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Please note that although this book is set in Australia, the language is set to English US instead of English UK/AU as most readers are familiar with this style of writing. Words you might find: realise-realize, civilisation-civilization, colour-color, fuelled-fueled, boot-trunk, Mum-Mom, aluminium-aluminum, to name a few.
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Jessie McCormick peered through the dust-caked windshield of his Hummer, negotiating the rutted and narrow track that followed the perimeter of an old barbed wire fence.

According to an aged mechanic who’d fueled his car at the one-horse town of Mirraway, this unsigned, unsealed road would cut over an hour off his journey to Brisbane.

A pity the track ended just ahead. He slowed the SUV and blew out a harsh breath, the knots between his shoulder blades not loosening even a little as he caught sight of a shabby old house between weedy looking shrubs and towering gum trees.

He rolled down the automated window and decelerated as he scanned the landscape with a frown. No birdsong filled the air and no breeze stirred the leaves, which drooped from yet another dry and relentless Australian summer. His frown deepened. There was something unsettling by the stillness outside, a quiet that was almost unnatural.

A flicker of unease hovered in his gut. He’d been so caught up in navigating the track and worrying if he’d make it to the opening of his twenty-third restaurant that he couldn’t pinpoint exactly when the world outside had begun to feel different. It was as if he was an insect in a bottle, disconnected somehow from humanity.

He shook his head and ignored a sudden compulsion to spin his vehicle around and make a quick getaway. For god’s sake, he was a thirty-five-year-old man, a chef at the pinnacle of his career; he would not let his imagination go off the rails now!

He cut the Hummer’s engine, closed his scratchy eyes for a couple of blissful seconds, then opened the door and climbed out. All he wanted was help to get out of this cursed countryside and back to civilization. Somewhere he could use a landline phone, or better yet, somewhere he could get mobile coverage and perhaps even make it yet to his latest restaurant acquisition.

He peeled off his too-hot jacket when flailing wings abruptly broke the thick silence that was as palpable and suffocating as the midday heat. He dragged in a steadying breath, his pulse resuming normal rhythm on seeing the big crow that had settled on the rusted tin roof of the house.

At least he wasn’t alone.

“Great consolation,” he muttered, before tossing his jacket onto the back seat. There was no air conditioning out here and no one to appreciate his tailored suit. He could have worn a pair of old shorts and thongs and been a hell of a lot more comfortable for it.

The door clunking shut behind him, he cut through the stringy, long grass littered with the concrete shards of a broken path. He glanced up at the crow, the bird staring down at him with a glittering eye.

“What are you looking at?”

The crow’s one eye blinked and Jessie snorted at his own idiocy before he continued to the front door, stooping for a moment to swipe off the sticky grass seeds clinging to his pants.

“Hello!” His voice echoed emptily in the still air.

The sun beat down on his bare head, uncomfortably hot. He loosened his tie as sweat dribbled between his shoulder blades, his shirt sticking to his back. All that heat yet his insides steadily grew chilled, as though he was intruding on hallowed ground.

He dragged a hand over his face. The rising temperature was making him lose the bloody plot. He rapped on the wooden door with its peeling green paint. “Is anyone home?”

Of course there was no answer; he hadn’t really expected one. The only thing to greet him was the sudden hot breath of wind that rustled the dry gum leaves like rusty castanets and clapped a loose piece of old tin somewhere on the roof overhead.

He glared up at the cloudless azure sky. If it wasn’t for his unhealthy fear of flying, he wouldn’t be in this position. He’d probably even now be celebrating his good fortune with his colleagues.

He turned away and took a step toward his SUV.

“Hello.”

He froze, his heart jumping out of his chest. He must be going stark raving mad. Because whoever had called out from inside the house had a voice that was unmistakably his own.

Not. Possible.

With a disbelieving, impatient hiss of breath he spun back to the house. He didn’t bother knocking this time and the doorknob turned easily under his hand, before he pushed open the door with just a moment’s hesitation.

A musty dankness hit him first, followed by mousy-smelling urine and feces. It was dark inside, the lone cracked window beside the door filthy and half covered by a latticework of spider webs. But even with the gloomy interior it was obvious this was the only room in the tiny house.

Whatever innards had been inside the house—cupboards, sink, pantry—were there no longer. It was just a shell. Whoever lived here had probably used an outhouse for a toilet and an outdoor shower from the sketchy water supply of a corrugated iron tank.

Whoever had lived here had probably died half a century or more before.

He was most definitely alone.

He shook his head. “I really am an idiot!”

The soughing wind had been all he’d heard, surely? It was the only logical explanation he could come up with. He’d always been the rational one out of all his peers, not to mention his family.

An old mustard-colored chair, half its stuffing spewing free from the back of the seat, lay awkwardly on its side. Jessie’s scornful laugh echoed in the room, disconcerting and a little unnerving.

