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“Dorogaya.”

The sweet, gentle voice of her mother woke her up from sleep. Svetlana groggily turned around to pick up her pad and switch off her alarm clock, wincing when her hand hit a wall instead of landing on her night table. That’s when she realized she wasn’t in her old studio anymore. 

“Dobroye utro,” her mom’s voice continued on the recording she’d had on her pad for the past five years. “Good morning, darling.”

“Good morning, mom,” she mumbled with a little smile before opening her eyes and casting a look around the room. Of course – she was in her new bedroom on board Desida One, not in her student room on Mars. And she knew her mother wasn’t really here. Mrs. Ivanova was buried in the Elite cemetery under the dome of Novi Moscow.

Svetlana got up and stretched in front of her large window, currently looking out on the Great Red Spot, the gigantic hurricane raging on Jupiter’s surface. “Amazing,” she whispered to herself. It still hadn’t completely sunk in that she was here, on the large Desidan space station orbiting Jupiter. Doing an internship here had been her dream ever since becoming a Business Economics student at North Mars Uni. 

A few years ago, she’d had to move heaven and Earth – or actually, heaven and Ganymede, where she used to live – to convince her father to let her move to Mars. After her mother’s death, Mr. Ivanov had been so overprotective of her that he’d practically smothered his only daughter. Svetlana could understand why. Her mom had been murdered by rebels, but they’d never found out why. In her father’s mind, disaster could strike at any time and place.

For the past four years, she’d been going by the fake name of Lana Petrova. At North Mars Uni, nobody knew her real name, and here on Desida One, the people at the trade liaison’s office had never heard of Svetlana Ivanova either. Sometimes, it almost felt as if she didn’t have a family.

There was one person who knew her real identity, though – Victoria Weiss. Lana and Tori had become friends at summer camp on Earth when they were still kids. Even though Tori was three years her junior, Lana felt very comfortable around the ambassador’s daughter. It was as if Tori was the younger sister she never had. They’d kept in touch throughout high school and uni. And today, her friend would drop by Desida One for the first time – bringing her new boyfriend, which was even more exciting.

‘hey you! what time r u & ur lover docking?!’ she typed out on her pad before hitting the shower. 

By the time Lana stepped into the kitchen to heat up some porridge in the microwave, Tori had replied to her message:  ‘@ 10! meet us there?’

‘sure! i’m off 2day’ Lana sent back. Whistling softly to herself, she poured some black tea into her favorite North Mars Uni mug. 

Life was good! Her boss, a young man by the name of Mr. Stockton, had given her the day off because she was supposed to go on a diplomatic mission to Earth tomorrow, negotiating new trade agreements between members of the Desidan Alliance and Old Moscow Elitists. It was her first real assignment, and quite frankly she was nervous as hell. She wouldn’t have to do this alone, though – Galina Yeltsina, one of her colleagues, would fly out and join her in Greenland by the end of the week. When she’d asked Mr. Stockton if she could travel on the same cruiser that would take Tori and her boyfriend to Earth, he hadn’t objected, so she’d have plenty more time to relax and catch up with her childhood friend in the next few days.

Lana was just shoveling the last bite of porridge into her mouth when her pad beeped again. It was her dad on a secure channel. “Privet, papa,” she said with a big smile. “You caught me at a bad time. I’m talking with my mouth full.”

Her father nodded calmly. “Well, you answered my call while eating porridge,” he said with a hint of a smile on his face. “You could have ignored me.”

“I didn’t want to,” Svetlana replied. “I’m happy you’re calling. I’ve been dying to tell you that Desida One is awesome! It’s everything I’ve ever dreamed of.”

Mr. Ivanov couldn’t help grinning. “That’s great to hear, Sveta.”

“So, are you going to visit any time soon?”

Her dad frowned, shaking his gray head. “Well, I wanted to drop by next week, after you return from your Earth mission, but it’s not such a good idea at the moment. There’s a lot of unrest at the Jupiterian borders. Bruce Randall’s fleet has allegedly attacked a convoy of our ships transporting ores and gemstones from Prometheus again.”

