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Blurb


A jaded Starfleet Commander. A lonely human. A fight to free the universe.

​.

When her car breaks down in the middle of nowhere, Lauren mistakes a light in the sky for rescue. The help she thinks is coming turns out to be a terror far more sinister than she ever could imagine.

​.

Jo’Aquin is honour-bound to fight the war against the Reptiles. He has a personal score to settle with them and he won’t let anything stand in his way. Stationed as protector over the Earth, Jo’Aquin chases a suspicious Reptilian craft as it crashes though a wormhole and into another galaxy in a failed attempt at escape.

 .

Lauren wakes to find herself on an alien planet in the arms of the sexiest man she’s ever laid eyes on, only to learn that he’s an alien and she’s stranded on a planet that is definitely not Earth. When they’re taken prisoner by the planet’s natives, an old shaman woman tells Lauren she is the key to free the mind-enslaved from the evil Reptiles.

​.

Jo’Aquin is imposing and aloof, and Lauren knows he hides a soul-destroying secret. But there’s something about the way that he touches her that sets her skin on fire and sparks flying through her veins.

.

Can Lauren be the saviour everyone thinks she is, despite the desperate battle of life and death she finds herself in? Can Jo’Aquin save the woman who, against all odds, has stolen the heart he was determined never to give?
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Chapter One


Lauren never truly understood what the term ‘pitch black’ meant but standing on the side of the road, next to her quietly hissing, broken-down crap-heap of a car, she knew.  
It was empty. 
Absolute. 
It was so quiet she heard her own breathing, and she suspected if she listened closely enough, she would hear the pounding of her heart as it tried fighting its way out of her chest. 
Her friend Casey’s voice ﬂoated through her mind. “It’s been ﬁve years, Lauren. Take some time away from it all. It might help. Even if it’s just for a few weeks.” 
She’d certainly found some time away from ‘it all’ now. In fact, she was so far away from ‘it all,’ that all she wanted to do was drive back home and crawl into the safety of her own bed. Even empty and cold, it was preferable to being out here. 
She didn’t even know where ‘here’ was. Broken down in the middle of nowhere. No soul around for kilometres. If this was getting ‘away from it all,’ the debilitating depression she’d lived with since Mike’s death was nothing in comparison to the terror building inside. 
Desperation was a great motivator. Her psychologist had told her it was only a matter of time before she’d feel better in the weeks after his death, but her chest still felt it had a big, gaping hole where her heart had once been. She’d been waiting to feel complete, waiting to feel something, only it hadn’t happened. Part of the reason she’d agreed with Casey was she thought a change of scenery was what she might need.
A sharp, rigid wind blew grains of sand onto the road and tinkled against the side of the car. The Nullarbor Plain —so hot, humid, and uncompromising during the day—was frigid, empty, and even more uncompromising at night. She shivered and hugged her jacket ﬁrmly around her shoulders. 
Wild thoughts circled like vultures, picking away mouthfuls of calm, like meat oﬀ a bone. That movie, where backpackers found themselves at the mercy of a psycho who picked them oﬀ one by one in the middle of nowhere ran through her mind. Thanks brain, that wasn’t helpful at all. 
A trucker might pass, but who was to say he wouldn’t take advantage of her like the movie psycho killer did? It was lawless out here. Anything could happen to her. 
