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FOREWORD

I♥ cowboys. I always have; I always will.

When I was asked to write this foreword for an anthology devoted to hot cowboy tales, I yelled, “Yee-haw!” Then I wondered how I’d only limit myself to a couple of paragraphs. It’d take so much more, a whole book (or thirty!) to explain how much I love writing about these rough and tumble guys who often appear larger than life—even when those same strong, capable men I admire so greatly would smoothly change the subject when being called iconic, because that humbleness is also part of who they are.

One question I get asked frequently is: why do you write about cowboys? Is it because I’ve been surrounded by cowboy culture since I was knee high to a grasshopper? Yes. Every day I’m grateful that I grew up in the western United States, where being a real cowboy isn’t just an attitude or a slogan on a T-shirt, but a way of life. Yet…there are different types of cowboys and each one holds a special charm. And what a fulfilling job it is, getting to spread that cowboy love and adding in those  components of sexy naughtiness that makes a cowboy the ultimate man and the quintessential alpha hero.

It’s no surprise that cowboys have held the interest of readers for many years. In traditional western fiction, the cowboy is the embodiment of all that is good, honest, and true. Not only is the cowboy the guy you’d want at your side or watching your back during a gunfight, or a bar fight, but he’s the stand-up guy other men look up to and ladies moon over. A cowboy’s values are at the core of who he is. His love of land drives him day in, day out to provide for his family. And whoo-ee—there is something mighty compelling about a man who works with his hands and loves getting down and dirty. So much of who a cowboy is comes from what he does: caring for livestock, being a steward and student of the land, whether that land is in Wyoming, Texas, Hawaii, or someplace in between.

And yet, there is loneliness that comes with living in rural America, whether it was one hundred fifty years ago, or right now. Whether we’re talking about a rancher cowboy or those cowboys that put in many miles, alone, on the long stretches of back roads and highways.

Rodeo cowboys are the risk takers locked in that age-old battle of man versus beast. It’s more than showmanship—seeing those guys roughed up, dirty, and determined is the epitome of hard-edged sexiness. It’s a show of sheer grit when a bull rider climbs on the back of a fifteen-hundred-pound animal. It’s a test of wills as a saddle bronc or bareback rider tries to hang on for eight seconds as a buckin’ horse attempts to throw him in the dirt. Doesn’t it make you want to strip him naked, find his bumps, bruises, scrapes, and scars and kiss them all better? Those team ropers invoke many female fantasies of being double-teamed and thoroughly trussed up. Talk about power and guts—watch a bull dogger launch himself off a horse at a  full gallop to bring a steer to the ground. These rodeo cowboys know how to perform and ride hard—on and off the dirt.

I’ll admit a cowboy’s physical attributes play a large role in the timeless appeal of these rugged men. Because, come on…is there anything sexier than a guy wearing boots, jeans, and a hat? Hearing the jingle jangle of spurs and the soft flap of a pair of leather chaps as he saunters toward you. Seeing a face shadowed beneath that cowboy hat—and then the dusty brim slowly lifting up to reveal a handsome face and a devilish grin. Swoon. Then there are those acres of muscles, earned the hard way from hours of physical labor, muscles that ripple beneath a crisply pressed western shirt. It’s mesmerizing, watching how a cowboy’s body moves as one with his horse as he’s working cattle or just riding the range. And isn’t that the definitive fantasy? Experiencing how well that hard toned masculine body moves between the sheets and the single-minded focus that carries from the barnyard and rodeo arena into the bedroom.

So when taking the elements of a traditional western and adding in erotic romance, you get the best of both worlds—a smokin’ hot, take charge cowboy who gets the girl in the end, rather than riding off into the sunset alone. It’s gratifying in erotic western romance to finally kick that bedroom door wide open and see just what the heck makes that man tick. To get a front row seat to his hidden passion, his sexual inventiveness, and to witness the sweetness that a tough man will show only to the woman who owns him, heart and soul. Because cowboys are a breed apart, it takes a special lady to see beneath that gruff exterior. A woman willing to unlock that passionate side, any time, anywhere—against the barn, or in a dusty pickup, over a hay bale, or in a soft bed at the end of a long day. A woman that knows actions speak louder than words. A woman who understands that once you’ve had a cowboy’s boots under your bed  and a big, strong body keeping you hot every night, you’ll never settle for anything less.

Feeling that tingle of lust yet? Luckily, there are several great short stories in store for you to kick that lust into high gear. Can I get a yee-haw?

My hat is off to all the great contributors to Cowboy Lust! Readers are in for a real treat—so sit back, prop your boots up on the coffee table, and enjoy the ride.

 

Long live cowboys!

 

Lorelei James

The New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Rough Riders series and the Blacktop Cowboys® series






INTRODUCTION

There’s a reason Western romance stories never go out of fashion. The cowboy is an iconic figure that embodies the dichotomy of the fiercely independent, earthy alpha male while being a nurturing protector. Given a picture of a man on a horse, wearing Wranglers and chaps, with a broad-rimmed hat shadowing his face, women melt. I melt. Admittedly, I’m a pretty jaded reader, but I still crave the romantic idea of that gruff, capable man.

Even when he’s up to his knees in mud freeing a calf from a wallow, his image doesn’t tarnish. The imagination sparks, filling in the details—the scent of horse, cow, and crisp, clean sweat; the sight of sun-leathered skin and crow’s feet; the feel of work-hardened thighs and arms; the sound of a deep-voiced Texas drawl.

Maybe my abiding affection for Western romances is grounded in the nine years I lived in the heart of the Texas Hill Country with a working ranch nestled up against my backyard  fence. Cowboys wearing Wranglers, straw hats, and boots were a common sight. The slower pace of life there was a soothing balm after life in a corporate cubicle. The romance of the place—despite the dust, tarantulas, scorpions, and snakes—enthralled me. Still does.

So when I put out the word that I was looking for “cowboy” stories, I had high expectations. The writers delivered!

From Cari Quinn’s “Riding Double,” which has a wicked twist, to the final story, Anna Meadows’s haunting “She Don’t Stay the Night,” you’ll travel a breathtaking sweep of distinct voices, settings, and themes.

Veteran erotica writer Cheyenne Blue will take you to the Australian outback in “Under the Southern Cross” for a riveting tale with a heroine on the run for her life. In “Drought,” Michael Bracken tells a quieter, simpler tale of a cowboy and a schoolteacher that’s no less compelling.

