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1
River


Waking up in a strange environment isn’t unusual for me, especially when on shore leave. As soon as my boots leave the gangway, I’m off in search of a cold beer and a warm body. No one does casual like me: I love ’em and leave ’em.

That was until I met her! Cleo Carter. Of course, I didn’t know at the time that she would change my world completely. Frankly, I didn’t want my world changing, not in the slightest. It was me who rocked women’s worlds, not the other way round.

So, let me tell you how it all happened. How Cleo goddamn Carter tamed this wild sailor! I’ll take you back to the morning I woke up, hanging out my arse from too many shots of vodka. I am a sailor, therefore I drink like one…

“Shit me.” Those are the first words I can string together when my brain finally becomes semi-functional. The bed I’m in is not my own. I don’t actually own a bed. His Majesty’s Royal Navy provides mine.

Peeling my eyelids open is proving harder than expected. I really went to town last night on the alcohol. To be fair, I’ve been at sea for six months, so it was always going to turn into a full blowout the moment we made land.

I’m definitely still drunk, which is unhelpful because what I need to do is hop out of this bed, grab my clothes and make a run for it. Having a natter with the woman I fucked for a few hours last night is not my idea of a good time.

We must have had fun though because I’m sore all over, and if I’m not mistaken, there is a rather large dildo still in its harness on the floor. Yeah, we got a little wild.

Ignoring the nausea rolling around my stomach, I push myself up and start scouring the semi-dark room. The woman is still snoring quietly. Her red hair is all I can see. No wonder I went a little nuts; redheads are my weakness. Shame I can’t remember her face.

I usually do, though. I pride myself on remembering—the curve of a smile, the way someone moans when they come. It’s part of the service. But this? Total blank. Just flashes of heat and movement and her laugh…

Whatever. I need coffee and a greasy breakfast before heading back to base. If WO Benson sees me like this, he’s going to throw a shit fit. I’m already in his bad books for merely existing.

Half-dressed and still woozy, I escape the bedroom. The apartment is nice. Clean and modern. Whoever owns it must pull in a decent salary.

As if this is the time!

It isn’t the time. I’ve got to get back to base and ready my bunk for inspection. Cheddar, Kit, and Boot will already be cursing my name for not being there as it is. I know I should’ve called it a night and followed them back aboard the ship, but the redhead was clearly worth it.

I think.

Well, my leg muscles are sore, so we definitely went at it for a few hours. Yeah, totally worth the reaming I’m about to receive.

Portsmouth’s streets are a blur of grey pavement and judgemental seagulls. My stomach lurches with every footfall, threatening to bring up whatever the hell I drank last night. Vodka. Definitely vodka. And possibly something blue.

I nearly kiss the bloke at the greasy spoon when he hands over the bacon sarnie. The smell alone is medicinal. I’m shoving it in my gob as I round the corner to the base, grease dripping down my chin. Proper classy, me.

The sea gods are with me this fine morning as I sprint through Portsmouth. Luckily, I know this city like the back of my hand, and the woman I chose to bed last night doesn’t live far away from the base.

The MPs lift their brows at me as I stagger towards them, trying to get my ID out of my pocket. The bacon sandwich I picked up on the way is hanging out of my mouth, my hair is fucked, and I smell like a brewery.

They would have every right to keep me at the gate and call Warrant Officer Benson—the asshat who hates me for existing. But they don’t. A minor miracle, really. The MPs let me through with a snigger. I bet they’re guessing I’m about to be chewed out anyway, so no need to make their day any harder.

HMS Queen Elizabeth is docked, awaiting repairs. We’re scheduled to ship out in three days. Our gracious leaders gave us last night off, but we’re expected to be mustered and ready for work by 07:00 sharp. It’s now 06:40, so I’ll get back to my bunk in time, but there is no way I’ll have it up to code for the inspection.

My stomach rolls with guilt instead of old booze. If we get an infraction, WO Benson will give the entire bunk scut work. He could also revoke our next lot of shore time, and that will definitely put me in the shit with my fellow bunkies.

I make it through the entire ship without getting caught. Luck really is on my side today. Now I just need a pinch more so I can get changed and hide last night’s clothes.

Cheddar spots me first and laughs. She’s my best friend and wingwoman extraordinaire. Her given name is Lucy Mitchel, but she earned the moniker Cheddar when she beat a six-foot Marine in a Red Leicester eating competition. It was disgusting and highly entertaining. I should add that Cheddar is five-foot three at best. I’ve no idea how or where she put that amount of cheese. She’s a legend on board. The poor Marine never lived it down. He got ordained Babybel that day, and every day since.

“How fucked are we?” I ask, tearing off my stinking shirt.

Kit lobs my work shirt at me. “None if you fucking hurry up. We sorted out your bed and kit.”

I’m already yanking up my trousers and tucking in my pristine blue-collared shirt. “Thank you, I’ll make it up to you. I swear.”

“Yes, you fucking will,” Kit replies. Her tone is sharp, but her eyes betray her amusement. Alicia ‘Kit’ Kitson is gorgeous. If we weren’t shipmates, I’d have given it a shot at sleeping with her, for sure. But I have a strict rule that I stick by regardless of how hot the woman is: if she’s a sailor on my ship, I leave well alone. Lesbian drama is real and has no place at work. HMS Queen Elizabeth is the flagship of the Navy. She’s a behemoth aircraft carrier that employs over 1,600 sailors, however, she gets small really fast if you have a beef with someone on board.

No thanks. I enjoy my work and life too much to risk it for a quick shag.

Anyway, back to Kit. She’s five-foot ten with delicious brown skin. Her hair is always immaculately pulled back into a bun, and her eyes make men and women swoon. Like I said, she’s gorgeous. Kit is also the rule follower. We rely on her to keep us on the straight and narrow. She’s not always successful, as evidenced by my late, drunk arse causing issues.

“If we get any time off before shipping out, I’ll pay for a night out,” I say, hoping that’s enough to mollify her.

“Deal.” Boot answers over the top of Kit, beaming as Kit’s eyes roll. Becca ‘Boot’ Bootman is the youngest of us all. She joined the ship two years ago as a green seventeen-year-old and looked terrified for the first six months, but we took her under our wing and showed her the way. It’s fortuitous that we’re all lady-loving sailors. It meant we bonded quickly, which is crucial for life on board. Sharing a room the size of a broom cupboard is tough enough. Doing it with people you don’t like is impossible.

I’ve managed to shove my nasty clothes in my locker by the time we hear a commotion outside. WO Benson is making his way through the bunks, no doubt with Leading Hand Grey plastered to his side. She’s such a fucking arse-kisser. We joined up on the same day. I spent eight weeks with her at HMS Raleigh. We learned how to become sailors there, and I learned how much she wanted to be noticed.

Grey is a regular teacher’s pet. Which I couldn’t give a shit about normally, but she’s a snake. She’d turn on any of her fellow sailors if it meant she looked good in front of the brass. People like that piss me off, and I’m not great at hiding my feelings. Apparently my face gives me away every time.

As you can imagine, Grey and I are not friends. We barely speak unless it’s catty comments, so that means she’s extra shitty to me. Unfortunately, it usually blows back on the rest of my bunk mates, too.

“Your hair,” Cheddar whispers.

I do the grossest thing ever and lick both my hands before running them over my head. Hopefully it’s enough to temporarily stick down any wayward hairs. I know my bun is not tight enough, but it will have to do.

We’re brought to attention by WO Benson. Each of us stands ramrod straight next to our bunks. All eyes stare at a spot on the wall as he enters. My left eye twitches as Grey follows him like a fucking shadow. I feel her distaste for me through her prolonged staring.

The silence in the bunk is thick enough to choke on. I can hear Benson’s boots—measured, deliberate—getting closer. Each click of his heels is a countdown. My heart’s hammering so loud I’m certain Grey can hear it. Probably getting off on it, the cow.

He takes his time with Cheddar’s bunk. Then Kit’s, Boot’s. All pass muster. My stomach acid does a little victory dance. Maybe, just maybe—then he’s in front of me, and his nose wrinkles.

“Dawson, you stink.”

Shit. I should’ve known I couldn’t get away with it, but now I need to think fast. “Sorry, sir, the showers were crowded this morning.”

He narrows his eyes. I know he doesn’t believe me, but there’s no proof of anything untoward. “You’ve earned yourself an extra PT session. Report to the main deck in thirty minutes.”

Internally, I’m crying. My body needs sleep and probably more food, not a shitty physical training session. Grey’s standing just behind Benson’s left shoulder, close enough that I can see her taking inventory of every flaw. Her eyes linger on my hair, my collar, and the faint sheen of sweat on my forehead. When our eyes meet, her mouth curves—not quite a smile, more like a cat spotting a wounded bird.

“In fact, your entire bunk can join you, Dawson. Maybe that will be a reminder of what it means to be a sailor on this ship. You let yourself down, you let us all down.”

My jaw hurts, I’m gritting it that hard. I want to smack Grey when I see her smirk.

“Yes, sir,” we answer in unison.

He grunts and leaves.

“Fucking hell, Romeo,” Kit whines, and I can’t blame her.

“I’m sorry.”

Cheddar shrugs. “It could’ve been worse. Plus it’ll do us some good to get the blood pumping.”

Boot is already getting changed. She’s a fitness freak, so I’m sure she’s quite happy with the extra PT.

“Kit, I’ll do your laundry for a week.”

She sighs. “Fine. But seriously, Rome. You gotta do better. I’m not having any more leave taken off me because you can’t keep your fingers out of women’s knickers. Understand?”

I nod vigorously and salute. “Aye aye, Kitson. Understood loud and clear.”

Kit catches my eye, and her expression softens just a fraction. “You’re a pain in my arse, Romeo.”

“Yeah, but I’m your pain in the arse.”

“Unfortunately.”

We fall silent as we change into our PT gear.

“How was it though?” Cheddar asks with a wolfish grin.

I laugh. “I can’t fucking remember!”

Boot spins around. “After all that, you don’t even know if it was a good lay?”

I shrug. “There was a strap slung on the floor, so I’m guessing it got pretty wild.”

“And the woman?” Kit asks, tying up her trainers.

“Redhead. That’s all I got. Didn’t stick around long enough to see her face.”

“So a total blackout.” Cheddar scoffs. “What a waste.”

“It’ll come back to me eventually.”

This isn’t the first time I got so drunk I can’t remember who I fucked. Usually I’m tipsy. Not enough to affect my abilities in the sheets. After all, I’m a giver and offer a premium service.

Yeah, I sound like a bigheaded arsehole, but the proof’s in the pudding. There’s a reason I’m called River ‘Romeo’ Dawson. I know how to treat a woman right. Until the next morning, that is. Then, I’m pretty sure my name is cursed out for all to hear.

That being said, I’m always upfront before I take a woman to bed. I do sex and that’s it. No good morning kisses, breakfast or coffee. No exchanging numbers or last names. Just a bunch of orgasms and a hell of a good time.

“For your sake I hope it does,” Kit comments. “Because after next week we won’t be seeing land for a while.”

Boot jogs on the spot, warming up. “If we’re delayed, we should get another night off.”

I stretch my glutes, trying to undo the strain of last night’s activities. “I’ll make sure it’s memorable then.”

Cheddar laughs. “One day, Romeo, a woman will come along who’ll knock you right on your arse.”

“I don’t mind it a little rough,” I joke.

She shakes her head. “Nah, this won’t be about sex. She’s gonna break through to your squishy emotions. You’ll be a lovesick sap!”

“God, I’d pay to see that.” Kit laughs.

Scoffing, I head to the door. “Not bloody likely. I’m perfectly happy as I am, thanks. I don’t do love and commitment. The day that happens, you lot can throw me overboard.”

I jog ahead of them toward the main deck, shaking out my sore legs. My head’s pounding, my body’s knackered, and I’ve got WO Benson breathing down my neck for the foreseeable.

But I’m free. No strings, no commitments, no woman waiting for a text I’ll never send. Just me, the sea, and whatever port we hit next.

Fucking perfect.


2
Cleo


River Dawson. Where to start? The beginning, I guess. Not a love story for the ages. Well, it wasn’t. Let me explain…

What a colossal mistake. Not just the drinking, which I regret with every cell in my now nauseated body, but the woman I brought home. The sailor.

Goddammit!

I swore to myself years ago I’d never sleep with another fuckboi sailor. They’re cocky, think themselves God’s gift to women, and have major commitment issues. Well, of the ones I’ve met, and believe me, I’ve met many. That’s what happens when your father is Admiral of the Royal Navy.

When I was younger, I was enamoured with sapphic sailors. Who wouldn’t be, especially when they dressed in their number one uniforms? I was a sucker for the bowl hat and shiny boots. I was enamoured. Not anymore. I got my heart broken enough times I learned my lesson.

When I graduated from university, I had the opportunity to distance myself from my father’s world. I had no desire to follow in his footsteps, and no intention of ever stepping foot on a ship of any kind.

It all worked for years. I lived and worked in London as a journalist. Had a few nice girlfriends—none ever panned out into something serious—and lived with my best friend and her cat.

Then I got a call from dear old dad asking for a favour. Seemed he was spearheading a PR campaign in a bid to push young people to sign up for the Navy. He wanted me to do a special segment on the fleet’s flagship, HMS Queen Elizabeth. I’d not had a chance to refuse because he stated it was a foregone conclusion. He’d obtained the necessary permissions from my paper’s editor, so it was inevitable I was doing it.

That’s how I found myself in Portsmouth last night. I’d arrived earlier in the day and dropped all my baggage off at the apartment my father owns. It’s a reflection of how well paid he is, that’s for sure.

After half an hour of sitting on my own, I made the mistake of thinking I could nip to the pub for a quiet drink before heading back for some sleep. I had every intention of being alone when I returned.

Two-thirds of the way through my adequate Chardonnay, a group of sailors spilled through the door. They were loud and overly excited. It didn’t take a genius to see they were fresh from a long time out at sea. There was a nice mix of people, which in hindsight I realised made me comfortable enough to let my guard down. If the group had just consisted of women, I’d have left sharpish.

They left everyone alone, including me. Like an idiot I stayed for another drink, and that’s when it happened. The coordinated strike of two sailors and their well-tested pickup routine.

The dark-haired one—River, I’d learn later—slid onto the stool beside me with the confidence of someone who’d never been told no. Her mate, a tiny blonde with a wicked grin, flanked my other side.

“You look like you could use better company than that Chardonnay,” River said, nodding at my glass.

“The Chardonnay’s adequate. The company, I’m not so sure about.”

Her grin widened. “Ouch. I like her already, Cheddar.”

I should’ve left then. Should’ve paid my tab and walked out. But those hazel eyes had a glint of mischief that made me curious despite myself.

At first, I brushed them off, which only made the dark-haired one try harder. She was used to women falling at her feet with just a bat of her eyelashes. Which, to her credit, were naturally long and lush. Her hazel eyes had a speck of green in them, and her hair was tossed to look casual. It reached just over her shoulders and looked impossibly soft. Later, I learned it was equally soft to touch.

She stayed long after her friends left, and we drank together. I rebuffed her time and again until she finally gave up and we just chatted. Another miscalculation on my part. I should’ve known better than to accept her offer to walk me home. We were both drunk enough that our decision-making skills were not at their best. That goes twice for me.

River, a.k.a. my drunken mistake, came upstairs for a “coffee.” I didn’t even get the kettle on. She kissed me, and I let her. I even initiated the second one. Both were sloppy, not my finest work. But then again, the entire night was like that. She proved herself to be like every other lothario sailor I’d let in my bed. She was efficient and to the point.

Sure, she was a giver. If there’d been an ounce of feeling behind it, I would’ve enjoyed it more, but as it turned out sex without any sort of emotional attachment just wasn’t my thing anymore.

River had been skilled—I’ll give her that. She knew exactly what she was doing, hit all the right notes with practised precision. But it felt choreographed, like she was running through a routine she’d perfected on dozens of women before me.

I’d wanted to feel something. Connection. Heat. Anything beyond the mechanical pleasure of it. Instead, I’d felt like a box she was ticking. Another conquest. Another notch.

Pathetic, really, that I’d expected anything different from a sailor.

That leads to now. My head hurting and my mouth dry. The flat is silent when I wake. Too silent. I don’t need to roll over to know the other side of the bed is empty—I can feel the absence. The bathroom door hangs open, no sound of running water. Her clothes are gone from the floor.

I’m not surprised in the least to find River gone. I can almost picture her tiptoeing in the dark so as not to disturb me in fear of breaking her MO.

I get it, I really do. Loads of people have no-strings-attached sex. I’m all for it if that’s what you want. What bugs the shit out of me is the ridiculous sneaking out bit. As far as I’m concerned, it’s just disrespectful. Two consenting adults don’t need to play silly buggers. Have your fun, wake up and say goodbye like a fucking mature grownup. Is it really that hard?

Whatever. I need caffeine and carbs to deal with this shitty hangover. I’m expected at the naval base later this afternoon. I’m going to meet the captain of HMS Queen Elizabeth and my dad.

First things first. I need to clean up. The sight of my strap on the floor makes me queasy. She wielded it well, but I’d hoped to christen it with someone who’d at least remember my name in the morning. Someone who’d stick around for coffee.

Breathing out a frustrated breath, I snatch up the toy and throw it in the bathroom sink. I’ll clean it after my shower. The water is scalding, just how I like it. It literally burns away the disappointment I feel in myself.

At least I feel vaguely human again afterwards. The coffee machine in the kitchen is industry grade, giving me the boost I need with decent flavour.

My phone rings with a piercing sound that ricochets around my head. Ugh, why isn’t it on silent like every other mobile phone in the world?

“Dad.”

“Cleo, good morning. I need you at the base in twenty minutes. There’s been a change in my schedule.”

Rolling my eyes, I count to ten before answering. My father has the habit of thinking his life takes precedence over everyone else’s. It’s why he’s two times divorced and well on the way to a third.

“Is my name at the gate?”

I don’t intend to turn up, only to be held at the gate by MPs for half an hour because my father didn’t think ahead and get me added to the list.

“All done. You’ll be met by my assistant and brought straight to the ship.”

There’s something in his tone that makes me suspicious.

“Pack a bag.”

There it is.

“Why on earth would I need to pack a bag?”

He clears his throat, and I know I’m about to get his military voice designed to make grown men quiver. It doesn’t work on me, as well he knows, but I’ll give him credit for trying.

“You’ll be joining the ship for a two-month exercise deployment. It’ll give you plenty of time to gather interviews and information for your piece. What better way for you to write about the Navy than by joining it temporarily.”

Scoffing, I slam back another espresso. “I know there’s no point arguing, but to make it clear. I’m not joining the Navy. I’ll be a passenger, and that’s it.”

He laughs. “I know, I know. My dream of you following in my footsteps died long ago, Cleo. It was just a figure of speech. Although, I think you’ll be surprised. Just keep an open mind.”

“Dad, I’ll do my job. Even if you could’ve found someone else who had an interest in the Navy to write this piece.”

He sighs, and I know he finds it frustrating. We’re not overly close, and I’ll admit that’s mainly my doing. I just dislike his way of life, and frankly, his sense of entitlement.

“Cleo, could we just try, for once? You’re my only daughter. Is it so bad I want us to share this?”

Scrunching my eyes closed, I take another ten seconds. “No, it’s not. But, Dad, you didn’t ask me until after you’d arranged it, taking away any opportunity for me to say yes on my own. It’s always the same. You order and expect everyone to comply, but I’m not a sailor under your leadership. I just wish you’d get that.”

The line is silent for several seconds. I check the screen to make sure he hasn’t hung up.

“I know, Cleo. I’m sorry.”

I pull the phone away from my ear and stare at it, certain I’ve misheard. Dad doesn’t apologise. Not to subordinates, not to ex-wives, and certainly not to me. His leadership style is “my way or the motorway,” and emotions are for people with too much time on their hands.

“Dad?”

“I mean it, Cleo. I know I’m…difficult. But I’d like us to try.”

The lump in my throat threatens to choke me.

Now it’s my turn to go silent. Dad isn’t the say-you’re-sorry type of guy. It’s not in his nature to show emotion. Maybe getting older is softening him. Either way, I have a decision to make. Shut him out as usual or meet him halfway for once.

“Maybe we can catch up before you leave?”

“I’d like that, kiddo.”

The lump in my throat tightens. It’s been a long time since he called me that.

We end the call, and I have to take a few moments to settle my emotions. I still have a job to do, and I need to reinforce my walls. I’m going to be surrounded by women in uniform, and I can’t afford to fuck up like last night.

The walk to the base is relatively quick and thankfully, uneventful. It’s been a while since I’ve strolled the streets of Portsmouth, I forgot how much I like it.

Two brooding MPs stand at the gate. I give them my name, half expecting them to have no clue who I am, but I’m pleasantly surprised when they wave me through to a waiting Rebecca Dickinson—Dad’s assistant.

I had a slight crush on her when she first took up the role—she’s damn good-looking in her uniform—but then I gave myself a stern talking to and forgot all about her.

Clearly I didn’t forget hard enough, because the sight of her in that crisp uniform does things to my pulse that are entirely inappropriate. This is exactly my problem: put a woman in Navy dress and my brain short-circuits, despite years of evidence that it’s a terrible idea.

My tongue runs across my bottom lip. Jesus, I’m a glutton for punishment.

“Cleo, lovely to see you.”

“Petty Officer Dickinson, likewise.”

“Rebecca, please.”

I tilt my head. “It’s a little disrespectful, isn’t it?”

She smiles. “Okay, how about you call me Rebecca when we’re alone?”

My mind goes to a place it shouldn’t.

“Sure. Now, I’m supposed to be meeting the captain of HMS Queen Elizabeth.”

Rebecca nods and gestures for me to follow. “Right this way. Captain Morley is expecting you.”

We stroll through the Navy base. Presumably, Dad is already with the captain. We approach the ship, and I admit I’m impressed. Seeing the fleet is always impressive. The Queen Elizabeth is a beautiful vessel. Maybe sticking around for a few weeks won’t be so bad.

We walk up the gangplank. The carrier holds dozens of aircraft, including choppers. All of whom are standing proudly on the deck. There are a group of sailors in PT clothing jogging up and down the runway. I can hear the instructor screaming at them to go faster.

Squinting, I look a little closer. They’re all sweating profusely and look utterly miserable. It’s at times like this that I’m so happy I went in a different direction.

One of the sailors calls out and I freeze. She’s not speaking to me, but I recognise the voice. My feet stop moving before my brain catches up. It’s her. River. Drenched in sweat, hair plastered to her forehead, looking absolutely knackered as she runs another lap. She’s laughing despite her obvious misery, shouting something back at the instructor that makes the other sailors howl.

Of course she’s here. Of course she’s on this ship, because the universe has a twisted sense of humour.

Rebecca notices I’ve stopped. “Everything alright?”

“Fine.” I force my legs to move, turning away before River spots me. “Just taking it all in.”

It’s the voice I heard last night trying to talk dirty to me. We were too pissed for it to have an effect, but I still remember the cadence of her voice. Its husky quality absent when she curses out her superior officer. He takes it on the chin and laughs in her face.

My stomach churns, knowing I’m going to be on the same ship as River. The Queen Elizabeth is big enough to avoid her, but experience tells me that won’t happen.

I put her to the back of my mind. I’ve got shit to do, and River made it clear when she disappeared without the courtesy of a goodbye that she’s not worth the mental headspace.


3
River


Every inch of me hurts. We’ve done burpees until my arms gave out, sprinted the flight deck until my lungs burned, and finished with a plank hold that had even Kit shaking. Benson stood over us the entire time, stopwatch in hand, grinning like a sadist at a buffet.

“Pathetic,” he’d said when Cheddar finally collapsed. “My grandmother could hold longer than that, and she’s been dead fifteen years.”

Benson is a masochistic son of a bitch. Half the group is lying on the flight deck, trying not to throw up after surviving his PT torture session.

“Everyone showered and dressed by 09:00 hours. I expect you back on deck looking sharp. We have a surprise visitor, and you will not embarrass me!”

I know he’s talking to us as a group, but I can’t help feeling his eye contact is directed at me.

“Yes, sir,” we chant. I’d say we jogged towards the bunks, honestly, it’s more of a shuffle.

“Fuck, I’m not going to be able to move tomorrow,” Cheddar moans.

“Anyone know who the mystery visitor is?” I ask.

“Must be someone important. The whole crew is getting suited and booted,” Kit replies.

She’s right. Everyone is scampering around in a rush. They must know something we don’t. Not surprising, none of us in the sapphic bunkhouse has any sort of importance. We’re just part of the machine. Lowly Able Rates with no responsibility apart from doing our jobs correctly.

“Let’s look lively. I don’t want Benson up our arses for being late. He’s just itching for a reason to keep hauling us over the coals,” Cheddar huffs.

Picking up our pace, we race back to our bunks. Kit practically carries me to the shower the second I have my wash bag in hand. Rolling my eyes, I let her shove me into the cubicle.

“Five minutes, River,” she barks.

So maybe I’ll need to do a bit more to get back in Kit’s good graces.

“I’ll need three,” I shout back. She’s in the stall next to me, humming. We’re used to quick dips. The Navy doesn’t really afford long hot showers.

Smelling a lot fresher, I haul my arse back to the bunks. My hair will have to stay damp. I don’t have time to dry it fully. A quick blast will do. Unless there’s an inspection, no one will notice when it’s up in a bun.

I’m dressed before everyone else. My beret sits snugly on my head. Kit runs in with a towel drying her body. I’ll admit I peek a little, because I’m only human.

“Chop, chop, Kit,” I tease. She throws me a scowl, but there’s no heat in it. We hustle out to the flight deck and join the growing crowd. There are a lot of curious looks. Most of the crew are laughing and joking. That is until Benson barks out an order.

He’s not even an officer, and yet he seems to think himself God Almighty at times. I’d love to see him taken down a peg or two.

“Attention on deck,” he screams.

It’s an impressive sight. Hundreds of sailors coming to attention at the same time. It sends a thrill down my spine, even after all these years.

My eyes stare straight ahead. Silence descends as we wait patiently. I wonder if the visitor is the reason we’ve been delayed a couple of days.

The sun’s beating down on the flight deck, and I can feel sweat already gathering under my collar. My legs are screaming from the PT session, and I’m trying not to lock my knees. Last thing I need is to pass out in front of whoever this VIP is.

The wait stretches. Someone behind me coughs. Benson’s eyes sweep the formation like a hawk looking for prey.

Then, movement to my port side draws my attention. Bloody hell, is that the fucking Admiral of the Royal Navy? Shit, this must be important.

A ripple of excitement crosses the deck as we’re told to stand at ease. Even though we can’t talk, the energy shifts as more people catch sight of the admiral. He’s flanked by Captain Morley and—oh, for fuck’s sake. It’s her!

The woman I took to bed last night. Everything floods back to me in a nauseating wave. Her laugh—low and surprised when I kissed her neck. The way she’d gripped my hair when I went down on her. Her thighs trembling around my head. The taste of her. The sound she made when she came the second time, breathless and broken.

Fuck.

She’s just as gorgeous as I remember. How could I have possibly blocked that face out? Oh, and her body. Christ, she has a body to die for. I remember worshipping her for hours. I think I gave her some of my best moves.

But why is she here? Fuck, did I pick up a bar bunny? It goes without saying there are people in the world who really like the uniform. It’s not just women, men are just as bad. Bar bunnies like to hang around popular military drinking spots waiting for sailors, soldiers, and airmen to tumble in looking for a good time.

I’ve had many a good time with bar bunnies, but I know better than to pick one up in Portsmouth. Abroad…no problem. After all, we’re usually only in town for a few days at a time.

Cleo, that’s the woman’s name. Yeah, she didn’t come across as a bunny. Yet she’s here, on my ship. Fuck, what do I do?

The admiral starts talking but I can’t take in a word he’s saying. Not when Cleo is standing there. Her eyes pass over me and there’s a flicker of recognition. For half a second, our gazes lock. My stomach drops. Does she remember? Is she going to say something?

But then her eyes move on, blank and professional, like I’m just another sailor in the formation.

Maybe that’s a good thing. The last thing I want is a stalker. Or it’s possible she didn’t really recognise me in my uniform. I was dressed very differently last night, and my hair was down.

The crew comes to attention again and then falls out. Voices rise as the Admiral, Captain Morley, and Cleo leave the deck. I’m still standing like a lemon, unable to move.

“River?” Cheddar stands directly in front of me.

“Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I say, not really talking to her, but to the bloody universe.

“What’s going on, you’re as white as a sheet.”

Kit slings her arm around Cheddar’s shoulders. “So, what do ya think?”

I’ve no idea what she’s going on about.

“What’s wrong with her?” Kit asks Cheddar after she receives zero response from me.

“No idea. River, do you need the sick bay?”

I shake my head, which breaks me from my reverie of panic. “She’s here,” I hiss. Grabbing my girls, I walk them towards our cabin.

Kit pulls free of my vice-like grip. “Who is here?”

“Redhead from last night!”

Cheddar gasps dramatically and looks around the flight deck. “Where?”

“She was standing next to the admiral,” I choke.

Kit scrunches her face. “Are you sure it was her? Didn’t you say you blacked out?”

I nod. “Yes, but then I saw her and it all came back with frightening clarity. It was her. What the fuck is she doing here?”

“She’s a journalist.”

My head snaps to Cheddar. “How the hell do you know that?”

She scoffs. “Because the captain introduced her. Did you hear anything the captain or admiral said?”

Boot jogs over to us. “Hey, you ditched me.”

Kit yawns. “Nah, River’s just having a meltdown. You’d already left.”

“Oh, what’s happening?”

I let the others fill her in. I’m still processing.

Boot flicks me on the nose. “Earth to River. Why are you freaking out? She’s here to do a job.”

Cheddar smirks. “Because this is the first time she’s ran into a woman after running out on them.”

“I don’t run out on them. They know it’s a one-night-only thing.”

We all know I’m full of shit. I do run out on them, and I’m sure I need lots of therapy hours, but that ain’t gonna happen on the government’s penny.

“You keep telling yourself that, Romeo.” Kit laughs.

“Look,” Cheddar begins, “it’s likely you won’t run into her. If you do, just remain professional.”

“What if she wants to fuck again?” I murmur.

“Wow,” Boot coughs. “I have to admire your self-confidence, Romeo.”

“It’s called arrogance,” Kit replies.

I shrug. “I know what I’m good at. Sex is my forte.”

Cheddar slaps me upside the head, laughing. “It’s really hard to like you sometimes, Romeo.” Our banter helps me unwind a little.

“Okay, so can someone fill me in on what I missed?”

“Dawson!” Benson’s voice carries across the deck.

“Shit,” I hiss, whirling around. He’s waiting with hands on his hips.

“The captain wants to see you.”

His words don’t compute. I’ve never been hauled in front of the captain. Even with my somewhat roguish ways on board, Benson has never taken it up the chain of command, let alone to the fucking captain. Crap, he must have spotted me spacing out when the admiral was addressing us. I’m guessing he’s taken that, added it to the fact I smelt of booze this morning, and decided it’s finally time to have me disciplined.

“Rome, you better get going,” Kit whispers in my ear.

I know she’s right, but my legs won’t move.

“Come on,” Cheddar mutters, taking me by the elbow.

I make it to the bridge, but the captain is nowhere to be seen. Instead of drawing attention to myself, I slip out and head to the officer’s mess.

Muffled voices come from behind the door as I approach. Taking a few deep breaths, I finally knock.

“Enter.” The captain’s voice is strong. I’ve always found it a little nerve-wracking. She’s just the kind of woman who commands respect.

Stepping through the door, I come to attention and salute.

“Ah, Dawson.”

Shit, she knows my name.

“At ease.” The smile on her face doesn’t lessen the weight of her authority.

My eyes stray to the side, and I see her. Cleo. She’s not looking at me. Her attention is fixed on the captain, posture perfect, expression neutral. Professional. Like she didn’t have a strap buried inside her twelve hours ago.

Christ, I’m going to be sick.

Keeping a blank face, I wait for the captain to continue.

“As you heard, the admiral is spearheading a campaign to increase recruitment. Cleo will be writing an in-depth piece for her paper. She’ll be staying with us for the next eight weeks as we complete training exercises in the Atlantic.”

I didn’t know any of this.

“Warrant Officer Benson volunteered you to act as Cleo’s guide.”

Of course he fucking did. This is revenge for this morning. For every time I’ve rolled my eyes at him, every infraction, every moment of insubordination. He’s found the perfect punishment.

Eight weeks. Eight weeks as a tour guide for the woman I fucked and ditched.

How can I get out of this? Oh, that’s right, I can’t. There is no feasible reason I can come up with on the spot.

“Yes, ma’am. It would be my pleasure.”

Bullshit, but I’ll do anything not to get a reaming from the captain. I refuse to let Benson win.

Captain Morley smiles. “Wonderful. I’ve already shown Cleo to her quarters. I’ve invited her to a dinner this evening with the admiral. As a thank you for helping me out, I’d like for you to also attend, Dawson.”

My face flushes. I’d rather contract the clap than go to a dinner with the woman I banged, my captain, and the admiral.

My dress uniform is going to reek of panic sweat.

“Thank you, ma’am. I’d be honoured.”

“Super. We’ll dine in my private lounge. 20:00 sharp.”

It’s clear she’s dismissing me, so I salute and about turn. The second the door clicks shut. I grab the opposite wall to steady myself.

It’s lunchtime, so all the girls will be in the dining hall. Boot never misses chow time. Racewalking, I make my way through the ship. As expected, Kit, Boot, and Cheddar are sitting together laughing. Boot is shovelling potatoes in her mouth like she’s never eaten before.

“Ladies,” I say as I sit down, forgoing my own lunch. I’m not sure I could keep anything down.

“Well, look who it is,” Cheddar calls.

“How’d it go, Rome?” Kit asks.

“Oh, you know. Benson volunteered me to be Cleo’s guide while she’s on board.”

They all look shocked, which I appreciate. Boot and Cheddar throw their heads back and cackle.

“Why am I friends with you?” I grouse.

“Because you fucking love us, and I help you get pussy.”

She’s not wrong.

Boot finally comes up for air. I don’t like the wicked grin on her face. “Did you happen to find out Cleo’s surname?”

“Why the fuck would I?”

Oh, the grin is getting bigger. That’s not good.

“It’s Carter. Cleo Carter.”

I stare at her. “Great, thanks for telling me.”

She shakes her head. “Romeo, put it together. You’re smarter than this.”

Rude.

Looking between my friends, I furrow my brows. What am I missing? Her name is Cleo Carter. Cleo. Carter. Huh, that’s the same name as the admiral. But that can’t be right.

Carter. Admiral Carter. The Admiral of the entire Royal fucking Navy.

The man who was standing three metres away from me on the flight deck while I mentally undressed his daughter.

The man I’m having dinner with tonight.

I feel my eyebrows reach into my hairline.

“There it is.” Boot laughs.

“Cleo Carter. As in Admiral Carter?”

Boot points at me and winks. “Got it in one, Romeo.”

By this time, Cheddar is bent over, almost hyperventilating with laughter. Kit is chuckling behind her glass.

“I…I fucked the admiral’s daughter!”

God fucking damn it.


4
Cleo


The only consolation to this utter clusterfuck is watching River Dawson blanch and sweat through the whole conversation with Captain Morley. It’s mean, I know, but if I have to suffer, so can she.

As far as I’m concerned, last night never happened. I have every intention of keeping strict boundaries and as much distance as humanly possible from her. Slightly harder to do when she’s my glorified babysitter, but I’ve spent my life around ships, I don’t need her to ferry me from one end to the other. I’m sure she’ll be happy with that arrangement.

The moment she spotted me on deck plays through my mind, making me want to chuckle. Her face drained of colour. I’ll take a wild guess and say this is the first time one of her one-night stands has caught up to her. God, she probably thinks I’m some sort of stalker. Or worse, a bar bunny. She better not think I’m a bar bunny!

I could have done without the dinner invite. Making a spectacle of my stay is the opposite of what I want, but if Dad needs to show me off for an evening I’m sure I’ll cope. The one good thing is knowing he’s leaving the ship straight after. At least then I’ll be left to get on with the job sans constant interruption. I make a mental note to charge my spare camera battery. The editor refused to send a photographer with me, which is fair. I know he was railroaded into agreeing to this. No need for some other poor soul to get dragged into it, too.

The captain is a lovely woman. Quite hot, and definitely queer. I’d bet my lesbian card on it. Two months on a floating metal tub is going to crawl by with just my vibrator. I make another mental note to charge its battery while I’m at it. Shame she’s out of bounds. Her hair is in a sleek bun like every other woman’s on the ship, but I like the streaks of grey she’s got going on. I could see myself with an older woman. Captain Morley has this quiet authority that’s frankly doing things to me. The way she holds herself, the slight crinkles at her eyes when she smiles, the competence radiating off her. It’s intoxicating.

And completely off-limits.

Stop thirsting over sailors, for fuck’s sake.

I need to have a serious word with myself. This is a job, nothing more. I just need to do it and then move on. I can rein myself in for a few weeks, especially knowing the fallout if I do something stupid, like sleep with one of them again.

They are not worth it…but they look so damn hot. No! No more thinking about hot women in uniform. Pull yourself together.

There, pep talk done. Now I need to find my cabin and take a nap. I’ve done a fantastic job of holding it together up to now. However, the alcohol and lack of sleep from last night are making me feel like crap, and I don’t want the good captain to notice. Best I take a power nap and turn up to dinner in a better state of mind.

I’ve waited long enough for River to have made it to the other end of the ship after she was dismissed. It should be safe to leave now. “If you don’t mind, Captain, I’m going to settle in before this evening.”

“Of course, Cleo. It’s lovely to have you on board.” Her smile is quite delicious.

I internally roll my eyes at myself. This is what happens when you break the seal on something that should never be unlocked. River was the breaker of the seal. I haven’t been within a hundred miles of a sexy sailor for years. Years! One mistake and a few orgasms with River Dawson, and I’m lusting over every woman who owns a tub hat.

Ignoring my wandering thoughts, I smirk at the captain. “Even though I’ve been forced upon you by my dad?”

There is zero chance she had any say in this arrangement, either. But she knows how to play the game. Keeping my dad happy will be the number one priority.

Captain Morley grins back. “Even then. It’s a good strategy to get recruitment up.”

“Mmm, if you say so.” I’m not sure if she believes that or not. Standing, I shake her hand and head out. Thankfully, I packed a nice pantsuit for this evening. It better not be too formal. I’m mentally running through the rest of my suitcase when I come face-to-face with a group of women. River is smack bang in the middle of them.

Wonderful.

Given the fact all four women grow wide-eyed when they see me, I’m guessing River has told them about our night.

The tiny blonde, from the bar last night, literally has her mouth hanging wide open. The tall, gorgeous one looks like she’s trying not to laugh. The youngest is grinning like she’s watching the best reality show of her life.

And River? River looks like she wants the floor to swallow her whole.

Choosing to stay out of the drama, I give them a polite smile and squeeze past them. The narrow walkway forces me to brush against River’s shoulder. She goes rigid.

Thinking I’m in the clear, a relieved sigh bubbles up inside. My relief is premature.

A throat clears behind me. “Um, C-cleo?”

Stopping in my tracks, I momentarily close my eyes and curse the universe. Spinning on the spot, I give River a cordial smile. “Can I help?”

Her friends are edging away slowly. It’s ridiculous. I mean, they are grown arse women, in charge of our nation’s safety. This cannot be that important or entertaining.

She looks over her shoulder and I don’t have to see her face to know she’s scowling at them. Turning back, she gestures for me to follow. I might as well get it over and done with.

We end up in the dining hall, where I suspect she’s just come from considering her friend had half her lunch down her shirt. Taking a seat opposite her, I mentally prepare. She’s all nervous and sweaty again.

Smoothing down my top, I take the bull by the horns. “So, what would you like to talk about?”

What’s the likelihood she just wants to sync up schedules?

She looks around the room, eyes all twitchy. “Look, this isn’t ideal. I never expected to see you again. Nothing can happen—between us, I mean.”

I clutch my chest in mock despair. “But…I thought we had something special.”

Her eyes grow so much bigger, and I can’t keep the snort inside. Is she for real? Of course she is. River absolutely expects me to be pining after her.

“Sweet Jesus, relax. I have zero desire to revisit this.” I wave between us. “We had one night of sex, that’s it. I’m more than happy to pretend it never happened.”

“Did you know who I was last night?” she whispers.

I want to fuck with her some more, but that would mean I have to stay in this conversation longer. “You mean, did I purposefully take you home knowing I’d be on your ship for eight weeks?”

She nods.

“No, River. I had no idea you were a crew member on the HMS Queen Elizabeth. I did figure out you were a sailor, for clarity’s sake.”

She eyes me suspiciously. “So, this is a coincidence.”

“Yes. Sleeping together was a mistake. I think we can both agree on that.”

She shrugs. “I think we had a pretty decent time.”

Ah, her ego is still in need of stroking. “It was fine. Very nice—”

“Nice?”

Okay, her voice just got weirdly higher. Her face is doing something complicated. Confusion, offence, and what might be genuine distress are all battling for dominance. I’d feel bad if it wasn’t so bloody entertaining.

“Yes. Nice. Um, that’s a good thing, River.”

“Nice?”

Okay, this is getting awkward. I’m not going to say nice again.

“Cleo, I gave you like four orgasms.”

“Yes, and they were nice.” Shit, I said it again.

She pushes up and slams both hands on her hips. “Can you stop using that word?”

Whoa.

“What’s the issue?” I don’t know why I’m asking. I should just leave.

“What’s the issue?”

“Are you just going to keep repeating what I say? Jesus, I haven’t got time for this. Look, we forget last night. I’ll get on with my life, and you get on with yours. Okay? Great. I have things to do.”

She’s still standing there gaping as I make a quick exit. I could have been kinder, I suppose, but I’m feeling on edge. I’ve only been on board for a couple of hours and am already feeling trapped. How can I get through two months without going nuts?

It takes me several minutes of climbing through rounded doors and scaling steep as fuck steps before I get to my cabin, which is barely bigger than a cupboard. The bed is the size of a single KitKat bar, and the mattress is thinner than my dad’s hair. There’s a narrow desk bolted to the wall, a locker that might fit half my clothes if I’m lucky, and a porthole the size of a dinner plate. The air smells like metal and industrial cleaner.

Two months. Two months in this floating sardine tin.

Oh well. It will do, and I need sleep.

One issue. I can’t lay on my paper-thin bed because there’s a giant box with a bow sitting proudly on it. Dear Dad strikes again. I should have expected it. He’s bought me a bloody dress for tonight, I just know it.

My head hurts.

Putting the box on the floor, I flop down. My head hits the pillow, which feels weirdly okay, and I am out like a light.
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Heavy banging on the door jerks me awake. Slobber pools on my lip. Gross.

“Cleo?”

Stumbling to the door, I catch my reflection in the tiny mirror. I look like garbage. My hair’s a disaster, there’s a crease from the pillow running down my cheek, and my mascara from earlier has smudged under one eye. Brilliant. Exactly how I want to show up to a formal dinner. The banging continues. Ripping open the door, I stare at my dad.

“I thought you’d be late. Just like your mother. She could never stick to a schedule.”

Holding up my hand, I stop him from continuing. “Dad, you don’t get to talk about Mum.” He cheated, therefore forfeiting his right to talk about her ever again, in any capacity. “Also, I had an alarm set for three minutes time. You banging on my door is unnecessary. I’m here, doing your bidding. Can that just be enough?”

“Cleo.” He turns, looking left and right. “Keep your voice down, please.”

I roll my eyes. “I’m going to get dressed. See you soon.”

I don’t like being at odds with people, but I’ve had to put some walls up over the years. Dad and I will never be as close as he wants. I can’t get over the way he’s behaved. Mum deserved better, and frankly, so do I. He always puts the Navy above everything else, and that had a profound effect on me growing up.

My attitude towards River is another well-constructed wall. I already had a tenuous relationship with anything to do with the Navy. Add a heartbreak that nearly broke me, and that’s why her ego and behaviour gets under my skin, and why I have no time for her shit.

Ugh, why am I still thinking about her?

Stripping off, I pull open the box and lift out the dress. It’s gorgeous. Of course it is. Dad has impeccable taste when it comes to appearances. He always knows exactly what will make the right impression. A simple black gown, elegant without being flashy, suitable for a dinner party where I’m meant to be seen but not outshine anyone.

He’s thought of everything except asking me what I wanted.

Another pounding knock makes me jump. Thank God I’d finished applying my mascara already. Slipping on my heels, which I already regret, I open the door and almost swallow my tongue.

River is standing there in her number one uniform, and she looks hot as hell. Her uniform is immaculate. The Navy jumper with its distinctive square collar, the black silk scarf tied perfectly, the white front crisp and bright. Her tub hat sits precisely, the HMS Queen Elizabeth tally visible on the band. The polished boots gleam. She looks every inch the professional sailor.

And I want to mess her up.

Fuck!

“Good evening. I’m here to escort you to the dinner.” Her tone is cool and detached.

“That’s very thoughtful.” I’m going to ignore the ice she’s throwing my way.

Grabbing my phone, I step out. We barely fit side by side, which means I have to stand way too close to her. Close enough to smell whatever soap she uses—something clean and masculine. Close enough to feel the heat radiating off her body. She keeps her eyes forward, jaw tight, like touching me would burn. The steep steps are so much harder to navigate in this getup.

Outside the captain’s private dining room, River spends a few seconds straightening her already immaculate uniform. She’s visibly nervous.

Her hands are shaking slightly as she adjusts her collar for the third time. There’s a fine sheen of sweat on her forehead despite the cool air. She keeps swallowing like her mouth has gone dry.

“Hey, are you okay?” I ask out of politeness.

“I’m fine. Shall we?”

I’d love to say something snarky, but there’s no point. I’ve bruised her ego, and she’s acting out. I’ll take it.

The door swings open before she has a chance to knock. My dad stands with the captain drinking expensive scotch. They’re both in their formal uniforms. The room is dressed up, as if the bloody King of England is popping by for his tea.

“Cleo, would you like a drink?” Dad calls. River comes to attention and salutes. “At ease, Dawson, no need for the formalities this evening. I appreciate you taking time out of your day to help Cleo.”

She relaxes slightly. “It’s my pleasure, sir.”

Dad hands me a glass of wine. I’d like to down the entire glass, but that would be inappropriate, right?

I can’t wait for this dinner to be over with.


5
River


I can’t wait for this evening to be over. The whole day has sucked.

Running into Cleo with Boot, Kit, and Cheddar in tow wasn’t what I’d hoped for, but it did present me the opportunity to set some boundaries. The conversation did not go as expected.

Nice. That word haunts me. She said our night together was nice! Oh, it was also fine. Fine and nice, like we’d shared a cup of tea and a digestive biscuit together rather than hours of hot sex.

I left the dining hall and went straight back to my bunk. Thankfully the girls were on duty and I had the place to myself. My work shift started within the hour, though, so I didn’t get a chance to take a nap, which my body and brain needed. Instead, I ruminated on Cleo’s words.

Fine and nice. Really? Really?!

There are two things I pride myself on, and that’s being good at my job and being an excellent lover. My friends think I’m cocky and arrogant. Hell, they’re probably right, but that doesn’t change the fact I’m good in bed.

So, how could my time with Cleo be just fine and nice?