Lauren bit her thumb nail so hard she jumped with the sting. There was nothing out here but a huge slab of gritty desert with a spindly bush dotted here and there. Try as she might the welcome roadhouse she pictured in her mind didn't magically appear in front of her, not matter how hard she tried. At thirty-eight years of age, she’d never felt so helpless, or alone. 
So alone. 
The sky above dwarfed her. Out here, without the city light to subdue the absolute brilliance of the night, the stars were so bright. So alive. She wondered if there were other souls on any of them and what they might be like. If other species experienced grief the way humans did. The way she did. 
A bright streak of light speared through the black. Was it a shooting star? She was about to make a wish when the light abruptly changed direction. A plane perhaps? The direction didn’t look natural. Maybe it was a helicopter but it was extremely fast. She vaguely recalled that the military used the obscurity of the Nullarbor Plain to practise top secret military operations. 
The light zagged downwards. It hovered in the distance for a moment before silently hurtling straight towards her. Lauren gasped. She jerked away from her slouched position against the car, tension radiating through her body. 
This was no plane. Or helicopter. And Lauren doubted she would be the target of some top-secret military operation. The light was getting bigger and bigger by the second and would soon be on top of her. 
She stumbled around the car and lurched into the darkness. She lost one of the stupid ballet ﬂats. She barely registered sharp stones scratching and digging into her feet through the fear-induced adrenaline pulsing through her body. She glanced over her shoulder. The light was nowhere to be seen. Where the hell had it gone? She nearly tripped over a small shrub and stumbled. 
When she found her balance, the light was directly in front of her. Only it wasn’t a light. It was a sleek silver disc that hovered a couple of feet oﬀ the ground and glowed an eerie white. She spun in the opposite direction, stumbled on legs she barely felt and slammed into something hard.
Her upper arms were caged in a steel grip, held immovable. A body towered over her. She gazed up. It took her a moment to realise she was actually staring at a face. Black eyes, dispassionate and as calculating as a snake’s stared down at her. A long snout sported rows of razor sharp teeth, like a crocodile, or a giant iguana. More beast than lizard. A monster. 
Lauren jerked, her fingers clawed its chest. Ice cold skin met her palms. Scales covered a body that was more concrete than muscle. Her legs gave way, and if it weren’t for the creature’s grip on her arms, she would have fallen to the ground. She barely comprehended what was right in front of her. Her panicked mind ordered her to struggle, but she found she couldn’t move a muscle. 
It turned her palm upwards and drew a sharp claw over her skin. Blood welled and dripped over the side of her hand. A long tongue slid from its mouth, slicing through the welling blood. Sticky with saliva, it rasped over the wound like sandpaper, leaving a painful, hot trail on her skin. A glistening drop of red slid over the ﬁne scales at the corner of its mouth as its tongue disappeared. 
It cocked its head as it tasted her blood, and a calculating gleam shimmered in the depths of its eyes. It uttered a string of unintelligible clicks and slithery sounds. 
Some instinctive part of her knew if she didn’t escape now, she never would. She pushed against its chest, her feet slipping on the gravel, lunging, crying out, screaming. The creature blinked slowly down at her, predator to prey, and she fell into that dark, fathomless gaze that was as thick and as impenetrable as the inky dark night around her. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. 
Nothing. 
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Chapter Two


