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In the past, the Sleeping Beauty Inc. novels have been part of a series, but they were also stand-alone stories that could be enjoyed on their own. That is not the case for the fifth entry to the series, Wild Princes. For Wild Princes to be enjoyed to the fullest, it is recommended that the audience has at least read Sleeping Prince (book 2). In that book, the audience is introduced to Gage, Leviticus, Benediction, Testament, and Heretic. It would be even better if they had also read Beauty of Ares (book 3), where the audience meets Invocation, and Goldilocks Zone (book 4), where the audience meets Vangelis.

It is also important for the reader to know that the stories in this book are not presented chronologically. Some of the stories pick up immediately after Sleeping Prince, some take place later. Each story takes place in its own time, and the time frame must be established within the individual story. It jumps around a bit.

I hope you all enjoy Wild Princes as much as I enjoyed writing it.

––––––––

[image: ]


STEPHANIE VAN ORMAN 

Novelist
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​Ch. 1 The Prince of Ocean Spray
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Cleo was not having a good day. She was having the worst day she’d had since she left Ceres, and that was really saying something since every single day on the dwarf planet was basically a prison sentence.

Her life on Ceres had been unspeakably challenging. It hadn’t been her fault that two exiled Venecian teenagers were lonely and clumsy. It hadn’t been her fault that no one had noticed her mother was pregnant and failed to terminate the pregnancy. It hadn’t been her fault that she had been dumped in an orphanage as a baby because her parents had no idea how to care for a child and had no resources. It hadn’t been her fault that she had been born on Ceres and essentially born into slavery. There was nothing to do on Ceres but work. And now that Cleo was an adult, it hadn’t been her fault that she was the victim of a hopeless one-sided romance with a ruthless man named Harvey Trainer. It hadn’t been her fault, so she had agreed to continue helping him mine, but on Europa instead of Ceres.

At least, leaving with Harvey didn’t feel like it was her fault. She felt like she was choosing something on her own for the first time.

Of course, that was a lie. Slavery worked best when the slaves agreed to it.

Cleo had found out a little too late that Harvey did not have a proper mining permit and was mining illegally by the Sigon Flexus formation on Europa. Ice from Europa was posh, while Ice from the asteroid belt was only better than dying. They had to be careful not to be caught as they removed ice chunks that would be sold on the black market. There were scads of little space stations that wanted posh Europian ice at a slightly lower price.

That was how Cleo ended up alone in a broken ice chipper with dwindling power supplies, zero communication links, and the Europian authorities probably on their way.

Realizing that her suit would work as well outside the chipper as it did inside, she got out and started walking.

It was fine. There were caves, cracks, and dents in the ice. She just needed to find a place to hide until the police had come and gone. Then Harvey would realize she was missing and send someone to come get her. That was all. She could do it. She’d done much scarier things on the outer rim of Ceres, hanging in broken equipment alone in outer space. Being on a planet instead of floating in space, where the wrong move could leave you falling through open space for thousands of years after you died, was super easy.

At least, that was what she thought at first.

The sky above her was the familiar black, but with a breathtaking view of Jupiter over her head. Jupiter was more magnificent than anything. She could look at it all day. They said that if you were on Io, you were close enough to the gas giant to see Jovian storms. Europa was further out, so she couldn’t see the movement of the clouds, but she could see the marks of the storms and the new eye that had burst open in a bright red smear across the surface, just above where the old eye was diminishing.

She was so captivated by the whole thing that she didn’t pay proper attention to where she was going.

It was quite a surprise to her when she fell through the ice into the ocean.

Her suit kept her warm and gave her oxygen. It was a suit meant for outer space. She wore it back when she lived on Ceres. It was practically a second skin to her. Except, it was heavy. Weight didn’t mean anything on Ceres, and on Europa, it didn’t mean much either, until you were falling through the ice and into the water.

She was dead.

She was one hundred percent dead.

Honestly, it was a relief, she thought as she frantically tried to beat her arms and legs, the way she had seen people do when they were drowning in movies, but she had never swum, and she suspected that even if she did, she still wouldn’t have been able to swing her arms and legs strongly enough to save herself. It was Harvey’s fault for not getting the crew new suits with floatation devices in them. Cheapskate.