Lana bit her lip. Her father owned the mines on Prometheus, which was the reason why a lot of people hated the Ivanov family. They were one of the richest Elite families of the Russian Realm and it made them the constant target of rebels, thieves and space pirates such as Bruce Randall. She’d never been face to face with the British lawbreaker, but she knew he was her father’s biggest enemy, always targeting the ships carrying the most valuable Promethean gemstones that the Elite were willing to pay through the nose for. The Russian army had tried everything to make those transports secure, but somehow, Randall regularly figured out a way to outsmart the pilots and steal their precious cargo.

“That’s too bad,” she sighed. “You think it’s going to look suspicious if you visit Desida One out of the blue?”

“I’m afraid so, my darling. Most rebels may have forgotten by now that I have a daughter, but some of them still remember, and they’ll stop at nothing to hurt you too.”

This was why she’d adopted a fake name to begin with. This was why she’d tried wearing blue contacts to conceal her hazel eyes and dyeing her platinum-blonde hair brown for a while until she got fed up with retouching her blonde roots every three weeks. This was why she always had to be vigilant – because she was never completely safe.

“Okay.” Lana forced a smile onto her face. “Well, I’ll just ask Mr. Stockton to send me on a trade mission to Ganymede next. I might be able to pay you a flash visit in Novi Moscow while dropping by the Desidan Exchange office there.”

“When will you come home, dorogaya?” Mr. Ivanov asked her, sounding wistful. “When will you return to the Ivanov residence and stay within our safe walls?”

“I don’t know, papa.” But actually, that wasn’t true. She did know – a sheltered life like that didn’t appeal to her anymore. Lana wanted to be free. But the price she’d be paying for her freedom was very high. She would lose the only parent she still had in the process, or at least be mostly cut off from him for the rest of her life. “Hey, I gotta go, okay? My friend will be here soon.”

“Victoria? Give her my best,” Mr. Ivanov said, waving his hand at the screen. “Talk to you later.”

Svetlana clicked off and absently stared at her pad. Gingerly, she opened up the app featuring the latest news. PROMETHEAN FLEET ATTACKED BY PIRATES. ESTIMATED LOSS: 5 MILLION DOLLARS. The headlines in the Desida Telegraph screamed at her, taunting her and her silly ideas that she could ever have a normal life away from this kind of turmoil. 

With an exasperated groan, she shut down the online newspaper and stuffed her pad in her shoulder bag before strutting out the door to pick up her friend from Jupiter Boulevard.

“Oh my God!” Tori shrieked as she emerged from the airlock, dragging a tiny trolley bag behind her. She dropped the handle to the floor as she almost hugged Lana to death. “Or should I say, Bozhe moi?”

“Well, that depends,” Lana grinned, replying in Russian. “Isn’t your boyfriend going to feel left out if we keep chatting in a foreign language?”

Tori giggled, flipping back her red hair and pointing at a tall, blond man stepping out of the airlock behind them. “No, he won’t mind. Alen is Croatian, and besides, he speaks more languages than anyone I know.” The admiration, love and girlish infatuation were so evident in Tori’s voice that Svetlana felt herself melt.

“Wow, girl, well done,” she whispered. “He’s gorgeous.”

Alen stepped up to them, extending his hand to Lana. “Nice to finally meet you,” he said in flawless Russian. “Tori couldn’t stop talking about you on the way here.”

“I’d better shut up then,” Lana grinned. “You already know everything by now.”

Alen shot her a grin back. “Afraid so. You’re twenty-three, you love black bread and beet soup despite being from an Elite family, and you share Tori’s love for old music.”

“Sounds like you’ve got me all figured out,” Lana nodded.

As the three of them made their way down Jupiter Boulevard on their way to the guest quarters, Tori elbowed Lana in the side. “I told him about your real family,” she mumbled. “But your secret’s safe with Alen. He’s the Head of Security at Desida Two. I just didn’t want to lie to him, you know.”

Lana shrugged. “That’s all right, Vitusya. I can see you’re helplessly in love.” She drew out the last word teasingly, fluttering her eyelashes.