Get a grip, man. It’s just an old house.

He jigged the chair back onto its legs before sitting and dragging a hand through the prickles of his close-cropped hair. “A fine mess I’ve got myself into,” he mused aloud, watching as a large, seedy-looking cockroach ambled across the torn linoleum floor that was faded to a mottled puke green.

He leaned back in the chair, ignoring its creak of protest and the headache creeping upon him as he closed his eyes, his head lolling backwards.

His eyelids snapped apart a nanosecond later at the indistinct muttering of somebody’s voice—just as another blast of hot air had the loose piece of tin flap again overhead. Only then did he notice the large square hole in the ceiling.

An air vent? No, a manhole.

He froze. A chill trickled up and down his spine, his gut clenching. Had the voice come from the ceiling? Because it hadn’t been his imagination this time, he’d definitely heard someone.

A shiny aluminum ladder—Jesus, had it been there earlier?—was perched against the edge of the hole, looking totally out of place with its shabby surrounds.

He jerked to his feet, the chair clattering back onto its side like marbles hitting iron as he edged his way toward the ladder. He trusted his senses, they’d gotten him out of a whole shitload of sticky situations and right then they prickled with foreboding.

It hadn’t been the fault of an overactive imagination. Nothing in this place could be taken for granted. Nothing could be fully believed.

He’d take a quick look to satisfy the questions rattling around in his head and churning in his gut, then he’d hightail it out of there and return the way he’d come. No harm done...aside from his credibility and a small fortune.

Taking a deep breath he began climbing, half afraid the ceiling would crumble from his extra weight. It stayed intact, and his relief was twofold when he looked up to discover the darkness in the ceiling was broken by a shaft of sunlight pulsing through the loose piece of roof iron.

His head breached the ceiling. The hairs on the back of his neck rose. “Holy shit.” He swallowed past a suddenly parched throat as a soundless rush of denial tore through his brain.

The roof stretched endlessly either way, lit every few yards by an identical shaft of sunlight streaming through what appeared to be the very same loosened piece of tin, like an infinite line of mirrors. And in the ceiling below, a row of square holes, each one revealing the top of an aluminum ladder.

“I don’t believe it,” he said hoarsely.

He glanced into the room below. The cockroach was still ambling across the floor, near the chair that lay keeled on its side, the seat innards beside it. Everything seemed so normal down there. Up here, he questioned whether he just might be losing his sanity.

But the seemingly immeasurable roof cavity couldn’t be real. It had to be a trick of the light, or his imagination. His heart thumped as though a drum in his chest and he closed his eyes for a couple of seconds, willing composure. He had to take a better look, or forever doubt his own eyes...his own logic.

Gritting his teeth, he clambered onto the ceiling and crouched low on its rotting rafters. The tin above his head flapped again, echoing loudly either way in a further chorus of bangs.

Senses jangling and skin crawling, he carefully balanced his way across a beam, peering down into each room he passed with stunned incomprehension. Impossible! The rooms below were identical.

He looked behind at the infinite roof and ceiling, and the endless row of manholes. Dread suffused him from the inside out. Fuck. Which hole had he climbed through?

He thrust an unsteady hand over his face, striving to make sense of the unexplainable. And failing.

His breath hissed. It didn’t matter anymore. All that mattered was that he returned to the room he’d entered and get the hell away. He shivered, his breath bursting in and out as unholy terror crept into the base of his skull. No longer was he the hard-assed man whose tough ethics preceded him.

Not since his mother’s death had he been more frightened.

Swiping his sweaty palms on the seat of his trousers, he inched back the way he’d come, wishing now he’d thought to count the manholes that he’d passed. But one room would connect to another, right?

He couldn’t be sure of that, he couldn’t be sure of anything. Not in this place.

Gripping hold of what he guessed was the ladder he’d climbed, he carefully descended and dropped onto the floor. He released a taut breath and looked around. He was definitely alone here, he didn’t doubt that now. And he’d swear this was the same room he’d been in earlier.

“Only one way to find out.” His voice echoed eerily, emphasizing his aloneness.

Striding toward the grimy window, he swiped a hand over the pane and looked through the smudged mark that was now marginally cleaner. He took a step back, his shoulders loosening with relief. His bright yellow Hummer was just where he’d left it, yards from the front door.

Thank you, god.

Something moved in his periphery. He turned, watching as a sickly looking cockroach started a familiar, slow trek across the room.

It’s a different roach...a totally different fucking roach. But the unsettled feeling within shot into a whole new stratosphere of hysteria as he all but sprinted for the front door and jerked it open.
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Jessie tipped his head back and hollered something indecipherable as he stumbled outside into the hot but clear, clean air. He didn’t look back, didn’t want to verify this little house was exactly that—little.