Cleo tried to send out a message. Just one little message to Harvey to let him know what happened to her. She tried to do it through the transmission equipment in the forearm of her suit, but it didn’t work. It was broken.

Cleo cursed.

Then she breathed heavily, fogging up her faceplate.

Seriously, dying was a relief, she thought as the fog cleared to show her the bluish water around her. If she died in the oceans of Europa, she didn’t have to worry about Harvey, who didn’t love her and never would. She didn’t have to worry about where she would live or how she would take care of herself. It was a relief.

Until she was caught.

Cleo had never seen a sea cow before. She knew they lived under the ice in the oceans on Europa. She didn’t know that there were any nearby, or that any of them were that large. The sea cow that caught her in its fin was enormous, easily the size of a helocarrier.

It was terrifying.

It was also slow. The way the cow moved was strange, and Cleo realized before they reached the surface that the sea cow was not alive. It was an undersea vehicle like a submarine, and it had a pilot inside who was trying hard to save her. It would have been so much easier if the thing had a windshield or if Cleo knew where the cameras were pointed. As it was, it looked like a sea cow until she was right up in its face for a solid ten minutes.

When they arrived at the surface, the thing pushed her with its nose until she was on the ice.

Cleo panted hard against the regular breathing required of her oxygen mask. She was struggling to get enough breath, but the atmosphere on Europa wasn’t strong enough for her to pull off her headgear and breathe properly. Instead, she just wheezed and fogged up her visor.

When she had finally cleared it, the sea cow had changed its mannerisms entirely and docked next to the ice flow. A previously invisible door appeared, and a megaphone shouted to her in a mechanical voice, “Please enter at the door.”

Cleo hesitated, but only for a moment. She did not know where she was since the equipment at her wrist was malfunctioning. She could not see her vehicle. She didn’t know how long it would take for help to find her. She was alone, and she was very lucky she hadn’t died. She was stranded and she needed help. She did as the voice suggested and entered the side of the sea cow. She didn’t see much inside, just an antechamber, before the door snapped shut behind her.

The electrical lights overhead flickered. She was in the antechamber intended to keep the division between the outside world of Europa and the livable inside world of the vehicle separate. She waited while the room was flooded with air to see if anyone would greet her. No voice message came, and a moment later, the sea cow submarine began the submersion process. They were going down.

With that in mind, Cleo realized there was nothing she could do but go in and greet whoever had rescued her. She started by removing her headgear, but was reluctant to strip much more than her gloves.

Prior to that moment, she had been living with Harvey, a man she wanted to captivate with her charms. With that in mind, her clothes had all been chosen with the sole purpose of pleasing him. They weren’t exactly what you wore when you went to a meet and greet with a rescue crew... If that was who she was meeting. Cleo wasn’t sure. Surely, she was aboard some kind of scientific research vessel. At least, that was what she thought.

However, once she cut the power to her suit for the purposes of saving energy, she felt it immediately lose heat. She had to take it off entirely, or it would rob her of her body heat in no time.

Soon, Cleo was feeling very vulnerable in a short, silky nightdress. It was black with red rose buds on it. It was ridiculous. She felt ridiculous. Even without a mirror, she knew she didn’t look nice. No one looked nice when they’d just come out of a spacesuit that pinched their body and crushed their hair. Plus, she wasn’t wearing panties. Her suit had been glued to her butt so she could use it like a bathroom. Her suit had sacks of waste hidden within the folds in the thighs. She hadn’t been wearing bottoms. She was yucky all over.

The door to the pilot’s room opened a hair’s breadth, and Cleo opened it. “Please excuse the intrusion,” she said as she went inside.

It was dark in the wide space that surrounded her and warm like a hug after the chill of the antechamber. Inside, the space was set up like a tiny home. There was a kitchen, a bed, a tiny bathroom off to the side, and the captain’s chair that was very much like the setup on a small solarship.

There was only one person aboard. It was the captain in the chair, facing the monitors that showed views and readings of the ocean surrounding them. He didn’t swivel his chair around. Instead, he faced forward and typed on a monitor that spoke to her in the same voice that invited her inside.