Tori smiled at her. “Wow. It’s been a while since somebody called me that. Vitusya, I mean.” 

Lana mostly used the Russian diminutive of Victoria instead of her full name as a sign of affection. It was what she most missed about talking to her dad, actually – he always called her Sveta. No one else called her that. She’d been Lana for most of her adult life now.

“So what does Alen call you?” Lana probed curiously, lowering her voice so Tori’s boyfriend wouldn’t overhear them. He was walking a few steps ahead of them, pulling the two wheeled suitcases they’d brought. 

Tori blushed a little bit. “Draga.”

“That’s so cute!”

“I know, right? He’s the best. I still can’t believe he loves me. Each morning I wake up and I see him lying next to me, I feel like doing a silly dance around the room.”

Tori’s words still lingered in Lana’s mind when they queued up in front of the guest reception on Deck Nine. As nice as it was to listen to her friend gushing about Alen, it also made Lana painfully aware she hadn’t opened up to anybody like that in a long time. The last real boyfriend she’d had was Sergei, and they’d broken up after her mother’s death. Sergei had tried to be there for her, but she’d pushed him away. He hadn’t really understood her grief.

Once Svetlana had moved to New Berlin, she’d dated a few guys, both Elite and common students with scholarships that didn’t seem too uncivilized. She’d had fun, but it had never been more than that. After all, how could you be with a guy and share your life with him if he didn’t even know your real name? At the time, it had seemed wise to always keep her distance, but now she felt a tiny pang of regret as she listened to Tori’s enthusiastic voice.

“Whatever happened to that guy you liked in uni?” Lana asked absently. “Dieter, right?”

Tori dropped her gaze to the floor. “I’d rather not talk about him,” she said sullenly. “He wasn’t exactly gentle with me. And that’s putting it mildly.”

“Oh.” Lana bit her lip, putting a hand on Tori’s shoulder. “Well, if you ever want to talk about it...”

Her friend looked up with a feeble smile. “Thanks. I should have talked about it before, but hey – we all make mistakes.”

At that instant, Alen walked over to the waiting area where they were sitting, holding up a keycard. “We have a suite facing Jupiter,” he told his girlfriend with a self-satisfied grin. “I called in a few favors with Operations.” 

“So we have Great Red Spot view?” Tori said, her green eyes sparkling.

“Yes, we do.”

“You’re awesome!”

Alen flashed her a cocky smile. “I know, draga.”

“Show-off,” Tori threw back good-humoredly. 

Alen turned to Lana. “Are you free to have lunch with us? I’m gonna show Tori the Boulevard first. After that, we want to grab a bite at The Red Giant.”

“Sure!” Lana frowned. “How come you know your way around here so well, though? I thought I’d be showing you guys around.”

Alen shrugged. “My ex lives on this station. Galina Yeltsina?”

“Really? She’s one of my colleagues. We’re actually going on that trade mission to Earth together this weekend.”

“Is she gonna be on our cruiser tomorrow?” Alen inquired, his face suddenly drawn.

Lana quickly shook her head. “No, she’s flying in a few days later. Don’t worry.” It looked like Alen and Galina hadn’t really parted ways on friendly terms. She was glad her colleague wouldn’t be traveling to earth on the same space liner – that would have been awkward, what with both Alen and Tori being there with her. 

They spent all morning strolling along Jupiter Boulevard to check out the shops and cafés until their rumbling stomachs drove them to The Red Giant. The restaurant wasn’t that busy yet, so they picked a table near the large, oval window staring out into space. Ganymede was a glistening, bright dot in the distance against the backdrop of millions of stars in the black sky. “Look, there’s my home world,” Lana mumbled, pointing at Jupiter’s largest moon. 

“You used to live in Novi Moscow, right?” Alen asked.

“Yeah. I grew up there, but I had to get out of the capital after my mom died. My dream was always to be a student on Mars.”

“Why Mars?” he wanted to know.

Svetlana smiled a bit self-consciously. “Because it’s so close to Earth. I like being there. Tori and I met at an Elite summer camp in Great Germany when we were children, you know. That’s why I have a soft spot for Earth, I guess.”