Was I drunk? Yes. Did I temporarily blank out the memories? Yes. But when they came back to me, I remember the night well. I remember the way Cleo’s thighs trembled when I went down on her the second time. The way she fisted my hair so hard it hurt. The broken gasp she made when I added a third finger. The way she begged—actually begged—for the strap.

That wasn’t nice. That was fucking spectacular.

So, how could my time with Cleo be just fine and nice?

Is it a way of punishing me for sneaking out? Even if it is, why should I care?

I had all that shit rattling around in my brain as I went on work duty. Not ideal when WO Benson seemed to be everywhere. He was just looking for a reason to call me out. He caught me checking the missile guidance system, stood there for a full minute watching me work. Waiting. Hoping I’d fuck up or miss a step. When I finished the diagnostic perfectly, he just grunted and walked away.

Tosser.

I bet it pissed him off I’d not complained about my new work assignment. Which I still wasn’t clear on.

Chaperoning Cleo could mean anything. Am I expected to wait around for her? Something else I thought about as I completed the routine maintenance check on our missile guidance system.

By the time I had to leave and dress for dinner, my mood was sour. Not only did I have to get dressed up in my parade uniform, I then had to sit with Cleo and her dad all night making small talk, when all I wanted to do was pick our conversation up from earlier and prove her wrong.

Getting into the number one uniform is always a faff. The jumper has to sit just right, the scarf needs to be knotted perfectly, and don’t even get me started on the hat.

Cheddar, with a stupid grin on her face, helped me straighten everything before I left. “You look proper smart, Romeo,” she’d said. “Try not to shag the admiral’s daughter at dinner.”

“Fuck off.”

When Cleo opened the door, all the blood rushed to my crotch. Vulgar, but true. The simple evening gown fitted like a glove, and her hair…wow. Flowing over her shoulders in soft waves. The lights aren’t the most flattering on a ship, but damn, Cleo glowed under them, looking good enough to eat.

Her shoulders were bare, just a hint of collarbone visible. The dress hugged her waist, her hips. I remember those hips. Remember gripping them as I—

But then I heard fine and nice echoing in my brain again, and that doused the fire pretty sharpish. We headed to the captain’s private quarters, and voila. Here we are.

I spot several crewmates who I class as friends waiting on us. That makes my face heat. Meatball catches my eye and smirks. Brilliant. By breakfast, the entire crew will know I had dinner with the brass. They’ll take the piss for weeks.

The table is set with crystal flutes and silver cutlery. I’m so out of my depth. Usually I thrive under pressure. In my job, that is. But outside of it, I’m a bit crap. My body language gives me away every time, and the way Cleo keeps looking at me I think it’s happening now. She can see how uncomfortable I am, and that somehow makes it worse.

The admiral and captain are chatting away again. Cleo is sort of on the periphery of it and I’m still close to the door, wondering if I could get away with sneaking out.

“Are we ready to eat,” the admiral calls. It’s not a question. He’s already sitting at the head of the table.

My uniform feels stifling as I take my seat. Meatball, a.k.a. Mike Murray, pours us all a glass of Champagne. He side-eyes me with a small grin. Meatball is part of the ship’s kitchen crew and a damn fine cook. He earned his moniker by stuffing five meatballs in his mouth without choking at the ship’s Christmas party three years ago.

“Shall we raise a glass,” the admiral begins. “To safe seas and new adventures.”

“Cheers,” we all chorus.

“Dawson.” Ah shit, I was hoping he’d forget I’m here. “Captain Morley tells me you’ve been aboard the ship for going on five years.”

“Yes, sir. Five years next month.”

He takes a generous swig of his drink. “And you haven’t promoted up?”

I shake my head. “No, sir. I’m quite happy where I am. I enjoy my job.”

“You’re an engineer, correct?”

“Weapons Engineer, sir.”

“You should be looking at a Petty Officer rank by now, Dawson.”

I go to answer, but Cleo butts in. “Not everyone wants to rank up, Dad.”

“It’s natural progression, Cleo.”

“It’s an assumption,” she shoots back.

Wow, the tension just shot up several notches. Cleo and dear old dad have some issues. The table falls silent for a few moments. I want to crawl up my own arse at this point. What I wouldn’t give to be back in my bunk, flicking Wotsits at Boot or playing poker with Cheddar and Kit.

“We’ve decided to give the crew an extra night of shore leave,” the captain finally says. It’s the best news I’ve heard all day. “They’ll have tomorrow evening and then it’s back to business. There’s a lot to organise before we ship out.”

“Good idea,” the admiral replies.

Our food is served, and it’s delicious. Simple meat and vegetables, but the taste is outstanding. The captain and admiral start up a conversation regarding the upcoming exercises in the Atlantic. I cast a quick look towards Cleo, but her focus is solely on her food.

If the universe has mercy, we’ll wrap this shit up fast and leave. It’s clear none of us wants to be here. Well, the admiral probably does. After all, he’s still talking. Boy, does he like the sound of his own voice.

After a delicious wedge of chocolate cake and coffee, I sense it’s the right time to bid them all goodnight. “Sir, Captain, thank you for inviting me this evening. I wondered if it would be okay for me to take my leave. I have work duty at 06:00 sharp.”

The captain nods. “Certainly, Dawson. After tomorrow’s shift, please report to Cleo. She will give you an itinerary.”

Cleo smiles. “I will. Although I can’t foresee needing you all that much. I’ve got a pretty good layout of the ship already.”

“I’d prefer it if you were accompanied, Cleo,” Admiral Carter interjects. Cleo’s jaw tightens, but she doesn’t argue.

“I’ll be in my cabin most of the day. Just stop by,” she says to me.

With the night over, I let out a puff of air the second I’m out of the room. The sound of the door opening and closing again pulls my attention. Cleo steps out, looking just as happy as me to be out of there.

“I’ll try not to call on you too often, Dawson,” she says without preamble. “I really don’t see the point of having a babysitter, but as you can see, it’s not my decision.”

“It’s fine,” I say, keeping my voice cool.

“No, it’s not. We both know it.”

At least she’s on the same page. “Can I escort you back to your cabin?”

She eyes me with curiosity, which is fair. I don’t even know why I offered.

“Okay. Thank you.”

This is the politest we’ve been to each other so far. The ship is quiet, even though it never really sleeps. The crew work 24/7 in shifts of eight hours. I rotate to night shifts next week, which isn’t my favourite. Huh, maybe if Cleo needs me to show her around, I could get out of them.

“You look like you’re thinking hard over there, Dawson.”

It feels weird hearing my name come out of her mouth. She screamed River last night, which I prefer.

“I was hoping you might need me to show you around next week. In the daytime, that is.”

Her eyebrows scrunch. It’s adorable. “What other time of day would I need you?”

“Oh, no, I mean it’s just I have a week of nights coming up, and I was hoping you’d get me out of it.”

She chuckles. “Fair enough. Considering my presence is messing with your life, I’m sure I can help you out.”

We walk along in comfortable silence, which is surprising. No barbs, no tension. Just the sound of our footsteps echoing off the metal walls. It’s almost…nice.

Fuck. There’s that word again.

As we arrive at her door, I have the overwhelming urge to kiss her. She’s standing close enough that I can smell her perfume—something floral and expensive. Her lips are slightly parted, and for half a second I think she might be feeling it too. That pull.

But then she blinks, and the moment’s gone.

Clearly I’m still trying to prove that I’m better than nice and fine. It’s the only logical reason.

“Well, thank you for escorting me back. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

And then she’s gone. The door shuts with a click and I’m left standing there looking at it.

“Okay then,” I mutter to myself.

I’m half undressed by the time I get back to my bunk. Boot is lifting dumbbells with earphones in. Kit is talking to someone on her laptop. I presume it’s her very pregnant sister, and Cheddar is…throwing Wotsits at herself.

“Oi oi, the wanderer returns,” she says after hitting herself in the eye. Her face has orange powder all over it.

“You’re a pig, you know that right?”

She laughs. “Only in here, Rome. Plus, Wotsits are my Kryptonite. I fucking love ’em.”

“So?” Boot gasps out as she continues to lift the weights.

I shrug. “It was as you imagine. Stuffy, uncomfortable, and pretentious. Just glad it’s done with.”

“Sarah says hi,” Kit calls from her bed. Skipping over, I shove my face in front of the camera. Kit’s sister is one of the nicest people I know. She told Kit’s parents to go fuck themselves when they disowned her for being queer.

“Romeo, it’s been too long. When are you coming to visit?”

“Soon, I promise. Although by the looks of you, you’ll have too much on your plate to want visitors.”

She groans. “I’m the size of a whale, and everything hurts. I just want the little fucker out of me.”

“Soon, sis. If you’ve not popped by the end of the month they’re gonna induce you, aren’t they?”

She nods. Her eyes show how utterly exhausted she is. “Hopefully I won’t have to wait that long. I’m on a diet of spicy food, and Benjamin is having to screw me three times a day.”

I love Sarah. She’s the family Kit deserves. The one who showed up when her parents turned their backs. Watching Kit talk to her, seeing that smile on her face—it makes something in my chest tighten.

I grimace. “No one needs to hear that, Sarah.”

Cackling, she winks. “You aren’t the only sexually promiscuous woman, Rome.”

“Is it promiscuous if it’s with your husband though?” I tease back.

“It is if you knew the positions we get into.”

Holding both hands up in defeat, I laugh. “And that’s me out of the convo. Take care of yourself, love. We’ll visit when the little one arrives.”

“Yeah, I’m going too, sis. I’ll call tomorrow.”

Boot and Cheddar call their goodbyes. Kit slips the laptop under her bunk and then looks at me, waiting.

“What?”

“Come on. Give us the gossip.”

With my uniform finally off, I start the task of hanging it up so it doesn’t crease. “Really, there’s nothing to tell. Oh, we are getting another night shore leave, so I can make good on paying for a night out.”

Cheddar whoops and Kit claps.

“Great. I need the touch of a woman before we set sail,” Cheddar announces.

Boot finishes her workout and grabs her wash kit. “Honestly, me too. It’s been a while.”

Boot is a little shyer than the rest of us when it comes to picking up women at bars. I’m glad she’ll be letting loose.

Kit rolls her neck. “I’ll see what happens. I’m more interested in rinsing Romeo of her cash.”

I chuckle. “You’ll get no argument from me. I owe you all.”

Cheddar bounces up from her bed. “Great. So tomorrow we’re out on the lash, yeah?”

My back hits my mattress with a thunk. My body and brain are tired. Ideally I should stay on board tomorrow and out of trouble. But then those two words resurface, and I know I have to prove I’m more than fine and nice.

Fuck it. Tomorrow I’m finding someone who knows the difference between nice and mind-blowing.


6
Cleo


Oh, I slept so well last night. Amazing what a full eight hours can do. I’m quite pumped to start interviewing people. Maybe it will help me move past this mental block I have with the Navy as a whole.

The dining hall was quiet when I visited for breakfast. Most of the crew were up and away a lot earlier than my modest 8:30 a.m. start to the day. I spent the rest of the morning checking my equipment and outlining the direction of my story.

The timid knock at lunch time sent my heart into my throat. I don’t know why. I knew who it was, and there was no reason to react that way because River was at my door.

“Enter.”

River opened the door like she was expecting an attack. “Good morning, Cleo. Is now a good time?”

I put my pad down and invited her to sit. “Absolutely. There isn’t much to organise. I plan to interview crew members from as many job sectors as possible. I’d like a mix of ranks too.”

She stood there at ease. I wanted to tell her to make herself comfortable, but I didn’t think she would. The whole situation is and was uncomfortable.

River shifts her weight from foot to foot. Her eyes dart around the tiny cabin, landing anywhere but on me. The silence stretches.

“Have you any idea when you’d like my help?”

I look at the list of departments I plan to visit. “I’ll start with the places I know. How about you help me next week?” I wink at her and hope she realises I’m alluding to her night shifts. If I can get her out of them, then I’m happy to.

I got a genuine smile from her. “That works for me. Is there anything else?”

“No.” I turned back to my work, thinking she’d leave, but after a beat I could still feel her presence. “Was there something else?”

She rubbed the back of her head. “We’re going out tonight. Me and my bunkies. I wondered if you’d like to come with us. It’s the last night we’ll have off for a while.”

“Oh, um…”

Is this a good idea? Going out drinking with River and her friends? The same River I’m trying to maintain a professional distance from?

“Nothing in it, Cleo. I thought we could have a drink and start again. Just as colleagues.”

She took me completely by surprise, but I admit it felt good to get the invite.

It was going to be a lonely few weeks if I only had myself and possibly the captain to talk to outside of work.

“I’d like that. Thank you.”

I spent twenty minutes staring at my suitcase, trying to figure out what constitutes “casual night out with colleagues who aren’t really colleagues.” I’d packed for interviews and formal dinners, not gay clubs in Portsmouth.

The jeans are my only pair. The silk shirt is meant for drinks with sources, not dancing, but it’s the best I can do.

That’s how I came to be standing outside one of Portsmouth’s gay bars at 10:30 p.m.

River introduced me officially to her bunk mates before we left the ship. It feels strange to call grown women Cheddar and Boot, but it’s what they want, so who am I to complain?

Cheddar had grinned and said, “Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it. Everyone does.”

Boot added, “And if Romeo gives you any trouble, you just let us know.”

River had rolled her eyes, but there was affection in it.

Kit is lovely. I see her as the matriarch of the group. River is definitely the wild child. Cheddar is the younger kid who hangs on to everything River does, and Boot is the baby of the group. It’s quite the little family.

Bass is thumping through the club and out into the street every time the butch bouncer opens the door. She spies River and smiles widely.

“I thought you were shipping out?”

The women waiting in the queue eye River like she’s a celebrity. A few whisper to each other, giggling. One waves. River throws her a wink but keeps walking.

Christ, she really does have a reputation.

Several women peer around the friends to listen in and drag their eyes up and down River and her crew.

“One last night,” River says with a wide smile. I remember that smile from the other night. It’s the smile that got River access to my knickers.

“Enjoy, then!”

With a slap on the back, the bouncer lets us in. She checks me out and winks. Unfortunately, she’s not my type, and the last thing I should be doing is falling into bed with anyone right now.

Tonight is a bonding exercise. River is right. We’re going to be in each other’s lives, closely, for the next couple of months. I’d rather do that without tension. The other women seem like fun too, and it gives me hope the job isn’t going to be as shitty as I first thought.

The bar is close to four people deep. A full spectrum of queerness is on display, and I immediately relax. God, it feels good to be surrounded by queers again. I’d forgotten how much I hated tagging along to straight bars with my hetero friends back in the day. Cheddar and River are already scanning the crowd. Looking for their next conquests, I suppose. Kit and Boot are chatting away, leaning against the bar, which they’ve miraculously managed to get to. I imagine the bar bunnies parted like the Red Sea as soon as they clocked the sailor’s swagger.

Even though none of them are in uniform, it’s like the group exudes a confidence that screams military. That or they’ve been here so often, and banged most of the women, that they don’t even have to try anymore.

“What ya drinking, Cleo?” Kit shouts.

“Vodka cranberry, please.”

The music does what it always does and weaves through my body, making me move on instinct. Tonight is just what I need. A few hours of dancing, surrounded by beautiful people. As long as I leave the club alone, I’ll be great.

Boot squeezes through the crowd with my drink. The rest of them are on bottles of beer and shots. River peels herself away from a busty blonde to hand me a plastic shot glass filled with neon green liquid.

“Bottoms up,” she cries before slamming her own shot back.

Ah, what the hell.

As predicted, the alcohol is nasty, but everyone cheers and immediately grabs a second. River and Cheddar turn back to the blonde and her friend. Kit rolls her eyes but laughs along with Boot, who is making childish snogging motions.

Time for me to let loose. Signalling Kit, who is the only one paying attention, I let her know I’m heading for the dance floor.

It’s a writhing pit of sweaty bodies. I’m immediately pulled into the throng. My hands lift above my head and my hips sway. The song thumps and the people lose themselves, me included.

A pair of arms circle my waist. Tilting my head to the side, I spy a tall femme currently making her intentions known as she grinds my arse. I won’t let it go anywhere, but hell, I might as well enjoy a bit of bodily contact for the next few minutes.

We move together with fluid motions. Her lips ghost my neck as she pushes her chest into my back. I can’t help but bite my lip as heat pools low in my abdomen. Twirling around, my arms settle over her shoulders. She’s very nice to look at, and if I hadn’t promised myself to stay clear of women for a while, I’d certainly be taking her to bed.

She smiles down at me and moves in closer. Instead of kissing me, though, she brings her lips to my ear. “You’ve got an admirer. Over by the bar.”

My eyes move over her shoulder and lock onto the only woman looking my way. River. She’s got the busty blonde hanging off her arm, whispering something in her ear, but River’s attention is solely on me. Her expression is unreadable—not quite jealous, not quite interested. Just…watching.

My stomach does something complicated.

The second our eyes connect, she looks away.

I don’t want to read anything into it. We’re trying to start off on a clean slate, and nothing good will come of making something out of a bit of eye contact. Plus, she’s already got her tongue down the blonde’s throat, so there’s that.

“Nah, she’s just keeping an eye on me. I’m here with a group of friends,” I shout back to the tall femme.

“I could keep an eye on you for the night.” Her eyebrow lifts, and the smile she shoots me is pure sin.

Laughing at her forwardness, I shake my head and continue to dance. “I’m just here to let off some steam on the dance floor. Nothing more.”

She bites her lip. “That’s a crying shame.”

I shrug. “Maybe another time?”

“We can still dance though, right?”

Instead of answering, I let my body do the talking. We spend several more songs practically dry humping. It’s a safe bet I’ll need to take things into my own hands this evening, but at least I’ll have kept my word. No more one-night stands. Not until this job is over and I’m far away from anyone remotely connected to the Royal Navy.

Sweat pours from my face as tall femme and I make it back to the bar. Kit and Boot are still doing shots. Cheddar is on the periphery of the dance floor, receiving a lap dance from the busty blonde’s friend. Speaking of her, she’s leading River towards the toilets.

“I’m Laura, by the way,” the tall femme says.

“Cleo.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to have a little fun, Cleo?”

She’s gorgeous. Tall, confident, clearly interested. It would be easy. So easy. Go home with her, forget about River and the Navy and this whole complicated mess for a few hours.

But I made myself a promise.

“Sorry, I need to check in with my friends. It was nice dancing with you.” I rise to my tiptoes and give her a peck on the cheek. She smells nice. Damn it.

Taking a lung full of club air, I back away before I change my mind. Kit welcomes me with a well-defined arm over my shoulder. Her eyes are considerably glassier than earlier.

“There ya are! You taking that sexy tall drink of water home?”

Laughing, I sling my arm over her shoulder. “Nope. I’m here to get to know you guys. We’re going to be shipmates, after all.”

“Yeah,” Boot crows before necking another drink. “Here, get this down ya.”

Obliging Boot’s request, I sink the drink and settle in for the evening. We chat and laugh. I learn Kit has a very pregnant sister, and Boot loves old movies.

“So your granddad owned a cinema?” I lean in closer to Boot, fascinated.

Her face lights up. “Yeah! Old-school one, you know? Red velvet seats, proper projection room. He’d let me stay after closing and watch whatever I wanted. That’s how I fell in love with Katharine Hepburn.”

“Bringing Up Baby?” I guess.

“Every queer woman’s awakening!”

Cheddar stumbles over an hour later with swollen lips and a hickey on her neck. She informs us that River has left, and she’s on her way out for a night of wild sex. Her words exactly minus the slurring.

Kit, Cheddar, and Boot do an elaborate bro handshake as they say goodbye, which makes me chuckle. They’re a little ridiculous. Total bachelorettes, but loveable. They clearly love each other. Watching them, I feel something tighten in my chest—not quite envy, but close.

The camaraderie my dad always spoke about was the only thing I could remotely relate to with him. I made two close friends at university. We went through everything together, and they quickly became my found family.

“Are we heading back to the ship?” I ask Kit.

“Food. Kebabs to be exact. It’s a tradition,” Boot announces, scooping me into her side.

Spilling out the club, I suck in a breath as I try to get my equilibrium. The night air compounds the alcohol running through my system. Kit, Boot, and I link arms and stagger down the street. I let them pull me along to their favourite kebab shop.

As usual, the food tastes amazing. It’s a well-known phenomenon that any street food eaten after a skin-full of booze tastes like heaven until it reappears the next morning.

Thankfully, I may be drunk, but I’m not so bad I’ll be plastered to the loo all night.

“Did anyone make sure River had her phone charged?” Boot asks. We’re close to base, and I can’t wait to get to bed.

Kit nods. “Made sure before we left.”

“Sorry, but why do you need to check that?”

Kit shrugs. “In case we have to blow up her phone to get her back on base before WO Benson descends on us for inspection.”

“She’s a grown woman,” I say, laughing.

“She’s also the one who will get us written up,” Kit replies.

“On the last night out, she got back just under the wire,” Boot remarks, “but we still got extra PT because of her.”

“And I need her back on time tomorrow, because if she costs me any shore leave, I’m gonna lose my shit,” Kit states.

We arrive at the gate and show our ID to the MPs. We’re about to pass through the barrier when Boot whistles low, her eyebrows raised. Turning, I see River walking towards us, her hands shoved in her pockets and a scowl on her face. Her hair is messier than when she left, but not in the just-had-sex way. More like she’s been running her hands through it in frustration. Her lipstick is smudged, but there’s no matching shade on her collar. Her jaw is tight.

Something happened this evening.
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River


Ribbing each other is our love language, and under normal circumstances I would happily take the invasive questions and mocking from Kit and Boot, without question.

Tonight, though, is not in any way normal. It started that way. Heading to the club with my girls looking hot as fuck. Cleo definitely looked good enough to eat. But that’s beside the point. We were set for a great night out. We had some shots, and I immediately found a very lovely lady to spend the night with.

Tessa and her friend Lottie, who Cheddar hit it off with, were sure bets. With enthusiastic consent from all parties, we had some drinks, kissed and headed in separate directions to have some adult fun. Kit and Boot were a few drinks deep, so I didn’t have to feel bad about nipping off for a little while.

Cleo…well, she found a dance partner pretty quickly. A tall femme who looked like she wanted to devour the admiral’s daughter. I’ll admit I had a momentary surge of something ugly in my stomach before she caught me watching. That dragged me back to reality and to the very hot woman on my arm.

Tessa led me to the toilets, because it was going to be that kind of hookup. I prefer a bed and several hours, but sometimes a quickie in the loo is all that’s on offer. Plus, I’m not ashamed to admit that my ego took over. I had something to prove after my not-so-stellar night with Cleo. According to her. Nice and fine, remember.

Tessa was going to get my very best work, and I’d prove once and for all I am an excellent lay and therefore worthy of my moniker, Romeo. Everything started off great. Tessa was hot as hell and handsy. She dropped her knickers the second we locked ourselves in the only empty cubicle.

Calling me captain really turned her on, and I was okay with it. But that’s when it started going wrong. We were kissing, my hands happily tracing her curves. She was soaking by the time I reached inside her underwear, and hell if she wasn’t responsive to every touch. Her moans echoed through the stall, and that’s when it happened. A voice in my head questioning if her cries were as real as they sounded. I got in my head about every move I made. The words fine and nice circled on repeat, causing me the worst case of performance anxiety I’ve ever experienced.

To top it off, Cleo’s face swam in front of my inner eye and that ended that. I couldn’t continue. So, my last perfect night on shore ended in embarrassment and confusion.

None of which I want to share with my crewmates as we pass the MPs and head toward the ship, especially since Cleo is still here with us. Seems that Cheddar is having better luck, though.

“I can’t believe you struck out.” Kit laughs for the millionth time.

I can’t even summon a smirk. “Yeah.”

Kit side-eyes me but doesn’t say anything else as we board the ship.

I can’t remember a time where I didn’t want to get to our bunk and fuck about with my friends, laughing about the night. Until now. I’d kill for some alone time.

Boot and Kit know something is wrong. Hell, even Cleo is giving me a weird look.

“Anyone up for one more drink? We’ve got a nice bottle of whiskey in the mess,” Boot asks.

Kit nods, then looks at me. This is the perfect opportunity to get some space. Obviously, they expect me to say yes. I’m always up for another drink.

“Nah, I’m gonna grab a shower and hit the sack.”

Sending a quick smile to them all, I peel off in the direction of our bunk. I just need to grab my toiletry kit. As I leave, I can feel their eyes on my back, but resist the urge to look back at them.

The ship is quiet and I’m able to enter the showers without seeing another soul. Breathing out a frustrated sigh, I let the hot water sluice over me, burning away my frustration. It works for all of two seconds before those two fucking words enter my mind again.

What the hell is wrong with me? Cleo was a fleeting moment in my life. Her assessment of our night together should not be having this effect. I shouldn’t even be thinking about it at all. Not once have I revisited a one-night stand. Not. Once!

Growling, I can’t keep it in any longer. “Argh, for fuck’s sake!”

My voice echoes around the room, as does the wet slap of my palm against the shower tiles.

“Erm, everything okay in there?”

My voice leaves my throat. Every muscle in my body goes rigid. Of all the people on this ship, of course it’s her.

Cleo is in the shower room. For the love of God!

Clearing my throat, I shove my head through the curtain. “All good. I…stubbed my toe.”

Averting my eyes, because Cleo is in a silk robe holding a small toiletry bag, I curl the curtain tightly around my head. I’m not entirely sure why the hell I’m still sticking my neck out instead of getting back to my shower. Seems I’m doing a lot of things recently that are out of character.

“Having a shower?” I feel my face heat because I can’t believe I just asked that.

Cleo cocks an eyebrow. “That was the plan.”

“The water’s hot.”

“Um, great.”

She’s looking at me like I’ve lost the plot. Which, to be fair, I have.

Oh good, it’s super awkward.

“I’m just…” She points to the stall next to me.

“Have fun!” Oh boy. Yup, time to wind my neck in and pretend none of this happened. If that’s possible. My brain seems to want to hold on to shit at the minute.

Ducking back into my stall, I set about washing my hair and body. The club left me feeling gross, and as hard as I try I can’t forget that Cleo is next door, naked and wet.

The water hitting tile. The soft sound of her humming something I don’t recognise. I can picture her—head tilted back, water running down her neck, her shoulders, her—

Stop it.

Okay, so maybe I do revisit one-night stands.

All cleaned up, I dry off in record time. Cleo is still in the shower. I can hear her humming.

It’s fine.

Everything is fine.
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My bunk has a little curtain for privacy. I usually sleep with it open, but on the odd occasion I need space, I’ll happily slide that sucker shut.

Kit and Boot are still in the lounge, giving me enough time to get settled without interruption. Once my bunk is sealed off from the rest of the room, no one will disturb me.

I’m not stupid enough to try to sleep. My mind is too busy for that. Pulling out the well-worn copy of my favourite book, I open it to page one, for the millionth time. Dragons and pirates are my escape. I love a good sapphic fantasy, and this particular book hits all my spots.

Somehow, though, Cleo invades this part of my life, too. I’m reading, yet when I picture the character who is trying to escape her evil overlords, I see her face. She’s my MC. The MC I’ve read about over and over again. The one that has passionate and graphic sex with the other MC, who is a pirate. I’m at the part where Captain Thorne pins Lady Elara against the ship’s mast, all heat and desperation. It’s my favourite scene. I’ve read it dozens of times.

But now Lady Elara has Cleo’s face. Her voice. Her eyebrow raise when Captain Thorne says something cocky.

Great, now my book is ruined.

This is getting out of hand. Am I really that insecure that a simple comment from Cleo has me spinning out? Is my ego that fragile? Will I keep asking the same fucking questions until I go bonkers?

“Jesus fucking Christ.” My book gets launched to the other end of the bed.

“Romeo?”

Shit, I didn’t hear Kit come back.

“I’m fine,” I say through the curtain. I’m not fine.

“You sure about that, mate? Wanna talk?”

Believe it or not, I’m not one for deep conversations. I live a simple life that doesn’t require much reflection. I’ve always been the same way. My parents divorced when I was ten. It was an ugly fight, and it showed me the dark side of love. They tried to tell me it wouldn’t affect our family, but of course that was a lie.

Being an only child back then was the worst. I had no one to confide in, so I learned to deal with shit on my own. And by dealing with it, I mean I kept it locked up. Until I got old enough to cope with things by having meaningless sexual encounters, that is.

Mum and Dad did couples counselling both before and after they split, and it never helped. I’d say it made things worse, if I’m honest. They always came back angrier than before going. Whoever their fucking psychologist was sucked at their job.

They’d come home from sessions and immediately start fighting about what was said. Mum would cry. Dad would slam doors. I’d hide in my room with headphones on, trying to drown it out.

That’s when I learned talking about feelings doesn’t fix anything. It just makes everything worse.

When I left for the Navy, I knew my life had to be different from theirs. No way was I going to settle for anything that made me miserable. To this date, it’s worked out great. Women make me happy. Sex makes me happy. The Navy makes me happy. So why are all the things that make me happy suddenly not?

Women still make me happy—or they did until two nights ago. Sex is my go-to stress relief, but tonight it only brought me more frustration. The Navy is still my life, but for once I wish I weren’t on board.

I’d kill to have my own place right now. A place to reset and get myself under fucking control.

“River? You gonna answer me?”

Closing my eyes, I grit my teeth. “All good, Kit.”

My curtain swishes open. I’m genuinely stunned because it’s an unwritten law that when the curtain is closed, you leave the person alone.

Kit parks her arse on the end of my bed. As far as I can see, Boot isn’t here.

“What the fuck, Kit?”

She holds up her hands. “I know, I’ve broken the bunk rules.”

“Yeah, I’d say. What if I was rubbing one out?”

“Not the first time I’ve caught you doing that.” She snorts. “But that was an angry ‘Jesus fucking Christ,’ not a sexy one. So come on. I know there’s something going on.”

Scrubbing my hands over my face, I take a deep breath. “Since when do I discuss things, Kit? Come on,” I whine.

She nods, like she already knows. “I get it, and you know I respect your way of doing things.”

“But…”

Kit shrugs. “You were acting weird, Rome. I just wanna make sure you’re squared away before we set sail. It’s just you and me here. I can listen if you have something on your chest. You know it won’t go any further.”

Ah fuck it. My tried-and-tested way of dealing with things isn’t working. And Kit’s not going to let this go.

I take a breath. Force the words out.

“I couldn’t do it.”

She looks at me, confused. “Couldn’t do what?”

“I couldn’t fuck that woman in the bar tonight.”

“Did something happen?”

“Yeah. Cleo fucking Carter happened,” I growl. Reluctantly, I spend the next few minutes regurgitating all the shitty thoughts in my head.

Scooting further into my bunk, Kit lays a hand on my shoulder. “River.”

“Kit.”

She rolls her eyes. “Listen, smart arse. Cleo is the first woman you’ve run into after a one-night stand. Not only that, but she bruised your ego.”

I scowl. Kit raises her eyebrow at me, daring me to argue. I don’t.

“And now she’s going to be invading your space. Of course you’re feeling off.”

“Well, what the fuck do I do?”

She shrugs. “Ride it out.”

I gape at her.

She rolls her eyes again. “River, it’s two months. Cleo will be working. You will be working, and that’s it. You just need a bit of time to adjust and you’ll be fine. You’re overthinking, which is understandable. But maybe stop seeing her as Cleo the woman you slept with, and start seeing her as Cleo the journalist, here to do a job. Separate them.”

Separate them. Yeah, okay. I can do that.

I nod slowly. It makes sense. Cleo the journalist is just another crew member. Cleo the woman I slept with doesn’t exist anymore.

“And for the love of God, stop obsessing about your night with her!”


8
Cleo


The ship is buzzing with anticipation and excitement. The crew look focused as they move around the carrier with a professionalism that sends shivers down my spine.

I’ve been Navy adjacent my entire life, but this is the first time I’m witnessing it in all its glory. Dad always spoke of his time on board, but I was either too young or too pissed off to really understand what he was talking about.

The camaraderie is palpable as the sailors work in unison, checking equipment and running tests. Officers bark orders as I slip through the ship, trying to be as unobtrusive as possible. It’s important that I see this, though. The real Royal Navy, and not just what I’m fed through my father and his office. He wants an article that will help with recruitment, and I want to see the truth. It’s the only way I can write an honest piece.

A not-so-small part of me wants to understand my dad, too. He chose this over me and mum, time and again. So maybe I can finally understand why. What did this give him that we couldn’t?

I settle on the bridge with Captain Morley. A thrill coils in my stomach as her authoritative voice booms through the room. It’s impressive to watch. She’s impressive.

A junior officer reports a minor equipment malfunction. Captain Morley doesn’t flinch. She asks two questions, makes a decision, and moves on. No panic, no hesitation. Just calm, absolute command.

My mind wanders to River. I’m curious to see her working. Is she the same cocksure sailor I witnessed in the bar last night? Then again, she didn’t look so confident when she caught up with us at the security gate.

Her rounded shoulders and agitated mood spoke of something less than pleasing. Had something happened with the woman she took to the bathroom? Maybe she had a girlfriend and River got caught up in a lover’s quarrel. Maybe the alcohol caught up to her, and she was feeling sick?

No, it was more than that. She could barely look at her crewmates, let alone me.

The exchange in the shower was strange, too. The stubbed toe was a lie. She called out in frustration, not pain.

I wonder if she’s feeling better today?

Why do I care? Why am I spending mental energy analysing River Dawson’s mood when I should be focused on my article?

Shaking my head, I refocus. The ship is finally moving out of port. It’s a bizarre yet exhilarating moment. HMS Queen Elizabeth is a behemoth of a ship. It’s akin to a floating city, and yet Captain Morley is commanding it as if she were on a sailboat. She’s utterly relaxed.

As much as I want to dive right in with interviews, I need to bide my time. The last thing anyone needs is me getting in the way, and as far as I can see, every sailor aboard is busy.

Taking one last look at the horizon, I reach for the camera looped around my neck. Taking some action shots will prove less invasive than asking questions, and it means I can wander around the ship, soaking up the atmosphere.

By the time we are out of the port and sailing towards the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, I’ve racked up a few hundred photos and God knows how many steps. My feet hurt and my eyes feel tired.

Taking advantage of the fact everyone is at work, I slip into the dining hall. There are a few sailors who were on the night shift, now enjoying their breakfast. I settle at a table and bring out my laptop.

Getting lost in photo editing isn’t something I usually do, but I find it therapeutic. Yes, I wish my editor had granted me a photographer, but in lieu of that I think I’ve done a decent job.

The familiar voice of Cheddar cuts through the quiet din. I haven’t seen her since last night. By all accounts her evening went much better than River’s, if her boasting is anything to go by.

“I’m tellin’ ya Rome, she was freaky. The quiet ones always are, I reckon.”

“Glad you had fun, mate,” River replies.

I study her for a moment. Yes, she’s still…off. I might not know her well, but at a guess, I would think she’d normally be hyping up Cheddar’s conquest, getting in on the banter, but she’s not. Her body language is the same as last night, after the club. Subdued.

Kit and Boot trail behind. It’s Kit who notices me and waves. She steers the group in my direction, and I’m not sure if I’m happy about it. I enjoyed my evening with them, and I could see us being friends, but this thing with River still feels like…a thing. The way she was staring at me as I danced with Laura, the flash of irritation I saw cross her face. Something tells me we’re not done with each other. Or should I say, River isn’t done with me.

“Cleo, how’s it going?” Kit asks as they arrive at the table. Boot rounds the table and stares at the photos on my laptop. Cheddar picks up my camera with the enthusiasm of a child at Christmas. River hangs back, her hands go straight to her pockets, and I can see she wants to be anywhere but here.

“Good. How’s your first day back at work?”

Kit shrugs. “Eh, this isn’t anything new. Business as usual.”

“And Cheddar? Hangover, or not?”

Cheddar grins, still fiddling with my camera. “Minor one. If anything, I’m just knackered.”

I give her a knowing smile. “Had fun then?”

She winks. “Just what I needed. I’m set for the next few weeks, unlike this lot.” Hooking a thumb at her friends. “Two months on this tub without the feel of a woman, and they didn’t give themselves some relief beforehand. Rookie move.”

River looks like she’s about to run away.

“And Romeo here,” Cheddar continues. She turns to River. “You still haven’t explained what happened. You were on for a sure thing with Tessa.”

River grits her teeth. It’s a subtle move, but I see the flex in her jaw. “She’d drunk too much. You know I’m about clear consent. She wasn’t in a fit state to give it.”

There’s a look shared between Kit and River that has me intrigued. There’s a story there. Kit knows something, and whatever River told her it’s connected to last night.

My journalist brain files it away, even as I tell myself it doesn’t matter.

Cheddar didn’t notice, and Boot isn’t even paying attention to the conversation.

“Yeah, fair enough then. Still, shitty for you, mate,” Cheddar says, heading for the coffee pot.

“These are really good, Cleo,” Boot suddenly says. I tear my attention away from River.

“Thanks. I’m no professional but I’m pleased with them.”

The women spend the next twenty minutes flicking through the photos and asking questions. River doesn’t leave, but she also doesn’t really get involved.

By the time their break is over, River is champing at the bit to leave. They have another five hours on shift and then they’re done for the day. Kit invited me to a card night, which I accepted. I hope River is okay with that. I don’t want her to feel uncomfortable around me, or like I’m invading her space. Then again, it was her idea to start afresh.
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“You’re cheating,” Cheddar cries as she flings her cards down. Kit is laughing herself into a coughing fit, Boot claps and does a strange little dance, and River shakes her head, smiling.

I lay my palm open and wait for what I’m owed. A six-pack of Wotsits.

“You’re just bad at poker.” I laugh.

We’ve been playing for the past hour, and I’ve wiped the floor with all of them. Cheddar was the only one who came close to beating me, which made her cocky. Nothing new there. But she overreached, and is now six bags of her precious Wotsits poorer for it.

Wiping away her tears, Kit slaps Cheddar on the back. “I gotta say, Cheds. It’s a marvellous thing watching you get taken down a peg or two.”

“Rude,” Cheddar replies, but she’s smiling.

“Necessary,” Kit shoots back. “We’ve got enough with River and her massive ego. I can’t deal with you too!”

“Hey, don’t bring me into it,” River calls from the other side of the lounge. “Who wants another beer?”

We all raise our hands.

“One more round,” Cheddar demands. She’s already shuffling the cards. Boot and Kit take their places at the table. River sets our drinks down and settles next to me.

I’ll be honest, her presence right next to me has been a little distracting. Every time she reaches for her beer, her arm brushes mine. When she laughs at Cheddar’s terrible bluff, the sound does something to my stomach.

She’s hot without even trying.

We’ve established my weakness for a woman in a uniform, but something about River in particular has my legs feeling unsteady every time I look at her.

It’s the bad girl thing. The undeniable confidence she is the sexiest person in the room…and knows it. She both excites me and pisses me off. It’s why she’s dangerous for me. Shit, I should have taken Laura up on her offer to have a good time. Maybe then I wouldn’t be thinking of River in a way that would make my therapist groan in frustration.

Dr Patel would have a field day with this. “Cleo, you’re attracted to unavailability,” she’d say in that patient voice. “Women who can’t give you what you need.”

River Dawson is the poster child for unavailable.

Maybe another beer isn’t such a great idea. We’re only on day one of a two-month stretch at sea. I can’t lose focus now. Instead, I pick up my cards and proceed to take another six-pack of Wotsits from Cheddar.

It’s close to midnight before we call it. They all have a full day’s work ahead of them and an inspection in the morning. I get the feeling that WO Benson is a difficult man to please. River seemed extra salty when Kit reminded her they needed to get the bunkroom prepared for his visit.

“Can I walk you to your quarters?” River asks as I pick up my belongings. Her voice is soft, and her eyes aren’t quite meeting mine.

“Um, sure.”

I bid everyone goodnight and step into the passageway. I smile at a couple of sailors passing by. River steps out behind me.

“I wondered if you’d participate in an interview,” I say. It makes sense to interview River. She’ll be spending more time with me than anyone else, and I can use her as a stepping-off point while I work out the shifts of the other sailors I intend to speak with.

Her hands are in her pockets again. She looks at me briefly before dropping eye contact. “Yeah, if you want. It’d need to be after my shift. Or next week when I escort you around.”

Ah yes, the babysitting gig. It’s a waste of River’s time. I’m more than capable of getting around the ship unaided, but I don’t want my dad giving the captain grief.

“Tomorrow would be great.”

She nods. I smile. It’s awkward.

We arrive at my cabin, and I don’t know what to do. I have the overwhelming urge to hug her, but that’s inappropriate. She just looks so…lost. It’s throwing me. This isn’t the cocky sailor from the bar, or even the awkward woman from the shower. This is someone else entirely.

“Hey, are you okay?” The question leaves my lips before I can overthink it.

Her eyes flick to mine and then down to my lips. My breath catches. The air between us shifts.

She clears her throat and stands straighter. “I’m fine. Just a little tired. Long day.”

She’s full of shit, but I don’t know her well enough to call her on it.

She bites her lip. It looks like she’s having an internal argument. “You seemed to have a good time last night.”

Okay, I wasn’t expecting that. “I did. It was nice to get out and dance.”

“You…you hit it off with that woman.”

“She was nice.”

I don’t know where this is going. Wait. Is River…jealous? No. That doesn’t make sense. She left with someone else. But the way she’s looking at me right now…

My body, on the other hand, tells me exactly where it wants the conversation to go.

River shuffles on the spot. Her eyes are back on my lips, and I find myself swaying forward.

River’s eyes darken. She leans in, just a fraction. Close enough that I can feel her breath.

The laughter of several sailors heading our way breaks the tension. I take a step back and open my cabin door. My heart is pounding in my ears.

“Thanks for walking me back, River. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

My door closes behind me before she has the chance to reply. A part of me wants her to knock on the door, push into the room and fuck me until I can’t walk.

The more sensible part of me knows I just dodged a bullet. Another roll in the sack would be great for an hour or two, but then what? Awkward mornings? Tension during interviews? My father finding out?

No. Not worth it.

I press my back against the door and wait for my heart to stop racing.
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River


It’s one step forward and two steps back. Yesterday I was feeling more myself as we shipped out. Leaving Portsmouth behind, ready to embark on a new adventure. It’s not the first mid-Atlantic exercise I’ve experienced, but it is the most significant. Only because I need the rush of work to distract me.

After my chat with Kit, I was ready to block out everything and focus one hundred percent on my job. And, for the most part, it worked. All morning yesterday I lost myself in routine and manual labour. I appreciated the feel of my overalls and the grease on my face. The banter with my fellow engineers. Hell, I didn’t even mind running into Leading Hand Grey.

That was my one foot forward. The two steps back came later in the day. First at lunchtime when we headed to the mess, only to run into Cleo. As soon as I saw her my stomach did that thing again. That uncomfortable twist that I’m starting to hate. She was bent over her laptop, hair falling forward, completely absorbed.

My mind flooded with the memories of the other night. The insecurity and frustration I felt in the bar bathroom with Tessa. Those two stupid words that haunt me no matter what I do. To add to my misery, Kit went and invited Cleo to a card night in our lounge.

The afternoon was better. Checking the readiness of our missiles took up the bulk of my time. I was feeling a lot more relaxed after my shift and had a nice, hot shower.

Cleo arrived for the card night and we settled in. It was entertaining as hell watching Cheddar get her arse handed to her. I’ve never seen someone so thoroughly beaten. Cheddar’s face when she had to hand over her beloved Wotsits was amazing.

We drank and laughed for hours. Then I offered to walk Cleo back to her cabin at the end of the night. I reasoned it was my job as her escort to make sure she got back without a problem. I was lying to myself. Just spending the evening with her in a social group had my body yearning to be close. That’s right, I used the word yearn! Who the hell am I?

The moment we shared at her door plays in full HD through my mind. She leaned in. I know she did. We could’ve kissed if it wasn’t for the rowdy group who blew the moment out of the water. Cleo said goodnight, and I let her go without a word.

Why? Because I can’t trust my motives with her. I’ve never met a woman who throws me off balance so much. Would I be kissing her to prove a point? It’s clear my ego is bigger than I thought. I’ve always been confident—cocky, even. But I never thought a few words from one woman could send me into a tailspin. Kit’s right. Cleo bruised my ego, and now I can’t let it go.

She wouldn’t have been able to batter it with a couple of words if it wasn’t.

I may be a lot of things, but petty isn’t one of them. I would never use a woman to make a point—we’ll just discount Tessa because I was drunk and my head was a mess. I was using her, and that’s awful. I’ve never done that before. Used someone like that. Even my one-night stands are honest—we both know what it is. But with Tessa, I was in my head, trying to prove something. That’s not fair to her.

It’s not who I am, I swear. I love ’em and leave ’em, remember?

So, until I know my interest in Cleo is beyond that of proving my worth as a lover, I’ll need to take some distance. Which will prove difficult, considering today is my last day shift. I’m supposed to go on a string of nights. The ones Cleo said she’d get me out of. Meaning I’d properly start my role as her guide and therefore spending a lot more of our time together.

Today I’m tasked with doing diagnostics on the comms system. It’s not my favourite job, but it will keep me busy. I think that’s all I can ask for at this point.

Ruby Mitchel joins me in the mess. She’s fairly new to the ship, and very queer. It’s a shame we don’t have a spare bunk in our cabin. She’d be a great addition to our little gay family.

She is also gorgeous as hell. Although I find most women beautiful, just because they’re women. Can’t help it—I’m a simple creature.

Anyway, Ruby is a massive flirt. More than me, which is saying something. We almost hooked up a few months back when we were on shore leave, but Boot got into a bit of trouble and needed our help.

She’d whispered in my ear that night, told me exactly what she wanted me to do to her. Graphic, filthy details that had me ready to drag her to the nearest bunk. Then Boot called, and the moment was gone.

Since that night, Ruby likes to throw saucy winks my way.

Before the night with Cleo, Ruby was the only woman in a while who really caught my attention. But she’s my crewmate and I have rules that so far I haven’t broken. But maybe now’s the time to throw the rules out the window.

I missed out on relieving some stress with Tessa. Two months without sex is a long friggin’ time to go, and as much as I hate myself for it, I do need to know that I’m better than “fine.” I don’t have much going for me in life. I’m not super smart or rich, but I’ve always excelled in my job and in the bedroom. It’s sad, but I need those two things to be true.

Also, Ruby isn’t looking for a girlfriend. She was clear about that. So, maybe we could come to an arrangement. I’ll break my rules for her, and we both have a good time. It’s beneficial for both of us and might just help me move past these last few days.

Ruby places her plate on the table opposite me. She has auburn hair that leans more towards brown. Her eyes are a vibrant blue, and she has a chest that barely fits inside her overalls.

“River, looks like you have me all to yourself today.” Her delivery is smooth like melted chocolate. I know I have the reputation for being a charmer, but damn, Ruby gives me a run for my money.

“Lucky me,” I reply.

Kit and Cheddar are on gun turrets, and Boot is checking the Nav systems. That leaves me with Ruby. Alone.

I lick my lips at the image of her pinned against a wall. Her overalls unzipped, my hand between her thighs, her teeth biting into my shoulder to keep quiet. The thrill of getting caught.

Delicious.

“My my, what’s running through that gorgeous head of yours?” she purrs, leaning over the table.
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I’m not stupid enough to act on my Ruby-filled fantasy. Not on shift anyway. So the day passes with checklists and protocols. Plus some major flirting.

