder. “Don’t worry, baby. Mommy’s going to ride all those bad feelings away,” she promises, the hand on my ass going to my bulge. “Let me ride you, darling. You’ll sleep so much better after you come inside me…” 

Her words nearly unravel me in a single instant. It’s everything I can do not to hop on top of the mattress and let this woman have her way with me, doing things that would both blow my mind and utterly destroy my relationship with my fiancee. The certainty that this must all be a hallucination—that someone must have dumped LSD into the Sapphire of the Seas’ water supply—nearly makes me give in. 

Then I think about Sylvia. 

No. I can’t. Not to her. 

The woman feels it. She gets quiet, and I can tell she’s a little frustrated by my reluctance. But it’s just a tiny bit—and underneath it is an understanding and an adoration that feels almost bottomless. The way she’s looking at me—frankly, it’s incredible. 

For the first of what will be many, many times, I wonder what the hell the man this woman thinks I am did to deserve this kind of treatment. 

She clears her throat. “That attack really rattled you, didn’t it?” she asks. 

It’s an escape hatch, and I grab it with both hands. “Yeah,” I say, clearing my throat. I don’t need to try to sound like I’m emotionally damaged right now—whatever the hell is happening has got my head feeling like it’s going to pop off and go flying around the room. “I’m really sorry, Carrie. It’s just… I’m feeling…” 

Like I already have a wife, I think but don’t say. Or a fiancée, at least. 

“That’s alright,” she says, giving me another one of those looks that makes me feel like I’m swaddled up in blankets in front of a warm fire. “You don’t have to explain it to me, dear—I know. After everything we’ve been through together this year, I’d almost be more surprised if you didn’t have an attack every now and then.” 

I blink. What have we been through this year? Whatever it is, she makes it sound pretty rough. 

Another thing I’m going to need to be all cryptic and Chronicles of Amber-y about. 

“I…” Carrie’s voice hitches, then drops to a whisper. “You have been so, so good to me, Alan. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that yet again. But I do know you love it so when I praise you.” 

To my surprise, she’s right. I really do like being praised. After so long dealing with uncertainty in my relationship with Sylvia, something this straightforward and simple feels like a cold glass of water in the middle of the desert. 

An oasis. 

She gives me another kiss, which I mentally write off as okay since how am I supposed to interact with this woman without kissing her? “Raincheck?” 

“Of course,” I say. Hopefully it’s a raincheck I’ll never have to redeem: in a few minutes, this dream or trip or hallucination is sure to collapse and leave me back in my stateroom on the Sapphire of the Seas. 

But it’s weird. 

As strange as it is, I kind of don’t want this to disappear? 

“Good.” 

She leans in close, takes my hand, and bites the tip of my index finger. 

“Because I’ve been waiting a very long while to get us a week of uninterrupted time together,” she says, her smile turning vicious for a brief moment. “And I intend to make the most of it.” 

My jaw hits the floor. 

Carrie doesn’t notice—she’s already glancing at the clock over the vanity. I can’t help but notice how much nicer it is than the one in the stateroom I fell asleep in—just like everything about this suite is nicer than the real one. It’s kind of unfair, actually. 

“Well, it’s early, but we could grab brunch,” she suggests, looking me up and down. “I was looking over the schedule last night and they pretty much start serving it at sunrise. We’d probably have the place all to ourselves.” 

As if on cue, my stomach rumbles. Food. Coffee. All good things. 

Hopefully a little sanity to go along with it. 

“Something tells me you like that idea,” Carrie chuckles, bumping me. “Let me hop in the shower and then we’ll go, alright? You took care of that earlier, but I just won’t feel right unless I get a good scrub first. We’ll get something to eat, and then—I don’t know, take a walk around the ship?” 

“That sounds good,” I say. 

She nods. “We ought to get our bearings,” she says with a chuckle. “Is that what they still call it at sea, ‘getting your bearings’? I’m sure we’ll be familiar enough with the Zephyr soon, since we’re here for seven days. But it doesn’t hurt to get a leg up on the other passengers, no?” 

So this is a seven-day cruise. Just like the real one I’m on with Sylvia. That makes me even more certain this is all something I dreamed up for myself. 

“You go ahead and do that,” I tell this woman who thinks she’s my wife. “I’ll wait here, then we’ll go.” 

“I’ll come out and find you on your laptop, no doubt,” Carrie says with a knowing smile. “But please, darling, do me a favor—don’t work too hard, alright? This cruise isn’t about getting things done. It’s about us relaxing for a change. Celebrating.” Her gaze grows faraway for a moment. “God knows we’ve earned it.” 

“Yeah we have,” I blurt. 

Carrie snorts at that. “Be right back,” she purrs. 

With that, she sashays into the bathroom. She leaves the door open a crack, which is a move so slick it honestly impresses the hell out of me. She’s giving me the invitation to come in and join her for a little nookie if I want to—but at the same time, she’s making it casual enough that if I’m still feeling rattled from that panic attack, there’s no pressure. That’s clever. 

This woman is a smooth operator. 

No wonder she’s the one who treats me like I’m the prize she can’t keep her hands off of. 

As soon as I hear the shower start running, I’m up. The urge to run wells up within me, and I almost take it—except that by now, I’ve kind of figured there’s no way I’m going to find my stateroom or Sylvia on this ship. 

What I’m looking for is some sign of where the fuck I am. 

And what the hell has happened to me. 

The cruise schedule is sitting on the vanity, right where Carrie gestured at it. The logo of the cruise ship company—that steampunk ‘T’ again—dominates the top, followed by the name of the ship, the captain, and the itinerary. It’s Day One of the voyage, which is where I ought to be back on the Sapphire of the Seas, but the names of the decks and the events on board aren’t even close to what I remember reading over Sylvia’s shoulder yesterday. 

Also, any chance that this is just a dream fades the second I start to read. I’m not sure if the whole ‘you can’t read in a dream’ thing is just an old wives’ tale, but either way there’s no chance my subconscious invented all of this. 

So there must be something else going on. 

The fold-out has all the schedules for the restaurants on the ship, along with the shows in the theater. Day One on the Sapphire of the Seas is a magic show, but on the Zephyr the main attraction is some kind of stage thing called Amanuensis. I’ve heard the word before, but I don’t know what it means off the top of my head. 

Sitting next to the itinerary on the desk are our sail cards. Both of them. 

Looking at them makes all of this suddenly feel very, very real. 

They’re platinum-level, and they have our photos printed on both. The picture on mine is recognizably me: I’m giving the camera a goofy smile, which I’m pretty sure I did when Sylvia and I got our pictures taken, too. The name on the card reads Alan Bloch, which is my name, and has my stateroom number. 

Carrie’s— 

My heart skips a beat. It’s a picture of her, smiling, right next to the name Carrie Bloch. 

She is my wife. 

There’s a few scattered bits of jewelry around, along with a fancy men’s Swiss wristwatch—the logo says Tenebrae, which is a brand I’m pretty sure exists about as much as the Triumph cruise company does—but there’s nothing else here I can use to get information. And I don’t just want information right now as much as I need it—need it the way a drowning man needs someone to extend their hand and haul him back to dry land. 

My gaze travels around the room, hesitating as I spy the luxurious brass furnishings all over the walls. There’s the big balcony with the sliding glass door leading to it, much nicer than the shoebox-sized one bolted to Sylvia and I’s stateroom. But there’s nothing in here I recognize. 

Until my gaze travels to the carpet between the bed and the wall and I see my backpack. 

It’s actually my real backpack, which is so strange to see here that I almost can’t process it. It’s the same black Legend of Zelda-themed messenger bag I bought at the store in the Japan section of Epcot five years ago, although up close it looks a little more beat up than the one I brought with me on the cruise with Sylvia. Like it’s been used a little harder; taken with me to more places. 

As Carrie hums a tune in the shower, I scoop the bag off the floor and sit it in front of me, plopping down cross-legged on the mattress. Well, she did say she expected me to be on my laptop when she gets out, I think. I might as well turn it on. It’s not impossible that I might have written some message to myself—it’s the kind of thing I’d do if I felt some insane, reality-altering drug trip coming on. 

I pop the messenger bag open. 

And what’s inside is not my laptop. 

My eyes widen. I reach in and pull out a sleek black ThinkPad—the kind of laptop I’d probably buy for myself if I had the money for it. Which I don’t. It’s in excellent condition, which is something I can’t say about any piece of computer hardware I’ve ever owned. More than anything else, that makes it feel like it shouldn’t be mine. 

What should be in there is the old Dell I bought a couple years back, but that’s nowhere to be found. 

The old laptop is sitting in my messenger bag back in the real world with Sylvia, covered in stickers to hide all the dents and dings it's accrued since I bought it. This new one has only a single sticker, up in the top right corner—a simple logo of a flame with the letters CC emblazoned on it in a medieval font. 

I don’t have the faintest idea what CC could stand for. Canadian Club? Cannibal Corpse? I wrack my brain over it, but nothing comes to mind. Maybe it’s the name of the company this woman’s husband works for? 

I’m still thinking about it when a glint of light from inside the bag catches my eye. There’s something else in here. 

It’s the edge of a necklace, hanging out of a tiny jewelry box. An amulet. The container must have partially opened at some point during embarkation. 

The chain is gold, with a small ruby the shape of a teardrop on the end. It’s not fancy—in fact, it looks like something I could probably afford to buy Sylvia back in the real world—but seeing it sends a shiver down my spine all the same. Even without knowing anything else about this place, I know this necklace is important. And I think I know why. 

It’s a gift. For Carrie. 

For our anniversary. 

The surprise nearly gets spoiled. All at once I realize the shower has stopped running, Carrie’s footsteps padding across the bathroom floor. I shove the amulet back into the depths of the bag two seconds before she steps back into the suite, her long reddish-brown hair wrapped in a towel with another fluffy one tied around her breasts. 

Whew. That was close. 

Carrie’s eyes narrow a bit in a good-natured way when she sees the laptop in my hands, then she smiles. “You ready for an early brunch, darling?” she asks. She glances back into the bathroom, where steam billows through the crack in the door. I can tell there’s a part of her that wishes I’d come in and climbed into the shower with her, but she’s not showing it. So she’s alright. 

She’s probably thinking of the ways I’m going to make it up to her later. 

I tuck the laptop away—as soon as I can, though, I need to sneak back and check it out in detail—and beam at her. “Totally. Let’s rock.” 

She gives me a strange look. 

For a second, I’m sure I said something wrong. Then she lets out a little laugh, looking me up and down. 

“Darling, while I would be perfectly happy to watch you walking around the ship like that, I don’t think they’ll let you in the Crown and Anchor in your boxer shorts.” She bites down on her bottom lip like she wishes I’d take them off instead. “Maybe you should get dressed first?” 

Damn it. I’m so out of it I barely even noticed I’m half-naked. 

“That’s probably a good idea,” I say. “I’m right behind you.” 

My clothes are familiar, at least. My jeans are on the floor, almost identical to the ones I was wearing in the real world, and maybe two-thirds of the t-shirts I have in my stateroom with Sylvia are here. The rest of the clothes are fancier, but look less comfortable. 

I spy an old Jimmy Buffet tee in the back. Written across the front is one of his mottos: Changes in Latitudes, Changes in Attitudes. 

Yeah. That definitely feels appropriate for this situation. 

Carrie gives me a peck on the cheek when I’m done. “I’m starving,” she purrs. “Let’s go find this restaurant.” 

I could use some food, too. 

And along the way, I can find out what makes the Triumph Zephyr tick.


Chapter Three 


Two minutes of walking around the Zephyr is all it takes to convince me I’m not in Kansas anymore. 

This is most definitely not my ship. 

For one thing, the Sapphire is on the smaller side. It’s one of the fleet’s older vessels; the kind without all the fancy “hotel at sea” style attractions of the last few years like on-deck rollercoasters or Olympic-sized swimming pools. The kind mostly booked by older couples, discount-minded shoppers or people looking for a quiet getaway. 

I can’t imagine anyone looking for quiet anything on board the Zephyr. 

Even at six-fifteen in the morning—at Carrie’s prodding, I slipped on that fancy Tenebrae-brand wristwatch before leaving the stateroom—this place has almost as much life in it as the Sapphire of the Seas did during embarkation. Cruise employees scrub windows, brew coffee, gesture from the entrances of the fancy stores Carrie and I pass as we make our way aft through the ship’s central deck. 

Which is a freaking fever dream. 

The more we walk, the more certain I become that I’m not just on a different ship, I’m on a different planet. Crossing the promenade feels like stepping into a Gilded Age that never quite ended—like the Titanic got updated for the Internet Age, or Ayn Rand went into architecture instead of writing those doorstopper novels. If Andrew Ryan built the city in Bioshock on the ocean instead of underneath it, it might look a little like this. I’m half-expecting a monster with drills for hands to come around the nearest corner. 

“Wow,” I whisper, my fingers laced through Carrie’s. “Holy cow.” 

She snuggles a little closer to me. “Impressive, isn’t it?” she asks. “It’s even larger than the website made it look. A lot nicer without all those people trying to push through to their rooms, isn’t it?” 

She must be talking about embarkation day. For her, that was yesterday—and I was with her, instead of holding Sylvia’s elbow and guiding her through the crowd as we made our way to our muster station. 

As we walk, I glance down at the watch. The second hand glides around the dial like a whisper, rather than ticking. I’m fairly certain that means it’s one of the really expensive kinds. Brass railings curl like vines along multi-tiered balconies, overlooking a vast atrium that stretches in glass and chrome above our heads. Beyond it is the brilliant blue Caribbean sky, swaying gently back and forth along with the motion of the ship. 

“It’s… incredible,” I mutter, shaking my head. I say a silent prayer of thanks that Carrie is also awed enough that I don’t have to pretend. “This place feels like it shouldn’t be real…” 

“Well, it is,” Carrie snickers. “Considering how much it cost to book a stateroom here, it ought to be as real as it bloody gets!” 

She leads me to a glass elevator at the center of the ship. There’s four of them, one in each corner of the promenade, stretching all the way from the lowest levels up to the big outdoor deck on the ship—which I remember from yesterday is called the lido deck, or at least it is back in my world. 

The elevators surround a space filled with restaurants and shops and cafes the size of a soccer field. I’m expecting us to duck into one of these, but Carrie instead makes a beeline for the elevator, humming as her shoes make little clicking sounds on the tile. 

An old Pixies song plays inside the elevator—Here Comes Your Man, the little ascending/descending riff coming in tinny through the speakers as Carrie pushes the button with a ‘9’ on it. Something about that relaxes me. Maybe if alt-rock bands from the 90’s still exist in this world, it’s not all that different from my own. 

Because this isn’t my world. There’s just no way. 

I try to ignore the way my stomach does a flip as the elevator rises. “This place is supposed to be delightful,” Carrie says brightly. “I’ve read online that the griddle cakes are absolutely to die for. Are you going to get one, darling?” 

Honestly, I’m not particularly hungry. But maybe that will change. “Sure,” I say with a shrug. “You?” 

Carrie gives me the kind of grin that tells me morning sex isn’t the only way she likes to enjoy life to the fullest. “Oh, most definitely,” she purrs. “I can be a little naughty diet-wise, I suppose. We are on vacation, after all.” She nudges me as the elevator reaches our floor. “Isn’t being naughty what vacations are all about?” 

And suddenly my throat is dry all over again. “Uh huh,” I grunt. 

She giggles—she knows she’s got me hooked. “Good boy,” she whispers, giving me a pat on the ass. “Let’s get some food. You’re going to need your strength for later…” 

The Crown and Anchor must be one of the main dining rooms on the ship. It’s huge, taking up the aft portion of both the eighth and ninth decks. The art deco theme is a bit muted in here; whoever designed the place knew that the real view was through the big bay windows along the rear of the ship. There’s a thick trail of foam behind the Zephyr as it tears through the waves, framed against a flat horizon with sea in both directions as far as the eye can see. 

The maitre’d smugly informs us that there’s usually a wait for brunch, but since we’re so early they have tables available. Carrie doesn’t even rise to the snub; she’s only got eyes for me as the man leads us through the dining room, bouncing from table to table like a pinball. 

“It’s the morning of the first full day at sea,” Carrie chuckles at one point. “Everyone else must be sleeping in. Looks like we practically have the place to ourselves…” 

He leads us to a table right by the big bay windows. When I look down, I can see little fish jumping up and down in the trail of foam the Zephyr is leaving behind it. I wonder if they’re eating some byproduct from the engine. They’re getting brunch, too, I think. 

The menu is printed on a sheet of fancy cardstock. The griddle cakes Carrie has already hyped up dominate the top in a variety of flavors, while the bottom half has classic brunch dishes: Eggs Benedict, a toasted Western, Huevos Rancheros. The only thing I don’t recognize is tucked in with the steak and eggs: the former’s available in beef, plant-based or ‘aurochs’ with an up charge. I’m not curious enough to find out what that is. 

I order the huevos, Carrie goes for the Eggs Benedict. Both of us get a griddle cake (plain for me, blueberry for Carrie) and mimosas. 

I’m still glancing around the room when I feel Carrie’s hand on mine. 

“This is nice,” she says, flashing a lopsided grin. “The ship’s so quiet right now. It really feels peaceful, doesn’t it?” 

I nod. There’s no peace inside me—not as long as I’m on the Zephyr, wondering where the hell my world is and how I can get back to it. But Carrie’s right. This is really nice. 

If I really was this woman’s husband, I’d be feeling pretty damned romantic right now. 

The waitress comes by with our mimosas and a smallish pitcher of water. Carrie takes a sip of hers, her expression proclaiming it good, and sits back in her chair, sizing me up like a cat. 

“You know what I’m looking forward to the most this week?” she asks. 

I can’t even imagine. The only thing that comes to mind is what I didn’t give her back at the stateroom. “Not having mornings spoiled by a panic attack?” I ask, trying to sound funny. 

It works—she chuckles, clinking her glass against mine. “You know I’m not mad about that,” she insists, her smile telling me she means it. Which is crazy, because I’m not sure lately that Sylvia would. “Just this, Alan. The quiet. The peace.” She shakes her head, taking another sip. “It has been so goddamned long since we’ve had time to ourselves. To reconnect.” Her fingers lace through mine. “To remember why we put up with everything we put up with.” 

I can’t help but wonder what she means. “Yeah, it’s good to get away,” I agree, taking a sip of my own drink. Damn, it is good—they do things right on the Zephyr. “Disconnect from all the bullshit. Forget about my job for a while.” 

It’s about the safest thing I could have said. I expect Carrie to nod along. 

Instead, she frowns. Her eyes narrow in confusion. “Your job?” 

A cold feeling spreads through my gut. I… I do have a job, don’t I? 

Jesus, if I’m this woman’s boy toy, maybe I don’t? 

Carrie sees the look on my face and misinterprets it. Suddenly she looks like she just accidentally said a slur. “I’m so sorry,” she says, laughing a bit to cover the awkwardness. “I was not trying to belittle you, darling. It’s just that you never call it a job.” 

I relax a bit. Oh. Okay. Of course. 

“And I don’t care how much money it makes or doesn’t make,” she continues, again like there’s someone in our lives who has tried to shame us about my income. “My job brings in more than enough for both of us to live on, and I’m just happy to see you creating.” 

Wow. Okay, damn. This girl is not all about traditional gender roles, clearly. 

A smirk curls at the corner of her mouth. “Honestly, I’m a little surprised,” she says, taking a sip of her mimosa. “I expected you to spend all morning on your laptop, mashing f5 over and over again on that SteamDB website. The new update went live today, right?” 

I blink. What? “Update?” 

She looks confused. “Cardstock Champions,” she says, a little note of concern in her tone. “Oh, did you discover a bug in the code or something? Is the new update not coming out until we get back from the cruise?” 

I freeze. Every muscle in my body goes tense. 

Because this is something I know. I know all about Cardstock Champions. 

Except it isn’t real. 

It’s something I’ve been toying with for years. I’m a huge fan of card-based rogue-like games: Slay the Spire, Monster Train, Balatro. I’ve always wanted to make my own: to put my own stamp on the genre. I have a whole goddamn notebook of ideas for it sitting on my desk back home. 

But it’s not finished. It’s a hobby project, not an actual game. And it sure as shit isn’t on Steam… 

It clicks. The little logo on my laptop; the flame with the medieval ‘CC’ across it. 

Cardstock Champions. 

I made that!? 

The bottom drops out of my brain. More than anything else—the beautiful ship, the gorgeous woman sitting across from me—this is what convinces me that I have to be hallucinating. Because there’s no universe in which I not only finished Cardstock Champions and put it on Steam, but it’s doing well enough that updates are coming out for it. 

This isn’t real. It can’t be. 

Carrie’s frown deepens. “Darling?” 

I have to say something. “I, um… sorry,” I say, shaking my head. “My mind was wandering. You know how I get when I’m thinking about the game.” 

It’s a guess, but an educated one. And from the way Carrie chuckles knowingly when I say it, she’s had to pull my head out of the clouds more than once from the other side of a dinner table. 

“I almost asked you to keep your laptop at home,” she says. “But I knew there’s no way you ever would. And I wouldn’t have tried to force you.” For a moment, she looks at me like the two of us are getting away with some kind of a crime. “Maybe I’ll finally play a round or two this week?” 

Instantly, I can tell this is something I’ve asked her to do before. Something that’s almost become something of an in-joke between us. I decide to roll with it. 

“Only if you want to,” I say, lifting my glass. 

She snorts. “Please, I can see it in your eyes,” she says. “It’s really not my thing, darling. I’m much more of a Stardew Valley kind of girl. It’s not that I don’t appreciate all the effort my husband puts into his work—it’s just that I’m terrible at those kinds of games. I only beat the first act of Slay the Spire that one time, and that was with you making most of my decisions for me.” 

Just then, the waitress shows up with our food. A good thing, because it gives me time to process all the insane shit I’ve just heard. 

My game exists. Working on it is my full-time job—though neither Carrie nor I think of it that way. It’s more like a rich guy whose girlfriend makes paintings on the side. 

And Carrie—this mid-forties woman who calls herself my wife—plays video games. She tried to get into my favorite video game, for me. 

Would Sylvia do that? 

Fortunately the next few minutes provide no conversational landmines. The food is absolutely freaking delicious—I polish off the entire griddle cake in three bites, then tear into the huevos rancheros with the hunger of a starving man. Across from me, Carrie eats with nearly the same degree of gusto. We both get refills on the mimosas, though the alcohol barely touches me through all the sugar and carbs. 

After we’re done, we spit one more griddle cake—a dessert one, topped with powdered sugar, whipped cream and honey butter. There’s two little dipping cups of syrup that come with it, and Carrie and I polish both of them off by the time we’re finished. 

What strikes me as I finish up is how natural all this feels. How normal. I’ve known Carrie for all of an hour and a half, and I’m more comfortable tearing up a second griddle cake with her as my accomplice than I’ve been during any meal I’ve had in the last six months. 

This woman is… something. 

