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      On a humid May afternoon, the streets along Larue's parade route and dockside bustled with activity. Customers sat in tables in front of two local restaurants on Main Street enjoying the temperate spring weather and watching water craft of varying sizes and purposes pull into the local harbor. Flower baskets laden with bright begonias and periwinkles swung gently in the breeze from iron hooks, the scents taking Luc back to nights in the Afghanistan desert when he could have sworn he smelled these flowers and the spicy Louisiana fare. He remembered inhaling deeply, mentally categorizing what he could only dream about on those desert nights and wishing he was home.

      Finally, he'd made it happen. He'd been home almost a year, and still when he walked through town all he felt was gratitude and peace. He smiled, and a familiar-looking blonde, propped against the side of a salmon-colored storefront, caught his eye.

      "Hey, Luc, looking handsome in that uniform, sweetie." She winked and Luc was sure he blushed. He wasn't actually in uniform and he didn't remember the woman but she acted as if they'd met so he smiled and nodded. Then he quickened his pace.

      Luc didn't have anything against a beautiful woman, for sure, but he was too busy to get started in a relationship right now. His priority had to be his job and LTF. He ducked into Phan's Grocery and waved at Mrs. Phan, an older Vietnamese-American who'd owned the store with her husband for most of Luc's life.

      Making his way to the back of the store he skirted boxes and stock she'd apparently been shelving when she heard the doorbell. Scanning the array of canned drinks he located his favorite beer and reached in to lift a six-pack from the shelf.

      Shattering glass and a commotion from the front of the tiny grocery store caused a reaction in Luc like he hadn't had since Afghanistan two years ago. Senses on alert, he reached for his weapon, hesitated for a moment considering, then drew it while he held the open door of the cooler with his elbow, the drinks in his other hand. He didn’t have a good feeling about this.

      Sometimes he hated being right.

      A whimper from the clerk at the front counter followed, and then, “You in the back. Soldier boy! Come out where I can see you.” Luc sighed and looked down at the camouflage uniform and requisite equipment. Okay, he’d go with it.

      Placing the six-pack on the floor by the cooler, he eased toward the front of the store. “Stay cool, man. I’m by the cooler and coming straight to you with my hands up.” Walking slowly toward the front, he inched around the end cap so he could see the front counter. For his plan to work, he’d have to be convincing. He held the gun and his other hand in the air and inched forward.

      The thug stood behind the cashier holding a sliver of glass at her neck, a mirrored spike capable of doing much more than the drop of blood trickling down the frightened woman’s neck indicated. She was crying, and shivering so hard he worried that she would faint and simply impale herself on the deadly weapon.

      Eye contact with the man—kid rather—revealed he was high, his movements twitchy, pupils dilated. His bloodshot eyes darted from the window to the door and back to Luc. Luc could have handled the situation if it had just been him and Meth Head. He was probably hoping to get out of there before the police arrived. As long as Luc had been coming into the tiny grocery, Mrs. Phan had been the one behind the register. She wouldn’t have missed the chance to press the silent alarm.

      “I’m coming around the corner. Easy now, my gun is pointed at the ceiling.” As promised he held the gun up, pointed at the ceiling, his grip loose. In a low non-threatening voice he said, “Put that glass down, son, and let the lady go, before this turns into something you’re not prepared to handle.”

      Speaking to the cashier, Luc said, “Do you have money in the register, ma’am?”

      “Don’t talk to her!” the man screamed, blood spurting off his hand as he gripped the glass tighter.

      Luc held his hands out palm up, “Calm down now. I’m just trying to get you what you want without anybone getting hurt. You need money, right? And what else, liquor? Cigs? You seem like a smart guy,” not. “If we can get you fixed up, you can leave, and everybody wins. What do you think about that?”

      Meth Head snarled, “What I think is you should bring me that gun. Put it on the counter.” To make his point, he pressed the point of the makeshift weapon to the cashier’s cheek and drew blood. “Make it quick.”

      The cashier whimpered again, and Luc knew his time was running out. He’d hoped the cops would be here by now and a solution would present itself in the form of a sniper round through the front window. Since that hadn't happened, his options were limited, so he stuck with his plan.

      “Okay, be calm. I’m going to lay it down on the counter like you said. See?” He spun the gun around slowly in his hand and palmed it. Holding the barrel, he placed it on the corner of the counter.