If that’s not enough, you’ll find a female rodeo star determined to win back her buckle and her confidence in M. Marie’s “Rough Stock,” a gun-toting girlfriend set on firing up the hussy who laid hands on her man in Lissa Matthews’s “Small-Town Famous,” and a gunslinging couple seeking revenge in the Wild West in Chaparrita’s “Raney’s Last Ride.”

Bored yet? I dare you to give this collection a try. You’ll find humor, heart-melting romance, and sweet—as well as rough—lovin’ in these here pages. Saddle up, y’all!

 

Delilah Devilin






RIDING DOUBLE

Cari Quinn

 

 

 

 

“You’re really willing to let me at your man?”

Danica Connor stopped chopping celery and set aside her knife. “Col, he’s not my man. We haven’t slept together.” Yet. There was a serious yet implied there, at least if Jack got his way. “Besides, I was thinking of a one-night stand. Just a way for you to burn off some steam. To remember you’re still a woman under the pinstripes.”

Perched atop the center island, Colleen glanced down at her attire and grinned. “No pinstripes here.”

Danica eyed her sister and grinned back. No, she definitely didn’t look like a budding economics professor in that getup. Cut-off denim shorts hugged shapely tanned thighs, and two pink triangles connected by string barely covered nature’s bounty up top. Twin honey-blonde ponytails draped over her shoulders.

Danica glanced down at her own outfit—ratty overalls and a T-shirt with a hole under the armpit. Even though they looked  exactly alike, Col had the sexy all sewn up. “Which proves my point. This would be a great time to go see Jack.”

Danica reached up to undo her hair from its tightly coiled bun. She’d been mucking horse stalls all afternoon, and she figured she smelled like straw and mud and things even worse. A long hot shower would cure most of her ills, minus the annoying buzz of awareness she felt between her thighs every time her friendly neighbor, Jack Benton, came over to help her deal with her new farm. Jack always offered his assistance, and she usually gave him a glass of ice-cold lemonade and a healthy dose of flirting for his trouble.

Tonight, she had a hankering to give him something else entirely.

“Why would you want to share him with me?”

“Whoa, whoa. Share him?” Danica tossed aside a piece of straw that had gotten embedded in her hair. “How can I share something that isn’t mine?”

Colleen clearly had a different definition of her relationship with Jack than she did. They were only flirting and getting to know each other.

Just spending hours together week after week after week, riding horses, taking care of the animals, working the land. Occasionally holding hands and engaging in brief, smoking kisses that tasted even better because she never let them go too far.

Nothing like self-denial to fan the flames of desire—or damn-near forest fire of desire, judging by last night’s lip lock and tongue tangle.

“All I know is I’ve been here two days and whenever he comes around, you start blushing and giggling like a high school girl. You barely introduced me before you asked me to go shovel shit.” Colleen reached for a stray stalk of celery Danica had yet  to butcher. “Now you’re saying you’re up for me diddling him. What’s wrong with this picture?”

Danica reached for the plastic bowl of chicken salad she was putting together for dinner. One amazing thing about moving home and taking over her deceased parents’ ranch had been getting used to eating real food again, instead of the overprocessed crap she’d scarfed down every night after long photo shoots back in the city.

After their father’s unexpected death, she’d come home to evaluate her options: either tackle the ranch—a small one by the standards of Laurel Creek, Colorado, but still pretty big to a born-again city girl—or put it up for sale. Colleen’s divorce had made her think that they could handle things together, but Colleen wasn’t interested in working the land. She hadn’t stayed for more than a few weeks before returning home to Nevada for summer classes. Now that it was almost fall, Colleen had come up for a quick weekend visit.

A couple of months ago she would’ve felt resentful about Colleen’s lack of help, but she’d found the rhythm to rural life and no longer felt as if she was drowning. With the help of a few local boys and Jack, she’d actually been managing pretty well.

So well, in fact, that she’d made arrangements to take a photography job in Chicago for the month of October. A whole month. If things went well back here at the ranch under the care of the young men she’d entrusted the place to, she could take more such jobs.

That was her life. Her real life, not one of boring domesticity with Jack. Not squeezing out babies and whipping up pies and rocking her ass off on the glider he’d built for her himself. He hadn’t asked for any of that, of course, but he had “happy homemaker” tattooed in invisible ink on his bronzed shoulders.

“I didn’t say I was up for you sleeping with him alone. What  I suggested is that we have a little fun tonight before you head home to Vegas.” Danica dumped the celery into the chicken salad and cocked an eyebrow at her sister. “You remember high school, right?”

To Danica’s shock, Colleen flushed. “That was years ago.”

“We’re only twenty-six,” Danica reminded her, wondering if maybe Colleen was right.

She hadn’t even considered taking another walk on the wild side until this afternoon. Jack had come by with a gift of moonstone earrings he’d “picked up” for her from a craft fair in town, and then he’d asked her to dinner at Laurel Creek’s one and only fancy restaurant next Friday night.

Almost a whole week away. As if he were courting her.

She liked Jack. A lot. Too much, probably, since if her October photography trip went well, she’d be going out on similar work jaunts every few months. She wasn’t long-term material. She didn’t even want to be. After being shackled too young and for too long—and for what?—she wanted her freedom. Best for Jack if he understood up front what she was looking for.

Sex? Sure. Flirting, conversation, taking in a movie. But the roots she’d come back here to tend didn’t include settling down with a man. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

“Yeah, but I’m divorced now,” Colleen said. “And you’re… well, you and Steve—”

“Divorced means single. Right?” She waited for Colleen’s reluctant nod. “And Steve’s newly married, which makes him not my problem. So why don’t we just go for it?” She cursed as she scraped the side of her thumb on the sharp underside of the bowl’s rim. “Just fun, Col. A couple of orgasms. Then you’ll go home tomorrow and I’ll…”

“What?” Colleen questioned, crunching into her celery.

“Enjoy my life,” Danica finished, grabbing a fork to sample  her chicken salad. She took a bite and then reached for the small bowl of chopped bacon she’d set aside. After dumping it in, she tried the salad again.

Yep, still true. Everything was better with bacon.

“Making chicken salad and knitting,” Colleen’s smirk widened as Danica reached out to smack her sister’s thigh, “in between your country threesomes.”

“Your call. You don’t want to go there, I understand. And it’s not like Jack knows what I have in mind.”

