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"You want me to walk through the fires of Hell to save you? Thon, you ask too much."

"Not to save me, Olivia. To save yourself." The dark tone of his correction shivered down her spine in a sensation that was equal parts fear and desire. 

She knew this was a dream; had relived the sleep-induced fiction every night this week. She needed to wake up before the bit where he started to burn, where she reached toward him and...oh God, the flames were consuming him already. It was too fast, and too powerful. His beautiful face twisted in pain and the clear green eyes flashed desperation as he stretched out a clutching hand. She leaned in, connected with his fingers, and the greedy flames engulfed her too...

For the sixth time that week Liv sat bolt upright in bed, the scream still lodged in her throat and the bedcovers in a twisted mess around her legs. Sweat coated her body. Not the heady exotic scent of post-coital perspiration, either. No. This was the sharp acrid scent of sheer terror, of illness. Of something wrong at her core.

She reached for the brown hair tie on her wrist and snapped it. Once. Twice. A third time. Count to three, then snap again, over and over, the rhythm so familiar by now she didn't need to think. Gradually her heart stopped its uncomfortable thumping and her breathing began to even out. The anxiety attack was receding.

One last snap of the wrist band, the one for luck that she always had to finish with, and she was back in control once again. A swift kick with her left foot removed the sheet and she climbed wearily out of bed before turning back to straighten the tangled covers. Thon, or Phthonos to give him his full name, was driving her slowly insane.

Whoever the heck you are, whichever little piece of my imagination that you sprang from, you need to let me get some sleep, hon.

The thought of her sexy dream companion sent an ache directly to her belly, and for a moment she wondered what it would be like if he were real. Would he gaze at her the way he did in the dream, before the flames took him? With those green eyes softening into hungry desire as if she were the only person on earth who really mattered. Or would he look her up and down, note her sweat-soaked flannel pajamas that highlighted rather than hid the extra pounds she'd gained recently, and turn away from her in disgust?

A tiny laugh escaped as she caught sight of herself in the mirrored wardrobe door. Suspicious hazel eyes stared back, the faint vestiges of fear still visible if you knew what to look for. Yep. Her lips twisted. Prime fantasy material to capture the imagination of a sexy god right there. Especially with her new haircut—the supposedly always sleek pixie-do—now sticking out unevenly in every direction and looking nothing like it had when she left the hairdresser a few days ago.

She reached up a hand and tried to smooth out some of the dark brown kinks, but gave up after a moment with a defeated shrug. There was no point. She'd never be a beauty, and her gorgeous Phthonos, who'd begun visiting her almost a month ago now, was merely a recurring dream that for some reason this week kept turning into a nightmare right before she awoke.

You need to save yourself.

Liv frowned and shook her head to dispel the last of the panic. It was after five in the morning, and she knew from previous days that sleep would elude her if she went back to bed now. Instead she headed for the shower to wash away the sweat and the panic. For some reason though, the taint of wrongness remained this time instead of disappearing down the plug hole.

The water cascading over her body was warm and comforting. She closed her eyes, trying to forget the dream. The memory of his eyes stayed with her no matter how hard she scrubbed at her scalp with the vanilla-scented shampoo. That sex-filled gaze set free the crazy butterflies dancing inside her stomach and woke the ache of desire between her legs. It had been so long since a man had touched her there. Oh yes, just there, circling and teasing at her clit. Right there where the gush of water from the hand-held shower head was now concentrating its tickling stream.

A ragged sigh escaped, and she braced her other hand against the tiles to steady herself, directing the jet even closer between the swelling folds of her flesh. Her clit ached for a man's touch, for a man's lips to close around it and suck.

No. Not just any man. It had to be Phthonos. She yearned for her sexy dream companion to be real, and to be here right now, kneeling in front of her and kissing her sex in the most intimate way possible. Or even more enticing, to go exploring with his fingers. To part her vulvar lips, then tilt her hips upward and thrust into her with his long, darting tongue. The shower was a double one, so there would be plenty of room for them both to do whatever took their fancy.

What would it feel like to have Thon prepare her with his breath, his mouth, his fingers, and then rise from his knees and lift her up and then down onto the water-slicked head of his hot, hard organ? He'd do it without any effort at all, despite her weight, and he'd tell her he loved the way her curves were full and lush. He'd say how much he adored everything about her, from her unruly brown hair right down to her slightly crooked pinky toes.