Removing his suit jacket from the driver’s seat to toss it into the back, he climbed into his vehicle and fired up its engine. Only as he reversed with the tires kicking up a shower of dust, did it dawn on him he’d already tossed his jacket on the back seat.

Stop being a bloody psychotic idiot!

Hysteria bubbled over into adrenaline as he spun the Hummer back toward the tiny township where he’d fueled up. A wild grin pulled at his lips. He’d probably screwed over his television career and his own restaurant by his no-show, but to hell with it! What was eight million dollars down the shitter in the bigger scheme of things when he’d been a whisker away from losing his mind?

Now that was a hell of a price to pay.

Snaring his seatbelt and clipping it on, he leaned forward and pressed the play button on his stereo. A ZZ Top song filled the tense atmosphere inside the car and immediately calmed him. But it was a peace that was short-lived when he noticed the poor excuse for a barbed wire fence no longer appeared to edge one side of the track.

No longer existed.

He turned off the stereo, slowing down to scan the scraggly line of trees. Was it possible he really had had some strange, psychotic episode? Was the stress of his career, predominately his television cooking show, getting to him? Add possible heat exhaustion, along with his pathetic personal life, and it was probably just a matter of time before something within him unraveled.

It was only once he’d finally turned back onto the highway nearly an hour later that he released his iron grip on the steering wheel. He expelled a shaky breath, contemplating what had brought on the mental lapse.

Carla, his mother, had died of alcoholism a little over seventeen years ago. And at the tender age of eighteen, he’d been a frightened young man trying to cope with her loss while consoling his confused five-year-old sister, Lolita.

He’d worked like a madman to provide for his sister and prove to the world, to himself, he was nothing like his mother...nothing like his father who’d abandoned them even before Lolita was born.

But had it ever been enough? Had his work interfered too much with raising his young sister?

The one-horse town came back into view, and he slowed along the highway to turn right into a short main street where some weatherboard homes and a dribble of shops—most of them closed and boarded up—lined either side.

He braked to a stop in front of an old hotel the color of dried mud. A white bed sheet was slung over its upstairs balcony, where large black lettering proclaimed, “cheap accommodation, hot meals and beer on tap”. Opposite was a small restaurant with an “open” sign facing outwards in the middle of its shuttered glass door, and what looked like living quarters above it.

Tiredness from the whole surreal experience swept over him, while hunger pulled at his belly. Parking in the near-empty area in front of the hotel, he flipped open his phone. He snapped it shut again with a curse. No coverage.

Un-fucking-believable.

Frustration again burned in his gut as he strode inside the hotel. The dim interior did little to hide the threadbare burgundy carpet, the reek of stale beer and cigarette smoke.

Behind the polished wooden bar, a beefy, bald man with more tats than skin nodded in greeting. “What’ll you have?” he asked.

Jessie declined the bottles of liquor lined up behind the man and the beer on tap in front of him as he pulled out his wallet. “I’m looking for a room for the night.”

The barman turned out to be the owner of the establishment and charged far more than the room could possibly be worth, before handing over an old fashioned key.

Jessie unloaded his overnight bag from the Hummer and carried it up loudly creaking stairs to room two. Unlocking the door with an old metal key, he dumped his bag onto a sagging double bed with a thin blue comforter, before riffling through the three sets of clothes and underwear he’d thrown inside.

After travelling most of the night and half the day, he was in sore need of a long, hot shower. Then he’d see if there was a landline phone downstairs.

He dragged a hand through his hair. Never mind his most recent restaurant acquisition. He could enter damage control once he got the out of this hellhole and away from whatever psychotic breakdown he’d had.

It was Lolita who concerned him right then, Lolita he sensed he needed to contact. His sister was going through a rebellious stage, an identity crisis of sorts where she was trying to find where she fit in the world.

Cutthroat television deals, arrogant chefs, shifty architects and staff disputes, he’d handled them all with professional ease. But a beautiful young woman with abandonment issues and low self-esteem was a whole ballpark out of his league.

Finding the communal bathroom a couple of doors down the hallway, he peeled off his clothes and stepped gingerly into the shower stall with its yellowed tiles and mold-for-grout. The shower taps squeaked protest, the spray spluttering and choking before streaming out in a warm torrent.

He lathered up some soap and washed himself all over. As the water cleansed the suds and grit away, he tipped back his head and closed his eyes on a shuddery sigh, mentally picturing the water sluicing away all thoughts of what had transpired earlier. It was as though he was one of those people who’d sighted a UFO but didn’t speak or even think of it afterwards.

Little wonder. Some things were just too improbable to believe, even seeing it with his own eyes.

His thoughts turned to other matters. Real-life dramas.