Carrie leans back in her seat, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “Truly fantastic,” she says, grinning at me over the last of her mimosa. “They must reserve the really good ones for the first people who arrive.” 

We’re no longer the only ones here. The Crown and Anchor is starting to fill up, slowly but surely. Waiters and waitresses escort guests to tables, most of them in big groups. I spot more than a few extended families sitting together. 

Now that I’ve eaten, my head is clear. Or clearer, in any case. 

Whatever this is, it hasn’t ended yet, I think. I have to find out more about this place. 

I need to get to my laptop. 

That’s what I tell myself, at any rate. That my computer’s connected to the cruise ship’s internet (because Carrie mentioned f5-ing SteamDB), which means that ten minutes of surfing will be able to tell me if I’m still on Earth or… somewhere else. I don’t know what somewhere else means, exactly, but it’s probably better for me to find out about it sooner, rather than later. Because it’s starting to look like there will be a later. 

What I don’t think about is how madly, deeply I want to pull up Cardstock Champions and see it in real life. How much I want to see if the game I supposedly built matches my dreams of it. 

It must show on my face. As we sit relaxing, watching tourists roll in, Carrie gets a canny look on her face. “You’re thinking about the game again, aren’t you?” 

Something tells me I ought not deny it. “Guilty,” I say. 

“You want to go check on the update.” It isn’t a question. 

She doesn’t sound irritated. More amused than anything. I decide to press my luck. 

“Just for a few minutes,” I say, hoping she’ll take my excitement as normal. “See the new reviews. Check the player count…” 

Oh God. There’s an actual player count. 

Carrie purses her lips, giving me that same look she gave me right before she grabbed my ass back in the stateroom. Like I’m being a bit of a brat, but I’m so cute she’s inclined to indulge me. 

“I wanted to check a couple of the souvenir shops anyway,” she says, her teeth touching her bottom lip. “I’ll let you go, Alan, but I want you to do something for me in exchange.” 

Hmm? Something about her tone tells me she expects me to find this fun. 

“Two things, actually,” she says, her tone going teasing. “One you’ll be fine with, and one you’re going to roll your eyes at when I tell you what it is but do it anyway because you love me.” 

I’d agree to pretty much anything right now to get that laptop back in my hands. I have got to find out where the hell I’ve ended up. Have I gone forward in time somehow? Am I in an alternate universe? 

“Lay it on me,” I say, sounding more confident than I feel. 

Carrie takes her time with it. “First thing: once you get checking the forums and all that out of your system, I want you to put your laptop back in your bag and stow it for the rest of the day. I want to spend my first day on the ship with you, experiencing it together, not staring at screens. Can you do that for me?” 

That sounds… reasonable. And I’ll only need a few minutes. “Absolutely. And the other thing?” 

For a second, Carrie looks almost nervous. “Trivia,” she says through her teeth. 

My brows shoot skyward. “Trivia?” 

She pulls out a paper copy of the ship’s schedule of events for the day. “They’re having a Harry Potter trivia competition in the Virago Lounge in an hour,” she says, her eyes lighting up. “You know how I am about Harry Potter! We could absolutely win that. Wouldn’t it be cute to have a fun little trophy?” 

It would. And I can tell this is something I’ve teased her about in the past. She’s simultaneously proud of being such a nerd and a little bit self-conscious about it. 

“Please?” She actually sticks out her bottom lip and bats her eyelashes at me. “I know it’s incredibly lame and cringey, but I really want to. I’ll order drinks and have yours ready when you get there. Your favorite?” 

I’m curious what this woman believes my favorite alcoholic drink is. “Sure.” 

“Good.” She leans over and kisses me. “Don’t take too long, alright? It’s at 8:30, on Deck Seven. And for God’s sake, do not get into an argument on the forums. Both of us know reading those isn’t good for your blood pressure.” 

“I won’t,” I promise her. 

I figure that’s it, but she holds onto me for just a touch too long. Carrie’s eyes search mine, and for a second there’s something there that’s almost wary. I’m convinced she’s onto me—that she’s somehow looked into my soul and realized that I’m not her Alan any longer. 

It only lasts for a second. Then her expression softens. 

“We are going to have so much fun this week,” she promises me. There’s more than a little bit of that lust in her tone—the drinks must have loosened her up. “Go get your business taken care of, love. Then the rest of the day is pleasure.” 

I give her one last kiss and hurry off, my sail card hanging around my neck. 

Alone, on an unfamiliar ship, in a world I don’t understand.


Chapter Four 


I manage to make it back to the room without incident. 

Inside, I take a few seconds to calm myself down. All of this is still totally insane, but with a belly full of griddle cakes and a plastic keycard hanging around my neck that opens the door of my stateroom, I’m less freaked out than I was an hour or so ago. I’ve reached the point where I’m certain this isn’t a dream, or a coma, or some break with reality. Whatever this is, it’s real. 

Granted, I have no idea what it is. Magic? Aliens? We did pass through the Bermuda Triangle last night. I don’t really believe those legends about it, but maybe I should. 

I grab my Zelda bag and fish out my laptop, sitting cross-legged on the unmade bed. The little sticker on the front makes sense to me now—it’s exactly what I’d design for myself if I ever took Cardstock Champions from a hobby project into an actual game. I wonder if I drew it or hired someone else to do it for me. 

The laptop boots up faster than I expect. My wallpaper is the same as it is on my normal computer—the art from the cover of Brandon Sanderson’s The Way of Kings, because I’m nothing if not a huge nerd. Also, it’s gorgeous. 

I open a browser. The first thing I should do is check the news, check Wikipedia, dig up every factoid I can about this world and the people in it. Who’s the President right now? Is the country we left behind even called America? 

Instead, I open Google (of course it still exists) and type in “Alan Bloch Cardstock Champions.” 

And what I find blows my freaking mind. 

The first thing that loads is a Steam page for the game. It’s real, and it exists, and I am apparently a game designer!? Holy wow. The update Carrie was talking about has gone up today; I must have set it to publish before the cruise. There’s a flurry of discussion about it and new reviews, but I ignore those. Instead, like Carrie joked, I’m on SteamDB. 

I’m not Balatro or Slay the Spire, but Cardboard Champions has a respectable fan base. I’m a second-tier option for the genre: a Monster Train, or a Peglin. There’s close to five thousand people playing my video game at that very second, according to Steam, and the fact that something I dreamed about for so long turned out to be an actual success brings tears to my eyes. 

I mean, I didn’t do it. This world, universe, whatever’s version of Alan Bloch did. 

I pull up the next article. And my fucking jaw drops. 

It’s a Reddit post from the game’s subreddit, of an interview I did at a gaming convention. 

And Carrie is there with me. 

I barely read the words: I’m staring at the picture. I’m in jeans and a blazer with a t-shirt on underneath it, but Carrie apparently decided to go all out for PAX or wherever this is. She’s dressed like the protagonist from Mistborn, in a long, flowing cloak with a tight little bodice that shows off her cleavage. She’s wearing metal bands around her wrists, and she’s even wearing the earring the main character has in her left ear. She’s ignoring the camera and watching me with a big, goofy, lovestruck grin. 

A few of the comments are about the interview, but most are about her. ‘They’re so relationship goals’, reads the most upvoted comment. ‘Get yourself a girl who’s so into you she doesn’t even notice you’re being interviewed by Ben Starr’ is another. 

I read them, my gaze flickering down, but mostly I’m looking at her. At Carrie. 

God damn, I think. My wife’s a cosplay nerd. And she’s fucking gorgeous. 

One of the replies catches my eye: ‘You should see the pics from the afterparty.’ 

Afterparty? 

It doesn’t take long for me to find them: they’re at the bottom of a different article. It’s me and Carrie again, only this time the pictures have been taken at what looks like one of those big receptions-slash-parties they do at the end of cons. Both of us are dressed up this time. We’re— 

Good Lord. 

Okay, Carrie is serious about the Harry Potter thing. I’m dressed as Alan Rickman’s character (the one all the weird girls had a crush on), in dark robes with a wand. And Carrie… 

Carrie is a Slytherin schoolgirl. 

A naughty one. 

What she’s wearing is technically a uniform, but only in the way that a McLaren is technically a car. She’s got the green and silver tie, loosened just enough to hang between her breasts, and the tight little white button-down she’s got on underneath has been unfastened to the point that no actual school on Earth would be cool with her showing that much skin. The skirt’s more like a belt with an attitude problem, so short that I must have been able to see her ass every time she bent more than five degrees in any direction, and the matching thigh-high stockings look so fucking hot on her that I can only imagine how jealous every other straight man in that room must have been at me. 

But it’s her face that makes my heart jump into my throat. She’s got one arm around me, grinning at the camera, and the expression on her face says I know exactly how good I look and I’m so fucking happy my man knows how lucky he is. Her other hand holds a little plastic wand like she’s about to use it to illustrate how she’s going to wrap her fingers around me later that night, and the tiny pair of wire-frame glasses hanging down the bridge of her nose make her look like the world’s sexist librarian. 

Jesus fucking Christ. This woman’s probably forty-five years old and she gets goofy and sexy with me at conventions. She’s holding onto me like I’m the prize she’s won, instead of the other way around. 

And she is so goddamned hot. Like, my brain is melting imagining what I must have done to her while she was wearing that costume. 

I stare at the photo for way longer than is probably healthy. 

That’s my wife, I think. 

And then the words wash over me like a tidal wave, because she isn’t. 

This isn’t my world. This isn’t my life. 

But I wish it was. 

At that moment, I’ve never wished for anything harder in my entire life. 

I close Reddit and stare at the desktop for a few seconds. It’s one thing to know that you’ve somehow been transported into an entirely new world—it’s quite another to learn that this world is objectively better than the one you came from. The convention pictures keep flashing in my head no matter how much I try to dismiss them: Carrie in that costume, looking at me like I hung the moon. Carrie staring at me instead of the guy interviewing us. 

I’m sitting in the stateroom of a cruise ship that doesn’t exist in a universe that shouldn’t be real, and the woman who calls me her husband is probably waving a waitress over to take our drink orders while she waits for me to join her in a goofy trivia competition. 

Her husband. Me. The guy who woke up screaming this morning because I didn’t have the faintest idea who she was. 

Then I start really thinking. 

About Sylvia. 

Not in a guilty way. Not exactly. More like the way the me who lives in this universe probably thinks about an update to Cardstock Champions, comparing the new meta to the original to see which one the players like more. And I know that’s kind of a shitty way to think about two human beings, but none of this makes a single bit of sense in the first place, so why not? 

Sylvia and I have never been to a convention together. I went to PAX East alone last year, and when I came back and tried to tell her about some of the panels I’d sat in on, she listened for all of sixty seconds before changing the subject back to something she was interested in. I don’t share that part of my life with her, because I knew she didn’t care enough for me to share it. 

Carrie… 

Carrie dressed up as a goddamned Mistborn character. 

She put on the cloak, the earring, the allomancer’s cuffs, and walked around a convention hanging from my arm and grinning at me like she was the luckiest woman alive. She has undoubtedly read the book whose cover art is my desktop wallpaper, because I’ve read it and she wants to be part of my world. I can tell I’ve never had to drag her into anything. 

I’m not even sure that Sylvia knows what Mistborn is. 

“That’s not fair,” I whisper, shaking my head. And it isn’t—it’s patently not a fair comparison. Sylvia and I have been together for two years and engaged for six months in the real world, the one where I have a day job and a hobby card game that nobody has ever heard of. 

This world is perfect. Too perfect. 

Of course Carrie’s supportive: her husband is an actual game developer with a fucking subreddit. It’s easy to be someone’s biggest fan when they’re already a winner. If I did all this in the real world, I’m sure Sylvia would feel the same way… 

Except even as I think it, I know it’s bullshit. Because the way Carrie looked at me this morning—the way she calmed me down when she thought I was having a panic attack, the way she soothed me with nothing but some kind words and a squeeze of my ass—was not the look of a woman in love with a winner. 

That was a woman in love with a person. 

A woman who’d love that person even if the game tanked and the money disappeared and she got woken up every now and then by a guy in the middle of an anxiety attack. 

A woman who calls her husband a good boy. 

Jesus, I didn’t realize how much I was into that until I heard it come out of her mouth. 

Sylvia… Sylvia loves me. I know that. And I love her. 

But I couldn’t see her reacting the way Carrie did if I woke up in the middle of the night screaming. She’d have told me to calm down (why is that always the worst thing to say to someone when they’re upset?) in that clipped tone she uses when she’s worried but doesn’t want to show it, and afterwards she’d be weirdly quiet around me for a while before bringing it up as evidence that I need to ‘talk to someone’. 

Which isn’t wrong, exactly. 

But it’s a hell of a lot different than wrapping your arms around a person and saying I’m here, I’m right here, I love you so very much, darling. 

I swallow hard. 

“Fuck it,” I whisper. “I cannot do this right now.” 

I can worry about the state of my love life later. Right now, I have a laptop and an internet connection and—I check that fancy Tenebrae wristwatch—about twenty minutes of research time left before I have to meet Carrie at the trivia contest. It’s time to figure out what the fuck is up with this world. 

I start browsing. 

First, the news: I pull up CNN. The logo’s the same, the layout of the website is the same, and most of the headlines look familiar to me. I don’t recognize the guy in the big picture beneath the largest headline, but it’s probably some celebrity I don’t know— 

Oh shit. It is not a celebrity. 

It’s the President. 

The President is some guy named Gideon Chase, and he looks like the preppy villain from a 1980’s college comedy. A click pulls up a video of him addressing Congress during the last State of the Union, and his speech is so boring that even the promise of some juicy alternate-universe politics can’t get me to pay attention to it for more than twenty seconds. He’s from the same party as my world’s President, though, which makes sense. 

Wikipedia exists and looks pretty much exactly the way I remember. I check a few big historical events: World War II, the moon landing, the cancellation of Firefly—and yeah, they’re the same. I have my fingers crossed when I search up 9/11, but unfortunately that happened in this world, too. 

I quickly start to grasp the contours of the world. The broad strokes are the same: it’s the details that are different. Different Senators. Different Oscar winners. Minor changes. McDonald’s is the same, but Starbucks doesn’t appear to exist—in its place is something called the Morning Moon Coffee Company, which is just as ubiquitous. Apple and Google still run the tech world, but there’s a company based out of Scandinavia called Mimir that’s apparently an up-and-coming competitor to the throne. 

The differences are everywhere once I start looking for them, but they’re small. The President is the biggest one by far—and the shock of that makes all the little changes look less important by comparison. This isn’t some dimension where the Nazis won World War II, or aliens made first contact with us after we sent Sputnik into orbit. It’s… 

“The universe next door,” I mutter, the suspicion hardening into a certainty inside me. 

I bet if you gave me a few hours and a history book, I could find it. The moment where some important figure zigged where he should have zagged, where William the Conqueror fell off his horse and broke his neck or Nikolai Tesla took off instead of Edison. Where someone turned the steering wheel two degrees to the left and ended up parking in the space next to the one they were originally aiming for. Where history diverged and became this. 

This world. 

A world where I met Carrie and married her, instead of meeting Sylvia. 

I’m running out of time. I forget about the Internet for now; I want to dig through the laptop itself. I haven’t totally given up on the idea of finding a note to myself somewhere on here; it seems like the kind of thing I would do if I knew I was about to slip into an alternate universe. 

Except how could anyone possibly know something like that in advance? 

I click the little icon with my photos. The most recent are all from embarkation: me and Carrie taking the cheesy picture they pressure you into in front of the big banner of the ship, some snapshots of the grand foyer, a picture of the Zephyr taken from the docks, the vessel’s smokestacks standing tall against the sky. 

I flip back. And back. All the way to the beginning. 

I don’t know what I’m looking for until I do. The first few pictures in my roll are the oldest: they’re from when I got my first iPhone, since Apple stores everything in the cloud. And when I see them, the realization washes over me. 

These early pics? 

Are the same as the ones in my world. 

Keenly aware that I’m running low on time, I scroll forward. Six months at a time: same camera roll, same pictures. I keep jumping, faster and faster, until finally I scroll and find a picture I haven’t seen before. One that’s entirely from this world, not mine. 

And all at once, this life starts making sense. 

It’s me, wearing a goofy smile and a plastic lanyard around my neck with my picture and the word INTERN next to it. The backdrop is all corporate, cubicles and offices, and there’s a handful of other excited-looking young people around me wearing the same badges. 

And each of them has the logo of the IGY Corporation in one corner. 

I remember this. More specifically, I remember not remembering this. I was supposed to be an intern at IGY, in their banking sector six years ago—I had to bow out at the last minute, because I got in a car accident. Nothing major, but I was in the hospital for two days and had no transportation for a week and a half after that while insurance sorted things out. 

In this universe, I must have never gotten into an accident. 

I got the internship at IGY. 

And I’ve got a sneaking suspicion that’s where I met Carrie. 

A few more clicks and there she is, in the background of some after-work function where it looks like the higher-ups took the interns out to dinner. Even in the picture, which is as casual as can be, I see the way her eyes aren’t looking at the room—they’re fixed on me. 

I got the job. I met Carrie. 

And we must have started up… what, some kind of office romance? 

I can only imagine how that went. 

I want to look at the rest, especially the more recent stuff. Anything that can give me an idea of what our relationship is like will help me keep my cover, and I’m concerned about the ‘year’ the two of us had. Just from the way Carrie talks about it in passing, I can tell it must have been rough: the kind of thing that would break lesser couples, but must have made us even stronger. 

Instead I close the photo app. I’ve only got minutes now—I really should be on my way. 

But before I go, an impulse seizes control of me. And I do something I shouldn’t. 

I click into Documents, then the folder marked ‘Tax Stuff’. My pulse ticks up a notch. 

There’s a folder near the bottom called ‘untitled’. I click it—and inside, there’s another, untitled folder. 

I know what this is, because it’s on my real laptop, too. Everybody does it, even if they pretend they don’t. It’s the folder you don’t want your partner to stumble across when they’re borrowing your computer—the one you open when you’ve got a few minutes to yourself and you’re bored and horny. 

And, back in the real world, it’s the folder where I’ve got all the sexy selfies Sylvia’s sent me through the course of our relationship. I can’t help but wonder: what’s in there in this universe? Just porn? Pictures of Carrie? 

Pictures of Carrie in that outfit? 

The third ‘untitled’ folder is password protected. I type in the first password I can think of, the one I use for pretty much everything in my personal life, and it’s a bust. Not that. 

Second: a slightly older password I use for banking, with way more numbers and a special character in it to be on the safe side. Figures I’d use something complicated for this— 

The prompt shakes. Nope. 

I sit there for a second, fingers hovering over the keys. And cast my mind back. 

In this universe, I got the job at IGY. What password would I have set on my work computer back then? 

I type it in, then hit Enter. And the folder opens. 

A handful of files greet me. Six—no, eight of them, all videos. The shortest is two minutes long, the longest is nearly thirty. Any notion I might have that these are just innocent vacation videos is banished by the thumbnails. Carrie’s in every single one of them—sometimes in an expansive-looking bedroom, sometimes in what looks like an upscale hotel suite—and most of them are at an angle where the phone has clearly been placed in a stable position a short distance away from the action. 

These aren’t videos you make by accident. They’re not me pulling out my phone in the heat of the moment to take a picture of my girlfriend with my dick in her mouth. 

These are planned. 

I pick one at random and open it. 

Oh. Oh my God. 

It’s a hotel room—I can tell that immediately. The phone is on the nightstand, pointed at us, and I’m lying in bed. Carrie is on top of me, the covers bunched up around her waist as she straddles me. She’s got her hips clamped around my thighs, pinning me to the mattress, grinning like she’s trying to keep me from going anywhere—not that I look like I have the slightest intention of trying to leave. Her hair hangs loose down her back in shimmering, messy waves, and she’s naked other than a lacy black bra that just barely contains her heaving, sweat-covered tits. 

She’s got her hands on my shoulders, holding me down while she grinds her hips in slow, tight circles. 

Fuck, I look like I am in heaven. 

She glances once at the camera, fast as a blink, just to make sure it’s there. A grin spreads across her face, every bit as wicked as her magic schoolgirl costume, except this time she’s performing for nobody except her husband. 

Nobody but me. 

“Good boy,” she groans, lowering her head until we’re almost close enough to kiss. Her hips keep rocking, faster and faster, the bed creaking beneath us. “That’s my good boy. Don’t you dare move a muscle. You don’t move until I tell you to move.” 

Holy shit. She’s setting the pace—she’s ordering me around. 

And from the look on my face, I am so into it that it’s taking everything inside of me not to go over the edge and pump her full of my hot cum. 

She leans in and kisses me, her lips against my neck. The sound that escapes me—I have never made a sound like that in bed before. It’s part groan, part begging, part oh my god please don’t stop. 

Carrie leans back and slides herself down on me slowly, going all the way down to my balls. “You are so hard for me,” she groans, her voice tight with pleasure. “You’re having such a hard time holding back, aren’t you, my love? I can feel how badly you want to cum for me. But you’re going to stay still for me. Keep… still. Not until I tell you. Then I want you to cum so hard for me. It’s going to feel so good to let go for Mommy…” 

Jesus Christ, the me in the video is practically foaming at the mouth. I’m feral. 

Carrie doesn’t stop. She keeps commanding me, keeps praising me, and from the way both of us are acting I can tell it’s nothing new. This is what she likes—and what I like to get from her. 

Fuck, we love this. 

Thirty seconds later, Carrie’s angle shifts. Her fingers thread through my hair, gripping me with both hands, and suddenly she’s slamming herself down on me, impaling her cunt on my cock with jackhammer force. 

It’s way too much. Even through the video, I can tell. The me on that bed can’t hold back. 

But Carrie doesn’t want him to. 

“Cum for Mommy now,” she growls, grinning from ear to ear like she’s the one about to have the strongest orgasm of her life instead of me. “Do it for me, baby. Be a good boy and pump Mommy all the way full…!” 

I close the video before the money shot. I’m already opening another one. 

This one was taken in a bedroom that looks like it’s ours. I’m assuming this is our house. Carrie’s lying in bed, naked this time, and the two of us are making out. She shifts forward, straddles my head with her thighs, and lowers herself onto my face. 

Back in the stateroom, my eyes nearly fall out of their sockets and into my lap. 

The sound Carrie makes when my mouth finds her nearly makes me shoot in my pants. It’s a shuddering sob that goes straight from the laptop speakers into the core of my being, and I can see her thighs trembling around me as she oh so slowly rocks back and forth, grinding herself against me. She stretches, tits in the air, arching her back like she knows I’m going to watch this later and stroke myself silly to it. 

“Right there, baby,” she whimpers, biting down on her bottom lip. “Oh fuck, just like that, don’t stop—” 

I close the video. My heart hammers against my ribcage so hard I can hear my blood pumping through my body in my ears. 

I sit there for ten seconds, twenty, stunned and sporting an incredibly confused hard-on. 

Sylvia and I aren’t like this. Sylvia has never once tried to order me around in the bedroom. If anything, she likes to submit: hair pulled, ass spanked, maybe some light bondage with a scrunchie or one of my ties but never anything that would leave an actual mark. What I’m doing with Carrie in these videos isn’t just something I’m unfamiliar with—it’s literally something I’ve never done before. 