“We’re actually going to Earth so Alen can show me the place where he grew up,” Tori divulged. “And we’re going to meet up with my uncle Gustav in Hungary. Oh, and we’re also meeting Alen’s friends on the British Isles. Ava and Nicolas Carter.”

“Sounds like you won’t be bored any time soon,” Lana laughed. “If I have any time left, I might join you guys in Hungary or Britain.”

Alen rubbed his forehead for a second. “I think we’re all going to have less time than expected,” he said with a frown on his face. “Most cruisers to Earth have been delayed because the army’s patrolling the Jupiterian border. They closed the airspace around the planet because of those pirate attacks.” 

“Oh, right. Bruce Randall and his crew of bandits,” Lana nodded sourly. “He’s always causing trouble everywhere I go. Isn’t it about time he retired?”

“Not likely,” Alen replied, drumming his fingers on the table. “He’s not that old.”

Lana shrugged. “Actually, I have no idea how old he is. I don’t even know what he looks like.”

“Right.” Alen narrowed his eyes. “They keep pictures of criminals out of the media, don’t they?” He swiped at his pad for a few seconds, then slid it across the table. “This is him.”

Curiously, Svetlana picked up Alen’s pad – he probably had mug shots of criminals from all over the solar system in his security files – and looked at the picture on screen.

Two intensely slate-gray eyes stared back at her above high cheekbones. Her gaze lingered on the smirk playing around sensuous lips. The dark eyebrows arching above his gray eyes seemed to be slightly cocked in disapproval, or perhaps amusement, and the angular planes of his face were framed by long, dark-blonde hair shot through with gold. Lana couldn’t help but blink at the picture of Bruce Randall in amazement. She’d always assumed the guy was as old as her father, but he wasn’t – he looked like he was in his mid-thirties. He looked rebellious, dangerous – and also incredibly attractive. She couldn’t deny it.

“He’s not at all what I expected,” she blurted out, putting the pad down so she wouldn’t keep staring at Bruce like an idiot.

Tori’s mouth curled up in a smile. “Well, what did you expect? An eye patch and a peg leg?”

Lana bit back a giggle. “Don’t be stupid. Pirates like that don’t exist anymore.”

“No.” Alen put his pad away. “He’s far more dangerous than the pirates who used to roam the seas. I don’t think I’ve ever met a more intimidating man than Bruce Randall.”

“You actually met him?” Lana stared at Alen. “What, you arrested him or something?”

Alen hesitated for a second. “No, I worked with him. A long time ago. Just for a few months.”

“You...” Lana trailed off, glancing aside to catch Tori’s gaze.

“I’ll tell you some other time,” her friend mumbled, looking a bit flustered.

“Let’s just say I’ve been on both sides of the law,” Alen explained. “But I decided to stick to the good side some years back.”

At that moment, the waiter showed up with their drinks. Lana was relieved Tori changed the subject to something safe – their trip to Earth and the places they’d visit. 

“Let’s take the first available flight out tomorrow,” Tori suggested. “If we’re delayed, at least we’ll be able to get to Earth as soon as possible. Where do you need to go for your trade negotiations?”

“Nuuk, the Greenlandic capital,” Lana replied. “Mr. Stockton booked me a hotel room there for the next six days. I can’t wait to see Greenland. People always say it’s so beautiful.”

“Can you believe it was once completely covered in ice?” Alen mused. “Before the poles shifted, the entire country was an Arctic region.”

“Then why did they call it Greenland?” Lana inquired with a frown.

“I think it was a marketing ploy,” Tori said. “When the Vikings were trying to convince their countrymen to colonize the island, they made it sound more inviting than it actually was.”

Lana chuckled. “Good business move, I guess.”

After lunch, she left Tori and Alen to spend some time packing for her trip. Actually, she hadn’t even unpacked everything yet since arriving at the station. Where was her small travel bag? Maybe she’d left it in storage back on Mars. She couldn’t remember.

With a sigh, Lana flopped down on the couch and decided to settle for her old suitcase – the one she’d always brought along on summer camp. Maybe it was meant to be. This suitcase had been her faithful companion during her previous trips to Earth, so it was only fitting she should bring it along now. 