If he’d had his life over, he would have stayed with his long-time girlfriend, Mercedes. Not only had she grounded Lolita and been the role model his sister had desperately needed, he’d grown to love her. But he’d been too immersed in his business dealings, in his desire to prove himself, to realize just how unhappy Mercedes had become with his long work hours until it’d been much too late.

He snapped off the shower and stepped out, drying himself and pulling on his clothes. His life had been filled with a lot of “what ifs” lately. And his new dream restaurant, the one thing that had been of the utmost importance, somehow concerned him very little right then.

He slid a hand through his damp hair, bemused by the irony. Mercedes would have laughed her gorgeous ass off to witness his sudden insight.

Dried and dressed, he went downstairs to find the barman pulling beers for his first two patrons. Clapping the frothing glasses onto the bar, the other man looked up and lifted a tattooed hand in greeting. “What can I get you, mate?”

“I’m looking for a payphone.”

“It’s out of order.” The barman jerked his head toward the exit. “You’ll find one in the restaurant across the road.”

Jessie nodded thanks and then strode across the narrow main street, aware of the quiet. No cars roared past, no drivers blasted their horns with impatience. All that could be heard was a dog barking half-heartedly in the distance.

A sudden wind picked up, swirling dust through the air and rattling an empty plastic bottle across the road.

His pulse jumped for a moment, then settled back into rhythm. But the shiver trickling down his spine had nothing to do with the cooling gust of air.

Get a hold of yourself. What happened at that house was nothing but a temporary attack, a weird chemical malfunction in the brain.

These past seventeen years had taken their toll. He just hadn’t realized quite how much. Clearly, it was past time he slowed down and enjoyed his life. He’d built a business empire, now he just had to learn to appreciate his success and unwind from the day-to-day pressure he could easily allocate to someone else, or perhaps, a few someone else’s.

The bell tinkled on the shuttered door as he entered the cozy little restaurant. A pretty, curvy young blonde looked up as his eyes swept the room for the telephone. When he located it in the far corner and strode toward it, his peripheral vision caught sight of the waitress patting the sides of her hair in its tight chignon.

He shook his head even as his own interest stirred. There was something about her that tugged at his senses and made him want to look twice. Perhaps her innocence and sexuality that was so at odds, and yet so endearing?

At thirty-five he was already jaded. There weren’t too many women who’d knock him back, but he’d learned money was his biggest calling card. Even if he hadn’t been recognized because of his television show, there were plenty of women who could scent the smell of success a mile away.

“Cynic,” he muttered aloud.

Pushing the right change into the telephone slot, he dialed his sister’s phone. An automated voice droned in his ear, telling him the number was disconnected. He exhaled heavily. His memory was sharp, he was certain he’d dialed the right number.

He pushed the change back in and tried his home phone. He frowned as it rang out. Hanging up, he checked his watch, and then tapped its face. Bloody hell. The damn timepiece cost a small fortune and it chose now to stop working?

“It’s a little after three-thirty,” the waitress called out.

He turned to see her flick an exaggerated glance at the plastic eyesore on her wrist. He murmured thanks, his lips curling into a smile despite his anxiety.

His sister would be at university still, but surely one of the hired help, the live-in housekeeper or even Aldo, his personal chef, could have picked up the phone? What was the point of having top-notch staff if they couldn’t be relied on?

“Would you like a menu?”

He started a little at the blonde who was suddenly hovering before him, a laminated menu outstretched in her hand and an impish grin on her lush lips.

“Ah, yes.” His belly clenched with hunger as he inclined his head. “Thank you.” His career meant he invariably had a diverse and bountiful diet, but the rush to get to his latest restaurant had seen him forgo a couple of meals.

Her pretty lavender scent tickled his nostrils as her sky-blue eyes sparkled up at his with blatant interest. “A table for one?”

Blood rushed to his cock as hunger of a far different kind encroached. God, he was a pushover. She was about as subtle as a steam train. Then again, he’d never really been into the shy, wallflower types. “That’s right.”

“Well, why don’t you sit by the window? Though there’s not much to see I’m afraid, except the occasional drunk from across the road.” She nodded her head toward his Hummer. “I saw you pull in earlier. Are you staying the night?”

“Yes.” He raised a brow. “It’s been a rather long and, ah, eventful day.”

Disquiet uncurled deep in his belly, making him forget all about his hunger. But once again he managed to repress the bizarre experience that had been far too real for his peace of mind.

“Well, it sounds like you’re in need of a strong coffee.” At his distracted but grateful nod, she added, “I’ll leave you to decide what you want to order. I’ll be back in five minutes.”

She returned with the promised mug and placed it on the table. “Here you go. On the house.” At his thanks, she retrieved an order pad and pen from the front pocket of her frilly, red-checked apron. “The special of the day is macadamia-crusted barramundi or spiced lamb crêpes.” She flushed a little, then added huskily, “Or if you’d prefer something more appetizing ...?”