And it’s got me so fucking turned on I can’t think straight. 

I just watched this universe’s version of me have sex with my wife, and I want to do literally everything I just saw. Repeatedly. 

I’m about to close the folder and put the laptop away when one of the thumbnails catches my eye. At first, I’m absolutely certain I’m seeing things—that there’s a weird video artifact, or a TV in the background playing a movie, or anything other than what I think I’m seeing. But I’m not. 

Carrie and I are in that thumbnail. And someone else is, too. 

I click it and go full-screen. 

This one is different. The angle is wider—we must own a tripod—and the lighting is different, like someone lit a bunch of candles just off-screen somewhere. We’re in a hotel room again, and Carrie’s sitting on the edge of the bed, freshly showered, in a gorgeous-looking robe. 

And she’s not alone. 

The other girl’s younger than Carrie, probably around my age. Blonde hair pulled into a ponytail, full, pouty lips, a body that’s tight and athletic but with a hint of curves around her hips and bust. I don’t recognize her, but she still makes my heart skip a beat. 

Is it a coincidence that she looks so much like Sylvia? 

Or is this the universe’s way of winking at me? 

Neither of them look the slightest bit nervous. They’ve done this before, I realize, my mouth going dry. We’ve done this before. 

I step into frame, wearing nothing but a towel. Grinning. 

And the girl looks at Carrie like she’s waiting for instructions. 

Carrie looks at me with that God I love him smile, then runs a thumb along the girl’s chin. “Get on your knees,” she says, the words so gentle I almost miss the edge of command in them. “Give him your throat. I want to watch him fuck your mouth.” 

Oh. My. God. 

I thought the dominance thing was crazy. This… holy shit, I can’t imagine Sylvia ever signing up for something like this. Is this really our sex life? I look for six fingers, weird hair, but no. These aren’t AI generated videos we’re sending to each other. 

They’re real. 

I skip forward a minute. The blonde’s on her knees, gagging gently as she bobs back and forth on my dick, while Carrie stands next to me, her robe at her feet. Both of us are making out, and she’s got her hand on the back of the blonde’s head, gently guiding her up and down my length like a madam with her favorite girl. 

“Slower,” Carrie says, savoring the way we both groan. “Good girl. Really taste it. Does her mouth feel good, darling? You like the way this little slut gives you her throat?” 

Again, I make that strangled, blissful sound. I must do that a lot around Carrie. 

She smirks. “Put your fingers in her hair and take over for me. That’s a good boy. That’s my good boy…” 

The other woman groans against me and Carrie glances down at her with a look of pure satisfaction. Both of us watch her, taking our cues from her—she’s running the whole show. She leans in and kisses me, deep and slow, then arches her back and presses my face into her tits. I suck on her while the blonde sucks on me, and it doesn’t take long before my hips thrust forward and my legs shake and I fucking explode in the other woman’s mouth. 

It’s one of the hottest fucking things I’ve ever seen. And then Carrie tops it. 

She pulls the blonde to her feet and kisses her, sharing my load between their mouths. The look on my face in the video is almost exactly the look I can sense I’m making now: like I cannot believe that this is real. That this is my actual life. 

Carrie pulls back, licking her lips. “Good girl,” she said, grinning as the blonde fucking melts at the compliment. “Now lie on the bed. I’m going to ride your face while I watch my husband fuck you.” 

I flip halfway through the video and we’re doing just that. The three of us move together like we’ve done this before, because we obviously have, and Carrie is at the center of every single second of it. She never stops being in charge. 

She never stops giving the blonde to me like a fucking present. 

My hands are shaking when I close the laptop. I glance at my watch, and it’s obvious I’m going to be late for the trivia competition unless I shove this bag under the bed and race out of the room but I cannot make myself get up and move. I stare out the window onto the beautiful balcony, the ocean waves lapping at the side of the Triumph Zephyr, and I try to process what I’ve just seen. 

My wife—the woman this universe’s version of Alan Bloch married—is not like any woman I’ve been with before. Not in a mean, leather and whips, ‘kneel before me’ way, but in the way of a woman who knows what she wants and has absolutely no hangups about asking for it. She calls me ‘good boy’ in bed like it’s my name, she sits on my face like it’s her throne—and she brings other women into our bedroom and directs them like we’re making porn together. 

And while it’s technically possible that this universe’s version of me could be a very skilled actor, it’s clear that I am loving every second of it. 

This is not what sex is like with Sylvia. 

This is not what sex is like with anyone I’ve ever been with. 

This is something I didn’t realize I wanted until I watched myself having it—and now that I’ve seen it, I can’t unsee it. 

I’m not even sure I want to unsee it. 

And now, I absolutely have to leave, or I’m going to be late. 

I stand up from the bed, close the laptop, and slide it and the bag under the bed. 

Then I get moving, because my wife is waiting for me, and I have a Harry Potter quiz to lose.


Chapter Five 


Apparently, my favorite alcoholic drink is a Moscow Mule. Carrie has one waiting for me on the table when I take a seat next to her at the Virago Lounge, thirty seconds before the trivia contest starts. 

“I was beginning to think you wouldn’t make it in time,” she says with a smile. “Are you alright? You look a little stressed.” 

My brain is still buzzing from the enormity of what I saw on that laptop. I take a sip of the mule—it’s crisp and delicious, so even if it’s not my favorite drink maybe it should be—and clear my throat. 

“I’m fine,” I say, not feeling it in the least. “Everything’s cool.” 

There’s maybe two dozen people sitting around the lounge, either on one of the plush couches or at one of the tables. A pair of teenagers crouch like gargoyles on stools near the bar, eyes narrowed and pencils at the ready to win this thing. We’re at a table near the front, which Carrie evidently staked out early. 

“No you’re not,” Carrie says, lowering her voice. “Something’s wrong, isn’t it?” 

Shit. “Really, I’m—” 

“Tell me.” Carrie leans in close, and it’s impossible for me not to notice her voice has that same edge of command in it I heard during those videos. “Right now. Before you take another sip of that drink.” 

Holy hell. There’s no way I can tell her the truth, so I reach for the most convenient lie I can think of. Her warning to me before I left gives me the answer I’m looking for. 

“I… ended up reading some reviews,” I say, trying to sound sheepish instead of shocked. “There’s a few bad ones on there. I think I must have tweaked the meta in a way the fans don’t like.” 

Carrie’s nostrils widen as she digests this. “You shouldn’t have done that,” she says, chiding me gently. “You know you let those people get under your skin too easily, Alan.” 

And just like that, I’ve thrown her off the scent. Also, what does she mean they get under my skin? This universe’s version of me isn’t insecure, is he? 

Carrie grins, then leans over and runs her fingers through my hair. It instantly reminds me of her doing it in that first video; suddenly I’m stiff as a board and very red in the face. 

“You’re adorable,” she murmurs. “Drink your mule, darling.” 

An emotion I’ve never felt before wells up inside me. “Why?” I ask, catching her eye. “You want to get me drunk and take advantage of me?” 

Carrie lights up. I can tell this is part of our dynamic—and that she’s been missing it. Hopefully she just thinks I’ve been ‘off’ because of the panic attack. 

She doesn’t miss a beat. “Always,” she says, bumping me with her hip. Then her voice drops. “But both of us know I don’t need to get you drunk, now do I?” 

Her hand grips my thigh. I tense, straining in my slacks. 

“This is one of my favorite things about you,” Carrie chuckles, her lips so close to my ear that I feel every word she says. “How smart and professional you are, so well put-together…” 

Her hand strays to my bulge and squeezes. 

“… And how easy it is to make you unravel with just a few words.” 

I could definitely go for a little unraveling. Something’s crawling up the back of my throat, and I’m dreadfully sure for a second that it’s the M-word. I think about her pinning me to a bed; I think about Carrie’s voice telling another woman I’m going to ride your face while I watch my husband fuck you. 

Before I can say a word, she scoots back into a neutral position. Up on stage, a member of the cruise staff is testing the microphone, the first slide of the presentation with all the trivia questions glowing on a screen behind her. 

“Be a good boy and help me with this,” she says, picking up the sheet of paper. In the blink of an eye she’s all business, grinning at me like she’s got a secret only the two of us know about. “This might be my thing, but we’re a team. I’m depending on you.” 

The sheet’s got twenty lines on it, numbered, for us to write our answers to the trivia questions. Carrie’s filled in our names at the top: Carrie & Alan B, along with a little heart on the side. From the way she’s leaning forward, concentrating, pencil at the ready, I can tell she’s come to win. 

“Good morning, Triumph Zephyr family!” the cruise employee says. Her cheer is so genuine I actually kind of believe she is happy to see us. “Looks like we’ve got a great crowd this morning. As a reminder, this is our Harry Potter trivia competition. We’ll be asking twenty questions, and the top scoring team will win one of these beautiful, elegant, plastic trophies…” 

There’s a murmur of laughter as the woman pulls the trophy out of her bag and sets it on the lectern. It looks like it cost the cruise company about five dollars to make—a little see-through plinth with a toy-sized model of the Zephyr on top. I figure it’s probably not about the trophy, though. 

It’s about bragging rights. 

“Here we go,” Carrie says, her nudge distracting me from how horny that little trick of hers just got me. “You ready, love?” 

I’m not, but I give it the old college try. The questions pop up on the screen and the employee reads them out loud, which gives Carrie plenty of time to figure out the answers. As far as I can tell, everything about the film franchise is the same, but I was never the hugest fan of the movies to begin with. Clearly, Carrie knows that, too: she glances over to double-check a couple answers with me, but only leans on me when she’s really stuck. 

By the end of the round, she’s grinning like a stuffed fox. The waitress brings another round of drinks without having to be asked. Mine is cold and crisp, and between it and the mimosas with breakfast, I have one hell of a buzz going on. 

“Alright, put down your pencils,” the cruise employee says with a smile. “We’ll read off the answers, starting with Question One…” 

Carrie and I end up getting nineteen out of the twenty questions right. (One of them was kind of a trick; half the audience groans when the trivia lady explains it). The employee asks every group that got ten or more questions right to raise their hands and nearly everyone does; by the time she reaches fifteen, nearly all the hands are down. 

No one gets a perfect score. There’s two other groups that tie ours: the kids perched like gargoyles on the barstools and a nerdy-looking woman in the back. For a second I’m sure we’re going to have some kind of tiebreaker question, but the employee gives us all another sheepish grin and pulls two more of the plastic trophies out of her bag. Each group gets one. 

Carrie gets me to take a picture of her holding it with my phone. From the way she’s grinning, you’d have thought she won something with actual monetary value. 

“Ah, that was so much fun,” she says, handing me back the phone. “Wonderful drinks, too. I was thinking, why don’t the two of us…” 

A crackle of feedback from the employee’s speaker cuts her off. “That’s the end of our first round of the trivia competition, folks. Our next session starts in five minutes—that’ll be for Argosy. Remember, not all the questions will be from the TV series—you will need to have read the books if you’re going to get a perfect score!” 

Most of the trivia buffs haven’t moved. It’s clear that the majority of them are here for the long haul—and that anyone who’s up for a Harry Potter quiz also knows all about this Argosy thing. It rings zero bells for me. In fact, I’m ninety-nine percent certain it doesn’t exist in my world. 

But Carrie’s eyes light up like someone lit a flashbulb behind her head. “Oh shit,” she whispers, her grin widening. “Your turn, Alan!” 

What!? 

Oh no. Am I a fan of this TV show? Have I read the books? 

“These people have no idea what they’re in for,” she says, giving my thigh a squeeze. “Remember when you cleaned out your desk at IGY and they found like six of those books in your cubicle? God, you were so into those.” She smirks like this is a story we’ve told friends and acquaintances a time or two. “I remember you asking me if we could do a two-week free trial to HBO to watch the first episode of this new show based on these books you like. Who knew it was going to blow up into this huge pop culture thing? Well, besides you.” 

Oh. Oh fuck. I don’t know a single thing about this show. Or the books. 

The messed-up thing is that the ‘two-week free trial of HBO’ thing really did happen to me: but with Game of Thrones, back when Sylvia and I were living in our first apartment. And I totally have all of those books sitting in the bottom of some drawer at my shitty office job. Again, nerd. 

I have a sneaking suspicion George R.R. Martin doesn’t exist in this universe. Or if he did, he ended up writing a very different series than the one he eventually got famous for. 

Which is a huge problem, because Carrie’s looking at me like she expects me to knock this competition out of the park. 

The cruise employee is already passing out the next set of paper slips. I’ve got all of thirty seconds before we’re locked into another round of trivia; one where I will most certainly not be raising my hand when the trivia woman asks if I got ten or more questions right. One that will raise embarrassing questions about how much I do or don’t know about my life with Carrie. 

I down half my drink in a single gulp. “I’m not feeling it,” I say. 

Carrie stares at me like I’ve just announced my intention to go and join a Buddhist monastery. “You don’t want to try and win?” she asks, obviously hoping I’ll reconsider. 

I have to think of something better. There’s one thing that would work for sure, and that’s telling Carrie she got me so worked up that I need to take her back to the room this very instant. I’m feeling it, too. 

The only thing is, I’m not ready. 

As strongly as I feel towards this woman, I can’t do that. Not yet. 

And so I reach for the next-best thing. 

“We’ve already won a trophy,” I said, gesturing with my chin at the little plastic model of the Zephyr on Carrie’s plinth. “I don’t feel the need to dominate these people any further. Besides, wouldn’t you rather go for a swim?” 

Carrie blinks, thinking it over. “A swim?” 

“It’s getting hot out,” I say, the corner of my mouth curling in a smirk. “We could cool off together, check out the pools. And afterwards…” 

Carrie’s so on my wavelength she picks up exactly where I left off. “We’ll have to go back to the room and get cleaned up,” she purrs, biting down on her bottom lip. “Yes. Yes, I’m definitely into that, darling. Excellent idea.” 

We bail on the Virago Lounge just as the trivia woman asks the contestants to name three of the five poisons of Umbra. Thank God I didn’t have to pretend I knew anything about that property. I make a mental note to look it up later, though, since I’m apparently such a fan of it. 

Our room is exactly the way we left it. Carrie rifles through the dresser by the bed looking for an outfit, while I guess which drawer has my swim trunks in it and get it right on the first try. (It’s the same drawer). They’re brighter and more garish than the ones I packed in the real world, though: green and red and covered in little parrots, versus the basic black I brought with Sylvia. This universe’s version of me must be way more comfortable showing off. 

I pull the trunks on and grab one of the fluffy towels with the cruise line’s logo on it. We’ll go swimming, and if I’m still on the Zephyr by some miracle once we’re done, I’ll… I guess I’ll make another excuse? I mean, don’t get me wrong, this woman is gorgeous, but this— 

“Alan?” Carrie asks. “Are you ready, darling?” 

My wife steps out of the bathroom. 

And any and all excuses I might make get blown right out of the back of my brain. 

She’s wearing a one-piece. Just a one-piece swimsuit: no cutouts, no fancy straps, none of the other architectural marvels fashion designers have come up with to accentuate the female body. It’s dark green, like a primeval forest, with a scooped neck and a low back. It fits her like a glove, but it’s almost the opposite of revealing—it’s probably one of the most modest swimsuits on the ship, especially compared to what Sylvia—who’s more of a string bikini kind of girl—has packed in her wardrobe back in the real world. 

But the way it fits her… 

Jesus Christ, I think, my jaw dropping. Whoever you are, this universe’s version of Alan, you are a lucky son of a bitch. 

The fabric clings to her curves like it’s painted on, so snug there’s no way it came off of a rack—it had to be custom-tailored. The swell of her hips, the way it hugs her ass the way I’ve felt her squeeze mine whenever the mood strikes her, the way the neckline grips her tits, showing nothing while suggesting everything—it’s insane. It’s the difference between a woman trying to look sexy and one who is sexy: who turns her husband feral just by rolling out of bed in the morning. It’s so effortless and natural that I almost can’t believe it’s real. 

She’s got her hair up in a messy bun, held together by a single clip, and there’s little strands sticking out down her neck. The two of us haven’t had sex yet, but it looks like we have—it’s the kind of tousled, freshly-fucked look a woman usually only wears after she’s had a man’s fingers gripping her hair while he gives her some toe-curling, sheet-clenching sex. 

I stand there in my flip-flops and my parrot shorts and just stare. Even after having seen this woman naked and having sex in a half-dozen videos the sheer sensuality of her nearly knocks me off my feet. 

Carrie catches me looking. Her gaze slides up and down my body, and her smile goes wicked. It feels impossible, but she likes what she sees when she looks at me almost as much as I like looking at her. 

“Look at you,” she giggles, walking over and running her fingers through my hair. “You’re bloody adorable, Alan. I never get tired of seeing you revert to a tongue-tied schoolboy when you see me like this.” 

She brushes a little bit of dirt off my swim shirt, nods, then plants a kiss on my cheek. “Come on, gorgeous. I want to get wet.” 

She says it like she’s talking about the pool. 

She is clearly not talking about the fucking pool. 

The Zephyr’s pool deck is at the top of another elevator ride, this one taking us all the way to deck fifteen. By the time Carrie and I step into the sunshine it’s late enough in the morning for the water to feel good and for the place to be decently crowded. There’s a couple bars up here, but Carrie and I ignore them—we’ve had plenty to drink already. 

Then I see the pool for the first time, and I understand why Carrie was willing to forgo a trivia competition to come up here. 

Don’t get me wrong, the pool deck on the Sapphire of the Seas is its main feature. It’s the thing Sylvia and I had been looking forward to the most. But this blows it completely out of… well, out of the water, so to speak. 

It’s practically a water park up here. There’s multiple rectangular pools, a cluster of hot tubs, and a kid’s area near the aft section with a bunch of multicolored waterslides. The centerpiece, though, is what the little placard near the entrance calls the Infinity River—a figure-eight shaped current that runs across the entire deck in a continuous, slow-moving stream of turquoise water. It’s front and center no matter which set of doors you enter the pool deck from, threading around and between the other pools and cabanas beneath man-made waterfalls and fake rock formations. At the center where the paths criss-cross over each other is a glass-bottom bridge that lets you float on the upper deck while the people on the deck below can look up at you like sharks getting ready to attack surfers. 

The whole thing is lined with smooth stone tiles and punctuated with jets that keep the current moving around and around. It’s the most high-class lazy river I’ve ever seen. It’s endless. 

And it’s a symbol whose irony is not lost on me. 

An infinity sign. The same symbol looping over and over again, going through two connected spirals. Like two lives. Two universes. 

I swear to God I can feel this place winking at me again. 

Carrie and I descend the steps near the cabanas. The water is cool but not cold—the cruise people must expend a ridiculous amount of effort to keep it at the perfect temperature. There are little plastic inner tubes for weak swimmers or those who just want to doze, but neither I nor Carrie need them. 

Instead, we drift. 

The current is swifter than it looks from the deck. Carrie leans back and floats, her arms spread wide and her face tilted towards the sun. She’s a vision, and as I watch the light dance across the droplets of water on her skin I have a thought. One that’s been bubbling under the surface almost since I woke up here, but that I never dared voice to myself until now: 

I want to stay here. 

It’s awful. And it’s true. Unless this turns out to be an alternate universe where everyone is secretly cannibals, it’s way better than my Earth. My relationship is better. My life is better. 

Honestly, this place is so nice I might be tempted to look the other way on the whole cannibalism thing. 

“This is nice,” Carrie whispers, sounding as relaxed as someone slipping into a warm bath. 

“Yeah,” I agree. “It really is.” 

We drift over the glass-bottom bridge, past a sunburned man nursing what’s probably his dozenth daiquiri of the day. A young couple in one of the cabanas stops kissing as we pass, then immediately resumes making out the second they think we can no longer see them. Up ahead, a little girl who can’t be more than five or six comes running by, wearing one of those goofy inner tubes that’s shaped like a zoo animal. She giggles and waves at Carrie. 

Carrie waves back. 

And then the smile falls off of my wife’s face. 

It’s a slow process, like a hot coal cooling after being pulled out of the fire. There’s a tightness around her eyes, which go glassy, and suddenly I realize she’s not looking at the ship—she’s focused inward. She sniffs, her cheeks paling, and for a moment she wears every single year she’s ever lived on her face. 

Oh shit. 

What just happened? 

“Alan?” Carrie asks, her eyes half-closed. “Darling?” 

“Yes?” 

She doesn’t look at me. She tilts onto her back, staring up at the sky, and while the angle makes her breasts look absolutely fantastic, it's her face I can’t stop staring at. The clench in her jaw. The vein pulsing in her neck. The way her lips are clamped shut like she’s trying to keep something inside of her from escaping. 

“I hate to put a black mark on such a wonderful morning,” she whispers, her voice thick with emotion. “But I need to talk.” 

This sounds serious. I can see that whatever this is, she’s hurting. And so I do the first thing I can think of—the first thing that feels natural. 

I lean over and I take her hand. 

“I’m right here,” I say, brushing a lock of hair out of her face. “I’m not going anywhere.” I chuckle, trying to lighten the mood. “I’m not sure I could outswim this current even if I wanted to—” 

“You haven’t been yourself lately,” Carrie whispers. 

Oh. Oh shit. The thought hits me like a slap: she’s on to me. 

“I… I had a panic attack,” I blurt, trying to deflect. “I know I’ve been a little weird today, sweetheart. I’m trying to get over it, really—” 

“I don’t hold that against you,” she says, meaning it. “I never have, Alan. But it’s not just the panic attack. And I think you know that.” 

We’re both quiet for a moment. The couple we passed last time doesn’t bother pausing their makeout session this go-round. 

“Do you—?” Carrie’s teeth snap down on the words. “Do you want to talk about it?” 

I don’t know what she’s talking about, so I have to stay cryptic and mysterious. More than that, though, I want to help her. To lighten her mood. 

“I’m on a gorgeous ship with my gorgeous wife,” I say, glancing over at her. “What could I possibly have to talk about?” 

Carrie’s eyes open. She sits up in the water, staring at me in disbelief for a long moment. 

Then a crazy little laugh spills from her lips. 

“All of it!?” she says, gesturing around the ship in a way that means far more than just the vessel we’re on. “This has been the most insane year of our lives, Alan. I know I’ve wanted to throw myself off of a bridge more than once during it.” Her lips compress to a line. “You’ve been so strong through all of this, love. But I know it’s been hurting you, too. There’s times I look at you and I just know that you’re barely holding it together. That you want to scream and punch and the walls and rage at the unfairness of it all.” 

Jesus. Whatever she’s talking about sounds serious. 

Carrie’s voice falters. “Are you angry at me, Alan?” 

What!? 

The question lands in my gut like a stone. 

“It’s… it’s okay if you are,” Carrie says, like she’s trying to convince herself. “It’s normal. It would be natural, even, after everything we’ve been through.” Another crazed little laugh spills out of her, like she’s thought of a great joke. “I know damn well you’re angry at my mother. When I think of what she said to you, after we… it makes my blood boil, Alan. Even now. I cannot believe she did that. I am ashamed of her.” 