I feel great by the end of day and I’m off duty. As is Ruby. Her bunk is a little further down the passageway from mine, and she usually uses a different shower block. However, today I find her in mine.

We’re not alone though. Several other crewmates bustle about, getting dry and dressed. Ruby makes her way to the shower furthest away, wrapped in only a towel.

Checking the room, I make my way over to her, trying to look casual. She slips into the cubicle, which has a curtain for privacy and nothing else.

No one is paying me any attention, so I make a decision. One I might end up regretting if we get caught. But fuck it. I need this. I need to prove to myself that I can still do this. That one woman hasn’t completely derailed me.

There’s a pretty strict no fraternising rule on board, although I know for a fact it’s not adhered to. Hell, I’ve even heard rumours that a few officers are bumping uglies in their off time. As long as there isn’t a power imbalance, the rules are more of a guideline.

Anyway, back to the monumental mistake I’m in the process of making. I place my towel on the closest hook, take one last glance around and then slip into the shower with a smug-looking Ruby.

“Ready to make good on the promises you made?” she whispers.

The promises she’s referring to are the ones I made all those months ago. They ranged from making her scream, to fucking her so hard she wouldn’t be able to walk for a week.

“You can’t scream.” I grin.

There she goes, biting her lip again. “You’ll just have to gag me then, won’t you?”

Jesus, fuck!

Of course, my mind decides to conjure Cleo, just like it did with Tessa.

Not now. Not fucking now.

But there she is, behind my eyelids. That eyebrow raise. That dismissive smile.

But today I’m determined to fuck my way through it. I cannot become celibate because my idiotic mind is latched on to Cleo Carter.

Ruby walks her fingers up my stomach. She’s as delectable as I thought she would be. Those tits are to fucking die for. My hand goes to them on instinct, and I love the way her breath hitches as I palm them, rolling her nipples. The fact we have to be quiet only fuels the intensity of it all.

My libido is so ramped up, any thoughts of Cleo are stripped from my mind. I can only see Ruby and her glistening pussy. Damn, she’s ready for me.

Stepping into her space until our bodies are flush, I reach down and grab her thigh, hooking it over my hip. We haven’t got time for foreplay, and honestly, I’m so horny I couldn’t wait any longer if I tried.

Her arms circle my neck as she draws me in. Her kiss is rough, demanding. My hand palms her for a few seconds before I draw two fingers through her folds. She’s hot and wet. The groan she smothers in my neck has me almost vibrating with want.

Plunging into her, I set a slow and deep rhythm. I want Ruby to feel every inch of my fingers as I drive into her before hooking them. The second I stroke her G-spot, she mewls in my ear. Her hips move with my hand, and before long she’s fucking herself on my fingers.

I feel her tighten and pulse as she fucks my hand faster. I bring my thumb up until it nudges her clit, which sends her over the edge. A sharp pain in my shoulder tells me she’s just bitten me, and fuck, does it feel good.

The second my fingers pull out Ruby drops to her knees. Usually I’m content with giving. It’s what gives me pleasure, but today I’m down with her eating me out. I need an orgasm so strong it melts my mind.

Ruby is no slouch with her tongue. She hits all my buttons with precision, and it doesn’t take long before I’m gripping the back of her head as she inhales me. My other free hand goes to the wall behind her. I need something to keep me steady as she takes me higher and higher.

The orgasm builds from my toes and explodes through my body. I tilt my head back and succumb to the pleasure of her mouth. The last thing I see before millions of stars is Cleo. Not Ruby. Not the woman whose mouth is currently on me. Cleo. Her eyes, dark and intense, staring at me like she can see right through me.

And then I almost pass out.

Ruby holds me up as I come down. I hope to Christ I didn’t scream out loud. My body feels heavy, and my breath is ragged. She moves in to hold me and I let her.

“Damn, that was worth the wait, Romeo.”

Normally I’d preen at the compliment, and the use of my nickname. But I can’t. It doesn’t feel as good as I thought it would. It doesn’t sound as nice as when Cleo calls me River. Like she did that night.

I’m not saying I’m unsatisfied. The orgasm was fantastic, and I loved fucking Ruby. It’s just…it didn’t do what I thought it would. I thought if I could just get off, just lose myself in someone else, I’d be fine. Back to normal. But I’m not.

It didn’t stop me from visualising Cleo.

I’m fucked. Completely and utterly fucked.

Casting aside my inner turmoil, I lean back and put on a cocky grin. “Not so bad yourself.”

She nips my lip. We shower to get clean before we pop our heads out carefully. The coast is clear. That is, until we both step out at the same time as Cleo steps into the room. Of course it’s her. And of course her gaze meets mine before moving to Ruby. Her expression doesn’t change. No shock, no judgement, no…anything. Just that small smile. Polite. Distant.

It’s clear what we were doing. Cleo knows what’s just happened.

I suck in a breath and wait. Cleo looks between us for a moment longer before giving me a small smile. She steps into the closest shower and draws the curtain.

Ruby hasn’t noticed anything is wrong. She just gives me a slap on the arse and moves away to dry herself.

My legs feel weak. My skin feels too tight. I can’t move, can’t look away from the curtain Cleo just disappeared behind.

I stand there, feeling like the floor has just been pulled from under my feet. In all my years, I’ve never been ashamed of sleeping with someone. I’m ashamed now. Not because of Ruby. No, she was perfect and clear about what she wanted.

I’m ashamed of myself. Of coming to the image of Cleo. Of using Ruby to get another woman out of my head. Of Cleo catching me post-orgasm. Of the fact I wanted her to look upset that it wasn’t her I was fucking. I wanted her to care. To feel something.

But she just smiled and walked away.

I’m a mess.
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Cleo


Well, it seems River is over whatever she was going through last night. And I’m beginning to think I imagined the moment we shared outside my cabin door.

The fact River found another woman to get underneath her doesn’t surprise me, but I thought she had some sort of crew code. As in, she doesn’t fuck her crewmates.

Whatever. My days of worrying about horny sailors are over. I have a job to do. Awkwardly, a job that is supposed to start with an interview with River.

Looks like I need to suck it up and take the high road. Not that it’s my place to do anything else. She owes me nothing, yet I can’t deny there was a millisecond of jealousy which zipped through my chest when I saw River step out of the cubicle with a very good-looking and well-endowed woman.

Today is a new day. I will get the interview with River done and move on. I’ve got a list as long as my arm to get through.

My mission isn’t to just interview the crew, but to live their lives—the best I can without any training, that is. I’ve set up a day in the ship’s galley. I’m a terrible cook, so I hope they don’t expect too much.

WO Benson has agreed to let me join a PT session this afternoon. My fitness level is pretty good for my age, but I’m expecting to be sweating my arse off within a few minutes.

“Cleo!”

I turn from the entrance to the dining hall to find River marching my way. She looks pissed.

“River, hey. Ready to do your interview?”

“We need to talk.”

Her stance is defensive, and her features are cold.

“That’s what generally happens in an interview,” I joke, hoping to dispel some of the tension.

“Follow me.”

She turns on her heel and stomps off. Now, I’m not the type of woman to look kindly upon someone behaving like that. Ordering me around is a surefire way to piss me off, but damn, River is sexy as hell in a strop.

She’s turning into a kink for me.

Sucking a breath in through my nose, I steel myself. I’ve no idea what’s wrong with her, but she clearly feels I’ve wronged her somehow. So much for starting on a clean slate. That didn’t last long.

River heads to my cabin. I curse myself for all the clothes strewn across my bed. I’m usually a lot more organised and tidy.

She stands outside my door with both hands tight across her chest and her eyes on the ground. With other sailors working, the passageway is a busy highway. So, as much as I’d love to play the waiting game with her before I allow her access to my private quarters, I don’t want anyone listening in or forming their own opinion. That’s just fodder for the rumour mill.

Walking through the door, I leave it open for her. She hovers for a moment before stepping inside. The click of the lock is the only sound that breaks the silence.

My patience wears thin. “So, you stomped over and ordered me to follow you, and now you’ve got nothing to say?”

I see her jaw flex. “I need a second, okay?”

Scoffing, I sit on the end of my bed and cross my legs.

“Fine and nice,” she finally says. “That’s how you described our night together.”

Oh Jesus, is she serious?

“River, for God’s sake. It was one night. We had a good time. What is your problem?”

“You are!” she bellows.

Whoa.

“Okay, okay. River, what is this really about? I can’t believe your ego is this fragile. You’ve probably bedded more women than I’ve had hot dinners. We were a fleeting moment in the grand scheme of things.”

She paces the short distance of my cabin. “Was it bad? Was I bad? Didn’t you enjoy it?”

I’m momentarily gobsmacked. The River in front of me now is the same one I saw the other night. Vulnerable.

“River. Look at me.”

The force of my voice gets her to stop pacing. Everything about her is immaculate. She doesn’t have a hair out of place. But her eyes—there’s panic there. Desperation.

“We had a great night. Both of us had fun. When I said it was nice and fine, I didn’t mean to take anything away from our time together. Trust me when I say it’s me, and not you.”

She rolls her eyes and huffs.

“Listen to me, River. I love sex. But for me, the best sex is when I’m with someone who I’m really into on an emotional level. It’s just how I work. But finding those connections is hard. Dating sucks, so sure, on occasion I grab a quick hookup, like you do. I get off and have fun.”

“But we did things. Like really naughty stuff. I just…I gave you my best moves and you only found it nice?”

“River, why is this bothering you so much?”

“Because it’s my thing, Cleo. I’m shit at most things in life, but not that. Because…” She stops, struggles. “Because I’ve never cared before. If someone said I was ‘fine,’ I’d shrug and move on. But with you, it matters. And I don’t know why, and it’s driving me insane.”

Wow, does she really weigh her worth by the women she can please?

“River, it’s not about you. I promise.”

She puts both hands on her hips. “So, what I’m hearing is that if we dated, got to know each other and then had sex, it would be better. I’d be better?”

I don’t even know how to respond to that.

“Is that the top and bottom of it?” she asks.

“River, you don’t date. That’s what you said, right?”

“Not usually,” she mumbles.

“So this wouldn’t be real. It would be a way to make yourself feel better. How does that sound like a good idea?”

She slaps her palms on her thighs. “I can’t get you out of my head! Not your words, not your face. I couldn’t have sex with the woman at the bar—”

“You managed pretty well in the showers last night,” I shoot back.

There’s the jaw flex again. “I felt gross after. I crossed a line with a crew member, and it didn’t even help because all I could see was you. Even when I was with her, I was thinking about you.”

My chest tightens. “River—”

“I know how this sounds,” she cuts me off, running a hand through her hair. “I know I sound like every player who’s ever fed you a line. But this isn’t about my ego. Or it’s not just about that.” She stops pacing and looks at me. Really looks at me. “I’ve never felt like this before. Like I can’t breathe properly when you’re around. Like something’s missing when you’re not. It scares the shit out of me, Cleo.”

My breath catches. This isn’t the cocky River from the bar. This is real.

“So what are you asking for?” My voice comes out quieter than I intended.

“A chance. To figure out what this is. I don’t know how to date someone. I don’t know if I’ll be any good at it. But I want to try. With you.”

“River. You. Don’t. Want. A relationship!” I all but shout. Reining in my frustration, I stand and face her. “You aren’t just suddenly going to change who you are, and I don’t want you to. Equally, I promised myself no more sailors, and I made that promise before we slept together. This isn’t just about you!”

She steps towards me. “Tell me. Let’s get it all out on the table.”

“I got my heart broken by a sailor. She was just like you. Didn’t want commitment until we met, and then she was all-in. The problem was, she was in all her crewmate’s knickers too. I don’t want to be with a player, and River, you are a self-proclaimed player.”

River’s quiet for a long moment. “I don’t want to be her. The woman who hurt you. I don’t want to be that person.”

“Then don’t be.”

“I don’t know if I know how not to be,” she admits, and the vulnerability in her voice catches me off guard. “But I want to try. That has to count for something, right?”

Her shoulders sag and she scrunches her eyes shut. “Shit. Fuck, I’m the worst. Like the literal worst. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

There’s the River who has no self-esteem. I’d usually think she was full of shit and it was a part of an act, but it’s not. I’ve seen glimpses of this River over the past few days.

“River, you’re not the worst. Misguided, yes. But not the worst.”

“I’m sorry, Cleo. I feel like I’m going nuts.”

“I can’t stop thinking about you either.” The words are out before I can stop them.

River’s head snaps up, eyes wide.

“I should say no,” I continue. “Every logical part of me is screaming to say no. You’re a self-proclaimed player. I swore off sailors. This could blow up in both our faces.” I take a breath. “But the truth is, I’m tired of always playing it safe and ending up alone anyway. And whatever this is between us…I want to find out what it is too.”

“You’re serious?” Her voice is barely above a whisper.

“I’m terrified,” I admit. “But maybe that means it’s real. So yes, I’m willing to try. One day at a time.”

Another step forward. She’s so close. All I’d have to do is reach out and grab her shirt.

“This could be good for both of us,” she murmurs, and I know she feels a shift in the air as much as I do.

I raise an eyebrow. “I think this is more about you than me.”

There’s that grin. The one that got me into this mess in the first place. “Yeah, that’s fair. But maybe we both need this.”

“Maybe,” I concede. “But if we do this, we do it honestly. This isn’t about sex or proving points. The second I feel like I’m just a box you’re ticking, I’m out. And I mean it, River—I won’t give you a second chance.”

Her gaze softens. “I get it. And…same goes for me. If you’re just waiting for me to fuck up so you can say ‘I told you so,’ that’s not fair either. We both have to actually try.”

That stops me. She’s right. I’ve been so focused on protecting myself that I hadn’t considered—I could hurt her too.

“Fair,” I say. “So we’re both taking a risk here.”

“Yeah. We are.”

She reaches out an arm, waits for me to give her the green light. I nod. Her touch is warm on my forearm.

“I won’t play games with you, Cleo. That’s why I came here this morning. Yesterday in the shower felt too close to playing games, and it made me feel horrible. Talking to you about how I’ve been feeling isn’t something I find easy. But with you…it’s different.”

“Maybe next time don’t bark orders at me. I was this close to walking the other way,” I say, holding up my thumb and forefinger.

“Sorry. I’ve felt off kilter, and I’ve struggled to get control. I’m always in control.”

“Oh, I know.” A moment of silence passes. “So…how do you want to do this?”

“Well, how about I take you on a date?”

“Where? We’re on a tin can!”

She grins. “Hey now. River ‘Romeo’ Dawson doesn’t shy away from a challenge. Let me plan something. Tomorrow night?”

Blowing out a final breath of resistance, I embrace my decision. “Tomorrow night. Now, though, we have work, and none of this will be discussed.”

“Aye, aye. Understood. I think that goes for telling Kit and the gang, too.”

“Oh definitely. We both have a job to do, and I do not want our private business broadcast across the ship.”

“Agreed. Plus, WO Benson would absolutely use it to get me into the shit. He hates me.”

“Noted. So…we’re doing this?”

What am I doing?

River gives me one of her best lopsided grins. “We are. I’m going to date the shit out of you, Cleo Carter.”

What the hell have I just got myself into?
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Okay, so that just happened. We gave each other a small smile after I boldly declared I’m going to date the shit out of Cleo. My heart’s still racing. What the fuck did I just agree to? Dating. Me. River “I don’t do relationships” Dawson.

I have no clue how to do that, fyi. Well, not in the way she would want. I can do a few hours of romance in order to get her into bed, but that’s strictly forbidden. Rightly so, because I’m coming to learn that side of me isn’t all that great.

Don’t get me wrong, I love sex, and I love women. But I wonder if I’ve been a little too cavalier with both. After the way I’ve felt these past few days, I can only imagine what some of the women I’ve fucked must’ve felt like after I so casually dismissed them, or literary snuck out of their room to avoid any interaction. I arrogantly thought they’d be grateful for a night of orgasms and wouldn’t give a shit. Like that woman in Portsmouth—what was her name? Sarah? Sophie?—who’d asked if I wanted to grab breakfast. I’d made up some bullshit excuse about an early shift and was out the door before she’d finished her sentence. The look on her face…I’d pushed it out of my mind. Told myself she was fine with it.

Was she though?

I’ve been an idiot!

I was thinking about it all last night. After the shower incident, I headed straight for my bunk and drew the privacy curtain. I felt Kit, Boot, and Cheddar’s eyes on me. They know I’m going through something right now, and no doubt it has them worried. Kit had even knocked on the frame, asked if I wanted to talk. I’d told her I was fine.

I wasn’t fine.

As I lay there staring at the top side of my bunk, I started to feel angry. Angry that Cleo had made me feel so messed up. Irrational, I know. No one is responsible for my state of mind except me. But I wasn’t being rational. I’d actually thought about marching to her cabin right then. Demanding she explain why she’d got under my skin like this. What gave her the right to make me feel so…unmoored?

Thank fuck I didn’t. That would’ve gone brilliantly.

I’d just crossed a line with a crew member, after having a failed hookup in a bar, and all because I couldn’t get Cleo Carter and her assessment of our night together out of my head.

That led me to this morning, where I found myself marching to find her. No clue what I wanted to say. I just knew I had to get it off my chest. I needed her to understand what she was doing to me.

Which led to our discussion in her cabin. I hadn’t planned to date her. Or anyone. Ever. But as the idea formed, the more obvious it became that it was the perfect solution.

Until the conversation was over, that is, and now I’m outside her cabin waiting for her to grab whatever kit she needs to get this interview done. Now…I think I’ve made a colossal mistake, and I’m possibly on the verge of a panic attack. My chest is tight. My hands are clammy. I wipe them on my trousers for the third time. What if I can’t do this? What if I try and it’s not enough? What if Cleo realises I’m exactly what she thought—a player who can’t change?

What the bloody hell do I know about dating? Nothing. Zero. Not just dating, but seriously dating. Cleo made it clear she wouldn’t tolerate games, and I agree.

There’s a reason I don’t date. People are messy. They fuck each other up with their own baggage. Relationships look fun on the outside, but dig down and most of them are garbage. Sniping and sarcastic comments replace loving words. Days spent snuggled together get fewer and further apart. Instead, it ends up with two people sharing a space but nothing else.

I’ve seen it. My parents, for one. They stayed together “for the kids,” but by the time I was a teenager, they barely spoke. Mum would make dinner. Dad would eat in front of the telly. They’d sleep in the same bed but might as well have been on different continents.

That’s what relationships become. Why would I want that?

My chest rises a little faster as I contemplate the decision I’ve just made. Cleo told me she had her heart broken by a shitty partner who probably is a lot like me, and yet I still convinced her to give this a shot. And for what? What am I really trying to prove? It can’t just be about my ego and sex, right?

No, I think I’m…curious. At the possibility that having a close relationship can alter how sex feels. It can’t be like that for everyone, but it is for Cleo. She needs to feel an emotional connection, and I want to be the one to try it with her.

Don’t ask me why her, or why now. Is it the red hair? The sharp wit? The way she looked at me like she could see right through my bullshit? Or is it just that she’s the first woman who didn’t fall for my charms, and my ego can’t handle it?

No. It’s more than that. It has to be.

If I knew that answer, I wouldn’t have just promised to give dating a go.

With the admiral’s daughter, of all people. If I fuck this up, I’ll more than likely torpedo my career, too. No pressure.

I’m lost in my mind when someone stands directly in front of me. By the smell of his odorous cologne, I know it’s WO Benson. Snapping back to reality, I come face-to-face with the man.

“Dawson, haven’t you got something better to do than loiter in the passageways?”

Of course, Leading Hand Grey is a few feet behind him. I’d love to wipe the smug smile off her face one day. She’s been gunning for me since day one. Every mistake I make, she’s there to report it to Benson. Every success, she tries to take credit. I’d respect the ambition if she wasn’t such a backstabbing twat about it.

“Yes, sir. I’m waiting for Ms Carter. She should be out momentarily.”

It seems my answer isn’t what he wanted to hear. No doubt looking for an excuse to get me on latrine duty or something.

“Ah yes. You managed to get out of a full week’s worth of night shifts.”

Holding back the scoff I have forming in my throat, I take a beat before answering. “Ms Carter requested my help this week, sir. I was told to be at her disposal.”

The door behind me clicks open, and Cleo steps out looking lovely. She’s wearing practical cargo pants and a T-shirt, but somehow still makes it look like she’s just stepped out of a fashion show. Her delicious red hair has been scraped back into a low bun.

“Good morning, Warrant Officer Benson.”

“Ms Carter. How are you settling in?”

“Oh, perfectly, thank you. I have to say, offering Dawson up as my guide was brilliant. She’s just the person for the job. It seems you know your crew well. I’ll be sure to pass on my experience to my father, he’ll be very happy to hear you know the value of your sailors.”

It takes everything in my power not to snigger. WO Benson offered me up as punishment and nothing more. It’s not like he can admit that, though.

And Cleo knows it. She’s playing him like a fiddle, and it’s fucking brilliant.

He schools his features well, but he can’t stop the rising crimson tide washing over his face right now. “Of course. Dawson is a fine sailor. I knew she’d be the right person for the job.”

I bet that physically hurt him to say.

Cleo offers him a brilliant smile. “Perfect. Well, we must get on. I have a long list of things to get through. Have a good day, Warrant Officer.”

“You too Ms Carter. Dawson.” He flicks his gaze to me and then leaves. I stare down Grey until she’s out of sight.

“Come along, Dawson.”

I dutifully follow Cleo. She’s commandeered the officer’s lounge to conduct her interviews.

“Hey, hang on,” I say just before arriving. “You didn’t get any breakfast.”

I totally rear-ended her plans this morning.

“I can wait until lunch,” she replies, stepping into the lounge.

“No. It’s hard enough navigating all the ladders and walkways on a full stomach. You need fuel. Please let me fetch you breakfast.”

The ship is huge, and if we end up doing any amount of exploring, she’ll get tired fast without food in her.

“Fine. I’ll get set up.”

Bolting out the door, I set out to do a bit of hunter-gathering. Suddenly, the only thing I want to do is make sure Cleo is taken care of. It makes no sense to me, and I should probably question my sanity or go for a full physical to make sure I’m not ill or anything.

This isn’t me. I don’t fetch breakfast for women. I don’t worry about whether they’ve eaten. I don’t…care.

Except I do. With Cleo, I do.

With every step I take, I feel my confidence return. The weird mood I’ve been carrying around lifts. For the first time in days, I don’t feel like I’m drowning.

Cheddar is waiting to grab her breakfast, so I piss everyone off and cut in beside her. “Morning, sunshine.”

She looks at me with questioning eyes. “Morning. You’re…chipper.”

I shrug and smile. Yes, I’m still a little freaked out by the arrangement Cleo and I have made, but not enough to douse my mood.

“It’s a nice day. Benson can suck a dick, and Grey can gobble a bag of balls. I’m off night shift. Got a relatively stress-free day ahead. Yeah, I’m happy.”

Grabbing a tray and two plates, I stack eggs, sausage, bacon, and toast. Followed by two mugs of coffee. That will keep us going for the day.

“Hungry much?” Cheddar chuckles.

“I’m taking a plate for Cleo. We’re doing the interview today. She didn’t get breakfast.”

Cheddar eyes me a little more. “You good, Riv? Last night—”

“I’m fine. I promise. Just had something to work through, but I’m all squared away.”

“It’s more than just last night, mate. You’ve been off for a while. Anything I need to worry about? Anything you want to talk about?”

Cheddar knows me better than anyone. She knows it’s unlikely I’ll want to talk. But I appreciate the offer anyway. Maybe further down the line I’ll tell her what’s going on. But not now. I promised Cleo to keep things just between us. No way I can fuck things up this early on. It feels wrong, keeping this from Cheddar. We tell each other everything. But I can’t fuck this up before it even starts. Cleo needs to trust me, and that means keeping my mouth shut.

“I know where to find you,” I reply. “Up for some Xbox tonight?”

Her concern is replaced with childlike joy. “Hell yeah. Kit and Boot are on nights, so it’ll just be the two of us.”

“Perfect. I’ll see ya later.”

The food is almost cold by the time I get back to Cleo. I should’ve just asked the officers’ chef to prepare something for her. No doubt she gets the perks of her dad’s station.

Shit. I should’ve thought of that. Some “date the shit out of you” I’m turning out to be. Can’t even manage to get her a hot breakfast.

The food temperature doesn’t seem to bother her though, because she’s tucking into the bacon like it’s the last batch on Earth.

“Bacon fan?”

While I’m laughing, Cleo stops mid-bite and blushes. It’s cute.

Something in my chest loosens. This is easy. Natural. Just two people eating breakfast and talking about bacon. Maybe I can do this. Maybe it doesn’t have to be complicated.

“Sorry. Bacon is my downfall.”

I wave my cutlery around, dismissing her apology. “Never apologise for loving bacon. There would be a mutiny on board if we ever ran out. It’s universally loved.”

For the first time in days, I feel my stomach lose enough tension to enjoy eating again. I can’t believe I’ve been so wound up. My eyes gravitate to Cleo. This woman has somehow affected me so much, I couldn’t eat. I’ve hardly slept either. Fascinating.

Actually, it’s been shit. But now, sitting here with Cleo, watching her demolish that bacon like it’s her last meal…I feel normal again. Better than normal.

What is it about her? I know I’m a sucker for red hair, but I’ve been with plenty of women with flaming locks, and not an iota of interest past the one night of fun surfaced in me.

Is it simply the fact Cleo didn’t fall for my charms? Will we do this dating thing and find out I’m no different from the person she met that night? I just simply had to conquer her. Ew, that’s not a nice thought. However, I need to be realistic. My track record isn’t indicative of someone with deep emotions.

“You’re staring at me.”

Cleo has finished her breakfast, whereas I’ve still got half a plate. “Sorry, I was just thinking.”

Licking her lips, she wipes her mouth with a paper napkin. All the time, her eyes are on me. “Are you having second thoughts?”

“No. I guess I’m a little nervous. Are you?”

She laughs, but it sounds choked. “Only every ten seconds or so.”

Oh, well, that’s not good.

But also…kind of reassuring? At least I’m not the only one freaking out.

“But I want to try, River. God knows why, but I do.”

“It’s my smile, isn’t it?” I smirk. “You’re a sucker for the lopsided grin.”

“I see your confidence is coming back.”

Piling two sausages between my toast, I take a giant bite. “You like confidence,” I respond through my food.

Cleo grimaces. “Chew and swallow first, please. And yes, I like confidence. But there’s a difference between that and being cocky. One I like. The other not so much.”

Washing down my sandwich with some coffee, I let her words filter in. “I get that, and you might have to be patient with me. It’s like a natural state for me. Being cocky, that is.”

She looks amused. “I’m well aware.”

“But,” I say, holding up my index finger, “I promised I’d give this a real shot. So, if my player makes an appearance, it’s totally involuntary.”

She chuckles, and I like it. “Like I said earlier. I don’t want you to change who you are, River. If you’re being authentic with me, then you do you.”

“And you’ll be authentic with me? Tit for tit and all that, Ms Carter.”

“There will be no tits in the equation for some time, Dawson. But yes, I’ll be authentic.”

I already like what I see with her. She’s fiery and passionate. I know there’s so much more to see. But that goes both ways.

What if there’s nothing more to see in me?
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It’s not as easy as I thought, switching from personal to professional. Not when River has an effortless way of injecting a flirtatious tone into every sentence.

This is going to get complicated.

“Time to get serious, Dawson. Are you ready to start the interview?”

Her cocksure body language tells me which River I’m going to get. It’s not going to be the sweet, vulnerable woman I’ve come to like. No, this is Romeo Dawson. The one who leaves a woman at every port. It’s amazing how she slips between personalities with such ease. It makes me wonder which one is true. Is the vulnerable River real, or is Romeo Dawson all there is?

If it turns out she’s not, our “experiment” will be short-lived. I meant what I said to her. I don’t want to change her into someone that fits me. She is who she is. I know there is no advantage to bending someone to your will. It never works and makes everyone miserable. But that doesn’t mean I’ll stick around for someone who will inevitably leave and break my heart.

I’m realising there is a lot more at stake for me in this. I’ve kept my heart closed for a long time. River has somehow got under my skin, and I’ve given her access to a part of me I’m not sure is ready to be seen.

Pushing aside my worry, I focus on the task at hand.

I set up my recorder and notepad, trying to ignore the way River’s lounging in the chair like she owns the place. Professional, Cleo. This is professional.

“Right. Let’s start with why you joined the Navy.”

She grins. “The uniform.”

I don’t look up from my notepad. “I’m serious, River.”

“So am I. Have you seen me in dress whites?”

“River.”

“Fine, fine.” She shifts, and I catch a glimpse of the vulnerable woman from this morning before the cocky mask slides back into place. “I wanted to serve my country. Make a difference. All that noble stuff.”

I raise an eyebrow. “That sounds like it’s straight from a recruitment pamphlet.”

“Because it’s true.”

“Is it?”

Her jaw flexes. “What do you want me to say, Cleo? That I signed for the paycheck? The money is brilliant.”

“The truth. Why are you really here?”

“I just told you.”

“No, you told me what you think I want to hear. Or what you think will sound good in print. I’m asking what actually made you sign up.”

She leans back, arms crossed. “Maybe I like blowing things up. I’m a Weapon Engineer. It’s in the job description.”

“You’re deflecting.”

“I’m answering your questions.”

“You’re giving me nothing.”

“I’m giving you plenty.” That grin again. “In fact, I’d be happy to give you more. Later. In private.”

My cheeks heat, and I hate that she can still do that to me. “This is a professional interview, Dawson.”

“Is it? Because I’m pretty sure we agreed to date. That’s not very professional.”

“We also agreed to keep personal and professional separate.”

“Right. My mistake.” She doesn’t look remotely apologetic. “So, what’s the next question, Ms Carter?”

I grit my teeth. “What’s the most challenging part of your job?”

“Keeping my hands to myself when you’re around.”

“River!”

“What? You asked.”

“I asked about your job. Your actual job.”

She sighs, and for a moment I think she’s going to give me a real answer. Then: “The hours. Definitely the hours. Hard to maintain a social life when you’re deployed for months at a time.”

“And by social life, you mean…”

“Exactly what you think I mean.”

“So you’re saying the Navy interferes with your ability to sleep around?”

“I prefer ‘meet interesting people.’”

“Is that what you call it?”

“Among other things.”

I set down my pen. “You’re not taking this seriously.”

“I’m taking it very seriously. You’re the one who keeps bringing up my sex life.”

“I’m trying to understand who you are as a sailor, River. What drives you. What you’re passionate about.”

“I’m passionate about a lot of things.” Her eyes drop to my mouth, then back up. “Want me to make a list?”

“I want you to answer my questions honestly.”

“I am being honest.”

“No, you’re being evasive. There’s a difference.”

She’s quiet for a moment, and I think I’ve finally got through. Then she leans forward, elbows on her knees, and gives me that lopsided grin. “You’re sexy when you’re frustrated, you know that?”

I close my notebook. “We’re done.”

“What? Come on, Cleo—”

“I said we’re done. This isn’t working.”

“Because I won’t spill my guts for your article?”

“Because you won’t be honest with me. About anything.”

That lands. I see it in the way her expression shifts, the cocky mask slipping for just a second.

“I am being honest,” she says, quieter now. “This is who I am.”

“Is it? Or is this who you want me to think you are?”

She doesn’t answer. Just stands, shoves her hands in her pockets, and heads for the door.

“River—”

“I’ll see you later, Cleo. For our date. I’ll try to be more…honest.”

And then she’s gone. I learned nothing about her as a sailor. Well, nothing past surface level.

It was strange, though, because I could see her struggling. Again this wall dropped, and she hid behind a persona she’s crafted over many years.

If it were anyone else, I’d see the red flags and run a mile. But she intrigues me. I know there is more to River than she wants the world to see. That’s the person I want to know personally and professionally. But how do I get her to open up to me without the constant retreat?

I need to type up my interview notes. They’ll be a backup in case I can’t get another Weapon Engineer to sit down with me. I hadn’t planned on interviewing more than one person per job sector. However, River’s answers just won’t cut it. This article needs to stand out. Entice new recruits through the passion these sailors possess for their jobs. Granted, not all the crew on HMS Queen Elizabeth are here because they couldn’t think of doing anything else with their lives. The money will be all the motivation they need. It’s the impression River tried to pass off in her answers, but I’m not buying it.

Regardless of that, it’s my opinion those sailors are far and few between. That is what I want the article to reflect.

I’m halfway done typing up the interview when my phone rings. The name brings a smile to my face.

Honor Blackwood has been my best friend since university. We were paired on an assignment for the university paper and hit it off immediately. She’s outgoing, opinionated, and confident. She’s the only person who can pull me away from work and get me to relax.

She’s also the person who held me together when the ex cheated. Who showed up at my flat with wine and terrible rom-coms and let me cry until I couldn’t anymore. I owe her everything.

“Just checking you haven’t drowned yet,” she says as soon as the line connects.

Smiling, I shake my head. “Nope. Still alive.”

“How’s it going? I thought you would’ve called by now, Cleo. Shame on you making me worry.”

I tut. “I sent you a text yesterday. You didn’t reply!”

“Oh shit. So you did,” she cackles. “My bad, honey. I was entertaining a lovely gentleman and lost track of reality.”

Honor has a healthy sex life. Unfortunately, she feels the need to share the details with me. I’ve asked her to refrain many times, but she’s yet to desist.

Last month, it was the barista from her local coffee shop. Before that, a musician she’d met at a pub. Honor collects lovers like some people collect stamps, and she’s equally enthusiastic about cataloguing the details.

“He’s a trainer from the gym.”

“Since when do you go to the gym?” My voice goes up an octave in sheer surprise.

“Since I walked past and saw his fine arse through the window.”

Ah, I should’ve known. The likelihood of Honor joining a gym for health reasons is as likely as me marrying a man.

“You’re bad, Honor Blackwood!”

“I’m thoroughly fucked, Cleo Carter. I suggest you give it a go.”

The minute pause between her saying that and me formulating an answer is all Honor needs. She’s got this uncanny ability to read between the most miniscule of lines, and fill in whatever it is you don’t want to say. Damn it. I should’ve known better than to pause. Honor can read me like a book, even over the phone.

“You got laid!”

“Must you use that term?”

She snorts down the line. “Laid, slammed into the mattress, went to pound town. Whatever term you want to use, it happened. Didn’t it?”

“Maybe.”

“With a sailor?”

Fuck, fuckity, fuck. “Possibly.”

“Ha! I knew it. I’ve just won a tenner. I told Maggie you wouldn’t be able to hold out.”

For reference, Maggie is the paper’s secretary and my other best friend from university. She’s the biggest gossip and rivals Honor’s pathological need to know everyone’s business. The pair of them together are a menace, but I love them dearly.

“Betting on my sex life is sad.”

“Betting on your sailor kink just bought me a pint at the pub,” she retorts. “So, out with it then.”

I’m not getting out of this. “It was just a one-night stand.” That turned into a two-month close-contact situation. Oh, and I’m now dating her.

“More. Give me more, Cleo. I know you’re hiding something.”

I relent and tell her the whole story. From my night with River to the interview I just conducted, and everything in between.

Honor interrupts three times—once to say “You didn’t!”, once to laugh so hard she snorts, and once to demand I repeat the part about River saying she couldn’t breathe properly when I’m around.

When I finish, Honor is silent. I think I’ve rendered her speechless.

“Bloody hell, Cleo.”

“Yeah.” I sigh. “It’s a mistake, right? Trying this whole dating thing.”

“I mean, it’s unconventional, I guess. Are you sure you’re going to get as much out of it as her?”

“Not one bit. I just can’t explain it, H. My brain knows I should be running in the opposite direction. She’s a player. She’s never lied about that.”

“But she wants to try something different with you?”

“That’s what she says.”

“Can you trust what she says?”

Trust. That’s the word, isn’t it? The thing I crave in a partner. Once trust is broken, I think it’s nearly impossible to get back. My ex proved that. She’d sworn she wasn’t sleeping with anyone else. Looked me in the eye and lied. And I’d believed her, right up until I’d walked in on her with someone else.

Maybe that’s just me. I’ve had one too many important people break my trust to give an impartial opinion.

As far as I know, River hasn’t lied to me. She’s honest about who she is, and she certainly had the ovaries to open herself up a little and tell me how she was feeling. That was her trusting me, so I should give her the benefit of the doubt. Do I sound really judgey on my high horse?

I sometimes feel it. It’s not like I’m perfect. I have a shit ton of baggage with my dad. River might take a close look and decide I’m not worth it.

“You still there, honey?”

“Sorry, sorry. I’m here. Although I should warn you I won’t be in range for mobile signal soon. We’ll have to communicate via WhatsApp. I get thirty minutes of satellite time once a week, so I’ll send you the details you’ll need to sign in to a secure network.”

“No problem. But back to the issue at hand.”

“You know me, H. I’m sceptical and find it hard to trust. Especially sailors.”

“But?”

“I think River is genuine. There’s a connection between us.”

Honor hums. “And you’ve vetoed sex?”

“Not entirely. I just took it off the table for now. It was the only way I could semi-guarantee she wasn’t just trying to get in my pants to prove she’s a—”

“Fantastic fuck?”

I chuckle. “Crude, but correct.”

“Thing is, Cleo, you’ll be in close quarters for weeks. It’s going to be like dating on steroids. What’s your usual sex vs. dating rule?”

“You mean how many dates do I want before hopping into bed?”

“Exactly.”

“I don’t have a rule. I go on how I feel, I guess. It’s been so long since I dated anyone, though, Honor. One-night stands have been enough.”

“Clearly not anymore. Keep in mind you’ll get close quickly. It’s inevitable being together 24/7. Don’t get hung up on the idea it’s too fast. Plus, there is something to be said for connection between the sheets.”

“Meaning?”

“Sex is important. Not the most important, I know, but you need to know if you’re compatible. Not just in an emotional way, but physical too. The sex was good, right? The night you met?”

“Yes, it was. Not as earth-shattering as River believed.”

It was good. Really good, actually. River knew exactly what she was doing. But there was something missing—that spark, that connection that makes sex transcendent instead of just…pleasant.

“Damn. I can only imagine how that hit her ego.”

Yeah, it did. I feel bad.

“It hit hard. I wasn’t trying to hurt her feelings though.” I may have been a little careless in my words when she confronted me. I’d said “fine and nice” like it was nothing. Like our night together was forgettable. I hadn’t meant it that way, but I can see now how it must have sounded to someone who prides herself on being unforgettable.

“Part of me was pissed she assumed I was there for her. But on the flip side, I was honest. You know me, H. I need the intimacy for sex to be explosive.”

“Sure, sure. But that’s what this thing is about, isn’t it? She’s never had sex with someone she cares about.”

“So she says.”

“And you want to be loved.”

Oof, right in the heart with that one.

“I mean, I don’t need a woman to fulfil me,” I say in protest.

I feel the eye roll over the line. “I didn’t say that. But you do want to be loved, Cleo. Which, I may add, is perfectly okay to want. I know your arsehole ex did damage, honey.”

Sighing, I lean back and tilt my head to the ceiling. “I may have let that particular incident shape how I see the world.”

There’s no may have about it. Getting cheated on changed my view on relationships. I was already desperate not to be like Mum. I don’t mean that horribly. I just never wanted to be the woman who got walked all over.

Mum stayed with Dad through everything—his affairs, his emotional distance, his constant criticism. She made herself smaller and smaller, trying to be what he wanted, and it still wasn’t enough.

I swore I’d never do that. I’d never lose myself for someone else.

“Don’t let your ex take up any more of your energy, Cleo.”

“I haven’t thought of her in a while.”

“Until River came along. Let’s be honest. You judged River on your ex. Understandably. But it’s my guess she’s showing a different side to the player she was on the night you met. Otherwise you wouldn’t be entertaining the idea of dating her.”

I have, haven’t I? Every time River flirts, I see my ex’s wandering eye. Every time River deflects, I see my ex’s lies. But River isn’t her. River’s been honest about who she is from the start.

“True.”

“Therefore, there might be something to this. Give River a real shot. Don’t self-sabotage by assessing every little thing she does, looking for trouble.”

That’s a fair thing to say. I’ve definitely been doing that.

“I’m surprised you’re so supportive. I thought you might shout at me, if I’m honest.”

“Cleo. River is the first woman to make you spin out in years. In a good way. You’re feeling something again, and I’m all for that. I want you to be happy, honey. There’s more to life than work.”

My throat tightens. This is why I love Honor. She doesn’t coddle me or tell me what I want to hear. She tells me what I need to hear, even when it’s uncomfortable.

“God, I hope this doesn’t blow up in my face.”

“Me too. I hope she’s awesome and fucks you silly.”

Laughing, I reply, “Me too, H. Me too.”

We wrap the call up a few minutes later. Honor promises to save the ten pounds she won from Maggie until I’m back in London. “We’ll share the spoils,” she said.

No longer in the mood to type, I decide to get changed and head to the deck a little earlier than expected. I can get a light jog in before WO Benson starts the PT session. A little adrenaline will help clear my head.

Honor is right, I need to go into this thing with River fresh. She promised to give me her all, and I need to do the same. Who knows, she could turn out to be exactly what I’ve been looking for.

I’ve not let myself think that way about anyone since the ex. I still question whether everything I’m feeling and have agreed to is due to the odd circumstances in which River and I met. Not forgetting our circumstances now.

Hell. Maybe that’s what I need: something that makes absolutely no sense on paper.
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River


The interview didn’t go well. I choked. Instead of giving heartfelt answers I spewed some bullshit I’d read on a poster in the recruitment office back when I signed up. Oh, not forgetting the idiotic shit I said about picking up women. It was awful. I don’t know what happened. Cleo must think I’m a shallow asshole.

My relative state of calm after our heart-to-heart this morning is gone. I’ve replaced it with anxiety instead. How am I going to do this if I keep messing up? It’s like my brain shuts down anytime I have to be genuine.

I promised Cleo I wouldn’t tell anyone about our arrangement, but I think I might have to walk that one back. Instead of shoving things to the back of my mind, I think I need to talk. Everything is far too new to do that with Cleo. My chest feels tight, like someone’s sitting on it. I keep replaying the interview—Cleo’s face when I deflected, the way she closed her notebook, the disappointment in her voice. I fucked it up. Again.

I need to go to the only person who knows me as well as I know myself. Cheddar.

We’ve got an Xbox session on the agenda this evening. A nice chilled few hours where I can—try—to open up to her. It’s unlikely I’m going to succeed at this dating malarky without some help and guidance. Granted, Cheddar isn’t the pinnacle of dating success. She resembles me in that manner, but she’s definitely more in touch with her feelings. Ideally I’d talk to Kit, but Cleo might actually murder me if I do that. I told her I wouldn’t tell anyone. Looked her in the eye and promised. And here I am, less than twelve hours later, already planning to break it. But what choice do I have? I can’t do this alone. I’ll just…not tell Cleo. What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her. Right?

My work assignment today is the upkeep of the missile system. It should keep me busy for the whole day, which is a relief. A few hours of respite from the insanity in my head is needed. When I’m working, I know what I’m doing. Systems, checks, protocols—it all makes sense. There’s a right way and a wrong way, and I’m good at it. No emotions, no second-guessing, no wondering if I’m enough. Just me and the job.

It should help me formulate whatever the hell it is I want to say to Cheddar.

I’m satisfied with my productive day. All systems are green—we’ll have no issues if we need to use the ship’s missiles anytime soon. It’s a part of the job I love. Pure satisfaction of a job well done. I also got to work with Pecker. His name is Pete Milford, but he earned the name Pete the Pecker when he got absolutely slaughtered at his passing out parade celebration and streaked the training ground, giving everyone a view of his manhood. For once, he earned a moniker that isn’t an insult. Even as a lesbian, I was impressed with Pete’s pecker size. He wears it like a badge of honour, as he should. Hilariously, even the officers call him Pecker most of the time.

Pete is a great guy, with a great sense of humour. He doesn’t take life too seriously, but is shit hot at his job. When we’re paired together on an assignment, we always get shit done.

I’m looking forward to a hot shower and an easy night. Cheddar is already in the lounge when I finally finish soaking and dress in my sweatpants. I’m officially off the clock.

Cheddar has two beers open and several packs of Wotsits piled on the coffee table. We need to be careful not to burn through our alcohol ration too quickly. Benson would cream his boxers if we abused the privilege. No doubt he’d ban us entirely from drinking on board, even if the captain allows it. Kit would also lose her shit because she’s the one responsible for the key to the fridge. I’m guessing Cheddar rifled through Kit’s unmentionables to retrieve it, and sneaked our beverages for the evening.

“Hey, you ready to get your ass beat on Mario Kart?”

I scoff. “Dream on, Ched. You’re yet to take me down once. I’m the reigning champion of the entire engineering staff.”

“I’ve been practicing,” she mumbles through a fistful of Wotsits. Those orange fuckers are the reason she never, and will never, beat me on any Xbox game. Cheddar would rather have her hand in the bag than on her controller.

I take a large gulp of beer and settle in. We have four rounds of Mario Kart before Cheddar throws a hissy fit and demands we change the game. As expected, she lost every race…badly.

We’re deep into a Call of Duty campaign when I feel the need to unburden myself to Cheddar. I’d kept any thought of my agreement with Cleo at bay for the majority of the day, but now I’m relaxed, my mind is hauling it back to the surface.

I side-eye my friend a few times. My heart’s hammering. This is stupid. Why am I so nervous? It’s just Cheddar. But talking about feelings isn’t something I do. Ever. My mouth is dry, my palms are sweating, and I’m seriously considering just keeping my gob shut and pretending everything’s fine.

But I can’t. Not this time.

“Okay, what’s going on? I can feel you looking at me every fart’s end, and it’s annoying as hell. Have I got something on my face?”

“Aside from a ton of cheese dust?”

She rolls her eyes and brushes a hand over her mouth, doing nothing to rid herself of the powder, which has possibly stained her face. I make a mental note to get a picture of that before the night’s end.

“Seriously, are you okay? What happened last night? I know something was bothering you, Riv.”

Phew, here it is. The moment where I, River Dawson, voluntarily speak about emotions and feelings. It makes me feel kind of weird and gross.

“Yeah, something was up with me last night, and…and I want to talk about it.”

I resist the urge to get up and walk out of the lounge when Cheddar’s eyebrows hit her hairline in surprise.

“Okay,” she finally responds. “You know I’ve got your back, mate.”

My mouth is suddenly dry, so I sink the rest of my beer. I could do with another one, but Kit really will skin my hide if we raid the fridge again.

“I…we…fuck. Okay. Look, it’s a little complicated.”

Cheddar furrows her eyebrows. “Riv, seriously. What happened?”

So I do. I word vomit everything that happened last night and this morning. I tell her—awkwardly—how I’ve been feeling about my night with Cleo, her reaction and my response to that.

I can’t say silence falls because we’re on a massive ship. It’s never silent, but there is a lack of noise coming from our mess. Cheddar is looking at me like she’s trying to solve a Rubik’s Cube.

“Fancy saying something?” I laugh, trying to lighten the mood.

Blowing out a puff of air, Cheddar reclines in her seat. “You just said more words in a few minutes than in our entire friendship, Riv. Give me a minute.”

She’s staring at me like I’ve just told her I’m joining the circus. Or maybe like I’ve grown a second head. I can practically see the wheels turning—trying to reconcile the River she knows (the one who doesn’t do feelings) with the River sitting in front of her (the one who just admitted she cares about someone).

