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			The kiss lasted only seconds before Max and I heard the sirens, but his tongue was already deep in my mouth. He tasted like cigarettes, whiskey, and sin. A cliché maybe, I thought, but there’s a reason women flock to him.

			He pulled away. “Come on, lass, let’s go. We’ll get ye cleaned up.”

			I stumbled a little, leaning heavily against him for warmth and because I felt in shock and cold. The bruises and scrapes that I’d gathered were starting to throb. The sand felt even deeper than before, and I struggled through it for a few minutes before Max stopped and hauled me over his shoulder.

			It didn’t make me feel much better, but we certainly moved faster as we made our way to the sirens that were headed toward my house.

			We arrived at the same time as two squad cars, whose occupants immediately ordered Max to put me down and his hands in the air.

			Max set me down gently and cops swarmed around us. They asked me questions in a confused rush. Was I hurt? Did this man attack me? What was my name?

			It took what felt like hours to get everything sorted out. It helped when Officer Willis arrived in another car. He knew both Max and me and explained to the other officers about the incident at my store several days earlier. I told them about what I’d seen and heard, and they surrounded the house, calling for anyone inside to come out with their hands up.

			By this time an ambulance had arrived, and the paramedics led me away to tend to my scrapes and abrasions. They wrapped me in a blanket when I refused to get inside the ambulance, but I wasn’t allowed to get any closer to the action.

			The blanket felt scratchy and smelled of plastic. Better than nothing, I thought philosophically. I felt cold even in the muggy night air, especially since the breeze had picked up and was whipping the plants, trees, and sand, making it hard to hear or see.

			Max, by virtue of being male, I guessed, was closer, watching the police as they entered the house.

			The breeze carried the sounds of shouts and a loud bang, but the sound was quickly whisked away and I couldn’t make out what the police were shouting.

			I imagined it was some version of Come out with your hands up again, but I couldn’t be sure.

			A squeal of brakes behind me had me turning away from the action, and I recognized John’s convertible as he stopped abruptly behind the police cars. He leapt from the car, all focused intensity, leaving the door open as he rushed to my side. An unmarked car with a light flashing in the window pulled up next to him.

			“Mary.” John urgently began checking me for injuries, disregarding the objections of the emergency responder. John tugged the blanket away over my protests.

			“John, I’m fine. It’s just scratches.”

			He ignored me and checked every visible bruise and puncture. I thought to myself, If there weren’t so many people around, he would strip me naked to check and make sure I wasn’t more injured.

			“John, seriously, stop—”

			He shut me up expediently by kissing me. I reached up and grabbed his wrist with one hand, holding on as his lips pressed against mine roughly, urgently, panic and passion making his lips cling to mine, his knuckles white as he held my head securely between his palms.

			He stopped, gasping, and pulled away until he stood a few feet from me, breathing rapidly in and out of his nose.

			I saw him freeze for a moment, his jaw clenched as he dragged himself back under control by sheer force of will. The wind whipped around him, and the blue and red lights cast deep shadows, making him look like the subject of a surrealistic painting, alternately tortured or emotionless depending on the angle and the light.

			After a few moments, though, he was the implacable John that I knew so well, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

			“What happened?” he demanded.

			Max came up before I could answer. “John”—Max clapped a hand on John’s shoulder—“she’s okay. They went inside and didn’t find anyone, but the house is trashed.”

			John didn’t take his eyes away from me during Max’s explanation. I felt as if my face were the axis on which his current control revolved.

			“Where were you when they broke in?”

			I didn’t know if John was asking me or Max, but we both answered:

			“Outside on the patio.”

			“Gone for a walk.”

			John’s mouth tightened, but all he said was “They didn’t touch you, hurt you?”

			I shook my head carefully. “No. I scratched myself up climbing over the bougainvillea on the gate.”

			“Did they say anything?”

			I thought about it. I remembered hearing one of the men say something, but I couldn’t be sure.

			“Yeah, but I don’t remember for sure. I think he said to trash the house.”

			John finally looked at Max. “Did you get a look at them?”

			“No, I fucking didn’t,” Max growled, pulling a pack of cigarettes out of his back pocket and tapping one out into his palm.

			Detective Panetta approached quietly, inserting his substantial bulk into the small circle of space occupied by Max, John, and me. His broad face was set and serious, his notepad already open and ready to take notes.

			“You mind if I ask the questions, Brinks?” Panetta didn’t wait for a reply, just turned to me with his pen poised and at the ready. “So, Miss Deupree, what have you gotten yourself into this time?”
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			Nearly three weeks later I was chopping chives in the kitchen while Max leaned a hip against the counter next to me and John grilled steaks outside on the patio.