“Yeah, what about Jack? How do you know he won’t slam the door in your face?”

Danica stirred her salad one last time and grabbed the box of clear wrap. “Hmm. A pair of tanned blond twins wearing next to nothing show up at his ranch to offer him a full-body massage. What do you think he’ll do?”

Colleen sighed. “I thought I was the bad twin.”

“This isn’t bad. This is about showing how good we can be.” Danica grinned. “It’s actually a neighborly service we’re providing, if you think of it right.”

Best of all, Jack would know she wasn’t interested in anything heavy if she didn’t mind him having sex with her sister. That would send a crystal clear message, now, wouldn’t it? Plus Colleen might stop looking so mopey if she did something sorta crazy. Since her divorce, her life had been about work and school. Only work and school.

They all needed a wild night. She sure as hell did. Especially if it meant that Jack would finally get the hint and stop bringing her carnations like she was his junior high crush.

“You’re crazy, Dani.”

“You know you love it. So what’s your answer? In or out?”

Colleen shook her head, smiling. “We’re not sixteen anymore.”

“Thank God. But we can still give this cowboy a ride he’ll never forget.” Danica tapped her fork against her lips. “C’mon. He’s fucking hot.”

“Yeah.” Colleen sighed and twirled a lock of her hair. Danica knew she was imagining Jack’s chocolate brown eyes and his loose, blond-tipped brown hair. Long but not too long—just enough to give a woman a good handful. And his body? All those muscles and tanned skin, finished off with a princely bulge just south of the Benton Ranch crest on his shiny gold belt buckle.

“He never wears a shirt,” Colleen said, her tone dreamy.

“I don’t think he owns any. Good thing, since that barrel of a chest qualifies as the eighth wonder of the world.” At Col’s laugh, Danica lifted her brows. “So? You in?”

A light of challenge kindled in Colleen’s eyes as she jumped down from the counter. “All right, sis. You’re on.”

 

Jack Benton looked up from the saddle he was shining when he heard the crunch of gravel. He saw his arrivals but noticed the sky behind them first, only because it was a lot darker than it had been just a few moments before. The dark, threatening clouds cast a pall over the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, making them appear foreboding rather than welcoming. A tangle of tumbleweeds blew past him just before the rising wind made its presence known with a howl.

Storm’s moving in.

Noting the twin blondes marching toward him, he suspected it would be storming on more than one front. His quick inhalation brought with it the scent of rain. So that made two things he could expect: an imminent downpour and, if his tightening Levis were any indication, instant and irreversible cock strangulation.

What the hell were they doing here?

Danica and Colleen Yardley were knockouts on their own. But together? Strutting down the drive in similar summer outfits, long blonde hair flying behind them, pouty pink lips tilting in matching come-hither smiles… Dear God. In a second he’d need to lower his zipper to keep from popping the teeth.

“Evenin’, ladies.” Jack tipped his hat to them and shifted his body closer to the saddle. If they saw the wood he was sporting, they might get the wrong idea. Then again, those deviously sexy smiles suggested they were offering a lot more than the last woman who’d stopped by hawking magazine subscriptions. “What brings you out this way?”

“Just out for a stroll. And since your ranch is the only one within miles, this seemed like a place to stop and wait out the storm.” Danica’s voice had an extra added purr to it, which didn’t help the tightness in his crotch. She walked forward and set her petal-pink fingertips on the edge of the saddle stand. “Don’t s’pose you’d let us stay here for a while? Just to be safe.”

Jack lifted his face to the wind and took another breath. Ozone stung his nostrils. “We have a few minutes. More than enough time for you to head home.”

“Well, now, that’s not very gentlemanly.” Colleen stepped closer and ran a predatory hand over his damp chest. The sun had been out in full force all day, and he’d only climbed down from Silba a little while ago. He probably stunk of sweat, but Colleen sure didn’t seem to mind. Strange, considering she’d been nothing more than polite both times he’d met her this weekend.

He cocked a brow and looked from one woman to the other. Did they really think they had him snowed? He knew which of them was which without any trouble. Months of working alongside a woman, you got to know her little tics. The way she  nervously shoved her hair behind her ear, how her eyes would get all squinty when she was trying to think of something to say. Whatever game these two were playing, he still knew exactly which woman leaned up to lay her soft wet lips on his.

Colleen could kiss, all right, but she wasn’t Dani. His Dani, whether or not she cared to recognize that fact. He could wait her out.

“Maybe we can change your mind about sending us home.” Danica moved against his side. She cupped his erection and lifted her face to his. “Sure you won’t let us come…inside?”

A dead man would’ve responded to the double entendre in her question. A smart man would’ve said “Hell yes!” and led the way up to his king-sized bed. But Jack Benton wasn’t dead, and he’d never been called smart, so he picked option three and finally asked the question he’d been tempted to ask since they arrived.

“What the hell are you up to?”

Danica blinked, her eyelashes already dewy from the soft rain now beginning to fall. “Huh?”

“You heard me.” As thunder forked in the rolling, steel-gray sky, he gripped the twins’ forearms and led them toward the back porch. They had a good amount of ground to cover, but between his no-nonsense grip and the pelting rain, the women kept up fine. He yanked open the rickety screen door and stood back, motioning them inside. “Sit down while I grab the saddle,” he said.

When he returned, the two of them sat at the table with sheepish expressions on their faces. Their dripping wet clothes clung to them. Colleen wore a bikini top, but Danica had on a tight tank top with no bra, revealing her nipples in sharp detail. His dick rallied again, but he shut the back door and willed his brain to work.

He tossed his hat down on the table. “So which of you’s gonna get to explaining?”

“Explain what?” Danica’s innocent look almost made him grin. Almost.

“Why you both sashayed up my drive looking for trouble.”

“Did we find it?” Danica asked, batting her lashes. He’d never seen her bat her lashes nor do anything artificial. She was all woman, no girl, and he wondered about this change—even as his body responded to it.

But that didn’t mean he’d just go along with this setup. He didn’t appreciate them thinking he functioned only with his dick. Other parts of him engaged too, now and then. Which they were about to find out.

“A gentleman never turns down a willing lady,” he said, striding to Colleen and gripping her arm. “Come on, sweet thing.”

“Wait!” Danica protested as Colleen’s bluebell eyes rounded. “This party’s supposed to be for three.”