“We’re gonna have fun together,” she whispered, patting the bag as if she had to reassure her suitcase instead of herself.
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The next morning, an enormous crowd had gathered in front of Airlock Nine. Apparently, Tori hadn’t been the only one with the idea of catching the early flight – eager travelers were all huddled around the ticket desk, waving wads of bills or brightly-colored cards in order to buy a seat on the first outbound flight of the day.

“Now what?” Lana put down her suitcase with a frustrated grunt. “We’re never gonna get out of here. I do have a ticket, but that’s for tonight’s flight.”

“Yeah, and that’s just one ticket,” Tori said sulkily.

Alen pursed his lips in thought. “I might have an idea. You girls stay in line while I try something.” He stalked off in the direction of the Boulevard.

“What’s he gonna do, commandeer a spaceship?” Lana teased her friend.

Tori snorted. “What’s with the pirate lingo?”

“Well.” Lana bit her lip. “He used to work with a famous pirate, right?”

Tori shifted uncomfortably. “Yeah – about that. Alen was part of the Croatian resistance when he was young, and then he turned to a life of crime. He spent six years in jail, but he tried everything to leave his past behind. I guess he knows Bruce Randall from some job he did back then.”

Lana tried her very best not to blush when she heard that name again. She was never going to admit this to anyone, not even to her best friend, but she’d had some pretty intense dreams about Bruce last night. His face had haunted her dreams, his mocking, gray eyes staring at her, a faint grin around his lips as he dangled an eye patch in front of her face and whispered: “Not what you expected, Lana?” In the dream, he’d been lusting after her, and it had terrified her and turned her on at the same time. She didn’t know what the hell was wrong with her – it had to be nerves about her mission to Nuuk.

“Alen seems like a great guy,” Lana told Tori. “I don’t think his past is that important. Have your parents met him yet, though?”

Tori grinned. “My mom has. And she adores him, believe it or not.” 

“Wow! That’s pretty amazing.” Lana knew how difficult Mrs. Weiss could be at times – she’d had the dubious honor of being Tori’s one and only ‘approved friend’ through high school. Sadly, they hadn’t seen much of each other at the time, since Tori lived on Mars and Lana had still been on Ganymede. “How did that happen?”

Her friend smiled. “He smooth-talked my mom in German all day long.”

They chatted some more about Tori’s new lover until Alen returned with a large grin on his face. “We’re all set,” he declared. “We’re flying out in one of the ships in the DSD One fleet. I convinced one of their pilots to drop us off on Earth before heading for Venus to pick up some military personnel.”

“Pulled some strings, did you?” Tori playfully kissed him on the cheek.

“It helps if you’re the Head of Security on the neighboring station.”

Alen took them to the other side of the hallway to the launch bay where the military ships were docked. A jolly-looking guy with a black mustache was waiting for them at Airlock Twenty. “Welcome on board,” he said. “Don’t forget to tip the driver.”

Lana chuckled. She stepped forward to check in first, waving her ID card in front of the scanner next to the entrance. The fake passport she was using was linked to a secure channel informing her dad where she’d checked in. That way, he could always keep track of her. Otherwise, checking in was usually just a formality – nobody really looked at the name and other info on the screen attached to the scanner unless an error message popped up. 

As expected, the scanner gave her the green light, announcing that ‘Lana Petrova’ was boarding, and Svetlana entered the small ship, pushing open a few doors on the left side. Since the vessel wasn’t built to transport civilians, there were only three rooms containing narrow bunk beds, but she didn’t mind – flying out to Earth before everyone else was the best thing that could have happened today.

“So, are you and Captain Blanco bunking together?” Tori giggled as she boarded the spaceship next. “Or are there enough rooms for all of us to enjoy some privacy?”

Lana raised an eyebrow. “There are three rooms. I think Captain Blanco is cool, but not that cool, thank you very much.”

Once the ship had left Desida One, they each picked a room and then sat down at the small table near the biggest porthole in the ship’s belly to have some coffee. Captain Blanco had disappeared into the cockpit. Outside, Jupiter quickly slid out of view. 