      “Back away over there. I mean it.”

      It was obvious he did. Luc raised his hands in a gesture of peace and took a step back. One step only.

      The man dropped the glass as he picked up the gun and placed it under the woman’s chin. His voice held new confidence as he nodded at the cash register and ordered, “Now, empty this drawer and put it in that bag.” He gestured with the point of the gun to his worn duffle bag.

      “Man, watch where you point that thing okay?” Luc said, putting a crazy concern in his voice.

      “Shut up." Jabbing the gun in Mrs. Phan's direction he said to Luc, "Fill it. And put some Marlboros and two bottles of Jack in there too.” Luc did as the man said, setting the small bag on the edge of the counter.

      The junkie shoved the woman down on the floor in front of him and ordered her to “stay put” then he pointed the gun at Luc. “Move out of my way,” he ordered as he shouldered the duffle, suddenly in a hurry to leave.

      Luc stepped back letting him think he’d relaxed his guard, but as Meth Head came around the counter, Luc moved. His opponent pointed the gun at him, “Get back,” but Luc stepped into his body and grabbed the gun, twisting it out of his grip with his left hand and clocking him on the side of the head with his right. Luc saw the whites of the thug’s eyes as he fell backwards into a display of beer and rolled over onto his face. Before relief could take hold, another little niggle of apprehension hit him.

      “Put the gun down,” said an authoritative female voice. With his back to the voice, Luc raised his hands, again loosening his grip on the handle of the gun.

      The clipped voice came again, “Be smart. Don’t think you’re going to try any Special Forces tricks on me. Lay the gun on the floor gently, kick it over here, and lie face down, hands clasped behind your head.”

      Luc leaned forward, placing the gun near his foot, then did as she ordered.

      “Now, on the ground.”

      “I’m not the criminal here. The robber⁠—”

      “On the ground now,” she barked. “Hands behind your head.”

      Luc complied, knowing the cops would sort out the details after talking with the cashier. The sounds of sobbing came from behind the counter and Luc listened as the officer in charge directed someone to check on the woman. Meth Head’s foot jammed against Luc’s side as he prepared to sprint away. Luc reacted automatically, grabbing the thug’s ankle in an iron grip.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” The female officer squatted next to him and bent over so he could see her face. It was an arresting face. No puns here. Hair like corn silk draped over her shoulder in a thick braid, and eyes like mad Texas bluebonnets glared at him. Eyes like that should never glare, he thought. They should be softened from a long night of…back to earth, Luc.

      He tapped his forehead on the floor and wagged his head back and forth, but only replaced one hand on his head; the other was still firmly clasped around the wriggling form of her perp. “Making sure my efforts didn’t go for naught,” he said.

      The clerk’s nervous voice came from behind the counter, “Soldier, help Mia.”

      More whispered words.

      “The clerk says the guy in camo is her hero,” said the policeman from behind the register.

      “Is that right?” asked the blue-eyed woman standing over him. “Cuff the perp, Jed, so I can get a statement from our hero here.”

      Luc heard the sound of her gun being holstered, then the light pressure of her foot on the small of his back transmitted her directive clearly. Wait. He relaxed, released his grip on the thug’s ankle as her partner and another cop cuffed his hands and dragged him up, vehemently proclaiming his innocence. “I tried to stop him; at least I saved the money. He cut that lady⁠—”

      “Jed, get that scum out of here. And let the paramedics in to take a look at the cashier.”

      Luc heard shuffling coming from the cashier and the exit of the other officers, but the weight of the foot on his back never wavered.

      “Easy,” she said. He felt the cool metal on his wrist a second before she cuffed his hands behind him.

      He jerked in surprise. What the— How did this happen? All he’d wanted was a six pack of refreshment and then to do what he could to avert a disaster.
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      Del Burke looked at the big man stretched out on the floor at her feet. If the size of his hands and shoulders were any indication of strength or agility she couldn’t take a chance on letting him up until she knew more about the situation and his specific part in it. Some of these Special Forces guys could take down an entire room of opponents with just their bare hands. Del considered the prostrate soldier. The camouflage vest exposed the muscles and veins in his biceps and forearms, his upper body so thick her shoe propped on his back was almost a foot off the floor. Probably trained more than he did anything else.