Earth was a beautiful planet. It was a jewel amongst the dull, lifeless worlds that surrounded it in its own solar system, but Commander Jo’Aquin Centauri could hardly stand to see it. The glowing blue haze of Earth’s atmosphere reminded him of his baby sister, Emile, and her terriﬁed eyes the night she was enslaved by the Reptiles, just as half of Hexion had been before those who could had escaped. Now, they lived displaced while the Reptiles lived on their occupied planet. 
That particular day was burned into his mind. 
He turned his back on the planet to watch the activity on the bridge instead. “Captain,” Striker, his second in command, oﬀered a greeting as he stepped to the command post. Jo’Aquin nodded at the only man he called a friend on the ship. He didn’t distance himself from Striker the way he did with the rest of the crew. A Commander couldn’t befriend his crew, but there was too much history for them not to form a bond. They had fought together often and hard enough against the Reptilian threat across the galaxy. The last bloody battle was on Rhemus, where Jo’Aquin had saved Striker’s life. Events like that forged strong friendships, and even though Jo’Aquin had been promoted to Commander after that battle, he had never pulled rank on the man he considered his closest comrade. When Jo’Aquin was in command, however, Striker kept the conversation professional. 
“It is a beautiful planet, as always,” Striker said, looking over his shoulder. 
One day, Striker would have his own command. Jo’Aquin saw that in his friend, but for now, there were a few years of age and experience that Striker had yet to fill. 
“Indeed,” Jo’Aquin commented, not wanting to oﬀer more by way of explanation. Nothing got past Striker. This time was no diﬀerent as his friend narrowed his gaze and studied him. 
The bridge was largely quiet. Every post was ﬁlled, his staﬀ were diligently concentrating on their jobs. That meant that their conversation would carry. 
“The shuttle is being prepared to leave for Earth and will be ready in thirty minutes.” Jo’Aquin caught one of the female Location Technicians glancing at Striker. Striker’s golden boy looks and cheery disposition often earned him such looks. And much more. His friend was known to enjoy female company. 
“Are you included in this trip down to the surface?” Jo’Aquin asked. 
“Indeed.” Striker repeated Jo’Aquin’s word, and his glance strayed back to the dark-haired beauty at the console panel. Jo’Aquin’s lips twisted a little. Striker made good use of his gods-given good looks, sending more than one female heart into overdrive. 
Jo’Aquin liked females too, of course, but being the Commander of a Starship put a kink in relationships. His long-term career in the Interspecies Council didn’t help. During his life, he’d been immersed in intense battles, stuck on inhospitable planets in far-ﬂung corners of the universe, and spent most of his time light-years away from home, this four-year-long post included. If his past was taken into account, he could look forward to many more years alone. A female was definitely not in his plans.
He’d long ago stopped wishing to ﬁnd a companion, let alone a love companion. The days of his youth had passed him by. He wasn’t young anymore, the years passing faster than they had ever seemed to before. With cold contemplation, he could consider his career his long-term relationship. He’d long since reconciled his fate. 
The Interspecies Council liked their Commanders single. That way, they were easily sent oﬀ on long missions. No one would miss them. They didn’t have wives and children waiting for them to come home. 
Besides, he’d given up his rights to love a long time ago. Only a worthy man should be lucky enough to ﬁnd a female to cherish and love. That man definitely wasn’t him. 
Jo’Aquin arched a brow at his Second in Command, “Be sure to keep a low proﬁle while you’re there.” Striker’s reputation with Earth females was also legendary. At a glance, the Hexonians were very similar to humans, but some diﬀerences would set them apart in a hot minute and cause all sorts of problems if they were noticed. At that moment, the Hexonians wished to remain in covert operation in Earth’s orbit. It was the only way they could neutralise the Reptile threat on the planet. Maybe this time, they would stop an invasion if Earth was targeted. Maybe he could stop the local people from being taken and used as mind-slaves as the Reptilians had done on too many other planets. 
“As low as I can get,” Striker answered, then dropped his voice keeping it only within Jo’Aquin’s hearing, “What about you, Captain? Would you like me to show you around the planet? I will delay my previous commitments and take you there myself.” 
The prospect was tempting. The females of Earth were extremely desirable. But he was the Commander. Commanders lived their title, and he wasn’t free to indulge in the same activates of his crew. 
“Many thanks my friend, but you go and enjoy yourself.” 
Striker regarded him and a concerned expression ﬂitted across his face. “I’m speaking as a friend, Jo’Aquin. If you don’t take a break, you will break. Take your own advice. Have some time away. You must have at least ﬁve years leave owed to you.” 
Jo’Aquin’s shoulders tightened. He stood straight and tilted his chin upward. “Enjoy your vacation, Second. I will expect you back in a week with a fresh mind and dedication to your station.” He mentally winced at his own harsh words, but they rolled from his mouth with practised ease. 
Striker gave Jo’Aquin a long look before inclining his head. “As you wish…Commander.” 