“Are you okay?” the voice asked.

She could see his hands typing. He wore thin black gloves with the tips of the fingers cut out. The headrest hid his face from view, but his arms were bare, and the exquisite lines of his shoulders and biceps were on display.

“I’m fine,” she said, feeling awkward since he hadn’t turned around and she was talking to a machine. “Thank you for rescuing me. Were you just passing and you saw me?”

“Yes,” the machine said in place of the man. “If you’re alright, you need to join up with your team. Where can I take you to meet up with them?”

“Uh...” Cleo did not know how to answer that question. She knew where Harvey’s site was, but it was an illegal hideout. She decided after a few seconds of contemplation that she did not want this scientist taking her there and having the coordinates logged. “You could take me to Castalia. I can meet up with my friends there.”

There was hesitation before the typing resumed. “Is there somewhere less densely populated that I could take you? A ranching station or an underwater hotel?” he suggested.

Cleo did not like either of those options.

The first one, a ranching station, was a place where sea cows were bred and released into the wild. In an old-fashioned western, his offer would have meant that he had found her in the middle of nowhere, and he was willing to take her to the first house. It wasn’t very useful if the first house was somewhere the police had been contacted about her abandoned mining equipment. The guy reports that he found her in the middle of nowhere in the same basic location. Then everyone puts two and two together, and she gets arrested for mining without a permit on Europa. Charming.

The second option, for him to take her to an underwater hotel, was kinder and less likely to cause her trouble because it explained her being in the area by saying she was a tourist. However, Cleo did not have the money for a place like that. She was broke. She was from Ceres. All her money was eaten up... literally. She made money working on Ceres, but the money she earned just went to making her life on Ceres more comfortable. It stopped her from having to eat the mealy dinner trays they served miners on the surface of Ceres. Since she had come to Europa, Harvey hadn’t paid her anything yet. The only thing she had of any value was the environmental suit she’d left in the antechamber, and without the floatation device, it wasn’t even the right kind of environmental suit for Europa.

She needed to work out a better deal with the scientist.

“I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Cleo,” she said brightly. “And I’m so happy to meet you. What’s your name?”

The typing came slowly as the man in the captain’s chair thought over his next move. “Your voice changed,” he commented in the dull, automated voice. “Why did your voice change?”

“I’m just so excited to meet you. I haven’t been on Europa long and I haven’t met very many people,” she said, pushing warmth into her voice. “I thought we could be friends. What’s your name?”

The hands were still on the keyboard. “I don’t like telling people my name,” the automated voice said in the same tone it said everything.

“Why not?” she continued brightly.

“My name scares them,” the automated voice said.

That confession actually did scare Cleo. Maybe she was wrong in assuming she was aboard a science vessel. Maybe the giant sea cow was used for smuggling. Smuggling drugs? Smuggling humans? She breathed heavily and looked around the dim room for evidence of what went on there.

The most obvious feature was the bed. It looked plump and comfortable, as much as a mattress adorned in only a fitted sheet could look. The foam was holding up well. The walls near it were bare, so there were no chains or hooks. Good signs all around. She ruled out that the vessel was used for smuggling people, but smuggling was not off the table. If there were compartments used for smuggling goods, they would not be obvious.

“What do you do on this ship?” Cleo asked out loud, hoping he would just tell her.

“I’m here to be alone,” he typed deliberately.

“Alone?” she said, taking a step forward to see his monitors a little more clearly. “I’ve been alone a lot: alone in my spacesuit, alone in my quarters, alone at dinner, alone to take pills, alone to breathe through tubes, alone in cryochambers, and look at me now. Here I am... All alone with you.”

She grabbed the back of his chair and swiveled him around so she could see his face.

She said one word. Just one word.

“Damn.”

He looked back at her with eyes so blue, they made sapphires jealous. He had a beard that was wildly out of control, but that was the only detractor. Perfect eyes, perfect eyebrows, perfect nose, perfect cheekbones, followed by perfect everything else. Actually, Cleo had never seen a more beautiful person in her entire life: not in person, not in movies, not on billboards, and not even fake people who were digitally designed illustrations meant to make a woman insane.