      His thick glossy black hair lay against the collar of his vest. Not your standard military cut. Soldier or robber? Like a lot of perps after the fact, he may have been trying to make his partner look guilty to get free. Who knows? They may have even had some oddball plan that went awry, and this guy had second thoughts.

      The paramedic finished with the Asian woman. She looked a little worse for wear but with the exception of the blood spotted bandage she appeared unharmed. “May I have your name ma’am?” Del asked.

      The woman shivered. “Mia Phan,” she said with a slight bow of her head.

      “Mia, would you like to go to the hospital?”

      Mia shook her head vehemently. “No, must work.”

      “I understand. What happened here, Mia?” Del pointed to the figure on the floor. “Did these men try to rob you?”

      Again, Mia shook her head. Then, she nodded.

      Well, which was it?  “Who robbed you, Ms. Phan?”

      The woman looked down at the camo-clad figure on the floor and her expression changed. She looked back at Delilah and said, “Soldier help Mia.” She pointed at the door, “Punk cut.” She touched her neck.

      “Okay, let me get this straight. You say that the man we just took outside tried to rob you and cut your neck? Is that correct? Can you give me a yes or no?”

      The fragile little woman nodded, “Yes. Soldier help. Hit punk.”

      Okay, that was pretty clear. It was enough until they could get a translator and get her down to the station for a complete interview.

      Jed returned, moving to Del’s side, surveying the area, the owner. “What’s the story?”

      Del looked over her shoulder at her partner. He was six feet tall with brown hair and eyes. Not unique, nothing to draw attention. No one would accuse him of being handsome, which often worked in their favor. Jed had a Masters in criminology and beneath his uniform, the honed body of a street fighter. There’d been many occasions when they’d used his ordinary looks and expertise in stings, part of their success attributable to the criminals underestimating him, not noticing, not accounting for him in any given situation.

      “Help the man up, Jed. It appears he was responsible for taking the robber down.”

      Jed’s eyebrow arched as he knelt by the prone figure and asked, “Is that what happened, Soldier Dude? Did you take out our robber?” He was rewarded with squinted eyes displaying a world of annoyance. Jed’s eyes travelled the long length of the camouflaged figure, stopping when they landed on a wicked-looking knife and scabbard strapped to the man’s hip. “What have we here?”

      Del bent over to look. She took a plastic Zip-loc from her belt and held it out for Jed, but her partner frowned as he held the weapon up for closer inspection. He placed his index finger on the tip of the evil looking blade. Del was on the verge of warning him but her reaction turned to shock when the tip of the "knife" bent under the pressure of Jed’s finger.

      Rubber.

      Their camouflaged mercenary was phony. Was he some kind of soldier wannabe? “Curiouser and curiouser,” she muttered. “Get him up.”

      Jed placed the knife in the bag and stooped to help the soldier up. He was big. With his hands cuffed behind him, getting him on his feet should have been awkward, but he was agile. Once again, her instincts kicked in. “Wait!” If he’d been carrying a fake knife…

      Jed looked at her just as the man straightened and focused his emerald-green eyes on her. Seriously, his eyes were the color of cheap emeralds. Contacts?

      “Jed, take a closer look at the gun.” To the former “suspect” standing in front of her, she asked, “What’s your name?”

      “Luc Larue.”

      Jed’s eyes popped open. “That’s your real name?” Del rolled her eyes at the grin on Jed’s face. He was obviously bonding with their phony soldier. She glared at Jed, but he just grinned back at her.

      Turning to Larue, and wondering how he was related to one of the town's oldest families, she asked, “ID?”

      “In my back pocket,” he said with an expression that conveyed, I’d get it myself but my hands…

      While Jed reached into the man’s back pocket Del asked, “What were you doing here, Mr. Larue?”

      “I just got off work. Came by for a six-pack.”

      Del categorized Luc Larue’s features. She’d felt the hard steel of his biceps when she’d cuffed him. If she guessed correctly he’d had martial arts training. Right now, those stunning eyes held a guarded expression. Well, who could blame him? He was still cuffed and apparently not guilty of anything but being a Good Samaritan. The man was gorgeous, self-assured and her professional opinion was that she, that is—a person—couldn’t pinch an inch on his frame, which she estimated at six-four, around two-twenty. “Where’s work?”