Her innuendo was bold and open with invitation. And despite himself, he was intrigued. Hell, he was a single guy, had been for just over two years now. And it had been months since he’d indulged his sexual needs. “What exactly is on offer?”

“That depends,” she breathed, her cheeks reddening prettily as her eyes darted almost guiltily to the hand-tooled leather wallet visible in his shirt pocket.

So that was it. Money. He should have known. Disappointment bit deep before logic overrode it. At least he knew where he stood. At least he could lose himself in her without the guilt of leaving her afterwards. He raised a brow. “Then I’ll have the crêpes followed by the appetizer.”

Blood rushed to his groin she nodded, her front teeth gnawing her full lower lip, and her flush deepening. “Good choice.” But her shoulders were taut as she spun away and retreated through the double doors leading into the kitchen.

Damn. Was she having second thoughts? He might be paying for the honor of her company, but suddenly he didn’t much care. He really didn’t want to spend the night alone. He was still unsettled by his experience earlier at the old house and now he wanted only to immerse himself in pleasurable reality with an accommodating woman.

He gulped down some coffee, glad of its burning distraction as it slid down his throat. Fifteen minutes later, the waitress, who evidently also doubled as a cook, placed a delicious plate of food in front of him. Her voice was a little strained, but breathless too as she informed him once again what he was about to eat.

Over the top of the crêpes some melted cheese was sprinkled with lightly toasted pine nuts. He leaned over the dish and inhaled the spiced lamb aromas in creamy sauce. Delicious. He tried a forkful and flavor exploded in his mouth, the meat within falling apart.

She stood watching him, as though uncertain of her next move. He looked up. “You really know how to cook.”

Her lips curled into a semblance of a smile, but he realized she was unaware just how big a compliment she had been given...if his success in the food industry was any indication. He took another mouthful, pleasure undoubtedly stamped into every crevice of his face. The dish was divine.

Her flush deepened and she muttered, almost unwillingly, “Cooking is my passion.”

He paused, his blood warming through his veins. He understood her passion all too well. “I can tell,” he said throatily. He gestured to the other chair. “Please, take a seat. Why don’t you share these with me?”

She paused, and then breaking into a full-blown smile, she took the chair opposite. “Okay, thank you. I can’t say a customer has ever asked me to eat with them before.”

Was that because she’d never asked a customer to have paid sex with her before? Was it selfish that he even wanted to be right?

Warmth curled through Jessie as she smoothed out an imaginary crease in her apron. He remembered what it’d felt like being taken for granted as a chef. He’d had to claw his way up the rungs of success until he’d become almost indifferent to the critics praise of his culinary skills. He was certain no cook or chef in a town this size would have had the same sort of opportunity to gain that kind of respect.

He skewered a piece of crêpe onto his fork and offered it to her. She leaned forward, her eyes closing and her lips parting as she sampled the food with a little sigh of appreciation.

His mouth dried, his mind heading toward the gutter with no way back. “Good?” he asked hoarsely.

She nodded, and murmured, “I swear it tastes even better from your plate.”

Jessie leaned back, aware his whole body was loose and relaxed, well, aside for a certain part of his anatomy. He hadn’t even touched her and yet there was already a level of intimacy between them.

He couldn’t think of a more wonderful and welcoming distraction.

“So...what are you doing after your shift?” he asked once his plate was empty.

“I own this place,” she shrugged, “well, the bank does. My shift ends when I’m done.” She swept out a hand as if in weary resignation, “And since it’s not likely I’ll have any more customers, there’s no reason I can’t close early.”

Is that why she needed the money? Her business was floundering? “Are you sure?”

She smiled again, flustered and perhaps even a little shy. “Positive.”

“Then I look forward to seeing you soon. I’m in room two across the road.” When she chewed her bottom lip again, clearly torn, he asked gently, “You’ve never had a one-night stand before, have you?”

“Well...no, I haven’t. But...it’s not that. It’s just I’ve never...that is—“

“Never been paid for it?”

As if relieved by his admission, she conceded heavily, “Yes. I’m...I’m not like that. I’m no whore.”

His stare caught hers. “I know that. And I’m not a customer. We’re going to enjoy each other’s company, that’s all. And I’ll be a gentleman and leave you a little something to remember me by.”

She burst into a relieved fit of giggles that was oddly entrancing, and nodded in the direction of his vehicle. “I can see now why you’re successful. You have a way with words.” She stood, blowing out a slow breath. “Well, I guess I’ll see you in a few hours.”

He nodded, watching her tongue dart out and lick her upper lip as he said, “I hope so.”

The amusement reflected in her eyes became something deeper, an awareness that throbbed between them like something tangible. Taking his empty plate and cutlery, she nodded thanks and then swung away.