Her breath caught.

He covered his mouth with his hand. His hand was perfect too through the liquid gloves.

Then he said something with his own mouth. “Do you need a pair of panties? Because if so, I don’t have any.”

Cleo burst out laughing. She had forgotten that she was wearing a silky black rosebud nightgown. Yet, he, whoever he was, was also wearing something very similar. He was wearing black satin pajama bottoms and a black tank top with a turtleneck that swallowed all of his neck and most of his chin. As stated, he had a beard, but Cleo couldn’t see all of it as he immediately pulled his turtleneck up to his nose. That was strange for her. She’d hardly ever seen a man with a beard. Most men who were reliant on space suits did not grow facial hair. It took up unnecessary real estate inside the headgear of their suits. They were more comfortable clean-shaven, but that was hardly the strangest thing about being in a sea cow submarine.

Cleo swallowed and tried not to let anything alarm her. She did not want to offend him, partly because she was on his ship and partly because he was so good-looking that it was breathtaking.

“If you can lend me anything to wear on the bottom, I’ll gladly take it,” she said, quieting her laughter.

He looked at her funny. “You must be joking. This is not the kind of vessel where I carry anything not meant for my exclusive use. I don’t even have clean clothes myself. How can I share anything with you?”

“You’re out of clean clothes?” Cleo stared at him, aghast.

“Yes. But you’re just as irresponsible as I am. You don’t have a spare pair of bottoms in the pocket of your environmental suit? You should.”

He was right. Yes, she should have had a spare pair in the pocket of her suit. They even designed the suit with a pocket just for that.

She crossed her arms haughtily and commented, “You’re talking a lot. Don’t you use the text-to-speech function on your computer so that you don’t have to talk to people?”

“Yes,” he agreed readily. “But I didn’t know who I’d picked up until it was too late not to help you. When I saw you get out of your suit in the antechamber, I didn’t know what I was going to do with you.” He fiddled with his instruments. “I haven’t seen a woman in a neat little black nightie in some time.”

She looked around at the cozy, but also neglected, pilot’s room of the sea cow ship. “Like you’d know what to do with a woman if you got one.”

He covered his face with his hand again and mouthed something under his breath.

“What was that?” she asked saucily.

He did it again.

“What was that?” she tried again, but leaning over him so that the neckline of her nightgown gaped.

He looked away. “I think I do have some pajama pants you can wear.”

⯨🟊⯩

Five minutes later, Cleo was wearing a pair of... She still hadn’t gotten his name out of him, but she was wearing a pair of his satin pajama pants. They were black and matched her thigh-high nightgown with such perfection that she wondered if they had been made with the same fabric. She was wearing them commando style, but it was much more comfortable than when she had been walking around without bottoms in front of a stranger.

“If you don’t want to tell me your name, do you mind if I give you a nickname? It’s too awkward not to call you anything.”

He sounded husky as he said, “Try it.”

“Huh?” she asked, bending her ear toward him.

“Try giving me a nickname and see if I answer,” he said, his voice slightly muffled behind his knuckles and the fabric of his turtleneck.

“I don’t know much about you, except that you are a gentleman,” she said airily.

He dropped his hand and looked away. “What makes you think I’m a gentleman?”

“You knew I wasn’t wearing any panties, and you didn’t ravage me on sight. That makes you a gentleman,” she said confidently, letting herself sit on the edge of his bed without his permission.

He rolled his eyes. “I told you that I came here to be alone. I did not come to the middle of the South Europa Ocean to assault stranded women.”

He didn’t need to say more for Cleo to understand. He came to a place like this to stop himself from being assaulted. It was really no wonder. A man that beautiful would catch unnecessary attention wherever he went. His muscles were lovely. Surely, he would have been able to fight anyone off with them. Maybe it wasn’t anything much more than words that he was trying to escape. Cleo knew words were bad enough.

“I should name you something amazing,” she said wistfully, suddenly feeling more at home than she had any right to feel. He wasn’t going to hurt her. She just needed to talk to him gently, and he would take her to a place where she could contact Harvey. “How about Fisherman? I could call you Fisher?”