She moaned, imagining her channel full of him, and rocked back and forth beneath the gushing water before dropping the shower head and taking over with her fingers. The release was too quick. She shuddered, her pelvis jerking in spasms and leg muscles quivering as the last vestiges of anxiety fell away and welcome sensation rolled through her body.

Hell yes. Oh, Thon.

When her heart rate began to slow to a more normal level, she bent to pick up the discarded shower head. A rush of sadness brought tears to her eyes. Her body might be replete, but the ache of loneliness was stronger than ever. It was always this way after she'd brought herself to orgasm. Especially this past month, when she imagined it was Phthonos right there beside her. Inside her.

Unfortunately it was just a dream, and this empty apartment in the cold light of dawn was her reluctant reality. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Reality sucked, but this year it was going to be different. This was the year she was determined to become the mistress of her own destiny at last. Enough with sitting on the sidelines watching everyone else and envying what they had. Now that her anxiety was pretty much under control, even to the point where she might be able to consider dating again, it was time to stop watching and start living the life of which she dreamed.

A wry grin twisted her lips. Minus Phthonos, I suppose, but imagine if he were real. My God, I'd love to have him right here in my life. And my bed.

She'd put fresh grounds into the coffee machine and was toweling dry her hair when the doorbell chimed. Whoever was on her doorstep was feeling impatient, that was for sure. They had a finger on the bell and clearly weren't letting go till she answered.

"All right already! I'm coming." She slanted a look at the clock. Seventeen minutes past six. No one she knew would be up at this ungodly hour, unless there was an emergency of some kind. Her heart thumped painfully and she took a deep breath. No. It was fine. Everything would be fine. No need to panic. Regardless of her self-assurances, there was a wariness to her movements when she opened the door and peered around it, the safety chain still in place.

Her breath caught in her throat. "What the—"

"Liv, you need to let me in. Quickly." Green eyes set in a darkly handsome face stared down at her. The severe slash of his cheekbones was apparent as he turned to glance toward the elevator and then back to face her. The cords of muscle in his neck stood out at the movement and his wide mouth, one that she had imagined in a sultry grin only hours earlier, was tight with tension.

She was still dreaming. She had to be. Phthonos wasn't real.

"Of course I'm real." Impatience laced his tone. "Let me in."

"I beg your pardon?"

His gaze softened and one corner of his mouth lifted slightly. "Sorry, Liv. Let's try this again. Yes, I am Phthonos. Yes, I am real. I would be grateful if you would please let me in. And...um...better close your mouth. It's gaping."

Her teeth snapped together as she did as instructed, and even while her mind was screaming at her to turn and run, her fingers unfastened the chain and swung the door wider to let in...who? My imaginary lover? A sexy dream god? A demon of Hell? Or maybe he's a serial killer who's just found his next idiot victim.

Her heart catapulted into overdrive as she followed him into the kitchen, just in time to catch the faint snort of laughter as he turned and leaned his butt against the edge of the sink. The room was her favorite in the apartment, centrally situated and with a large skylight that let in lots of cheerful sunshine during the day. Its pale green walls, white units, and granite bench tops usually gave an impression of openness, but with Phthonos standing there in jeans and a black T-shirt, arms folded across an impressively wide chest as he studied her, the space seemed far too small for two. She pressed backward against the island bench and reached behind to grip its polished edge. The stone finish was smooth and cool beneath her fingers. Solid. Comforting. She gripped tighter.

"A serial killer, Liv? You can do better than that after the month we've just shared. Even if it was during your dreaming state. And I'm certainly not imaginary. I'm as real as they come. Can't you tell?"

Between one blink and the next he was there in front of her, his body molded so hard against the cushion of her breasts and all the way down to her thighs that even a strand of hair couldn't have made its way between them. He now held the bench as tightly as she did, one hand each side of her hips, effectively imprisoning her in a circle of finely muscled arms and shoulders. Arms that looked as if they belonged in a world-class body building contest.

She hadn't bothered with a bra beneath the loose white blouse she'd pulled on after her shower, and the abrasion of rock-hard pectorals as he shifted triggered instant hardening of her nipples. Only his T-shirt and the thin material of her top separated them.

Heat flooded her cheeks at the realization that he would know his proximity had aroused her. The embarrassing response wasn't only confined to her breasts, either. The feel of a man's cock against her abdomen might be rare but it wasn't completely new, and yet she'd never felt anything quite that size before, even contained as it was within tight denims.

Holy crap, he's big. And he wasn't even hard. Well... She shifted experimentally and it was like a lightning strike directly between her thighs. Yep, maybe he was hard, at least a little. The smug grin that lit
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