“Is it now? I’m not into threesomes.” He glanced at Colleen. “My bedroom’s just down the hall.”

“Um, okay.” Colleen tossed Danica a quick glance and rose, her breasts brushing Jack’s chest on the way up. “But Dani—”

“Can listen,” he said, tugging Colleen along behind him.

Once they were in his spacious bedroom, he flipped on the lights. Rain slashed against the windows, insulating them. A good thing if she’d been Dani, a bad thing for what he had in mind.

He tipped Colleen’s face closer to his. “Spill it. What’s going on?”

Nervously, she wet her lips. “It was Dani’s idea.”

“I figured that.” He loosened his hold on her chin and gently rubbed his thumb over the lower lip she’d bitten until it was  swollen. “Wanna have some fun with your sister?” At her horrified look, he chuckled. “Not that kind of fun. Just follow my lead.”

Before she could argue, he dipped his head toward hers.

 

Danica folded her hands together and swallowed over her rising aggravation. As pissed as she was, she could actually taste it. A sharp moan rang out, carrying all the way down the damn hall, and she leapt to her feet.

What the hell? Was he attacking her sister or what?

She rubbed her forehead. Calm down. Hardly attacking. And this had been her bright idea. She just hadn’t expected Jack to want Colleen more than her. For fuck’s sake, they looked alike. How could he be more attracted to Colleen? Especially since he hadn’t shown Colleen one bit of interest beyond friendship before this very moment.

Another rippling moan floated out to her over the insistent rain. That was it. She’d had e-fucking-nough.

She marched down the hall. If Colleen was naked in Jack’s bed, it wouldn’t be for long.

This had been the worst idea ever. What kind of man wasn’t into threesomes? Wasn’t that a biological imperative, like caring about football or drinking orange juice out of the carton?

Whatever. He wasn’t getting twosome sex tonight, either. She pressed a hand on his partially open bedroom door and sucked in a breath, bracing herself for the worst. Maybe they were already having sex. Jack seemed like a guy who moved fast.

She stepped inside the doorway and stopped, her anger building even before her eyes set upon them. Then she blinked. They were sitting on the bed. Fully dressed. Not kissing or even groping each other. Colleen’s hair was barely mussed. Her  lipstick, however, had smeared a smidgen.

Even that made Danica’s skin prickle with irritation. “What’s going on here?”

“What’s it look like, darlin’?” Jack cupped Colleen’s shoulder, drawing more of Danica’s ire with just the movement of his fingers.

“I heard moans.”

Colleen shrugged and patted his taut stomach. His bare stomach. “Sometimes a girl’s just gotta release some stress.”

“Yeah, I hear you there.” Danica crossed her arms over her chest. “Mind leaving us alone, Col?”

“Not at all.” Colleen touched Jack’s jean-clad thigh, and Danica’s pulse beat a nasty tattoo in her temple. “Good luck, cowboy.”

“Shut the door behind you, will you?” Jack asked.

Colleen smiled. “Sure thing.” A moment later they were alone.

It wasn’t his fault. She knew that. She’d set up this whole dumb scenario. Her inability to foresee exactly how much she’d hate to watch Jack touching her sister—or vice versa—was to blame, not Jack.

“So what’s this about?” he asked softly. “You tryin’ to push me away, Dani?”

“I thought it would be fun. That all of us could have fun. But it wasn’t. What kind of guy doesn’t like threesomes?” she demanded as he rose and walked over to her.

“A guy who’s already set his sights on the woman he wants. Singular.” He coiled a lock of her hair around his finger and a zing of heat traveled straight up to her scalp. “Got a problem with that?”

“Maybe.” She moved closer, rubbing her breasts against his chest while she risked a glance into his eyes. The intensity in  them scared her, especially since she felt an answering echo in her chest. “I’m not a settling down kind of woman, Jack. It’s not fair to you to pretend otherwise.”

A half-smile tipped up his smug mouth. “Who said anything about settling? I just want us to enjoy each other.”

He gripped her hips and boosted her up, giving her little choice but to wrap her legs around his butt. Not that she wanted to resist. Then he crushed his mouth to hers. Mmm. She could taste the whiskey he’d drunk earlier. She sucked eagerly on his flesh, sinking deeper into the kiss. Into him.

All at once, thoughts of her sister receded. At least until he jiggled her in his arms and slipped his deliciously rough palm under her tank.

She drew back and gasped. “What about Colleen?”

“She understands. And she’s got the keys to my truck.” He gave her a sexy smile that sent flutters through her stomach and pulled her nipples to tight peaks. With a few tugs of his fingers, he yanked up her shirt and exposed her breasts. He let out a low growl. “Look at all that pretty skin you’ve been hiding from me.”

Though she laughed, she arched up, yearning for him so much it shocked her. She didn’t want to worry about expectations now. He was right. Enjoyment was so much more uncomplicated. “I wanted to go slow.”

“Until you wanted to go fast.”

He quirked a brow at her, and she laughed again. God, he made her happy. Giddy, even. Her laughter turned to giggles when he dumped her on the bed. She bounced on the firm mattress and grabbed the sheets as he dipped his talented mouth to her breast.

“Well, don’t let it be said I don’t know how to oblige a lady,” he said, nipping at her beaded tip while he undid his belt.

With just those words, she started to throb. She leaned up to push more of her nipple between his teeth and clutched at his hair to hold him where he was. As far as she was concerned, he could stay there forever.

Too soon he moved his attention to her torso, then lower as he drew off her shorts. Another growl left his throat as he saw she wasn’t wearing panties. He fastened his lips to her swollen pussy, and then she was the one growling, begging, tugging on his hair to bring his tongue inside her. Faster, deeper. He nuzzled her clit and rubbed his nose over the narrow thatch of curls, but he didn’t pleasure her like she wanted.

The jerk didn’t want her to come yet. That much was clear from his glistening smile as he drew his used mouth away and removed his jeans and boxers.

“Fast, remember?” His rasp only excited her more as he withdrew a condom from the nightstand and drew the pointed end of the packet across her oversensitized nipple. She shivered and he grinned. “If you think you can take it.”

“Oh, I’ll take it,” she gritted out. But she doubted her threshold when she took a good look at his thick length. That shiny crest on his belt had distracted her from Jack’s natural gifts. His hard, golden flesh made her mouth water. “Now.”