“Bit dramatic. I talk all the time.”

“Never about this sort of stuff. I mean, I thought you loved the bachelorette lifestyle.”

“I do!” I protest instinctively before taking a breath. “I did. Seriously, I can’t explain it to myself, so no chance of getting you to understand. Cleo is different for some reason.”

“Enough to change who you are, River?”

I shrug. “Maybe the playgirl isn’t who I am anymore.”

She cocks her eyebrow. “Really?”

It irritates me. Does she not think I’m capable of growing as a person? Do I think I’m capable? Fuck, I’m irritated at myself, not Cheddar. Of course she’s questioning me…I’ve been questioning me.

Another shrug. “I don’t know, but I want to find out.”

“And Cleo is all on board with this…”

“Dating experiment.”

“Right…dating experiment.”

“It took a bit of convincing.”

Cheddar lifts her second eyebrow so now both are at the top of her forehead, displaying her utter shock at my madness. “River, convincing someone to date you isn’t a great start.”

“Only because she’s been hurt before…by a sailor. I get it, but I know she feels something for me too. At least attraction, even if it’s surface-deep.”

“And that’s enough for you to chuck away your rulebook?”

A frustrated sigh whooshes from my mouth. “I don’t know, Cheddar, but what else could I do? She’s in my brain like a fucking parasite!”

Chuckling, Cheddar drains the rest of her drink. “Interesting way to describe your…whatever she is.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do, I’m just messing with you. But on a serious note, aren’t you worried? I mean, what if this little experiment of yours only reinforces that you prefer to hit ’em and quit ’em? What if Cleo develops real feelings for you?”

“What if I develop real feelings for her? Ever think of that?”

Placing a hand on my shoulder, Cheddar softens her look, which makes my skin itch. I don’t want her feeling sorry for me.

“I didn’t mean to offend you, River. Look, I’m just surprised, but you’re right. This could be something good. Just…be careful, yeah?”

“I will. You can’t tell anyone, though, okay. Not even Cleo.” I wince. “I sort of told her I wouldn’t let anyone else in on our agreement.”

Cheddar’s face says it all. I’m an idiot. I know I’m an idiot. But I needed to talk to someone, and Cheddar’s the only person I trust with this. Cleo will understand. Probably. Maybe. Fuck, I hope she doesn’t find out.

“For fuck’s sake,” Cheddar mutters to herself. “Fine, my gob is sealed.”

Grinning, I pull her towards me and kiss her forehead. “You’re the best.”

“Ew, get off me.” She swipes a hand across the place I gave her a wet smackeroo and then wipes it on my sweatpants. “So, what’s the big plan for a date? Hate to break it to you, Riv, but His Majesty hasn’t suddenly started incorporating five-star scran in the dining hall.”

Cheddar is right. It’s not like I could take Cleo for a meal, even if the galley did serve luxury food. Not without being interrupted, anyhow.

“I reckon if I called in some favours, I could get something decent cooked for us. We could eat in here.”

“And what about everyone who’ll want to chill in the mess?”

“Call in more favours, I guess. I just need it clear for a couple of hours. It’s not like we’re going to be getting hot and heavy on the couch.”

“Yeah, about that. I mean, are you really okay with the no sex policy?”

“Cheddar, we go away for months on end, and I don’t have sex. This is no different.”

She scoffs at me and shakes her head. “You’re delusional if you believe that, mate. You’re going to be getting to know her on a personal level. There will be flirting because you can’t help yourself. At times she’ll flirt back. Maybe she’ll even give you a snog or two. You’re telling me you can just walk away from the possibility of taking it further, no questions asked?”

“Firstly,” I say with a degree of indignation, “I’m not an arsehole, Cheddar. I’ve never pressured or got the arse if a woman has said no to sex and I won’t start now. Consent is everything.”

I’ve seen too many blokes think they’re owed something just because a woman smiled at them or agreed to a drink. That’s not how it works. If someone says no, you respect it. End of. I don’t care how much I want Cleo—if she’s not ready, we’re not doing it.

She rolls her eyes. “I didn’t mean it like that—”

“Certainly sounded like it. I don’t want to sleep with anyone if they aren’t one hundred percent into it.”

“Okay, okay. Sorry. But the fact still remains that you‘re gonna be horny as hell and have the woman you’re craving a few cabins away.”

Cheddar isn’t totally wrong. Cleo pushes all my buttons, and I would love nothing more than to sleep with her again. But I told her I wouldn’t play games, and I’m going to keep to that. I want to know what it means to have sex with someone you care for.

“Sex is on her terms, and I’m happy with that. Look, I know all this is weird and out of character for me.” Cheddar nods. “But I want to try, okay?”

“Alright. Well, I guess I wish you good luck.”

I grin at her, and she narrows her eyes. “I need a little more than good luck from you, Cheds.”

“Fuck, I knew I’d end up getting caught up in it,” she grumbles, causing me to laugh. Cheddar is my ride or die. I know it and she knows it.

“I just need you to keep everyone out of the mess. I’ll get to as many people as possible so they know to stay away, but—”

“Ah fucking hell, River. You’re talking about Grey, aren’t you?”

I’m absolutely talking about Grey. Out of all of my crewmates, she’s the last person I want within a hundred feet of my date with Cleo.
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Cleo


The sun is relentless as I run the length of the flight deck, trying to keep up with the group currently being tortured by WO Benson. He’s been screaming at them for the past hour—calling them weak, pathetic, a disgrace to the uniform. One sailor stumbled during a sprint, and Benson made the entire group start over. Another asked for water, and he added ten more minutes to the session. He told me I didn’t have to work at their level, but that was never an option. I don’t like special treatment because my father is the Admiral of the Fleet, and that’s what Benson’s offer boiled down to. He’s shit scared of pushing me too hard and it reflecting badly on him.

Interesting how he doesn’t seem to mind pushing his sailors to the point of exhaustion. Considering this was just supposed to be a run-of-the-mill PT session, I’m wondering why he’s barking at them as if he’s their training officer from HMS Raleigh. He’s in the zone and I admit I don’t like what I see. Adding this to the way he spoke to River earlier this morning, I’m inclined to believe WO Benson isn’t a very nice man. He revels in his limited power. Leading Hand Grey worships him and hangs on to every word he says. She’s been echoing his insults, mimicking his stance, even copying the way he crosses his arms when he’s berating someone. It’s like watching a shadow. Or a cult member. I’ve seen this before—people who latch onto authority figures and absorb their worst traits, thinking it’ll earn them favour. Unfortunately, I think she’s picking up his teaching habits too, which won’t make her particularly popular with her crewmates.

My view on them both, is possibly tainted by my…intrigue with River. It doesn’t take a sleuth to see the trio aren’t best pals. The investigator in me wants to find out the reason WO Benson dislikes River so much.

Maybe after I’ve got my breath back, that is. Right now, I need to concentrate on drawing oxygen into my lungs and muscles. The other crew members are lying on their backs panting heavily. A few have their hands over their faces, which makes me believe they’re brushing away tears. I can fully understand it, I’m so exhausted I want to cry too.

“You’re all pathetic,” Benson calls. “Same time tomorrow, and I expect better. Dismissed.”

He doesn’t spare anyone a second glance as he marches off, with Grey hot on his heels. A sliver of discord wraps around my natural bullshit antenna. There’s something not quite right here. I mean, doesn’t Grey have her own job to do? She can’t be assigned to Benson. He’s nowhere near the rank to afford those privileges. Hell, he isn’t even an officer. I get that he’s a higher rank than most of his crewmates, but even then he’s not Warrant Officer 1, which is the highest rank before officer training. He still has another rung to climb before he’s at the top of the ladder, crewman-wise.

I’ve done my research. Warrant Officers have authority, but they don’t have personal assistants. They don’t have people following them around like lapdogs. Grey should be working in her own section, doing her own job. Instead, she’s glued to Benson’s side. Why? And more importantly, who’s allowing it?

Also, now my brain is latching on to this train of thought, didn’t River tell me Benson does the bunk inspections in the morning, and issues disciplines if not up to standard? If I’ve got my facts right, Benson is stepping way over the line. Bunk inspections are typically handled by section leaders or officers. A Warrant Officer 2 shouldn’t be doing morning inspections and issuing disciplines. That’s not his job. So why is he doing it? And why is no one stopping him? Either the officers don’t know, or they don’t care. Neither option is good.

The idea of contacting my dad flitters across my mind, but I quickly dismiss it. Getting the admiral involved is too much. The captain would be the right choice. Even so, I won’t go to her with only a theory. I need some proof there is something shady going on.

I’ll start with a casual chit-chat with River and her bunkies. If anyone will spill the tea, it’ll be them. I can’t imagine River having any loyalty towards a man who has it out for her.

Shaking my head, I disperse my thoughts and head to get cleaned up. After that PT session, I could do with a session with a masseuse, but the tepid water of HMS Queen Elizabeth’s showers will have to suffice.

[image: image-placeholder]


My mind wanders to tonight’s date when I think of her. Admittedly, I’m intrigued as to what she’ll come up with. My guess will be a dinner in the mess. There aren’t many other places we could go without being watched or interrupted.

Whatever she does, I’m excited about it. I know it’s stupid. I don’t understand how I let myself agree to such an idiotic plan. I know better than anyone that a player doesn’t suddenly wake up and change who they are. I’ve been in a situation that proved it… Yet I’m now dating River ‘Romeo’ Dawson. I swear to God, I must’ve been dropped on my head a few times as a child, because I make no sense.

How should I dress this evening? I can’t exactly walk around the ship in a dress. Even my pantsuit would make me stick out. Then again, wearing comfortable and pragmatic clothes doesn’t scream date, does it?

Yoga pants and a sweatshirt will have to do. I don’t think River will mind. I doubt she has many date clothes stuffed in her locker. Another reminder of how stupid this idea is slams into my chest. Of course River won’t have any date clothes hidden away, because she doesn’t date. All her civvies will be for hookups on shore leave. I don’t like the thought of that at all.

Sick of overthinking, I whip through my beauty routine—if that’s what you call slapping on some moisturiser, and blow drying my hair. I have another hour before River…picks me up? Not quite the first date door service I expected, but then again, none of this is in my realm of reality. Honor might be onto something. Maybe I do need to try something a little out of the box.

I’m trying not to get ahead of myself. One date doesn’t mean we can build a relationship. I’m half expecting River to call the whole thing off after tonight, once she realises dating still isn’t what she wants. She’ll be polite about it. Probably say something like “I gave it a shot, but it’s not for me.” And I’ll have to smile and nod and pretend I’m fine. Pretend I didn’t let myself hope for something more. Pretend my heart isn’t breaking.

Probably for the best. I could stop the whole thing, too, I guess. But I won’t, because my traitorous heart wants to see where this thing between us is going.

Because despite everything—despite the red flags, despite my better judgement, despite knowing I’m probably going to get hurt—there’s something about River that makes me want to try. Something that makes me think maybe, just maybe, she’s worth the risk.

Curse me and my sapphic sailor-loving ways!

Full of nervous energy, I pick up my satellite phone and call Honor. If anyone can calm me down, it’s her. The phone should be used sparingly, like for important calls to my editor, but I’m okay bending the rules this time.

“Wow, two calls in as many days. I’m honoured,” she says in lieu of a regular greeting. I roll my eyes, which I know she will “see” through the phone.

“Hello to you too.”

“You totally rolled your eyes at me. Rude, Cleo.”

I titter and my chest relaxes ever so slightly. “River will be by soon.”

“Oh yes, it’s the big first date. I can’t believe I forgot.”

“Hmm, who had you forgetting such an important event in your best friend’s life?”

“Still hitting it with my gym buddy,” she says quietly, meaning he’s still there with her.

“Have you come up for air yet?” I joke.

“Just about. But back to you. What are you wearing?”

“Yoga pants and a sweatshirt.”

“Sexy,” she chuckles.

“I can’t exactly go flouncing around the ship in a ball gown, Honor.”

“You could, but it would definitely raise suspicions, so I understand the yoga pant selection.”

A beat of silence passes. “I’m nervous.”

“Of a first date? Why?”

“Because this isn’t a typical hookup. I’m not going to sleep with her. We’re stuck on a ship together for the next several weeks. Oh, and I’m nearly one hundred percent sure I’m going to be the one who gets hurt when it all goes to shit.”

“Ah, I see the positive attitude is in full effect,” she deadpans. “Look, Cleo. You told River you’d take things day by day, so just do that. There are two possible outcomes here. One, it does all go to shit and the pair of you realise you’re meant for nothing more than friendship. Two, it works out and you find the love of your life, and let’s be fair, she has to be a sailor because your kinky little heart won’t settle for anything less.”

“I don’t know why I agreed knowing—”

“Arghhhhh, stop! You’re talking yourself in circles. You did agree, so just go for it. Cleo, River might be a player, but she’s not your ex, okay? Don’t tar her with that brush without giving her a fair shot. If she turns out to be a shit, I’ll be the first one to find her and make her regret ever talking to you.”

“…Fine. Yes, I need to stop. Okay I’m ready. Thank you, sweetie.”

“Anytime. I expect a full debrief. Don’t leave anything out.”

“I can’t keep calling my bestie every five minutes.” I laugh. “Give me a few days and I’ll see what I can do.”

“I can agree to that. Cleo…enjoy yourself, honey. Give your brain a backseat for a second on this one, yeah?”

“Yeah, I will. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

Feeling a little better, I waste some more time scribbling some notes regarding WO Benson. I write down everything I’ve observed: the brutal PT session, the special treatment he offered me, Grey’s constant presence at his side, the bunk inspections, the rank inconsistencies. I add questions: Who’s allowing this? Why hasn’t anyone reported him? What’s his endgame? Is Grey complicit or just naïve? I want to look into him a little more. Check out his service record and see who he’s friends with. My senses tell me I’m on to something, and I plan to use this article as a way to get close. I’ll find the truth, that’s a fact. Dad isn’t going to be happy if I uncover something that might damage the Navy’s reputation, but that’s how things go sometimes. I can’t ignore a potentially important story because it might upset him.

This is the eternal struggle—being the admiral’s daughter and being a journalist. Dad wants me to protect the Navy’s reputation. I want to expose the truth. We’ve clashed over this before. We’ll clash again. But I won’t compromise my integrity, not even for him.

A light knock pulls my gaze from the now chock-full page of my notebook. Closing it, I stuff it to the bottom of my bag. I’ve no reason to think anyone will come snooping, but you can never be too careful.

Opening the door, my smile freezes in place. Instead of River, WO Benson is outside my cabin grinning at me. My insides turn to ice. It’s a mere coincidence he’s here right after I finished making a list of things I want to investigate. I know that, but my body is still reacting as if I’ve been caught in the act, regardless.

“WO Benson, hello.”

“Good evening, Cleo. I just wanted to stop by and make sure you were okay after the PT session. It was a brutal one.”

At least he’s self-aware enough to recognise how “brutal” he was being.

“Of course. It was quite the experience.”

“Good, good. I was just on my way to the dining hall,” he says. I catch movement in the corner of my eye. River steps through the bulkhead closest to my cabin. She sees Benson and freezes. Thankfully, he’s still got his attention on me. After a beat, River does an about turn and disappears. Smart choice. Even I know Benson would be all up in her business, wanting to know why she’s coming to see me after hours. I’d have had to make something up, which is a pain in the bum. Crisis averted, though.

“So, would you care to join me for dinner?”

Fuck, he’s still talking to me. “Unfortunately I have plans. Maybe another night?”

I don’t want to explain what my plans are, or who with. I don’t owe him that.

“Of course. Another time. Have a good night.”

He bows his head ever so slightly, like I’m the bloody queen or something. It’s nauseating. The false deference, the transparent flattery, the way he’s trying to ingratiate himself with me because of who my father is. I’ve dealt with people like him my entire life—sycophants who see me as a stepping stone, not a person. I hate it.

He’s obvious in his motives. Benson, like Grey, is all about moving up the ladder by any means necessary. I don’t need to investigate him to already know that. I work in a cutthroat business, and people like him are a dime a dozen. I’ve met editors who’d sell out their own mothers for a promotion. Journalists who’d plagiarise to get a byline. Sources who’d leak classified information to get close to power. Benson is the same breed—ambitious, ruthless, willing to use anyone and anything to climb the ladder.

He sees me as an asset to his goals and nothing more.

I’m not widely known as the admiral’s daughter, by design. Only those I’m introduced to as his kid know our relationship. Before I stepped onto the aircraft carrier, Benson wouldn’t have had a clue who I was in regard to Admiral Carter, and I doubt he would’ve paid me the blindest bit of attention if we’d met in one of the bars in Portsmouth. Now, though, his interest is piqued. I can almost hear his inner monologue running through different scenarios of how he can use me to get in my dad’s good graces.

I count to ten after he disappears around the corner. Then I count to twenty. I’m not taking any chances. If he doubles back, if he’s lingering nearby, I need to know before I head to River’s bunk. The last thing we need is Benson putting two and two together.

Let’s hope we don’t have any more problems this evening.
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River


Not the best start to the evening, if I’m honest. The second I saw Benson hanging about talking to Cleo, I did a quick about turn and aborted mission. Bloody hell, all I wanted to do was pick her up for our first date. We’re already bordering on ridiculous by trying to have a romantic meal in the mess. This really takes the cake.

I slipped away without incident. There’s no doubt Benson would’ve collared me if he’d seen me. I’m sure he would’ve found some reason to discipline me or generally just give me a hard time, even though I have every right to be walking through the ship. More so due to my link with Cleo. After all, she could have needed me for something. Then again, I’m glad I didn’t have to put her in a situation where she would’ve had to lie.

Instead of sitting down to dinner, I’m pacing the mess, hoping Cleo is okay, and that tonight isn’t a complete bust. Maybe I should wait another five minutes and then go back to her cabin.

“River?”

I spin on the spot and come face-to-face with Cleo. She’s dressed in relaxed yoga pants and a sweater that drapes delicately across one shoulder and off the other. Her hair is up in a loose bun, and she’s never looked sexier.

I, on the other hand, am still in uniform, because as much as I want to stick my civvies on, I’ll catch the attention of every sailor on board. Civilian clothes are for shore leave only. I can get away with my sweatpants and tank top in the mess on an evening, but not skintight jeans and a top.

“Cleo, hi, you look…lovely. You look great!”

A small smile lifts the side of her lips. “Thank you. You look—”

“Like I’ve just come off shift, I know. I’m sorry. I really wanted to get dressed up but—”

“River, it’s okay,” she says, taking a step towards me. “I know it would raise too many eyebrows if you dressed up.”

I deflate. “But it’s our first date,” I say with a little whine.

Cleo chuckles at me, and I must admit it’s one of the sweetest sounds I’ve ever heard. “It is, but we’re doing things a little differently than most, so…”

“So, I should stop worrying and start wooing you, right?”

“If that’s what you want to do.”

Of course it is. If I’m going to do this dating malarky, I’ll put as much effort in as I do when taking a woman to bed. I’m going to rock Cleo’s dating world!

“It is what I want to do. Starting with a gourmet meal prepared by the King’s finest naval chef extraordinaire, Tim ‘Tadpole’ Mercer.”

“Wow, that’s quite the name.”

“And one I will happily explain when we’re not about to eat. It’s kind of gross.” I wrinkle my nose and force down the smile as Cleo rolls her eyes at me. “Would you like a seat?”

Stepping to her side, I lay my hand a hair’s breadth away from her lower back. I’m going for gentlewoman meets Jane Bond. A mix of good manners and charm, with a smidge of gentle flirtation. Nothing too strong, because I want Cleo to know I took what she said about sex seriously. This isn’t about getting in her knickers, it’s about allowing myself to really connect with her. At least try, anyway.

Walking her the two steps to the table I had set with the least shitty cutlery I could find, I pull her chair out. Cleo sits gracefully and wastes no time laying the napkin I somehow folded into a—somewhat looking—swan across her lap.

Racing around the other side of the table, I sit and take my own napkin. The action gives me a few precious seconds to calm my breathing. My eyes skirt around the mess, checking one last time for anything out of place. I called in every favour I was ever owed to set up this date. I made Cheddar a deal she couldn’t refuse. I convinced the Weapon Engineers to deep clean the mess by promising to cover their next PT session. I begged Tadpole to risk a bollocking by sneaking food from the galley.

This date is held together by favours, bribes, and sheer desperation.

Leaning over, I pass Cleo a bottle of beer. Ideally, I would have champagne on ice, but lager is all I had available so…

“Cheers!” I beam. Cleo clinks her bottle against mine and takes a swig.

The mess door opens and Cheddar steps through, holding a tray. She’s our server for this evening due to the lucrative deal she struck with me, which will have me supplying her with Wotsits for the next twenty years.

“Evening,” she says, a little out of breath. “Do you know how hard it is to sneak a tray of food from the galley to the mess? Really hard! God, I had to hide like three times.”

I glare at her because she’s completely ruining the mood. I spent hours planning this. I coordinated with half the ship. I was finally getting Cleo to relax, finally building some intimacy, and Cheddar just waltzed in like she’s on a bloody cooking show. I love her, but right now, I could throttle her.

Shit! I forgot to put some music on.

My stare must do the trick because Cheddar shuts her trap and puts the tray on the table.

“I’ll be back later with dessert. Bon Apetit.”

We watch her leave, and silence descends for a few awkward seconds.

“Did Cheddar just say Bon A-pet-tit?” Cleo snorts.

I scratch my temple nervously, because yes, my best friend did just butcher the French language to make a stupid joke…in the middle of my first date with the admiral’s daughter.

“What can I say…she’s…Cheddar. No one like her in the world.”

Cleo is still chuckling as I pull off the plate covers and reveal our meal for the evening.

“Voila,” I declare in a terrible accent. “Only the finest for you, Cleo. Toad-in-the-hole with creamy mash and gravy.”

Okay, so when I said Tadpole was the finest chef in the King’s Navy, I may have exaggerated just a little. He is a great chef though, and would’ve absolutely proved that if he had the ingredients in the galley to make us something fancy. However, as he was, and is, risking a bollocking for helping me sneak food out of the dining room, I can’t complain that he served us the same dinner as the other sailors.

Unfortunately, the favour owed to me by one of the officers’ chefs couldn’t be called in, so I went begging in the crew’s kitchen.

“Wow, this is a generous portion.”

My heart freezes as I watch her assess the plate. She’s smiling, but I don’t know her well enough to discern her taste in food. What if she’s a vegetarian? What if she hates gravy? What if she thinks toad-in-the-hole is too working-class, too common, too…not fancy enough? I should’ve asked. I should’ve planned better. I should’ve—

But then again, I wanted tonight to be a surprise for her.

Christ, this dating stuff is hard. The only thing I ever had to worry about as pre-dating River was if I could get out of the woman’s bed without waking her up, and if I had enough cash left for a breakfast bap before getting back to the ship.

“It’s not exactly—”

“It’s perfect, River. I love toad-in-the-hole. I can’t remember the last time I had it.”

“Oh, um good. That’s good then!”

Before picking up her cutlery, Cleo reaches over and lays her hand on mine, which is gripping my fork like there’s no tomorrow. “River, please relax. This is supposed to be fun, not anxiety-inducing.”

Oh, if she only knew. I’ve had anxiety since the second I woke up this morning. Trying to coordinate a mess full of sailors while working at the other end of the ship, while avoiding Benson and Grey, has been nothing short of a terrifying miracle, considering I seem to have pulled it off.

“Sorry. I guess I’m a little nervous.”

“We’re just eating together. No pressure.”

“Ha!” I bark involuntarily. Cleo’s eyebrows rise slowly. “Sorry, sorry. It’s just, for me, there is a ton of pressure.”

“Why?”

I stare at her silently for a second. How can she ask that? “Because you’re the first woman I’ve ever taken on a date. It feels pretty important I get this right, Cleo.”

She cocks her head to the side, causing her sweater to slide further down her shoulder with the movement. I’m straining so hard not to look at her bra strap and the soft skin of her shoulder that my eyes are watering.

“River, this isn’t just about you. The success of tonight isn’t on your shoulders alone. It’s not about the food, or even the setting for me. It’s about the company. First dates are fun, and, yes, admittedly butterfly-inducing, but that’s all a part of it. I just want us to talk. It doesn’t have to be about anything deep. Not yet, anyway.”

I nod my head, because I can do that. “Okay, okay. Let’s get to know each other then. We’ve got about an hour, because unfortunately, I couldn’t bribe my friends for any longer.”

Cleo laughs. “That’s a great place to start. Tell me about bribing your friends. Actually, tell me how you met them.”

My body relaxes as she gives me that smile which I’m becoming a little obsessed with. Cleo is easy to talk to and somehow knows just what to say to get me to calm down.

Taking a sip of beer, I smile fondly at the memories running through my head. “Cheddar and I met in basic training. Unfortunately, it’s where we met Grey too, but no need to bring her into it. Anyway, me and Cheds just sort of clicked. HMS Raleigh is tough, and it takes a village to get through it. Cheddar and a few other recruits became that village early on. We were up for the same specialism too, so really, we’ve been together from the moment I joined up. Kit was already on board when we joined the Queen Elizabeth. It was like kismet or something when we got bunked together. Three queer women who got along like a house on fire.”

“Wow, that’s amazing.”

I nod my head and laugh. “Boot came along and completed the set. What about you? Do you have a best friend or friends?”

Cleo grins. “I certainly do. She reminds me a little bit of…actually she’s a mix between you all, I think.”

Grinning, I hike up an eyebrow. “So she’s bonkers?”

“Oh, completely! But she’s my person. Honor is just so kind, and loving, but utterly nuts. I think she knows me better than anyone.”

I clear my throat. “Is…is she gay?”

“No, she’s an utter man-eater.” Cleo cackles. “I’ve never met someone who has such a thirst for sex.”

My cheeks warm because we both know she’s just realised what she’s said. There is at least one more person she knows who enjoys a lot of sex, and she’s on a freaking date with them.

“Um, I…”

I laugh because this is all kinds of crazy. “Don’t tell me you’re feeling awkward, Cleo Carter? Let’s acknowledge the horny elephant in the room, shall we? Yes, I’m probably as much of a woman-eater as your friend Honor is about men. There’s no denying it, is there?”

Her lip swipes across her bottom lip and I’m picking up an undercurrent of sexual tension, which is encouraging. However, I already know we have great chemistry between the sheets. Even if Cleo wasn’t as blown away as me.

“You’re right.” She grins. “You possibly are a match for Honor.”

“However,” pointing my index finger to the sky as a symbol of my sincerity, “those days are behind me.”

“River, you can’t say that.”

“Why?” I say with a little force. “We’re here on this ‘tin can’ as you put it. Dating, I might add, and getting to know each other. I won’t be with anyone else.”

“Sure,” she says slowly, which, to be honest, sounds a little condescending. “But we will dock eventually.”

“Well, yeah…and?”

She’s looking at me with confusion, as if I’m missing something…and then it clicks. “Ah,” I begin with a mirthless laugh. “You’ve put an end date on this before it’s even got started.”

“No I hav—”

“Yes, Cleo, you have. You’re expecting us to arrive back in Portsmouth to watch me hop off the ship and straight into the bed of some random woman, right?”
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Cleo


Shit, I feel my blush rush across my face. “No…I…”

I what? She’s right, isn’t she? I’ve deluded myself into thinking I was actually giving her a shot, when really I’m just waiting for our experiment to be over and for River to leave.

“Okay, okay,” she says, holding up a hand. I watch her as she studies me for a second. It’s simultaneously unbearable and fantastic to be the target of that look. River smoulders…I’m not sure she realises she does it, but her looks are enough to melt a person to the spot in an instant.

“Let’s do this.” She points her index finger at me and then…what is she doing?

“Boop.” Jabs the aforementioned index finger at…at nothing?

My confusion must be displayed across my face because she gives me a playful eye roll and starts to explain. “That was me hitting the pause button, and I didn’t know what sound to make so I booped it.”

“Oh, right.” I giggle. “Sorry, I’ve never heard a button ‘boop’ before.”

“It was a digital button,” she shoots back, making my shoulders shake with laughter. “Anyway. I’ve hit pause because I think we need to have one more chat before the date proceeds. I don’t want us to keep running around in circles, okay?”

“Okay. What do you think we need to talk about?”

“The obvious,” she laughs. “You’re reticent about this whole thing, I know that. However,” she punctuates with the same index finger that booped the air, “I told you I’m ready to try this, and I am. I admit, I shouldn’t oversell what I can offer. We both know this is a brand new concept for me, but,” she says a little more forcefully when she sees my mouth open and ready to shoot back a reply. “I give you my word I’m not taking this lightly. Granted, I came up with the whole dating concept on the fly, and hadn’t thought it through. You were right to call me out on it, and I want to reiterate that I heard you. I know your heart is not an adventure or experience for me. I won’t play games with you, Cleo. If at any point I know it’s not working for me, I promise to talk it through with you.”

She’s right, we needed to have this conversation again. “I appreciate you saying that, and it has reassured me. I…I told you a little about my past.”

She nods and waits silently.

“Unfortunately, River, I’m coming into this with an already tainted view. I can admit it.”

“Okay, so what can we do to move past it?”

I blow out a breath. “Be patient, I guess. I can’t change my mindset overnight.”

“No, you can’t, and it’s going to be equally difficult for me at times. So I think we just promise each other to check in, yeah? Take things slow, like we said.”

Nodding, I let myself breathe slow and steady. “We can do that.”

“Great. I’m going to press the play button now, and we move on.”

“Does this button ‘boop’ too?” I grin.

“It does. Now, are you ready?”

“Only because my Yorkshire pudding is getting cold,” I joke.

The banter between us is fresh and fun. River is herself, but she’s dropped the overly cocky persona, which I appreciate. Don’t get me wrong, she knows how to wield it, but in this setting I don’t want that. I want to see who River is underneath the charisma.

I could tell when we sat down how nervous she was. Especially when she uncovered the food. My guess is she thinks I’m someone I’m not at the minute. Understandable, considering who my dad is and the money he makes.

“This is delicious, River. Tadpole, or Toadstool, makes a mean Yorkshire pudding.”

“Tadpole, and yes, he does. He’s from the north and I think it was encoded into his DNA how to make Yorkie puds.”

“The sausages are nice too.”

“Richmond sausages are the staple around here.”

The simple conversation is nice. I feel comfortable with her, and I like that she can delve into a topic without overthinking it. I’m also grateful she’s not flirting. I suppose I had this image in my head before I arrived that she would be overtly flirty, like she was in the bar the night we met. It seems I really need to stop prejudging shit, because so far I’m getting it all wrong.

I came here expecting cocky River. Dismissive River. The woman from the bar who couldn’t wait to leave. But this River—the one who coordinated an entire date, who listens when I speak, who admits her own fears—this is someone I could actually fall for. And that terrifies me more than anything.

“Will you tell me how you got into journalism?”

It’s the first “serious” question since we pressed play. I recognise it as River’s way to start getting to know me properly, and I quite like the feeling it elicits inside my chest. There’s been a considerable amount of time between the last person I let in and now. Hopefully I won’t make things too difficult on myself or River.

“I’ve always loved writing,” I say, pulling myself back to the present and away from my wayward thoughts of time gone by and the hurt which hid within each passing second. “My mum would buy me a stack of writing pads for Christmas and I’d get through them all within a few months.”

“What did you write?” she asks, putting her knife and fork down.

“Everything and nothing.” I laugh. “Sometimes I’d make up fantastical stories about the snails in our garden, or about how the old lady next door was really a kind old witch.”

River’s smile blooms so widely as I speak, it catches me off guard.

“I can just imagine that,” she says.

“Then there were times I’d see myself as one of the Secret Seven.”

“Ah, Enid Blyton. My older cousin used to read all those.”

“My grandparents bought them for me. The books were a little before my time, but I devoured them and then went on my own adventures in my head. I would investigate nonsense and write stories about it.”

“Wow. All I did was make mud pies and stinky rose petal perfume.”

We laugh together, and it’s really lovely. I can’t help but sneak a few lingering stares at River in her uniform. I swear it’s a fetish at this stage.

“So how did that lead to journalism?”

“As I grew up, I continued to write, but I leaned more towards the investigative side. I think the defining moment was when…”

“When?”

Crap, I’m heading into family baggage territory. “It’s not the happiest of stories.”

River shrugs. “If you want to tell it, I want to hear it.”

“I caught my dad cheating on my mum.”

“Shit, that’s rough.”

Yeah, she’s not wrong. It was rough. It still is sometimes when I think about how our lives were turned upside down.

“I blamed myself for not catching him sooner,” I say, lost in memories.

“Cleo.”

Bringing myself back to the room, I give River a small smile. “I know it’s crazy. No kid should ever find out their dad is a cheater, let alone blame themselves for not finding out sooner.”

“But you weren’t any old kid, huh?” she replies fondly.

“I guess not. I felt like I’d let Mum down, and then myself, you know? I was the person who investigated the world, but I’d not caught on to something so glaringly obvious.”

“Was it obvious?” she asks.

“Now I think about it, yeah. It changed the way I viewed my parents.”

“Your mum too?”

“Oh yeah. I…I got angry at her for being a doormat.”

River winces.

“I know. I sound awful.”

She blows out a breath, making her lips ripple. “I think parents have a way of fucking up their kids, yeah?” She sighs, leaning closer. “I can’t judge you, Cleo, because I don’t know what you went through.”

“You sound like you have a story to tell with that comment.”

She gives me that panty-dropping grin. “Of course I do. We’re all a walking sack of bones and trauma, love.” Using her hands on the table to lean back, she laughs. “But if you don’t mind, I’ll tell you my tale of woe on date two.”

We laugh. “So you think you’re getting a second date, huh?” I tease.

The microsecond it takes River to go from playful to…smouldering vixen is astonishing. Her eyes shine and her lip curls into her trademark curl.

“I think so, don’t you?”

Ah, there’s the flirt I know. She licks her bottom lip, and I stifle a groan because I’m not a robot and River Dawson is hot as hell.

“Maybe. It depends how dessert goes.”

I didn’t mean it to sound the way it did, and neither did River if her arched eyebrows are anything to go by. I can feel the heat of embarrassment invading my face.

“Well,” she begins. Her voice is like velvet, and I can’t help but hold my breath. “It’s steamed treacle pudding with custard, so I’d say I’m safe.”

Snorting into my napkin, I shake my head. River is far too pleased with herself, but I’ll let it go. She deserves to feel good, because once again, she managed to dispel the tension with ease.

There’s a quick knock on the door, and Cheddar walks in with two bowls. “Here y’are. It’s bloody delicious. I’ve just finished a bowl. The custard could be better, but then again, I don’t think anyone can beat my grandma’s, so I’m a bit biased.”

I want to laugh all over again, because River is glaring at her friend so hard and Cheddar is completely oblivious as she rambles on about custard.

“I’d say you have about fifteen minutes before people start getting suspicious, Riv. Kit and Boot will want to chill on the couch soon, and I don’t want to lie to them.”

“They don’t know?” I ask. Even though River promised me she wouldn’t tell anyone, I wasn’t naïve enough to think that realistically extended to her bunk mates.

“No,” River replies with a shake of her head. “I’m sorry I told Cheddar, I know I said I wouldn’t.”

“Hey, it’s fine. I told Honor, so…”

“I think her head would’ve exploded if she hadn’t told me, Cleo,” Cheddar chimes in.

Laughing at River poking Cheddar in the ribs, I take a small mouthful of dessert. It really is good. “How on earth did you do all this without anyone knowing?”

“Called in some favours and told them not to ask questions.” She chuckles. “Kit and Boot are on shift, so I didn’t need to say anything to them, but Ched is right. They’ll be back soon.”

“I’ll clear this lot away,” Cheddar says, piling up the plates. We sit in silence until she leaves and I watch River deflate.

“I hope it’s not been too much of a disappointment,” she says. Her eyes flick up from the tablecloth she’s so very interested in before dropping back down again.

“River, will you look at me?”

She does, thankfully, but it isn’t without a heap full of anxiety swimming in her eyes.

“This has been a lot of fun. I’m a little bit in shock you managed to pull it off, to be honest.”

“I know a lot of good people.”

“You do. I really have had a wonderful time…and I hope we can carry on talking, and sharing stories.”

“I’d like that,” she says in a small voice that is a little heartbreaking.

“Then, I think you get a second date, if you’d still like—”

“Yes!” she declares immediately.

I laugh and she grins. “Okay then. But I think we need to talk about that tomorrow. I don’t want to complicate things with your friends barging in, so I think I’ll head back to my cabin now.”

“Can I walk you? I…I can’t drop you off at your doorstep, so this is the next best thing, right? That’s what happens after a date isn’t it?”

Fuck, she’s too cute. I’m secretly thrilled we are on a ship surrounded by hundreds of other people because if this was a date in the civilian world, I would one hundred percent invite her into my bed, even though I said I wouldn’t! But I think I’ve established I have no fucking willpower when it comes to women in uniform—and even less, if that’s possible, where River Dawson is concerned.
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River


I’ve never suffered from seasickness, but this rolling in my stomach makes me think that’s what it must feel like. I know this hasn’t got anything to do with the ocean and everything to do with Cleo and the way she affects me.

Tonight went better than expected. I was so nervous we’d get busted or the conversation would dry up. It got a little rocky at one point, but we managed to steer through it and come out the other end in a better place. The conversation gave me some clarity. I admitted to Cleo that I came to this whole idea with little thought, and up until tonight I was still freaking out over possibly making the biggest mistake ever. But…now I know Cleo is worth feeling out of control for.

I can’t predict if what she says about having feelings for someone makes sex better. Maybe it’s just a “her” thing and doesn’t affect everyone the same way. It’s possible I will develop feelings and nothing will change for me in the bedroom department, but either way I’m eager to find out…with her.

Back to the date, which is rapidly approaching its end. I’m only calling it when I’ve dropped her off at her cabin door. Ideally I’d give her a chaste kiss, but neither of us can risk getting caught looking anything other than professional. Me walking her back to her accommodation is literally what my purpose as her chaperone is, so no issues there.

I owe Cheddar big time. She’s come through for me tonight, and no amount of baked cheese puffs are going to make us even. I vow to get her laid as often as possible when we get back to Portsmouth. That woman deserves all the bar bunny fun she can have for being such an amazing friend.

“Heads up,” Cheddar calls as we’re about to leave the mess, “Benson was skulking about earlier. Don’t…you know…do anything to get in the shit, yeah?”

“Cheers, Cheddar,” I say, guiding Cleo into the main passageway.

Our date bubble is popped as the noise and vibrancy of the ship surrounds us. Crew members bustle by on their way to work or their bunks for some kip. I wish so badly we weren’t here right now.

“Shall we?” Cleo asks quietly.

God, I want to take her hand. “Sure, come on.”

Happily, we avoid running into Benson and arrive swiftly at Cleo’s cabin. The air turns awkward as we both try to figure out what to do. Cleo hovers in the doorway, fiddling with her sweater cuff. Taking a quick look left and right, I snatch a cheek kiss.

The kiss is brief, chaste, but it’s enough to make my heart race. I want to pull her back, want to taste her properly, want to show her exactly what I’m feeling. But we can’t. I wish I could take her hand.

“Good night, Cleo.”

She smiles shyly at me and I feel like I’ve won the lottery.

“Good night, Dawson. See you tomorrow.”

Lingering, I trawl my mind for something to say. “Do you need me for anything in particular, tomorrow?” is what I come up with. I don’t need Cloe to give me an itinerary or anything, and I’m not being suggestive, I’m genuinely interested in her work.

“Yes, actually, I need to talk to you about something. It’s not to do with…” She waves her hand back and forth between us.

“Okay, sure. Um…” I hesitate.

“What is it?”

I need to tell Kit and Boot what’s going on. Cheddar was right, lying to them just isn’t an option. “I…I need to tell Kit and Boot,” I blurt.

She looks at me and worries her lip. “Okay. But no one else, right?”

I shake my head. “Lips are sealed. They’re just—”

“Your family, I get it.”

Relief floods through me. “Thank you for understanding. Sleep well.”

The mess is clean of all evidence by the time I get back. Cheddar is lounging on the couch, watching the television.

“Alright, Riv?” she asks without looking my way.

“Yeah. Are Kit and Boot around?”

“Both in the bunk, I think.”

“Cool, cool. Um, would you come with me so I can tell them about Cleo?”

Finally, she looks away from the TV. “Yeah, sure. Wow, okay. You ready for Kit’s judgement? Because we both know that’s gonna happen.”

I swallow. “Yeah, I know.”

She rolls off the couch and cocks her head for me to follow her. I take a few breaths and brace myself for Kit. I’m not stupid enough to think she’s going to be impressed with the situation, for several reasons.

We step into our bunkhouse, and I close the door. Boot is lifting dumbbells like a maniac. I mean, really! She’s just been on a ten-hour shift, for crying out loud. Kit, on the other hand, is hanging about in her bra and knickers, which usually has my eyes wandering, but for once…I don’t look. I do look, literally, because my eyeballs work, but I don’t look look. It feels wrong now.

Christ, am I already changing? Pfft. Doubtful, it’s more likely I’m not as much of an arsehole as I thought I was, and have respect for Cleo and our burgeoning relationship.

“Can I have a chat?” I ask loudly. Boot grunts something and nods.

Kit pulls a T-shirt over her head and settles on her bed. “You know you can.”

“Boot, put the weights down,” Cheddar scoffs. “Seriously, take a break, would ya?”

With everyone looking at me, I suddenly remember I have to make words come out of my mouth. “I’m dating Cleo,” I blurt.

Cheddar chokes on nothing. “Bloody hell, River. I thought you’d be a little less blunt than that!”

My eyes move to Kit, who has sat up and crossed one leg over the other, scrutinising me. I know that look. It’s the look Kit gets when she’s about to deliver some home truths. The look that says she’s disappointed in me. The look that makes me feel about five years old.

I brace myself for impact.

“What does that mean?” she asks.

“It means, I may have lost my marbles the other day and confronted her about the night we slept together.”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” she grumbles.

“Anyway, she told me it was to do with her needing to connect with her partner.” I ramble the rest of the story, letting Boot and Kit know how the conversation with Cleo went down.

Boot holds up her hand. “What happened on the night you slept with Cleo? Have I missed something?”

Scrubbing my face in frustration, I give Boot the short version of my mental breakdown regarding Cleo’s less-than-stellar review of our night together. She doesn’t say anything once I’ve finished, which I appreciate.

“Hey, back to you dating Cleo,” Kit demands. “River, what the hell?”

“Hey,” I snap back. “This is why I didn’t tell you straight away, Kit. I knew you’d be weird about it.”

“No,” she says, shaking her head. “You knew I’d talk some sense into you. This is a whole new level of narcissism, River.”

Ouch.

“Kit,” Cheddar says softly. “Go easy.”

“Go easy? Cheddar, she’s literally talked a woman into dating her because she had her ego bruised. Are you kidding me? River, I love you, you know that. I love you, exactly who you are, the way you are.”

“And who am I exactly, Kit?” I grit out.

“You’re River ‘Romeo’ Dawson. You’re a shit hot sailor and a womaniser.”

“And that’s all I can be, right?”

“No, of course not,” Kit replies, rolling her eyes. “But only up to a few days ago, you had zero ambition of changing that, and I don’t think you really want to now. This is all about making yourself feel better, and I sort of get it, but to drag Cleo into it…no, River, that’s not right.”

I remain silent because I knew Kit wouldn’t like it, but I didn’t realise she’d feel like this or see me in such a basic light.

“Bloody hell, Kit,” Cheddar pipes up. “Cleo is a grown woman who made the choice to do this. That’s not on River.”

“No, you’re right, but it will be on River when she inevitably breaks Cleo’s heart. You can’t seriously think this is a good idea, Cheddar? Boot?”

I look at my friends. Cheddar looks back at me and smiles. “I think they can do whatever they want and it’s not for us to judge.”

“The only thing I’m not thrilled about is it being on board,” Boot says. “And that’s only because I don’t want Romeo to get in the shit with Benson. If he finds out, she’ll likely be shipped off to Scotland or something.”

Kit gets to her feet and slams the bed frame. “Are you all crazy?”

I think that’s a rhetorical question.

“River, don’t do this. Seriously, you’re gonna hurt her, and for what? To prove you’re good in the sack?”

My throat feels clogged with an emotion I can’t name.

“What happens when she gets serious, and you freak out? ’Coz we know you will.”

I’ve never felt a barb cut so deep. Kit has zero faith in me, and sadly, I’m not surprised. I’ve only shared Romeo with them, and very little of River. Oh, they think they know me, and to a point they do. Better than anyone in my life, but I still haven’t revealed all of myself, because that literally leads to pain. I learned that from my parents, and yes, I know it’s a bullshit cliché. Boohoo, she had a bit of a crap childhood. But that’s all I’ve ever had to work with, and it’s shaped me.

I’d love nothing more than to wake up one day, feeling free to open my heart to people, but it’s not going to happen. Not overnight, anyway. I was just glad I felt something different with Cleo. Now I’m wishing I didn’t, because apparently I’m going to fuck it up no matter what I do.

“Let’s not forget the situation you’re putting us in,” Kit continues. “It’s selfish, River. If you get caught with the admiral’s daughter, we’re all in for a bollocking. God, Benson would just fucking love it. Is a shag really worth it?”

“We’re not sleeping together,” I say weakly.

Kit scoffs. “It won’t take you long, Riv. You’ll charm her and she’ll give in like they all do.”

Wow, this is fucking brutal.

“Kit,” Cheddar barks. “You are way out of line right now. River is your fucking sister, what the fuck are you doing?”

I hold up my hand. “Thanks, Cheddar, I appreciate you saying that, but clearly Kit’s had some things she’s needed to get off her chest.”

“It’s not like that,” Kit says with frustration. “I’ve watched you sleep your way through the world’s population for years, and that’s cool.”

“Oh, glad you think so.”

“It’s cool because even though you are an egomaniac, and cocky, you’ve never intentionally hurt a woman. You’re all about consent and telling it to them straight. This isn’t that, River. Cleo doesn’t know what she’s signing up for. I mean, come on. You freaked out when a woman you had sex with slipped her number into your trouser pocket before you snuck away once. Do you remember?”

I do, and she’s not wrong. “But that woman wasn’t Cleo,” I say.

“No, Cleo is the first woman to knock your confidence. She didn’t fall for the routine, and now, whether you’re aware of it or not, you’re using her.”

Kit takes a step towards me, and I feel myself wanting to shrink back from her.

“I’m only saying this to stop you crossing a line.” Kit takes my hand and the look in her eyes reminds me that she’s always had my back and I can hear the kindness in her voice. “You’ve never wanted a relationship, River. Never in the entire time I’ve known you.”

“How will you date?” Boot asks, completely bypassing Kit’s extremely hurtful speech.

“Oh, they had their first date this evening,” Cheddar says. “It was really sweet actually.”

I close my eyes and breathe out slowly through my nose. I love how Cheddar is so chuffed with the date, but I’d really like her to shut up.

Kit sighs. “Christ, you’ve already dragged Cheddar into this?”

“Um, I’m right here,” Cheddar says. “There was no dragging involved.”

“Look, River,” Kit continues. “I’m not going to drop you in it if you decide to carry on with this nonsense, but I’m also not getting involved. I need to keep my nose clean. I can’t afford any of my shore leave being stripped off me. Not with the baby so close. I just ask you to think about the ramifications this idea will have on the rest of us.”
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Cleo


Something is off. The atmosphere is thick as butter as I step into River’s cabin, which is weird because she’s the only one in here. It’s like I can feel the weight of something hanging in the air.