He watched her leave with admiring eyes, wondering what she’d look like naked and with her hair long and loose. He still hadn’t touched her, and yet the thought of caressing her satin-soft skin, and pressing his mouth to hers before kissing her throat, her lovely breasts, had his cock hardening with anticipation.

He gulped down some more of his now cold coffee. A caffeine hit was in order for what he had in mind for the night ahead. Scraping back his chair, he left some cash on the table, adding a considerable tip, and stepped outside.

He spotted a convenience store open a few doors down. Perfect. Striding that way, he passed a closed down shop that had the faded lettering of “second-hand” still visible on its grubby window.

He slowed. Some old stock had been left behind. A scratched wooden dresser with a cracked mirror, a nude, armless mannequin and a record player with its lid up, a warped vinyl sitting within.

His pulse jerked erratically.

An aged, yellowish chair with the stuffing coming out of its seat.
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Chapter Three
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Goosebumps crawled over Jessie’s flesh and he lengthened his stride and entered the convenience store next door. What was the matter with him? It was only logical that a matching chair would be found in a second-hand store in the nearest town. It was also feasible there was more than one of those chairs.

Yeah, but how many chairs are there altogether in all those rooms? Or is there only one chair, repeated, like an echo or a ripple...or an infinite mirror image?

Not unlike the ceiling of the abandoned old house.

“It’s not real,” he muttered absently, his gaze lurching over the canned goods, then onto baking needs before he found the aisle he was looking for. “None of it’s real.”

An overweight lady in her uniform of black apron and tight floral dress turned toward him from where she’d been stacking some shelves. One of her plump, quivering hands pushed a hank of grey-streaked hair away from her wide-eyed, button stare.

Jessie forced a smile that probably didn’t quite make it to his eyes when he added theatrically, “It’s unreal, isn’t it, ma’am, the prices they put on these damn groceries?”

She nodded quickly, before glancing away from the apparent madman she faced.

Christ, perhaps she wasn’t far off? One bizarre episode surely didn’t make him a lunatic? No, he was some way off from having men in white coats pin him in a straitjacket and take him away.

Pushing aside irrational fears, he allowed the much sweeter thoughts of the night ahead to take over. His dick immediately swelled into life at the image that sprang to mind. The blonde waitress nude and wild beneath him, her head thrown back and her shapely legs wrapped around his hips...

Oh, for fuck’s sake.

He swung a glance at the lady who’d used his short burst of contemplation to escape to the check-out, where she stood waiting to get the confrontation over.

He blew out a breath. The matronly employee would think his inane mutterings a ray of sunshine compared to an apparent hard-on for her.

Focusing on the task at hand, he collected what he needed, making do with some generic creamy yellow candles with matching plain holders, matches, fruit and a packet of condoms. On impulse, he grabbed some chocolates and a bunch of crimson roses from a big metal bucket.

“Thanks, ma’am,” he said to the tense and flushed cashier. Plucking free a rose, he presented it to her with a dramatic flourish and added, “For putting up with my...odd behavior.”

Her flush deepened, as bright as the rose. She accepted his offering with a stammered, “Wh-what was that all about?”

He gathered his purchases and shrugged offhandedly, “It’s been a rough day.”

As he left, his peripheral vision caught the cashier pressing the fragrant rose to her ample bosom as she took an appreciative sniff between the petals. He grinned. Seemed he hadn’t completely lost his wits after all, if he could charm his way into a matron’s good books.

At the hotel he bought two dusty bottles of Moët, to the raised brow of tatts-the-barman. Then, inside his room he unpacked everything he’d bought and set it out with deft efficiency.

A water jug became the vase and he reassembled the flowers as artfully as he supposed a man in a hurry possibly could, before he plunked the arrangement in the center of the coffee table, which doubled as a dining table. He placed two candles either side of the flowers and the remaining candle near the bed on the side table, with a box of matches nearby.

He stacked the fruit: a mango, a bunch of grapes and two apples, onto a dinner plate, which he placed on the kitchenette benchtop. The Moët he slid straight into the bar fridge to chill. Placing the box of chocolates near the candle on top of the bedside table, he opened a drawer and placed the condoms inside.

He surveyed his handiwork, ardor pulsing through his veins. He hadn’t felt this giddy with excitement since...forever. When had the exhilaration of being a television celebrity chef, and taking restaurants to turn them into a resounding success, worn off?

From the moment your relationship with Mercedes fell apart because of your drive to succeed, your long work hours.

A soft, almost tentative knock sounded on the door, telling him exactly who waited in the musty, carpeted hallway.

The grin that stretched his face had him feeling like a randy teenage boy as he hurriedly struck a match to light the candles. Pulling down the one blind to block out the late afternoon sunlight and soften the shabby room, he swung the door open, revealing a very anxious and astonishingly gorgeous woman.