Her mother? Okay, Carrie’s mom doesn’t like me. As to why? I could probably take my pick: I’m half her age, I make video games instead of working a ‘real’ job, and I kept her on this side of the Atlantic instead of over in England with mummy and daddy. 

Except something tells me the real reason is a lot worse than that. 

“You have nothing to be ashamed of,” I say. “That wasn’t your fault.” 

Carrie blinks. “I’m sorry I brought her up,” she says, admonishing herself. “I won’t talk about her again, love. Not at sea, at least.” 

That’s probably a good thing. I don’t know what happened between Carrie’s parents and me, but I can tell it was nothing this universe’s version of me would be terribly happy to discuss. 

“It’s just… it’s our anniversary,” she says carefully, like this is a minefield both of us have picked our way across more than once over the last twelve months. “And I know this trip is about us, and moving forward, and just… just being here for each other.” She swallows hard. “But then I look at you and I can tell your head is not here, Alan. I don’t know where you are, when you’re looking at your favorite drink like you’ve never seen one before or turning down Argosy trivia or staring at me across the breakfast table like you’ve never seen me before. But I’m terrified that I know what you’re thinking when you look at me.” 

Something twists in my guts. “What’s that?” 

Carrie’s eyes glisten with tears. She’s silent for a few moments, so that the next time she speaks we’re over the glass bridge at the center of the infinity symbol. Her hand squeezes mine, tighter than tight. 

“I’m afraid you look at me and you see everything we lost,” she murmurs. 

It stuns me. I don’t know what we lost. What they lost, this universe’s version of me and Carrie. But I don’t really need to—because I can hear it in her words. 

In her grief. It’s so strong it’s almost tangible. 

A grief so deep it’s become structural, load-bearing, something she’s carefully rebuilt her life around because if she pushes too hard the whole thing will come crashing down and leave her alone in the middle of the rubble. And underneath that? 

Something worse. 

Guilt. 

Whatever happened, Carrie clearly blames herself for it. 

Even though I’d bet every single dollar this universe’s version of me ever made off of Cardstock Champions that whatever happened wasn’t even close to her fault. 

“Our future is not what we imagined when we met four years ago,” Carrie whispers. “And it’s never going to be what we imagined. I saw… I saw how excited you were, and the look on your face when… when the doctors—” 

Carrie covers her mouth with a hand, stifling a sob. 

“I shouldn’t be talking about any of this, but I can’t get it out of my head,” she says, tears spilling down her cheeks. “I can’t move forward until we tackle this. I know myself too well—I’ll be thinking about it the whole bloody cruise. I’m sorry, Alan, I am so bloody sorry I can’t give either of us what we deserve…” 

Her voice cracks on that second ‘I’m sorry’. She turns her face away from me, one foot braced on the bottom to keep her from floating away as she grabs the fake rock wall and hauls herself a little bit away from the current. I see her shoulders tighten as she presses them against the wall, trying like hell to hold herself together and failing. 

And when I do, something cracks inside me. 

I don’t know what’s going on. I have an idea—a few, actually, especially considering looking at a kid is what set Carrie off like this in the first place—but I’m flying blind. I don’t know the dates, or the names of the ‘doctors’ she mentioned, or whatever heated words got thrown around when Carrie’s mother flew across the Atlantic and entered the picture. But I can see the scar tissue from all of it. I can see it in the way Carrie flinches away from me, like she’s terrified I’m going to say something neither of us can take back. 

I don’t know a goddamn thing about what happened. But I know this. 

The woman I met this morning? Does not deserve to suffer the way she’s suffering. 

Right now, in the middle of a relaxing swim, on a beautiful cruise ship, in the middle of her anniversary vacation, there’s something dark and heavy latched around Carrie’s ankles. An anchor that threatens to pull her under, down deep where there’s no air and no light and no hope. 

And she’s terrified that I’m going to be the one who lets her drown. 

The crack widens. I’ve already had the traitorous thought—I don’t want to leave—and now, as I watch tears bead in her eyes, I stop caring that I’m not really this woman’s husband. I don’t care that I woke up in her bed a few hours ago expecting to see a different ship, a different woman, a different life. I don’t care about Argosy or the Morning Moon Coffee Company or President Gideon Chase or the Bermuda Triangle. 

I care about her. Because right now, Carrie needs her husband. 

I pull her towards me in the water. She resists for about half a second—the ‘stiff upper lip’ must be in her across-the-pond bloodline whether she wants it to be or not—and then she crumbles. I wrap my arms around her and hold her against my chest while the current flows by, the faux-rock outcropping shading us from the rest of the pool deck. 

I let her sob for a minute or two, rubbing the space between her shoulder blades. Then I lean in and plant a kiss on her forehead. “Hey.” 

Carrie’s eyes have gone red with tears. She’s biting her lip so hard it’s a miracle there’s not a trail of blood floating in the water behind her. 

She hesitates. “Alan—” 

“I don’t care about any of that,” I tell her. “It’s all part of our life, and there’s nothing we can do about it now. But Carrie—I care about you.” 

I mean it. God help me, right now I fucking mean it. 

“I’m not angry when I look at you,” I tell her. “I don’t look at you and see what we’ve lost, Carrie. I just see you.” 

She stares at me like she doesn’t dare believe it. Like she’s waiting for the other shoe to drop. But there is no other shoe. There’s just me. 

“You…” I hesitate, overcome with emotion. “You are perfect. You are my wife, and there is nothing—nothing in this whole fucking world—that we can’t get through together. If this year didn’t prove that, then nothing ever will.” 

Carrie swallows. “Darling, I—” 

It’s as far as she gets. She wraps her arms around me and goes forehead against forehead, holding me tight in the slowly churning water. Someone floats by on an inner tube, a cheesy tropical drink in their hand, and we don’t even notice. 

“I love you,” I said, meaning it for the first time since I woke up in this world. “And nothing is ever going to change that.” 

Her face drops to my collarbone and I hold her while the water laps at our stomachs. I can feel the tension drain out of her, like an overfilled balloon that’s had a pinhole poked in it to let a stream of water shoot out. 

Then the balloon bursts, and she’s sobbing against my shoulder like a child. 

I can tell this isn’t the way we usually are. This is Carrie being vulnerable with her husband in a way that’s normally verboten, that’s the exact opposite of how our dynamic usually works. But right now, she needs someone a little different from the Alan she expects to see. She needs someone who can tell her confidently that she’s wrong about her worries, and mean it. 

She’s needed this for a long time. Maybe since before the cruise. Maybe since the year everything went wrong—the one I still don’t totally understand. 

Eventually, Carrie pulls back, wiping her eyes. The grief is still there—probably a part of it always will be—but the fear I saw in her eyes when she asked me if I was angry with her is gone. She’s looking at me like I’ve just given her a gift greater than anything I could have stashed in my cruise bags. 

Like I’ve handed her back something she thought was lost forever. 

“You beautiful man,” Carrie whispers, running a thumb along my chin. “You kind, understanding… perfect husband. I love you so fucking much—” 

She kisses me. Hard. 

By the time we break the kiss, both of us are gasping. There’s so much love in Carrie’s eyes that it almost burns me—she’s glowing like a miniature sun. 

“Take me back to the room,” she whispers, her nails digging into my shoulders. “Right now. I need you. I need my husband.” She leans in close, her bottom lip trembling. “I need my man.” 

I’m ready. I’m done questioning this. Whatever this world is, wherever it came from, however I managed to get here—it’s real. I’m here. And right now, this woman is mine, and she needs me, and letting her down would hurt me so badly that I can’t stand to tell her the truth. 

I need to be the man she thinks I am. 

The wheels are already spinning behind my eyes. I can do more research, dig through everything on the laptop. Eventually I’ll put together most of our lives through context clues, and I’ll become this universe’s version of Alan Bloch. Maybe I can fake a head injury to give me some cover. 

But all those are thoughts for later. Right now, my wife needs me. 

“Alright,” I say, running a thumb down her cheek. “Let’s go.” 

We climb out of the Infinity River and wrap towels around our bodies, leaving a trail of wet footprints back to the elevator. Carrie’s hand grips mine tight, her thumb tracing circles on my palm. She looks like she’s never been so in love. 

As the doors shut and we begin descending back to our floor, she rests her head on my shoulder. “That was all such a perfectly Alan thing to say,” she whispers, sounding like my response was everything she’d hoped for and more. “I love you so much, darling.” 

“I love you, too,” I say. It sounds even better the second time. 

She glances up at me, something wicked entering her gaze. 

And she whispers one more phrase as she grips my ass. 

“Mommy loves you.” 

As I lock eyes with her, the last of my guilt dissolves. When we get back to the stateroom, I’m not going to waste time. I won’t lie in bed wondering whether this is right or wrong or all in my head. 

I’m going to be her good boy. 

And I’m going to fucking mean it. 


Chapter Six 


We make it back to the stateroom before we start tearing each other’s clothes off. 

But just barely. 

The moment the suite’s door clicks shut behind us, Carrie has me up against the wall. Her hands in my hair, her lips on mine, water dripping onto the carpet from both of our bodies. It’s like she’s been struggling with all her might to keep herself off me since we woke up this morning, and she can finally let her inner freak off the leash. 

Maybe that’s why she’s a little firm with me. Not rough, exactly, or aggressive—just sure of herself. Like she’s done this to me a hundred times and knows exactly where to touch, where to tease, where to—in her words from the Virago Lounge—make me unravel. She’s good at this. 

And I am unraveling. Good God, I’m coming apart at the seams. 

Carrie breaks the kiss, her hands on my chest. When she looks up at me, I can see the emotion in her eyes—the vulnerability she shared with me in the Infinity River up on deck, the sense of having touched something very dark and painful and having lived to tell the tale. But as her smile curls, I see something else rise to the surface. 

The same thing I see in her eyes whenever she leans over and whispers in my ear about how easy it is to turn me into a pile of whimpering, needy goo. The naughtiness that fills her whenever one of us says the M-word. 

Something fierce and hungry. Something I’ve never seen in a woman’s face before. 

“Don’t move,” Carrie whispers. 

It’s not a command. It doesn’t need to be. 

Not a single one of my muscles so much as twitches as Carrie takes a step back, then another. She stands before me, just enough distance between us so she can look me up and down—her eyes devouring me like I’m a take-out menu and she’s deciding exactly what entree she’s hungriest for. 

Fuck. A man could get addicted to being looked at that way. 

Her gaze travels between my legs. She bites her bottom lip, spots of color rising to her cheeks. “Take those off,” she growls, gesturing with her chin at my trunks. “Now.” 

This time, it is a command. One I’m eager to fulfill. 

My fingers find the drawstring. There’s an instant of hesitation before I tug down the trunks as my mind tries to catch up with my fingers, then I’m through the awkwardness and letting the fabric fall to my ankles. There’s no sense in trying to hide—I’ve been rock fucking hard since the elevator and Carrie knows it. 

Her gaze lingers on my cock, her eyes burning with lust. “Shirt, too,” she whispers. 

After the trunks, the shirt is nothing. I pull it over my head and toss it across the room, leaving me naked before her. I know I’m not the most handsome man in the world (though I was attractive enough to land Sylvia), but the way Carrie looks at me makes me feel like I’m about ten feet tall. You’d think I was one of those marble statues they have at museums from the way she’s mooning over me. 

She lets out a feral little growl. “God, you’re gorgeous,” she whispers, her nipples stiffening against her swimsuit. “Every time I see you like this, Alan, it’s like the very first time. Do you have the faintest idea what you do to me, love?” 

No one’s ever said anything like that to me before. 

Don’t get me wrong, I’ve been the recipient of a few lustful glances in my day. But no one has ever treated me like this: like they want me so badly they can hardly restrain themselves. Like they’re starving for me. 

As I think it, something flashes through my mind: me in that video, lying in bed, Carrie straddling my waist and pinning me to the mattress. Good boy. Don’t move until I tell you to move… 

I swear Carrie can see inside my head right now. “Stay right there,” she commands, taking another step back towards the center of the stateroom. “Shoulders touching the wall. You don’t come to me until I let you.” 

Jesus Christ, I’m so hard it hurts. 

And then Carrie starts disrobing for me, and I somehow get even more turned on. 

She unties the clasp of her swimsuit and lets it fall, never breaking eye contact. She’s watching me watch her—getting off on the way I stare at her as she strips, the fabric sliding down her wet skin like the floor is the finish line of the Daytona 500. Her hands go to her bare breasts as they’re freed, squeezing the soft, heavy orbs together as her nipples get even stiffer in the air conditioning. Goosebumps break out across her belly and hips as she arches her back just enough to let the suit fall away completely, the motion so practiced and deliberate I know she’s done this for me so many times. 

A thin strip of dark pubic hair stretches from her slit like the line on an exclamation point. Other than that, she’s bare, droplets of water standing out on her skin. She steps out of the swimsuit like a butterfly discarding its cocoon, naked and grinning. 

There’s no shame in her. She doesn’t make a single move to cover up or hide—she wants me to see this. To see all of her. Every wrinkle, every laugh line, every slight bit of softness that makes her a real, middle-aged woman instead of a Barbie doll. She’s proud of it, the same way she’s proud of her man. 

She puts her hand on her hip, the Caribbean sun filtering in through the balcony window. “What are you thinking right now?” she asks, cocking an eyebrow. 

I don’t hesitate. “God damn, you’re sexy as hell,” I whisper. 

Carrie smirks. “Right answer. Come here, darling. Come to Mommy.” 

I don’t walk across the room so much as fall across it. Like a puppet with its strings cut. 

Carrie takes my face in both hands as I reach her and kisses me, deep and slow and thorough. There’s so much tension in both of our bodies that we honestly might self-immolate at any moment, and yet there’s not a single bit of hurry in the way she holds me. She fully intends to take her time. 

When her tongue slides into my mouth, a sound escapes me like a wild fucking animal. I’d be embarrassed by how turned on I am if she wasn’t so clearly getting off on every second of it. 

Her fingers find my cock. “You’re so fucking hard for me,” she whispers, her words hot against my neck. “Like a piece of bloody granite. Are you desperate to put that hardness somewhere soft and wet and tight, my love?” 

“Y-yes,” I grunt. 

Carrie lets out a wicked chuckle. “Yes, what?” 

For a second, I’m at the precipice. And then I tumble right over. 

“Yes, Mommy,” I gasp, my eyes rolling back in my head. 

Her naked body presses against mine, skin on skin. Her fingers grip my ass, squeezing it possessively, saying mine. 

“On the bed,” she murmurs, licking her lips. “Lie down. Face up.” 

She doesn’t need to tell me twice. I grab a towel off the floor and wipe myself before hopping onto sheets so they don’t get soaked—not that it particularly matters. Carrie watches me for a moment, then climbs onto the mattress with the easy confidence of a woman who knows exactly how much fun the next hour of her life is going to be. 

She doesn’t waste any time. Carrie straddles me, gripping my hips with her thighs, arching her back and running a hand between her breasts as she settles her weight. I’m not inside her yet, but my cock pushes against the roughness of her inner thigh and the friction is so good it makes me growl. The image is so much like that first sex video I watched that for a second I’m seeing double. 

“Hands above your head,” Carrie smirks. 

I lift my hands to the headboard. Carrie takes them and slides them into the narrow gap between two slats, keeping my wrists flat so they’ll fit. It’s not a pair of handcuffs, but it does keep me somewhat restrained. I could pull myself free whenever I want to—but both Carrie and I know I won’t. 

If there’s any doubt on that score, her next words shatter it. “Good boy,” she purrs, tracing a finger down my chest. “You’re such a good boy, darling. I’m so… fucking… proud of you…” 

Every word hits like a bolt of lightning. My hips buck upward, desperate to get me inside of her, but Carrie rocks back in the same moment like she’s anticipated my lust. The look on her face says not so fast, darling. Not yet. 

Carrie leans in close, her face perched just above mine. The love and devotion in her eyes makes me want to grab her and flip her over, even as I know I wouldn’t dare try and break whatever spell she’s cast over us both. 

“You have no idea,” she whispers, pressing her tits to my chest, “how badly I needed this today.” 

All at once I know she’s not just talking about the sex—although the sex is definitely a big part of it. It’s all of this: the cruise, the closeness, the conversation we had on the Infinity River while I held her and let her sob into my shoulder. 

Carrie’s hand reaches between my legs. She grips my cock firmly, running her fingers up and down my shaft so slowly that it makes me grit my teeth. 

Fuck, I’m going to go insane. I might already be insane, honestly. 

“There he is,” Carrie purrs. “There’s my husband.” 

She says it like I haven’t quite been myself until this exact moment, and honestly? She’s kind of got a point. I feel like I’ve finally snapped into this world, like I’m a puzzle piece that finally found the spot where I fit. 

“You’re so fucking hard for me,” she growls. “So needy. Fuck, look at you…” 

Looking at me is exactly what she does as she starts to stroke. Slowly at first, then faster, until her hand’s practically a blur between her legs. It feels fucking incredible, and I’m still not even inside of her. 

Carrie watches my face the whole time. She clearly knows what she’s doing: her hand works me with a rhythm she probably knows by heart, reading me the way this universe’s version of me has read the Argosy books over and over again. 

She must see something in my expression, because suddenly she slows with a smirk. “You know the rules,” she purrs, even though I don’t. “You don’t get to cum until I say you can. You think you can do that for me, good boy?” 

I nod. “Yeah. Fuck, Carrie—” 

It’s what she’s been waiting for. She rocks forward, repositioning, and slides the crown of my cock against her folds. Not putting me inside of her—not yet. She’s running me up and down, up and down, the tip of my prick grinding against the soft wetness of her pussy without letting me fuck. 

It’s incredible. It’s maddening. 

Carrie laughs. “You still think you can do that, darling?” 

The sound that comes out of me has no letters that can shape it. 

Suddenly she rises on her knees and shifts. The head of my cock pushes into her, then more, and then suddenly I’m all the way in, thrusting against her back walls as she sinks all the way onto me like a queen on her throne. After all the teasing, it’s almost too much for me—I close my eyes tight, my vision going white as I fight to keep from exploding inside of her right then and there. 

Carrie loves it just as much. “Oh fuck, good boy,” she gasps, her eyes rolling back in her head as she impales herself on me. “Oh God, that’s… yes, right there! Don’t you dare move, you understand me? You just keep yourself right… fucking… there…!” 

She starts riding me. There’s no other word for it, not when she’s setting the pace, the angle, and the grip. She decides when to speed up and slam down on me so hard that the bed squeaks, then slow back down to that maddening grind against her folds that makes my fingers grip the headboard so hard they turn white. Her nails dig into my chest, her tits bounce in front of my eyes, and the look on her face is full of so much ecstasy that a SWAT team bursting into the room couldn’t get me to tear my eyes off of her. 

She picks up the pace, the sound of skin on skin filling the room. Thwack! Thwack! 

Carrie’s mouth opens. “Look at me,” she groans, grinning as she locks eyes with me from her perch. “Look at me, you gorgeous stud!” 

I do. 

Her hands grip my hips, shoving me so tight against her thighs that I can’t believe how deep I am inside of her. “Say my name!” she growls, her inner walls clenching as she nears the peak. “Who do you fucking belong to, Alan?” 

When I speak, I barely recognize my own voice. “You!” 

She tosses her head back in bliss. “Say it again!” 

“I’m yours, Carrie—” 

It’s as far as I get. Anything else I have to say is cut off by a shriek as Carrie shatters, her whole body tensing like she’s been struck by lightning as she cums. Her walls grip me like a fist, a flood of juice dripping from her cunt as her nails dig into my skin hard enough to draw blood. The scream she lets out is so loud and ragged that I’m sure the entire deck just heard my wife get off, and I don’t care. 

I want them to hear. 

Carrie holds herself, grinding her hips in a circle as she quivers and sobs. Then suddenly her face is right next to mine, her hips slamming down like a hammer on an anvil, her eyes locked on my own. 

“Now,” she groans, all that love and devotion and vulnerability breaking through the dominant woman she loves playing in the bedroom with me. “Cum for me, baby. Be a good boy and cum for Mommy…!” 

It’s all the permission I need. My hips slam upward, meeting her thrust for thrust, and I’m there. The pleasure rises until it’s unbearable, then rises some more, and I let go of the headboard and tangle my fingers in her hair, my mouth meeting hers as I grip her hip and drive up into her and explode so hard I’m afraid for a second I’m about to die. 

It. Is. Fucking. Incredible. 

My cock jerks inside of her as I erupt, firing off thick, hot ropes of come against her inner walls. For half a second I worry about the advisability of busting raw inside of this woman, then discard that and just focus on shooting as hard and deep as I can inside of her. It feels that fucking good. Especially with Carrie kissing me, rubbing my shoulders, pressing as much of her skin on mine as she can like she wants us to be one person. 

We both come down from our peaks, but Carrie makes no move to slide off of me. Her hips rock oh so slowly, both of us so sensitive from our orgasms that the friction is almost too pleasurable. 

“Good boy,” she finally gasps, and my dick twitches at the compliment. “Fuck, I needed that so badly. Nobody knows how to fuck me like you do, darling. You are the only man who has ever made me come.” 

She says it with such ease that I know there’s no way she’s lying to me. 

Carrie leans in closer, grinning with release. “I know we said we would focus on each other this trip, but honestly I’m so tempted to turn this into a play vacation,” she purrs, her fingers tracing lazy patterns around the marks she left on my chest. “Right now, I would love to watch some cute little bikini beach bunny come shuddering all over my husband’s cock…” 

Holy shit. There are no words for how much I’d like to do that with Carrie. 

It must show on my face. “Someone’s tempted,” she purrs, nibbling her bottom lip. “God, you’re still so hard. You’re not even the slightest bit done with me, are you?” 

I shake my head. “How could I be?” 

Carrie laughs at that. Her gaze travels to the balcony. “Let’s go outside,” she says. 

I blink. “Outside? We’re—” 

“Naked? Yes, I’m very aware of that, darling.” Carrie grinds herself down on me a bit, as if reminding me of the fact. Then she slides off of me, stretching and sighing as she crosses the room. “It’s a private balcony, love. No one’s going to see us.” She glances at me over her shoulder. “Unless you’re feeling too shy to fuck me from behind?” 

I am most definitely not feeling too shy for that. I rise from the bed and put my hands on her shoulders, caressing her. My cock, still hard, pushes against her rear from the back. 

“Never,” I growl, my lips against her throat. “I’d fuck you in traffic, Carrie. You’re too hot for me to resist.” 

She laughs as we slide the screen door open. The weather is hot and balmy, and the goosebumps that sprung up on my skin from the air conditioning fade pretty much instantly. Carrie walks to the balcony’s railing and leans down over it, staring into the churning, brilliant blue water. Big walls on either side of the balcony shield us from the view of our neighbors. 