Striker was about to step from the control area when a white-hot, glowing capsule streaked upwards from the planet’s surface. 
“Hostile, Sir. Reading interior life forms.” Reed, Jo’Aquin’s expert navigator, tracked the craft swiftly heading out of the galaxy. “They have a human on board, Sir.” 
The Reptile operation was always done oﬀ-grid, in darkness and stealth, making them so hard to catch in the past. They never risked exposure like this. Never. Something was definitely going on if they risked this sort of exposure.
“Get a lock on them, Reed.” 
Jo’Aquin leaned forward on the railing, his hands squeezing the guardrail, brows drawn together. The Reptiles’ craft was quickly disappearing into the darkness of vast space. They needed to get that vessel. Now! 
“Got it, Sir. Coordinates six, ﬁve, two, hyperspace eight. Looks like they’re getting ready to quantum hop.” 
Jo’Aquin’s ﬁsts tightened. “Are you sure, Lieutenant?” 
One quantum hop so close to Earth would surely alert even Earth’s primitive tracking systems. The Reptiles were taking too many risks. They weren’t just leaving the planet, they were escaping the galaxy. And in a hurry. They knew the planet was under the protection of the Interspecies Council, so why risk blatant exposure like this? 
“Scanners are reading ion expansion, sir.” 
They had something, or someone, on board they didn’t want apprehended. Jo’Aquin’s blood ran cold. It could only mean one thing. They’d found a test subject with the DNA they needed to start the enslavement of the human race. Earth had been targeted. If Jo’Aquin and his crew didn’t get this human, it would be the beginning of the end for them. 
So far, no arm of the Interspecies Council had been able to stop the Reptiles’ underhanded methods. Somehow, some way, the Reptilians always slipped through their best eﬀorts. Too many abductions later and the Interspecies Council still had little idea how the Reptilians were able to mind-slave an entire planet. He needed to get to the Reptilian shuttle. This could be the break the Interspecies Council needed. 
It had started this way with many other planets. With Emile. Beautiful Emile. Mind-enslaved. Grief washed through him with enough power to bring him to his knees. No! He forced her from his thoughts. There’d be time enough for personal anguish later. 
Anger, whiplash-quick, punched Jo’Aquin’s system. He needed to stop this before it was too late. He couldn’t command the Starship to give chase, as that would leave the planet below unprotected. The only hope was to pursue the Reptiles in one of the shuttles they used to go planetside. He always made sure they were fully charged, stocked, and ready to go at a moment’s notice. 
Jo’Aquin connected the through-ship intercom. “Reed. Nomad. Thorne. Assemble teams. Docking stations one, two, three, and engage the Reptilian craft.”
“Sir!”
Ten seconds later Jo’Aquin watched from the bridge as his men ran into the docking stations in full battle armour and clamoured into their respective shuttles. They left their docking stations in ﬂight order and streaked towards the Reptilian craft without delay. 
A quick surge of pride washed through Jo’Aquin. They were good men, all of them. Always fearless and ready to protect Earth from the threat of the stinking Reptiles. He knew all of them had seen the eﬀects of the Reptiles ﬁrsthand and witnessed the destruction they left behind. 
“Fire around the Reptilian shuttle. No damage. We need whoever is on board,” Jo’Aquin ordered. 
He watched on screen as the shuttlecrafts chased the Reptilian craft. Red-yellow beams shot past the craft. It wobbled precariously but didn’t stop. 
“Ion expansion at ﬁfty percent, Commander,” Thorne informed Jo’Aquin through the commlink. 
Jo’Aquin cursed. If the Reptiles opened the wormhole, their chance to recover the human would be lost. “Fire again, Reed. Aim to disable.” 
A weaker yellow beam hit the Reptilian craft. A ﬂash erupted, and debris exploded from the side, but the swirling structure of the ion wormhole continued to grow in size and brightness. The Reptiles weren’t stopping. His options were limited. And dangerous. 
Jo’Aquin spoke to his Lieutenant, “Lock on their ship transportation. I’m going to board.” 
“Commander, you can’t mean…” 
“That wasn’t a question Lieutenant.” 
“Yes sir, the transfer will be ready upon your arrival at Transfer Point One.” It was the closest transport pad to the bridge. 
Jo’Aquin strode from the command station, Striker following. “Captain, I’m coming with you.” 
Jo’Aquin nodded, “My thanks.” If anyone was to come with him, he wanted Striker at his back. 
The door opened after a second, and both men raced to the transport pad. Striker wore the same serious expression Jo’Aquin was sure was mirrored on his own face. They stepped into the transport tube together, and the Commander gave the technician behind the glass wall a quick nod as he stepped onto the platform. “At your convenience.” 
“Transferring now.” 
Jo’Aquin watched as Striker’s body glowed with the blue light-energy that would dematerialise body particles and rematerialise them in the targeted location. A heated tingling pin-pricked his skin, and Jo’Aquin was enveloped in an electric blue haze. He never liked the transfer process, and it hadn’t changed from the last time he’d used it. It wasn’t painful, but it wasn’t pleasant either. He unholstered his blaster and moved into a ready position. 
The pinpricks dug deeper into his skin, muscles, brain, and into his bones until nothing existed as structural energy ripped through him. 
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Chapter Three