      “Knights Production.”

      Jed cleared his throat and Del looked his way. He held the gun between gloved fingers and grinned. “Fake.”
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      Both sets of eyes turned toward Luc and he felt the color rise on his throat. The female officer’s partner walked to the back of the store. Her eyes pinned Luc’s from her lower height. “What am I missing here?”

      She flipped through the contents of his wallet. “Triple Black Belt, Tae Kwon Do, Navy vet… what do you do for Knights Production, Inc.? Security?”

      “And why fake weapons?” asked the officer named Jed as he sat the six-pack on the counter beside the female officer.

      She took one look at his chosen refreshment and those delicate brows rose. “Non-alcoholic beer? You don’t even drink real beer?” She made a thorough scan of him from shoulders to boots. “Is there anything about you that’s genuine?”

      Luc held his irritation in check. He knew the situation looked—odd—and the officers were just doing their jobs. “Look, I do some work for the studio. These…” he nodded with his chin and eyes toward his uniform and the weapons gathered on the counter. . . “were for the part.”

      Jed’s eyes widened as his brows went up. “Like stunt doubling?”

      Luc hedged, “Yeah, like that.”

      The blonde was sharp, though, picking up on his hesitation. Her head came up, eyes narrowing on his. He could see her mind working. He just waited while she flipped the Actor’s Guild card around to show him she’d seen it as well. She was probably contemplating his possible role as Robber.

      “Do you want to know what happened or what.” Watch the attitude, Larue. “Sorry, I assume you need to eliminate any suspicion of me before you can take these damn cuffs off?” There you go again. Luc blew out a breath and looked at the ceiling going through an entire kata in his head before looking back down at the woman named “Del”.

      “We sure do, Lieutenant Larue.” Her gaze never wavered.

      So she’d seen his military ID. “Like I said before. I came by for a six-pack on my way home from work. I heard the cashier up front in distress. I looked around the end of the aisle and the guy had a shard of glass at her throat. He said if I didn’t give him my gun, he’d slice her throat. So I gave it to him. Obviously, I wasn’t afraid of the gun.” He shrugged. “After he threw the glass away I took the gun away from him and…that’s when you guys came in.”

      Instead of being impressed, the beautiful lady cop seemed irritated. “You know, technically you could be in violation of weapons laws

      wearing even a toy gun. Robberies have been committed with less.”

      “Have they been thwarted as well?” Luc asked, which didn’t seem to elevate her mood. Practice what you preach, man. She pressed her fingers to the headset looped over her ear and listened.

      Giving him her full attention again she said, “All right, you’ve made your point, Larue. Besides, I just got some more detail—our robber has numerous priors, and he always works alone.” She nodded at her partner to release him. “You’ll need to come down to the station in the morning and make a formal statement. It’s on 12th Street and Larue Boulevard. I assume you know where that is.”

      He rubbed his wrists and smiled, “Sure do. Call me Luc. Can I get your names?”

      Del hesitated. Larue, Louisiana was home to many residents bearing the last name of one of the town founders. Was this guy on some kind of mission to make her life more difficult? He was too confident, too good-looking. What did he want with their names?

      Jed beat her to the punch. “I’m Jed Stern and this is Delil⁠—”

      “Del Burke,” she finished, glaring at Jed, then at Larue. Was he the type to sue at the slightest provocation? She went over their procedures in her head, wondering if they’d left any room for equivocation about his rights and their actions.

      “You never know what might come up,” said Larue, winking at her. “Can I go?”

      “Yes. Don’t forget to come to the station in the morning.”

      He gave a small salute, turned toward the cashier and spoke to her in fluent Vietnamese. Before he left he said, “Be careful out there, hear?” and his broad shoulders disappeared through the front door.
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      The next morning as Del made calls and did the endless tasks of cop paperwork, the receptionist buzzed her on the intercom.

      “Yeah, Gail?”

      “Ma’am, someone wants to see you. He says he’s here to pick up his weapons?”