He suited up and notched his cock at her soaked entrance, barely slipping inside. He drew her legs up over his elbows and rocked, his glittering brown eyes holding her captive as he rocked shallowly into her again and again.

“Damn it, Jack. Never took you for a fucking tease.”

“You haven’t taken me at all yet.” He grinned again and coasted home, gliding deep in one smooth thrust. “Now you have.”

Unless an unintelligible grunt counted as an answer, she didn’t reply. She spread her legs wide and clasped her own  nipples, rolling them between her fingers while the music of their lovemaking played through her mind. The slap of flesh, Jack’s grunts, her helpless moans.

It went too quickly. Even expecting the climax, she couldn’t prepare for it, because his steady surges inside her welcoming body hit her in all the right ways. The orgasm gripped her like the storm outside rocked the house, shaking her foundation and blanketing her in warmth at the same time.

“You hid that from me,” he whispered, flicking his thumb over her clit. She trembled as if he’d smacked her. “I like watching you come.” He pushed deeper and added a hip swivel that made whorls of color explode behind her closed lids. “Like feeling it, too.”

She clenched around him, flexing her hips until he couldn’t talk anymore. His ragged breath rang in her ears, blowing sweet over her skin as his body jerked and she felt the hot pulse of his release into the condom.

Then he sprawled on top of her, pinning her to the mattress with the delicious weight of his warm, damp body. The storm still raged outside, but in this bed she was as satisfied and as comfortable as she’d ever been.

Not that she could claim to be dry. That was one statement she’d never be able to make around Jack Benton.

“You’re so pretty,” he said, parting the tangle of her hair to trail kisses down the side of her face. “I’m probably crushing you.”

“A little,” she admitted.

He pulled out of her, and she sighed at the loss of his heat. He smiled and disposed of the condom before gathering her in his arms again. “Better?”

“Best,” she murmured, snuggling against his chest. She loved the sound of his pounding heart, knowing she’d caused it to  beat faster. The salty perspiration on his skin tasted so good when she licked his nipple that she did it again, stopping only when he groaned.

“Tell me this wasn’t a one-time thing, Dani. Please.”

The unexpected emotion in his voice made her lift her head. Her throat closed as she glimpsed the need in his eyes. “Jack, I’m a photographer. I go out on jobs. I took one in October, in Chicago.”

“How long will you be gone?”

That was it? No demands for her to stay, no complaints? Her ex never would’ve accepted her decision to go away that easily. In fact, Steve had never accepted it, which was one reason he was now her ex.

But Steve and Jack were as far apart as two men could get. Comparing them wasn’t only unfair, it didn’t even make sense.

“Just a month. This time. Sometimes they’re longer jobs. In farther-flung places.”

He nodded and wound her hair around his wrist. “You’re so talented. I want a copy of that seascape hanging over your couch for over there.” He nodded to the bare wall opposite them. “I’ve been saving that spot.”

She couldn’t have stopped her smile if she’d tried. “You really like my work?”

“I love it.” He hugged her close and brushed a kiss over her hair. “I don’t want to take over your life, Dani. Just share whatever pieces you’ll give me.”

Impossibly moved, she laid her hand over his heart and reveled in the strong, steady beat. Here was the anchor she hadn’t realized she’d been looking for, the safe place she could return to no matter how far away she traveled. A haven where she could always be herself, with a man she was learning to trust.

“I’m good at sharing,” she whispered. “If you’ll give me time,  I’ll get even better.”

“I’ll give you all the time you need. In the meantime, how about I show you how good I am at certain things?”

With a grin, he dove down her body and set to work proving his point.






UNDER THE SOUTHERN CROSS

Cheyenne Blue

 

 

 

 

“No city lights here.” The glowing tip of Jake’s cigarette pierced the gathering darkness. “No convenience stores as you Americans need, either.”

“No,” I agreed.

He scowled at me from under his wide-brimmed Akubra hat. “Just a load of bloody sheep and spinifex that’ll pierce the sole of your boot.” He took a deep drag on the cigarette. “An outback sheep station isn’t on most people’s ten-day tour of Australia.”

“It’s not,” I agreed again. I spread my legs for balance and tipped back my chair to sight the Southern Cross. Those five stars low on the southern horizon represented everything strange about this place.

“So what’s a sheila like you doing here? You’re a city girl.”

Jake’s persistence was annoying. A truthful answer was impossible, and I was too tired to invent a plausible lie. Agent Dolan had told me no one would ask questions. But Jake was a casual worker, a jackaroo, as I’d learned to call the Australian  cowboys who came looking for work. The manager took him on for two weeks and told me to stay out of his way.

I’ve never been good at taking orders.

Jake flicked me a half-smile as he leaned on the verandah rail, an invitation I couldn’t resist.

“I needed a change,” I said, in an approximation of the truth.

He snorted. “Right. And I’m a cocky’s missus.” He pulled a beer from the cooler at his feet, offered it to me, and sat down. “We’re not going anywhere this evening. Why don’t you tell me your tale?”

For a second, I considered it. I’ve always been gullible if I think someone is taking an interest. Agent Dolan’s words ran through my head: “Your safety depends on your discretion. The FBI can only do so much to protect you.”

Malory Station in Western Australia was a reliable shelter for those under the witness protection program, and I wasn’t going to blow my cover. Jake wouldn’t believe me anyway. Instead of answering, I looked back at the sky. The Milky Way trailed across the heavens, brighter than in L.A. I imagined how far each star must have traveled in its lifetime, how separated they were from one another. Like me.

Suddenly, I felt very alone. My longing for L.A. overwhelmed me. This place was alien, surreal. Even the buzz of the insects, which had seemed so comforting before, made me uneasy.

“Nothing to tell.” I glanced at him.

“Everyone has a story.” His huge brown paw touched my thigh with surprising softness.

I studied it. Jake worked with his hands. I’d seen him earlier, thighs clamped around his stock horse like a nutcracker, those same hands working ropes, reins, and fencing posts.

His fingers moved on my skin, crawled higher. The grit of  the desert transferred from his fingers to my thigh. The friction seemed to spark a connection between us, fragile and tenuous now, but it was there, strung as taut as fencing wire.

I rested back against the chair where the wicker unraveled like the L.A. freeways and contemplated Jake. He wouldn’t fit into my world; he would stick out like dog’s balls in the L.A. bar scene. But here, he flowed seamlessly into the landscape. He wore the uniform of the outback male: a man’s undershirt—they called it a singlet here—an Akubra hat, and a dusty pair of jeans.