A second later the world materialised, and he stood in an unfamiliar corridor. Striker materialised next to him in a halo of blue light. Jo’Aquin strode quickly but carefully down the unfamiliar corridor. The air aboard the Reptilian shuttle was humid, stifling and thin. Perspiration dripped from his forehead and ran uncomfortably between his shoulder blades.  
Loud footfalls ahead had him ducking behind a support beam. Although the Reptilians had long thick tails that trailed behind them, they wore clothing more suited to humanoids. Thick, clubbed claws were stuﬀed into clunky boots that echoed on the metal ﬂoor. Their hard chest plates were always reinforced with titanium armour plating, making them hard bastards to kill. Striker ducked behind a beam opposite Jo’Aquin, and together they waited for the Reptiles to approach. Their strange clacking language was as loud as their footsteps and very close. He ﬂattened against the warm, metal wall. As a tall Reptile passed, Jo’Aquin smashed the butt of his gun in the softest part of its skull, right between the eyes. Striker hit the Reptilian closest to him, and together the Reptiles tumbled to the ﬂoor in an unconscious heap. 
Normally, Jo’Aquin would have hidden the bodies, but this mission was quick in and out. He had to ﬁnd the human and get him out. He didn't want to be within the confines of the Reptilian ship any longer than necessary. 
“Ion wormhole at ninety percent, Captain.” Reed’s voice sounded in Jo’Aquin’s ear via the Commlink. Jo’Aquin tapped his earpiece twice to let Reed know he’d received the message. They only had a couple of minutes, at best. As soon as the rupture was steady, the Reptiles would be gone through the wormhole. 
He indicated their time to Striker. He could only hope that they found the human soon. To be abducted by the Reptilians was a fate worse than death. He’d never seen another species with so little compassion. 
Jo’Aquin edged closer to an open doorway around a corner, the clatter of the Reptiles’ language clear. With his back to the wall, Jo’Aquin quickly glanced inside the room. Two Reptilian hovered over a prone ﬁgure on a hard, metal gurney. He caught a glimpse of long, tanned legs and lush auburn hair. They’d taken a human female. Jo’Aquin grit his teeth against the flash of anger that washed through him. Humans possessed no bodily defence systems and were a completely helpless species. No match against the Reptiles, especially a female.
He pressed against the wall of the corridor and gestured to Striker the number of Reptiles. Striker’s face grew grim when he indicated their victim was a female. His friend felt the same way about violence against a weaker species. If nothing else, he would do his utmost to rescue the female from this fate as well. 
They would have to take them by hand. He couldn’t risk a Blaster ricochet injuring the female. Still, two of them to two Reptiles. Good odds. 
Jo’Aquin counted down and together they stepped into the room. Jo’Aquin slammed the butt of his blaster into the soft spot between one of the creatures’ eyes. The Reptile staggered backwards, but used its tail to remain upright. It swivelled on its tail and lunged at him with a sideways kick. Jo’Aquin leapt backwards, careful to avoid its tail spikes, which were laced with poison. He caught its leg, pivoted on the ball of his foot and slammed the sole of his other foot into the soft point of the armour at the Reptile’s mid-section. 
It only grunted. This Reptile was tougher than most. Instead of an inexperienced doctor-type as Jo’Aquin might have thought as they were, this one was a soldier. This abduction was important. 
He cursed as Reptiles ran into the room. Jo’Aquin back-kicked, sending one creature into the wall. He jabbed another in the stomach with his elbow. Striker had his hands full as Reptiles crowded around him. Two of the creatures went to the female and started to do something to her. Jo’Aquin dashed towards the prone form. 