She goes up on tiptoe and leans, thrusting her ass in the air. Her tits flatten against the wooden railing as she presents herself like an offering, watching me over her shoulder with a sexy smirk on her face. Her folds glisten with juice, and when she lifts one leg slightly to press her hip against the glass wall, I can see it fogging up from how warm and wet she is. 

“Come fuck me,” she groans, licking her lips. “I need you so fucking bad—” 

I’m already there. 

I line myself up with her slit and push into her from behind, mounting her like I’m trying to fuck her right over the side of the ship. Carrie lets out a shocked whimper as I bottom out inside of her with one smooth stroke, putting one hand on her hip for leverage and tangling the other in her long, reddish-brown hair. 

It’s harder than she’s used to, and more savage. I’m not usually this man; I can see it in her eyes, in the way they widen the first time her whole body slams up against the railing. But she likes it. She likes that she turns me into this beast, this caveman who can’t help but ravish her body like she’s a woman I paid for instead of the one I married. 

“Jesus,” she gasps, turning as the fingers in her hair slide down and grip the back of her neck. “Don’t stop, my love. Right there. Fuck me hard. Fuck me proper.” 

I do. I fuck her hard and proper and whatever other adjective she wants. My balls slam against her thighs, my cock hitting her back walls like a battering ram. The hand around her hip snakes around the curve, presses against her mound, finds her clit while I give her backshots from behind. 

When I touch her there, it’s Carrie’s turn to unravel. 

“Oh shit,” she gasps, pressing herself back on me as hard as she can. “God, you’re so good at that!” 

I am. I can see Carrie’s knuckles going white on the rail. How many times did she fantasize about this, I wonder? The two of us on the open ocean: no emails, no family drama, no old wounds. No bad news. Just us. 

Just this. 

My fingers work her clit in swirls while I pound her from behind. Somewhere far below, the brilliant waters of the Caribbean lap against the side of the Triumph Zephyr. Wind blows against the side of the ship, carrying Carrie’s cries and moans of passion out over the open ocean. If there’s anyone in the suites beside ours they’ll absolutely hear what we’re doing, but they probably know enough to keep their mouths shut. 

Hell, maybe they’re enjoying this. 

The thought unlocks something inside of me. The hand on the back of Carrie’s neck slides around, grips her chin, then clasps her throat. 

Carrie’s eyes widen. “Alan, what—?” 

I pin her against the railing, my lips against her ear. “Come for me,” I growl, my fingers swirling in a vortex around the nub at the apex of Carrie’s pleasure, my cock filling her so hard and deep she can barely take it. “Cum all over this cock right now. Make everything tight and wet so I can shoot deep inside you again, Mommy…” 

The shock on Carrie’s face dissolves into pleasure. Her eyes roll back in her head and then she’s cumming, cumming hard, her legs nearly giving out beneath her as they tremble uncontrollably in the heat of passion. I milk every last drop of pleasure from her clit then wrap that arm around her waist, holding her upright while I bury myself inside of her from behind. She turns, her expression dazed, a goofy smile on her face. 

“Good God,” she murmurs, her mouth open wide. “Alan, oh—!” 

My orgasm sneaks up on me. One second I’m thrusting away, the next fireworks are exploding behind my eyes as I empty my balls inside of Carrie’s tight, wet pussy for the second time since making our way back to the stateroom. The growl that tears out of me as I unload is almost familiar to me, but it’s so much more savage than I’m used to. Carrie can feel it, too. She’s not as in charge as she usually is—our conversation at the pool has rattled her. It’s made her want to be claimed, not just to claim. 

She turns around once I’m done, throwing her arms around my shoulders and kissing me. “That was absolutely beastly, darling,” Carrie chuckles, nibbling on my bottom lip. A faint sheen of sweat shines on her forehead. 

For a second, I think I’ve gone too far. “I just kind of lost control,” I admit, my hands roaming over her breasts. “You’re so fucking beautiful—” 

“I didn’t say I was complaining,” Carrie smirks. “Although that’s really not like you. Was it the thing I said about finding another woman on the ship that did it?” Her smirk turns into a grin. “Were you thinking about what you’d do to her, if you had me watching you?” 

I hadn’t been, but I certainly am now. “Something like that,” I growl. 

Carrie nods like she’s come to some kind of decision. What it is, I won’t learn until later. “Inside,” she says, gesturing with her chin. “I want a shower.” She glances down at my cock, which is somehow still hard. “And I want you to join me.” 

I don’t argue. 

Our stateroom shower is easily twice the size of the one Sylvia and I have on the Sapphire—big enough for two people to wash themselves in without bumping into each other or having to do that awkward shuffle to reach the soap dispenser. The water comes from a rainforest showerhead the size of a dinner plate, and the water that comes down when Carrie turns it on is both hot and pressurized. The glass door fogs up immediately, even as my wife reaches for me. 

I figure we’re in for more sex, but Carrie has a softer idea. “Turn around,” she whispers, planting a kiss on the corner of my mouth. 

I do, a little anxious about what she might be planning to do. But I ought not to be. She spritzes some body wash in both hands and finds my shoulders, massaging them as she works the foamy liquid into my skin. Her hands go up and down my back, kneading the tension out of my muscles, all while the water pours down and she occasionally presses her naked body against mine and gives my rear or my bulge a squeeze. 

It’s sexual, yes, but it’s also… not? It’s just kind. It’s almost like after-care, except we haven’t reached the after part of this rendezvous just yet. Carrie knows my body, knows my stress, and is apparently adept at relaxing me and treating me like a king. 

As if she’s planning on proving it, she gives the space between my shoulder blades a gentle nudge. “Turn around?” 

I do. 

And Carrie sinks to her knees in the shower stall, her hands going to a much more intimate part of my anatomy. 

“Lean back,” she says, commanding despite her submissive pose. “I’ve got you.” 

I brace my hands against the shower wall. Carrie peers up at me through her lashes, her gaze filled with so much adoration that it makes my heart hurt. She takes me in her mouth, and the feeling is so fucking incredible that I cry out and don’t care how I sound. All I can think is: this is what it feels like to be worshipped. 

My wife does not hurry. She takes her time, using her lips and tongue and throat to their maximum potential. She gazes up at me periodically to judge herself by the look on my face and adjusts her movements—faster, slower, deeper, lighter—based on what she sees. It’s a conversation, only there are no words involved. 

I can tell this isn’t a duty to her or a performance. She’s enjoying this: the way I cry out when her tongue hits that special spot under my crown, the way I can’t help but thrust my hips forward to fill her mouth when she gets me all the way into her throat. She might be on her knees, but Carrie is in complete control of this situation. I’m at the mercy of her mouth. 

As I get close, she pulls off of me, licking her lips. “You want to cum in my mouth?” she asks, in a tone that tells me either a yes or an alternate suggestion will be just as welcome. 

I nod, not trusting my own voice. 

Carrie grins. “I want to eat it,” she says, stroking me a few times before parting her lips. “Feed Mommy your load, Alan. Let me suck it right out of your balls.” 

A few seconds later, Carrie gets her wish. Her lips form a tight seal around me as she hums against my member, and I come undone with her eyes staring right up at mine. She slurps and sucks greedily as my load fills her mouth, taking her time and savoring it before leaning back and swallowing the whole thing. 

She stands up. “I love you,” she whispers, tilting her head back to let the stream clean her mouth. “You think you can go one more time?” 

I decide to find out. 

My fingers are inside her, then my cock, and then we’re fucking one last time against the shower wall while the water beats down. Everything is slow and sweet, our urgency burned away and replaced by something deeper and more deliberate. It’s almost making love, but not quite. This last sex is the punctuation mark on the sentence we started back at the Infinity River. It’s a silent promise we’re both making with our bodies, even as the rest of the world fades away. 

“I love you,” Carrie whispers against my chest as the pleasure builds in her core. “I love you, I love you, I love you—” 

She comes quietly this time. No scream, no clawing—just her body against mine, a sigh escaping her like she’s finally home after the longest work day of her life. Like she’s been freed from prison. And maybe that really is how she’s feeling. 

I’m still holding her thirty seconds later when I cum, a shudder passing through me. This time when I pull out of her I’m soft (how could I not be after all that?) and I repay the favor by scrubbing her down as the two of us laugh and joke in the hot spray. 

We don’t bother getting dressed. After we towel off we climb into bed, exhausted. It’s barely even the afternoon, but a nap sounds like the most perfect thing in the world after the morning at sea we’ve just had. 

Carrie curls up beside me, pulling the blanket over both our bodies. Neither one of us says anything for a while; neither of us needs to. The ship gently rocks beneath us, the hum of the engines traveling faintly through the walls. I feel like I could sleep for a week. 

Carrie runs her finger along the line of my jaw, admiring me. “Well,” she whispers at last, “I suppose that’s one way to fuck our way through trauma.” 

I laugh, loud and long. “Is that what we just did?” 

“It’s a valid therapeutic approach,” she says, her tone so perfectly dry and British that I can’t help but grin. “I’m fairly certain that it’s in at least one medical journal.” 

“Oh yeah?” I yawn. “Which?” 

“The one I’m going to write,” she giggles, kissing my cheek. “‘Carrie Bloch’s Guide to Maritime Emotional Recovery. Volume One.’” She arches an eyebrow. “Of many.” 

“I can support that,” I say, pulling her closer. 

Even as I’m holding her, my mind is already working. I can feel the wheels turning through the post-sex exhaustion—cataloguing the things I’ve learned, making plans to figure out the rest. There’s still so much I need to learn. 

The IGY internship that turned into us hooking up. The awful year that nearly broke us, and led to a falling out between Carrie and her mother. Whatever the hell crazy arrangement the two of us made where those threesome videos are concerned. 

I need to fill in the blanks. I don’t want to just pretend to be this universe’s version of Alan Bloch—I want to become him. I need to get so good at being me that Carrie will never suspect anything is amiss. 

Because I’ve made my decision. I’m staying. Whatever science or magic is at play here, I’m not fucking with it. If there’s a door that leads back to the real world, I’m keeping it closed. I choose President Chase and Morning Moon Coffee and Argosy. I choose Cardstock Champions and my own subreddit and interviews with Ben Starr. 

Most of all, I choose Carrie. 

And I’m going to become the man she deserves. 

“Darling?” Carrie already sounds half-asleep. Her voice has a thick, honey-warm quality to it, like she’s drifting in and out of consciousness. 

“Yes, sweetheart?” 

She cracks one eye open. “There’s this show tonight. In the main theater.” She yawns, rocking back against the pillow. “Amanuensis. I’ve heard it’s simply gorgeous.” She laces her fingers through mine and smiles. “Want to get all dressed up and be my date?” 

My heart fills with joy. “Hell yes,” I say, meaning it. 

She makes a happy little noise and burrows against me. “Good. I set my alarm for an hour and a half from now. I need a nap.” She chuckles. “I’m not going to be able to walk in a straight line tonight, and it has nothing to do with my sea legs.” 

I can’t help but smile. “You started it.” 

“I always do,” she says proudly. “You’re such a good boy, Alan. My good boy.” She sounds choked up for a second. “And you are such a good man.” 

Carrie closes her eyes and is out like a light within seconds. I lie there in the dim stateroom, watching her face fill with peace as she passes out next to the man she loves most in the world. 

I think about tonight. And tomorrow. And all the days to come. 

Carrie in the Slytherin outfit. Carrie directing a woman half her age like she’s making a porn movie. 

Carrie whimpering I love you I love you I love you like a prayer. 

My eyes get heavy. The way the ship rocks is so goddamned relaxing, and Carrie is so warm against me, and the sex was so fucking good… 

The last thing I see before I pass out is the glint of light on the dial of that impossible Tenebrae wristwatch. The second hand sweeps silently, in an endless circle that makes me think of the Infinity River. 

I close my eyes. 

It feels like no time has passed when I open them. Carrie’s alarm hasn’t gone off yet—she must have gotten up to go to the bathroom and woke me, because I can tell I’m alone in bed. 

I roll over to check my watch. 

The nightstand is empty. 

And I realize for the first time where I am. 

I sit bolt upright in bed. The covers around me aren’t the ones Carrie and I shimmied under. This isn’t the bed we went to sleep in. That’s not the ceiling of the Triumph Zephyr above my head, and the woman in the bathroom isn’t my redheaded wife, taking a nap with me before we get dinner and go see whatever Amanuensis is. 

I’m on the Sapphire of the Seas. 

I’m back in the real world. 

I’m home. 


Chapter Seven 


The shock hits me like a bucket of ice water to the face. 

For a few seconds I just lie there in disbelief, expecting what I’m seeing to not be real. For the stateroom to dissolve, for the Tenebrae watch to rematerialize on my nightstand—for me to be back on the Zephyr with Carrie, just in time for dinner and a show. That can’t be it. That can’t be all. 

It doesn’t happen. I’m here. I’m back. 

And it’s all wrong. 

I sit up fast enough to make myself a little dizzy, my heart beating like a kettle drum. After the Zephyr I feel faintly claustrophobic; this cabin is both smaller than the one I fell asleep in and nowhere near as nice. I shouldn’t feel disappointed in that, but I still do. My gaze flickers to the balcony, which feels like a shoebox when I think of where Carrie bent over the railing and— 

Carrie. 

Jesus, she’s gone, isn’t she? 

I glance down at my hands. They’re shaking. No, no, no, I think, my pulse racing so fast I can feel it in my neck. She’s real, the Zephyr is REAL, I was just… 

I was nowhere. 

I reach over and find my watch where it fell on the floor—my chunky Casio G-Shock, not the sleek Tenebrae that my wife put on my wrist. I’m only slightly surprised when I push the little light button and see the date at the top. It’s the same day. 

Day One of my cruise. Our first full sea day. 

I’m living it all over again. 

Like no time has passed in the real world while I was gone. 

I press the heels of my palms against my eyes, trying to make sense of this. Was it a dream? No, it couldn’t possibly be. I’ve had some crazy wish-fulfillment dreams before—this wouldn’t be the first time I fantasized about Cardstock Champions becoming a hit, for instance—but it’s hard to imagine Carrie Bloch as a creature born from my subconscious. No way I made her up. 

The memories hit me in flashes: Carrie curled up beside me sleeping, what feels like all of five minutes ago. Sex on the balcony, in the shower—Carrie kneeling before me, making me feel like a fucking demigod with her skilled mouth and loving eyes. The way she sobbed I love you over and over again as she came apart beneath me. The conversation we had on the Infinity River… 

And now it’s over. I’m here. 

It was a dream, I tell myself. One fucked up, extremely detailed dream. What the fuck else could it be? There’s no universe that fits me that perfectly. 

Only it didn’t feel like a dream. Not in the slightest. 

It felt like a whole other life. 

The sound of running water stops in the bathroom—I don’t notice it until it’s gone. The door cracks open, a rectangle of light filling the stateroom, then a hand snakes out and hits the switch to turn it off. Without it the room is dim, but with morning light spilling through the balcony curtains I can still see the woman who sneaks across the floor like she doesn’t know I’m awake. 

It’s Sylvia. 

My fiancée. 

The woman I’m supposed to marry six months from now. 

The one who left me holding my dick on the deck of the Sapphire last night as we bid America bon voyage. 

Guilt hits me like a fist in my gut. I just spent an entire day—no, it was just a dream, it was a fantasy—with another woman. I told her I loved her. We had some of the best sex of my life, multiple times. 

And now I’m back here, staring at the woman I actually chose, and I have no fucking clue how I’m supposed to feel. 

I watch Sylvia cross the room. She’s wearing the pale blue button-down I had on during embarkation, the top two buttons undone. The fabric goes down to mid-thigh on her, showcasing her long, tanned legs. Her hair’s in a messy little blonde ponytail and she’s picking her way across the carpet and she looks absolutely fucking beautiful. 

She’s two steps away from the bed when I clear my throat. “Morning.” 

Sylvia nearly jumps out of her skin. Her gorgeous blue eyes widen when she realizes I’m watching her, and her hands slide out of my sleeves to clamp over her mouth. “Shit!” she whispers, catching herself before she can scream. “You scared the hell out of me!” 

You scared the hell out of me last night, I think. You made me think neither of us were going to make it to the altar. 

Maybe it shows on my face. Sylvia drops her hands, something like guilt flickering across her features, and I brace myself for some more sharp words. For her to pick the argument from last night up where we left off. 

I’m so tired. So tired of all of it— 

“I’m really fucking sorry,” Sylvia says. 

What!? 

“I… I don’t feel right about last night,” she says. Her voice is quiet, tentative. “I was fucking fried from how busy embarkation was, but that didn’t give me the right to be a bitch to you. To wreck something I know you’ve been looking forward to for a long time. I didn’t mean to…” 

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Sylvia acting this way is almost more shocking to me than waking up next to Carrie was. 

She glances to the side, shaking her head. “Shit. I’m not good at this, Alan.” 

Familiar words rise to my lips. “Hey, it’s okay—” 

“No, it’s not,” she snaps. For a second, my fiancee looks like she’s on the verge of tears. There’s something in her eyes I haven’t seen in months, maybe not since the early days of us dating. She looks… authentic. Remorseful. 

It’s probably the worst possible time for her to be this way, considering the storm of emotions in my heart. 

Sylvia sits on the edge of the bed, resting one knee against me. “Listen,” she says, strands of her honey-blonde hair falling down her shoulders. With the button-down clinging to her athletic frame and that expression on her face, she looks like a magazine ad. I’m not kidding, she’s that hot. “Can we, like… start over?” 

I blink. “Start over?” 

“I’m not saying we pretend last night didn’t happen,” she blurts. “But if you’re willing to forgive me, I’ll be on my best behavior today. I mean, today technically is Day One, right? Our first day at sea.” She flashes a lopsided grin. “New beginnings?” 

My mouth goes dry. To her it’s Day One—my internal clock is telling me it’s tomorrow, that I’ve already lived this day before. Except I never expected it to be like this. 

Sylvia apologizing like this isn’t completely out of character. We used to handle problems like this, back in the good times. But I’d almost given up thinking we ever would again. She must think so, too: her bottom lip trembles, like she’s expecting me to turn down her offer. Like I’m about to tell her that I never want to see her again after this cruise, and we should consider ourselves roommates for the next seven days instead of two people who plan to spend the rest of their lives together. 

She’s showing me her heart in a way she hasn’t in a long, long time. 

And I’m sitting here thinking about Carrie. About the Zephyr. 

“What do you say?” Sylvia leans in close, cocking her head to the side the way she does when she wants to be extra cute and tug my heartstrings. “Mulligan? Please?” 

I stare at her for a second, willing my brain to catch up. This is not the Sylvia I climbed into bed next to last night. That Sylvia was cold, distant, utterly done with my bullshit. 

This Sylvia is trying. 

I should try, too, I think. It cuts through my worries about the Bermuda Triangle, through Cardstock Champions and Morning Moon coffee and Carrie in a naughty Slytherin schoolgirl outfit. 

I can’t even imagine how hot Sylvia would look in that outfit. 

Fuck it. I pull my fiancee to me, my hand on the back of her neck. “C’mere,” I grunt, still half-asleep despite my panic. 

She leans in close and kisses me, slow and deep. I feel a degree of guilt to be making out with her like this after what I’ve just been through, but nowhere near enough to stop. Besides, it wasn’t real. It was just a dream. 

There is no Triumph Zephyr. There’s no Carrie Bloch. There’s just us. 

No matter how badly I wish there was. 

Sylvia breaks the kiss and puts her face against my chest. I can feel the tension draining from her, and it makes me realize that I wasn’t the only one who was stressed out last night. Maybe I made a mountain out of a molehill. 

My hand strays down to Sylvia's pert, perfect ass. And as I touch it, two words spill from my lips. 

“Good girl.” 

She stiffens. I’m dominant with Sylvia, but rarely that dominant. 

Holy shit, I think. For a second… 

I don’t think the rest. I don’t dare. 

But for a second, I sound like Carrie. 

Sylvia turns to me, an impish little grin spreading across her face. “That’s not like you,” she purrs, sounding not entirely displeased by the compliment. 

“New beginnings, right?” I ask, taking her hand. 

For a second, I wonder if we’re about to have some make-up sex. Then Sylvia kisses me again and rolls to the side, the very move itself like a raincheck. The hem of my dress shirt slides up her lower back as she stretches, revealing a pair of pale pink lace panties underneath. 

“New beginnings,” she agrees, rolling to the side. “What better way to begin than with something to eat? I’m freaking starving—we both missed the buffet last night.” Sylvia sits up, reaching for the sheet of paper that lists the schedule of events on the ship today. “I figured we could maybe throw some clothes on and get brunch? They do it in the main dining room, where they have all the formal nights later in the cruise. I wanted to see that anyway. You know I love getting all dressed up.” 

My stomach rumbles like I haven’t eaten. Which, technically, I suppose I haven’t. 

“You certainly do,” I agree. “You brought your own stuff?” 

Sylvia is an advertising brat by trade and a fashion designer at heart. Making outfits is to her what Cardstock Champions is to me, except she’s got the follow-through to actually make her dreams come true. She’s an absolute wizard with a sewing machine—she could probably teach Carrie some cosplay tips— 

There is no Carrie, I remind myself, swallowing the anger and the hurt in my stomach. It wasn’t real. You heard that shit about the Bermuda Triangle and had a crazy dream. That’s all. 

“I mean, it’s not like I’m going to run into a Versace rep on the Sapphire,” Sylvia says, her cheeks coloring slightly. “But yeah, I brought a couple. Including that dress you like.” 

The one she wore on our second date. Blew my mind when she told me she’d made the thing herself—it makes her look like a wet-dream version of a Disney princess. Anyone who saw her in it would understand instantly why I’ve been so head-over-heels for this girl for so long. 

“Can’t wait,” I murmur, rubbing her lower back. 

Sylvia’s still glancing at the schedule. “They’re open now,” she says, glancing over at me. “I’ve heard good things. They’ve got these specialty things for breakfast everybody raves about. They’re…” 

She snaps her fingers a couple times, trying to remember. 

A cold feeling settles in my gut. 

“Griddle cakes?” 

Sylvia’s eyes light up. “That’s it. Apparently they’re, like, to die for. We should split one.” She giggles. “Or get different ones and swap. I’m in such a good mood I might let you have a bite of mine…” 

She means it as a joke, but I’m not laughing. The hair on the back of my neck is standing straight up, and there’s goosebumps on my arms. 

The universe is fucking winking at me again. 

I know it. 


Chapter Eight 


Breakfast on the Sapphire of the Seas is a hell of a lot busier than on the Zephyr. 

Part of that’s just the hour. Carrie and I showed up for brunch at the crack of dawn; it’s nearly 10AM on the Sapphire by the time Sylvia and I throw on some clothes and stumble across the ship to the canteen. But part of it is also the clientele. This ship is far less ritzy than the Zephyr—the main dining room is already buzzing with families as Sylvia and I take our seats near the aft of the ship. Older couples sip coffee and read the schedule of events for the day; kids sit glued to their phones (Internet access is an add-on on the Sapphire) while their parents enjoy the relative peace and quiet. The ocean stretches out behind us, but the foam is nowhere near as thick, and I don’t see any little fish jumping up and down in it. 