River hasn’t noticed me yet, and I’m glad because I want to observe her for a moment longer. Her posture is almost rigid, and yet there is a slumped quality to the stature of her shoulders. It’s a bizarre contrast, and one I’m curious to understand.

What could have possibly happened between our date ending and now?

Fuck, she said she wanted to tell Kit and Boot about us. Did she do it?

“River?”

She jumps slightly and turns around. Her eyes have dark patches underneath them, and her hair is a fraction off of her usual perfected slicked back bun. She’s not a mess, but I can see through the starched uniform, and what I see is a woman unravelling. Something bad happened.

“River, what’s wrong?”

Like a steel shutter rolling down, she shuts her emotions away.

“Good morning,” she replies with a false, upbeat attitude. “Did you sleep well?”

Okay, I’ll play along for now. I still don’t know her well enough to figure out how to handle this version of River. “I did, thank you. Are your bunkies already on shift?”

A shadow of something passes across her face. “No, they’re just grabbing some scran. They’ll be back shortly.”

“Excellent. I’d like to talk to all of you, if that’s okay?”

“Sure.”

This is painful. I need to get her out of here for a few minutes and find out what the hell is going on. “Would you mind escorting me to the dining hall? I haven’t had any breakfast yet.”

I was far too wired this morning to eat. I woke up feeling refreshed and ready to work. My instincts are pulling me like a divining rod, because I know there is a meaty story hiding on this ship, waiting for me to coax it out, and it has nothing to do with recruitment.

Placing her beret on, River smooths down her uniform, which I can see is her way of giving herself a few extra seconds to compose herself.

“After you,” she says politely.

Her behaviour is throwing me off completely. After last night, I expected a few cheeky comments or lingering looks, but that’s not the case at all. If anything, she’s pulling away from me.

We make our way to the dining hall, which is buzzing with chatter. I see Cheddar, Kit, and Boot at a table. There doesn’t seem to be a conversation flowing, and as we walk a little closer, I can see they have the same exhausted look on their faces as River.

Kit looks up and spots us. I see her eyes widen a fraction and then her face pale. Her eyes drop to her plate and don’t move. Now, either her bacon is suddenly the most interesting thing on the ship, or she’s avoiding River.

I believe my assumption that the bunkies have had a falling out is spot on. Unfortunately, I think I’m at the centre of their disagreement, which I don’t like at all.

My presence on board was supposed to be non-invasive, not tearing friends apart. But here we are—River’s best friends are clearly upset with her, and it’s because of me. Because of us.

The guilt sits heavy in my stomach.

We each grab a plate and walk the line of hot plates. I settle for scrambled eggs on toast, whereas River has a Full English. Expecting us to head over to her friends, I’m more than surprised when River picks the closest table and sits down.

I wait until we’re both eating before I broach the issues. “River, what happened last night?” I keep my voice low because neither of us wants any eavesdroppers.

“Nothing,” she mumbles, looking at her plate and decidedly not at me.

“I’ll go and ask you friends, then,” I say, pushing my plate away and moving to stand.

Her arm shoots out and her eyes bore into me. “Please don’t.” I expected her to sound angry, but her voice holds no heat…just pain.

Sitting back down, I watch her in silence. Her hand goes to her forehead and begins rubbing it in obvious frustration.

“Do you want to go to my cabin and talk?” I offer, because the dining hall is not the place for a heart-to-heart.

River nods, shoves one last piece of sausage in her mouth and stands. I don’t hesitate to follow her. My eyes stray towards her friends, who are still eating. Cheddar is the only one looking our way, and she gives me a small nod, which I’m not sure how to interpret.

Opening my cabin door, I usher River inside before she changes her mind. She stands awkwardly as I clear off my bed and sit down. I really need to organise myself better.

“River, please tell me,” I say quietly, not wanting to startle her. She looks like she’s somewhere else entirely.

Swiping off her beret, River takes two steps over to me and sits down. There is only a handful of centimetres between us, and my heart gives a couple of extra hard thuds because of it.

“I don’t want to tell you, because I think you’ll end up agreeing with Kit. Hell, I think I agree with her, and that is really fucking sad.”

“So Kit—”

“Basically told me I was a piece of shit for dating you. I’m only good for fucking women, and leaving.”

I reel back in shock. Kit, one of River’s best friends, said that to her?

“You can’t honestly believe that, River?”

She scoffs. “Of course I do. She’s right. I asked you out because you hurt my feelings, and I’m so narcissistic I needed to prove you wrong. We both know it, Cleo.”

“Whoa, okay, let’s just take a second.” I pause, because this is a lot. River is in full self-hate mode, and I just can’t listen to her destroy herself like that.

“A second won’t change the truth. I think it’s best if—”

“No. I’m not going to let you finish that sentence.” I know exactly where she’s trying to take this conversation, and it’s not happening. “Who is in this relationship?” I ask, even though it’s not quite a relationship yet.

“Me and you,” she stutters.

“Exactly. Me and you. Not Kit, or Boot, or any other person for that matter. Now, I agree it took a little convincing for me to agree to dating you.”

She goes to say something, but I plant my palm solidly across her lips to shut her up. Her eyes widen, and if I’m not mistaken, her mouth curls up in a little smile.

“We talked it through, River. Sure, we’ve only had one date, but correct me if I’m wrong, we both decided we wanted a second. Wasn’t that the whole reason you booped the pause button? For us to talk?”

She nods her head, and I feel her calm down a little.

“Us dating isn’t about you changing who you are, River. I don’t want that. I want you to be you, however that manifests. But there is a big difference between changing and growing. Also, we have the absolute right to make different choices if something comes along that questions our normal. It’s how humans evolve. So, do you feel like you’re trying to change who you are, or are you making different choices?”

She mumbles something unintelligible under my hand. Her eyes search mine, looking for judgement, finding none. I can feel her shoulders relax slightly, feel her breathing slow.

When I lower my palm, she takes a shaky breath. “I’m making choices,” she says quietly.

And then, before I can respond, her lips are on mine. Warm, soft, and commanding. Momentarily stunned, I take an extra second to engage my body, but when I do it responds in kind, because…it’s River Dawson, and I’m inexplicably drawn to every facet of her.

Her breath hits my top lip as she exhales through her nose, and it drives me insane. Opening my mouth, I cordially invite her in to take the kiss to the next level. My insides are heating up, and the familiar twinge between my legs tells me I’m seconds away from ripping her uniform from her delicious body.

To my dismay, River brushes her tongue against mine before bringing the kiss to an end. Sitting there dazed, I have to force my eyes to focus on her. My lips feel swollen, my breath is ragged, and my entire body is humming with want.

She’s leaning back with a shy smile and her breaths a little faster than normal. She looks at me like I’m the most important thing in the world, and it makes my chest ache.

“Was that okay?” she asks. All I can do is nod. “I don’t want to have sex with you.” She beams and…what?

“Oh. Okay…”

She stifles a chuckle, but not very successfully. “Obviously I want to have sex with you, Cleo. What I mean is, it’s not my end goal, you know?”

“I have no idea what’s happening.” My body is still humming from that far too brief zinger of a kiss she planted on me.

She takes both my hands and looks into my eyes. “The reason I know you are different, Cleo, is because I’m not constantly thinking about getting you into bed. I want to talk to you, and laugh with you. That’s never happened before. Kit…Kit wasn’t entirely wrong. The girls have only ever seen one version of me…the one I allow them to see. It’s no surprise she thinks I’m being reckless, and maybe I am. Hell, I was ready to call this whole thing off a few seconds ago, but then you do that thing.”

“What thing?”

“The thing where you say something that undoes whatever shit is running through my head. I want a second date, Cleo. I want to make different choices if it means we get to spend more time together.”

“I think you know how I feel about it. But can we circle back to you not wanting to have sex with me?”

She laughs, a loud and bright laugh. “We will sleep together again, but I can promise you with absolute assurance, it’s not my end goal. It was when I suggested this, and we both know it. But after our date, something has changed. I like this,” she says, waving between us. “I want more.”

“And what about your friends?” We need to be realistic. River relies on her friends more than anyone in the world, and there will be no us if she can’t get right with them. River needs her people, and I want that for her. Honor will always have my back when things get tough. River will need the same from her family, too.

“I’m going to talk to Kit later. Just the two of us. It’s clear there are some issues we need to iron out.”

Brushing my thumb across her hand, I smile. “So, we’re still on for date number two?”

“Yes, and I have an idea.”

“Oh, do I get to know?” I’m desperately trying to push my libido back down, but it’s not easy. After all my blustering about setting boundaries where sex is concerned, I think I’m going to be the one to push them, and River will be the one to reinforce them.

The irony isn’t lost on me. I came on this ship to investigate a story. Instead, I’ve found myself falling for a woman who makes me forget my own rules.

And the worst part? I don’t think I mind.

“I’m not going to say, until I know I can pull it off. Now, do you want to tell me what you wanted to talk to me about?”

Oh Jesus, the whole Benson thing. God, I need to focus.

“Yes, I do, but you need to move away from me because I‘m distracted.”

She cocks her eyebrow and grins at me. “Why, Cleo Carter, pull your head out of the gutter. We’re going steady.”

I snort and push her playfully. She slides to the end of my bed, which opens up a foot between us. Ideally, I’d like her a few metres away, but we haven’t got a lot of space to work with.

Shaking my head, I get into reporter mode. “Benson,” I say. River furrows her eyebrows. “Would you feel comfortable telling me why he has such a grudge against you?”

She rubs her palms up and down her thighs several times. “Um, it’s not going to make me look great, to be honest.”
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River


I can’t catch a fucking break. If it’s not Kit reaming me out, its emotional conversations with Cleo, which strip me raw and churn up my emotions, or it’s about a bloke who really fucking hates me because I can’t keep it in my pants.

“No judgement here,” she says.

“Right. Let’s see if you still feel the same after I tell you,” I grumble. “I’d just joined the Queen Elizabeth. It was maybe a week or two after, I think. Anyway, I went out with Kit and Cheddar to a club. One of our usual hangouts.”

Cleo nods and gestures for me to keep going. I really don’t want to.

“I picked up a woman and went back to what I thought was her place.”

Cleo’s eyes get a little wider, and I can see the conclusion she’s coming to.

“We had our fun,” I continue, “and I was in the process of leaving the next morning when I ran into someone in the hallway.”

“Benson,” she says matter-of-factly.

“Right, Benson. Turns out the woman was his younger sister.”

“Okay.”

I chuckle. “Not okay. He was livid, but I swear I had no idea who she was.”

Cleo tips her head slightly. She does it when she’s puzzling something out and is ready to ask a question. “Was she underage or something?”

“Fucking hell, of course not. No way! I might be a tit most of the time, but I’m responsible where age and consent are concerned. No, she was most certainly over twenty-one.”

“So, Benson was just pissed because…”

I shrug. “I’d railed his little sister, and he’d be reminded of that every time he saw me at work, I suppose.”

“Right,” she says, looking off to the side. “And was he in charge of your bunk inspections before that incident?”

“Um, no. Why?”

She doesn’t answer me straight away. This line of questioning wasn’t what I was expecting. As far as I know, Benson isn’t going to feature in Cleo’s article. Maybe she’s changed her mind.

“Do you have evening rounds, too?”

“Most evenings, but not with Benson. It’s the Officer of the Watch who conducts them.”

“Is that the same for the rest of the crew?”

“Cleo, what’s going on?”

She huffs. “Don’t you find it odd that a Warrant Officer is conducting morning rounds?”

“I haven’t really thought about it. It’s a bit beyond my pay grade, to be honest.”

Cleo nods. “Okay, but now I’ve made you aware, what do you think?”

She’s not wrong. Benson isn’t an officer and normally wouldn’t have that kind of responsibility. “Alright, I’ll bite. Yeah, it’s out of the norm.”

“Especially,” Cleo begins, her voice quieter, “if your bunks are the only ones getting extra rounds.”

“You think Benson is targeting me and the girls, specifically?”

“Isn’t he?”

“No, he does rounds on two other bunks as well.”

Cleo grabs her notepad. “Can you tell me who is in those bunks?”

I list off the crewmates, and she writes them down. This is all a bit weird, but I can see Cleo feels she’s on to something I’m clearly not seeing yet.

“Ruby Mitchel is in one of the cabins Benson inspects?”

“Yes,” I say slowly.

“Any other queer people?”

“What are you getting at, Cleo?”

Flinging her notepad to the bed, she frowns. “I’m not sure yet. I’m looking for a pattern, I guess. Benson should not have the power to conduct rounds, or issue punishments the way he is. Am I right in saying he’s denied shore leave before?”

“Well yes, but I presume he gets the okay from an officer.”

“But you can’t be sure?”

“Cleo, I tend to stay away from the guy, not check up on him.”

“Hmmm. That’s what I thought,” she mumbles to herself. “Do you think Cheddar and the girls will speak to me about him?”

“I can’t see why not, although I’m not sure they will tell you anything I haven’t.”

“That’s fine, I just want to cover all my bases.”

“You really think there’s something going on, don’t you?”

Cleo bites her lip. “I feel it in my gut, River.”

“And my gut tells me your dad isn’t going to like you snooping.”

“No, he won’t, but I also know he wouldn’t want his sailors mismanaged. I’m not doing this to piss him off. I’ve still got an article to write, which I have every intention of doing to the best of my ability. But…I can’t ignore this. The whole Benson situation is wonky. Not even mentioning Grey.”

“You think there’s something going on with her too?”

She taps her chin with her index finger. “How many WO’s do you know with their own personal assistant? Because that’s what Grey comes across as.”

Once again, she’s not wrong, although I just figured Grey’s arse kissing played into Benson’s God complex, which is why he’s allowed her to stick to his side like glue.

“Who is Benson’s superior officer?” she asks, snapping back into investigating mode. It’s super sexy.

“Lieutenant Hardman.”

“Is he close to Benson?”

“I’ve no idea, Cleo. Seriously, I don’t get involved in anything above my station. The ship’s politics isn’t something I want to get involved in.”

Cleo nods. “Okay. I can find out easy enough.”

I watch her as she mulls through whatever thoughts are going through her head. I’d like to kiss her again, but I’m not sure I could pull back a second time.

While Cleo works through her new topic of interest, I allow my mind to fill with the memory of our kiss. Maybe I shouldn’t have done it or at least waited until I wasn’t feeling so emotional.

The thing is, I wanted to kiss her last night and couldn’t. Today offered me the chance, and I took it. Her words soothed me and made me feel like I’m not a total dickhead of a person…because that’s how I felt after talking with Kit.

Kit. Ugh, I need to have it out with her. We’ve never had a…discussion? As intense as that. I’m still not sure how I feel about what she said. Not because she was wrong, but because of how easily she said it to me. The heat in her voice as she eviscerated me. Have I held our friendship to a higher standard than she has? I’m questioning whether we’ve been as close as I thought all this time.

“Do you need me for anything else?” I ask.

“No, no. I’ve got an interview to get to, but I’d like to swing by later if that’s okay. Do you know Kit, Boot, and Cheddar’s work schedule?”

“We all have two days off after today. Kit and Boot will be back in the lounge around 08:00 hours.”

Nodding, Cleo slides a little closer, and my pulse skyrockets immediately. “I’ll see you later then?” she murmurs.

Instead of leaning in, I wait for her to make the next move. Which…she fucking does! Little fireworks shoot up through my chest as she claims my lips. The kiss is sensual but doesn’t hint at going any further, which I’m happy with. Leaving Cleo for the day off the back of this sort of kiss is more than satisfactory.

We pull apart simultaneously and laugh because we both have stupid grins on our faces. A small part of me worries how easily we’re slipping into each other. How easily I find being around her without freaking out, and how much I want to be with her…physically. For the first time in my adult life, I don’t want sex to be the thing that connects us. Yes, I still feel a tad…not upset, but bruised that Cleo didn’t have the same experience as me when we first met, but it’s such a tiny part of me now, I know deep down I’m not dating her to prove something anymore. I’m not using her, and I need Kit to understand that.

“I’m going to go,” I say softly. She nods wordlessly, and I heave myself away and out of her cabin door. I fumble with my beret as I put it back on. The passageway is clear except for one other person.

“Hey, we’re on the big guns today,” Ruby calls.

“Cool, um, do you know where Kit is?”

“Yeah, she’s already on deck. She and Boot are on the other big guns.” She laughs.

We begin walking, and I can’t help but look over my shoulder towards Cleo’s cabin. Of course, she steps out and sees me with Ruby. My face must convey my discomfort because she gives me a small wave and a smile.

Phew. Cleo isn’t holding my shower escapade against me or Ruby, thank God.

Once we’re both kitted in our overalls, we head for our work placement for the day. I really enjoy checking the 20mm Vulcan cannons. They are top of the line and impressive as hell. Everything on the ship has regular maintenance checks, so we’re ready to go at the drop of a hat. Being a weapons engineer means I get to work on all the coolest shit and on all areas of the ship.

I spot Kit and Boot at the second turret. “Ruby, would you be super offended if I swap out for Boot? I need to talk to Kit.”

“No sweat. As long as it’s not because of what happened?”

“Between us?”

“Yup.”

Laughing, I knock on her shoulder with my fist. “We’re good, Ruby.”

“Then send the delicious Boot over here.”

Laughing my way over, I signal for Boot to chat. She’s happy to work with Ruby because she has a low-key crush on her and I know she hates tension, so she’ll want Kit and me to work our shit out quickly.

Kit looks up and I see her stiffen. I can’t tell if she’s pissed at me or embarrassed about our dust-up.

“Hey, I’m with you,” I say. “We need to talk.”

She glances around the deck and gives me a look, because the deck of an aircraft carrier is not the quietest of places for a chat.

“After this,” she calls, and I agree. We spend the next couple of hours checking every inch of the guns and filling out paperwork. When lunch time rolls around, I take Kit by the elbow and guide us back to our bunk. There’s no danger of Boot interrupting because Ruby asked her if she wanted to grab chow, so Boot will be on her like a fly ’round shit. Cheddar never comes to the bunk at mealtimes, so it’s just the two of us.

“So,” I say, not sure how to start.

“River, I’m so sorry,” she blurts. “Fucking hell, I was vicious with you, and I feel like crap.”

That’s one way to open the conversation.

“It felt pretty rough,” I reply. More than anything I want to wave her comments off, but I can’t because they hurt.

“I love you, Rome. You know that, don’t you?”

Nodding, I strip off my overalls and sit on my bed. “I do, but—”

“No buts, Rome. I was already stressed out as fuck by the time we chatted last night, and I let all my frustration out on you.”

“Okay, but you still said some things I think we both know you’ve been harbouring for some time.”

She sighs and drops her head to her hands. “Okay, let’s get real. There are times I find you frustrating as fuck, River. Your behaviour does affect us.”

“I know it does, and for what it’s worth I never meant to make you feel like this.”

“It’s Benson,” she says, and my ears prick up. “He’s just looking for another reason to take our shore leave away, and I can’t let that happen again, River. I want to see my niece and…there might be a certain lady waiting for me at home, too.”

“Is there now?”

“Yes, but I’ll fill you in on her later. The point is, being reckless was fun a few years ago, but not so much anymore. He’d just reamed me out before I came back to the bunk, so when you told me about Cleo, I snapped.”

“What did he bollock you about?”

“Nothing,” she sighs, “really nothing, he was just looking for someone to be a dick to.”

“Kit, I need you to know, I’m not leading Cleo on. Don’t get me wrong, I understand why you think that’s the case, but please trust me when I say there’s something different about her. It goes beyond my bruised ego and libido. I…I can talk to her, and we have some things in common.”
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I know I’ve interrupted as soon as I step through the door. Kit is on her bed looking at River, and River is on her bed looking at me. I’m several hours earlier than predicted, but I just couldn’t wait any longer to talk to them as a group, and I figured lunch was as good a time as any. I saw River and Kit go into the bunk, so I followed them. In hindsight, I should have realised River was probably going to have a chat with Kit about last night.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I say, but River waves me off.

“It’s fine, we were just talking.”

Kit looks from River to me and back. She looks like she’s trying to puzzle something out.

“I wondered if now was a good time to have that discussion,” I say to River, who bobs her head.

“No time like the present. Let me go to the dining hall and grab the other two. Might as well do it as a group.”

“Do what?” Kit asks, breaking from her inner musings.

River stands and walks towards me. “Cleo will explain. I’ll be back in a minute.”

She’s gone before either Kit or I can say another word. I’m suddenly aware of how quiet the room is. Turning back from the door where my gaze instantly followed River and her lovely bum, I meet Kit’s eyes and offer her a smile.

Then I realise I’m actually a little pissed at her. Remembering River’s whole demeanour this morning and how she laid into herself because of what Kit said, hits me with a jolt.

Stepping further into the cabin, I sit on River’s bed. Kit is still staring at me silently, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s waiting for me to comment. She’s about to get her wish.

“I’d like to have a word before River gets back, if that’s okay.”

She sighs and nods. “Sure.”

“River told me what happened between you last night. To some degree I appreciate your concern, and I know you were looking out for me, which I find a little odd, to be honest.”

Kit frowns. “Why would you find that odd?”

“Because I’m not your best friend. If anything you should have been giving me ‘the talk,’ warning me not to hurt River.”

“We both know—”

“Nothing,” I interrupt. “We both know nothing because this is something brand new to her. I’m not a stupid woman, Kit. I know exactly what I’m getting into with River. We spoke at length about it, and yes, it started off with River having a bruised ego, but I saw past that. I saw underneath all the bravado and bullshit. We’re not promising each other anything, but we are going to try, and I know it’s not under ideal circumstances. I’m aware of the consequences and so is she.”

“What about for the rest of us?”

“That’s what I want to talk to you all about, but for now I need you to understand the damage you caused last night, Kit. Not to me or my relationship with her, but to your friendship. She was devastated this morning.”

Kit shifts forward. “She really spoke to you about it? Like properly?”

“Yes. She doesn’t find opening up easy, but she did this morning. She let me in.”

Kit taps her thigh with her fingertips in silent contemplation. I’m happy to give her some time.

“Okay, that’s new,” she finally says. “River doesn’t talk about things, ever. It’s like drawing blood from a stone, so the fact she’s opening up to you is new and very out of character.”

“Have you ever considered the character she presents to you is just one layer of a very complicated person? Because that’s what I’m sensing.”

“I think you’re right. We’ve just been in the same routine for so long, it threw me when she said she was suddenly giving up the bachelorette ways of life to date. I just saw red flags…for both of you.”

“Understandable, because I saw them too when she first started talking about us dating. We both have baggage, and we both know it’s a one day at a time situation.”

Rubbing her forehead, Kit blows out a big breath. “I was way too harsh on her.”

“That’s for you two to discuss and move past. I just want you to know, she’s not strong-arming me into anything. I want to try this with her.”

Standing from her bed, she walks over to me and drops into a crouch. “Okay, then it’s time I did give you ‘the talk.’ She’s like my sister, and I love her. Please don’t hurt her, otherwise you’re gonna have a ship full of pissed off sailors after you.”

I grin and chuckle. “Aye, aye. Heard loud and clear.”

Noise from the hallways alerts us to River, Cheddar, and Boot’s imminent arrival. River narrows her eyes when she sees Kit crouched in front of me.

“Everything alright?”

“Absolutely,” I reply. Kit stands and makes her way over to River and pulls her into a giant hug. Boot and Cheddar exchange a look before grinning and piling on, too. There is a chorus of banter, laughter and playful scuffles before the group breaks apart and head to their respective beds.

It’s easy to see why these women are so close, and I’m more than happy to see the small rift between Kit and River close. I’m sure they will need a bit more time to forget, but they love each other, and that’s a bond not easily broken.

“So, why did River drag my arse away from my lunch?” Cheddar asks. She reaches into her locker and brings out a bag of Wotsits.

“Are you single-handedly keeping Walkers afloat?” I joke.

Cheddar gives me a cheesy grin. “Probably.”

“Enough about Cheddar’s weird crisp obsession. What’s going on?” Kit asks.

“Cleo has tapped into her inner Suranne Jones,” River says seriously.

Boot looks me up and down. “Nah, she’s too femme for Gentleman Jack.”

“I’m talking about Vigil,” River replies with a roll of her eyes.

“We’re not on a submarine,” Boot shoots back, looking increasingly confused. As am I. How they get anything done when they constantly wander off into these weird little side conversations is beyond me.

“I wasn’t being literal, Boot.”

“Maybe I can take it from here,” I interject before they carry on and we get nowhere. “I’m investigating something—”

“Oh, like Detective Silva, Suranne’s character,” Boot announces with a smile.

“Exactly. I think there’s something odd going on, and I think you four can help me.”

“Sounds exciting,” Cheddar mumbles through a mouth full of cheesy puffs.

“It’s to do with WO Benson,” I say quietly. They all exchange looks but remain quiet.

“I need any information you can give me. Who is he close to? Does he have a problem with anyone else on the ship?”

“Well, he reamed me out earlier for no bloody reason,” Kit says.

“Apart from Grey kissing his arse, the only other person I see him spending time with is Lieutenant Hardman,” Boot chimes in.

“How do you know that?” River asks.

“Ruby was moaning about it earlier, actually. Apparently, she got a bollocking off of Hardman for not having her beret on straight enough and Benson was there with him. She said they’re two peas in a twatty pod.”

“Sounds about right,” Cheddar comments.

River mentioned Hardman this morning as being Benson’s superior officer. He must be the one giving Benson free-range on the unofficial bunk inspections.

“River gave me a list of cabins Benson inspects in the morning. I’ve compiled a list of sailors who are in them. Can you look them over and mark anyone you know personally?”

“So more than colleagues?” Kit asks.

“Exactly.”

They spend the next ten minutes passing the list around and making marks against fellow sailors. When it arrives back to me, another one of my suspicions is confirmed. The bunk areas Benson is targeting all have at least one queer sailor attached to it. Now, I know it’s not enough to prove what I think is going on, but it’s a start.

“Is there a queer officer on board?”

River looks to the side, searching her memory bank. “Lieutenant Pierce is gay, I think.”

“Oh, he is. He has a husband,” Cheddar confirms.

I make a note of his name. “Thank you, that’s really helpful.”

“You think Benson is a raging homophobe, don’t you?” Kit asks matter-of-factly.

Weighing up my options, I decide to tell them where my line of enquiry is heading. It would be super helpful to have more boots on the ground, so to speak. They have the ears of their crewmates and might be able to get more information out of them than me.

“I can’t say for certain without proof, but yes. When I first heard of Benson doing bunk inspections I was curious. I may not be completely up to speed with all things Navy, but I know enough to spot inconsistencies. Add that to his campaign of terror against you guys, and now I find out other sailors who identify as queer, then yes, I think there is a pattern of homophobia.”

“But his sister is gay,” River speaks up.

“It doesn’t mean he agrees,” Boot says with a shrug.

“Boot is right. We don’t know how he is with his sister. I’m just following the evidence. Even if I’m proved wrong, Benson is still being given power beyond his rank. I’m right in saying the Officer of the Watch is the person who should be doing rounds on an evening, right? That’s what you told me, River.”

She nods.

“Yeah, that’s right. It’s not every night because sometimes shit is happening, but usually that’s how it goes,” Kit says.

“So, for some reason, Benson is being allowed to inspect and punish his fellow crewmates when it isn’t his job. Why?”

They look between them, with questioning eyes.

“From what I’ve gathered so far, no other Warrant Officer is doing what Benson is.”

“We have two other Warrant Officer class 2 aboard. Benson is the only one in the engineering department,” River says.

“Yeah, but we have Warrant Officer Ripley who is a class 1, so why hasn’t he said anything?” Cheddar asks.

“That’s what I intend to find out. There are several people on this ship who should be aware of what’s going on. If they are, I want to know why they haven’t put a stop to it.”

“Are you sure you want to do this?” River asks. “I’m not saying it’s right, but I don’t want you getting in the middle of something, Cleo.”

“It’s my job,” I shoot back.

Holding up her hands, she leans away from me, and I instantly feel bad. “I was just asking.”

Laying my hand on her thigh, I give her a reassuring squeeze. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap. I get a little defensive sometimes.”

“I just want you to be careful,” she replies, leaning into me.

“Oh God, gag!” Cheddar calls. Kit and Boot laugh, and River shoots them all glares. Her face starts to heat, and I can’t help but find it endearing. This is the first time she’s probably shown this side of herself with a woman to her friends.

With one more squeeze of her incredible thigh, I pull my hand away. We need to stay professional, and I don’t want River feeling uncomfortable with the attention she’s getting from her bunkies.

“So,” I say, pulling them back into the conversation. “Could you be my ears?”

“I’m in,” Cheddar declares. “That fucker has been a thorn in our sides for years now. I’m happy to have a chat with a few people to see if we can get some more information or evidence.”

“Thank you, Cheddar. That would be really great.”

“We’re all in,” River says. “We’ll need to be careful as to not tip him or Grey off that we’re asking about him.”

“Yes, please be careful,” I implore. “I do not want any of you getting into trouble.”

“Will you tell the captain?” Kit asks.

Nodding, I stand from River’s bed. “When I have enough evidence, and I know who is involved. For now we need to keep quiet, so when you’re asking around, try not to make it obvious, okay?”

“No worries,” Boot says. “Everyone in the department is used to talking shit about him and Grey.”

“What’s your next move?” River asks.

“I have some more interviews to conduct for the article. I think I might add Lieutenant Pierce to my list. See if I can prod about there. I want to know if Benson treats him as he does other officers.”

“Bloody hell, this is like Vigil,” Cheddar gasps, making us all laugh.

“I’m not here to make trouble for you or the Navy,” I begin, “but I also can’t sit by and do nothing when I see a problem.”

“We appreciate it,” Kit says. “I think I can speak for us all when I say the Royal Navy is our home. It’s not perfect, but we love it.”

“And I want you to continue doing what you love, without people like Benson targeting you.”

Everyone smiles and nods my way. River stands and walks me to the door. She pauses and looks over her shoulder. Three sets of eyes are staring at us with silly grins.

“About turn, ladies,” River calls. Her bunkies chuckle but turn their backs to us which isn’t easy considering they’re all sitting down.

Happy we’re not being watched, River turns back to me and grins. “Date two tomorrow night?” she asks quietly.

“I can’t wait.”

She hesitates for a second, but then leans in for a quick kiss.
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Should I expect constant butterflies the entire time I’m within a foot of Cleo? The quick kiss is still lingering on my lips and in my belly, even an hour later.

I endured the ribbing from my friends and appreciated Kit’s involvement. I don’t know what was said between her and Cleo, but I’m happy with the result.

I know it’s not necessary to prove myself to Kit, but I hope in time she sees I’m not the arsehole she thinks I am. All the apologies in the world can’t erase what she said, but I’ve come to terms with it. Now I want to look forward and enjoy my time with Cleo, however that may look.

Our second date is scheduled for tomorrow night, disguised as me showing Cleo the ship, and I’m excited to plan it. I’m going to try to organise a romantic walk around the flight deck, and my buddy in the officers’ galley is going to leave me a small picnic. I haven’t worked out how to explain that away if we’re caught, but I’ll worry about it later.

Right now I need to focus on chatting to some friends who have been on the wrong side of Benson nearly as much as me. Thankfully we’re all engineers, so we have a legitimate reason to be in close quarters. Cleo will be better suited for reaching those of us on the ship who aren’t as well-acquainted.

If Benson’s behaviour is based on sexual orientation I would expect to hear of other queer crewmates outside of the engineering department getting the same treatment. Not as targeted because he wouldn’t get away with giving punishments out to people in other sectors unless their CO knew about it and signed off. But that doesn’t mean he hasn’t thrown out pointed remarks, etc., which I know he would do, because he’s a twat.

Grey is constantly at the forefront of my mind as I make my way to the comms room. I’m on duty to check all the systems are operating correctly, which means hours stuck indoors. It gives me some time to contemplate everything Cleo said, though.

Putting Benson to one side, Grey is a problem. She’s clearly getting something out of being a gofer, and I feel a bit sick thinking it could be sexual. What if she’s getting knobbed by Benson on the regular for her cooperation? It would have to be something like that, because Grey is taking a massive risk by alienating herself from her crewmates. If anything happens to Benson, i.e., he gets transferred, or worse, fired, where would that leave her?

Why do I even fucking care? It’s not like she’s a good person. Then again, I don’t know her story. There could be stuff I don’t know about contributing to her behaviour.

Hark at me, sounding like a bloody TV doctor. Christ, I have one minor crisis of character and I’m a bloody expert on personal trauma and growth.

I just have to get through this afternoon and then I have two days of downtime, which I intend to use wisely. The date prep will take up a bit of time tomorrow, and then the actual date itself. After that I need to get some time in at the gym. It might just help with the abundance of sexual frustration I’m feeling. Cleo Carter is a hard woman to resist.

For some horrifying reason, my mum and dad have just popped into my head. That’s definitely one way to cool my libido, Christ!

It’s not often I think about my parents because our relationship is tepid at best. Clearly everything with Cleo, and probably the whole Benson being a massive homophobe, is churning up some shit. Honestly, Kit’s outburst also did a good job of mixing me up.

Here I am thinking about things I have spent half a lifetime stuffing deep down, and I’m not entirely upset about it. Because maybe, just maybe, if I can reconcile some shit from my past, I might be able to give myself something I never thought possible. A regular old relationship with the possibility of love.

My parents don’t expect a call from me when I’m at sea. I could call them, but I’ve chosen not to over the years, because the conversation with each of them goes the same way. Ten seconds of asking me how I am and then the next half an hour of them bitching about each other. Even though they have been divorced for longer than they were married, I might add. Their hatred of each other has put pay to holidays and birthdays spent with them. Every Christmas and other celebrations, I’m either away or I stay in Portsmouth. A few times I’ve gone home with Kit, which gave me some semblance of a family bond, I suppose.

I can’t remember the last time I spent longer than a weekend back in my hometown. For some inexplicable reason, Mum and Dad still live close to each other, which boggles the mind. Mum is originally from a small town in the south of England. All her family is there, and yet she refuses to move back to be closer to them. It’s like Mum and Dad are obsessed with being arseholes to each other. They just don’t know how to stop.

At some point I’ll probably have to explain all this shit to Cleo, because if by some miracle we make it past the next couple of months and she still wants to date me, the logical step would be for her to meet my parents.

I’d rather swallow a cactus than let that happen, but I can already predict how that conversation would go down if I haven’t already explained the family dynamic.

Huh, already planning for the future. That’s new.
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My many ruminations have gotten me through my work shift, and I’m officially off the clock. I’ve been so wrapped up in myself lately I’ve let a few things slide. My uniform for one, which isn’t great, because having a sloppy appearance is a surefire way to get in the shit with Benson and my COs. I’ve got two shirts to patch up and my boots to polish.

I think it’s also time I started making up for the many times my girls have had to cover for me over the…I want to say months, but realistically they’ve been saving my arse for years.

With that in mind, I grab all of our laundry bags and head to the laundry room. I only booked a slot for myself, however I’m sure I can get away with shoving all our gear in together. Saving my bunkies from having to sweat in the laundry room is the first step in my reparations plan.

Second step will be a deep clean of our cabin area. We’re generally tidy people when at sea, but it certainly won’t hurt giving the place a once-over. Benson can do all the bunk inspections he wants because he won’t find a thing out of place.

Cheddar, Kit, and Boot will be back later in the evening, giving me plenty of time to get everything ticked off my to-do list. Once the laundry is collected and the cabin is clean, I’ll head to the NAFFI shop and pick up some Wotsits for Cheddar, along with some other goodies I know Kit and Boot will appreciate.

It occurs to me as I’m thinking about nipping to the on-board shop that I could take Cleo to the NAFFI coffee lounge. It would be as close to a “normal” coffee date as possible, but we’d have zero privacy. The lounge is always busy, even on slow days.

Once again, for some unfathomable reason, my parents drift into my thoughts as I think about the different dates I can arrange for Cleo. Clearly, my subconscious is doing a shit job at subtlety.

I get it, brain! Unpack my shit and deal with it, once and for all.

With the bags of clothes safely tumbling around the ship’s washing machines, I quick march back to my bunk before I change my mind, on what I know is going to be an awful next few minutes.

There’s no way I’m wasting my thirty minutes of Paradigm credit on my parents. We get a set amount of time to use the satellite phones per week when we’re deployed. Most sailors use it to call their wives and kids. I’ve never used mine because there’s no one important enough to call, but I’ve often given Kit my credit so she can call her sister.

Thankfully the ship has reasonable Wi-Fi, making it easy enough to use WhatsApp.

Scooting back on my bed, I rest my head against the wall and take a few deep breaths. Navigating through my contacts, I get to my mum’s number first, which makes my decision of whom to call first easier.

“River?”

“Hi, Mum. How are you?”

“I’m fine, love. Are you in Portsmouth?”

Okay, so I feel a little guilty for not keeping her and my dad up to date as to my whereabouts. Honestly though, it’s just such a pain in the crotch talking to them ninety percent of the time. I’d rather have this sliver of guilt than wrestle with the constant earache of their fighting.

“No, we’re deployed. I just realised it’d been a while since we’d spoken. Everything good?”

I try my best to keep the questions neutral, but I could ask if she knew the Pope and the answer would somehow get back to my dad being an arsehole.

“I’m suing your father,” she declares, and my eyes squeeze shut automatically. It’s the only way I can stop myself from screaming down the phone.

“Right, of course you are. We’re sailing—”

“Emotional distress,” she continues, utterly cutting me off. “Years and years of emotional abuse. I’ll take him to the cleaners, River. Mark my words.”

“Jesus Christ, Mum!” I bark. “Why can’t you both just fucking leave each other alone? You’re divorced, Mother! There is absolutely no reason either of you should be in contact.”

“We share a child,” mum begins.

Scoffing down the phone, I shake my head in disbelief. “No, don’t make this about me. Neither of you gave a rat’s arse about me when you were, and continue to, tear into each other. Fucking hell, it’s exhausting. You’re both exhausting. Pack your shit, sell the house and move back south, Mum. Go and be happy, for the love of God!”

“River, where—”

“If you ask where this is coming from, I’m going to scream,” I announce with conviction. The sudden anger and frustration towards both my parents hits me as hard as the unexpected feelings I have towards Cleo did a few days ago.

“Honey, you don’t understand,” she tries, but I’m not having any of it.

“No, you’re right, I don’t understand. Both of you are purposefully hurting each other and yourselves, for no apparent reason. Is it really surprising why I don’t call? Within the first thirty seconds you’re banging on about Dad. Is it any wonder I’m fucking dysfunctional?” I growl.

“Dysfunctional?”

Jesus, she’s totally clueless.

“Yes, and if you’d paid a quarter of the attention to me as you do trying to destroy dad and vice versa, you would both know…fuck, why am I even bothering? Listen, I’m not calling again until I know we can have a conversation which doesn’t centre around you two being selfish fucks!”

Jabbing the red button, I breathe heavily through the red mist, which is suffocating my brain. Why did I think this time would be any better?

Do you really want to end up like that with Cleo?

“No,” I say out loud into the empty room. “I’m not them.”

By design. I’ve never let anyone get close enough to do the damage they’ve done to each other and our family. I’ll admit, the thought of even attempting something more with Cleo is terrifying. It’s the long run that worries me. Dating and taking things day by day is the easy part. It’s when my mind wanders to the future that I feel the clawing ache of anxiety overtake me. I hear Mum and Dad’s cutting words and vicious takedowns in my mind. It’s what I’ve experienced every day of my life since they began to hate each other instead of loving each other.

Bloody hell, how am I supposed to explain that to Cleo without her running in the other direction?
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Cleo


I’m already in too deep with River and we’ve only been officially dating for a few days.

I’m ridiculous.

I’ve reasoned that my feelings are strong because of our proximity. We’re practically living with each other. I can’t go more than a few hours without either seeing her, working alongside someone who knows her, or thinking about her.

But what if proximity isn’t the only reason my feelings are deepening at an alarming rate? What if River differs from all the other women I’ve shared my time and energy with…even if she is a sailor and therefore not good for me?

My worry is that I’ll never know the answer to my question until we’re apart. There’s no way to get clarity of mind when I can’t escape her. I’m not trying to be dramatic…but cautious. My promise to have two feet firmly planted in our dating experiment instead of one foot already out the door is important. I get that, but so is being realistic. Our situation on board is not going to be our future forever. I’ll go home and River will continue to be a sailor. How can our relationship translate to the real world?

Plenty of sailors have partners and families. I’m just wondering if it’s possible for us, too. Can I see myself as a sailor’s wife? I know I’m getting ahead of myself, however I’ve always been sure of what I want in a partnership. I want the long-lasting kind of love we see in movies and books.

I can’t help but look to the future. Obviously, I won’t say anything to River. She’s strictly on a day-by-day basis at the minute, which is absolutely how I should be thinking, and I’m trying…I really am. My brain is just hardwired to dig into things until every possibility has been analysed and laid bare.

Frustrated with myself, I call Honor. I don’t love that I have to run to her every time my brain decides to go off on a tangent.

“Freaking out?” she says as soon as the line connects.

I groan down the line, and she laughs. I’m becoming far too predictable.

“Cleo, relax. Tell Honor what the problem is.”

“It’s weird to refer to yourself in the third person, sweetie.”

“And yet I have. Now, spill the tea.”

“I’m going on a second date with her.”

“The first date went well then? I only ask because you haven’t fulfilled your end of the best friend agreement and already filled me in on your exciting news.”

Chuckling, I put the phone on speaker. “As I said before, I can’t just call you all the time. I have a job, you know.”

“Cleo, you could have literally sent me a text and it would’ve sufficed!”

“I…”

“Alright, alright. Back to the issue at hand.”

“I really like her, Honor. I told myself I’d be sensible, but—”

“Your heart didn’t get the memo, huh?”

“Something like that. We had another talk, and River was just so lovely. I think she really is in this, like I’m starting to believe it might not end in catastrophe.”

“Okay, so why the freak-out?”

“Because now I’m thinking about the future!” I all but shout in frustration. “What happens after we return to Portsmouth? We live totally different lives, Honor. How could it possibly work?”

“I’m guessing like the other thousands of relationships between a sailor and their other half.”

“Yeah, but they knew what they were getting into.”

Honor snorts. “And you didn’t? Cleo, you were always going to end up with a sailor and you know it. You may have tried to ditch any connection you have with the Navy, but it will always be there. Honestly, honey, I think you need to get a few things straight in your head if you want this relationship to work with River. The woman doesn’t stand a chance with your head stuck in the past.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your dad was an arsehole to you and your mum. He chose his career, but that doesn’t mean every person who joins the military is the same. Your ex was a cheating piece of shit, but that doesn’t mean every woman is the same. Until you come at this relationship with a clean slate, you’re always going to be creating issues for yourself. Has River done anything so far to make you question her promise or motivations?”

“No,” I say quietly, feeling chastised.

“Then that is all you need to be thinking about right now. Plus, and I say this with love, Cleo. You’re not perfect. No one is, so stop expecting perfection from other people.”

“Hey now, that’s a little unfair.”

“Is it? So far all you’ve done is worry about River’s less than favourable qualities. And I get it because you were hurt. But she’s showing you who she really is and yet you’re still trying to sabotage her and your relationship. You’re so used to digging up lies and uncovering all the bad things, I think you’ve forgotten how to be happy when something good happens to you. You don’t need to go digging this time, Cleo.”

I open and close my mouth a few times, imitating a fish, because I don’t know what to say.

“If things with River are good, and you both feel your relationship is worth sticking with, then you’ll talk about the future. That time isn’t now, and it’s not on you to decide for her. You’ll do it together! So stop questioning and start enjoying.”

Blowing out a raspberry, I nod to myself. Honor is right again. God, I should start paying her to be my life coach or something.

“I think I owe you several bottles of wine when I get home,” I joke.

“Yes, you do,” she replies easily. “Are you okay now?”

“Yes. Thank you…again.”

“Good. Any other gossip? I’m rather bored.”

“No more hunky gym buddy?”

“No, he started to get clingy.”

Laughing, I scoop up my notepad and camera. “There is more gossip, but I need to verify a few more things before I tell you.”

“Oh, juicy. Are you on to something big?”

“Possibly. Now I need to go and interview a pilot and a lieutenant.”

“Go be wonderful. I want a message after your second date, though. No excuses, Cleo.”

“Understood. Speak soon.”
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The conversation with Honor is safely stowed at the back of my mind, but not completely forgotten. I’ll process her advice properly once I’ve got the next interviews done.

Flying Officer Alcott is on my radar today, as well as Lieutenant Pierce. I’ve worked through a decent number of interviews already and am pretty happy with the result. It’s nice to have the trust of the crew, which wasn’t expected if I’m being honest. I’d geared myself up for flat, minimally answered questions, but every interview I’ve conducted has been to the contrary. The crew have opened up to me and told me about their personal reasons for joining the Royal Navy. They all have a common thread, though, and that’s camaraderie.

It seems nothing is as important as the friendships they’ve built. Some crew members’ relationships stem from the first day of training and are more like family members to each other now. Other crewmates have only been a part of each other’s lives for a few months, but the bonds are infallible. It’s quite beautiful to see.

I wonder if Lieutenant Pierce has the same outlook. Being a gay man joining the military can’t have been easy. I’m looking forward to talking to him.

First, though, Flying Officer Alcott, who is an extremely striking woman, to my utter joy. She’s not River Dawson good-looking, but damn, she cuts a fine figure in her flight suit.

We make eye contact as I walk across the flight deck towards her jet. A knowing smile curls at her lip as I approach. Clearly my appreciation of her hasn’t gone unnoticed.

There are no active flights taking place today, but the noise is still staggering. There’s no way I can get a decent interview out here.

“You must be Cleo,” she shouts confidently over the din.

This is a woman who owns her power.

“And you must be—”

“Alcott or Tasha. Whichever is fine.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Tasha.”

“Can you give me ten minutes to finish, and we’ll head inside to the officers’ lounge?”

“Sure,” I call back, happy to stand back and watch her do her thing. Is there anything sexier than a confident woman? River comes to mind as I ponder the thought. She’s very sexy. My face heats as I remember our kiss. Shaking myself back to reality, I wander around the jet, which is very impressive. I find it fascinating that people fly the things. They’re just so intimidating. Tasha catches me staring and smiles.

“She’s a beauty, isn’t she?”

“What type is she?”

“An F-35 fighter, and one of my favourite aircraft to fly.”

“Do you fly other jets?”

“Not for the Navy. I have a small Cessna at home, though. Great for a weekend jaunt around the English countryside. I’d bet you’d love it.”

Do I detect some flirting?

“Oh, and why’s that?”

She shrugs. “Just a hunch. I’d be happy to take you up one day.”

Like with all the crew who have long hair, Tasha has it slicked back into a bun. Unlike River’s dark locks, hers are blonde with highlights. There I go again, thinking of River.

Bypassing her remark, I simply smile and continue my observations. Tasha doesn’t say anything more until she’s finished her checks and is ready to go inside.

“How about we go to the coffee lounge instead of the officers’?” she asks when we step inside.

“Lead the way.”

I’m ninety percent of the way through the interview when I hear Cheddar’s laughter. I spot her, Kit, and River walking in and over to the counter. As much as I would love to join them, I’m still in reporter mode, so I stay put listening to Tasha.