      “What’s his name?” The giggle at the other end of the phone assured Del her guess was correct. She pictured the striking eyes and muscular form of Luc Larue just before he materialized in front of her desk, smiling. God, his smile was killer. Dressed in olive cargo pants and a tight black t-shirt that hugged his well-honed pecs and strained his biceps, he stood at ease, a move that came naturally to him after his years in the service. The t-shirt clung to his skin as if he’d just stepped out of the shower and his wavy black hair glinted blue under the florescent lights of the office. The long cut made him look like a dark Viking. Just one more item to add to the intrigue that was Luc Larue.

      She’d checked him out. The only negatives were a reported suspicion of DUI the month before and an anonymous complaint to the department about his martial arts studio. He was no slouch. Remembering the reports, she sighed—several investigations but no evidence that warranted arrest.

      He nodded, “Officer Burke.” He let her take the lead, which was all the more disconcerting because he’d obviously come here wanting something other than his “weapons”. He’d already given his statement to the front-office clerk. Del steeled herself against the desire to know more about him and reached into her desk to retrieve the expensive fake gun.

      “Quite an expensive toy you had there. Not sure why you wouldn’t just spring for the real thing. You have the creds to get a permit. Fourteen years military, clean record.”

      He shrugged, casually, “I don’t need a gun.”

      Something about the confident way he’d said it convinced her he didn’t. She sighed and handed him the bag with the prop in it. “Here you go, then. Stay out of trouble, Mr. Larue.”

      She figured when she looked down at her paperwork he’d get the hint that he’d been dismissed, but he didn’t get the message. Or he wasn’t easily dismissed.

      “Call me Luc.”

      “Was there something else you needed… Mr. Larue?”

      He chuckled easily. “Yes, actually. . . . Officer Burke.”

      His eyes were on her chest and when Del looked down she realized he hadn’t been admiring her bust—darn—but looking at her badge. Her brows furrowed.

      “Sorry, I was looking for your rank, Off—may I call you Del?”

      Delilah started to protest but really, what was the point? He wasn’t a suspect, and he seemed like an okay guy—Navy reservist, gainfully employed, heroic citizen and all. She put the whole sense of “wrongness” from the day before down to the oddities of the circumstances and his attire. That gave her the slightest pause because she was known for her instincts and she’d been wrong about him. Oh, come on, Del, you were doing your job, covering the bases.

      She really didn’t want to encourage someone who’d been a suspect for even those few seconds, but he was way too easy to like, and she was getting those boy-howdy-would-we-like-to-jump-his-bones urges out of a rarely heard from region below her gun belt. She sent the little miscreants a Now-is-not-the-time message. They ignored her as well, whining when Luc placed one hip on the corner of her desk, allowing her to catch an enticing whiff of his manly scent, mingled with some kind of musky aftershave . An image of him standing in front of his mirror with a towel wrapped around his waist as he applied that aftershave came suddenly… earth to Burke. Earth to Burke! The man is speaking.

      She shrugged. Why not?

      “I have a proposition for you.” Ha. Now they’d stopped whining and were fist-pumping, yes!

      No, she thought, gritting her teeth.

      “Wait, you haven’t heard me out,” he said, frowning.

      Great, she’d spoken out loud. “I’m sorry, I was…had my mind on something else.” Like the way he filled out that t-shirt. The cut of his torso, the way those muscles bunched at the slightest of movements, how that gleaming black hair would feel falling over her hands. . .

      “Hear me out, please. I need a female officer for a BE day.”

      Oh, right, some kind of kinky sex game where he’d “be” the bad “Merc” and she’d “be” the one with the handcuffs.

      He smiled, watching her thoughts move across her features as that scene presented itself.  “Officer, you’ve got a dirty mind.”

      She wasn’t usually so readable. She scowled at him. “Larue, I don’t have all day. Get to your point.”

      “Luc,” he reminded. “Okay, I’m serious. There’s a group of kids I’m presenting a program to Saturday afternoon. My expert for Saturday had to back out due to his wife going into labor early with twins.”

      “You’re not by any chance talking about Detective Dunbar?”

      “Yeah. So you know Tony. He’s done it for me the last couple of times. He’s always a hit with the young ladies.”

      “He would be.” Tony Dunbar was an Italian charmer with five daughters and six sisters. “He’s charmed some of the most intractable suspects into confessing. What exactly is it, Larue?”

      “Saturday is what we call B.E. day at LTF—that’s Larue Teens Forward, the old gym turned teen center.” Del had heard of the teen center, and—she couldn’t help it—the report about possible deviant behavior at the martial arts studio crept into her mind.