“What brings you here?” I asked.

“Heard this place had a good foreman. One who lets us get on with it.”

“Get on with what?”

“Mustering. Cutting and branding cattle, mending fences. No health and bloody safety lectures.”

Jake’s hand shifted higher on my thigh, but although I was definitely interested, I stood. If he was the only amusement here, I’d make him wait and sweat a bit. That would make it all the better when it happened.

“I’m going to bed.” I pretended not to notice his half-smile as his hand fell away from my leg.

As I ambled off, Jake swung his feet onto the verandah railing, cigarette smoke curling lazily to the stars.

 

I didn’t see Jake the next morning, but when I went out to the verandah after dinner, a tang of sweat and dust told me I wasn’t alone.

“Still here?”

I saw his face in profile. The starlight etched his cheekbone into steel. “Where else would I go?”

“Someone was asking after you. I was on the radio to Avoca  Downs, and they said someone had driven up looking for an American.”

I stared, nerves instantly jangling. No one just “drives up” to outback stations. “Who was it?”

“No idea. They said their cousin was jillarooing on a station, and they wanted to drop in.”

I processed that information. “I don’t have cousins.”

“Guess they’re wrong then.”

I could hardly swallow for the crushing weight of fear in my throat. Until now, it had been a game, one I’d expected would follow the rules. I was to stay here until the case came to trial, at which point they’d recall me to Los Angeles to give evidence. Then they’d relocate me permanently to an anonymous large American city.

Americans looking for their cousin. Maybe it was really as simple as that. But the leaping waves of panic kept coming.

Jake was still staring at me. “You okay? You’re looking crook as a dog all of a sudden.”

I forced a laugh. “I’m fine. Just hoping it’s not Uncle Bertie deciding to drop in.”

“Even if he finds out where you are, he’s still a day’s drive away.”

“Maybe I won’t be here when he arrives.”

“Where will you go?”

“I’ll take a bedroll. Stay out overnight.”

For long moments the only sound was the whirr of the insects.

“Must be serious, whatever you’re running from.” Cigarette smoke curled lazily through the air. “You’ve never shown any interest in going bush. I’m fencing near Bulloo Bore tomorrow—come along if you want. I’m camping, but you’ll be safe with me.”

I hoped he was right.

I didn’t sleep well that night. Thoughts of Tatamura and what he would do kept looping through my head. Each loop had a worse ending than the one before. I’d seen too much when I’d walked innocently and unknowingly into the backroom of Tatamura’s bar, just a contract cleaner wanting to do her job and go home. I’d seen the piles of banknotes, the bags of white powder, and the spread-eagled body of a man pegged out on the floor. How could a man suffer so much pain and still be alive...

The FBI said my evidence would put Tatamura away for thirty years. And if he went down, one of the biggest drug cartels in the L.A. Basin would collapse.

When I woke before dawn, my skin filmy with sweat, I gave up trying to sleep. I threw clothes into a bag and stole down to the kitchen to put coffee on and make toast. I ate standing up, watching the sky lighten.

Someone entered the kitchen from the hall, and without turning around, I knew it was Jake. Maybe it was the masculine smell of the coal tar soap he favored, or maybe the sense of security that crept over me. That and desire.

I poured him a coffee, which he gulped scalding hot.

“I’m ready.”

Cramming toast into his mouth, he swung out the door. I grabbed my bag and followed, throwing it into the back of the pickup amid rolls of fencing wire.

It seemed we bumped along red sand tracks forever. I stared out at the spinifex rings and the white gum trees that reminded me of bones. Clouds of dust billowed behind the pickup, and when Jake slowed for a washout, we were enveloped in a choking cloud. A mob of red kangaroos bounded alongside us, and Jake braked abruptly when its leader swerved in front of us. The pickup stalled.

Without the engine noise, I could appreciate how totally alone we were. I stared at Jake, seeing his sun-browned shoulders shift under his singlet. He was not a handsome man—too rugged, too tattered around the edges for that—but he was attractive. And sexual.

I put my hand on his thigh, just to see what he’d do. It was the first time I’d touched him in such a deliberate way.

“Christ, Sam,” he said and reached for me, lunging over the gearstick to haul me close.

His hands were everywhere: running up my thigh and under my cutoff shorts to cup my ass, smoothing over my belly to stroke the underside of my breasts. Even through my thin cotton shirt they seared like branding irons.

His mouth teased my neck, his lips hot and slow in contrast to his fast, skimming hands. I tilted my head, trying to direct his mouth to mine, and when he finally slid over my cheek and claimed my mouth, I was already as stratospheric as the Southern Cross.

He kissed me deeply, his tongue delving in to stroke around my mouth. He tasted of cigarettes, dust, and coffee. “Chrissakes,” he muttered, when his mouth lifted from mine. “The bloody gearstick’s digging into me.”

The blood thrummed in my veins. I ignored the offending gearstick and leaned across, pushing him back into his seat. I flicked open the snap on his shirt, bent, and trailed my lips down his rough, hairy chest.

He was right. This was too uncomfortable and probably too impossible.

I sat back, pressing a kiss to my fingertips and smoothing it over his lips. “Later, cowboy. We’ll check out that bedroll of yours.”

Frustration and irritation warred on his rocky face, then  he shrugged. “You’re right, darl. I’ll be harder and hotter for waiting.”

For the next hour we drove in silence. My hand rested on Jake’s thigh, and between frequent gear shifts for the rough track, he held my hand to his leg with casual possession.

During the heat of the day, I pretended to read my book, but really I watched Jake stride along the fence, stopping to bang in a post or tighten a wire. It was two hours before he returned, bringing with him the grassy smell of fresh sweat and a fine coating of red dust.

“Done,” he said, and leaned over to kiss me hard.

My lips tingled. “Where will we camp?”

“Not far.”

“Not far” was still an hour’s drive through the bush. Jake stopped at the base of an escarpment, curved like the inside of a seashell, all red and ochre in a smooth unbroken wave.

Jake tossed the bedroll down under a gum tree. When next I looked, he was buck naked, pouring a billy can of water over his head. The liquid sluiced in rivulets down his back, winding through the dust to his firm, rounded buttocks.

I stood in the late afternoon sun looking...okay, admiring his body. For such a solid man he carried no surplus weight, and his bulky thighs and arms attested to physical work. He looked right in this environment, totally natural, as if the rugged landscape was somehow an extension of him.