The griddle cakes are fucking delicious, though. Those, at least, are almost exactly how I remember them. 

True to her boast, Sylvia and I each get one. I go for the blueberry this time, while Sylvia gets the one covered in honey butter with the little dipping cup. The fact that this of all things is the same as it was in my dream kind of throws me for a loop—I must have heard about the cakes earlier, when Sylvia and I were researching the cruise. 

I throw the full spread on top of that: eggs, bacon, hash browns. The works. 

“Someone’s hungry,” Sylvia notes as the waiter drops off the rest of my meal. 

I grin. “I’m on vacation,” I say. “You should get something else, too.” 

Sylvia smirks. “What, and ruin my figure?” 

“Please, you’re gorgeous,” I shoot back. “You can cheat on your diet a bit. Isn’t being naughty what vacations are all about?” 

She laughs—actually laughs—and shakes her head. “You’re too much.” 

I am. Because yet again, I’m using Carrie’s words. Taking things that were in her mouth and putting them in mine, and using them to surprise Sylvia. 

Why do I keep doing that? And why does it feel so right? 

Sylvia ends up ordering another plate (and another round of griddle cakes for both of us). While we wait, we chat about her job and her latest fashion project. Sylvia’s eyes light up as she describes the lingerie she’s been designing—apparently her current side-hustle is about making women feel ‘sexy and empowered’—and I realize with another stab of guilt that I didn’t even realize what my fiancee was working on. 

“I didn’t bring the sketches with me,” Sylvia confesses, cocking her head to the side as she nibbles a bite of bacon. “But they’re awesome. I really think this is going to take off, once I put a little elbow grease into it.” 

“I mean, how could it not?” I grin around my coffee cup. “You’ve got the world’s sexiest underwear model in your corner.” 

Sylvia scoffs and rolls her eyes. “Is that all I am to you?” she asks, mock-outraged. 

“You? I was talking about me.” 

Her eyes widen for a second. Then Sylvia starts cackling. 

Both of us laugh, the tension dissolving in the room. She even snorts, and has to wipe her eyes with the back of her hand. 

“Who are you, and what have you done with Alan?” she asks. 

It’s meant as a joke, but I stiffen. What she’s saying makes me think of Carrie, and having to hide my true identity from her. The whole alternate-universe thing, which was definitely a dream and not some kind of Bermuda Triangle magic. 

“I mean it,” Sylvia whispers, her tone turning serious. “I think that’s the first time you’ve asked me about my hobbies in weeks. You’ve been so… so checked out lately.” She takes a sip of her drink, covering the confession with a smile. “And you’re usually not this witty before you’ve had your caffeine.” 

Yesterday, I would have shied away from this conversation. Maybe it’s the fact that we’re getting along so well that changes me—or maybe it’s the memory of Carrie telling me don’t take another sip of that drink until I tell her what’s on my mind. 

“You really want to know?” I ask. 

Sylvia blinks. “Yeah, of course,” she says, like she’s just realized she’s stepped out onto a limb. “Is something wrong?” 

I think back to the picture of Carrie as the main character from Mistborn. About subreddit posts roasting me and afterparty pics that make every one of my nerd friends jealous. How it made me compare my dream girl to Sylvia, and come up wanting. 

Fuck it, I think. Step on the landmine. 

“PAX East,” I say, meeting her eye. 

Confusion fills Sylvia’s face for a few moments. Then it clicks. “The… that gaming convention you went to?” 

I nod. “I really wanted you to go with me, Syl.” 

The wheels spin behind her eyes. “I wanted to go, too,” Sylvia says, and if she’s lying to me then she’s a damned good actress. “But I had the work thing with BCD that weekend.” 

BCD–Branch Cabell Digital–is Sylvia’s day job, an ad agency that specializes in online marketing. Because of her, I know just how much of the internet is secretly trying to sell you something. A lot of the time it’s not so secret. 

“I know that,” I say, glancing out at the ocean. “But when I came back, I tried to talk about some of the panels I sat in on, and some of the people I networked with. Some of them were really into Cardstock Champions.” I can’t help but think of the Steam charts over in Carrie’s world when I say it. “And you totally blew me off.” 

I can see it in Sylvia’s face. She didn’t realize. “I did?” 

“You let me talk for like thirty seconds and then immediately changed the subject,” I say, anger draining from me as I see the shocked look on my fiancee’s face. “You clearly weren’t the slightest bit interested in hearing about any of it. You’re… you’re not interested in being part of my world.” I lean back in my chair. “So I guess I got irritated and decided if you didn’t care about my interests, I wouldn’t bother asking after yours.” 

Sylvia’s mouth opens, then closes again. For a second, she looks like she’s going to argue with me—then she shakes her head slightly, thinking. 

“Yeah,” she says, her throat tight. “You’re right.” 

It’s about the last response I’m expecting. Belatedly I realize I was already bracing myself for an argument—Alan, you’re being paranoid, Alan, I’ve had so much on my plate lately I can’t think straight—and so the sheer simplicity of that statement rocks me back on my heels. I don’t tumble out of my chair, but I feel like I could. 

“I totally did,” Sylvia continues, glancing down at her plate like she’s suddenly no longer hungry. “I’m sorry, Alan. I… I like that you’re so passionate about this stuff. I really do. I just get overwhelmed really easily. And when I do, I kind of… you know. I go away for a while.” 

I’m nodding along. Dissociation, derealization: they’re words I’ve learned the meaning of since dating Sylvia. The fact that in some other universe, Carrie thinks I’m the one who has panic attacks is ironic. It’s always been my fiancee. She takes medicine for them, and sees a therapist over Zoom. But they still happen sometimes—especially when there’s something stressing her out. 

She says they make her feel like a robot. She’s described holding a coffee cup to me before like she’s a scientist manipulating a mechanical arm, like everything she’s doing is actually being handled by a third-party in the next room. When that movie Inception came out, she had a panic attack three scenes in and had to run out of the theater. Those stupid ‘WAKE UP’ creepypasta things give her conniptions. 

“When you were at that convention, I… I had an attack,” Sylvia says, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “A really fucking bad one. I didn’t tell you, because I’m always scared to tell people about these things, even when it’s someone I care about. I was still deep in Zombie Mode when you came back. I wasn’t really listening, and I shut you out, and I shouldn’t have.” She frowns, sniffing. “I’m really sorry I hurt you, Alan.” 

The bitterness I’ve been holding onto for weeks dissolves. “I’m… shit, I’m sorry, too,” I say, shaking my head. “You’ve got this whole thing you’re excited about, and I’ve been making sure not to talk about it. You must think I’m a terrible fucking fiance.” 

Sylvia laughs ruefully, then takes my hand. “I guess we’re both terrible,” she says, wiping an eye. “Both of us sitting there freezing the other one out, without the faintest fucking idea of what it is we’ve done to deserve it.” She swallows hard. “That’s how we ended up like this, isn’t it?” 

I nod. “Something like that.” 

Sylvia’s quiet for a long moment. She leans back, her hand leaving mine, her other thumb working the band of her engagement ring around her finger. “Can I ask you something?” 

“Sure.” 

“Why didn’t you just… say something?” She smiles to take the sting out of it, but I can see the real hurt behind her words. She looks genuinely curious—like this is a puzzle she didn’t realize she needed to solve, a problem she hadn’t realized existed until it stared her in the face. “Like, before it got to this point. I… I’m not a monster, babe. I’m going to be your wife. I would’ve apologized. I would’ve done better. If I’ve done something to hurt you, I want to know about it.” 

I feel very, very silly. How long did I sit there, waiting for Sylvia to notice? For her to psychically intuit that she’d upset me instead of just saying the goddamn thing like an adult and working it out? To realize that her husband-to-be was drowning in his own worries and self-pity and ignoring her interests on purpose? 

When I put it that way in the cold, clear light of day, it sounds insane. 

“I guess I didn’t want to make a big deal about it,” I finally say. 

Sylvia snorts. “We booked a whole-ass cruise together because we’ve barely been speaking to each other for weeks,” she says, gesturing vaguely at the restaurant around us. “Because we’ve been arguing instead of supporting each other.” She leans forward and practically mouths the next part instead of speaking. “And fighting instead of fucking.” 

I can’t help but snicker at that. She’s such a cornball sometimes—and she hit the nail on the head. “We couldn’t possibly have made a bigger deal out of all of this, could we?” 

Sylvia gives me a smile I haven’t seen since the day I put that ring on her finger. “Nope. Like I said, we’re really stupid. Honestly, the two of us deserve each other.” 

I’m starting to think we do. 

Then I lick my lips. “Why didn’t you say something?” 

Sylvia pauses. “What?” 

“You had a panic attack,” I say, running back through her words in my head. “A really bad one. And you didn’t call me to talk you through it. You didn’t tell me about it when I got home. You let me think Zombie Mode was just… you, not listening to me or giving a fuck about anything I’d done all weekend.” 

Sylvia’s bottom lip trembles. “I…” 

I suddenly realize I’m not done. “Have I ever done anything to make you feel like you can’t come to me with this? Have I ever made fun of you, belittled you, given you the slightest impression that I love you any less because sometimes you have an attack and the world around you stops feeling real? Have I ever been anything other than kind?” 

Tears form in Sylvia’s eyes. “Of course not!” Sylvia blurts, putting a hand over her mouth. “Babe, you are so good at taking care of me when I’m having a bad mental health day. Okay? I literally couldn’t make it through some of this shit without you.” 

“Then why?” My voice cracks on the last word. It’s not an accusation, but it almost sounds like one. “Why, Syl?” 

Sylvia doesn’t respond for a moment. Her gaze travels between her feet, her eyelashes fluttering up and down as she tries and fails to hold herself together. I recognize the way she shifts in her seat, her fingers twitching in sequence as she does her exercises: five things you see, five things you feel, five things you hear. It’s a classic method of calming yourself down from an anxiety attack, and Sylvia’s gotten good at it. 

“Because I’m scared,” she finally admits, the words coming out of her in a rush. “I know you know about the anxiety, and I know you know how bad it is. But I…” She shakes her head, her lips compressing to a tight little line. “I don’t want to be broken, Alan. I don’t want to be the girl who fucks everything up because I can’t keep my shit together. Even this cruise—the whole reason I went downstairs when I did was because I was terrified that our stupid fight was going to tip me over into an attack. That I’d ruin this whole week sitting in the dark trying to convince myself I’m not a fucking robot, because my brain is stupid and constantly wants to sabotage me!” 

Acid fills my gut. “Sylvia—” 

“You were having fun,” she says. “You were excited. And I… I am so tired of being the thing that brings you down, Alan. The thing that bursts your bubble.” She’s crying now, her hands gently shaking as she pulls the plush napkin from her place setting and covers her eyes with it. “So I sit there and I end up hurting my awesome fiance because I make him feel like I don’t give a shit about him. Okay? Is that real enough for brunch?” 

Oh. Oh God. I had no idea. 

“Syl.” I’m up in a flash, moving to the other side of our booth. I take both of her hands in one of mine, looking straight into her piercing blue eyes. “You have nothing to be ashamed of.” 

She’s almost as shocked to hear the words as I am to be speaking them. 

Because somehow, again, it’s Carrie’s words I’ve put in my own mouth. 

“You are never the thing that brings me down,” I tell her, meaning it. “You’re the person I want to share everything with. The first person I think of when I hear good news. The person who’s in my corner when everything else is going sideways. That’s the point.” I smile. “That’s why I’m in love with you.” 

Sylvia nods. “I know that—up here,” she whispers, tapping her temple. Then her finger moves to her heart. “It’s just down here that’s the problem.” 

I take that hand and hold it. “Then we work on that,” I tell her. “But we don’t hide shit from each other, okay? From now on, if I’m pissed off at you, I’ll let you know it.” 

Sylvia manages to chuckle. “Oh, great.” 

“I mean it. And if you feel like you’re going to have an attack, you tell me about it. Okay? Even if it’s scary. Even if you’re afraid you’re going to ruin something special.” I squeeze her fingers. “I have to know what’s going on with my wife, Sylvia.” 

Slowly, she nods. “Okay,” she whispers. “I promise.” 

And the words send a spike through my guts. 

Because I’m still hiding something from Sylvia, aren’t I? 

No, I’m not, I insist, ignoring the thought. Having a dream where you’re a successful game designer with a hot MILF wife isn’t something you can control. 

That’s what I tell myself, anyway. 

For a second, it comes bubbling to the surface. Honey, you’re never going to believe the dream I had last night. It was so crazy… 

No, if I tell Sylvia all that, I really will look crazy. Better that I forget it. 

As much as I don’t want to forget. 

I get back in my seat and we spend the rest of brunch just… talking. First it’s small talk, gossip around Sylvia’s office, and then Sylvia’s diving head-first into an explanation of the difference between underwire support and lace embellishment. 

“You know what they say,” she tells me, her earlier upset forgotten. 

“That girls look better in a good set of lingerie than they do naked?” I guess. 

She leans over and gives me a playful punch on the shoulder. “No. Even though I do. It takes so much effort to make something look effortless. Making something functional is easy. Making something beautiful is the thing that keeps me up at night…” 

We go on like this. Our conversation flows more freely than it has in months, maybe years. There’s an ease to us that I would have called nearly impossible just a few days ago, and there’s only one point of reference I can think of in comparison. 

I shouldn’t, but I’m still thinking it. 

We’re getting along like Carrie and I did. 

Maybe that’s why I had that dream. Maybe it unlocked something inside of me that needed to be unlocked. Maybe it wasn’t some crazy subconscious yearning thing as much as it was a message to myself. 

At some point, Sylvia stops talking. She just watches me over the rim of her mug. A third and final griddle cake arrives in the middle of the table, with two of the dipping cups for us to share. 

“Tell me about PAX,” she whispers. 

I hesitate. Is this a trap? 

“I want to hear about it,” she says, a smile spreading across her face. It touches her eyes as she cuts into the griddle cake. “Everything I missed. Nerd out all over me, babe. Nerd all over my face.” 

Something about the way she does it makes me bold. 

“Say that again,” I growl, “and I’ll have you back in the cabin with your dress on the floor before you can finish your sentence.” 

Sylvia straightens up like I’ve snapped a whip between her shoulder blades. Her cheeks go flushed, her mouth opening slightly, and her eyes… 

Well, her eyes look a little like I just asked her to stare into my magic pocketwatch. 

“Okay, what happened to you last night?” she asks, chuckling. “Did you find a genie in a bottle? Did some angel come down while I was sleeping and say ‘go forth and be hot as fuck’? I need to know who did this to you so I can thank them.” 

There’s nobody for her to thank. More specifically, the person she’d be thanking doesn’t exist. Which means that maybe it’s just me. 

“New beginnings, I guess,” I say, looking Sylvia up and down. 

She nods. “New freaking beginnings,” she says, shaking her head in amazement. “Whatever’s going on, I like it. We should sail the high seas more often.” 

“I think…” I trail off. “I think I’m just saying what I mean for once, Syl.” 

“Then keep doing it,” she grins. “Now tell me about the convention. I mean it.” 

So I do. 

It takes me the better part of a half-hour. Brunch is practically over by the time I’m done—I can feel myself slipping into that ‘way too excited’ state I get when I’m being enthusiastic about something I like, but Sylvia doesn’t mind. She doesn’t change the subject, or reach for her phone, or make some crack about both of us needing to ‘grow up’. She just listens. Nods along, makes a comment here or there. 

I feel heard. Shit, I feel seen. 

Maybe that’s why I feel comfortable enough to slip into Cardstock Champions. 

It’s so natural that I barely notice the switch. One second I’m talking about the panel I watched with the devs from MegaCrit—the Slay the Spire people—then I’m going into some esoteric detail of my own card-based rogue-like game. The one that’s sitting half-finished on my hard drive, and that in the other world was a modest success with a loyal fanbase. 

Sylvia puts her elbows on the table. “That’s your game, right?” she asks, not chiding me—just curious. “The one you’ve been working on forever?” 

This is dangerous ground. I’m more than willing to admit I can be prickly where the game is concerned. Too many people have told me to abandon it, to focus on ‘real’ work instead of childish hobbies. 

But Sylvia’s not doing that. She’s just waiting. She looks interested. 

“Yeah, it is,” I say. “I know it’s stupid—” 

“It’s not stupid if you care about it,” she says, cutting me off. “I know you love that Spire game. You’ve beaten on the hardest difficulty with, like, all the characters. I even bought you the board game last Christmas.” 

Technically, I’ve only beaten A20 with the Ironclad and the Watcher. But I do own the board game. Sylvia bought it for me. 

“You…” I catch myself. “You don’t want to hear about this.” 

Suddenly Sylvia grins. “Tell you what. Don’t tell me here.” She glances out at the water, and again I feel that sense of the universe winking at me. “You wanna go for a swim? I promise, I want to hear all about it.” 

Brunch, then a swim. I swear, if Sylvia suggests a trivia competition… 

If she does, then I’ll probably do it. But I will be very suspicious. 

“Sure,” I say. “Sounds like fun.” 

“Good.” 

Something else occurs to me. “I want to hear more about your designs, too. I’m sorry I haven’t been asking about this stuff more.” 

Sylvia gives me another sideways glance, like she suspects her fiance has been abducted by aliens and replaced with a clone. Maybe she’s not as far off the mark as she thinks, either. I sort of feel that way. 

“Can you stay like this forever?” she laughs. She’s only half-joking. “I like this version of you, Alan. I really do.” 

The words hit me harder than they should. I think about Carrie—who wasn’t real—and the way she pulled things out of me I didn’t realize were buried beneath the surface. The way she made me want to be the best version of myself. Not just a guy drifting through life but an active participant: in his career, his relationship, even his sex life. 

Maybe that’s what this is. Maybe that other world unlocked something inside of me I desperately needed—something I didn’t even have the words to ask for. 

“Let’s go swim,” Sylvia says, rising from her seat. Then she leans forward and drops her voice to a whisper. “And for the record? I’m very curious to find out what else this new version of you is capable of.” She bites her bottom lip. “If you want my dress to hit the floor the second we get back from that swim, how could a good girl possibly say no?” 

Jesus. Okay, giving Carrie energy is absolutely paying dividends. 

“I just need a second before I get up,” I say. “Give me a minute? 

Sylvia grins—she knows exactly what I mean. “Let’s make today a good day,” she says, taking my hand. The version of my fiancee I saw during her confession flickers on her face beneath her smile, but just for a second. “Okay?” 

I squeeze back. “Absolutely, babe.” 

I’m ready to spend the day having fun with my fiancee. Give her the make-up date (and make-up sex) we both deserve. 

And if I could just forget the Zephyr, things would be perfect. 


Chapter Nine 


“What are you doing?” Sylvia teases. 

“Admiring the view.” 

She cocks her head to the side. “The ocean is behind you.” 

“I’m not talking about the ocean.” 

The old me would have made it sound like a joke. The me who still remembers spending the day with Carrie Bloch is totally serious as I look my fiancee up and down. Sylvia manages to meet my eye for a second, then she blushes like a stop sign and glances away. 

“Sheesh,” she says, giggling. “What’s gotten into you today, babe?” 

The Sapphire’s pool area is nowhere near as impressive as the Zephyr’s. But honestly, right now? It’s freaking perfect. There might not be a figure-eight lazy river or a bunch of cabanas and fake rock walls, but there’s cold drinks and clear water and a bunch of people doing their best to relax and forget about the outside world. I like it. 

Almost as much as I like the woman I’m sharing it with. 

Sylvia and I split up as soon as we arrived, heading for the changing room. I’m in my basic black swim trunks (though I kinda miss the parrots) and when Sylvia comes out of the changing room in a black-and-white checkered bikini they suddenly feel far too tight. Sylvia struts across the deck like a supermodel, turning the heads of plenty of men—and not a few women. 

“You’re ridiculous,” she says, still blushing at the compliment. But I can tell she’s impressed. I’m not normally like this around her—so direct, so disarming, so convinced that both of us should constantly be complimenting and thirsting for each other. 

Another way Carrie Bloch rubbed off on me. 

And this one I think is going to stick around. 

Sylvia takes my hand and leads me towards the pool. We find a pair of lounge chairs and set our stuff down, then Sylvia takes a seat and judges the view. “Nice,” she whispers, smirking at me. 

I can’t help but agree. 

She pulls out a bottle of sunscreen, hands it to me, then splays out across the lounger on her taut little tummy. “Can you rub this in for me?” she asks, giving her rear a cute little wiggle. 

“Only because you asked so nicely,” I say. 

I can feel her smiling as I sit down on the lounge chair next to hers. I squirt a little of the sunscreen into my palms and rub them together, then reach for the little knot around the back of Sylvia’s neck. She gives a squeal when I untie it, but she doesn’t move to stop me. My hands move in slow, steady circles, massaging the cream deep into my fiancee’s skin. She sighs happily, eyes closed as I work my way down. 

At some point, she lifts her head a few inches. “You are having entirely too much fun with that,” she murmurs, her voice relaxed from the impromptu massage. 

“I’m just being thorough,” I assure her. “Wouldn’t want you to burn.” 

“I think I was protected from burning five minutes ago,” Sylvia says. 

But she relaxes into my touch, rolling her shoulders as I finish covering her skin with the sunscreen. The last thing I do is lean down, my lips near the nape of her neck, and give her shoulder a little nibble. 

This time she does squeal. “Hey!” 

“Your turn,” I say, not giving her any time to recover. I toss the bottle of sunscreen and she catches it automatically, her eyes wide. “Unless you want me to be a lobster.” 

“You deserve it for being so fresh,” she purrs, her eyes narrowed. Yet when her fingers massage the sunscreen into my back, there’s a hell of a lot more tenderness in her touch than I can remember in the recent past. She’s liking this—I can tell. 

Once we’re done, we hop in the pool. The water’s a little too cold, but I figure we’ll get used to it. 

Sylvia’s a strong swimmer—stronger than me, honestly, which I forget until she takes off down the length of the pool like a dolphin. She touches the opposite wall and comes back in the time it takes me to wade out of the shallows, and by the time the two of us meet she’s grinning like a stuffed fox. 

She splashes me. I get her back, grabbing her from behind and tossing her over my shoulder. For about forty minutes we behave like people who are maybe twelve years old and absolutely do not care how we look, and somewhere in the middle of it I notice that I haven't thought about the Zephyr for over a half hour. 

I'm going to consider that a win. 

Sylvia and I are treading water in the deep end, faces tilted towards the sun, when she decides to touch the sensitive subjects. “Tell me about Cardstock Champions.” 

I glance down into the water. A girl does a cannonball off the diving board and sends a ripple through the pool, nearly bumping me and Sylvia together. 

“You really want to know?” I ask. There’s almost no bitterness in my voice, but almost isn’t none. 

Sylvia nods. “I do.” She leans over and taps my nose with her index finger—a gesture colloquially known as a boop. Sylvia used to boop me all the time, but I can’t remember the last time she did it proactively. “I’ve been thinking about it since brunch. What excites you about it? How close is it to being finished? Tell me everything.” 