      “It’s a pretty big deal. Some of the kids bring friends who are interested in seeing what the group is about. We have experts in different fields in weekend casual clothing answering questions about what they do.”

      “Like a career day?”

      “Like that, but many of these kids were cast aside, expelled or otherwise fell through the cracks of society. We work to bring them back on their own terms into a stable and safe environment through mentoring.”

      Damn, if she didn’t watch it, she’d fall for this guy. And he was so not her type. But they were at it again, aww, yes, he is, he’s-our-type—Del ignored them. “So, what would I do? I don’t have much psychology backg⁠—”

      “No, no. Just show up in your weekend clothes and if someone wants to know more about what you do or why you became a cop, you just share your story, answer questions about the job, and maybe steer someone away from some of those misconceptions and negative stereotypes about law enforcement. I think it would be good to have a lady cop. Get the young men asking questions for a change.” He grinned.

      Please, nothing from the spectators. She was having enough trouble resisting this guy’s potent charm. Was it a façade or was he the real thing?

      “I don’t know.” She wanted to do a bit more research into those reports in his file.

      “Hey, I understand if you have plans. Why don’t you talk to Tony and let me know tomorrow. If you’re going to ditch on me though I have to find somebody else.” He handed her another card.

      “I’ll think about it,” Del said.

      “I’d appreciate it if you’d more than think about it. Talk to Tony.” He winked at her and all those voices collapsed in a dead faint. Then he gave her a little salute and disappeared through her door.

      After he’d gone, she flipped his card around with her fingers. It said, Larue Enterprises. His logo was impressive. “Challenge, as necessary as the air we breathe.”

      The man had to have a triple load of testosterone. With that background and a job in private security he’d probably turn out to be an overbearing chauvinist with violent authoritarian tendencies. She’d be crazy to get any more involved with him. Hoo wee! . . . did you say involved? Yay!

      She clamped down on her wayward thoughts and hit the intercom. “Gail, get me Tony Dunbar’s cell.”

      It wouldn’t be the first time she did something crazy.
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      “Luc, take your sword hilt with your left hand. Now grip it so the camera sees the back of your fist.” Luc moved his left hand as instructed, feeling the model in his arms shift so she could rub her leg against his groin.

      “Quit, Mercy,” he gritted through a false smile. He twisted her hair more than necessary to make his point.

      “That’s good, Luc. Mercy, bend back like he’s using your hair to have his way with you. It’s a war of wills.”

      “It is that,” Luc muttered. Every once in a while you came across a real prima donna. That was Mercy Love. Even her fake name suited her, perfect for her porn star background. When they weren’t in front of the camera, he had to avoid her completely to keep her from putting her hands on him. How she always managed to do just that during the shoot without the camera catching it amazed him. Even now her left hand was sliding down the back of the kilt—“Mercy,” he grumbled, knowing he’d lost his smile.

      “Stop, stop,” Roger complained. “Take a break. Luc, I need you to hold your pose longer. We’ll start again in ten.”

      Luc ran his hand through his hair. He’d be glad when this shoot was over. He clomped down the hallway in the heavy boots to his dressing room.

      “Lu-uc,” Mercy whined, “we could practice during the break.” The damn woman had followed him to the wardrobe room. He sighed. This particular shoot had taken twice as long as others for Roger. He didn’t want the photographer thinking he couldn’t do the job. He was afraid it was going to come to embarrass her—if that was even possible. Who would believe him if he said he didn’t want the attention of a woman with Mercy’s looks and sex appeal?

      Mercy’s antics were getting to him more today. And it was Delilah Burke’s fault. Delilah. Her name suited her. He’d only gotten a hint of her beauty in that uniform, but…

      “Damn it, Mercy.” He’d been trying to unlock the wardrobe room door, but when the hall emptied, she’d twined her arms around his neck from behind and pushed herself against him, rubbing his back with her hard…fake…breasts. With his cheek pressed against the door, he ran through his options.