He groaned. “Please don’t. I’m a vegetarian and the idea of eating fish makes me gag.”

“How about Night?” Cleo suggested.

“I’m no one’s knight in shining armor, despite the fact that I saved you,” he refuted.

She leaned her elbow against her knee. “I don’t mean knight with a k. I mean night with an n. Night. The lack of sunlight. It feels extra dark down here under the water—like night. How about it?”

“Fine,” he said, moving away from her and pointing to an underwater map. “Let’s figure out where I’m taking you.”

She joined him in front of the screen, but she wasn’t looking at it. She was looking at him. She needed to work on him longer before she negotiated her drop-off location. “What are you doing down here? Maybe I could tag along and you could drop me off the next time you surface.”

He turned his blue eyes on her, and she was silenced by his beauty. “That’s not how I work.”

“How do you work?” she asked, suddenly wanting to know all about him.

He was silent for a moment before tugging on his neckline to bring it up even higher. “Where do you want to go? I’ll take you there.”

“You want to avoid cities?” she asked, glancing at the map before turning her eyes back on him.

“There are only a few places where I can dock comfortably without being mistaken for an actual sea cow. Some of them are bred to be even larger than this vessel,” he explained. “I only have a limited number of resources aboard, and I’m due to restock soon. I’m happy I saved you, but you can’t stay. We need to make plans for your departure immediately.”

“Where do you restock?” she asked.

He groaned, turning away from her in frustration, but then he suddenly turned back to her. “You’re wanted,” he concluded. “By the police.”

Rather than deny it, she put up two thumbs and smiled. “Just a little bit.”

“For what? What were you doing in the ice?” he demanded.

“Just a little mining. Nothing much. I didn’t even get anything, and the coppers have probably already impounded my vehicle,” she said gently, attempting to ooze charm.

His collar slipped, and she saw his teeth as he clicked his tongue. “Like I give a care what you were up to. If you’re wanted by the police, I am uninvolved and I don’t care one way or the other. You want a specific kind of drop off, and you’re too scared to ask for it. Go ahead and ask. I’ll do it if I can, but stop playing games with me. I hate games. Just say what you want!”

“I want to be dropped off in a huge city,” she said again, but this time she was more forthcoming about it. “That way, I can fade into the background and get my friends to come pick me up. Please, can you take me to a city?”

He shook his head in the negative. “No. I can’t do that. The docks don’t know how to accept me, and I don’t want anyone knowing what sort of vehicle to look for.”

She smiled broadly at him, having come to her own conclusion. “You’re on the run too.”

They looked at each other for a second, and it seemed to Cleo that they were trying to figure out which one of them needed to have their way more. Which one of them was most wanted?

After a minute of contemplation, Cleo let her shoulders fall. It was him. It had to be him.

Cleo was cute. She was a little wind-blown dandelion with honey-brown hair, hazel eyes, and her hair was cut in just the right way so that it got bent in cute ways while she had her headgear on. Her body was like a 20s flapper girl. If there had been a fringe at the hem of her nightgown, it would have been such a sensation. But as cute as she was, she was not what he was. She was no one’s perfect girl in the way that he was every woman’s perfect man. Well, that was what she thought.

Not only that, but she had been on the run for a matter of hours, while he had a whole sea cow set up to keep him on the run. His whole life was on the run.

She rolled her eyes. “If you can give me a little money, you can drop me off at a hotel, but I have zero cash.”

“I have zero cash,” he said, repeating what she said.

“That’s what I said,” she pointed out irritably.

“No. I wasn’t trying to mimic you. I also have zero cash. I get my supplies given to me as a never-ending gift. I have no money of my own.”

“Who gives you supplies if you don’t do anything other than ‘be alone’?” she asked cagily.

Night looked at her like she was stupid. “It’s a friend... a brother type who’s trying to help me so that I don’t sell myself to Sleeping Beauty Inc.”

Cleo cocked her head. “Yeah? I know about them. They were always coming to Ceres to try to get innocent, pathetic, pretty girls to sign up with them.”

“Did you sign up with them?” he wanted to know.