With her blonde hair loose and cascading in waves down her back, she looked very little like the waitress he’d met not even a couple of hours earlier. But despite her utter gorgeousness, she was no longer self-assured.

Her yellow dress with its deep V-necked bodice, short skirt and big swirling flower patterns flattered her fuller figure, drawing his eyes first to her long coltish legs and then upwards, to her cleavage. He pulled his stare away from her charms, reining in the fierce leap of his pulse, the excited rush of blood to his already aching groin. “Come in,” he said hoarsely.

She nodded tightly, then stepped inside. “Thank you.”

He closed the door, breathing in slow and deep of her fresh, lavender fragrance. Not perfume, he decided, shampoo. Her long hair had been washed and blow-dried, and now it shone like silvered water under the candlelight.

She turned to him. Her eyes dropped from his. Her cheeks reddened. Her hands fiddled with her purse strap.

“Are you okay?” he asked gently.

She lifted her gaze; the gold flecks in her eyes so vivid now, even under the dull candlelight of his room. The windows to her soul showed defiance even as her voice cracked with uncertainty. “You were staring.”

“I guess I was. You’re a beautiful woman.”

She chewed her lower lip, dark lashes veiling her thoughts. “I-I’m not much good at this sort of thing.”

He stepped forward, taking the nondescript clutch purse from her grasp and snaring her chin, bringing her stare back to his. “Then let’s not pretend this is anything more than what it really is—a one-night stand.”

She shuddered a little, her mouth parting as she stared up at him like he was the devil and decadent chocolate all rolled into one. “Thank you for your honesty,” she said throatily. “In my eyes, we’re fucking, no more, no less.”

He swallowed. Hard. Her frankness had his dick jerk in response, his troublesome blood pressure roaring like a freight train in his ears, while the more heartfelt part of him urged to bestow her with loftier dreams. He quashed the idea like the ruthless bastard he’d become. “All right then, let’s...fuck.”

His head dropped and his mouth claimed her warm, satin-soft lips. When his tongue drove inside her parted mouth, tasting and exploring, she whimpered, first with uncertainty, and then with obvious arousal.

She was all silken hair and smooth skin, all soft feminine need when she began to kiss him back. Her hands lifted, unknotting and then slewing off his tie. Her dainty fingers fumbled a little as she unbuttoned his dress shirt.

Somehow her nerves only increased his desire and with an inaudible growl he restrained his libido, letting her set the pace.

“I-I can’t undo the damn buttons!” she gasped, looking and sounding mortified and aroused all at once.

Jessie pulled back, noting her swollen, just-kissed mouth, her flushed face and self-conscious stare as he quickly finished the buttons and rid himself of his gaping shirt. His hands stilled in the act of divesting his pants, his belly tightening as she turned her back to him and lifted her long hair aside, exposing a neat row of pearl lookalike buttons that ran halfway down her spine.

Her fresh scent intoxicated him as he stepped toward her and used quick, jerky movements to unbutton her dress, baring the creamy skin of her back and shoulder blades. She turned around, chin tilting and her eyes holding his while she freed her arms from her short sleeves and allowed the dress to fall to her feet in a whisper of sound.

Oh, god.

She wore not even a stitch beneath her dress and the pink nipples of her full breasts hardened beneath his stare. She took a step back her chin tilted higher still, revealing a proud defiance and arousal that warred with doubts and insecurity.

“You’re beautiful,” he said hoarsely.

He never had been attracted to women who were racehorse slim. She was curvy in all the right places, her legs long, her stomach slightly rounded above a blonde triangle of hair. But it wasn’t just her looks, it was something...more. Though he barely knew her, he was attracted to her as though he really had known and admired her half his life.

She disarmed him, her odd combination of bold and shy something he’d rarely seen in any woman.

“Thank you,” she breathed.

No, thank you.

Dragging his stare from her, he forced his body to cooperate. Toeing off his shoes, he unsnapped his pants and dragged them off, along with his underpants and socks. And this time it was she who stared at him.

He grinned, feeling totally wicked and just a bit proud. Though it was part of his job to eat, and eat well, he was fit and athletic from his daily workouts in the gym and boxing ring. And no woman had ever complained about any other part of his anatomy.

They stepped toward one another simultaneously. Their mouths merged with a hunger that verged on desperation. Their bodies compressed together, a perfect fit. Her hands moved up to his shoulders, her nails scoring his skin as she mewled with unrestrained need.

He propelled her backwards into the bedroom, their steps jerky and uncoordinated as urgency filled their senses, their mouths locked and tongues dueling. He ran his hands up and down the notches along her spine, the warmth of her silky skin, before he clutched the rounded curve of her buttocks and levered her onto the bed.