“So, who are Ava and Nicolas Carter?” Lana inquired curiously. “Those names don’t really sound Croatian.”

“They’re not,” Alen replied. “Nicolas was my first boss after I came out of prison. He recommended me to Commander Kelso of Desida Two because he discovered I could do a lot more than just gardening.”

“You were a gardener?”

“A groundskeeper. I also befriended his wife before I left for my new job. Ava is a lovely girl.”

“I can’t wait to meet them,” Tori enthused. “They’re a bit like Uncle Gustav, you know. Helping commoners and teaching them how to farm, that kind of thing. Actually, Nicolas used to belong to one of the richest Elite British families on Luna, but when he married Ava, his parents cut him loose.”

“Why?”

“Well, he’s her half-uncle, to start with, and she’s of mixed heritage – common and Elite. They had to keep their relationship a secret for quite a while,” Alen explained.

Lana fell silent. The rebels who killed her mother had been British. Of course, they hadn’t been Brits from Earth – their resistance cell had been on Amalthea, one of Jupiter’s struggling production unit moons – but the whole experience had left her scarred and suspicious of anything that wasn’t Elite. If she was completely honest, she’d tried to avoid dealing with British commoners after her mom’s death. 

“Well, I’ll try my best to drop by if I have any time left,” she promised.

The rest of the day flew by rather uneventfully. There was a small magnetic storm close to the asteroid belt, but Captain Blanco managed to fly them through with minimal turbulence. By the time it was nine o’clock Desidan Time, the DSD One vessel had reached Martian airspace. 

“We’ll be landing at Deimos for the night,” the captain told them, getting out of the cockpit for a short break. “It will take another hour or so to get there.”

“That’s quick.” Lana peeked out the window to look for the smallest of the two Martian moons, but it was still too far away. Mars was a bright-red floating disc among the stars, though. 

Tori joined her at the window. “It’s a shame we can’t visit New Berlin,” she said.

“Maybe we can do that on the way back.”

“Yeah.” Tori smiled. “That way, I can show Alen where I grew up, too.”

Suddenly, they were interrupted by a loud, blaring siren coming from all corners of the room. Red warning lights started to flash along the ceiling.

“What the...” Captain Blanco jumped up from his seat and ran back to the cockpit.

“What’s going on?” Svetlana gulped down the ball of nerves stuck in her throat. She was always a bit nervous about space travel, no matter how many times she’d flown back and forth between Ganymede and Europa or other planets in the solar system. Alarm bells and warning lights on any kind of spaceship or cruiser immediately put her on edge.

“Might be a meteor,” Alen shrugged. “Or another object blocking our path. It’s the standard warning signal whenever the ship’s on automatic pilot.”

“It’s another ship,” the captain shouted from the cockpit. He’d left the door open to keep them updated. “A big one. And it seems to be on a collision course.”

“Try some evasive maneuvers,” Alen said.

“That’s going to be difficult. We’re in controlled airspace. If I avoid this ship, I might slam into another one.” 

Lana felt her stomach turn with fear. Some of the high-tech cruisers servicing Mars actually traveled near the speed of light and couldn’t be seen in time, which was why everyone was supposed to stick to the standard flight routes. Sergei had taught her that once. She snuck a peek into the control room, her gaze landing on the gigantic ship outside now hovering in front of them and blocking their path.

“I’m gonna hit the brakes,” Captain Blanco grumbled. “There’s no way to avoid this thing. You think they’re adrift?”

“I have no idea,” Alen replied. “Nobody should be using this route but us, so yeah – I guess that’s the only explanation.”

They all froze when the intercom started to crackle. “This is your one and only warning,” a crisp, British voice erupted from the comm system. “Make a full stop and prepare to be boarded.”

“What the fuck?” Captain Blanco exploded. Despite his outburst, he did exactly as he was told. The DSD One ship hovered motionlessly in space, at the mercy of the enormous ship preventing them from reaching Deimos. “Is this some kind of random check?”