I stare into her eyes, searching for the lie. And I don’t find it. 

Something opens up inside of me. Just a crack. A little ray of sunshine after a long, cold winter. 

And so I talk. 

And talk. 

Before I know what I’m doing, I’m explaining the whole thing. Not just a couple esoteric bits of gameplay or lore—I’m telling her the whole kit and kaboodle, from my first notebook sketches of what I pictured the user interface looking like to the prototype I threw up on one of those indie game sites a year or two back. I talk about card interactions and infinite combos—I use words like ‘metaprogression’ and ‘throughput’ and ‘deck synergy’ like they’re part of my daily vocabulary. Sylvia listens, floating, her eyes first going wide with surprise and then keen with interest. 

And then, to my absolute shock, she starts talking back. 

“So is it completely single-player, or is there a multiplayer element?” she asks. 

The question catches me off-guard. “Most of these games are single-player only,” I say after thinking about it for a second. “Slay the Spire has the daily challenges, but there’s not really any co-op or anything like that—” 

“Yeah, but this isn’t Slay the Spire,” Sylvia says, shaking her head. “The factions stuff—it kind of sounds like you could turn that into, like, a turn-based hot-seat thing. Like when we play Ticket to Ride?” 

Sylvia was obsessed with that game for a while a year or two back. We even bought the board game, before realizing that the digital version requires way less clean up. 

“It doesn’t—” I say, then trail off. “Shit, you could, couldn’t you?” 

Sylvia’s smirk spreads from one ear to the other. “Could you add in-game cosmetics to it if you made it multiplayer? Not pay-to-win stuff, though: I freaking hate it when games do that. That would be super gross and exploitative.” 

If I was standing on solid ground right now, I might have been knocked back on my heels. “You’ve really thought about this.” 

“I think about stuff,” she says mildly. “Sometimes.” 

What really shocks me isn’t the fact that Sylvia’s asking questions. It’s that she’s talking about Cardstock Champions like it’s an actual thing—like it’s something I’m going to finish and put out on actual storefronts someday, instead of just a hobby project. That… kind of floors me, actually. 

Just like that, we transition from batting ideas around into a genuine conversation about design. Sylvia has opinions—smart, practical ones, filtered through a brain that handles marketing and advertising for a living. The more she talks about it, the more real it feels. When she asks me about my release timeline, I slip up and tell her the truth: I have no freaking idea when the thing might actually be done. It’s been at ‘70% or so’ for what feels like a year now. 

When she hears that, Sylvia’s voice goes serious. “So what’s holding you back?” 

“Huh?” 

“I just listened to you lay, like, the whole game out to me for twenty minutes,” she says, placing a hand on the side of the pool to hold herself above the surface. “The mechanics, the characters, the factions—all of it. You’ve got the idea down pat. All that’s left is the execution.” A strange look fills her eyes. “So why isn’t it done, babe?” 

I lick my lips. Part of me is tempted to lie—but on a day like today, when we’ve done so much to close the distance between us, lying to Sylvia feels like jabbing a thumb in her eye. I can’t do that to her. 

“Because finishing it makes it real,” I say. “And then people will tell me it’s not good.” 

There it is. The big issue with every ‘ideas guy’: the fear of rubber meeting road. 

Sylvia is quiet for a moment, just floating. 

“Alan,” she says, carefully. “Have you ever considered that it might be good? Like, really good?” 

I blink. A little noise escapes my throat, but fails to turn into words. 

“You should finish it,” she says, smiling. “When we get back. Finish it and get it out into the world. I’ll buy the first copy.” She chuckles. “I might even play the damn thing.” 

“You hardly ever play video games,” I tease. 

Sylvia makes a mock-outraged face. “I do too! I played Baldur’s Gate last year. Lae’zel is Bae’zel.” 

I laugh and tuck a strand of wet hair behind Sylvia’s ear. “Well, my game’s not going to be anywhere near as good as Baldur’s Gate.” 

“It doesn’t have to be,” she shrugs. “I’ll just be happy to see you creating.” 

I freeze. For a second, I hear those words—I’m just happy to see you creating—spilling from a different set of lips. Carrie’s, over brunch, when I mentioned my ‘job’. 

There is no Carrie, I remind myself. That was just a dream. Sylvia is real. 

But the deja vu still rattles me. I float over to the side of the pool and brace myself with one hand on the side, my toes against the rough wall for leverage. Sylvia drifts beside me, her shoulder brushing up against mine. 

Both of us are quiet for a bit. Someone screams as they go down one of the water slides at the rear of the pool complex, and a couple people glance over in concern. Neither of us move. 

Sylvia floats right up next to me, her face almost against my chest. That distance I felt between us when we went to bed last night is so thin you could barely fit a playing card in it—when before, it felt like an ocean all its own. 

She tilts her chin upward, an impish grin on her face. “That thing you said earlier…” 

I don’t need to guess which thing she’s talking about. “Yeah?” 

Sylvia bites her bottom lip. “I didn’t wear a dress to the pool,” she says, glancing over at the lounge chairs where our stuff’s being stored. “But the rest of it…” 

Something changes in her eyes. And suddenly, we are far, far more than just two people floating next to each other in a body of water. 

Sylvia leans in and puts hand on the back of my neck, then kisses me slow and deep. Her lips taste like chlorine and sunscreen and sex, and when her mouth opens against me and her tongue slides against mine, that last little bit of distance between us evaporates like water thrown on a hot griddle. 

My hand goes to her lower back, then lower. It’s a good thing we’re in the deep end, although I doubt I’d be the first person on the Sapphire’s pool deck to grab a handful of his girl’s ass on the sky. Sylvia gasps against me at my touch, something low and throaty escaping her lips. 

“Take me back to the room,” she whispers when we break the kiss. “Right now.” 

I can’t remember the last time I’ve felt Sylvia this turned on. Other than that crazy dream I had, I also can’t remember the last time I was this turned on. 

“Talking about my game gets you all hot and bothered?” I tease. 

Sylvia pulls her mouth to my ear. “Being with you’s got me hot and bothered,” she says, the words practically a growl. “Please don’t make me wait any longer. Let’s do what we should have been doing last night.” 

I don’t need her to tell me twice. 

We manage to make it to the elevator while keeping our hands off each other, but during the descent both of us crumble. By the time it dings to let us know we’re on our floor I’ve got Sylvia up against the glass, her fingers in my hair and her thighs grinding against the bulge in my swim trunks. She’s hot in a way that has nothing to do with the scorching Caribbean sun outside, and the way she clings to me feels every bit as desperate as her behavior last night was cold. Now that I understand what happened to her yesterday I feel awful about that—I want so badly to fix that. 

To kiss and make up. 

We make quite the display on the way to the stateroom. At some point I just haul Sylvia off the ground and pull her into my arms, carrying her down the hallway while a pair of teenagers going in the other direction hoots and whistles like we’re putting on a show. Maybe we are. 

I get us into the room and put a locked door between us and the rest of the world. The second I do, it’s like the universe has pulled the trigger on the hottest starting gun in the Western Hemisphere. I shove Sylvia up against the wall, holding her face with both hands, kissing her so hard it’s like I want to devour her. 

I’m not thinking about the Zephyr. I’m not thinking about Carrie. 

I’m thinking about this. 

Sylvia groans against me. She’s right, there’s no dress, but the little cover-up she’s got on her shoulders slides to the floor, pooling around her ankles. She kicks it away, slides a step down the wall, and reaches for the knot at the back of her neck. 

Both of us lock eyes for a second. 

And then Sylvia lets her bikini top fall, and there is no power on Earth that can keep my gaze anywhere else. 

No matter how many times she does this, it never fails to make my heart skip a beat. Sylvia’s breasts are the kind of thing women dream of getting from their plastic surgeon; that people buy expensive corsets and push-up bras to try and emulate. They’re perfect and perky without a hint of sag, a shade paler than the rest of her tanned skin, and when the air conditioning washes over them goosebumps break out all over their surface. Her nipples are already hard as diamonds. 

“Jesus, Syl,” I groan, burying my face between them. 

I can taste the chlorine on her skin, but it only turns me on more. I pull one of her nipples into my mouth and work my tongue around it, licking and sucking until she’s arching her back and gasping. The fingers of my other hand grip her ass, then work the knot in her bikini bottoms until they slide down her smooth, tanned thighs. 

What’s underneath is freshly shaved and dripping wet. My mouth moves lower, trailing kisses down her taut little tummy. Her fingers grip my head, hard, and the pain just makes me want to get even filthier. 

The fight has melted away. Weeks of resentment, of keeping score, of freezing the other person out—it’s gone, replaced by an excitement I don’t think either of us have felt since the early days of our relationship. 

“Fuck, Alan,” she whimpers, one leg shaking as I grip her hips. “I’ve been dreaming about this all fucking day…” 

I smirk against her skin. Then I glance up from between her thighs, meeting her brilliant blue gaze with mine. Even with me practically on my knees in front of her, the look I give her is enough to make her shudder with lust. 

“Good girl,” I growl. I can’t stop it—and I don’t want to. “Now let me hear you say it again.” 

Sylvia freezes. I can read the thought like it’s written across her face: who the hell are you and what did you do with my man? 

I can’t help but chuckle. New cruise, new me. And I like it. 

“Use your words,” I say, leaning in close enough that Sylvia can feel me against the most sensitive part of her anatomy. “I know you can do that for me.” 

Sylvia’s jaw drops. “Ho-o-oly shit, babe…!” 

I reach between her legs and spread them. “Those are words,” I say. “But not the ones I want to hear.” 

Sylvia starts to tremble. “I… I’ve been thinking about fucking you all day,” she admits, her thighs clenching together. 

“Even when we were fighting?” 

She doesn’t deny it. “I always want to fuck you,” she groans, rocking her hips forward. “Even when I’m mad at you. You’re so fucking hot. Please, baby—!” 

Before she can get another word out, I dive in. I bury my face between my fiancee’s thighs, lapping at her like a starving man. My fingers dig into her hips, using the leverage to shove her up against the wall—a good thing, because she goes boneless beneath me as soon as my tongue finds the sensitive nub at the apex of her sex. Sylvia arches her back and whines with bliss, the back of her head hitting the wall. 

“Oh, Alan,” she whimpers, one hand on the back of my head. “I need you to fuck me…!” 

It is insanely hot to hear her begging like this. For a second I feel the way Carrie must have felt when she was kneeling before me in the stateroom, totally in control even on her knees with my dick in her mouth. But I’m not even thinking about Carrie—right now, I am Carrie. 

I’m being dominant with Sylvia in ways I’ve never dared before. 

And both me and my fiancee love it. 

I tease her until her legs start to shake, then pull back just enough to talk. “You want to come?” I ask. 

The pull of her nails in my scalp tells me yes before her mouth does. She nods frantically, her chest heaving. “Yes, baby, fuck!” 

Two fingers slide into her slit. “Then beg for it,” I growl. 

Sylvia’s eyes go wide. This is a side of me she’s never seen before. 

She wavers for just a second. Then my fingers find that special spongey spot deep inside of her and curl against it, and she nearly comes apart beneath me. 

She begs. 

And it’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. 

“Please,” she whimpers, the word leaving her like a prayer. “Please, I want to cum for you so bad. Make me cum! Make everything between my legs hot and tight, then fuck me while I’m still cumming the way I know you love to do!” 

She really does know me. At least she thinks she does. 

It’s one of our favorite things in bed to do. It really is one of life’s great pleasures: going down on the woman you love until she’s a dripping, gasping, shuddering mess, then mounting her and sliding your cock hilt-deep inside of her while she’s still riding out the throes of passion. It’s something Sylvia and I both love, and I know she thinks that’s exactly what she’s getting from me this afternoon. 

But I have a surprise or two in store. 

Right now, though, I’m focused on her. My tongue swirls around her clit while two fingers stab deep into her core, curling against her g-spot. Sylvia’s whole body tenses, nearly springing from the wall as I push her to the edge. I can feel her pulse through her pussy like a second heartbeat, getting faster and more desperate with each passing second. 

Her muscles clench. Her body begs for release. 

At the last second, I slide my digits in deep and bury my face between her legs, licking her up like a bowl of ice cream. 

It’s too much for her. She shatters, letting out a high, ragged cry as her body slumps against the wall of the stateroom. Her inner walls clench around my fingers, a flood of honey dripping from her pussy as it boils over with bliss. I keep on stabbing, teasing both her g-spot and her clit, milking every last drop of pleasure from her climax. 

As she comes down from her peak, I can feel the instant she expects me to stand back up and thrust between her legs. Confusion fills her features as the moment passes. 

“Baby, what—?” 

Sylvia opens her eyes. I’m already sliding away, sitting on the edge of the bed. 

I tug down my shorts and kick them across the floor. “Come here,” I growl, so commanding that I honestly don’t recognize my voice. “Crawl to me.” 

Sylvia’s eyes go wide. This really is something we’ve never done before. Don’t get me wrong, Sylvia gives as good as she gets where oral is concerned, it’s just that usually I’m lying in bed while she’s propped up on a pillow. Kneeling in front of me like a sultan’s courtesan is not the kind of treatment I’m used to from my fiancee. 

But maybe I should be. 

Because there’s a glint of excitement in Sylvia’s eyes I swear I’ve never seen before. 

She hesitates for just a second—then falls to her knees. I hide my shock as my gorgeous, intelligent blonde fiancee gets down on all fours and crawls across the carpet like the world’s most desperate whore, licking her lips as she lifts her gaze to my cock. 

Fuck. Could my sex life always have been this exciting if I had the balls to demand what I really wanted? 

Communication, I think, drunk on the sight of Sylvia so eager and willing. We fixed the fight, and now we’re blowing each other’s minds. 

Sylvia stops in front of me, licking her lips as her eyes travel up and down the length of my cock. “Tell me what to do, baby,” she purrs, so submissive it almost hurts. 

I give her my best asshole smirk. “Suck me off,” I grunt, my voice leaving no room for argument. “No hands. Just your throat.” 

To my surprise, she doesn’t hesitate for a second. Sylvia just goes for it, taking me in her eager little mouth as she keeps her eyes locked on me. The warmth of her lips, the wetness of her tongue, it’s so fucking good that it takes everything inside of me not to explode instantly. She’s always been great at giving head, but this is clearly the performance of a lifetime. 

I grab a handful of her long blonde locks and wrap them around my fingers as she starts to move, her head bobbing up and down on my prick. Her lips form a hot, tight seal, and the way her tongue swirls around me makes me want to grab her head with both hands and fuck her face. 

“Good girl,” I groan, my voice rough with pleasure. “Just like that.” 

She looks up as she takes me deep, her eyes filled with a mixture of desire and something else—something I’ve never seen in her before. She’s usually submissive in bed, but not like this. This isn’t just her wanting to please her man. 

This is her worshipping me. 

It’s intoxicating. I’m pretty sure I’m already fucking addicted to it. 

I can feel the orgasm building inside me. Pleasure coils like a spring, my balls getting even heavier as my body prepares to shoot my load. Sylvia feels me swell bigger and thicker in her throat and pulls off me with a wet little pop, grinning from ear to ear. 

“Where do you want to come?” she asks, sounding more like a porn star than most porn stars. 

I don’t waste a second thinking about it. “On your face.” 

This is dangerous ground. Sylvia’s only let me finish on her face a handful of times in our entire relationship—she used to do it a lot in the early days, until I accidentally got some in her eye and she had to rinse it out for like twenty minutes. She’s been less sanguine about the idea since then. 

But today, on this cruise ship, with this attitude, there’s nothing she won’t do. 

New beginnings. 

Sylvia moans against the underside of my dick and strokes it with her fingers, teasing my crown with her tongue. “I want you to shoot all over my face,” she groans, and she sounds like she means it more than anything she’s ever meant. “I want you to come all over me. Am I a good girl for you, sir? Will you put that load all over my face because I’m a good girl?” 

It’s too much for me. “Oh fuck,” I groan, hitting the point of no return. “Oh, fucking fuck…!” 

Sylvia lets out a triumphant cry as my cock jerks and explodes. Thick hot ropes of spunk spray from the crown of my dick, splashing across her gorgeous, grinning face. She closes her eyes and bathes in it, her tongue still teasing that super-sensitive spot on the underside of my head as I shoot and shoot and Jesus fuck how are my balls making this much cum? It feels like it shouldn’t be possible. 

Sylvia keeps stimulating me right through the orgasm. By the time I’m done I feel like a rag that’s been wrung dry—my fiancee, on the other hand, looks glazed. Her face, her tits—everywhere I could put my load, I did. 

“Holy shit,” I whisper. “God damn, Sylvia.” 

Her lips twist in a wicked moue. Then, while I’m still coming down from my bliss, Sylvia does the thing that makes me absolutely certain she deserves to be my wife. 

She reaches over to the nightstand, unplugs my phone from the charger, and aims the camera at herself. Her lips press against the head of my cock in a kiss as she takes one selfie, two, then holds up a peace sign and takes a third of her cum-covered tits. 

“There,” she says, handing the phone to me. “Something for your spank bank.” 

My jaw is on the fucking floor. “Fuck, I love you,” I say. 

Sylvia laughs. “You’d better.” 

“I’m serious. If we weren’t already getting married, I’d propose to you right now.” 

She grins at that, because she knows it's true. “You’re, like, the hottest version of yourself I’ve ever seen right now,” she says, shaking her head in amazement. “It’s only fair that I be the hottest version of myself, too.” She points at the phone. “Those don’t go anywhere but that hidden folder on your laptop, alright?” 

“I would never put that online,” I say, meaning it. “I’m a little surprised you know about that folder.” 

“Every guy has one,” she says with a shrug. “Besides, I’ve seen yours. It’s, like, ninety percent topless selfies of me. How could I not find that endearing?” 

My gaze travels to the sliding glass door as I come down from my peak. The brilliant blue sky merges into the brilliant blue ocean out on the horizon. 

And I get another idea—the kind that wouldn’t have occurred to the Alan Bloch who existed forty-eight hours ago. 

“You know what else would make a great addition to that folder?” I ask. 

Sylvia raises an eyebrow, but looks game. “What did you have in mind?” 

I rise from the bed and take her hand. “Come with me.” 

I lead her out onto the balcony, opening the sliding glass door. It’s technically private, if you count the two big dividers on either side as privacy. I crane my neck, but no one’s in either of the balconies next to ours. 

“What are we doing out here?” Sylvia purrs. 

“Put your hands on the railing,” I growl. “And don’t take them off until I tell you. You don’t get to remove them from that spot until you earn it.” 

Oh, I can tell Sylvia likes this. She grips the wood tight enough that her knuckles whiten. “Like this?” 

Just like that. I lean over her, the crown of my cock pushing into her mound from behind. As I mount her, my other hand takes the phone and holds it out over the railing, turning so that we can both see ourselves on the screen. It’s risky—if I drop the thing, it’s going into the drink—but fuck it. It’s worth it. 

I hit the little red RECORD button. Sylvia’s eyes light up when she sees herself. 

“Fuck,” she whispers, biting down on her bottom lip. “We look so fucking sexy—” 

I ram into her from behind, bottoming out inside of her with one smooth stroke. 

Later, when I watch this, I’ll realize that there’s zero chance anything that doesn’t involve Sylvia is ever going in that special folder on my laptop again. The look on her face as I thrust home into her core—her moan, the lip bite, the way her eyes roll back in her head—is the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever seen. 

My hips thrust in and out of her, slow and deliberate at first. Then harder, faster. 

“Oh fuck,” Sylvia whimpers, throwing herself back on me as hard as she can. “Fuck, Alan, that feels so good…!” 

I take my free hand and clasp it over her mouth. “Shh,” I taunt, my eyes going wicked as I pick up the pace. “You wouldn’t want the other passengers to hear what a dirty slut you are, would they?” 

Oh fuck. Sylvia pulls two of my fingers into her mouth and sucks them, hard. A moment later she groans around them so loud I nearly drop my phone, and her inner walls clamp around me like a vise. It’s almost impossible to believe, but calling my fiancee a dirty slut just made her cum. 

Everything between her legs gets sinfully hot and tight with her second orgasm. I can’t hold back—and I don’t want to. 

“Such a good girl,” I grunt, watching us both on the video as we fuck like porn stars. “Don’t move those hands. Not until I tell you. Fuck, you’re making my cock feel so fucking good…!” 

Wet squelching sounds fill the balcony as I pound Sylvia’s freshly-fucked pussy. I’m glad there’s so much wind—hopefully it’ll cover up some of the noises we’re making. Not that I’m all that bothered by the thought of someone listening in on us. 

The pleasure builds inside me until it’s unbearable. Sylvia’s lithe body shakes, her tits flattening against the railing as I fuck her harder and deeper than I’ve ever dared before. Her eyes shine as she watches herself getting fucked, like she’s spying on a movie star in a sex tape. 

“Come in me,” she whimpers, looking right into the lens. “I love you so fucking much, Alan, cum inside me please cum inside me…!” 

The pleasure goes blinding. One more hard thrust and I’m there, fireworks exploding behind my eyes as a second titanic orgasm washes over me. I hold myself deep in Sylvia as I unload, pumping her tight little cunt full while she sighs and wiggles and grinds herself against me. I’m pretty sure she just came again from the feeling, which Sylvia will later confirm for me herself while we’re giggling about it at the bar like two people who’ve gotten away with something. 

As I come back down, Sylvia stares at me over her shoulder. “May I move my hands now, sir?” she asks, as sweet as pie. 

God damn. I cannot wait to marry this girl. 

“Yeah,” I grunt, still blissed out. “Fuck…” 

She grins, then takes the phone. “And scene,” she chuckles, winking at the camera before stopping the video. “Holy shit, that was intense!” 

“I’ll say,” I groan, pulling out of her at last. 

Sylvia leans over and kisses me. “You… god damn, Alan. I know I’ve been saying this a lot today, but can you please be Vacation Alan for the rest of our lives? I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but I did not realize what a natural dom you are.” 

I didn’t, either. Funny that it took a woman taking control of me for me to realize how much fun this is. 

There was no woman, I think. 

The thought has only a tiny sting in it now. I’m more or less okay with the knowledge that whatever happened to me didn’t really happen. It’s hard to pine after some fictional world when the real one is this good. 

“I’ll try,” I promise her. “You will, too?” 

She makes a naughty face. “I’ll be on my best behavior, sir,” she winks, putting her hands behind her back. “Only you’ll be able to properly judge whether I’ve been a good girl for the whole cruise, though…” 

Wow. Seven nights of this? I’m a lucky man. 

Sylvia must have had the same thought. “Come on, let’s get cleaned up,” she says. “I want to see how that video turned out after we’re done. Hey, I know it’s cheesy, but do you think we could go to that magic show tonight…?” 

I laugh and say yes. I’d go to a hanging with Sylvia right now. 

We climb in the shower together, already planning out the rest of our day on the Sapphire. Dinner, drinks, a magic show, and maybe even a little more make-up sex. 

I feel like the rest of this cruise is going to be really, really special. 

And as I think it, I have no fucking idea how right I am. 