She’s an accomplished woman with enviable life stories. Her father, grandfather and great-grandfather were all pilots. It’s a family tradition she is proud to continue, and the love she exudes towards the military is clearly deep-rooted. Through our chat, I’ve discovered she is queer, which isn’t a surprise. I think she mentions her exes just to make it obvious to me, so I’m expecting a little more flirting once the interview is over.

As she continues to speak, my eyes flick over to River and her friends. Kit and Cheddar are laughing together, but River is looking right at me with furrowed brows. I want to ask her what’s wrong, but I’m still interviewing Tasha. We continue for a few more minutes and I’m able to actually listen to what she says and make some more notes without getting distracted.

I laugh along as she tells me stories of her time on board. Like every other person I’ve interviewed, her sense of love and loyalty to her crewmates is impressive. She’s a very tactile woman, which I don’t mind because it means she’s comfortable with me and that’s the best way to get an honest and intimate interview.

We finally wrap up and, as predicted, Tasha slips on a cheeky smile before leaning a little closer and laying her hand on my forearm. “Fancy getting a drink together when we dock back in Portsmouth?”

“We’ve still got a few weeks before that happens.”

She lifts an eyebrow. “That wasn’t a no.”

Chuckling, I slip my notebook off the table and sling the camera strap around my neck. “It wasn’t a yes either.”

I want to say no, because as lovely as Tasha is as a person, my interest lies with only one sailor aboard this ship. However, I’m reluctant to decline outright because I don’t want her enquiring into my personal life. I need to keep this strictly business with at least one fucking person on this tub! Lord knows I’ve failed miserably with River…and her friends.

“I’ll take it as a maybe then.” She smiles. “It was lovely talking to you, Cleo.”

We shake hands, and she leaves. I turn towards River, but she’s not there. Shame really, I could have done with a little Romeo time.
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River


Apparently, I don’t enjoy seeing Cleo talking to other lesbians. I’ve never been a person who gets jealous…about anything. It’s not an emotion I’m familiar with, or I wasn’t until yesterday.

Tasha Alcott is a charming pilot, who has no problems getting women. We’ve never hung out or anything, but the gay scene isn’t very big so inevitably we’ve bumped into each other from time to time on a night out. She’s never interested me as a bed partner because I think we’re too alike. I think Kit might have given it a go once or twice, but I’m not one hundred percent sure.

Whatever, that doesn’t matter. What matters is Tasha Alcott was sitting with Cleo in the coffee lounge yesterday afternoon, being her usual charming and tactile self, and I disliked it a lot. Even more so when it seemed Cleo enjoyed the attention. I watched Tasha lean in, watched her touch Cleo’s arm, watched Cleo laugh at something she said. And I hated it. I hated that Tasha was making Cleo laugh. I hated that Cleo looked comfortable and engaged. I hated that I couldn’t be the one sitting across from her.

And I hated that I had no right to feel that way. We’ve been on one date. One. I don’t own her. I have no claim on her.

But God, I wanted to.

It didn’t help that we couldn’t meet up last night. Cleo still had an interview to conduct and notes to write up, and I had jobs to finish in the bunk, which would get me one step closer to making up for my past behaviour to my friends.

I think I did a pretty good job of keeping the green-eyed monster at bay…well, in front of other people. When it was just me in my bed, I admit I scowled at the ceiling for a few hours like a petulant kid. Hey, I’m a work in progress.

Today is a new day, though, and I have a date to prepare. In reality I just need to make sure the picnic is still a go, and that my friends are still okay with being on Benson Watch.

The weather is predicted to be sunny all day and cloudless this evening. We’ll still have the wind to contend with, but not having pissing down rain is as good as it gets. I figured out where we can have our picnic, and it’s quite a genius move, even if I do say so myself.

On the starboard side of the ship is a lookout balcony below the main deck, off the main hangar. We use it to transfer supplies when at sea. It’s hidden from the bridge and the flight deck, unless someone is purposefully looking over the rail. I can’t even begin to explain the favours I’ve had to shell out to make it happen, but it means Cleo and I can have some privacy for once, which I’m hoping means a few stolen kisses. And for that, I’d do a lot more than give favours. Cleo’s mouth is addictive, and I’ve gone far too long without touching her lips.

My day, however, is rudely turned upside down when I interrupt something I can never un-see or un-hear. So, the thing I was mulling over yesterday about Grey and Benson seems to have been right on the mark, and I couldn’t be less happy to be right for once.

As you can imagine, on a ship the size of the Queen Elizabeth, there are plenty of storage areas and closets filled with shit. Cleaning supplies, uniforms, etc. Those storage areas are spread all over the ship, so why, oh why, did I happen to open the one which housed a very sweaty and grunting Benson taking Grey from behind over a crate of fabric softener?

Did I manifest it? I mean, what are the fucking odds? Why me?

For a horrifying few seconds, my eyeballs are locked on to Grey’s as she looks behind her. Her eyes go wide, her mouth falls open, and I can see the exact moment she realises what’s happening. That I’ve seen them. That I know.

My stomach lurches. My heart pounds. My hands go numb.

Benson is so far none the wiser as he rails into her.

With absolutely no desire to stick around a millisecond longer, I take a quick step back and close the door. I only came to collect a bottle of washing liquid to replace the one I’d used up yesterday, and now I have that fresh trauma seared into my hippocampus.

My heart is threatening to break out of my chest as I walk away, with no real destination. It’s not just the fact I’ve seen Benson’s bare arse or heard the noise he makes when he’s getting off…or Grey’s startled expression. It’s the impact of what it means.

Benson might not be an officer, but he is a higher rank than Grey. Fraternisation is banned for a reason, and rightly so. Thank fuck Cleo is a private citizen, and therefore not in breach of the rules. I’ll be in the shit if we’re found out, but nowhere near the shitstorm Benson and Grey will face if they’re caught. Which brings me to my next problem. What the hell do I do with the knowledge?

As far as Benson goes, he deserves whatever he gets, but Grey? Shit, this will affect her entire career going forward, and let’s be honest, she’ll be raked over the coals way more than Benson by her peers, simply for being a woman. The Navy isn’t perfect, and yes, there are still some outdated views. God, what a fucking mess.

Oh Jesus, what do I say to Cleo? She’s on the warpath to expose whatever is going on with Benson. If she finds out I had knowledge of this and I didn’t tell her, I can only imagine how pissed she’s going to be.

There’s only one thing to do. I need to rally my troops.

With it only being eight in the morning, all three of them are still sleeping soundly. Racing towards our bunk, I try to slow my breathing, because at this rate I’m going to have a panic attack. Plus, I’m slightly worried Benson is going to come after me, so I want to be in the company of other people.

I’m not quiet or subtle when I fall through the cabin door, slamming it shut. Cheddar jerks upright and slams her head on the bunk above her.

“Fuck,” she cries, rubbing her head.

“Romeo, what the actual hell,” Boot calls before burying her head under her pillow.

“Up, now!” I say with authority. “Seriously, this is code red, ladies.”

Kit scrubs her face and sits up, swinging her legs over the side of her bed and looking at me bleary-eyed. “This better not be about you and Cleo. No offence but I can’t deal with your love life this early in the morning.”

“It’s not. I wouldn’t wake you up for that. Kit…this is bad.”

All three women climb out of bed and look at me. I’ve never enacted a code red before, so they understand I’m not dicking about.

“Rome, you look like you’re about to shit yourself. What the hell’s wrong?”

Sweat has formed at the base of my neck. “I caught Benson…” I begin. I trail off because I don’t even know how to make the words leave my mouth.

“Benson?” Boot asks, looking at me and then the others. “What about him?”

“River?” Kit asks, stepping forward and placing both hands on my shoulders. “What happened?”

“IcaughthimfuckingGrey,” I say in one rushed expulsion of air.

“Whoa, slow down and repeat,” Cheddar says, also taking a step towards me. They all look very worried, which is fair.

“Benson…fucking Grey. I caught them,” I choke out.

Kit’s eyebrows disappear, and Cheddar lets out a soft but heady “Fuck me.”

“You’re…you’re sure?” Kit croaks out.

I nod frantically. “Oh, I’m very sure. Grey over a box of washing supplies. Benson imitating a jackrabbit. Very, very sure, and very disturbing.”

“Did Benson see you?”

“No, but Grey did. I got the hell out of there sharpish. What the hell do I do?”

Boot snorts. “You report the bastard. He’s abusing his power, and we all know it.”

I shake my head. Even though I understand her reaction, and I owe Grey nothing whatsoever, I can’t do that to her. “Grey will be crucified,” I reply, looking them all in the eye. “We all know it.”

Cheddar goes back to her bunk and sits down. “As much I detest the woman, Romeo’s right. Her career will never recover.”

“Pfft, maybe she should have thought about that,” Boot scoffs. “Are we forgetting who she is? This is our so-called ‘crewmate’ who would and has dobbed people into the brass for her own gain. Maybe she is sleeping her way up the ladder?”

“Boot,” I caution. “We have no idea what the circumstances are. Yes, she’s not the nicest, but she’s still one of us.”

“So is Benson, technically,” Kit supplies.

“No, he’s not. He’s a man in power, for a start. A man with friends higher up the food chain than Grey. Do you think he’s going to protect her when the shit hits the fan?”

“Not likely,” Cheddar mumbles.

“He’ll throw her to the wolves. Benson would probably get a slap on the wrist or a transfer. Maybe someone will have the gumption to properly discipline him, but on the chance the brass wants a scandal swept under the rug, it will be Grey who’s left with a target on her back.”

Kit blows out a big breath. “I get that, Rome, I really do, but you have a duty to protect the rest of the crew. Their conduct must be reported.”

I chuckle humourlessly. “How can I possibly be the one to do that with what’s going on between Cleo and me?”

“Because it’s the right thing to do,” Cheddar offers softly.

“So far, you’re probably the only one who knows about it, except for us, now,” Boot begins. “But let’s not forget a particular lovely and voracious reporter who has locked on to Benson and his bullshit. It’s not going to be long until she gets a whiff of impropriety and the whole thing ends up in a report heading to the bloody admiral.”

“And I can’t imagine it’s going to go in your favour if she finds out you knew and didn’t tell her,” Cheddar adds on.

“Yeah.” I sigh. “I’ve already thought about that.”

“Okay,” Kit announces with a hand in the air. This is Kit in decision-making mode. “It needs to be reported, but let’s not go running to the captain half-cocked. River, talk to Cleo, explain the situation.”

“And then what?” I ask, because I seriously don’t want to be in charge of this at all.

“Then…we talk to Grey.”

“Sorry, say that again,” Boot shoots.

Kit sinks to her bed. “We need to talk to her. She knows Romeo saw them and is probably expecting her to have already reported it. She’s going to be a mess.”

I laugh. “And you think talking to her is the answer? Us…talking to her?!”

“Actually, it needs to be just you,” Kit winces as she answers.

Cheddar cuts a hand through the air. “No way. Grey could spin it and say River has a personal vendetta against her.”

“That’s what she’ll do regardless,” Boot chimes in. “Think about it. The tension between River and Grey is well known throughout the entire ship. Add Benson to the mix and it’s suddenly not as clear cut as simply reporting an incident.”

“Fucking hell,” I moan.

Kit taps her chin in thought. “Hmm, you’re right. Okay, River, you still need to tell Cleo. If she comes up with evidence of other infractions, it’s going to be a lot harder for Benson to slither his way out of it.”

“I’ll tell her tonight. But Grey could still cause trouble.”

Cheddar rocks her head from side to side in deliberation. “I think she’ll wait. She’s not going to risk exposing herself accidentally.”

“Trust me, she ain’t shy about exposing herself,” I say with a shudder.

“Mate,” Cheddar chuckles, “do you need some bleach for your brain?”

“You have no idea.”

“Well, this was an exciting start to the day,” Boot says, reaching for her workout gear. “Might as well get some PT in. Anyone want to join me?”

“I’m gonna hide in here for the rest of the day,” I say. “If you see Grey or Benson, you can’t let on you know.”

“We got ya, Rome, no worries,” Cheddar says, crawling back into bed.

“I was going to do some laundry today, but it looks like the bunk fairy already sorted it out.” Kit smiles while looking at me.

Shrugging, I wave her off. “I’ve got some making up to do to you guys.”

“River, come on,” Cheddar begins.

“No, I do. You three have been the best friends I could ever have asked for, and we all know you’ve had to go above and beyond to save my arse from myself numerous times. I’m sorry about that, by the way.”

“Jesus, River.” Boot laughs. “Mushy much?”

Boot gets a pair of balled-up socks to the face.
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I’ve spent the day writing up both the interview with Tasha Alcott and Lieutenant Pierce. Both exceptional people in their fields. Lieutenant Pierce didn’t give me exactly what I wanted regarding my suspicions of Benton’s behaviour, however, I’m well versed enough in body language and micro-expressions to have caught the underlying tension when I brought the Warrant Officer into the conversation.

I’m experienced enough now to know when to back off a subject, and that’s what I did with the good lieutenant. It wasn’t a bust though, because I had an amazing time shadowing him yesterday afternoon and got a great interview out of it.

Now I have a stack of interviews ready to be incorporated into the article, I can relax a little. I will have time to investigate Benton and his pal, Lieutenant Hardman.

But before all of that, I’ve got a second date to attend. River told me to dress warmly, so I’m confident we will be on the flight deck. I like how her mind works regarding our dates. She’s taking the classics, such as a romantic dinner and walk around a park, and adapting them for life on board. It’s very sweet, and very welcome. I’m having fun with her…more than I thought, to be honest. Once again, my inner critic was waiting for River’s mask to slip and watch her become the sailor I met in the bar.

I’m a little ashamed of myself. Has my past scarred me so badly I can’t see the good in someone? Even when they show me over and over how hard they’re trying? Maybe we’ll need another pause before the date tonight. River asked me to communicate with her…but then again, I don’t want to keep telling her I don’t trust her motives. That’s just shitty, and in retrospect, nothing to do with her…it’s about me and my baggage.

I blow a raspberry into the room in frustration. Being here is forcing me to face things, just like I suspect our situation is forcing River to do the same.

River, River, River. I want to dare myself to believe she won’t hurt me, because I like her…I really like her.

Standing from my small desk, I head over to my equally small wash basin and stand holding it as I look into the mirror above.

It’s time to have a word with myself.

Sucking in a deep breath, I let it out slowly, all the time looking myself square in the eye.

“River is not your ex. She is not your father, and you,” I say, punctuating my words with my index finger jabbing at the glass, “are not the same person. You are not a child, Cleo Carter, so stop acting like it. River is here, and she’s doing far more to prove herself than you are.”

River comes from a home full of mistrust, anger, and bitterness. She deserves to have someone treat her the way she deserves. Someone she can trust not to let her down. I don’t know why it’s taken me this long to pull my head out of my arse, but I’ve finally done it. I’m wiping my history slate clean. It’s time to write something new. Whatever happens after our voyage is over is something I can’t predict or control, just like River said. It’s about time I started living in the now, with her.

Putting on my nice jeans, which I know make my arse look fabulous, I pull on a shirt and thread my arms through my peacoat. I’ve got about five minutes before River will be here to pick me up. I smile at the thought, because even though we’re in the belly of a steel beast, the idea of her collecting me almost makes me believe we are back on shore, and she’s about to turn up on my doorstep with flowers or something equally sweet.

Shaking my head, I run my hands through my hair to give it a little more body. Not that it needs it, but I kind of like the windswept look.

Subtle makeup has my eyes popping and my lips shining. Hopefully River will kiss my lip gloss off. A thrill runs the length of my body as I get lost in the memory of her lips.

Two sharp knocks bring my attention back to the room. Smoothing down my clothes, I answer the door and have to bite my cheek. I’ve seen River and hundreds of other sailors in their work uniform a hundred times, but goodness, she takes my breath away every time. Now, though, it’s not just lust I feel, but something softer and warmer.

“Hi,” she says through a giant smile. “Can I come in a second?”

Nodding, I step aside and let her pass. She smells of fabric conditioner and hairspray.

“You look beautiful,” she says to me as soon as the door is closed, and fuck, it takes all my strength not to haul her to the bed. I want to ruffle her immaculate hair with my fingers. I want to pop every button of her blue work shirt open…slowly.

“Cleo.” She chuckles.

Clearing my throat, I smile and blush. “Thank you…you look…edible.” Whoops, I didn’t mean to say that part out loud.

River is full-on glowing at me now with a twinkle in her eyes. “Thank you.”

“So,” I begin, trying desperately to dilute the concentrated tension swimming around us. “Are you ready to go? I’m taking my notepad in case we run into someone. I’ll say we’re touring the ship again or something.”

Nodding, River takes a small step towards me. “Before we go, I wanted to give you this.”

Reaching into her trouser pocket, she retrieves a small white object. Taking my hand, she turns it palm up and opens it. I watch her place the object in my hand, and it takes me a second to comprehend what I’m seeing.

“It’s origami. Um, I learned it ages ago and…I wanted to bring you flowers, but…it’s a rose…an origami rose. Sorry, it’s lame, isn’t it?”

I’m still staring at the perfectly folded paper rose. It’s exquisite, and I’m lost for words. It was only moments ago I smiled at the thought of River turning up with flowers, and here she is, yet again, pulling out the stops in such a unique and River kind of way.

Swallowing, I look up. “This is the most beautiful thing I think I’ve ever been given.”

Her face transforms from consternation to open relief. I place the rose on the bedside table and step into her personal space.

“Thank you,” I breathe softly against her lips before closing the last few millimetres.

There is no frenzy of tongues clashing, just our lips pillowing against each other. My hand travels to the side of her face as we continue to connect. I love the feel of her skin beneath my fingers.

We lazily pull apart and I see the look in River’s eyes. The look that tells me she’s feeling something more, something I don’t think she’s felt before. I know, because I’m giving her the same look.

“I…um…”

“Let’s go for a walk,” I say, saving her from having to find the words.

I step back to give us both some breathing space. River touches her lips momentarily before remembering I’m there watching her.

“After you,” she says, reaching up to straighten her already perfectly placed beret.

We walk through the ship at a leisurely pace. Neither of us wants to rush tonight, and personally, I’m really enjoying the brief touches of her arm against mine as we step through the hatches.

The night sky unveils itself before us as we step onto the flight deck. Living in London doesn’t lend itself to stargazing, not with the air pollution. I’ve travelled all over the world and had the privilege of witnessing star-filled nights like tonight. None of them compare, though. Not when I feel River’s presence close behind me as we look up. I’d love for her to wrap an arm around my waist and lean her head on my shoulder, but in a way this feels more intimate.

A few more moments pass before I feel a hand at the bottom of my back. “This way,” she purrs.

The flight deck only has a skeleton crew operating, so we’re relatively alone. I look up and see Cheddar on the upper balcony. She’s walking back and forth with a rifle held in her arms.

“Ched’s on watch tonight,” River says after following my eyes up to her friend. “She absolutely hates it.” She laughs.

“Poor Cheddar.” I chuckle.

“Ah, don’t feel too bad for her. We all have to do it.”

“What’s the worst watch you’ve ever been on?”

She blows a breath out. “I’ve had a few to be honest. I’d say the worst was in the Baltic Sea. It was absolutely freezing. I ended up buying one of those faux fur hats, like the Russians wear. I thought my bloody ears and fingers were going to fall off.”

“Oh, that doesn’t sound fun at all!”

“What about you. What’s the worst story you’ve been on?”

“In terms of subject or outcome?”

“Outcome.”

I’ve worked on some major stories over the years, each as hard to comprehend as the next. I’ve seen humanity at its worst, and every time I think it took something from me.

“A sex trafficking ring was exposed in southern America. I was on the story, following the national police. They were hours away from raiding a place known to house children who were ready to be sold. We were too late. The traffickers got wind of the raid and killed everyone. I’ve never seen carnage like it. I had nightmares for months.”

“Jesus Christ, Cleo. That’s awful…fucking hell, forget me moaning about some frozen extremities.”

“Frozen toes are nothing to scoff at,” I joke.

We continue to wander the edge of the flight deck. “Why do you do it?” River asks quietly. “It sounds bloody horrible, to be honest.”

“It is, but it’s not all terrible. Truth deserves to be outed. The world can only change if it’s exposed to the atrocities. The men and women who do these things need to be exposed. Truth is the most important thing in the world.”

River nods and chews her lips. “In the spirit of truth, I found something out about Benson,” she says, but I stop her with an arm on her bicep.

“Can we just have tonight as our own? I want to know what you found out, but I want this date to be just about us. Is that okay?”

Her hand drifts to my hip. “Absolutely. We can talk about it tomorrow.”

“Thank you.”

“I wish I could kiss you again,” she whispers.

“I know.”

River knots her jaw and then cocks her head, signalling for us to carry on walking. We walk and talk, chatting about life on board the ship and my life in London.

“I have a little surprise,” she says when we return to the start of our loop.

“Okay, lead the way.”

Flashing me her knicker-wetting grin, River turns about and heads back through the ship with me hot on her heels.

I’m completely turned around as we head through the maze of corridors. My attention has been firmly on River, and I couldn’t even hazard a guess as to our location.

We stop outside a rolling door inside the main hangar, which I’ve never seen before. River presses a button and it begins to open. A small lookout balcony comes into view. We are completely alone, and I realise River must have called in some more favours to set this up for us.

Then I see the blanket lying on the ground. My eyes snap to the picnic basket sitting at the edge of the blanket.

“River.”

“I thought it’d be nice to have some food while watching the water…away from prying eyes.”

Stepping out, I take in the whole scene. The lookout is below the main deck and there isn’t another person in sight, so we are truly alone. The Atlantic Ocean is sprawled out before us underneath a canopy of stars.

I hear the door roll down behind us. Then I feel River behind me, breathing me in. Her hand goes around my waist and her head brushes up against mine.

“Ready for our second date?”

God, I’m ready for everything with this woman.
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River


The view is phenomenal, as is the food, but they pale in comparison to Cleo sitting next to me, her hair glowing in the moonlight.

The change in my attitude towards this sort of thing…dating and such…is slightly concerning. I mean, a few days ago I was a confirmed and permanent bachelorette. Cheddar joked a woman would come along and knock me on my arse, and shit if she wasn’t wrong.

Cleo Carter has knocked me on my arse for sure—and what’s more surprising, I like it. There’s this feeling bubbling in my chest when I picture life going forward. That’s something new as well. Looking beyond the present and wanting to plan for the future.

I still don’t think one person can or should be the reason to change, not if that change isn’t for yourself, but…I don’t know…being around Cleo, talking to her, has unlocked a side to me I thought dead. Hope and expectation. Not just of the relationship we’re building, but in myself.

I’ve thought about Admiral Carter’s comments about my lack of rank. Before, I wouldn’t have thought twice about it. I made it clear I was content with being a regular sailor with no responsibilities past my job. Pissing about with my friends on board and then living it large in clubs and bars when on shore leave.

Now I find myself wondering if I’m wasting what could be a lucrative and long career. There’s no doubt I’ll be in the Navy until I retire. It’s in my bones, and it fulfils me. But…do I really want to be an Able Rate when I’m in my fifties? On the flip side, can I see myself as an officer?

So many new questions to go along with the very new feelings I’m having towards one woman…and no other. I’ve not thought of another woman since Cleo agreed to date me. Which, okay, I know, is only a few days, but for past River ‘Romeo’ Dawson, it’s unheard of. Being at sea never stopped me fantasising about random women, yet now all I see is Cleo. Is that normal? I don’t know. I’ve never felt this way before. It’s like my brain has been rewired. Like Cleo has taken up permanent residence in my head and my heart.

And the scary part? I don’t want her to leave.

“River?”

Oh yes, I’m on a date with her and here I am, drifting into the quagmire that holds my complicated and unfamiliar feelings.

“Sorry, I wandered for a second.”

“Anything you want to talk about?”

She’s possibly thinking I’m about to press my digital ‘boop’ button to have another conversation about us.

“Honestly? I was thinking about my future prospects in the Navy.”

She chuckles. “Is my company that boring you need to think about work?”

She says it in jest, but I see the layer of worry under the surface.

“Not at all! In fact, it’s talking to you and getting to know you that’s making me rethink things.”

Cocking her head to the side, I trace the fall of her hair. I want to reach over and run my fingers through it, but that might come across as too forward, so I’ll hold off.

Nibbling my bottom lip, I deliberate on how much to tell her without freaking her the fuck out.

“I’ve never really thought past the immediate future. Staying in the Navy was never in question for me, and that hasn’t changed, but then we started doing this…you know, dating and well, not to sound presumptuous or anything, but I could see us in the future, when we’re back in Portsmouth. Still dating…”

I glance at Cleo’s face to see if she’s having any kind of negative reaction to my waffling. So far she’s still looking at me with intrigue, so that’s something.

“Then, I started to think about what my career might look like in ten, fifteen years.”

“And you want more?”

Tapping my hand on the hard, cold metal beneath me, I study her. “Yes, I want more. More of everything.”

“Everything?”

My throat is very dry right now. “Yes. I…I think I want more in my career and more in my, um, love life.”

She shifts, turning her body my way. I can’t tell if she’s just uncomfortable sitting on the floor, or if it’s an unconscious move to get closer to me.

“I like the sound of that,” she replies softly.

“Can I kiss you, Cleo?”

We haven’t even begun on the food, or opened the small bottle of wine sitting in the basket, but I don’t want to wait a second longer.

Nodding, she leans towards me and sighs in relief as I meet her lips. Every kiss is better than the last, and I want to roll my eyes internally at how soppy I’m being. I mean really!

Cleo smiles against my lips. “You’re huffing, River. Did you just realise you’re being all sweet and sappy?”

Laughter bursts from my throat. “Jesus, you’re too observant sometimes, woman!”

Chuckling along, Cleo shrugs her shoulders. “I can read you, River.”

My laughter dies and I find myself smiling at her. “Yeah, you can. It scares me.”

Her hand travels to my cheeks and I melt even further. She’s ruining me.

“I think we’re both scared.”

Turning my face, I kiss her palm. “Let’s eat.”

I think we’re both appreciative of the change in atmosphere. It’s almost too heavy between us at times. A small part of me worries that it’s simple sexual tension, which will disappear after we’ve slept together again.

“Who do you owe for this impressive spread?” she asks.

I launch into the story of how I set it up and who I owe my firstborn child to. We laugh easily with each other and continue to talk.

Somehow we get on to the subject of families, which instantly transports me back to the car crash of a phone call with my mum.

Maybe I should spill the beans now and give her an early out. My parents are enough to break the hardiest of romantics.

“I called my mum the other day,” I start because there is no easy way to slide into this particular conversation. “She immediately went on a rant about my dad.”

“They really don’t like each other, huh?”

“Nope.” I laugh. “But this time I kind of shouted at her.”

“Meaning?”

Blowing out a breath, I look at the sky. It’s calming to stare into the inky pool that is our universe. Humbling, I suppose.

“I can’t remember the last time Mum or Dad asked me about me, or my life. I’m just their sounding board for nasty comments and bitter memories. I…I wanted to tell her I’d met you. Maybe talk about my job and what I was thinking regarding my future. You know, regular parent-child kind of things. But as usual she went into a diatribe of how terrible my dad is. I just lost it. I mean, am I not enough for her to take a few minutes out of the day to listen to? Doesn’t she get what it’s done to me, us?”

“I can’t imagine how hard that’s been for you, River.”

Looking from the sky to Cleo, I smile. “For so long I thought I was over it. I’d done a great job of burying it all away.”

“Which is why you only did surface level intimacy, right?”

“Of course.” I laugh. “I’m not daft. I know why I acted the way I did in the past, but what I hadn’t worked out was how I shouldn’t have had to realise any of it. Do you know what I mean?”

She nods. “Yes, I think so. I mean dealing with your parents at each other’s throats when they were together is one thing. But continuing to deal with them after they’d separated…no, it’s too much.”

“I should have dealt with the situation, dealt with my parents. Every phone call was another trip down the nightmare that was my childhood, and all the calls ever did was reinforce this behaviour I adopted. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve enjoyed my life away from home. Now, I wonder if it’s time to expect more from myself.”

“Only you can know that, River.”

“I do know. I’ve never thought so hard in my life as I have these past few days.” I shrug. “Am I wrong to believe in this, Cleo?”

“Us?”

I nod.

“No, I don’t think you are.”

“I want you to understand what being with me entails, beyond the obvious.”

“Your family?” she asks.

“Yup. I don’t see them often but I can’t cut them off. I’m hoping the conversation with my mum had an impact.”

Cleo scoots closer. “My family aren’t saints either, River. We both have complicated histories, and we’ll eventually have to deal with them. But let’s not pile on so much, huh? One step at a time, but please know that doesn’t mean I’m not looking at our future. I just don’t want to overwhelm what we’re building.”

“You’re right, I just wanted to be open with you. Communication is key, right?”

She almost blinds me with her smile.

“River, you surprise me at every turn.”

“In a good way?” I ask for clarity.

“Yes, in the best way. God, Honor is going to be so smug.” She laughs.

“Wait until Cheddar really gets going,” I reply, grinning.

“This has been a wonderful date, Dawson!”

“Thanks, Carter.” I grin.

Unfortunately, we both know it’s coming to an end. We risk getting caught the longer we sit out here. We’ve eaten most of the food, and half of the wine. I pack it all away and pick up the basket with one hand, offering the other to Cleo. She takes it and stands. Pulling her gently, she falls into me.

“Can I walk you home?”

“I’d like that.”

We step back inside and I deposit the basket behind the agreed upon pipe. It will be collected by one of the galley crew.

I can’t wait to be on dry land where I can take Cleo’s hand and walk side by side. Brushing up against her periodically will have to do for now. God, we’ve still got weeks on board to get through.

We arrive at Cleo’s cabin, and I can see how much she wants to invite me in. Casting a look left and right, I confirm the coast is clear before leaning in and kissing her gently. Just a brush of the lips, but it’s enough to send electricity through my body.

“Can I see you tomorrow?” I ask.

Cocking her head slight, she grins. “I think it’s impossible for me not to see you.”

I narrow my eyes playfully. “Is that because we’re crammed on a ship, or because you can’t stay away from me?”

Biting her lip, she looks up through her eyelashes. “I’ll let you figure it out, Dawson. Goodnight.”

She steps back, winks, and closes the door. I know I’m standing frozen to the spot, staring at her door, but I just need a second to get myself under control.

“Dawson!”

Benson’s voice echoes off the metal walls and hits me like a gut punch. Fuck, what if Grey told him I saw what they were up to in the supply closet?

Turning, I face him with a blank face. He doesn’t look like he’s about to murder me, so…

“What are you doing outside Ms Carter’s quarters?”

“Ms Carter requested a tour of the flight deck.”

He narrows his eyes. “At night?”

I shrug. “She wanted to experience the ship at night. I just walked her back.” I think the less I say, the better.

He remains silent, assessing me. I hold my breath and pray he’ll leave me be.

“Get back to your bunk, now.”

I tip my head in acknowledgement before stepping past him and quick marching back to my quarters.

The girls aren’t in their beds, so they must be in the mess. I take a few seconds to shake off the interaction with Benson. I absolutely need to tell Cleo what I saw.

Whipping out my phone, I smile at the screen. Tapping out the message, I hit send and grin as I wait. It takes but a few seconds for the reply to hit my inbox.

The Admiral’s Daughter
How did you get this number?

You


I thought you’d have realised I have my ways. Are you mad?


The Admiral’s Daughter
I should be…but I’m not.

You


Good. Sweet dreams, Cleo.


The Admiral’s Daughter
You too x
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Cleo


My lip hurts with how hard I bit it this morning, trying desperately to keep myself quiet as I came. On River’s orders, I had sweet dreams, mainly of her doing sinful things to my body. I woke up soaking wet and halfway to an orgasm, so what was I supposed to do? Relieve the tension, of course.

Getting myself off on a ship isn’t the weirdest place I’ve masturbated, but it’s probably the most public. In that the walls are thin, and I’m constantly surrounded by people. Even in my quarters, I feel the crew’s presence keenly.

The thought of being overheard wasn’t enough to stop my hand drifting below the waistband of my sleep shorts, though. Not when my mind had spent the past eight hours picturing River’s face between my legs. Hell, the dream was so vivid, I swear I woke up being able to feel her lips and fingertips all over my hot skin.

She renders me a mess. I’m the one who put caveats in our dating deal, and I’m ready to cave after just a couple of days. However, it’s not out of pure lust. I’ve seen a side of River that calls to me on a deeper level. I’ve listened to her joke about with her friends, me included. I’ve watched her work with a professionalism and passion which was close to breathtaking. She’s opened up to me and shared trauma, which I know she finds hard to talk about, even with her best friends. River is so much more than I bargained for, and my body is responding to her…viscerally.

I ache to feel her against me, to feel her heart beating with mine as we melt into each other. I just hope that when it happens River feels as strongly as I do. I don’t know if sex with her again will yield anything different for her from the first time we slept together. I know it will for me, because—frighteningly—my heart is very much involved, and that means I’ll enjoy sex so much more.

It took two orgasms to—somewhat—satisfy me enough to get out of bed. I want to rush to her cabin, climb in her bunk and stay there for the day. As much as this foray into my father’s world has been pleasantly surprising, I’d kill to be on land and near a bed right now. Does River feel the same?

I’ve just returned from the shower room when my phone buzzes on my bedside table. Hope flares in me that it’s River. A smile which makes my face ache blooms at the message waiting on my lock screen.

Sexy Sailor
Good morning, beautiful. Did you sleep well?

You


Very well! My dreams were extremely pleasant.


Sexy Sailor
That good, huh? Do tell, I’m eager to hear all about it.



Damn, I’m getting wet again.

You


Let’s just say it ended well…twice.


Sexy Sailor
Damn, Cleo, I was trying to keep it to mild flirting, but now I want to…



Oh please, finish that sentence.

Sexy Sailor
I can’t wait to see you later. I’m going to stop texting now and hit the gym, because I have a serious case of lady blue balls.



I burst out laughing. She’s not the only one. Dropping my phone to the unmade bed, I dry myself off, humming to distract my brain from conjuring delicious images of River and me…in bed…wet and wanting.

“Jesus,” I hiss at myself.

Work, that’s what I need to do. Work until I can’t think anymore. With a pile of interviews done and typed up, I’ve decided to get a little more involved with the crew. So far I’ve talked to a few selected people, but I really want to experience the life of a sailor as authentically as possible. With the permission of the captain, I’m going to shadow different sectors, with the hopes I’m put to work. I want to know what it is about the job that thrills people enough to make a potential life at sea their career for forty-plus years. Obviously not every crew member will retire out. Some will do the mandatory four years and then take advantage of the many perks of being an ex-sailor. I know the Royal Navy is pretty good at offering ex-service people opportunities to train in areas which would help them in civilian life.

For a while, growing up, I wondered why my dad hadn’t taken advantage of those programmes. I didn’t understand why he wouldn’t want to work close to home. It made me angry every time he came home on shore leave, only to ship out again. The older I got, the more pissed off I became, and then he cheated on Mum and that was that. Our relationship was barely anything.

It’s possible the next few weeks might give me an insight into his mind. Maybe I can understand what drew him so deeply into this life that he couldn’t do anything else.

To some degree I see similarities to him in River. The interview she gave me was bullshit and we both know it. The real reason she belongs here is much deeper. Is it possible for someone to be born to do this? Was my dad?

My first shadowing experience will be on the bridge with the captain. I’ve chosen her first for two reasons. First, respect. Captain Morley has been nothing but welcoming and accommodating. I’ve seen her only once since the dinner with my father, and I feel she deserves some time. I want to know what it took for her to get where she is, and I really want to see her in action. Second, I want to observe her with the crew, namely her lieutenants. I want to satisfy my curiosity and belief that Captain Morley wouldn’t sanction the bad and discriminatory behaviour of her officers and crew. I’ll have to spend more than a day with her for that, but we’ve still got weeks at sea, so I’m not worried.

Before I go anywhere, though, I need to call Honor, because she’ll hurt me if I fail to regale her with last night’s date—in detail—again.

“Did she sweep you off your feet?” Honor asks as the call connects.

Laughing, I shake my head. “One day you’ll say hello like a normal person.”

“Pfft, boring. I am impressed you called though. I was preparing myself for a game of phone tag until I got hold of you.”

“Well, I said I’d call, and here I am.”

“The date, Cleo. Spill.”

And so I do. I tell her about the lovely, yet slightly chilly, stroll around the flight deck. She gasps and squeals when I tell her about the gorgeous picnic River arranged. Honor asked me to describe the view in so much detail I felt as if I were back on that platform, staring out to sea with the stars shining down.

Bloody hell, it was a good second date.

“Christ, Cleo. I’d have dragged her into my bed without a second thought.”

“Trust me, I wanted to. I want to!”

“Do it. Seriously, she’s going to rock your world.”

Don’t I know it!

“And don’t start bleating on about the rules you set in place, blah blah blah. You’re practically on date one hundred in lesbian terms with being in such close quarters. You like her and you want her. Go for it! Have weeks of mind and body altering sex.”

“You’re extremely bossy sometimes, my love.” I chuckle.

“Yes, you tell me nearly every time we talk. I’m right though, so get to it and ca—”

“I will not be calling you with a rundown of my sex life, Honor.”

“Ugh, fine. How is everything else going? Have you cracked the super-secret case?”

“Not yet, but I will. Look, I need to get to work.”

“Love you,” she sings.

Now my mind is back on River and it’s not ideal when I need to face the captain, so I think I’ll go for a walk around the ship first.

Stopping for a coffee in the lounge, I see Grey sitting at a table alone. I’m tempted to sit with her, but then my gut kicks in and I know it would be a mistake. Maybe because River said she had something to share with me. It’s not a leap to think it’s in relation to Benson, and therefore Grey to some degree.

Instead of sitting, I order an espresso, throw it back, and leave. My legs automatically take me in the direction of River’s place, which makes me internally roll my eyes.

Get a bloody grip, woman!

Then I remember she mentioned the gym, and by God, I just can’t stop myself. The only issue is there are five of the bloody things on board. Searching them all just for a glimpse of her in gym shorts is close to desperation. I’ll own it. I’m a woman possessed. I can’t think about anything else. I can’t focus on work. I can’t focus on the investigation.

All I can think about is River. River in gym shorts. River sweating. River looking at me with those eyes.

Jesus, I’ve got it bad.

The first two gyms were a bust. I started at the one closest to River’s quarters, but no luck. The third one…jackpot!

I push through the door and am instantly hit by the smell of sweat. There are several people scattered around the different bits of equipment. It’s Boot’s voice that snags my attention. I look over to where she is and audibly gasp. Boot is standing by River, encouraging her on as she squats with rather heavy looking dumbbells.

I think I just came.

River is…well, I’m not sure I have the vocabulary to describe what looking at her is doing to me internally.

My eyes start from her trainers and slowly glide up. Muscles ripple as she strains. I’ve never seen legs with such definition. She’s wearing tight gym shorts that are plastered to her backside, making her bum pop. Thank you, gym mirrors, for that little gem.

Further up, my eyes land firmly on her abs. Defined and sweaty. With just a sports bra on, I can see every curve and bulge. River’s arms glisten under the halogen lights, showing me just how strong she is. Her biceps are utterly magnificent. I want to run my hands over them. I want to feel her strength. I want to feel her pressed against me, all that power and muscle and heat…

My mouth is dry. My palms are sweating. My heart is pounding so hard I’m sure everyone in the gym can hear it.

Tracking a bead of sweat from her throat to between her breasts, I lick my lips instinctually.

“One more, Romeo, come on you’ve got it,” Boot bellows at her. Looking from River’s bust to her face, I’m not surprised to find her staring straight at me. She’s wearing a baseball cap backwards, hiding her dark hair, and she looks good. Total butch vibe going on, and I like it.

River squats one last time, pushing up with a grunt of determination. Boot helps her guide the heavy dumbbells to the rack where they belong. I watch Boot smack River on the arse and laugh as River bends at the waist, breathing heavily.

I’ll look weird if I stay here watching much longer, so I casually walk over to them.

“Good workout?”

Boot cackles. “I love it when I get to thrash her like that.”

“You nearly killed me, you arse!” River pants.

Tutting Boot shakes her head. “I got you to put some effort in is all. You’re the one who came to me wanting a tough routine.”

I smile to myself, knowing I’m the reason she needed such a workout.

“Feeling better now?” I ask.

Boot has her back to us, cleaning the equipment. River peers up through her eyelashes. “A little,” she replies, casting her eyes from my head to my toes.

My willpower vanishes in an instant. I want her…now. Taking a step forward, I bend down until my lips are level with her ear. I do not want Boot overhearing.

“Maybe I could help with any lasting…tension?”

I’m being bold. I’m being direct. I’m breaking every rule I set in place, and I don’t care anymore. Honor was right: life is too short to overthink this. River makes me feel alive. River makes me feel brave. And right now, I want her more than I want my next breath.

In my peripherals, I see her swallow several times and I hear her breathing hitch for a second.

“I wish,” she murmurs back.

“Follow me,” I say, standing back up. “See you later, Boot.”

She turns and waves. I give River a pointed look and then head out the door, hoping she follows.
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River


“You’re going to have to keep quiet if you want to do this,” I pant into Cleo’s mouth.

God, I hope she still wants to do this. I think I might die of sheer frustration if she stops us now. I can’t believe how the day is shaping up. I know I look good—physically, I mean. I put a lot of hours into training my body to manage the harder parts of my occupation. Plus, I like how women look at me when I’m naked.

I didn’t think about that when Cleo stepped into the gym, though. In fact, it was the first time in days I was completely focused on something not related to her. It felt good to lift weights…an excellent substitute for what I’ve really wanted to do, and that’s Cleo. Which seems to be what is about to happen right now.

We are taking a huge risk by sleeping with each other on the ship, in broad daylight no less. If we’re caught, my head is on the chopping block for sure. But as Cleo answers my statement with a flick of her tongue against my lips and a hard squeeze of my arse, all argument as to why we should absolutely stop vanish into thin air.

In our rush to get to her cabin, I didn’t stop to shower, which is kind of gross because I’d really worked up a sweat. I don’t know how I would explain being in her cabin in my wet gym clothes. Then again, I wasn’t exactly thinking rationally when Cleo propositioned me and told me to follow her.

“I’ll be silent as a mouse,” she eventually answers.

The second we entered her quarters we collided with a flourish of lips and limbs. It’s like we couldn’t get close enough quickly enough.

We still can’t. I want every part of me on her. However, I force myself to slow down. This isn’t a race to the finish line. I’m not here to see how many times I can get her to come.

Cleo chases my lips as I pull back and settle my hands on her hip. “Are you really sure, Cleo?”

Her nostrils flare as she reins in her lust. I need to know this is genuinely what she wants and is ready for. We only made the agreement a few days ago. I thought it would be at least a month before Cleo even contemplated sleeping with me again. I…I really don’t want this to happen if it’s nothing more than her being horny.

Oh my god, who am I?

“I’ve thought about it, trust me,” she says, looking in my eyes. “I said I’d let you know when I’m ready, and I am.”

“But—”

“I know,” she begins. “I thought it would take longer too, but then again, River Dawson, you’ve surprised me every step of the way. I put the no sex condition in place because I didn’t think you’d take it seriously.”

“Yeah, I get it.”

“I was scared you’d never open yourself up to the possibility of something more than—”

“Trying to get you back into bed.”

“Yes,” she nods, “but then we went on our first date, and we had our pause moment.” She smiles, clearly reliving my magnificent ‘boop’ button. “And I could see you were committed to really trying this. We talked, like really talked, and I loved every second getting to know you. Then last night, and that picnic.”

I grin because I smashed that fucking date out of the park.

“Alright, Ms Cocky.” She laughs. “In fairness you have every right to gloat because it was perfect. You’ve been perfect and honest and open. If anything, it’s me that’s had trouble trusting, even though you’ve shown me time again that you’re not here to hurt me.”

I pull her close and cup her face. “I don’t want to hurt you, Cleo. I want to be with you…and…and no one else. I haven’t thought about another woman since you walked into my life.”

She cocks her lovely red eyebrow, which has a perfectly placed freckle. How did I not notice that?

“Ruby,” she says, with a grin added on for effect.

Rolling my eyes, I huff. “She doesn’t count. That was a massive mistake on my part. The truth is, Cleo, you’ve taken over my brain. It’s a little inconvenient if I’m honest.”

I love the smile she gives me because it brings out her dimples. Fucking hell, this woman is everything I look for in a sexual partner. Add her personality that is the opposite to mine in so many ways and yet we complement each other…I think…fuck, I think she could be…

“I could say the same,” she replies, interrupting my thoughts. “Which is why I know I’m ready for this.”

Right, sex. We’re about to sleep with each other again, and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I’m feeling suddenly nervous.

Pulling away, Cleo drops her hand to mine and intertwines our fingers. She pulls me the two remaining steps to the bed.

“Are you ready? This isn’t just about me, River. I can’t lie and say I’m not ready to ravish you, but I want you to want it just as much.”

“Jesus, Cleo, I want you, trust me. I’m just…nervous. I want to do this right.”

“What do you mean?”

I feel my face blush and I drop my eyes to the floor because I can’t look at her. “Normally,” I stutter, determined to get it out. “When I’m with a woman, I pull out my metaphorical playbook of moves. Um, like I did with you when we met.”

“I remember your moves, River,” she purrs.

“Right, but…I don’t want to do that this time. I don’t want to sleep with you in a way I’ve done with…others.”

“So don’t,” she breathes against my neck. Her tongue creeps out and brushes the faintest line from my ear to the base of my neck.

Okay, I can do this. I might not want to pull the same shit as I have in the past, but that doesn’t mean I’m a newbie. I know how a woman’s body works. I just need to work out how her body works. What will make her sing to the heavens?

So, I do the one thing I’ve never done before—which, looking back, means I’m a fucking neanderthal. “What do you want, Cleo? Tell me what to do.”

That’s right, I submit to her. Instead of taking over and trying to show her how good I am in bed, I do the most basic thing and think of her needs.

“Will you kiss me…everywhere?”

“My pleasure,” I whisper back. Starting from her lips, I trace her jaw, placing gently open-mouthed kisses on her skin. God, she’s so soft. My eyes focus on the faint freckles dotting her face. “Do you cover up your freckles?” I ask in between touches.

“Um,” she gasps. “Yes.”

“They’re beautiful,” I say.

“T-thank you.”

Travelling down, I take my time inhaling her scent and committing the feel of her skin to my long-term memory. Those thoughts are going to get me through the lonely nights at sea, I know it.

My tongue slips out the second I get to her cleavage. Her top needs to go. “Can I?”

I have to hold back a laugh as she rips the garment off and throws it somewhere before taking my head in her hands and pulling me back to her chest.

Her bra is of the lacy variety, which is totally impractical for life in the Navy. “This is nice,” I comment as I flick the tip of her nipple through the fabric. I swear to God she growls at me.

Without answering, she curls her arms around her back and unclasps the bra, sending it tumbling to the floor.

“Okay then.” I snicker.

“You too,” she moans as I suck in her breast. Delicious. It takes me but a second to haul my sports bra up and over my head, dropping it to the floor where it sits nestled next to Cleo’s. I like the symbolism of it. Maybe now’s not the time to be contemplating what such a sight means to me.

Focus, River!

I’ve lost track of time as I explore her torso with my mouth and hands. Cleo encourages my movements with little nudges, and I find it turns me on.