“It doesn’t feel like one,” Alen responded, a frown knitting his eyebrows together. “If this is a Martian security vessel, where are the Great German insignia? Or the British ones?”

Lana’s jaw dropped when a small, unmarked shuttle emerged from one of the airlocks, setting course for their ship. Alen was right – this didn’t look like a security check at all.

The spacecraft trembled as the strange shuttle docked at their one available airlock with a metallic thud. Everybody turned around to face the entrance, which opened with a hissing sound and spat out three tall men dressed in dark green clothes and holding guns. 

Oh God. Lana took a step back in blind panic, her eyes fixed on the tallest of the three men. It was him. Bruce Randall, the space pirate. He looked a bit different from the picture she’d seen – his blond hair was shorter, and his mouth certainly wasn’t smiling. But that wasn’t what struck her most. It was how cruel and absolutely intimidating he came across. His sheer height was frightening to behold. If she stood next to him, she was sure the top of her head wouldn’t even reach his shoulder. And he wasn’t just tall – he was built like an athlete. His shoulders were square and broad, and his large hands gripping the gun looked like he could snap her neck in two without any difficulty. His entire appearance screamed ‘I am powerful and merciless’ at her.

Her heart stopped when the intimidating man with the steely contours strolled toward her, seeming entirely at ease. “You,” he said in a voice that was deeper, rougher and darker than anything she’d ever heard before. “Come with us.”

What?! No, he couldn’t possibly mean that. “But I...” She swallowed, her stomach twisting with fear. “Why? I haven’t done anything.”

He smirked. Now he looked more like his mug shot – secretly amused by something she didn’t understand. “Maybe not. But your father has.”

“My name is Lana Petrova,” she said, trying to stand taller when he stopped right in front of her. He was standing so close her forehead almost touched his chin. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

His hand closed around her upper arm. “You are Svetlana Ivanova,” he said coldly. “And you’re my prisoner.”

“Leave her alone,” she suddenly heard Tori cry out. “Please.”

“Shut up,” Alen hissed. “Don’t provoke him.” He stepped up to Bruce, looking at the notorious pirate with a hint of trepidation in his eyes. Admittedly, Alen personally knew him from his past life as a criminal, but he’d also made it clear that Bruce was a guy he had genuinely feared. “Look... can’t we talk about this?”

Bruce turned around, appraising the man who dared to address him in such an amicable tone of voice. “Novak,” he replied after a moment’s pause. “Stay out of this.”

Alen visibly paled. “Don’t hurt her. Please.”

“I won’t.” Bruce smiled lazily. “She’s ​worth more alive than dead.”

“But...”

Bruce raised his gun, fingering the trigger as he stared Alen down. “You bore me,” he stated calmly.

Oh shit – this could easily turn into a blood bath if she didn’t intervene. Svetlana took a deep breath, tapping the space pirate gingerly on his muscular arm. “I’ll come with you,” she offered, her voice trembling. “I won’t resist. Just – don’t harm my friends.”

Her kidnapper turned his face to look at her with a hint of surprise in his eyes. “All right,” he said, letting go of her slowly. “Don’t try anything.”

“What about the others?” a dark-haired man next to Bruce piped up.

“Stun them,” he replied. “They might follow us otherwise.”

Lana clenched her fists, bracing herself for the screeching sound of the stunners filling the room. She watched as Tori, Alen, and Captain Blanco dropped soundlessly to the floor.

Turning around, Lana blinked nervously when Bruce’s gaze landed on her once more. “And sedate her,” he added, as if she weren’t there. “The heaviest dose.”

Before Lana could say anything, Bruce’s friend grabbed her shoulder and whipped out a syringe, plunging the needle all the way into her arm. Her head felt immediately heavy and the room started to spin around her as if she was caught in a maelstrom. 

After that, the entire world faded to black.
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Ouch.

Lana moaned softly as she woke up with a pounding headache. Her mouth felt dry like the Martian desert. She opened her eyes to a crack before shutting them again to avoid being blinded by an overhead light. Where was she?

“She’s awake,” a male voice said. 

“Give her some water,” another man said. 