      Luc knew enough women that some might consider him an expert. He appreciated and respected them too much to ever use force against one. But Mercy Love was unlike any of the other women in his life and he was getting desperate. She had him in an awkward position and she knew it. If she persisted, the only way he’d be able to get her off of him was to toss her against the opposite wall. Then she’d make a scene and accuse him of using his superior strength and size to assault her. He’d heard about her from a friend over at Victor Films. She was trouble. This would be his last shoot with her if he had anything to say about it. “If you don’t leave me be…”

      “Oh, shut up, Luc. You’ve been making eyes at me, rubbin’ that hard body against mine. I know you want this.” Her hand moved down to cup his groin.

      He reached down and grabbed her wrist. “Enough." His voice was harsh. "I mean it.”

      She ignored him, grinding her pelvis against his butt. “Oooh, the big man wants me to beg. Pleeaase, Luc. I can have you begging for it in just ten minutes. Give me a chance, please,” her voice whined, and her other hand roamed.

      This bitch was too much. “I’m. Not. Interested.” He spun her around and crossed his arms over her chest, his only option, but he was stronger than her; he should be able to end this somehow.

      “Uh, excuse me. Do you know where I might find Luc Larue?”

      Luc stilled. But Mercy was good on the fly. She jerked a hand free and then it was in his hair. “Luc, honey. I know you want me bad, but a ten-minute break just isn’t enough time to do a girl justice. Let me go freshen up and we’ll take this up after the shoot.”

      Luc released her wrist, and all five-nine of lusciousness slithered away. Like a snake in Regency clothing.

      Delilah Burke stood in the hallway in her cop uniform staring first at the woman flouncing away and humming. Then she turned raised brows toward him.

      “Well. That was certainly…”

      “Shocking?” Luc asked, resigned.

      “Entertaining,” she said.

      “Embarrassing,” he said.

      She raised one eyebrow. “I’m not embarrassed.”

      It was a good thing Del had decided to pop in at the studio to assuage that niggling sense that something wasn’t as it seemed. The sense she’d had since encountering Luc Larue in the convenience store the day before. Oh, he’d seemed like a great guy. Who wanted her to take part in a good cause. Making her think he was some kind of standup citizen and hero type. Yeah, it was a good thing, because her cop instincts had been right. He was some kind of actor slash Lothario who couldn’t seem to keep his hands off a woman for even ten minutes if what she’d overheard was true.

      She’d passed a bustling village of people. That was how it seemed when she’d peeked into some of the rooms and had seen a superhero standing next to a knight, and a young fairy princess who held on to a lamb, a real lamb. There were farmers, an FBI agent, a redhead dressed in an elaborate regency gown, her hair piled high on her head. A Robin Hood likeness had directed her to Larue’s dressing room as a mass of seamstresses descended on the room and all the actors began stripping.

      Del had turned on her heel and headed in the direction Robin Hood had pointed and come up short at the sight in front of her. Not realizing at first that the man with his arms wrapped tightly around the buxom dyed blonde was him, she’d listened as the woman had purred, wiggled her butt against him suggestively and tried to talk him out of “doing it” on their break. Hmm.

      “It’s not what it looks like,” Larue said, walking toward her, palms out in earnest.

      Her eyes widened. She didn’t know how she’d missed it, but now his attire was in full view. Luc Larue was dressed in a kilt with a sword at his hip. And, oh man, she’d just thought his body looked taut in a t-shirt. Wait, forget that. He’d been about to get it on with a woman in a hallway, those strong biceps wrapping her up, the tented kilt showing his statement for a lie.

      “What do you think it looked like? It’s none of my business, actually. I just came to return this to you.” Del held out his fake knife. And she had planned to accept his invitation to Saturday’s event, but much as she wanted to be unaffected by the little scenario she’d just witnessed, she found she was disappointed. Very disappointed. She was usually a much better judge of character.

      “What—you won’t even hear me out? Is that what cops do? Just take things at face value—or investigate? Go ahead. Ask me anything about what you just saw. I’ll tell you the truth.” His open frustrated expression gave her pause. He reminded her of someone, but who?

      Del thought about it. He was right. She wasn’t usually one who rushed to judgment. Yesterday, she’d taken him for a perp and now… of course, if he’d been straight with her then about his job, “I thought you were in security.”

      He rolled his eyes, then closed them briefly, as if he’d known that was going to come back to bite him. “No, I sort let you come to that conclusion on your own. And I have done some private security work.”