Down on my knees, I look up and am momentarily stunned at the sight above me. Cleo’s chest has a flush of red from one shoulder to the other, stopping just above her breasts. Her chest is moving rapidly as she grows more excited, and her head is back with eyes closed. Her hair hangs in luscious waves. The red captivates me and, for a second, I contemplate standing back up so I can run my hands through it.

She looks…lost in her pleasure. Is this what Cleo was trying to explain to me when I confronted her about our night together? It must be, because I didn’t see anything close to this…complete euphoria that night. That night, she was performing for me. Just like I’ve been performing for every other woman.

But now? Now she’s not performing. She’s just…feeling. And I’m the one making her feel this way.

Brushing my nose across her stomach, I run my hands up her legs until they’re close to her trouser button.

“Can I?”

“Please,” she sighs, keeping her eyes shut. Her body sways gently as I flick open the button and gently pull the trousers until they’re pooled around her ankles.

Her matching thong should surprise me, but it doesn’t. It just steals every particle of moisture from my mouth.

“Tell me what you want now, Cleo. I’ll do anything you want.”

Slowly, her eyes open and adjust to the sudden rush of light. I watch her pupils dilate and find myself fixated on them.

“I just want you to touch me, River. However you like.”

Nodding, I place my hands on her hips and encourage her to sit down on the bed. It’s not ideal considering it’s a single, but we’ll make do.

“Lean back a little,” I say, watching her watch me. I’ve never held eye contact with a person for so long. Never in a sexual situation, so this is new for me. I should feel awkward, but I love having her eyes on me. I love that she wants to watch me worship her body.

Her legs part as soon as she sits down. My hands trace from her hips to her knees. Leaning forward, I place the same open-mouthed kisses I lavished on her breasts, over her knees, and up her inner thighs. I can smell how excited she is, but I’m not quite ready to reach her pussy just yet. Not when I have all this creamy, freckled skin to touch.

“River,” she breathes.

“Tell me,” I plead.

“Lick me, I’m begging you.”

I do as she asks. I lick her thigh, and then her lips until my face is buried in her slick folds. Taking her thighs, I lift them effortlessly onto my shoulders and feast.

At this point, I don’t mind pulling out a few tricks, because I want her to enjoy every second, and I know how to give head better than most.

The difference, though, is I listen to her body. Every twitch and gasp is stored until I’ve mapped out every area of her sex, which makes her quiver. I’m so attuned to her, I’m not even thinking about my performance, which, regrettably, I would have been with any other woman. All I’m thinking about is her. The taste of her. The feel of her. The sound of her breathing, her gasps, her moans.

She’s everything. And I’m going to make sure she knows it.

I realise how selfish a lover I was. Even though I thought I made my nightly trysts about the person I was with, I can see it never was. It was about proving something to myself. Yes, I’m sure some of the women thoroughly enjoyed themselves, but I’d wager there were plenty who were left less than satisfied. Just like Cleo, they needed something deeper, something I couldn’t give them.

Never mind, because I know I can give Cleo what she wants if I just ask her.

“Like that,” she pants.

Her hips roll and I match her rhythm. At some point, she must have discarded my cap because I feel her fingers sink into my hair and pull at the roots.

Her breath is coming in short, sharp bursts. I want nothing more than to hear her scream my name, but she can’t. Not entirely convinced she’ll be able to keep herself quiet, I slip a hand up and cover her mouth.
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My scream slams against River’s hand, muffling it. I have enough awareness that I try to keep the sound to a reasonable level, but I doubt I’m succeeding. The pleasure travelling from my clit through every nerve passage to the rest of my body is completely overwhelming. I think I might explode if I try to keep the feeling bottled up inside. Screaming and clamping my teeth into something is the release valve.

I’m only aware I’ve stopped making noise when River’s hand slips away from my mouth.

“You bit me,” she whisper laughs.

My eyes are unfocused and I’m barely cognisant of…anything.

“Cleo?”

“Mmm,” is all I can manage.

The bed dips, and River appears above me, smiling, searching my face. I didn’t even feel her drop my legs from her shoulders.

“I need you to make words,” she says.

“Okay.”

Dropping her forehead to my chest, she chuckles as I will my brain to re-engage with my body. A sudden need to hold her close has my hands wrapping around her back tightly, pulling her close.

“Hey, are you okay?” she whispers in my ear. Nodding, I fight the tears, trying with all their might to pool in my eyes. God damn it, I knew I’d enjoy the sex more once we’d connected on an intimate level outside of the bedroom, but these feelings swelling up in my chest are far more than I bargained for.

“I-I’m good,” I finally croak out.

River wiggles against me, settling herself on my chest and using her elbows, on either side of my shoulders, to apply gentle pressure. She’s hugging me with her entire body.

It only occurs to me then that River is still somewhat dressed. “I’d like you to be naked.”

She doesn’t reply, but lifts her hip enough for me to slip my hand down and push her gym shorts down. While I do that she fumbles her trainers off using both feet instead of her hands. It’s awkward, but quite entertaining. The struggle has us both erupting in quiet giggles.

“I should have just stood up,” she grumbles, kicking one of her legs out to dislodge her stubborn trainer and sock.

“No, I like this,” I reply.

We spend a few more seconds disrobing her until she finally settles her bare hips back down and I feel just how excited she is. Holding her close again, I breathe her in. My tongue traces a faint line up her neck, and I close my eyes again because it feels like the only way to keep the emotions coursing through me in check.

River’s body trembles slightly as I ghost my hands down her back. I’d say her back is a major erogenous zone for her, and I plan to use that knowledge to my advantage.

Nerves simmer under my skin. The first time we had sex, I barely got to touch River. The night was about her showing me a good time, which I can understand some women might like. But for me, it just highlighted the chasm between sex for the sake of getting off and sex with connection.

Knowing River as I do now, I think her reason for taking control also had something to do with the fact she likes to keep her distance. Touching another person, even for just one throwaway night, is a type of commitment, in a way. You’re committing yourselves to a few hours of trusting what you hold dear to a perfect stranger…your body and mental well-being. You’re trusting the person fucking you isn’t going to hurt you in any way, and that they will treat you with respect.

For River, I don’t think she even allowed herself that modicum of time to hand over any part of herself. With that in mind, I’m aware what River is doing now is quite the honour. She’s handing me control, and I don’t want to mess it up.

Trailing my fingertips up her back and into her hair, I gently push her head until we’re looking at each other. There is a noticeable blush across her cheeks, and her eyes are more pupil than iris.

“What do you like, River?”

“I-I don’t know.”

Her confession only solidifies my belief that she hasn’t let another woman touch her with purpose for a long time.

“Are you comfortable with me being on top?”

I rode River the night we met, but she was still very much in charge. She wasn’t vulnerable but cocky, because the act wasn’t about her. This is different.

She nods, and I notice the slight pinching of her cheek. She’s biting the inside of her mouth, and I know that means she’s nervous. River pushes herself up, creating a sliver of space between us. I take advantage of it and manoeuvre my leg until it’s wrapped around her hip. In a move much smoother than I expected of myself, I reverse our positions.

River’s hair is out of its usual bun and splays across my pillow. Her breasts heave as her breathing becomes more laboured. My hips begin a slow rhythm against her pubic bone, and I know it’s driving her wild. River’s eyes dart from my face down to my swaying breasts, and then to our joined pussies.

“Do you like that?”

Her hands grip my thighs, hard. “Yes,” she replies, just above a whisper.

“Will you spread your legs for me?”

She complies, and I feel her thighs bracket my sides. Without breaking eye contact, I circle my right arm around my back and down to her strip of trimmed hair. Her fingers twitch and grip a little harder. I haven’t even touched her properly yet, and she’s already halfway to climax.

I feel powerful and sexy in this position. I love the way she is looking up at me with utter reverence. She didn’t look at me this way during our one-night stand.

“You’re so beautiful, River,” I say, brushing my fingers through her thatch and into her wet folds. “I could touch you all day and never get tired.”

A low groan emanates from her mouth. Her hips buck up in a silent plea for more. My hips slow as I concentrate on exploring River. I don’t want to come, not this time. I want this experience to be completely about her.

Widening my fingers, I brush either side of her lips, never touching her clit directly but just enough to have her almost begging me with her body. Slowly, I trail my left hand up her torso until I reach her tits. Both nipples are already at attention, and I almost make a silly comment. I don’t, though, because this isn’t the time for silliness. It’s the time to show River she can trust me with every part of herself.

The index and middle finger of my right hand dip into her opening as the thumb and index of my left hand roll and pinch her sensitive nipples. River slaps a hand across her mouth as a sultry mewl escapes her throat. God, she’s everything. Beautiful, strong, and vulnerable.

Sensing her need to come before she gets too sensitive, I move my fingers inside her. My hips pick up their pace without thought because being in this position, with River ‘Romeo’ Dawson writhing beneath me as she tries to stay quiet, is the biggest turn on I’ve ever encountered.

Her pussy is tight and pulsing as I set a relentless pace. With every squeeze around my fingers, I know she’s seconds away from coming. I curl them to send her over the edge. The second my fingertips brush against her G-spot, her hips buck up and she grips my fingers inside. Holding on, I continue entering her until I feel a gush of liquid, and I hear her scream into her hand.

She just squirted for me.

The realisation hits me like a wave, and I feel a surge of pride so intense it nearly knocks the breath from my lungs.

It takes several seconds for her body to relax and settle back on the mattress.

Only when her eyes open and are fixed on me do I allow myself a small laugh. She cocks her eyebrow at me, making my giggle fit worse.

“Why are you laughing?” she pants out.

“I’m sorry, it’s just I felt like a bull rider there for a second. You were trying to buck me off.”

Her grin widens, and she chuckles along with me. “That was intense,” she says.

Pulling my fingers from inside her, I smile as she groans in protest. Lowering myself down until our boobs touch, I get comfortable. River circles me with her strong arms, and I let my head rest in the crook of her neck.

We’re silent for a few minutes. River catches her breath and then turns her head until I feel her nose in my hair. She still doesn’t say a word, but I hear her take some deep breaths. For me, the silence helps me process what we did, and how it utterly unravelled me.

I feel like a lesbian cliché because I think I’m falling in love with River. It’s probably not a world record as far as lesbians settling down with each other, but it’s damn fast. I’ve gone from not wanting anything to do with the woman to envisioning a future for us in the blink of an eye, which makes me distrust my own feelings.

“Hey,” she says. “I can feel you thinking.”

I nuzzle her neck and bask in the feel of her skin on my lips. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologise, babe. I’m here if you want to talk.”

Here she goes again, being the bigger person, and there I go again, getting stuck in my head. I should be the one comforting her, or at least asking if she wants to talk things out. I can only imagine what we’ve just done has scared her a little.

“I’m fine. Are you?”

Lifting my head, I study her face, looking for any signs she’s about to freak out and run away. Her soft smile and adoring look quashes that fear immediately. Her arms tighten around me and she lifts her head to kiss me slowly. It’s hot, but not rushed. She’s telling me how she feels through it, and I suddenly want to sob. Have I really found her? The person who will be mine, through thick and thin? The person I can trust to love me and not leave me for someone else?

A chill settles on my skin as we cool down. River notices and encourages me to lie next to her. She pulls over a blanket and snuggles into me. I didn’t envision our second time together like this, but I think it’s actually perfect.

“You were right,” she says against my shoulder as she kisses it.

“About?” I reply, trying not to let my raging libido spoil a romantic moment. My hips shift back into her crotch and I have to clench my thighs. I want her again.

“This…us. Sleeping together with a connection.”

My heart flutters as she speaks. My fear was River not feeling the difference between us. I need that connection, but not everybody does. It was quite feasible that she wouldn’t have an experience different from our first.

“I didn’t understand,” she continues. “But that was…so powerful. Not just the orgasm, which by the way was mind-blowing. But the pull I felt when we were touching. The feelings I had when you looked at me. It was almost too much,” she whispers into the room.

Rolling over to face her, I cup River’s face. “I want you to really hear me when I say that was the best sex of my life.” I’m not blowing smoke up her arse. I certainly didn’t think sleeping with her again would result in such intense emotions, but here I am, completely lost on this sailor with a penchant for cockiness and a beautiful heart.

She brushes her nose against mine. “Me too,” is her answer, and it’s all I need. We will talk, but not now. All we need is to stay in this moment for a few minutes more before reality comes calling.
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One second, I’m nibbling on Cleo’s earlobe and the next I’m launching myself out of bed, frantically pulling on my nasty gym gear as the ship’s siren blares and we’re dropped into a sea of red light.

The timing is unbelievable! Captain Morley has always liked to spring emergency training on us, but really, why now? Not only have I got to leave Cleo post-amazing and life-altering sex session, but I’ve somehow got to get to my action station without being caught sneaking out of Cleo’s cabin.

My brain is too sex-addled to even contemplate devising a lie, and I know I’ll have that freshly-shagged glow about me, so…long story short, I’m in a heap of shit.

“What the hell is going on?” Cleo shouts. I’ve forgotten entirely that she’ll have no idea this is an exercise. Halting my attempt at hoisting up my shorts, I place both hands on her shoulder.

“Just a training exercise, it’s not real.”

“Right, okay,” she answers, still looking mildly panicked.

“I really need to go, Cleo. Jesus, this is the worst bastard timing,” I grumble, which at least pulls a smile from her.

“Could be worse,” she says, eyes twinkling.

“How the hell could this be worse timing?”

“We could have been in the shower.”

Despite the adrenaline coursing through me, I bark out a laugh. “Don’t tempt fate, Carter.”

“Take a breath,” she begins, “you need a calm head on your shoulders, okay?”

Sucking in a lungful of air, I set about dressing and pulling my hair into a bun. At least I can explain part of my overall look as a hard session in the gym.

The siren continues to blare, but I’m finding it difficult to tear myself away from her. Sensing my sappy inner turmoil, Cleo leans up and kisses me tenderly.

“We’ll talk later,” she says in my ear.

Nodding, I back away and fumble for the door handle. The next few minutes are going to determine if I get hauled in front of the captain or not. If I can avoid Benson or Grey I’ll be fine. Every other crew member will be too focused on the drill to give a shit about me.

I step out of her cabin with as much false confidence as I can muster. There are sailors running in every direction trying to get to their allocated station. My action station is on fire duty. If there is an emergency that doesn’t require my skill as weapons engineer, I automatically become one of the ship’s fire crew.

Happy I’m not about to be accosted by anyone, I set off at a run. As luck would have it, I’m closer to the area of the ship I need to be than if I were coming from my bunk.

Kit, Cheddar and Boot are already donning their fire protection gear. They acknowledge me but don’t speak. It’s not the time. We have to treat this as if it were a genuine emergency.

The captain’s voice echoes over the ship’s loudspeaker. “Action stations, please. This is not a drill.”

Well, fuck. I spoke to soon.

My mind snaps to Cleo. Is she scared? Is she wondering if I’m okay?

Focus, River. Focus.

“River! Watch your left!” Kit shouts.

I snap back to attention just in time to move out of the way of a crew member barrelling past. I need to focus. Cleo needs me to focus. If I get hurt because I’m distracted she’ll never forgive me. I’ll never forgive myself.

Fuck, I should have told her to tag along with me…no, on second thought I want her as far away from danger as possible.

“I need to get Cleo somewhere safe,” I call to the others. “She’s my responsibility.”

“Go, make sure she’s good and then get your arse—”

“Fire, fire, fire. All fire crew to the starboard propulsion room.”

“Go,” I scream. The propulsion system falls under our zone, therefore, it’s our responsibility to get it under control and extinguished.

Kit and the gang leg it towards the propulsion room. If there is a significant fire it could disable the ship. There are two propulsion rooms aboard with two shafts that power the ship through the water. If one breaks, we could be looking at a serious case of sitting duck syndrome. Which isn’t the end of the world. Aircraft carriers never leave home alone, and HMS Queen Elizabeth has a flotilla of five other ships escorting us. But still, we would be seriously compromised, so this fire needs dealing with immediately.

My legs carry me as fast as safely possible towards Cleo’s cabin. I don’t knock, but barge straight in. Cleo is sitting at her desk, clutching her notepad to her chest, looking sick with worry.

“Let’s go,” I shout. She doesn’t waste time with questions but follows along behind me. I take us to the bridge, because if there’s one place she’ll be safe it’s with the captain.

“Captain,” I call, snagging the attention of everyone within hearing range. “I think it’s best if Ms Carter remains here with you. I need to get to the propulsion room.”

Captain Morley nods at me and beckons Cleo over to her. I want to grab her hand and pull her close. Whisper in her ear that everything will be just fine, but we have to settle with a quick glance.

Cleo catches my eye, and I raise my eyebrows slightly—our signal for “I’ve got this, don’t worry.” She rolls her eyes at me, the tiniest smile playing at her lips, and mouths, “Go.”

I grin despite the chaos and turn on my heel to race to the propulsion room.

I can see smoke billowing from the entry hatch before I even reach it. The heat hits me like a wall, and I have to squint against the brightness of the flames. The electrical unit is completely engulfed, sparks flying everywhere as the fire consumes the wiring.

The alarm is still blaring, adding to the chaos. My ears are ringing. My heart is pounding. The smell of burning electronics and melting plastic fills my nostrils, making my eyes water even behind my protective gear.

This is bad. This is really bad.

“Status!” I shout to the team.

“Pressure’s holding on the main line,” Kit calls back, her voice muffled by her breathing apparatus, “but we need to get that secondary unit offline or it’ll spread to the port shaft.”

Fuck. If both shafts go down we’re dead in the water.

“Right, listen up!” I shout. “Kit, you take the main line and keep the pressure steady. Boot, get that secondary unit offline—now. Cheddar, I need you on the CO2 line. We’re going to smother this bastard before it spreads.”

Everyone moves without hesitation. We’ve drilled this scenario a hundred times, but it never feels real until you’re standing in front of an actual fire.

Kit positions herself at the main valve, her movements precise and practiced. Boot scrambles toward the electrical panel, sweat already pouring down her face. Cheddar readies the foam dispenser, her jaw set with concentration.

I grab the secondary hose and move closer to the flames. The heat is intense, almost unbearable even through my protective gear. My gloves are already slick with sweat.

“CO2, now!” I shout.

Cheddar releases the gas, and it cascades over the flames. The fire dims as it suffocates, but it doesn’t go out. Not yet.

“Again!” I yell.

Another wave of CO2. The flames are smaller now, but still burning. My arms ache as I angle the hose, trying to reach the heart of the fire.

“Come on, come on,” I mutter, more to myself than anyone else.

We’re making progress. The flames are smaller, more manageable. But then the electrical unit sparks violently, and a shower of sparks rains down on us.

“Shit!” Boot yells, jumping back as a spark hits her shoulder.

“Everyone back!” I shout. “Get clear!”

We all scramble backward, giving the fire more space. My mind is racing. If the unit explodes, the whole propulsion room could go up. We could lose both shafts. We could lose the ship.

We could lose everything.

“Secondary line, now!” I command. “We need to cool that unit down before it ruptures.”

Kit and Cheddar move in sync, their movements practiced and precise. The secondary line activates, and a cloud of gas hits the electrical unit. The temperature drops, the sparks stop, and finally—finally—the flames begin to die.

Five more minutes of steady pressure, and the fire is out.

My legs feel like jelly. My hands are shaking. But we did it. We actually did it.

There will be an investigation, and we’ll have to do a full sweep of the ship to make sure there are no other problems, but at least we’re out of the woods for now.

Back at the fire equipment storage area, we all stand in stunned silence for a moment, still processing what just happened. We’re covered in soot and ash, our protective gear almost fully black from the smoke.

“That was too close,” Boot says, her voice shaky.

“Way too close,” Cheddar agrees.

Kit is already checking everyone over, making sure no one got hurt. “Everyone okay? Any injuries?”

We all shake our heads. Miraculously, we’re all fine.

“Good work out there,” I say, looking at each of them. “You were all brilliant. Really brilliant.”

Kit gives me a tight smile. “You too, boss. You kept your head when things got hairy.”

If only she knew. My head was anywhere but on that fire for half of it.

We’ll smell like smoke for a few days, that’s for sure. The ship remains in a state of emergency, meaning no showers for us. No one can leave their post until the all clear is given. Captain Morley had us remain in action stations for over forty-eight hours once. I really hope we don’t have to repeat that.

I feel antsy not being able to check on Cleo. Fuck, I wish I had my phone on me.

Cheddar cuffs me on the shoulder, gesturing me to follow. “Captain wants a debrief. Thought you’d like to come along.”

I grit my teeth to stop the wave of emotion I’m feeling from cresting over the top. Her offer means more than she knows. I fist bump her and follow behind. There are still sailors moving from one place to the other, so we stay single file until we reach the bridge. The ship is still on high alert, but everyone seems a tad more relaxed now the fire is out.

Cleo is standing by Captain Morley when we enter. Her eyes move to me, and I try to convey calm and reassurance. I’m not sure it works but I can’t do anything else.

“Situational update?” the captain asks without looking up from the ship’s blueprint sprawled out on the observation table.

I look to Cheddar because I’m in no state to answer, not when my mind is stuck on Cleo and not on the fire.

My attention swings back and forth from the room around me and Cleo’s body language. She still looks tense, but not as bad as when I got to her room. Hopefully, the captain was able to offer some reassuring words. Maybe she was able to distract Cleo by demonstrating how the ship deals with such an event.

“Thank you,” the captain says, and I only then realise she’s talking to me and Cheddar. Crap, I need to get my shit together. “You can return to duty.”

As we leave, the captain announces to the ship that we are no longer acting in a state of emergency, which means we’ll all go back to our regular assignments. No doubt she’ll have a team already in the propulsion room investigating the fire.

Adrenaline is pumping through my veins as I head to the fire locker to undress. Slipping on my gym gear, I decide I might as well get a run in, because there’s no way I can dispel this energy unless I sweat it out. With the smell of smoke still lodged in my nostrils, I head to the flight deck, ignoring everyone and everything. There are no flights, and all the aircraft are in the hangar, so for now I have a clear circuit.

Forty-five minutes later, I enter the bunk, sweaty and out of breath. Boot is doing push ups and Kit is calling out her number. Cheddar is on her bed eating Wotsits.

“Ladies,” I pant out as I strip off my sports gear. I’m desperate for a shower and some clean clothes.

“Any news from the captain?” Kits asks.

“No idea, I’ve been up top running.”

“Everything alright?” Cheddar asks.

“She got laid,” Boot adds before I can answer.

“Did you now?” Kit teases.

“Ain’t gonna happen,” I say, grabbing my shower kit.

“Hold up, we always talk about sexy times,” Cheddar pouts.

Shaking my head, I slip on my joggers and tank top for the walk to the showers. “Not this time.”

“Damn,” Kit muses, looking at me with a tilt to her head. “This is something, isn’t it?”

I know she’s not referring to the sex, but the relationship. I nod and then instantly blush.

“Oh my God, look at her,” Boot cackles. “River Dawson is actually blushing. The apocalypse is nigh.”

“Shut it,” I mutter, but I’m grinning despite myself.

“She’s gone soft,” Cheddar says with mock sadness. “Our cocky fuckboi has been tamed.”

“I haven’t been tamed. I’ve been—”

“Pussy-whipped?” Kit offers helpfully.

“Fuck off, all of you.”

“Called it,” Cheddar sings. “I told you someone would come along and knock that obnoxious ass straight to the floor.”

“Yeah, yeah. You were right, congratulations, now can I go for a shower?”

“Go, wash off the stank of super sex.” Boot laughs. I give them all the finger.

There is less chaos as I head to get cleaned up. I’ve come down from the high of the day and feel exhausted. I’ll be heading to bed as soon as I’m clean, even if there are still plenty of hours in the day. Tomorrow I’m back on duty, and even though I’d love to see Cleo before then, we can’t risk it. I wouldn’t be capable of anything remotely sexy anyway, and there’s no chance I’m risking falling asleep on her mid-shag.

The water soothes my aching muscles, and my heavily-scented shower gel masks the smell of smoke to some degree. I’ve just stepped out of the cubicle feeling a million times better when my day gets significantly worse.

“Grey,” I say as levelly as possible.

She looks at me with piercing eyes. “What are you playing at?” she growls.

Sighing, I drop my towel and begin drying off. “Want to elaborate?”

“You know what I’m talking about,” she seethes with quiet rage.

“I think I should be asking you that, Grey.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, and trust me you better think twice before reporting anything you think you may have seen.”

The girls were right, she’s going on the offensive.

“Grey, what you get up to is your business, but you can’t be stupid enough to think it can last. If it wasn’t me who walked in on you, it would’ve been someone else. Are you ready for the fallout?”

She takes a step towards me, but I don’t move. Grey doesn’t intimidate me in the slightest, not physically anyway.

“Like you’re one to talk,” she replies with a knowing smirk.

“Whatever, Grey. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Just remember when this blows up and Benson leaves you in the dirt to save his own skin, you could have stopped it from happening.”

“Nothing is going to happen because no one will find out. Especially not from you,” she spits. “Because if you decide to report me, you bet your arse I’ll show the brass exactly who you are, River Dawson.”

“Oh yeah, and who is that?”

“A fuckboi who’s nailing the admiral’s daughter. I wonder how that will go down.”

Licking my lips, I give myself a second to get my rising temperature under control. “Sure, Grey. Whatever you say.”

She laughs and takes another step towards me. Her voice drops low and her eyes sparkle with satisfaction. “The thing is, Dawson, you’ve only got your word about me and Benson, whereas I’ve got proof.”

“Fuck off.” I laugh.

Her grin gets bigger. “Hmmm. You and Cleo do like to text an awful lot, huh?”
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“Alright everyone, fun’s over,” Captain Morley calls across the bridge. “Goodman, I’m handing over control to you for an hour. I think it’s time for a tea break, don’t you, Ms Carter?”

“Absolutely,” I reply, because I’m more than happy to leave the insanity that has been the past hour.

“Shall we take it in my office? It’s quieter,” she offers, and I’m grateful.

I’ve been in plenty of scrapes over the years. It comes with the territory of being an investigative journalist. The state of emergency today wasn’t even that severe, yet the knowledge I’m in a floating metal tub, with the only escape being the ocean, adds a level of fear I wasn’t expecting. Also, I was wholly unprepared for the worry I felt for River. I know it’s her job, and she’s clearly more than qualified to deal with the dangers of living aboard a ship, but Jesus, my heart fell to my stomach when she dropped me off at the bridge and headed towards the fire.

The captain’s office is small but perfectly organised to maximise the limited space. The constant hum would irritate me within seconds if I had to work in here.

“Take a seat,” she says, gesturing to an empty chair. “Tea or coffee? I’ve got the good stuff.”

“Do you have any green tea?” Caffeine isn’t a good idea when I can still feel adrenaline in my system.

“I do. It’s my nightly drink when I’m working late.”

“Paperwork?”

“You know it.” She laughs.

I inhale the tea as soon as Captain Morley hands me the cup. “Thank you.”

She smiles and sits behind her desk. I’m hit once again with how lovely looking she is. Not as lovely as River, below me, blushing…mmm lovely.

“Are you okay, Ms Carter?”

“Cleo, please.”

“Then call me Katie.”

We fall silent again as we take small sips of our drinks.

“Are you okay after the incident?” she finally asks.

Placing my cup on her desk, I sigh. “I’ll admit I wasn’t expecting to be rushed through a ship because it was on fire.”

“Only a small fire, and it was dealt with quickly.”

“Oh, I have no doubt. I was just taken aback. Although it was impressive to watch the crew deal with the emergency. It will be a great addition to the article.”

“Ideally, I’d prefer you leave out any issues we suffer, but I suppose the article needs to reflect the truth. And that is, from time to time we have issues and small emergencies. All part and parcel of being in the Navy.”

“I take it this isn’t the first time something like this has happened?”

She smiles at me. “Actually, it is. We’ve had a clean slate until today.”

“Wow, that’s impressive. How will the fire affect the deployment?”

It’s her turn to sigh. “That’s a little more complicated. First, we need to get to the bottom of the fire’s origin and determine the full scale of the damage. Unfortunately, my gut feeling is we will be returning to port earlier than expected.”

“Really? You can’t fix it out at sea?”

“We absolutely can. However, I’d prefer to have the ship inspected fully before we deploy on the next leg, which will be for seven months. Cutting a training run short is preferable to finding we have bigger problems when on active duty.”

I hadn’t thought past the next few weeks. Of course the ship will be off on another tour, with River on it…for seven months.

“What if it was something as simple as a faulty switch or something?” I really have no idea what the hell was on fire, let alone if any switches were involved. I’m just projecting my hope the fire was a freak accident and totally fixable without cutting my time with River short.

“I certainly hope that’s the outcome. However, a faulty switch could be indicative of a bigger problem. Plus the brass will want a full debrief, and I hate to say it, but with a certain guest on board, we’ll be under more scrutiny from—”

“My dad.” I sigh. “I didn’t think of that.”

My dad will absolutely want answers when he finds out something went wrong with me on board. He can be a bit bullish when it comes to my safety. He may not have been there all that often, and his behaviour towards my mum was deplorable, but he has always shown a high-level of protectiveness over me. Plus, it was him who got me involved with the article, so that will play into his guilt and manifest into something over the top.

“Afraid so. Admiral Carter will want to see you face-to-face. I would if my child was in the same situation.”

“Do you have children?”

“I do not. I have a crew of a thousand to look after, and that’s quite a challenge at the best of times.”

“They’re a good bunch. I’ve interviewed enough to see how passionate they are.”

“We have a reliable and solid crew. I’m proud to lead them.”

“Look, I’m sorry if my dad’s going to be in your face.”

She sends a devastating grin my way, that, pre-River, would have had me melting into a puddle.

“Don’t think anything of it. I’ve dealt with meaner men than your dad.”

“Still,” I begin. “I never wanted to make anyone’s life more difficult.”

“Cleo, your presence on the Queen Elizabeth has been nothing but positive as far as I can tell.”

“Really?”

She smiles and nods. “The crew are excited someone is interested in their stories. You’ve made them feel like a part of something bigger.”

“Bigger than this humongous floating city,” I deadpan, causing her to laugh.

“Yes. They’ll be participating in recruiting the next wave of sailors, who could one day be serving with them. It’s exciting.”

“You have a lot of confidence in this article.” I laugh.

“Ms Carter, I’ve read your work, so I have no doubt the article will be top-notch. The admiral seems very invested in this project, and I’m sure your work will be central to it.”

“Well, I’ll cheers to that then.” I laugh.
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I’m back in my cabin when the captain announces we will indeed be returning to Portsmouth. I’m sure there are a ton of other ports the Queen Elizabeth could dock, but none of them have my dad waiting in them. I’ve already had five messages from him asking me to call him as soon as possible.

I reply with a text of my own, confirming I’m absolutely fine and he needs to let me get on with my job. The last thing I want is for him to be overbearing from hundreds of miles away.

Guilt swirls in my gut as I digest the news. If it weren’t for me being on board, I’m certain the captain would’ve proceeded with the planned training. After all, the whole point of this two-month deployment was to train for emergencies.

Worry also swims around my body as I keep thinking of River, and how we’ll be parting ways far sooner than either of us anticipated. Hell, we’re only just getting to the good stuff—and I’m not referring to the sex, which is delicious. I’m talking about the part where we’re finally admitting this thing between us is more serious than either bargained for. I’ve been excited to still have weeks ahead of us to keep exploring the relationship and each other.

Feeling agitated, I slip my camera around my neck and head out of my room, eager to be on deck. I need some fresh air and some time to get my head on straight.

I pass Grey on the way and the look she gives me sends the hairs on the back of my neck tingling. Ignoring whatever the hell that was, I make my way to the flight deck and smile as the setting sun hits my face.

I wander around taking photos of the crew, which earn me a few smiles and silly poses. I remembered the captain’s earlier comment about the crew being glad I was there, which made me smile even more. It’s nice to feel this welcome, and I can understand how, even in such a small amount of time, the people on the ship can feel like family.

As I circle back toward the hatch which will take me back to my cabin, I spot River hanging about looking…odd. Her body is almost twitchy, and her eyes scan the area with suspicion.

“Hey,” I call as I approach.

“We need to talk,” she replies curtly. My stomach sinks. What on earth has happened between the last time I saw her and now? Where is the warmth she wrapped around me just this morning, or the care she radiated as she took me to the bridge earlier?

I nod and follow as she leads me back to her bunk. The second I step through into the space she closes the door and settles her forehead against it.

“River, what’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

I’d seen her briefly after the fire and she looked fine, but maybe she’d gotten hurt and just didn’t want me to know.

“I’m fine physically,” she replies, turning around. “But we have a problem. A big fucking problem, Cleo.”

Sitting on her bunk, I do my best to stay calm. If she’s here to pull the plug on us, I might not be able to keep my composure for long. Today has already thrown far too much shit our way.

“Grey knows about us,” she states. Her stance is guarded and as much as I want to soothe her, I remain still.

“Please elaborate. Tell me exactly what’s happened.”

I sit and listen to her as she explains the conversation she had with Grey in the showers.

“When did she have access to your phone?” I ask. River frowns at me and I understand her confusion. She expected me to panic, but I’ve done enough of that for one day.

“I-I don’t know,” she replies, rubbing her temples. “The only time…” she trails off and I get where she’s going.

“During the emergency. Was your phone in here?”

River nods. “It’s always in here because there’s no reason for it to be on my person. None of the crew have their personal phones on them during shift.”

“So she knew where to go looking.”

“That’s not all,” River stutters. “Fuck, I was going to tell you on our date, but—”

“I asked you not to,” I say plainly, because I remember the conversation. I’d shut River down because I just wanted a scrap of normalcy for us.

She nods. “It doesn’t matter. The point is, I was going to tell you that I’d caught them.”

“Caught them?”

“Yup. Grey and Benson in a…compromised position.”

All the air whooshes from my lungs. “Well, that explains why she’s going on the offensive then.”

“She told me if I reported the incident she’d make sure everyone, including the captain and your dad, knew I was sleeping with you, and I don’t think she’d paint me in a great light. Not with my history with women. Jesus, I can just imagine your dad hearing about it.”

River pales at the thought.

“Is it really such a big deal that they’re sleeping together?” I ask, even though I know the answer.

“You know it is,” she replies.

A feeling pokes at my brain. “Do you think Benson knows you know?”

“I’d say yes. Grey is a nasty piece of work, but when she spoke to me, the words were Benson’s, I know it.”

“Fuck. We need to decide where to go from here. I haven’t got anything concrete to take to the captain regarding Benson’s behaviour towards you and the rest of the queer crew members, although I think it’s glaringly obvious he’s a bigot.”

“So it’d be my word against that of Grey and Benson. And let’s be honest, my word will mean shit once the text messages are revealed.”

“Yes, but how can they use them as evidence without compromising themselves? Private information didn’t just suddenly spring from your phone to Grey’s.”

River sags against the door. “I don’t know, Cleo. But I do know I’ll be the one in the shit no matter how you look at it.”
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River


There is no plan. Even after three days, Cleo and I have nothing. Grey has me over a barrel and she knows it. A part of me thinks I should forget I ever saw Benson’s pale arse anywhere near Grey. Why should I get myself involved when I don’t need to? If I keep my mouth shut, no one gets hurt, right?

My inner voice scoffs at me because I’m coming up with excuses. Benson, regardless of his bigotry, is breaking the rules. He’s taking advantage of Grey even if she is consenting. He is a higher rank than her and therefore holds the power. No matter what Grey thinks, he is in the wrong. Another thought occurs to me as I’m mulling the whole shitshow over in my head. What if this isn’t the first time he’s slept with a lower-ranking crew member? I have no proof, but Benson loves power. I think he gets off on holding it over people, and lord knows I can see him loving the idea of having a lower rank literally beneath him.

Cleo and I have kept our distance for the past seventy-two hours, and I am glad of it because I can do what I need to do without her trying to talk me out of it.

The reason we don’t have a plan is because there are only two options. Option one, I comply with Grey and Benson’s threat, which makes me complicit in their shit, and the thought makes me want to gag. Option two, I come clean to the captain about everything. I’m sure I’ll end up being disciplined. I can’t imagine it would go much further than a reprimand because Cleo is a civilian, although she is under the care of the Royal Navy and the captain could quite possibly want to make an example out of me.

Okay, so I could get more than a reprimand, and I hate the thought, but I can’t in good conscience keep Benson’s behaviour to myself. If we were still taking part in training, I wouldn’t rush the decision. But we are no longer on assignment, and Cleo lacks the time for a thorough investigation into Benson, so my only choice is to rely on the captain’s impartiality to make the right decision. I’ll tell her my truth and see what happens.

The worst part of all this is the time I could be spending with Cleo, even in an official capacity, is non-existent. We decided it was best to create a bit of space as to not give Grey any more ammunition.

My shift ends, and although I want to go and shower, I need to speak to the captain before I lose the nerve. Cleo, Kit, Boot, and Cheddar are going to be pissed, but I’ll make sure the captain knows none of it is their fault. Hell, I was the one to pursue Cleo in the first place, so the responsibility lands squarely on my shoulders.

The captain’s office door has never felt so intimidating before. I’d only ever had to visit one time before, and it was fleeting. I get the feeling I’m going to be in there a while this time around.

Knocking, I wait for my invitation to enter. Captain Morley is behind her desk looking over some charts, reading glasses balanced on the end of her nose.

“Good morning, ma’am.” My voice wobbles enough for the captain to notice. She pushes her glasses into her hair and sits back in her office chair.

“Dawson, what can I do for you?”

I’m lucky I was able to see her without running into her secretary. It’s like the universe is telling me I’m doing the right thing.

“May I sit?”

She cocks her head and assesses me. I’m treading a thin line by asking before being offered to sit down, but in all honesty I’m worried my legs are going to give out. She nods and I sink into the chair.

“Out with it,” she says, and I appreciate her forthrightness. I launch into the whole saga, starting with how I met Cleo before she joined the ship. Sparing no detail—except for the sex part, I divulge everything. What have I got to lose? If I’ve got a cat in hell’s chance of her believing me over a senior crew member, I can’t afford to be anything but transparent.

My leg bounces up and down as I wait for the captain to say something. It’s been an awkward few minutes. That’s right, I said minutes…several of them. My ears have locked on the constant buzzing in the room, and it’s slowly driving me insane.

Is she disappointed? Angry? Does she think I’m a complete idiot for sleeping with the admiral’s daughter? Does she think I’m a coward for not reporting Benson sooner?

The silence stretches on, and I feel like I’m drowning in it.

When Captain Morley finally slams her hand down and curses, I go rigid, waiting for her to lower the axe on my career.

“Christ almighty, Dawson.”

Yeah, that’s fair.

“Of all the people to become intimate with, you chose the daughter of the fucking admiral!”

It’s not a question, but a stupefied statement.

“Yes, ma’am.”

She flares her nostrils and taps her finger on the desk. “I do, however, appreciate the courage it took to come forward, even though you’ve been remiss in your decision making lately.”

Again…fair.

“Trust that I heard you and will be looking into the information you have given me,” she finishes.

Well, that’s something. I can’t really ask her for more.

“However…”

Ah, shit!

“I cannot overlook your incredible lack of judgement where Ms Carter is concerned, Dawson. There is a no fraternising rule aboard my ship, as you well know. I grant that it’s a little different with Ms Carter being a civilian, however she is still under my care.”

“May I speak freely, ma’am?” Fuck it, I’m already in the shit. I might as well say what I need to say.

“You may.”

“I understand I broke the rules, and for that I am sorry.”

“I sense a but in there somewhere, Dawson.”

“But.” I grin. “Cleo means a lot to me. This isn’t a fling.”

“As lovely as that is, it’s not really the point, is it?”

“No, it’s not. May I ask for leniency on my bunkies?”

Captain Morley grins. “Dawson, I’m not about to send you to the gallows. Calm down. Your crewmates were being good friends, I won’t punish them for that.”

“Thank you.”

“You realise I will have to report all of this to the admiral, right?”

I sigh. “I figured.”

“Of all the women,” she says, shaking her head. “We are a few days from making port. You will not engage in any kind of relationship with Ms Carter, is that clear?”

I swallow back my disappointment. “I understand.”

“It’s likely we will be in Portsmouth for a prolonged amount of time as the ship is inspected. The crew will be given additional shore leave. You will not.”

Cancelled leave isn’t the worst thing. I’ve had it taken off me before. Granted by Benson, and I’m ninety percent sure now it wasn’t sanctioned.

“As for the admiral. I can’t promise you he won’t request the transgression be permanently added to your personnel file.”

That would suck. A serious transgression in your personnel file can affect future promotions.

“I accept the consequences. May I ask for one thing?”

“Go ahead.”

“Can I tell Cleo? Sorry, Ms Carter. She doesn’t know I’m here, and I’d like to be the one to explain.”

“Granted. After that, I don’t want to see you within ten feet of her.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Any other potentially devastating news you’d like to share?”

“No, Captain.”

“Good. Dismissed. Keep your nose clean, Dawson.”

“Yes, Captain.”

My legs feel like jelly when I step out of the captain’s office. My crewmates have no idea the turmoil I’m in as they go about their day. I can take any punishment the admiral wants to tack on when we get to port, that’s not the problem. The problem is knowing I’ve blown the remaining time I had with Cleo clear out of the water. If I want the captain to take my claim seriously, I can’t defy her orders.

It takes me an hour to locate Cleo. She’s chatting with Ruby, of all people, in the aft galley. I make my way over and try to put a convincing smile on my face. The way Cleo looks at me makes me think she saw through it.

“Romeo, hey there, sugar,” Ruby says with a wink.

I roll my eyes and grin. “Ruby. Sorry to interrupt, but I need to steal Cleo.”

“Everything okay?” Cleo asks.

Instead of answering, I smile and wait. Cleo bids Ruby goodbye and follows me back to her cabin.

“Hey,” Cleo says, stepping into my personal space as soon as we’re alone. My body reacts immediately and the crushing weight of what I’m about to do almost physically hurts.

“Cleo,” I begin. I have to take a step back because I can’t do this with her touching me. “I—”

“River, you’re kind of scaring me. Did something happen?”

I guide her to the bed and sit her down. I, on the other hand, pace the small space.

Eventually, Cleo has enough of my silent meltdown and puts a hand on my arm, stopping me in place. I take a second to really look at her, in the way I won’t be able to after this conversation. Her hair is held lazily in a bun at the base of her neck. Her eyes are bright but filled with concern. My eyes track over skin, and I memorise as much as possible.

“I told the captain…everything.”

Her eyes go wide and her brows lift to her hairline. “You did what?”

“I came clean. It was the only option.”

“No, River, it wasn’t!”

“Really? Please enlighten me to the option I missed which would’ve made all this any less impossible!” I don’t mean to snap, but my nerves are frayed.

“You didn’t think to at least give me a heads up first?” she practically yells.

“No, because you’d have talked me out of it.”

“Maybe you should have been talked out of it. Fucking hell, River.”

“Look,” I snap. “This is my life, Cleo. Once the ship docks you leave and go back to your life. I’m still here with Benson and Grey.”

“But you know I would have continued to—”

“Investigate? Great, and how would that have helped when I’m away with them for months at a time, and you don’t have access to the people who can provide any proof that Benson is a homophobic scumbag? And where would I be if either of them suddenly decided to make good on their threat to spread our text chain? Even if it was to the other crew and not the officers, I’d been smack in the middle of shitty gossip.”

“River.”

“Am I wrong?”

“But I could’ve gone with you to see Captain Morley. Help explain the situation.”

“That would’ve looked like you were there trying to defend your girlfriend. It had to be me.”

“What did Morley say?”

“She took what I told her about Benson and Grey seriously.”

“Well, that’s good. I still intend to talk to her, because I do have a stake in this. Benson is a bigger problem than sleeping with Grey.”

“I agree.”

“And,” she sighs, “what about—”

“Me sleeping with the admiral’s daughter? Yeah, it didn’t go down well.”

“Shit, are you in trouble?”

I shrug. “Honestly it could’ve been worse. I’ll miss out on shore leave and I’m positive I’ll have to face your father.”

“Jesus Christ,” she grumbles.

“And…”

“And?”

“We have to stay away from each other. I’m no longer your guide. The captain made her stance on us very clear. I can’t defy her orders, Cleo.”

“So what, that’s it?”

A lump forms in my throat. “Until we get back to shore and you no longer fall under the Royal Navy’s care.”

“That’s not so bad, right? I mean, we’re only a few days from docking.”

I don’t think she fully grasps what we’re up against. Not only will I have to face her father when we get back, I’ll be on a seven-month deployment without the chance to see her before we ship out. What chance do we have?
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I’m angry. River has been avoiding me since she told me about her trip to see the captain. I know she has orders and I accept that. What I don’t accept is the limbo she’s left us in.

We didn’t even get to finish our conversation…well, not really. River told me what happened, and that she had to stay away from me for the rest of the deployment. The only thing I was able to get in before she left my cabin was that we’d be on dry land soon, so it wasn’t so bad. A few days away from each other and we’d be able to figure it out. River didn’t say anything, instead she gave me a pained smile, kissed me on the cheek and said goodbye.

I keep on playing the scene over and over again in my head. Even now, when I should be watching the impressive ability of Captain Morley guiding the ship into port, my mind is elsewhere.

I didn’t visit the captain after River left. I figured it best to wait until we’re dockside and I can speak to her and my father at the same time. River shouldn’t bear all the blame. I was equally culpable. There is also the matter of Benson. Morley is now aware of his and Grey’s transgressions, but I don’t think she’s aware of the depth of his wrongdoings.

After River left me in my cabin I spent a few hours scrolling through every emotion imaginable. Eventually, though, I pulled myself out of the fog and refocused. There was nothing I could do about my and River’s situation, but I could still help her case by gathering more evidence against Benson.

Shifting my energy into something positive has always been the way I’ve dealt with difficult situations at work, and this was no different. Lieutenant Pierce accepted my request to interview him a second time, and I wasn’t going to let him off the hook so easily this time around.

He was a little confused at first when I jumped straight into probing questions about Benson and his buddy, Officer Hardman. I could see he didn’t want to answer, but I was relentless. I divulged Benson’s inappropriate relationship with Grey, which was risky, but necessary. I needed Pierce to see he wasn’t alone. And it worked! Better than I could’ve imagined.

Pierce was able to recount numerous times Benson and Hardman had shot bigoted comments his way, always covering them up as playful banter between colleagues. It was hard to listen to him, but I had to get it down. Pierce went even further and gave me a pocket notebook filled with instances he’d witnessed Benson and Hardman acting in a way unbecoming of members of the Royal Navy.

I had to ask him why he’d never come forward. Benson and Hardman had been getting away with despicable behaviour for far too long. I couldn’t understand how Pierce stood by and let it happen. He told me he felt he was in an impossible situation. The culture of the ship was a delicate balance. He said he didn’t feel confident the crew would’ve understood him reporting a fellow officer and crewmember.

I sort of understood. I’d witnessed the culture myself, and he was right. It is a delicate balance. I understand how one small thing could have a much bigger effect on the crew as a whole. The ship only runs so well because the crew, including the officers, are working seamlessly. I could imagine things turning toxic fast if allowed.

And yet…people are being bullied, discriminated against, and they have no escape. They were, and are, stuck on board the ship with their tormentors. Yes, the Queen Elizabeth is akin to a floating city, but we all know how small the world is when we want to avoid someone.

River is stuck with them for seven months. Seven months of dealing with Benson’s bigotry, of watching Hardman’s “playful banter,” of knowing that speaking up could destroy her career.