“I did not,” she said with a little pride in her voice.

“Why not?” Night asked. “If you were living on Ceres, that means you were mining there too. Why didn’t you sign up with them? They promise better living conditions, easier work, glamour, and money.”

Cleo huffed. “They couldn’t trick me. All that would happen to me if I signed up with them would be that I would get sold to some man I thought was repulsive, and he would give me the most disgusting job in existence. When it was over, all I could look forward to was another job with another man who was somehow even more disgusting. I’d rather tape my space suit to my ass and operate a drill on an asteroid until my teeth can’t stop rattling, even in my sleep. I’m not pretty in the right way. I wouldn’t get a good client. I’d get the leftovers.”

He looked at her sideways. “You’re not pretty?”

She threw her hands up in the air and glared at him. “Rub it in, why don’t you?”

“I’m not ridiculing you. I think you’re pretty.” He said it so naturally, like it was a fact.

She raised an eyebrow at him. “You do realize that I’m not wearing makeup?”

“Yeah. I used to apply makeup on other people and on myself. I know what it is and I know what women look like with and without it,” he replied smoothly. “You’re pretty.”

Cleo’s mouth hung open, and then she exclaimed, “I’d kiss you if I thought you were into that sort of thing.” She paused for a second, thinking harder about what he’d said. “You used to do makeup?”

“Yeah,” he said, pulling up a list of local hotels on the screen closest to her.

“Does that mean that you were owned by Sleeping Beauty Inc.?” she asked, suddenly super curious.

He nodded. “Yeah, I had a contract with them.”

“What did you do?” she blurted, before realizing that was probably something he didn’t want to talk about. By the time she’d finished talking, she’d already repented and was backpedaling as hard as she could. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

“Okay,” he said, like he was ignoring the fact that she had spoken at all. “Here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to find the cheapest hotel in the area and then I’m going to contact my sponsor and ask him if he’d be willing to cover your hotel fee.”

Cleo was aghast. “Do you think your sponsor would be willing to do that?”

“I think there’s a good chance,” Night said calmly. “If I tell him your story of living on Ceres and not taking a contract with Sleeping Beauty Inc. when that would have been your best chance for a better life, I think he’d be moved and want to help you. Just to confirm, though... You have never taken a contract with Sleeping Beauty Inc.?”

She shook her head. “No. Never.”

“And you haven’t sold yourself anywhere else? Not to Jewel Girls, or Bonus Boxes?” he pressed.

“I have never sold myself,” she confirmed. “But I am a criminal. Selling yourself is less illegal than what I’ve been up to.”

He glanced at her. “I’m not interested in what you’ve done. I just want to help you. That’s all.”

Cleo nodded.

“Now, help me,” he said, moving over to a cupboard that was hidden in the wall. “I want to make up a bed for you in the antechamber.”

“Aw!” she whined. “I don’t want to sleep in there. Can’t I sleep in here with you?”

He shuddered. “That would make me so uncomfortable. There’s no way I would be able to sleep. I’d sleep in the antechamber myself, but I wouldn’t feel comfortable with you in here with all the controls at your disposal. The only solution is for you to sleep in the antechamber. I’ll turn up the heat.”

“Okay,” Cleo said, patting both her cheeks to fire herself up. “I can sleep in there. After all, it’s much better than sleeping at the bottom of the Sea of Tranquility.”

“That’s on Luna,” Night said without emotion. “Our sea isn’t named anything romantic like that. It’s just the South Europa Ocean.”

“Whatever!” she barked. “I’m just glad I’m not dead on the bottom of the ocean. Thank you again for saving me.”

Night looked at her, a look so deep and full, his eyes were the whole of the ocean. She was lost at the bottom of the ocean, whether she liked it or not.

“That thing I did to save you,” he said slowly. “If I asked you to do something for me in exchange, would you be able to do it?”

“I’d hate to pit some small favor against the act of you saving my life, but yes, I’d be able to do something for you as a gesture of my gratitude, but I’d never truly be able to thank you,” Cleo said, not sensing for a moment that he might ask her to do something she didn’t want to do.

He hummed. “I’ll think it over and ask you again later.”