She laid back, her bent legs almost primly pressed together, though she was by no means shy anymore. She looked surreal beneath the glow of candlelight, an exotic feline with hunger in her eyes.

Her eyes moved down his body, appraising him, making his cock jump in response. He suppressed a groan, until she sat, her hands boldly enclosing his shaft before skimming his length up and down.

His eyes drifted shut as pleasure bolted through his groin and rippled outwards. He gritted his teeth, his breath catching for fear he’d lose control before he’d even had the pleasure of sliding into her warmth.

He clasped her hands, stilling her as he fought for control. He’d not been so close to making a fool of himself since losing his virginity in high school.

And this time she asked him, “Are you okay?” in a voice that was all angelic innocence.

He opened his eyes and managed a half-smile. “Yeah. I’m good.”

Better than good.

Restraining the urge to crush her into his arms and let his body take control, he crouched beside her. Using the back of his fingertips, he traced over her collarbone and down over a breast, her pink nipple pebbling harder still beneath his touch.

Her breath hissed and then he continued along her sternum toward the slightly rounded curve of her belly. Her muscles quivered as he caressed downwards, toward the junction of her thighs. He skimmed across the soft curls before parting her folds to massage the hard, sensitive nub within until she was writhing and panting beneath him.

The air filling with their musky scent of arousal, he moved onto the bed, straddling her as he reached into the bedside drawer and took out a foil. With quick, economical movements he tore open the packet and rolled the condom down his rock-hard length. Then he was taking her soft, compliant heat into his arms and bringing her close, her legs falling apart as their mouths joined, her feet hooking behind his thighs as he lay full-length atop her.

She tensed as he guided the head of his cock between her folds and pushed partway into her slick heat, allowing her inner muscles to accommodate him. When he drove deep just seconds later, she gasped into his mouth and he swallowed the sound, her sweet breath, he groaned at the wondrous sensation.

Damn, she was so deliciously tight, yet wet and primed all at the same time.

He dragged his mouth from hers. “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice a barely leashed growl.

“Never. Better.”

A moment later she was arching against him, moving with him, faster and faster until she clutched at him, her beautiful face flashing surprised rapture and her inner muscles locking around him as she shuddered with orgasm.

His brow knitted together for perhaps half a second, and then all thought, all logic evaporated as his body jerked and he climaxed with a long, loud groan.
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Chapter Four
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Jessie woke alone, the bed sheets cold beside him. His eyes jerked open, his blurry vision reading the digital alarm clock. Ten a.m.

He never slept late.

He sat and scanned the room. It took all of two seconds. He was alone. There wasn’t even the sound of anyone in the rooms next door.

“Bloody hell!”

She’d gone.

And I never even asked her name.

His belly twisted. He should have been relieved, happy. She’d taken away the awkwardness of a morning confrontation and him having to think of an excuse for her to leave. He blew out a breath, raking a hand through his hair. She’d also taken all possibility away of something much more substantial between them, something that suddenly seemed paramount he explore.

For fucks sake! Perhaps he had lost the plot after all. The thought of a relationship normally scared him half to death. He’d long ago decided women fell into two categories: untouchable work colleagues and potential short-term lovers.

Since Mercedes, one night with a luscious woman was more than enough ‘getting to know you’ time before his interest started to wane.

Ignoring remorse at the cavalier attitude he’d adopted somewhere along the way after his break-up with Mercedes, he flung aside the bedcovers and pushed to his feet. A couple of minutes later he’d dragged on his clothes and footwear scattered over the floor. Jogging down the stairs, he tried to ignore the hard knot in his gut as he headed for the little restaurant across the street.

“Where do you think you’re going, mate?”

Jessie stilled near the exit, frowning as he turned to find the glowering face of Tatts behind the bar. Jessie’s frown deepened. “I’m not sure that’s any of your business.”

Tatts leaned on the bar, his inked biceps bunched with aggression, his eyes flashing. “You spent the night with my woman. I’d say that is my business.”

Jessie’s belly lurched. Oh, fuck no. Little wonder Tara had had second thoughts about sleeping with him. She must have slipped past the barman last night while he’d been busy serving patrons. Evidently Tara’s exit plan hadn’t been quite so ideal.

He shrugged, striving for casual. “I think it’s pretty clear she’s not your woman anymore.”

The barman glanced at the three older men sitting at the bar, as if signaling for silent backup. “We don’t want your kind here. If I were you, I’d get out while you still can.”

Jessie raised a brow, refusing to be intimidated. He was certain Tatts would know how to fight and fight well, but Jessie was no slouch either. It hadn’t just been his cooking skills and intellect he’d kept sharp, he’d stepped into the boxing ring more times than he could remember as part of his sometimes brutal fitness regime.

He let out a gusty sigh. “I really don’t have time for this petty shit.” Ignoring the barman’s livid expression, he stepped outside.
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