That’s why I have to do this. That’s why this evidence matters. River deserves better. They all deserve better.

So with Pierce’s testimony, his notebook and a promise he’d back up my findings to the brass, I spent two days huddled in my cabin writing up my findings, ready for the meeting I intended on calling the second my feet stepped on dry land.

“Ms Carter?”

My eyes snap from staring at nothing to Kit, who is standing by my side. I can’t help but look around for River, but of course she isn’t here.

“Kitman,” I say with a steady voice. Her eyes soften in sympathy.

“I’m here to escort you off the ship.”

“Right, of course.” In my reverie, I’d missed the ship docking. My time on HMS Queen Elizabeth is finally over. I’d packed my small amount of belongings last night in preparation. I don’t think I could’ve stomached it this morning.

Turning to Captain Morley, I offer my hand to shake. “Thank you for your hospitality, Captain. It’s been eye-opening, if short.”

“My pleasure, Ms Carter. I’ll see you in the debrief later.”

I’m pleased she’s already expecting a meeting with me. Maybe it’s more to do with my dad spitting feathers and the captain’s need to keep him happy, but it doesn’t matter. I’ll get my time to speak and that’s all that matters.

Kit and I are silent as we make our way through the ship. Eventually, I can’t take it anymore.

“Kit, where is she?”

Foolishly, I thought River would’ve found a way to see me before I disembarked.

Kit sighs. “She’s in the bunk.”

A tight sensation grips my throat.

“She’s a mess, Cleo.”

“Why won’t she talk to me?” I know she couldn’t see me, but hell, she could have sent me a message. “Is she ending this?”

We reach the gangplank, but Kit doesn’t stop, and she walks with me until we’re off the ship. Stopping and looking over her shoulder, Kit gestures with her head to step to the side. Other sailors are disembarking and we’re in the way.

“She’s spiralling, Cleo. I think it’s finally hitting her just how much you mean to her, and this whole thing with Grey and Benson has hit her hard. She’s scared of what’s going to happen to her. Then there’s your dad.”

“It has nothing to do with him.”

“Well, he certainly thinks so. River’s been requested to meet him in the captain’s private mess.”

“What?” This is the first I’m hearing of it. I didn’t even know my father was here yet. “He’s on board?”

Kit nibbles her lip. “He arrived as soon as we docked. He was already in Portsmouth, waiting for the ship to come in.”

“He has no right,” I begin, but Kit stops me with a hand on my arm.

But he does have the right. That’s the problem. He’s the Admiral of the Fleet. He has every right to pull rank, to insert himself into my personal life, to intimidate River with his authority and his position.

And I hate it. I hate that he uses his power this way. I hate that he can’t just be my dad and let me figure things out on my own.

I hate that River is probably terrified right now.

“He does have the right, Cleo. He’s the bloody Admiral of the Fleet. Anything that happens on or off the ship is his concern.”

I shake my head. “But he isn’t here as the admiral. He’s here as my dad and that’s not right. River would never be dragged in front of someone so high up in normal circumstances.”

“I know,” she says sympathetically. “But these aren’t normal circumstances.”

“Take me to him,” I bark, but Kit only sighs again and shakes her head.

“I can’t. I have orders, Cleo.”

“Did he give you the orders?”

She doesn’t need to answer. I see it in her face.

“Fine. Where am I supposed to go?” I’m beyond angry, but not at Kit. I hate it when my dad pulls this shit. Why does he always wreck any progress we make by inserting his authority into my personal life?

River might be one of his sailors, but he’s way over the line this time. River should not be in the firing line, not when there are so many other troubling things happening on this ship, under the nose of the officers and captain.

“This way,” she says softly. I practically march in the direction of one of the many buildings which make up the naval base.

We enter a conference room and Kit pulls out a chair.

“You shouldn’t have to wait long. It’s been lovely to meet you, Cleo, and for what it’s worth I hope you can figure it out with River.”

Tears sting my eyes, but I keep them from falling. “Look after her, okay?”

“I will,” she says, smiling.

“And Kit…tell her I’m not giving up.”

Her smile gets wider. “Aye aye.”
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Nearly an hour passes before I see another person. Captain Morley enters the room and sits opposite me.

“Where is my father?” I ask.

She looks uncomfortable because I’m guessing she knows exactly where he is and with whom.

“He’ll be along shortly.”

I nod, but don’t let her continue. “You’re going to want to read this.” I pull out a pile of paper which makes up my findings. It’s been a while since I had to write everything out by hand. I’ve probably got carpal tunnel now.

“What is it?” she asks, retrieving her reading glasses from her shirt pocket.

“Read and see. We’ll discuss once you’ve finished.”

I’ve always explained things better in writing, and I need her to grasp the full weight of the situation.

Maybe half an hour passes before she places the last piece of paper on the conference room table. Her face is ashen, and she’s yet to look at me. I think I got my point across.

She’s reading about her own ship. About the culture she’s created, even if unintentionally. About the crew members who are suffering under her command. About the officers she trusted who are abusing their power.

This is her failure, and she knows it.

She swallows hard. “Do you intend to publish this?”

I roll my eyes. “That’s not what this is about. I have no intentions of dragging you or your ship through the court of public opinion. I’m showing you this because things have got to change. You owe it to your crew to stop Benson and Hardman.”

“I had no idea,” she says quietly.

“Because the culture of the ship is designed to be that way.”

Finally, she lifts her eyes. “I have a good crew, Cleo.”

“I know you do, which is why they deserve better. River deserves better. I know we broke the rules, and I understand you need to discipline her, but please don’t let what happened between her and me distract from the bigger issue.”

“I need to talk to the admiral.”

“You are the captain!”

The door opens and my father steps in with a severe look on his face. I think he was expecting me to look sheepish. He’s in for a shock because I am the opposite of that.

Sitting back in my chair, I look him in the eye and wait. It’s Captain Morley who breaks the silence.

“Sir. I have an urgent issue that requires my immediate attention.” She then turns to me. “May I make a copy of this?”

“Of course.”

“What’s all this,” dad asks, pointing to the scattered paper in front of the captain.

“This is a problem, sir. I will need to sit with you later today and discuss the contents of the file.”

“Is it the article?” he asks.

“No, but Cleo is the author behind the findings. If you’ll excuse me.”

The captain gives me a nod and salutes my dad before leaving. He sits in her vacant chair and looks at me expectantly. When I don’t offer him what he wants, he smacks his hand on the table.

“What the hell were you thinking, Cleo?”

“Care to elaborate?”

“You know very well what I’m talking about. You slept with a crew member.”

“I did, and I know we broke the rules, but I am a civilian and it was consensual. That’s all there is to it. Able Rate Dawson has been disciplined, so as far as I’m concerned the issue is dealt with.”

“You are my daughter,” he begins.

“I am an adult woman who has autonomy over her life and body. I don’t now, or ever, need your permission. If you want to talk about inappropriate behaviour maybe we should circle back to the meeting you just had with River.”

His cheeks grow red. “I have every right—”

“You are the Admiral of the Fleet. Tell me, when was the last time you dealt with such a minor infraction personally? Are you constantly called to have chats with sailors who misbehave? No, I didn’t think so. You made this into something personal. What the hell did you say to her?”

“That is between me and Able Rate Dawson,” he grinds out.

“I swear to God, Dad, if you’ve done anything to mess this up for me, I will never forgive you. River wasn’t just a warm body. She’s important to me and we were building something.”

“Cleo.”

I slice my hand in the air. “No, I don’t want to hear it. I suggest you catch up to the captain, Dad, because you have a much bigger problem than me sleeping with River.”

“What did you write, Cleo?”

“The truth. Don’t worry, I won’t sully the reputation of your true love, Dad. The article I was assigned to write is finished and will do exactly what you planned. I’m sure you’ll have a whole host of youngsters lining up to join the Navy once it’s published. The report I wrote for Captain Morley highlights the bigotry and discrimination that is running wild on board the Queen Elizabeth unchecked. You might want to clean that up before my article is released. I can only imagine the shitstorm you’ll receive from the public if what I found leaks to the press. And no, that wasn’t a threat, just an observation, because the truth always comes out.”

“What? Cleo, what are you talking about?”

“Captain Morley will fill you in. Now, as far as I’m concerned my job here is done, so I’m going home. Do not put me in this position again, Dad. If you manipulate your power to get me to do what you want ever again, we’re through.”

“Cleo,” he says, and for the first time since he stepped in, he’s looking at me like my dad instead of the admiral.

For a moment, I want to soften. I want to let him in, to let him help, to go back to being his little girl who needs his protection.

But I can’t. Because his protection comes with strings. His help comes with expectations. His love comes with conditions.

And River deserves better than that. I deserve better than that.

“No, Dad. Enough. I need some space after all this shit. Please respect that.”
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River


I’ve never felt so disconnected from my life as I do now, sitting alone in the bunk room. I’m kicking myself for not finding Cleo before she left. The past few days have been miserable.

I should’ve texted her, but my body froze every time I thought about reaching for my phone. All I could think about was Grey violating my personal space. I couldn’t risk her finding new text messages, so I did nothing and now Cleo’s gone.

Every time I picked up my phone, I imagined Grey looking over my shoulder, reading my messages, using them against me. The fear paralysed me. And now it’s too late.

“How you holding up, mate?” Cheddar asks. The crew still have another night on board before they’re allowed to start their shore leave.

“Been better to be honest, Cheds.”

“Kit will make sure she gets off the ship okay.”

It’s a small comfort that one of my friends will at least make sure Cleo’s okay.

“You aren’t going to ghost her are you?”

My eyes snap up, and Cheddar levels me with a knowing stare. I hadn’t planned on ghosting Cleo, but that’s what’s happened, isn’t it? I got so caught up in feeling out of control, I retreated and left her out in the cold. Fuck.

“You could message. The training op is over, she’s probably off the ship by now, so there’s no more conflict of interest.”

“She might not want to hear from me,” I mumble.

“She does,” Kit says as she steps into the room. “I can say with all certainty Cleo wants you to contact her.”

“Is she okay?”

“Pissed off. I wouldn’t want to be her dad when she gets hold of him.”

My stomach sours. An hour or so has passed since I returned from a ten-minute meeting with Admiral Carter, where he, in no uncertain terms, told me I was to leave his daughter alone. I got read the riot act about how unprofessional I was and how I’d let my crew and the Royal Navy down with my conduct. Then he proceeded to tell me Cleo wouldn’t want to take our “tryst” beyond today. He was very clear he knew his daughter well enough to know she would never date a sailor seriously and I should forget about her.

The entire ordeal was a fucking gut punch.

“He’s not my biggest fan.” I chuckle humourlessly. “I’m guessing he’ll make sure Cleo never wants to talk to me again.”

“Bloody hell, River, it’s not the eighteen hundreds. Plus, do you really think anyone could make Cleo Carter do something she didn’t want to? She’s as stubborn as a fucking donkey,” Cheddar declares rather forcefully.

“Cheddar’s right, Riv. And I’m the one who was sent, by Cleo, with a message.”

I sit to attention. “She gave you a message?”

Kit rolls her eyes. “Yeah. She said she’s not giving up on you.”

“That’s kind of romantic.” Cheddar sighs.

“Oi oi,” Boot calls. She’s carrying a bag of washing, which I presume she’s just picked up from the laundry. “What’s the skinny? Cleo get off alright?”

The room grows quiet, and I find myself looking at the floor rather than at my friends.

The soft thud of Boot’s washing hitting her bed makes me look over. Boot stands with her legs at shoulder width apart and her arms crossed at her chest. The stance enhances all her muscles, which are impressive. The workouts are really paying off.

“You know I’m not one to get overly involved in this kind of shit…you know, the mushy stuff.”

We all chuckle because it’s true.

“But I feel I need to weigh in here before you do something stupid, Romeo.”

“Hey,” I protest, but it falls on deaf ears.

“Nah, you need to hear it. Right now you’re letting your head rule your heart, and I get why. But Grey and Benson will get what’s coming to them regardless of you being with Cleo. The only people you hurt by sacking her off are you and her. Forget about the job. Forget about orders and protocols. You deserve a life outside of the Navy if that’s what you want.”

“Boot is right,” Kit says, sitting next to me. “I wouldn’t have agreed with her a few weeks ago, but I’ve witnessed what that woman has done to you.”

“Knocked you on your arse, mate.” Cheddar grins.

“I knew I’d never hear the end of that.”

“True though, isn’t it?” she replies smugly.

Scrubbing my face to relieve some tension, I look at my friends. “I never believed it could happen to me, you know? But it did. I had a defining moment in my life that changed everything.”

“Was that defining moment tall with red hair and great ti—”

“Finish that word, Cheddar, and I’ll set fire to all your Wotsits.”

“Sheesh, alright,” she snorts.

“But yes, Cleo is my defining moment. She walked into my life and nothing’s been the same since.”

“But in a good way, right?” Boot asks.

Kit cackles. “Obviously.”

I grin like an idiot, and for the first time in days, I feel lighter. Cleo’s pretty eyes and soft skin filter into my mind. She’s just so nice to look at.

“Did you just sigh thinking about her?” Kit asks with amusement in her voice. I think we’re getting to the end of their support portion of the day and making our way over to the mocking section.

“Maybe.” I laugh. “She is the best thing that’s happened to me, not discounting you lot, or the great life I live.”

“But she adds more, right? Like you can see yourself going home to her on leave?” Cheddar asks enthusiastically.

“Yeah I can, but is it realistic?” I ask because I genuinely need their help. So far, I’m just fucking things up on my own, and I’m tired of doing that. I’m tired of keeping people at bay.

“Why wouldn’t it be? What are the barriers?” Kit asks. Boot and Cheddar move over to my bunk and sit on the floor so we’re in a circle. It’ll look ridiculous if someone walks in, but my heart gives a thankful thud that my sisters are here for me.

“Well, first, her dad hates me and told me to stay away from her. Plus he’s the fucking boss of the Navy.”

Boot puts her hand up. “I can answer this one. It’s got nothing to fucking do with him! If you let go of Cleo because of his opinion, you don’t deserve her in the first place. Next.”

“Wow, brutal.” I chuckle nervously. “Our lives aren’t exactly compatible. I’ll be away for the next seven months. She could be travelling for a story after that. When would we ever see each other? I don’t want her to resent me or my job.”

“My turn,” Cheddar chimes. “Cleo knows exactly what it’s like to have a demanding job, and a passion for what you do. Has she ever over the time you’ve known her indicated she’d want you to leave the Navy?”

“We never really got that far.”

“But it stands to reason she’d have mentioned something. You guys started to get pretty serious there for a minute. Cleo doesn’t strike me as the type of woman to hold back if she’s got something to say.”

“True,” I utter more to myself than to them.

“Would you resent her for travelling?” Cheddar continues. I shake my head. “Exactly. You’re more alike than you realise. Don’t forget, like eighty percent of the ship’s company have wives, husbands, girlfriends, etc. Anyone who falls in love with a sailor knows what they’re signing up for. Next.”

Kit puts her hand up. “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“Are you worried you’ll stray back to the life you had if you’re away too long?”

If Kit had asked me that even just a few days ago I might have paused, but not now.

“No way. I’ve thought about it, because, yeah, at the beginning that’s exactly what worried me. But then something clicked between us. She sees me, and makes me feel safe enough to open up—which still feels terrifying, to be honest. Plus, I would never hurt her like that.”

“I thought so.” Kit smiles. “You’re ready for this, River. Ready for her and the relationship you’ve already built the foundations for. All you have to do is reach out.”

“Yeah, I can do this,” I say, looking between them. “I can have love.”

Cheddar whistles dramatically. “Love! Wow, did you hear that, guys?”

And the moment of gentle support is over.

“Careful, we’ll be getting woodland creatures flying in to perch on Romeo’s shoulders if she keeps saying dreamy shit like that,” Boot tacks on.

“You all fucking suck,” I shout. A wall of laughter hits me and then three bodies as they pile on to my bunk, making kissing sounds and swooning noises.

A throat clears loudly, causing us all to jump. When the girls are finally off me, I look up to see the captain in our doorway.

“Dawson, may I have a word in private?”

Kit, Boot and Cheddar stand up and smooth out their uniform before taking their leave. They shoot me reassuring smiles as they go, but I can’t say they really helped. I’m not sure I’ve got the emotional bandwidth to stand another dressing down.

Standing to attention, I wait for the captain to step in. She waves her hand at me, signalling me to stand at ease before settling on Boot’s bed.

“Sit down, Dawson.”

This is highly irregular. I do as I’m told and remain silent.

Captain Morley suddenly looks ten years older. Her face is pale and her eyes look tired.

“I believe I owe you an apology,” she begins. I control my facial muscles from displaying the shock of her words. “I read the report Ms Carter compiled on WO Benson and Lieutenant Hardman.”

I didn’t get a chance to read anything Cleo had written about them. I didn’t think she had much to go on.

“WO Benson will be leaving the ship immediately, pending an investigation. I shouldn’t be telling you this, but I believe you have the right to know.”

“Thank you for telling me, ma’am.”

She shuffles in place. “May I ask why you didn’t come forward before? I know you’re not the only crewmember to have suffered at the hands of Benson, but from the report it looks as if you bore the brunt of it, alongside Lieutenant Pierce.”

Pierce? Did Cleo get him to talk?

I clear my throat. “To be honest, Captain, I didn’t see the pattern. Benson had a personal reason to dislike me.”

“Personal reason or not, on board this ship he should have put any grievances to one side and acted in a manner befitting that of a Royal Navy sailor.”

Yeah, I agree.

“I hope,” she continues a little softer, “you know you can come to me about anything. Your welfare and the welfare of the crew are of the utmost importance. I’m sorry this behaviour has gone unchecked for so long. It’s safe to say there will be a radical change before we deploy again.”

“I appreciate you saying that, Captain.”

“And…if I may be so bold. Contact Cleo.”

Blimey.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good,” she says, standing. “I’ll let you know if your testimony is needed for the investigation. Can I rely on you to step forward?”

My head is already nodding before she finishes her sentence. “Yes.”

“Excellent.”

“Captain,” I call before she can leave. “When the dust has settled and I’ve worked to gain your trust again, I’d like to talk about the possibility of promoting up at some point.”

I had no intentions of saying anything of the sort until I saw her leaving and it flew out of my mouth.

She stares at me with her famous steely glare and I think she’s about to shout at me, but then I see a quirk at the corner of her lips.

“About time, Dawson.” And then she leaves.

I deflate like a balloon with a puncture when she’s gone. What a bloody day!

Slumping against my bunk wall, I take a few slow breaths. I’ve still got one thing I need to do before I collapse. Picking up my phone, I navigate to my message thread with Cleo.

You


I’m sorry and I miss you.




It’s short and sweet, but I hope it’s enough to start a bigger conversation.
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Cleo


On the days I miss River the most, I scroll all the way back to the six-word text message she sent me the day I left the HMS Queen Elizabeth almost seven months ago.

Re-reading the text reminds me of how we began and how far we’ve come since then. It’s not been a cakewalk, that’s for sure. It took hours of phone conversations and video calls for us to get back to where we were. When I found out what my father had said to her that day, I was livid. I knew he’d poked his nose in, but I would never have guessed just how out of order he’d been.

Because of him, it took River a long time to believe I wanted to be with her, even after I’d forgiven her for the short bout of ghosting she did those last few days aboard the ship. The situation wasn’t helped by our distance either. River wasn’t allowed off the ship, let alone off the base, and I went straight back to London.

I was happy to hear Cheddar had stayed on board with her, rather than River being alone for weeks on end. Kit offered but River wouldn’t hear of it, not when Sarah, Kit’s sister, had delivered her baby the day after the ship docked in Portsmouth. Boot visited her parents for a week and then returned to be with her friends, and I couldn’t have been more grateful.

When I first saw the message that day, I remember my breath physically stalling in my throat. I’d hoped Kit had relayed my words to River, but I wasn’t overly confident she would take them to heart and contact me. River was in panic mode and her defences were up, which meant she was running away. I knew her well enough to see that. So when my phone vibrated and I saw her name, I was temporarily stunned.

My first thought was she’d contacted me to break it off officially, but she hadn’t. She lowered her walls and let me back in. We went back and forth all day and agreed to carry on where we’d left off.

Even though the distance has been hard for us both, I think it’s served a bigger purpose. Being on the ship with River close by was like an alternative world. We got close quickly, and our feelings grew rapidly, but the time we spent together wasn’t an accurate reflection of how our relationship would be in the future. Reality is now, with me working in London and River deployed. River confessed she’d worried when we first started dating about how we’d fare after the training exercise was over. I’d worried too, so it was nice to talk it through together.

River never ran away from me again. Even when the investigation got heated and she had to undergo interviews with an independent review board, she never shut me out. We had daily conversations where she walked me through her day and how she was feeling. The whole Benson thing was hard on everyone. I myself got hauled in front of a lot of people in impressive uniforms. I’m just thankful the Navy was swift in their actions and the whole thing didn’t drag on for too long, although the investigation did delay the ship’s departure for their deployment by three months.

The conclusion? Benson was arrested by the military police and sentenced to three years in prison, after which he would be discharged without his pension. The investigation revealed he’d started the fire in the propulsion room as a way to gain access to River’s quarters. The man had lost the plot.

Grey was instrumental in bringing those charges to light. It seemed she wasn’t as daft as everyone thought. The second she saw how serious the situation was, she rolled over and spilled the beans. Her testimony allotted her some leeway. Plus, River spoke on her behalf, because she was convinced Grey had been gaslighted into making some very terrible decisions by a very manipulative man. The outcome for Grey was suspension without pay, a permanent black mark in her file, and a lifetime of knowing River had been the bigger person when she could’ve stayed quiet.

Hardman was disciplined for his discriminatory behaviour and stripped of his lieutenant rank. He was also transferred off the Queen Elizabeth. All in all it was a win for those who’d had to deal with Benson, Hardman, and Grey, but it still made me mad they’d gotten away with it for so long.

After the drama died down, River and I fell into a kind of rhythm. I knew I’d receive a text message from her every morning, and a thirty-minute video call once a week. River laughed that she finally had a reason to use her allotted Paradigm credit, and, boy, did we make good use of every second.

To begin with we used the whole time to talk and continue getting to know each other, but it didn’t take long before the conversations turned flirty and then X-rated. I laughed the first time River shuffled back onto her bunk and drew her curtain. She plugged in her headphones and wiggled her eyebrows at me. It was the oddest video sex I’d ever had, but hell if it wasn’t the sexiest.

Several times our weekly chat was interrupted by the girls. It was impossible not to laugh at their antics, and it made me miss them all so much. But the distance was part and parcel of dating a sailor. I still shake my head in disbelief that I…Cleo Carter…was successfully dating a sailor. Who’d’ve thought it?

The banging on my apartment door pulls me from staring at the “I’m sorry and I miss you” text message. Honor calls my name through the letterbox, making me laugh. She’s been a godsend since I got home. Honor was with me every step of the way during the investigation, and when I met my dad to hash things out. I’m still not on the best terms with him, but we are mending…slowly.

As much as I came to understand his love of the Navy and the reasons he put his heart into his career, there were too many other things he’d done that weren’t as easy to forget. When I first met River I thought she was just like him, but there is a major difference. River loves being a sailor, but it’s not her whole life. Not anymore. She’s deliberately made room for me and our relationship, and that’s something my father never did. River texts me every morning, even when she’s exhausted. She saves her Paradigm credit for our weekly calls. She tells me about her day, asks about mine, makes plans for our future.

She chooses me. Every single day, she chooses me.

It’s something my dad still struggles with. He is still my dad, though, and I love him. I just don’t have to like him all that much.

Scuttling down the hall, I slide across the wooden floor in my fluffy house socks until I reach the door and unlatch it. Honor stands there looking regal, whereas I look like a trash panda.

“Well, that’s a look,” she says. “Missing River by any chance?”

“Shut up,” I grumble, pulling her inside. Okay, so yes, I seem to fall apart now and then when I miss her, but that’s okay. It’s my prerogative to lounge around my place in ratty pyjamas and fluffy socks, eating ice cream out of the tub.

“Cleo, my darling, we have just under two hours until you’re supposed to be centre of attention at your not-so-surprise birthday party.”

Ugh, I know she’s right, but I’m not in a party mood at all. River still has twelve weeks until she’s home, and I’d rather delay any celebrations until then.

“She’s video calling you later, isn’t she?” Honor asks, noticing my attention slipping back to River.

“Yes.” I sigh.

“Then enough with the pity party. At least you have a girlfriend.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Honor rolls her eyes. “It means you could still be trolling the bars every Saturday night for hookups that left you underwhelmed.”

“Hmm. True! Okay, I’ll snap out of it.”

“That’s my girl.” Honor smiles.

I take a second to really look at my best friend. “You look great, H. That body suit is perfect on you!”

“Oh, I know,” she smirks. “Let’s hope the hot bartender agrees.”

I laugh because I should have known she’d already have someone lined up for the night.

“Your mum will be here in…ten minutes,” she says, glancing at her elegant wristwatch. “That means you’re on a countdown to choose your outfit, otherwise you’ll have to deal with her rifling through your closet.”

A shiver runs down my spine. “Nope, once was enough, thank you.”

I love my mum dearly, but she turns into a bit of a fashion monster when in charge of finding clothes. We’ll never get out of here in time if she starts, so I really do need to get a move on.

I’ve just pulled my favourite forest green shift dress over my head when I hear Honor exchanging hugs and kisses with my mum. Walking around the corner, I smile widely because she looks so good.

“You look lovely, dear,” mum exclaims, holding her arms out wide, waiting for me to step into them.

“You too. I love this colour on you.”

“Red usually washes me out, but this shade seems okay,” she replies, smoothing down her cocktail dress.

“You look yummy,” Honor declares, making us all laugh. “Now, are we ready to go to the restaurant? I’m ready for a drink.”

“Yeah, that’s what you’re ready for,” I mutter.

Mum chuckles. “Is there a man on the horizon, Honor?”

“Always.” She grins.

The cab ride is full of laughter and silliness, but a small ache still lingers in my chest as I think of River. She sent me a bouquet this morning, and a dozen messages wishing me happy birthday from her and her bunkies. I can’t wait to video chat with her tonight. One way or another, I’m having birthday sex with the woman of my dreams.

The restaurant is classy, not snobbish. There are a lot of exposed bricks and pipework so it’s modern but not bougie. It’s my first time here, but Honor told me I absolutely had to have my birthday bash here because it was simply divine. Her words exactly. Now I’m guessing the hunky barman is the divine part she was referring to. It doesn’t matter. The place looks great and is packed with all my family and friends. We’re dressed up, ready for a good meal and a dance. Honor, who earns a significant amount of money more than me, has hired out the entire place.

I spend at least half an hour greeting everyone and having a quick catch-up. My editor is here, as well as a few colleagues. No doubt he’ll try to get some shoptalk in, but I know Honor will intercept if needed.

“Enjoying yourself?” Honor asks a few hours into the party.

I have to admit I am. “It’s perfect, H. Thank you so much!”

She beams and scoops me into a hug. “The night isn’t over yet.”

I look out the restaurant window. “Honor, it’s still daylight, of course the night’s not over.” I laugh.

She rolls her eyes. “Yes, well, there’s a reason I needed to start the party at such a silly hour.”

I did wonder why my adult birthday party was beginning at four in the afternoon.

“What’s the reason?” I ask, taking a sip of wine.

Honor looks at her watch and smiles brightly. “It’s time,” she declares to the room. Everyone seems to light up and I’m left thoroughly confused. “Come on, birthday girl, follow me.”

Slightly buzzed and floaty, I follow easily behind as Honor leads me outside. The restaurant is on a lovely side street where no cars are allowed.

“Three minutes,” Honor calls.

“What the devil is going on? Why are we standing in the street?”

Mum stands next to me and puts her arm around my shoulders. Honor places herself on the other side and puts her arm around my waist. I look between them both with furrowed eyebrows, as neither is answering my questions.

And then I hear it. Something I can’t possibly be hearing.


35
River


“Morley is going to have your guts for garters if she finds out we’ve done this,” Kit grumbles. She really needs to get laid. I can’t be doing this with sexually frustrated Kit. She’s so grouchy!

“She isn’t going to find out, and even if she did, Morley isn’t going to go against the admiral, is she?” I reply confidently, ignoring her eye rolling.

“I still don’t understand how you pulled this off, Riv,” Cheddar says, pulling on her tub hat. Her uniform is pristine and I don’t think I’ve ever seen her boots so shiny. I love that she’s put so much effort into this.

Grinning, I place my own hat on and adjust it until it’s perfect. “I shamelessly played on the guilt our dear admiral feels for being such an arse to me and upsetting Cleo.”

Boot snorts out a laugh and fist bumps me.

“Does he feel that guilty he’s alright with breaking like a dozen rules?” Kit asks seriously.

“Looks like it. Now, are we all ready? Because the time is approaching and Honor will kick my arse if I mess up her timings.”

Boot pulls open the van door and we all step out. I can’t even imagine what the public must think. We’re like a friggin’ military clown car. Sailor after sailor dressed in their number one uniforms step out onto the street.

It has taken every bit of clout I have to get this done, and I’m sure I’ll be doing the crew’s scut work for the rest of my life, but fuck, it’s going to be so worth it.

I may have told Cleo a tiny white lie about my deployment. Yes, the ship was delayed by three months, but we still stuck to the same schedule. So instead of a seven-month leg at sea, we only had to do four. None of us knew that until we were already out at sea, but because I’m an awesome girlfriend, I kept it to myself so I could surprise Cleo on her birthday.

It’s been super hard keeping the secret. Even harder for Cheddar, who, for some reason, can’t keep her mouth shut about anything where Cleo is concerned. All my girlfriend has to do is point one of those lovely eyebrows a certain way and Cheddar word vomits. Cleo finds it highly amusing, whereas the rest of us are less enthusiastic about it. Kit threatened to shave off Cheddar’s hair if she opened her mouth about the inner workings of our bunk ever again. So far I think Cheddar has refrained from airing our dirty undies.

“So how’s this working, Boss?” Drum Major Peacock asks. He’s the man in charge of the Plymouth Royal Marine Band today. I presume he’s doing his buddy Admiral Carter a solid. As I said, I’ve pulled in every favour and got the admiral on my side to pull this off.

“Alright,” I say, shaking out my body. “Just like on parade, guys. The band up front doing your thing and the rest of us marching behind. Cleo will be outside the restaurant, waiting. We’ll march up, I’ll salute right, and then we’ll halt, come to attention and right turn. You then play Happy Birthday and we’ll do the rest. How’s that?”

Peacock smiles. “Not exactly trooping of the colours, is it? I’m sure we’ll get through it in one piece.”

“Pipe down, smart arse.” I laugh. There are a number of people stopping to take photos and videos, so the likelihood Captain Morley is going to find out about this is getting higher by the second. Cleo’s worth a telling off, though.

We get into formation and wait for my watch to beep. We’re just around the corner from the street Cleo should be standing in. She’ll probably hear us before she sees us, which makes me smile.

Peacock looks back at me and gives me a nod before returning to his station. Holding his staff in the air, he signals for the band to start. Obviously it’s not the full band, because even I couldn’t pull in enough favours for that. But there are enough musicians here to solidly belt out the Britannic Salute.

I’m not an officer, and usually I wouldn’t be the one to salute, but today we’re mixing it up. As the band gets into the swing of it, I call to the squad. “Parade…by the left…quick march!”

I kind of get why officers like to do parade drills now. It’s cathartic shouting at a bunch of no-good sailors. My lips curl as I laugh at the thought of telling Kit, Cheddar, and Boot what to do. That’s incentive enough to start ranking up, I think.

Getting my head back in the game, I march along with my squad and around the corner. Remaining in line and professional is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do as soon as I spot Cleo looking exquisite and…yep, totally confused.

My heart is hammering in my chest. My palms are sweating inside my gloves. Every muscle in my body wants to break formation and run to her, but I hold steady. Professional. Controlled. Even though I’m anything but.

She’s probably wondering what the bloody hell a Royal Marine Band is doing marching up the street blasting out a well-known and beloved tune. Hell, even I can’t help but sing along to it in my head.

We carry on marching in perfect formation. As we get to the marker I scouted earlier in the day I call to the squad again, making sure my voice is loud and clear. “Parade…eyes…right!”

Every head turns to the right, their eyes fixed. In my peripheral, I see Cleo bring her hand up to her mouth. I’m pretty sure her shoulders are shaking too, so there’s a decent chance she’s crying. We march to another marker and I salute her. I may have sent her a cheeky wink as we passed. Can’t let her be a total mess.

We pass the group outside the restaurant and when we’re clear, I continue to call to the troop. “Parade…about…turn.”

In perfect symmetry, the squad about turns and marches back towards Cleo.

“Parade…halt. Left…turn!”

As soon as the squad is facing the restaurant and all the crying and laughing people, Drum Major Peacock signals the band with his staff and the music changes to the poshest rendition of Happy Birthday I’ve ever heard.

When the sound starts, Kit, Cheddar, and I reach around our tunics and pull out the concealed folded cards Boot made for us. Unfolding them, we stand in a row and hold the cards to our chests. ‘Happy Birthday Cleo’ is displayed in big, bold letters.

My eyes dance with laughter as I watch her. Cleo’s shaking her head, laughing uncontrollably. I can’t stop the smile from stretching across my face. I look to the side and see my bunkies, and the rest of the squad I corralled into taking part, all beaming. Yeah, the extra scut work is so worth bringing this kind of joy to the woman I’m definitely in love with.

Finally, the band comes to the end and falls silent. So does everyone else. I pass my cardboard sign to Kit and step forward into Cleo’s space. She has tears running down her face, and she’s looking at me like she can’t quite decide if this is real.

“Pretty romantic, if I do say so myself.”

Cleo snorts. Honor hands her a tissue. After a few moments, she shakes her head and looks me dead in the eye. “Pretty proud of yourself right now, huh, Dawson?”

“You could say that, Ms Carter.” We smile stupidly at each other for a few seconds before Cleo launches herself into my arms. I hold her as tight as I can and inhale her scent until it’s burned into the back of my nose and throat.

“I can’t believe you did this,” she says into my neck.

“Happy birthday, baby,” I reply before swallowing my nerves. “I-I love you, Cleo.”

Yes, it’s the first time I’ve said it, even though I’ve felt this way for months.

She pulls back and frames my face with her hands. “I love you so much, River!”

The kiss breathes new life into me. I’ve missed her so much, and it’s quite rude, in my opinion, that I’ve had to wait this long to touch her. Bloody Morley and her punishments.

“Er, Riv?” Cheddar calls.

“Oh fuck,” I say, turning to the squad. “Squad…fall…out.”

“About bloody time,” Kit grumbles, but she’s smiling. She rushes over with Cheddar and Boot to sweep Cleo up in a hug. Reluctantly, I let her go and step away. Peacock is waiting for me outside the throng of partygoers.

“Thank you so much for this,” I say, shaking his hand.

“It’s a pleasure, Dawson. Plus, the admiral was quite persuasive.” He laughs.

Grinning, I nod. “I can imagine.”

“Are you okay if I take this lot back to base? We’ve got a concert tomorrow.”

“Absolutely, although you’re all more than welcome to stay for a few drinks.”

Peacock looks at his band and laughs at their enthusiasm. “Alright. One,” he calls.

The rest of my squad are introducing themselves to Cleo and her guests. I’ve not met most of them myself, so it’s nice to do the meet and greet with my buddies. Sort of takes the pressure off, although I do get a few overly enthusiastic comments about the surprise I pulled off.

Eventually I make my way back to Cleo, where I intend to stay for the rest of my shore leave. Three beautiful weeks with her. I can’t wait.

The guests filter back into the restaurant, but Cleo pulls me back. We wait until we’re alone and then she kisses me within an inch of my life. I’ve missed her soft lips and warm tongue. The feel of her skin ignites me, and I’m quite ready to throw her over my shoulder and whisk her to the nearest bed.

“Soon, darling,” she coos against my mouth. “You look so fucking good, River.”

“I thought you’d appreciate it.” I smirk.

“Won’t you get in trouble for all this?”

I shrug. “I’m not too worried. I’ve got friends in high places, don’t ya know. Plus, we changed in the van around the corner, so we’ve only broken the rules a little.”

The rules on wearing our military uniform in public have relaxed some since the days of IRA attacks, but not enough that I’d be allowed to swan around London in my number ones without there being an official parade or something.

“Well,” she purrs, “I’ll need to send a thank you note to those friends in high places.”

“It was your dad.”

She stills and bites her lip. “Really?”

“Yeah, Cleo. He made all of this possible. Maybe it’s something we can talk about tomorrow. Today is your birthday and I want you to unwrap your present soon.”

Her grin is back. “Are you my present, Leading Hand Dawson?”

Oh, yeah, I got my first promotion. It feels pretty good to have a direction. I’d be proud to get to Petty Officer by the time I serve out.

“I am indeed. So we need to get you back to your party, mingle for an hour, and then I’m kidnapping you for the next three weeks.”

She gasps and takes a step back. “You’re here for three weeks?”

“I—if that’s okay. I know you’ll have to work, but I don’t mind dossing in your apartment. I’ve never spent much time in London, so I can do all the shit tourist stuff while you’re out. Um, if that’s okay? Or I can get a hotel…that’s not a problem.”

Cleo puts her fingers to my lips. “You’re rambling, Dawson.”

“I know,” I reply, but it’s muffled.

“I want nothing more than to have you here. But…I can request holiday and come to Portsmouth with you if that would be easier?”

“Yes to the leave request, but no to the going to Portsmouth bit. It’s time for something new,” I say, pulling her back into my arms.

Cleo smiles, plucks the tub hat off my head and puts it on her own. It’s too big for her and falls to the side, making her look utterly adorable.

“Aye aye,” she whispers.


Epilogue


I swore I wouldn’t get emotional, but damn, I can’t help it. It’s the end of an era, and it’s hitting me hard. When I wake up tomorrow, I will no longer be a serving member of the Royal Navy.

I couldn’t have asked for a better last day, though. Standing on deck with my friends as the Queen Elizabeth sails into port amidst screams and shouts of Portsmouth’s finest as we celebrate the King’s birthday. We’re all dressed in our military’s finest uniform, and the ship is decked out with celebratory bunting.

This is possibly one of my proudest moments. Only second to the day I passed out as an officer. There are still times I can’t believe I surpassed my goal of reaching Petty Officer. Hell, I smashed it, and I really have Cleo to thank. Her unwavering support gave me the self-confidence to put it all on the line and shoot for a higher rank. If I’d decided to go for the thirty-year service I know I would’ve reached Commander, possibly Captain. Alas, it isn’t meant to be. Not when I’ve had to be away from Cleo eight months out of every year. I think there comes a point in everyone’s life when you know a change is needed. Plus, being a Lieutenant Commander has been a true honour. I’ve loved serving my entire career on HMS Queen Elizabeth alongside my best friends. It’s been a privilege to guide new sailors through the first months of their careers on board what I believe is the best warship of its time. I’ve seen Able Rates become Petty Officers and Warrant Officers. I’ve watched my best friends develop and rank up alongside me. Kit is the only one out of the group who outranks me, and that’s only by a matter of weeks. She got promoted a month before me and has never let me live it down.

Cheddar was the first of us to leave the military. She decided to train up as an IT specialist and now works for a company which pays her an obscene amount of money. We see each other as often as possible, which hasn’t been a great deal, but that will change. She’s only a train ride away in London.

Boot made Petty Officer and was happy to stay in the Navy forever until she met Alice. They met in the US on holiday and that was that for Bootman. She put in her papers six months later and toddled off to start her new life. She and Alice ended up moving to Portsmouth last year.

As for Cleo and I, we’ve had over fifteen years of living a relatively separate life, and for the most part we have both benefited. Our mutual support of each other’s careers is one of the things I treasure about our relationship. I know that I could come up with a new dream tomorrow and Cleo would do everything in her power to make it happen for me, with unconditional support.

My dream is her. A home by the sea with Cleo as she writes articles for the local paper. She decided to step back from investigative journalism the day I announced my early retirement. We bought a small cottage in Devon, and Cleo immediately sought a job. The Devon Gazette was over the moon to snag someone as prestigious as Cleo Carter.

It’s going to be a massive change, but I’m up for the adventure. Hell, maybe we can actually get married. It’s been over three years since we got engaged.

My eyes scan the crowd. Cleo is out there somewhere, waiting for me to officially retire my tub hat. I’ve reminded her a thousand times I no longer wear that hat but an officer’s cap. She joked I should steal it for our bedroom antics, and I won’t lie, I was tempted. There’s nothing like the look Cleo gives me when she sees me in my uniform. I’ll definitely miss that!

The Marine Band plays as the ship docks. We’re welcoming friends and family on board to celebrate. I can feel my legs itching to move towards the gangplank. By the looks of it, I’m not the only one.

We stand at attention until Captain Pierce dismisses the ship. He’s been a truly wonderful captain to sail under. We all missed Morley when she left, but considering she’s now Admiral of the Fleet, and likes to visit way more than Cleo’s father ever did, we’re not short of visitation time with her.

Admiral Carter retired several years ago and made it his mission to make up for lost time with his daughter. Over the years they’ve had a somewhat awkward relationship, but that all changed when he gave up the uniform. Even Cleo’s mum gets on really well with him now.

Speaking of Cleo and her mum, I can see them pushing through the crowd of family members. I shake a few hands as I make my way over to them. Considering I’m technically still on duty, I can’t very well do what I want to do to my fiancée in front of the crew, so I settle for a kiss on her cheek. Cleo has other ideas as she rolls her eyes, takes my face between her hands and snogs my face off.

Her kisses still have the ability to render me stupid. Cleo’s mum laughs at my dazed expression, and then I hear wolf whistles from behind that can only be from Kit. You’d think she’d know better.

Laughing, I scoop Cleo into my arms and hold her tight. God, I’ve missed having her close like this. An excited thud in my chest reminds me this is the last time I’ll ever have to feel that way. From now on, we’ll wake up next to each other every morning and go to bed together every night.

Perfect.
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Tears fill my eyes as River holds me close. This deployment has probably been the hardest because we’ve been waiting for it to be over since the second it began. Nine months since we last touched each other, and now I can hold her as much as I want for as long as I want.

The ship is buzzing with excitement as other crew members embrace their loved ones. I know River and I aren’t alone in our joy, and somehow that makes the reunion all the sweeter.

Kit joins us and pulls me out of River’s arms, laughing at her best friend’s scowl. Mum takes my place and pulls River into a hug only mothers are capable of. I wished for River’s sake that her parents were here to celebrate their daughter’s last day in the Navy, but unfortunately, even after all this time, they’re still in the toxic relationship that isn’t a relationship. River never wavered on her promise to cut ties if they couldn’t sort their shit out. It hurt her to do it, but as we’ve discussed many, many times, the cut from the constant negativity and bitterness was the best thing for River’s mental health. My mum was happy to step in and take over as helicopter parent number one. Surprisingly, Dad happily joined in too. He loves River and has taken to mentoring her over the past few years.

“Well, this is a pretty decent way to send you off,” Kit calls over the din.

Mum and River pull apart and smile. I can see tears gathering in my love’s eyes as she surveys the place she’s called home for over a decade.

“Pretty stellar, to be honest. Shall we grab a drink and then push off?”

Kit eyes me, knowing full well that isn’t the plan. “Sure thing. Ladies, we’ll be back with some refreshments shortly.”

Inside, my belly coils with nerves. It’s taken me this long to finally come up with a romantic gesture big enough to rival River’s surprise birthday visit back in the day.

As Kit takes River to grab the drinks, I look toward the gangplank for our guests. Right on time, Cheddar, Boot, Alice, my dad, and Admiral Morley board the ship. Dad and Admiral Morley are instantly surrounded by the ship’s officers, which I expected. Thankfully, I’d already chatted with my good friend Captain Pierce, who is making his way over to grab them from their many admirers.

“Okay, it’s showtime,” Mum whispers in my ear. Biting my lip and sucking in a breath, I give my body a little shake to expel some nervous energy.

River hasn’t spotted the extra guests yet, and I need to keep it that way for a little longer. Kissing my mum on the cheek, I walk over to River and take her hand.

“Fancy a walk down memory lane?” I purr into her ear. Without giving her a chance to question my motives, I pull her towards the hatch which will lead us to the bunk I inhabited for a precious few nights.

River is still playing catch-up as I open the door and pull her in behind me. “Just like I remember,” I say. Of course I asked permission to enter somebody else’s bunk. It’s only for a few minutes anyway.

“Cleo, babe, we shouldn’t be in here!”

I pout. “I only wanted five minutes alone, baby. It’s been nine very long months.”

Her hesitancy melts in seconds and before I know it, she has me pinned up against the door. The kiss turns ferocious, and my hands wander down her uniform, looking for buttons to undo. However, my brain kicks in and reminds me we don’t have time for a quickie. God damn it.

Pulling back slightly, I bite down on her bottom lip before pushing her away. “Wow, I missed that.”

River pants against my lips. “You’re telling me.”

We kiss gently after that, simply reconnecting with each other. This is the last time she’ll stand in this bunk as a serving member of the Royal Navy. The last time she’ll wear this uniform in an official capacity. The last time she’ll be separated from me by duty and deployment.

And I’m ready. I’m so ready.

I know I need to get us back to the flight deck soon, but a few more minutes can’t hurt.

“We need to get back, Cleo,” River finally says. “I can’t wait to do this at home, but I’ve still got another hour until I’m officially dismissed.”

Sighing, I nod. “You’re right, and you should spend some time with the crew. They’re going to miss you.”

“Babe,” she croaks. A tear falls down her cheek and I catch it with my thumb. River is no longer a woman who hides or runs away from her feelings. She’s quite the opposite.

“Come on, Lieutenant Commander.”

A quick glance at my watch shows we’ve been absent for nearly fifteen minutes, which is plenty of time for my mum to get everyone organised.

As we approach the hatch which leads to the flight deck, I notice River’s eyebrows furrow. Understandable considering the noticeable silence.

My heart clenches when I see the crew lined up, giving River a well-deserved salute. Turning, I grab her hand and guide her along the deck towards Captain Pierce, who is standing with my father and Admiral Morley on one side, with Kit and Boot on the other.

“Cleo?” she whispers to me as I pull her along.

I stop us in front of the captain and turn to face her. She’s looking at everyone, utterly confused.

“I thought this would be appropriate,” I begin.

“Appropriate?” she echoes.

“You’re still a member of this crew for a little while longer,” Pierce chimes in.

“And there really isn’t a more suited place for it,” Admiral Morley adds.

“What?” River asks, looking at me. “Cleo, what’s going on?”

“Well, Lieutenant Commander Dawson, I thought your final act aboard HMS Queen Elizabeth should be marrying me.”

A choked laugh escapes her, and it makes me smile so hard my face hurts. She looks at Pierce, who is grinning widely. It’s quite handy that a ship’s captain has the authority to perform a wedding, don’t you think?

“It is pretty apt, isn’t it?” she finally replies, looking back at me.

There wasn’t anywhere I could think more perfect for either of us to make vows than on the ship that brought us together, and with the people who love us the most.

“So?” I ask, reaching up to straighten her cap. “Ready?”

“To marry the Admiral’s Daughter?”

“Yeah.” I laugh because even though my dad isn’t the acting admiral, that’s how River will always refer to me.

“Try and stop me.”

I don’t.


Thank you!
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