A Reptile spun, whiplashing the poisoned barb on its tail towards Jo-Aquin. He back-stepped. Too slow. Searing pain lanced up his arm, igniting a ﬂash of anger at his own stupidity. Jo’Aquin lashed out with a series of strikes and punches ﬁghting past the creeping numbness up his arm. The Reptile fell to its knees. A roundhouse kick snapped its neck. The body crumpled to the ﬂoor. 
He turned to the other two Reptiles, but to his surprise, they darted out of the door. The door slid shut, locking them in. Panting heavily, Jo’Aquin spun to the female, but she wasn’t there. 
“They took her with them,” Striker said. 
“Frek!” Jo’Aquin darted across the room and slammed his ﬁst into the panel. It did what he’d expected and remained shut. “Going to use the blaster.” 
He aimed and shot a short-range beam into the panel. The panel melted, bubbling and hissing. Jo’Aquin worked his ﬁngers between the door panels and used sheer strength to manually open the door. Striker helped, and together they managed to shove the panel open wide enough to get through. Jo’Aquin ducked his head out. Empty. 
He slid through the door gap, Striker close behind. “Which way?” 
A tail dashed around a corner. Jo’Aquin let oﬀ a blast, singeing the wall. 
“Thirty seconds before the wormhole opens, Commander,” Reed sounded in his ear. 
They didn’t have much time. Jo’Aquin sprinted after the Reptiles tail just as another door closed. He aimed the blaster, not caring about repercussions. They were out of time. The door blew inwards. 
Heavy footfalls sounded towards them. Striker glanced at Jo’Aquin. “Go ahead. I’ll head these ones oﬀ.” 
Jo’Aquin didn’t like to leave his friend in such danger, but there was no time to argue. Striker was an experienced soldier. He knew what he was doing. “Ten seconds and you port back to the Starlight.” 
“Aye, Commander.” Jo’Aquin dashed through the now-open doorway, leaving his capable Second to ﬁght the Reptiles. 
Two Reptiles shoved the female into an escape pod. Her head lolled, and she uttered a soft moan, even unconscious, with their rough treatment. 
“Halt!” he yelled. 
The craft lurched, the ﬂoor tilting at an alarming angle, gravity control destabilised. Jo’Aquin stumbled into a wall, but the Reptiles held onto handles and clacked to each other. One keyed data into the pod’s control panel. Realisation dawned on Jo’Aquin. Even though their craft was disabled, they still planned to send the human female into the wormhole. 
There was a big chance she wouldn’t make it through to the other side. The pressure on such a small metallic frame was sure to crush it. They were sending her to her death. 
A snarl rose from the centre of his chest. He pushed away from the wall, staggering against the ungainly slope towards the Reptiles. He grabbed an arm of the closest Reptile and pulled backwards with all his strength. The Reptile lost its grip and tumbled to the other end of the room. 
The other lashed out with its tail. The barb slashed into Jo’Aquin’s back. He cried out as agony ripped through him. Jo’Aquin rammed a ﬁst into the soft gut of the Reptile and slammed upwards with his palm. The Reptile’s head snapped backwards, and it lurched as though drunk. A clacking sound had him turning to the remaining Reptile. It pressed a button and the door to the pod began to close. 
Jo’Aquin clambered towards the Reptile. It turned beady eyes onto Jo’Aquin, grimacing to reveal sharp teeth. Something hard slammed into the back of his head and propelled him against the limp form of the female. Air whooshed as the pod door closed. A gush of altered air pressure blew down on him. A violent lurch and they somersaulted smoothly, end over end, leaving him bracing his arms against the sides. He fought against the dizzying blackness, “Reed. Transfer. Now!” 
His voice was so weak, his words so slurred he could only hope that Reed had heard him before blackness encroached. 
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Chapter Four