⯨🟊⯩

Cleo soon realized that Night was not going to hear back from his sponsor anytime soon, even though he sent the request that same day. That had to mean that the person paying for Night’s seclusion was not on Europa.

Together, they made a little room for Cleo to sleep in the antechamber. It wasn’t comfortable, but it was better than being dead, and Night didn’t mind if she slept in his bed as long as he wasn’t sleeping in it. What that amounted to was him banishing her to the antechamber for the eight and a half hours in which he wished to sleep. She tried to sleep when she was in there, but it wasn’t very comfortable. She mostly just read books he had lent her on a tablet. That was a better way to spend the time. When Night finished sleeping, he would invite her back into the pilot’s room. Once there, she got directly into his bed and passed out. It was easy. The bedding was still warm.

The food he gave her was simple. It was dehydrated food that had been grown on Io. Cleo didn’t know that food could be grown on Io. She thought it was just a planet of smelly sand. The mush she was given was dehydrated and then brought back to life with desalinated water that the sea cow submarine prepared. She was eating something that was like sweet potato soup. It was actually nice compared to what she had been given to eat on Ceres, even if it was a little repetitive.

Night informed her that if she refrained from complaining, she could stay with him longer. He had more of the sweet potato mush than anything else, as he had grown very tired of it. She wouldn’t have dreamed of complaining, even if it just meant that she could spend another day sleeping in Night’s bed and looking at him sitting in the pilot’s chair.

“You’re staring at me again,” he said emotionlessly. He didn’t turn his head to look at her. He merely noticed without moving. “Why do you do that?”

“You’re just so nice to look at,” she said unabashedly.

“No, I’m not,” he refuted. “My beard is too long. I look like a crazy person.”

Cleo hadn’t yet seen how long his beard was. Most of it was tucked down his collar. It might have been very long, but she didn’t want to criticize him. He was so easy to get along with.

She clicked her tongue at him. “Isn’t that the look you’re going for, crazy man? You want to look crazy so that no one bothers you. Am I bothering you that much just looking at you?” she asked, trying to keep the dreamy tone out of her voice.

He glanced at her. “Why were you wearing that flimsy little nightgown under your space suit? There are reasons why a person might think it makes sense to wear such a thing, because you need to use the adhesive on your bare bottom if you’re going to be in that suit for any length of time. Yet, it doesn’t make sense. There are many things a lady can layer under her spacesuit. You didn’t have panties in your pocket. What was going on in your life that you were left so completely unprepared to take off your suit in an emergency? Care to tell me?”

“There was a man that I liked,” she admitted, even though she didn’t want to.

“Was? What happened to him?” Night asked, not relenting.

“Oh, nothing. There was,” she emphasized, “a man that I liked, but he didn’t like me back. I like looking at you because I like looking at you so much more than I liked looking at him. It’s really no contest.”

Night didn’t seem like he heard the compliment. “What do you think is happening in his mind since you went missing?”

Cleo didn’t like to think about that. Doubtless, Harvey was a tad sorry that she had disappeared, but he was probably also quite pleased that the ice chipper had not been connected to him. He was a selfish bastard. In the past, that had been what Cleo liked most about him, but hanging out with Night had changed her heart. Now she wasn’t completely positive that she wanted to go back to Harvey. Perhaps...

No. She should not think about what it would be like to stay in the sea cow submarine with Night. He didn’t want her to stay. He wasn’t thinking about how nice it would be if their little journey didn’t have to end. He wasn’t thinking about how right it would feel for them to go to bed together and wake up tangled in each other’s arms. He didn’t have those thoughts. His whole life was about keeping people away. He had locked himself away, and he was going to stay the course. He wasn’t going to give some random woman he rescued the key to his heart.

However, she did like to fantasize that he would ask her for something really charming in exchange for saving her life. She wanted something like out of a fairy tale. She wanted him to ask her to kiss him.

She wished.

And wished.

And when the day finally came, he told her. “I got the money from my sponsor. Do you remember how I asked you if you could do me a favor in exchange for rescuing you?”

She nodded.

He was very embarrassed as he made his request. “May I stay in the same room with you in the hotel?”
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