			The kitchen looked bare compared to how it had been before; the blue bowl in the center island had been destroyed along with the grinning alligator clock and the pretty silver French press. I’d bought another French press at Williams-Sonoma within a day of the break-in. As we fixed both the Box and my house, none of us could do without coffee, good coffee, so I’d made the investment cheerfully enough.

			Using some of the money my mom had left me, I’d also replaced a good portion of my art supplies, including the materials I needed to repair the sculpture in the Box.

			“So what’re ye planning on doing to the place, girl?”

			I looked up from the chives I was scooping into a small, white serving bowl. “What do you mean?” I asked Max.

			He took a huge bite out of an apple that he’d pulled out of the fridge and ate it enthusiastically, his jaw working as he crunched. I couldn’t help but think that he was gorgeous, even with his mouth full. The muscular arm covered in tattoos just grabbed my attention. “Are ye going to fix this place up or what?”

			I scowled at him. “I’ve been planning a fetish party, getting the Box back together, and handling all the insurance. I replaced the beds; I think I’m doing pretty good.”

			“Ye’re doing fine, lass, but the party will be over after this weekend, there haven’t been any new attacks, and that asshole Jack Bonds dropped the lawsuit.” Max shrugged and folded his massive tattooed arms over his chest, apple still in hand. “Soon ye’ll have plenty of time. I thought ye might decide to rid yerself of the sex room while ye’re making changes. Put in a studio.”

			I pursed my lips and went back to making preparations for the baked potatoes, opening the fridge and pulling out a wedge of sharp cheddar cheese. “Why would I get rid of the sex room?” I actually enjoyed myself quite a bit in the sex room last night, I thought with a small twitch of my lips as I hunted for the cheese grater, and I’ve managed to finish a painting, wonder of all wonders, even without a proper studio.

			I hadn’t painted anything for two and a half weeks after my home had been trashed. Both Max and John had stayed with me after the police had left late that night. John had carried me into the house while Max led the way, cursing and making room for us to come through by tossing ruined pieces of furniture out of the way.

			John had taken me straight to the bathroom and placed me gently on the edge of the tub, positioning me so that my legs and feet—which had taken the worst of the scratches—were inside and my back was to the door. Within minutes, he’d located a bottle of peroxide and begun pulling thorns out of my hands and feet.

			“The EMT’s already—”

			I snapped my mouth shut as he poured the icy-cold peroxide over my cuts, making me wince.

			I heard Max come into the bathroom and turned to look over my shoulder at him. The bathroom wasn’t big, and he seemed to take up most of the space, filling the room with his height and muscles and guilt. He had two Dixie cups filled with what smelled like whiskey. I held out my hand for one without saying anything.

			He gave it to me with a grunt. I glanced back at him, noticing with dismay the broken mirror, the spilled powders and shattered jars and unraveled toilet paper. I gulped down my whiskey and turned to look at John as he grimly pulled more small splinters from my skin.

			I hiccuped and both men turned to look at me.

			I smiled at them both, feeling pleasantly warm from the whiskey.

			“Can I have some more whiskey?” I held out my cup for Max.

			He took it and disappeared.

			I ran my hand gently through John’s hair, enjoying the feel of it in my fingers.

			Max came back within moments with my drink, and I gulped that one down as well.

			“Careful with the whiskey, lass. The rest of the bottles were broken.”

			“So we’ll buy some more,” I said cheerfully, feeling my cheeks flush.

			He snorted.

			I smiled again at both men. “You guys are so cute. I want to take you and lick you both up and down.”

			That got their attention. It was like pulling out a cheeseburger in front of dogs. Their gazes were rapt, looking at me with equal parts disbelief and desire.

			“Ye’re not much of a drinker, are ye, lass?”

			“Nope.” I shook my head and nearly fell off the ledge of the tub.

			John steadied me and looked over his shoulder at Max. “Don’t you have someplace to be?”

			Max shrugged. “I’ll help with the cleanup.”

			“Yeah, you were a big help earlier,” John muttered sarcastically.

			I shook my head in slow motion. “Boys . . . don’t fight.”

			They both looked at me again, and after a moment the corner of John’s mouth quirked up a bit. “California, you sounded just like your mom for a minute.”

			I smiled to myself now as I grated the cheese, thinking about that night. John and Max had made up the bed in the extra room with clean sheets, and John had carefully laid me between them while Max had watched. I’d passed out within minutes, feeling safe with John nearby.

			They’d argued; I knew they’d argued, but neither had spoken much about it. Both men had been trying for the past few weeks to find out who’d trashed my house and whether the lawsuit that had been brought against the store had anything to do with it.

			They’d tried to keep me out of it as much as possible, but I’d been getting letters at the Box, in my car, even slipped into my pockets when I went to the pub with John. They were all the same and not particularly creative. They usually just read Whore.