When someone put a cup to her lips, Lana scrambled up and eagerly gulped down the water, her eyes still closed. Only when the light above her head was dimmed did she risk opening her eyes again. 

The dark-haired man who’d sedated her before was sitting on the edge of the bed she was lying on, refilling her cup with water from a bottle. “Welcome back, Sleeping Beauty,” he said glibly, handing her more water. “Enjoyed your little nap?”

Lana licked her lips. “Where am I?” 

He smiled in cruel amusement. “That’s the million-pound question, isn’t it?” he replied. “Or rubles, in your case.”

With bleary eyes she looked around the room. There wasn’t much to go on: the curtains were drawn, the walls were undecorated, and the only piece of furniture that the room seemed to contain was the bed they were sitting on.

“I’m John, by the way,” the man said, still smiling at her. It was creeping her out. “Bruce asked me to take care of you while you were sleeping.”

“How long was I out?” 

“Two days.”

“Jesus.” No wonder she’d been thirsty as hell. Lana absently reached for the pad in her pocket to look at the time when she realized it was gone... and so were the clothes she’d been wearing on the Desidan spaceship. She was now wearing jeans and a gray T-shirt.

“Yeah. Sorry,” John commented, when he saw her puzzled expression. “Had to do a strip search. To make sure you weren’t wired or anything. I hope you like your outfit – I just took some random stuff out of your travel bag.”

This man had undressed her while she was unconscious? Lana’s stomach turned with revulsion.  Anxiously, she glanced away when John’s smile broadened to a lecherous grin. “I wouldn’t mind doing a strip search again,” he continued, his voice dropping. “Should be more fun when you’re awake.”

Oh God, no. Not this. Lana jumped up from the bed, backing away toward the other man in the room, praying this friendlier-looking silver-haired man would stop his colleague from whatever it was he had in mind.

“Bruce said he wanted to see her immediately once she woke up,” the man said, apparently sensing her panic. “Let’s get her to the living room.”

Lana would have hugged the guy if he hadn’t been a gun-toting pirate. “Yeah, let’s get me to the living room,” she repeated in a tiny voice.

John’s face fell, but he didn’t protest. Instead, he stalked over to the door and pushed it open, revealing a long hallway lined with potted plants on either side. It looked like they were in some kind of mansion. She definitely wasn’t on board a spaceship anymore – Lana could always tell the difference between artificial and natural gravity. The pirates had brought her to a planet, but which one?

She walked down the corridor flanked by the two guards. It opened up into a gigantic sitting room crammed full of luxurious furniture. A giant 3D-TV was fixed to the wall facing the long, white couch. And Bruce was standing in the middle of the room, his gaze never leaving her face as she approached him. Everything looked strangely Elite. Lana hadn’t expected that from a pirate’s lair, somehow. It made the whole situation oddly surreal.

The fear she felt when Bruce took a step forward and grabbed her arm was real enough, though. “John, Chester,” he nodded at his two helpers. “Leave us.”

For a moment, she wanted to beg Chester not to go. Why did Bruce want her alone? Was he going to torture her or hurt her? He’d said she was more useful alive than dead, but alive didn’t mean uninjured. When he forcefully pushed her down onto the couch, she could feel her legs tremble.

“Well then, Miss Ivanova,” he said, lowering himself onto the coffee table so he sat facing her. “Let’s cut through the chase, shall we?”

Lana slowly nodded. “Okay,” she faltered, not quite knowing where this whole conversation would be going.

Bruce kept his gray eyes locked on hers as he leaned his elbows on his knees, making a steeple out of his fingers under his chin. “How much influence and power do you hold within Ivanov Mining Industries?”

Lana tensed up, casting around for a safe answer, but she had no idea what he was expecting. “None,” she finally admitted honestly. “I don’t work for my dad. I’m a trade liaison on Desida One.”

Bruce quirked an eyebrow. “Or so you say.”

“Well, it’s true.”

“As true as your name?” he mumbled in his dark and rough voice. “Lana Petrova?”

She blushed. “I used a fake name when I applied to North Mars Uni.”

“Why?”

“Because my dad wouldn’t let me go otherwise.”

“Why not?”
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