      “When you’re not playing dress-up and having sex in hallways,” she countered.

      “I was not⁠—”

      “You seemed to be…” she aimed a stare in the direction of little Luc, “enjoying the encounter. She certainly seemed to be enjoying your advances.”

      His face flushed and his jaw clenched, “Her advances. Only a dead man could remain unaffected by that… sexual predator’s tactics. If you hadn’t arrived, I don’t know what I would have done. I have to work with her on this shoot, but after today, it’s over.”

      He turned, paced. “All she has to do is cry ‘Wolf’ and who gets blamed? Even you fell for it.” He ran his hand through the ebony locks.

      Okay, back up, Del. “What happened?”

      He raised one big hand to his neck and shook his head. “Look, I’m a big boy. I can handle it. I’ll just go to the boss and I won’t have to work with her again.”

      Del believed him. His frustration was just too real. And if there was one thing she was good at, it was sniffing out lies. Luc was shooting straight; she’d bet her badge on it. When she’d realized it was he standing there in the hallway and had experienced that sense of disappointment, it was because he’d impressed her as…dependable.

      “So, what do you do? Jed will be disappointed to find out you’re not a stunt double.” She eyed him from foot to head. “You aren’t are you? I mean…”

      “No. I’m. . . a cover model.” This was said not with embarrassment but a bit hesitantly.

      “Pardon me?” Del grinned. “Like on those romance covers with the hot, um…”

      Now Luc grinned. “Yeah. Like that.” To make his point, he made a motion with his hands holding them out to let her take in his wardrobe. “Like the look?”

      She rolled her eyes.

      He stepped closer so she could see the concern in the viridian depths. “I’m really glad you showed up. I was running out of options.”

      “What was your next move?” She smiled.

      He didn’t.

      “I really don’t know.”

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Luc didn’t know why it mattered so much that this woman believed him, but it did. “Look, I know things looked bad when you walked in, but I hope you haven’t changed your mind about coming Saturday.”

      “How do you know I even considered it?” The effort he put into not smiling said it all. “Tony.”

      He shrugged. “So, you were planning to come?”

      She shook her head, and he thought he might still convince her. “I’ll make it worth your while. How about dinner at La Maison?”

      “With you?”

      “Well, yeah. I like good food as well as the next guy. Oh, you mean, oh, I didn’t think—if you have a boyfriend…geez, I’m stumbling around like an idiot here. Help.”

      She laughed. “Okay. But you have to wear what you’re wearing now to dinner.”

      “Hell no.”

      “Okay…”

      “Wait, you’re kidding, right?”

      She gave him a long, cop stare, cool, assessing, then bent over laughing. “Kidding. Though I do like the look. Maybe another time.”

      Relief ran through Luc’s limbs like the release of tension after a successful night raid. He hadn’t realized how badly he’d wanted Delilah to… how badly he wanted her.

      “I better get back to work,” Delilah said.

      “Me, too. But first I need to go have a talk with Mercy. I’m going to give her one chance to back off before I take it to Buffy.”

      “Well, if it becomes a problem, the law can help,” Del said. “Sexual harassment is an issue I’ve been trained to deal with. Don’t think you’re the lone ranger in this situation. Polite men of a certain—appeal shall we say—are often targeted by women who take advantage of the man’s unwillingness to force them to back off, then turn the tables and accuse them of assault or worse. Usually the problem is worse for the man because the assumption is he had the strength and power, and historically… well, you get my drift. Call me if she doesn’t get the point after your boss talks to her.”

      That wasn’t encouraging. She was assuming Mercy would ignore his demands, but he didn’t want to involve Del in the thing with Mercy. “Sure. I’ll see you Saturday. 11:30 at LTF.”

      “I’ll be there,” Del said and strolled off almost as if she had a baton twirling in her hand. She was such…a cop. And he was just standing there with a goofy look on his face.

      When he turned back around, Mercy was watching him from the door of his dressing room. She seriously creeped him out.

      “Hey, hot shot. I just came to tell you the director wants us back at the set.”

      “Fine. But this time, keep your hands to yourself.” As if he’d been speaking into an 80 mph wind, she reached over and ran her index finger down his chest until his hand captured hers.

      “We’ll see how long you can hold out,” she said as she stalked away, like a cat.

      A man-eating one.
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