			I’d called Detective Panetta and told him about the letters, and he’d taken them as evidence, but I still hadn’t told John about them. He was already on edge, checking on everyone at the Box and at the pub, making sure that Kaylee, who’d come back to work last night, was never alone.

			I’d missed him last night. He’d been sleeping with me most nights, after we’d played for a while, but last night I’d planned to go to bed early since I was exhausted from working on getting everything restocked at the Box and planning the upcoming fetish party for Mrs. Bonds. Not to mention the worry that I might be attacked by a crazy-ass stalker, I thought with a snort, but Max had come over so that I wouldn’t be alone. I’d insisted that I was fine; I had Bambi and Atticus for company and protection, but John had ignored me and sent Max over. Kyle had covered the pub with Cherry and a little help from Carl. Thursday nights were pretty crowded, and I felt bad that Max had left them.

			But I also hadn’t been sure I’d wanted Max to come over. I’d been enjoying my sex lessons with John. If anything, they’d gotten more intense, and I was still a little irritated with Max for leaving me to go screw some random woman the night of the attack on my house, but I still thought he was absurdly beautiful and so sexy I felt myself twitch whenever I thought about having sex with him.

			Max watched Mary as she shredded cheese into a small, white bowl. Her long brown hair was gathered in a ponytail, her face bare of makeup. She was wearing what looked like a 1940s housedress, something that his grandmother in Ireland would have worn, which buttoned all the way down the front and had a pattern of small, purple-colored flowers. Sleeveless, it showed off her pale, nicely toned arms. She’d been lifting quite a few boxes and stocking shelves at the Box. The dress looked good on her, retro-hip as Carl would say, but it wasn’t anything that most women of Max’s acquaintance would be caught dead wearing.

			He still couldn’t believe that this pale, strange woman had ordered him to strip when he’d walked into the house last night. She’d been wearing a paint-splattered apron over a lacy top and pajama bottoms. She’d had a brush in one hand and a stubborn expression on her face.

			“Okay, Max. You owe me one. Strip.”

			That’s all she’d said. Bambi and Atticus had been jumping around him and barking excitedly, so for a moment he’d thought he’d misheard, but, no, he’d heard exactly right.

			He’d thought about it, bending down to pet the dogs. He didn’t want to sit still while she painted him. He certainly didn’t want his dick being seen by every gay man in Miami. Carl had already threatened to put any naked paintings she completed on display in his gallery.

			But for fuck’s sake, the girl was right. He did owe her one.

			So he’d stripped, right there in the living room.

			She’d watched, gray eyes getting wider and wider.

			He’d started toward her, hoping he could convince her to forget the painting and just fuck, but she’d pointed a paintbrush at him and said, “In the sex room. I have an easel all set up.”

			So he’d walked in and found that she hadn’t yet replaced the bed in this room. Instead, sitting in the center of the room was a straight-backed chair of dark brown wood. White sheets had been hung behind and underneath the chair, and she’d brought in a variety of lamps for light. Her easel was set up in front of the chair. On it was a blank canvas already secured and painted a pale shade of gray.

			He’d taken a seat on the chair and leaned back, draping his arms over the back of the chair and tilting back.

			“Get a good look, lass.” He nodded to his lap, where his dick was already deep purple and pointing toward his belly.

			She looked at him and nodded absently, but he could see her nipples under the bib of her apron.

			“Sit still, please, that pose is fine.”

			He grunted and tried to make himself comfortable. The chair was as hard as the floor of the walk-in refrigerator at the pub. He knew because he’d fucked Cherry on it a few days ago.

			Five minutes after she began painting, he was bored and wanted a damn cigarette. He twitched and shifted the chair back down to four legs. His hard-on was gone and he wasn’t going to do this for long. He started to tell her so, but she abruptly stopped painting and set the brush on a little tray that was secured below the canvas on the easel.

			She picked up another brush, a large, fluffy white one, and fixed her gray eyes on him.

			He froze, wondering when the innocent, blushing miss had learned a look like that. He felt his dick get hard again, even before she stalked toward him, twirling the brush with her fingers like a baton. Her tongue was still stuck out just a little bit, the way it did when she was concentrating, and the sight of that soft, pink tip made him move restlessly, wondering what she was picturing with such focus.

			She stopped between his spread legs and slowly, deliberately drew the brush down his neck and traced the tattoos that decorated his chest. He held still under her fascinated gaze. She drew the brush over every line and curve. He twitched when she reached his belly and nearly grabbed her. Curiosity held him in place . . . curiosity and a weird sense of pride. He almost couldn’t believe it. It hadn’t taken long at all till the girl was one of them, one of the strange crew of people that the outside world called perverted, sleazy, or trashy.

			The brush reached his hard-on, the soft bristles barely brushing the head of his dick. He felt a drop of semen escape his control.

			She drew the brush away and bent over him. “Lean back and don’t move,” she ordered.
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