Jake swung around and gave me a view of his chest and cock, which was as mouthwateringly solid and strong as the rest of him. He toweled carelessly with his discarded T-shirt before stepping back into his jeans. He caught me staring and grinned, shameless and smug.

I swatted a mosquito. “Do you always go commando?”

“Nope. Too uncomfortable most of the time. But I’ll be  right for a while.” He hoisted the billy. “You want a wash? I’ll pour.”

I hesitated. There was an intimacy involved that made me hesitate. This moved our relationship more than a single step; it pushed it to a familiarity I’d never attained with any other lover.

“Scared?”

“Not of you. More of what’s going to bite me.”

“You’re making enough noise to scare off the snakes. As long as you stay out of the bull ants’ nest, you’ll be fine.”

I was sweaty and dirty. Without stopping to consider further, I stripped off my clothes and marched over to Jake.

He hadn’t moved. The can was still gripped in his hand, and the heat in his eyes could have scorched the already parched landscape into a conflagration.

The bulge in his jeans drew my eye, but I ignored it. “Well?”

I was deluged abruptly in a stream of water. I soaped and stood so that Jake could rinse me. This time, he poured the water slowly. Mindful of his gaze, I turned the rinse into a sensual self-caress, running my hands over my breasts, down my stomach, slowly, slowly between my legs, and along my thighs.

Jake put down the billy and hauled me into his arms His jeans were rough against my stomach and his chest hair abraded my breasts. His kiss was assured, a kiss which said he already knew the outcome of this. I wasn’t going to argue.

My fingers snaked down to the soft skin above his jeans, before curling around to palm the bulge that swelled them. “You’re overdressed.”

He tugged me in the direction of the bedroll.

“Here?” I asked.

“Who’s going to see us except a few birds? We’ve seen no one else all day.”

My hesitation vanished. Suddenly, it seemed right, perfectly natural, to do this outdoors, under the bright blue sky, on the hard red ground. Australia was not a place for subtleties.

I shook off his hand and unsnapped his jeans, carefully lowering the zipper. His cock sprang free into the sunlight, hard, thick, and ready. I ran a finger from base to tip, passing over the moisture I found there.

Jake growled deep in his throat and kissed me again, his hands palming my breasts, fingers seeking my nipples. Somehow, we were on the sleeping bag, and his hands moved swiftly over my skin, curving around my hip for a moment before dipping between my legs.

I gasped. This was so quick, so urgent. If Jake had been one of my L.A. lovers, I’d have ordered him to slow down, directed his tongue to my nipples, not allowing him near my pussy until all the parameters of foreplay had been met. Somehow, though, as fast as Jake was going, I wanted him inside me as urgently as he obviously wanted to be there. This cowboy was in control; I was just hanging on for the ride. I fumbled for his cock and ran my fingers along its jutting length.

In turn, Jake’s thick finger parted my sex and penetrated me, curling around to press on my pleasure point while his thumb stroked rhythmically on my clit. “Christ, Sam, you’re so wet.”

I gripped his cock tighter. “Then get inside me and make me even wetter.”

He swung on top, and I parted my thighs to receive him. Dimly, I wondered when I’d last had sex in the missionary position. I like to be in control during sex. But here in the outback, with my life so totally in others’ hands, I didn’t consider arguing. Jake wanted control? He could have it. Besides, he felt damn good above me, his heavy body balanced on his elbows like a gentleman, his cock branding my belly.

I tilted my hips and he slid home in one smooth movement, then withdrew so that only the fat head of his cock was inside me. Another powerful thrust and he started a fierce pounding so intense that all I could do was grab his ass and hang on. I’d been poised at an acute level of arousal since he first kissed me, but now he took me to new heights. I closed my eyes, the better to focus on the feelings in my pussy, the sensation of being so fatly and completely filled, the steady rhythm, the ripples and shivers of impending climax.

“Look at me,” Jake commanded. Sweat dripped from his face onto mine, and his blue eyes compelled me.

I locked gazes with him, dimly aware of the sunshine on my face, the caw of a crow. Then an extra deep thrust and my orgasm consumed me. I clenched down on his cock, arching and crying out with the intensity and power of each burst of pleasure.

He was still hard inside me, his movements only a gentle rocking. I felt boneless and so wet that I wondered if he could feel anything in my pussy. He smiled, leaned to kiss me, and started again, with deep thrusts that felt so damn good I wondered for a breathless moment if I was going to come again.

I clenched down on his cock and was rewarded by his hoarse cry as his cock twitched and spilled inside me.

And then it was over. Jake moved up and took me in his arms, rolling so that I lay over his chest. His heart pounded a steady rhythm.

It was a long, lazy night. Jake cooked steak and potatoes on the campfire and produced beer from the cooler. The moon rose early, painting the landscape with a silver glow. We sat and listened to the night birds and the thump of a kangaroo before moving to the bedroll to make love again. Softer, sweet love, less desperate than before but no less satisfying.

We were both up early the next morning. It was one of those breathless outback mornings when the light is so clear and sharp it hurts your eyes and the birdsong is a glorious chorus.

Jake had tossed the bedroll onto the back of the pickup and was shoveling sand over the campfire when he stiffened. “Got company.” Along the track, a cloud of dust moved fast in our direction.

“Probably someone from the station,” I said.

“Doubt it. Probably those Americans who were looking for you.”

I’d managed to forget about them. Instantly, it all came rushing back. I shot a glance at Jake, wondering if I should tell him.

A white Toyota slid to a stop in the dust, and three men got out. They weren’t local, that much I could tell by their clothes.

“Can I help you?” Jake asked. His laconic drawl belied his tight posture.

“We’re okay,” said one of the men. “We were looking for our little cousin Samantha from Los Angeles, and I reckon we’ve just found her.”

“I don’t know you,” I said, looking from one to the other. Then the third man moved around the Toyota into view, and I gasped. It was Agent Dolan.

“Hello Sam,” he said. “You’re difficult to track down. Grab your things, we’re outta here.”

“We’re going back to L.A.?”

“Yeah. So say goodbye to your friend, and we’ll be off.”

I glanced at Jake. There was an icy stillness about him that was unnerving. I went across to him.

“I’m sorry,” I said, “but I can’t explain. It’s sorta complicated.” Rising on tiptoes, I kissed his mouth.