It really, really is. It’s going to be the vacation of a lifetime. 

Of several lifetimes. 

And the universe is going to be doing far worse things than winking at me. 

By the end of the cruise, the wine-dark sea is going to swallow us whole. 


Chapter Ten 


We watch the video once we get out of the shower. Sylvia insists. 

“I want to see my handiwork,” she chuckles, curling up next to me in bed. Both of us are faintly wet from the shower, in terry-cloth robes—not terribly fancy, but very comfortable. Everything’s comfortable and loose after the sex we just had. 

“You’re serious?” 

“I won’t delete it,” she promises, holding up her fingers to show she’s not crossing them. “I wouldn’t do that. I just want to see if I really looked as hot as I think I did.” 

I prop the phone up on my stomach and flip open the camera roll. The pictures of Sylvia smiling with my cum all over her face are still there, and my fiancee’s cheeks burn at the sight. 

“Fuck,” she whispers. “I was really bad there, wasn’t I?” 

“No,” I growl, putting an arm around her shoulders. “You were a good girl.” 

When Sylvia starts touching herself halfway through the video, I don’t stop her. When she starts touching me, I untie my robe and prop the phone up on the nightstand. Sylvia goes down on me, her eyes flickering between my face and the video the whole time, and this time when I cum she sucks it down greedily and doesn’t waste a drop. 

I return the favor by eating her out while she films it. No dominance tricks this time: I’m already mounting her as she cums, sliding my cock hilt-deep in her still-spasming pussy. The sex is hot, and great, and I feel closer to her than ever before. 

Afterwards she curls up next to me, sweaty and satisfied. “Okay, I’ve decided,” she says, sweat beading on her forehead as she smiles over at me. “If the whole video game thing doesn’t work out, you and I are opening a porn studio.” 

“Come again?” 

Sylvia waggles her eyebrows and slides my hand between her legs. “Make me.” 

So I finger her while we talk. The casualness of it feels strange, but I can’t deny what an utter fucking turn-on it is to watch Sylvia pant and moan between every sentence of our conversation. It’s like I’ve flipped some inner slut switch inside of her—one I hope never gets turned back in the opposite direction. 

“I’m just saying, we’re keeping these videos forever,” she pants, clinging to me as my fingers pump deep inside of her. “You’re really talented at keeping a steady hand while you’re filming, babe. And you’re good at the fucking part, too.” 

I can’t help but smirk. “Tell me.” 

Sylvia’s eyes roll back in her head. “I don’t know what’s gotten into us, but I fucking love it,” she moans, kissing my shoulder as my thumb circles her clit and my fingers stab her back walls. “Fuck, Alan, oh fuck baby yes…” 

She reaches down and strokes me. The two of us are like that for a while, fixed completely on each other, and right before Sylvia goes over the edge she makes me explode. Semen sprays on her thighs as I grunt her name over and over again, the sight of my pleasure sending her over the edge. 

By the time we’re done, Sylvia can barely keep her eyes open. I don’t blame her. “Naptime,” she giggles, wiping her thighs clean with a towel and curling up beside me. “Wake me up in—” she takes my wrist and glances at my G-Shock, “—like two hours?” 

I tell her I will, then kiss her on the forehead and tuck her in. I consider joining her. It’d be easy, it’d feel nice, and I am pretty tired after the swim and the balcony sex (not to mention what we did while watching the video). 

But for some reason, I don’t. I’m feeling oddly restless—and I can’t stop thinking that my laptop, my real laptop, is sitting in the messenger bag in the closet. After our conversation about Cardstock Champions, I kind of want to dig through the files and do a little coding. 

Later on, once I get a better grasp on the way things work, I’ll be very glad I didn’t pass out in Sylvia’s arms when I did. 

Right now, though, I’m only thinking about the game. 

Sylvia cracks an eye as I slide out of bed. “You’re not napping?” 

I cut the white noise app on full-blast. “You rest,” I tell her, digging out my bag. “I’m gonna take a look at a few things.” 

It sounds dirty, but she knows what I mean. “Nerd,” she says approvingly. “Is the game going to be finished by the time I wake up?” 

“Not even close,” I chuckle, watching the Debian logo appear on the screen as the laptop boots up (yes, I’m that nerd). “But it’ll be closer.” 

Sylvia smiles. “Kick some ass. I’ll be dreaming of you.” 

A few minutes later, I glance up from my coding to see Sylvia peacefully asleep, a smile on her face as she snores gently and drools into the pillow. She’s adorable. She’s so real it hurts. 

And she’s mine. 

Fuck the dream, I think, shaking my head. Right now, this is more than enough. 

I code for two hours then wake Sylvia up. The spirit’s willing but the flesh is weak, so we raincheck our next bout of sex for later tonight and take a walk around the ship. The glittering Swiss wristwatches and fancy jewelry in the store provide a brisk distraction, but before long both of us head up to the deck. We end up at a little bar on the aft side of the ship, just above the dining room, sitting on barstools and watching the line of foam roll behind us as the ship cuts through the wine-dark sea. 

The bartender is a cute young woman whose nametag announces her as Nina from Vietnam. “What can I get you two?” she asks. 

“A Moscow Mule,” I say, the words leaving my lips before I can think about them. Sylvia arches an eyebrow, but doesn’t say anything—just puts in an order for a daiquiri. 

“That’s not your usual drink,” my fiancee says when the bartender presents them to us. “I thought you were all about boat drinks?” 

“New cruise, new me,” I say with a shrug. “New beginnings. How’s yours?” 

Sylvia takes a sip—and grimaces. She doesn’t have to say a word. 

Too sweet, I think, remembering that first night on deck. Again… 

She sets the drink down. We lock eyes. 

And then both of us start cackling with laughter. 

It’s ugly, wheezing, once-you-start-you-can’t-stop laughter. Sylvia slaps the bartop, then buries her head in my shoulder and starts chuckling so hard her shoulders shake. I can barely hold it in. After what we’ve just been through in the last twenty-four hours, this is just so goddamned funny. 

“Is something wrong?” the bartender asks. 

Sylvia’s still giggling. “I’m sorry, but this is not good,” she says, making a face like she’s going to burst out laughing a second time. “Is there any chance you could make me one of what he’s having?” 

Nina gives us a very confused look. “Sure,” she says. 

“Jimmy Buffet would not approve,” Sylvia says, wiping a tear from her eye. “Alan, I love you so fucking much…” 

“I love you too,” I say. “Here. Take mine.” 

Sylvia takes a sip. “Damn, good decision,” she says, grinning. 

The bartender brings me mine. 

And of course it’s fucking delicious. 

After drinks, we get all dressed up and go to dinner. It’s not a formal night—they won’t start rolling those out until we’re a little bit later into the voyage—but I still put on a nice blazer and some slacks and Sylvia gets all dolled up. (The bomb-ass dress from our second date is still waiting for Formal Night, though. I know she’s going to turn some heads with that). 

We show up at our scheduled time. The restaurant’s busy when we get there, but not uncomfortably so. Our seat ends up almost exactly where we had brunch, right near the big bay windows overlooking the ship’s wake, and our tablemates turn out to be a couple from Traverse City, Michigan named Nathan and Jeannette. Married thirty-four years, and very familiar with cruises. 

“It’s our thing,” Jeannette explains, having broken the ice by buying a bottle of red wine for the table. I don’t really know my merlot from my sauvignon blanc, but whatever she picked, it’s delicious. “Every anniversary we pick a ship. Nathan complains about the price; I tell him we’ll survive. And here we are.” 

Nathan shakes his head, sharing a glance with me. “And you look more beautiful every time, darling.” 

“Liar,” Jeannette smirks. “But the kids they sit us with do get younger every year. When’s the wedding?” 

“Six months,” Sylvia says, squeezing my hand under the table. “We’re getting married in the fall, right before Halloween.” 

“Spooky,” Nathan chuckles. 

“I think that’s adorable,” Jeannette says. 

Neither of them react very strongly to my interests (the only video game Nathan has heard of is what he calls ‘The Fortnite’, which his brother’s teenage son is apparently addicted to. He’s relieved to hear I don’t play it), but Jeannette and Sylvia get along like a house on fire once my fiancee opens up about the whole fashion thing. By the time our entrees arrive and Nathan shoots me a knowing look from his chair, I can tell it’s going to be no trouble to make sure these two show up every night in the dining room for the fancy table meal. 

Somewhere around dessert—right after Sylvia relays the story of me randomly winning $350 at the roulette table—Jeannette leans over and puts an elbow on the table. “Can I give you two some advice?” 

Sylvia and I share a look. “I’d love that,” I say, sounding more certain than I feel. 

She leans back in her seat. “You two had a fight recently, right?” 

I stiffen. So does Nathan. 

And so does Sylvia. 

“I—” 

“A big one,” Jeannette adds, like we’re talking about some TV show we watched the previous night. “Been simmering for a while, and the stress of getting on the boat and getting herded like cattle and doing that awful muster drill finally made one of you snap?” 

I blink. Was this woman on deck the other night? Did she see what happened between me and Sylvia? 

“I’m sorry—how could you possibly know that?” 

“I’m psychic,” Jeannette says. She doesn’t sound like she’s joking. “Listen. I want you two kids to hear something.” 

Both of us go quiet. Sylvia has forgotten her slice of key lime pie entirely. 

“That whole ‘ball and chain’ thing?” She chuckles. “It’s bullshit. There is nothing in this world better than waking up every morning next to your person—and there is nothing as powerful as two people who’ve decided they’re on the same team. All the rest of it is crap.” She takes a sip of her wine. “You two had a fight. Big deal. You're here, you're eating pie, and you're holding hands under the table like you think I can't see it. You're going to be just fine." She glances over at Nathan. “We’ve fought. Tell them the Bermuda story.” 

He chuckles. “I’m not telling the Bermuda story—” 

“We had a fight so bad in Bermuda that I took a cab to the airport,” Jeannette tells us anyway. Nathan covers his smirk with a sip of wine. “I’ll tell you it was probably ten times worse than whatever happened between you two. I got all the way to the terminal. I sat there for twenty minutes, staring at the board, figuring out which flight I was going to take home. Then I turned around and came back. You know why?” 

“Because he’s your person,” Sylvia whispers. “And because you’re on the same team.” 

Jeannette nods. “I realized I didn't actually want to go anywhere he wasn't.” She raises her glass. “Still don’t.” 

We all toast after that. Jeannette orders a second slice of pie. 

“Are you really psychic?” I ask. 

She laughs. “That’s your question?” 

I nod. The new me doesn’t play games. 

Jeannette looks pleased. “Let’s just say I’m glad you two are getting married on Halloween. I’m a little spooky, too.” Her eyes narrow. “You’ve got a weird energy around you, Alan. Compelling, but weird. This is going to be a very interesting cruise for you, I think.” 

“I think so, too.” 

“Don’t offer him a palm reading,” Nathan warns. “We don’t need you doing the Stevie Nicks thing on this cruise, dear.” 

“I’ll only do it if he asks for it,” Jeannette promises. Then her face goes curiously blank for a moment. “Something tells me he will, before this is all over.” 

A chill shoots down my spine. 

The rest of the dinner passes in delightful conversation. By the time we part (promising to meet up again after Nassau), Sylvia’s elbowing me in the ribs and joking about our ‘cruise mentors’. 

I smile and joke back. 

But those words stay lodged in the back of my head for a long time. 

The Arcadia Theater is packed by the time we get there. Sylvia almost turns us back at the door when she sees the poster. 

“We knew it was going to be cheesy,” I tell her, giving her hand a squeeze. 

“IMAGINAERIUM,” Sylvia says, pointing like the sign has personally offended her. “It’s in freaking Papyrus, Alan! Oh my God, could it scream ‘graphic design is my passion’ any harder if it tried?” 

Honestly, I see her point. But we take our seats anyway. The crowd is mostly families and older couples, the kind of people who clap on beats one and three. I don’t see Nathan or Jeannette anywhere—they’ve probably been on enough cruises to know they ought to skip this. 

The lights go down and the act starts. And yeah, it’s cheesy. Incredibly cheesy. 

But it’s so bad that it’s actually kind of endearing? 

The magician is half stage-act, half stand-up comedian, with the improbable name of “Malachi the Magnificent.” His puns are so bad they actually circle around to being good, and he does the thing where he pretends to fumble a trick in an obvious manner only to turn it around at the end and reveal it was all part of the act the whole time. The kids up front love it, the elderly couples love it, even Sylvia cracks a smile. We’re both a little drunk. We relax. 

And then he asks for a volunteer. 

“Alright, alright,” Malachi announces, producing a fresh deck from thin air. “I need someone brave. Someone daring.” He chuckles. “Someone who doesn’t know how to file a lawsuit in case this thing goes sideways.” 

Good-natured chuckles fill the theater. A few hands raise—and one of the first ones up is Sylvia’s. 

“Oh no,” I whisper. “Syl, don’t—” 

It’s way too late. Malachi spots her immediately—how could he not? He points. “The lovely lady there on the left hand path! There in the fifth row! Come on up!” 

Sylvia gives me a look that says you can’t stop me and slides out of her seat to applause. The applause actually gets thicker as she reaches the steps to the stage and the audience gets a good look at her. She’s smiling effortlessly, in love and more than a little tipsy, and she looks so attractive I can feel the jokes coming before they arrive. 

Malachi shakes Sylvia’s hand. “What’s your name, sweetheart?” 

“Sylvia.” 

“Sylvia! Lovely name!” The magician cups a hand over his eyes, peering out across the aisles like he can’t see me properly. “And who’s the lucky fella you abandoned out there in the fifth row?” 

“That’s my fiance, Alan. Hi Alan!” She waves, and I sink a little deeper into my seat. 

“Alan! Don’t worry, buddy, I’ll have her back to you in one piece.” He chuckles a little too loud and long at that. “Alright, Sylvia, today we’re going to do one of the oldest tricks in the book. Except with a twist to it. How much have you been drinking tonight, incidentally?” 

Sylvia crosses her arms beneath her breasts and makes a face. “I’m sober enough to see you hiding those cards in your sleeves.” 

The audience laughs; Malachi doesn’t. “The young woman is very funny, but there’s nothing up my sleeves,” he says, rolling them up to show bare, pale forearms.  He looks like he didn’t appreciate having to do that. “Now, I’d like you to take this magic marker.” He produces it from a pocket in his jacket—a plain black Sharpie. 

Sylvia takes it. 

“I’m going to have you pick a card, any card,” he says, fanning out a deck. “Go ahead and take it, show it to the audience. They’ll know what it is, but I don’t.” 

Sylvia does. When she holds up the card, it’s the Queen of Hearts. Appropriate, I think. I wonder if it’s luck or if ‘Malachi the Magnificent’ rigs it that way every time. 

“Alright, sweetheart,” the magician says without turning around. “Now, I want you to take that marker I gave you and write a word on the back of that card. Whatever word you want—the first thing that pops into your mind. Don’t worry about ruining the deck—the cruise company does give me spares.” There’s some light laughter at this. 

Sylvia purses her lips in thought. Her gaze finds me across the room, and a spark enters her eyes. I’m pretty sure I know what she’s writing—and when the marker stops, picks up and continues, I’m pretty much certain. 

The rest of the trick is nothing special—Malachi makes the card disappear, pretends to fumble at pulling it out of the stack a few times to general laughter. He’s a good showman, though, building up the tension, so that even the people who’ve only been half paying attention lean forward a little in their seats. 

“Geez, I just cannot find that card,” Malachi finally says theatrically. “Well, maybe I can at least guess the word you wrote. I am psychic, after all.” 

There’s chuckles, but I’m thinking of Jeannette. And how she’s not here. She was weirdly adamant about not coming to this magic show, actually… 

Sylvia grins. “Go for it.” 

Malachi cracks his knuckles. “Was it Nassau? No, of course not. Daiquiri? I think you’ve had plenty of those already this evening, young lady…” 

A frown spreads across Sylvia’s face, furrowing her brows. “I–” 

“Oh, I see it now!” There’s an edge to Malachi’s voice that wasn’t there before, hidden beneath his showman’s smile. “You’re very clever, you know—both with that and the whole ‘cards up my sleeves’ thing. You think you’re the first person who got the bright idea to write more than one word?” 

Sylvia blinks. “You—” 

He cuts her off. “New beginnings. That’s what you wrote. Two words, not one.” 

The air goes out of the room. 

“How did you know that?” Sylvia asks, her voice shaking the tiniest amount. 

Malachi grins. “Because—” 

He reaches behind her head. His hand is empty, sleeve completely rolled up—yet when his fingers retract, he’s holding a playing card. The playing card. 

Sylvia’s Queen of Hearts. 

“—I have it right here! Is this your card?” 

The tension in the room pops like a bubble. Sylvia takes it and holds up the Queen of Hearts, and the theater fills with applause. It’s a good trick, I have to admit. 

I’m the only one who sees the confusion on Sylvia’s face. 

“You gave me two; I gave you back three,” Malachi mutters. “New beginnings.” Then he’s smiling. “Thanks Sylvia, you’ve been a lovely volunteer! Let’s all give Sylvia another round of applause!” 

They do. My fiancee hops off the stage and makes her way back to our row, while Malachi solicits a volunteer who’s willing to be cut in half. 

She slides in her seat. “That was weird,” she says, chuckling. “He let me keep the card.” 

She hands it to me. The words NEW BEGINNINGS are written in block letters across the card’s back, just like I guessed Sylvia would do. 

But what I’m not ready for is the third word. 

The one that’s not in her handwriting. 

The one I’m absolutely certain she didn’t write. 

It’s a standard Queen of Hearts card—which means two queens, opposite of each other, positioned like a mirror so that no matter which way you hold the card it’s facing the right way up. And in the center, written with a hand that is not Sylvia’s, is a single word: 

REAL 

I blink. I feel a finger of ice go down my spine; somewhere, the universe winks. 

“Was that on the card when you picked it?” I ask. 

Sylvia glances over. “I don’t remember,” she says. “It must be from the last person who did the trick. Either that or he’s like, that was ‘real’ funny, haha. I did kind of try to fuck with him a little.” 

“Probably,” I say, tucking the card away. “All part of the act.” 

I’m sure it’s just part of the act. 

Sylvia leans over part-way through the sawing-in-half routine and puts her lips to my ear. What she whispers has absolutely nothing to do with magic or the trick—and everything to do with what she wants me to do to her wrists with my tie once we’re back in the stateroom. 

All thoughts of Malachi fall right out of the back of my head. 

We leave the show early. 

Later, after the two of us have finished cementing our renewed bonds with a few more rounds of vigorous sex, Sylvia passes out in my arms. I lie awake for a bit, not anxious—just thinking. 

Twenty-four hours ago, I didn’t think our relationship could ever get this good again. It’s a miracle, an honest-to-god miracle, and the way her body rocks against mine with the gentle motions of the ship almost makes me want to cry. 

And all I needed was a little push. A little self-confidence. 

A crazy little dream. 

Because that’s what it was—one zany-ass stress dream, created from my fears of not making it to the altar with Sylvia and a very weird case of projection. I made a woman in my own head who treated me the way I should have been treating Sylvia—pursuing her, worshipping her, leaving her shaking and satisfied after every sexual encounter. And now that I have that, I’m never going to let it go. 

Not tomorrow. Not when we get back to the States. Not ever. 

Nassau tomorrow, I think. We have no excursions booked; I figure we’ll just wander around. Maybe jump in the ocean for a bit. Whatever it is, it’ll be awesome. 

Because I’m doing it with her. 

And when we get back, I’m finishing Cardstock Champions. Those two hours of coding while Sylvia slept felt amazing—I’d forgotten how great it is to build something, to grab hold of an idea and let it flow through you, to almost let it consume you. I hear Sylvia’s voice in the back of my head: finish it and get it out into the world. 

I certainly will. 

As I drift off to sleep, I remember: the alarm. 

I’m not going to forget this time. 

My G-Shock’s on my wrist—I kept it underneath the cuff of my blazer. It’s not quite fashionable to do that, but I don’t own a Tenebrae—which doesn’t exist. I tap the buttons on the side, setting it to go off at 7:30. Plenty of time for a morning bang, a cup of coffee, maybe a second crack at brunch before we go landside. 

The digital display glows a faint green in the darkness for a moment before disappearing. 

I close my eyes. 

Tomorrow’s going to be great, I think. 

And then I’m out like a light. 

xXx 

BEEP. BEEP. BEEP. 

The alarm on my wrist is muffled by the pillow. It takes me several seconds to recognize what it is and rise out of sleep, then a couple more to find the right button and silence the noise. 

I blink. 7:30 on the dot. You really can’t beat a Casio. 

Day Two of Seven. Time for another adventure. 

I roll over, reaching for Sylvia. 

And the hair of the woman beside me is reddish-brown. 

I snap fully awake in an instant. 

The ceiling is further above my head than it was when I went to sleep, and the sliding glass door leading to the balcony is twice as big as it was last night. Even the sound of the ocean is different, because this room’s not on the same deck as the one I share with Sylvia. 

This is the stateroom I share with Carrie. 

Carrie—it’s her, holy fuck she’s right here—stirs beside me. She stretches, long and slow and feline, then rolls to me and tosses an arm over my chest. 

“Lemme sleep a little longer,” she mutters, pressing her lips to mine. 

I freeze. Holy shit, holy shit this is not real— 

Carrie’s eyes open all the way. “What was that beeping?” 

She glances down at my wrist, sees the chunky G-Shock. “Oh,” she says, examining it with sleepy curiosity. “When did you buy this? Last night, after Amanuensis?” She runs her thumb over the rubber strap. “It’s rather… rugged. I like it.” She smiles. “Certainly a better choice for swimming than the Tenebrae. Waterproof, yeah?” 

My mouth refuses to make sounds. My brain refuses to make thoughts. 

I glance over at the night stand. The silver Tenebrae watch is sitting there, the second hand silently sliding along the surface of the dial. Keeping perfect time. 

And the G-Shock is on my wrist. 

The G-Shock from the real fucking world. 

Both watches. Both worlds. 

The thought detonates inside my brain. My thoughts splinter into fragments: 

It’s all real, Carrie is real, the Zephyr is real… 

And so is Sylvia and the Sapphire of the Seas. 

I went to sleep in one world and woke up in the other. Again. 

And this time, somehow, I brought a piece of it with me. 

Carrie nuzzles against my neck. “You okay, love?” she asks. Suddenly she looks wary. “You didn’t have an attack, did you?” 

I manage to shake my head. “No,” I manage to say. “I’m good. Really good.” 

She smiles, already relaxing. “Can you set that thing to go off in another hour? Be a good boy and I’ll give you a much better wake-up call…” 

Both lives are real. I can be both. 

I can have both? 

The thought makes my heart jump into my throat. 

Maybe I can. The only question is: how? 

And how the fuck am I wearing a watch from an alternate universe? 

END OF DAY ONE/END OF PART ONE 


Thanks For Reading! 


For Early Chapters, Exclusive Stories and More, check out my Patreon: 

http://www.patreon.com/authorneilbimbeau 
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