Lauren woke, rattled so violently her brain felt like it would leak from her ears. What the hell was going on? Was she even still in her body? The incredible pressure around her said yes she was, but some part of her mind was disconnected.  
She struggled to lift heavy eyelids only to discover it was just as black with her eyes open as it was when they were closed. She tried to move her arm, but her limb was too heavy to lift. Then she discovered that there was a strap around her wrist. Make that wrists, ankles, hips, and shoulders, and a heavy pressure held her entire body down. She could barely breathe. 
It was also stiﬂing hot. A ﬁlm of greasy sweat coated her skin. The air was stale, so infused with carbon dioxide that she struggled to stay conscious. She tensed, riding a wave of ferocious shuddering. She slammed backwards. Then sideways, her neck jerking. There was a low moan. A breath. That wasn’t pressure holding her down. It was a body. Crumpled right up against her. 
A whistling quickly grew to a roaring sound so loud she might have thought she was inside a jet engine. The heat inside grew intense, cooking her. Claustrophobia clawed. Lauren sucked in thin air through her nostrils. Her heart pounded, working hard to jack-hammer a path out of her chest. The body laying over her crushed her torso; her ribs bordered on snapping with each violent shake and wrench of whatever she was in. 
A massive boom detonated, soundwaves rocketing through her body. She was slammed around and around, body cracking against metal, spiralling, spinning on and on until ﬁnally, she stopped. Nothing. No sound. No movement. Her ears rang in the silence, thoughts muddled, pain throbbing through her body. 
A hiss. A crack of light and blessed, blessed cool, fresh air gushed over her face. The coolness dried the perspiration on her face. Lauren closed her eyes, dragging in deep, ragged breaths. 
Lauren turned her head and jagged pain seared through the middle of her skull. Nausea threatened to force her to lose what she had fought to keep down moments before. Eventually, the nausea eased, and she managed to open her eyes again. Where the hell was she? 
Her vision cleared enough for her to see neon blue eyes slowly blinking over hers. Their vision sharpened. Their gazes meshed. If it was possible, the already-intense semiconscious gaze escalated into acute alertness. 
Recognition. And something else. Something she couldn’t quite put her ﬁnger on. 
Her gaze travelled from the eyes to the rest of the face. In mute fascination, she realised she was looking at the most handsome, most perfectly masculine face she’d ever seen. She was sure he might be a movie star, or a sports person, or a model, with his strong straight nose, sensual mouth, and dark, slanting brows over those striking eyes, but the world-weary look in his eyes told her he was much more than that. 
A million questions tumbled to her mouth, but she was trapped in the gaze rendering her speechless. The soft touch of his ﬁngertips on her cheek, tucking strands of hair back from her forehead made her breath hitch. There was something almost intimate, almost possessive in that soft touch. She shivered as a spellbinding tremble worked through her body. 
Never, never had she reacted so strongly from a simple touch. 
“Are you hurt?” A wash of warm breath caressed her cheek. He spoke with an accent she couldn’t quite deﬁne, but the sound of his voice was gentle, and deep, reminding her of warm honey easing over gravel. 
Why had her mind conjured up such a handsome man? Maybe she was still unconscious, and she’d only dreamed of being stuck in a tin can. Not a dream. A nightmare. They worked that way. Terrifying without reason. 
His brows drew together, and concern touched his eyes. That was nice, too. Nobody was concerned about her. “What did they do to you?” 
“Who?” Her brain was clouded in confusion. She couldn’t remember a damn thing other than breaking down in the middle of nowhere and waking up in this tin can thing. She didn’t want to, either. Not with this man looking at her like she was dessert. She wished she could move her arms so that she could wind them around his neck. Why couldn’t she move her arms, anyway? 
“The Reptiles…What’s the last thing you remember?” 
“Reptiles? I don’t think so. I was waiting for Superman to come rescue me.” This dream man could be a Henry Cavill lookalike. A girl could do worse. Much worse. Her imagination was sure on overdrive. 
His brows drew together, so much so, they created a crease. “The Earthen ﬁctional character, Superman?” 
“The one and only…That’s who I was hoping for at the time. I think.” What did it matter what she said? She just wanted him to kiss her. In dreams, you could do that. Kiss without consequences. 
His brows unclenched and rose a fraction. His eyes roamed her face, and a half smile curved his generous mouth. A rather nice half-smile. This dream was getting better and better. She licked her lips, waiting impatiently. This was her dream, and she was going to make the most of it, damn it. “Kiss me.” 
His brows drew up. Heat lit his eyes, and his face transformed as a raw hunger sharpened the edges. Oh, yes. Lauren wriggled in her bonds. This was going to be good. Fingers ploughed through her hair. She bit her bottom lip, lifting her head. Close. He was so close. She wanted those lips on hers, and she wanted them now. 
His ﬁngers probed at the back of her head and a sharp pain exploded through her skull. Dreams weren’t meant to hurt! This wasn’t right. “Ow!” 
He jerked his
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