He grabbed me by the waist and kissed me deeply, breaking  the kiss to lean his forehead against mine. “Sam,” he breathed against my lips. “Try and trust me on this.” His grip tightened around my waist. “She doesn’t want to go with you.” His tone was altered from his usual mellow drawl; it was hard, cold—the voice of a different man.

The hairs rose on the back of my neck. “I have to—”

“Shut the hell up, Sam, and do as I say.”

I hesitated. Something was very wrong here. Why was Jake behaving so strangely? And why had Agent Dolan appeared here instead of waiting at the homestead until I returned? I frowned, trying to piece together what was wrong, what felt wrong. Then it hit me. The Americans hadn’t known where I was. Agent Dolan should have known where to find me. Why had they gone to Avoca Downs yesterday?

I shrugged, feigning casualness. “We’ll have to go back to Malory to get my stuff. I’ll ride along with Jake and see you there.”

“There’s no time for that, Sam.” Agent Dolan came closer.

Jake grabbed my arm and shoved, and I went sprawling into the pickup.

“What are you doing?” I struggled to sit up and pushed my hair out of my eyes.

Jake leaped into the driver’s seat, turning the key and slamming the pickup into gear in one movement. “Shut up.” Dust and small stones sprayed behind the wheels as he gunned the engine.

I stared across at him, fear leaping into my mouth with a metallic taste.

I swallowed over the pounding of my heart. “Where are you taking me?”

“Sam, I know you’re scared, but you have to trust me on this. Right now, I have to get us away from here alive.”

“Alive?” My voice squeaked, and suddenly there wasn’t enough air in the cab. “What do you mean?”

A noise registered over the roaring engine, a noise I’d heard a time or two in L.A. Gunshots.

“They’re shooting at us! But that’s—” I gathered my thoughts still unable to make a leap of trust and confide in Jake.

The pickup fishtailed wildly as Jake rounded a bend on the dusty track. Another shot sounded.

“Get down, Sam.”

I stared at him. He was a jackaroo, a cowboy. What the hell did he know about guns and how to drive as if the hounds of hell were after him?

“Sam.” His voice was clipped, the laconic drawl gone. “Get the fuck down before the next shot sprays your brains over the dash.”

I slid lower, crouching like an air passenger on crash drill. But I could still hear the noise, the hammering pursuit, and it was worse not knowing.

“We’re going off road. Only way to shake them.”

I gripped the armrest as I was jostled even harder. Jake swerved away from the track, avoiding rocks and larger clumps of spinifex, plowing through the smaller ones. The smell of burnt vegetation filled the cab.

“They’re the drug lords you’re hiding from.”

The pickup careened over a washout, dropping with a thud onto its springs.

“But Agent Dolan brought me here.”

“There is no Agent Dolan. That man is not an FBI agent, whatever you might think. Now shut up and let me drive.”

Fear and dust coated my mouth, and for the first time I wondered if I was going to make it out alive. I didn’t know much about Jake, but his words had a solidity to them that reassured  me. I decided to trust him. Right now, I didn’t have any other option.

I glanced back. It was hard to see over the bouncing rolls of fencing wire in the back of the pickup, but then I got a clear view.

“Jake, they’re on fire!”

Flames shot out from the side of the Toyota, and the smoke rolled thick and dark.

Jake glanced at the mirror. “Spinifex must have got trapped on the chassis and caught alight from the exhaust. This will give us a chance.” He didn’t slow his cracking pace.

The Toyota slowed as flames engulfed its rear.

“She’ll blow,” Jake muttered, but he didn’t slow down. “The fuel tanks won’t last.”

The Toyota’s doors opened, and it came to a rocking halt. I could see Agent Dolan scrambling out, but he’d barely taken one pace when the explosion boomed, a giant fireball rising to the sky.

Jake stopped. Agent Dolan lay face down, but even from a distance it was obvious he was dead. Of the other two men, there was no sign.

I started to shake, a fine tremor in my hands that wouldn’t stop. Three men were dead, I was alive, and the topsy-turvy world I’d been living in for the past week had just taken another quarter turn. I buried my face in my trembling hands and waited for the nausea to pass.

Long minutes later, when I trusted my voice not to waver, I looked over at Jake. “What happens now?”

 

We made camp an hour later. I wanted to be far enough away from the Toyota that I couldn’t see or smell anything. We made soft, sweet love on the bedroll, a slow merging of our bodies.  When it was over, I cried big gulping sobs. Jake held me close to his chest and didn’t say anything.

It was much later, after we’d eaten, that I turned to Jake and said. “Tell me.”

“I was sent to Malory to look out for you.”

“You’re not a jackaroo?”

“I am. I work on a station about three hours south of here. But I also work for ASIO—the Australian equivalent of your FBI.

“Dolan contacted you in L.A., posing as a FBI agent, and spun you a story about the witness protection program. But he worked for the cartel—they wanted you out of the way.”

“Why not just kill me?”

Jake looked down at his dusty boots. “You were a hostage. While the real FBI hunted for you and tried to negotiate your release, the gang went to ground. The FBI finally located you here, and that’s when ASIO became involved. It was my job to gain your trust and get you out before the cartel came to get you. A few days ago, the FBI arrested the main players in L.A. That’s when the cartel came looking—but they couldn’t find you, so they brought Dolan back.”

I sat, silently digesting what he’d said. “So the people at Malory work for the cartel?”

“No. They genuinely thought they were helping the FBI. There are stations here that take people on the witness protection program.”

My life had been turned upside down for a lie. And Jake was a lie too. I tried to feel anger at how he’d seduced me, but all I felt was sadness. “Is Jake your real name?”

“Yeah.”

“And seducing me was part of keeping me safe?”

“No!” For a big man he moved swiftly, and he crouched in  the dirt next to me. “Don’t think that, Sam. That was very definitely not supposed to happen. But you’re smart and sexy, and I like you. More than like you, if you must know.”

I searched his face, hunting for the truth.

Jake stared back, a half smile on his face. “Do you believe me?”

“I do.” And I did.

Later, when the kissing had stopped, when we were sticky and sated once more, I asked, “What happens now?”

“We get dressed. We’re expected back at Malory Station.”

I had to ask. “And after that?”

He touched my face. “That’s up to you. You’ll have to return to L.A. for the trial. But after that…” His eyes were clear and blue. “Maybe you’ll come back and find me.”
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