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	The Runaway Rock Star


	Summary


	 


	An infamous bad-boy rocker falls for a small-town girl who has no idea who he is. Considering his reputation, that’s probably a good thing.


	 


	After his latest escapade splashes across the tabloids, Grammy-winning bad-boy Liam Blackwell questions his own choices. He alters his appearance, hits the road and drives until hunger forces him to stop at The Wagon Wheel. Mesmerized by the pretty bartender, he lingers and, with each passing moment, staying becomes easier to imagine. But he doesn’t do relationships and Emma isn’t a one-night kind of girl. And when this small-town girl learns all about his big city life, wouldn’t she dump him anyway?  


	When a stranger walks into The Wagon Wheel wearing leather and a sexy grin, Emma Taylor is instantly drawn to him. But raising a child alone is hard enough at twenty-one without adding his kind of trouble into the mix. Though Emma sees more in Liam beyond the bruised knuckles and tattoos, she can’t risk temptation again or allow herself to hope for love, because when he inevitably blows out of town, he’ll just be another guy who broke her heart. 
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Chapter One


	Liam


	 


	I burst into my Hollywood Hills mansion, slamming the garage door behind me. Red-hot fury wrapped itself around my brain like tentacles as I drove my fist into the drywall. White chunks skittered along the wall and settled on the dark maple floors.


	“Damn you, Faith!” I clenched my throbbing fist and stumbled to the bathroom. At that moment, I hated my older sister more than anyone else in the entire universe. 


	I rooted through the drawers for my clippers. Anger festering into a frenzied rage, I set the length for number five and sheared strips across my scalp until dark brown hair littered the floor. Then I decimated my trademark goatee. 


	Since I’d graduated high school six years ago and decided to skip college to pursue a music career—much to my stepfather’s disappointment—I’d always had long hair and hadn’t exposed my chin in ages. Totally worked for my rocker image and the girls seemed to love it. Right now though, I wasn’t in the market for a hookup and couldn’t risk the tabloid attention. I just needed to slip past my gates unrecognized. 


	After cramming enough clothes into a suitcase to get me through the next week or so, I locked up. Inside the garage, I stalked past the Audi R8 and the Viper, then halted in front of my newest acquisition: a fully restored 1968 Shelby Cobra convertible. I’d been too busy touring to test-drive it, and only my manager knew I’d bought it. Which meant no one would be expecting me to be in it. 


	Least of all my sister. The mere thought of her made acid rise up into my throat, and I white-knuckled the steering wheel. I needed to put some miles between me and Los Angeles, take some time to think. Preferably without the photographers all over me. For just a few days, I’d have privacy to lick my wounds.


	I used to crave media attention—until my sister Faith turned it into a problem. 


	Late autumn’s frigid fog wove through the streets like spider webs as I rolled my car through the gate, checked both directions for paparazzi, and cut out onto the street. All good.  A couple of blocks later, I stopped for a red light, stared down at my raw, bruised knuckles, and winced. Smashing my fist into the wall wasn’t the smartest thing I’d ever done. Then again, neither was providing the perfect photo op last night. 


	The green sign overhead pointed the way to the freeway entrance; time to figure out which way to go. Heading south toward San Diego might lead to Tijuana. I didn’t need that kind of temptation while Faith was still pissed at me. I couldn’t go west since that would dead-end at the Pacific Ocean. No doubt Las Vegas would also be a big mistake, which meant I wouldn’t be traveling east either. 


	Full Throttle had had a gig in Reno about four years ago before we got signed, when we were desperate enough to drive six hours to play our music for anyone who’d listen. Maybe I’d end up in Lake Tahoe or something. Enjoy the fresh air and mountains until this crap with Faith blew over. 


	I cruised onto the 101 freeway north, a dull ache welling in my chest. The last thing I wanted to do was leave my nephew Xander. Since the moment he’d come into the world, I’d been hooked. I’d already been away on tour for three months straight without seeing him. I’d missed the little guy so much that I’d taken an earlier flight home because I didn’t want to wait another day. He was the reason I’d woken extra early this morning and sped over to Faith’s.


	But she’d made it clear I wouldn’t be hanging out with him anytime soon. If I stuck close and waited until she came around, I’d go nuts knowing Xander was only miles away and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it. So what was the point in staying?


	I drove for hours, passing deserts, forests, and lakes, and the farther north I went, the longer the stretches between cities. Since I had nothing better to do and no place to be, I pulled over occasionally for a quick hike or to sit by the edge of a lake and relax to the gentle ripples of ducks swimming. 


	Mile by mile, the tension eased from my limbs. The hollow in my chest gradually filled with images of the mountains, the scent of pine, and crisp country air. Yeah, getting away had been a good idea.


	By the time I took the exit into Gardnerville hours later for a bite to eat, the sun had dipped low behind the Sierra Nevada. The tallest building in the small town was five stories high, and the streetlights ended abruptly a couple of miles ahead, opening up to a residential neighborhood. 


	I hoped they had a real restaurant. After eating drive-thru on the road all day, I’d reached my limit of crap food. 


	I slowed the Shelby toward a huge rustic building that could’ve been mistaken for a log cabin if not for the neon in the windows and the sign over the roof that said The Wagon Wheel Saloon. As I veered into the gravel parking lot, the people inside came into view. They were eating at tables, milling about, or at the bar waiting for a drink. Looked promising. 


	Climbing out of the car, I plucked my leather jacket from the seat and stepped into the chilly fall air toward the entrance. I inhaled the familiar scent of smoke and beer, along with fried chicken, and I picked up my pace, barreling through the door. I’d missed these kinds of bars since I’d begun playing at bigger venues.


	Peanut shells crunched beneath my boots as I approached a slender podium to the left of the entrance. I scanned the large room, noting the dim lighting beneath the high ceilings, the shuffleboard near the jukebox, and washed-out black-and-white photographs hanging on wood-paneled walls alongside old tin ad signs. And judging by the skinny redheaded guy singing on stage without a band, it was karaoke night. 


	I stopped to check in with a petite brunette who greeted me with a friendly smile as she took a menu from a slot on the podium. 


	“One?” she asked.


	I paused, half expecting her to recognize me. But like everyone else along the road so far, she didn’t. “Yes, please.”


	She cast a quick glance over her shoulder for available seating. “Probably a ten-minute wait for a table, or you can sit at the bar and order right away.”


	I wanted to eat sooner rather than later and didn’t need a whole table to myself. “Bar’s fine. Thanks.” 


	I took the offered menu and, avoiding eye contact with anyone, claimed the last stool on the end against the far wall. The opening to the bar was on my other side, which meant no one would be sitting next to me and I wouldn't be trapped in conversation. This position also gave most of the restaurant occupants a great view of the back of my head. I wouldn’t be recognized that way.


	“What can I get you?” A cute blonde with soft brown eyes crinkled her brows, and a small square napkin skimmed the bar top and landed in front of me.


	The thought of having even one beer smothered me with guilt. Faith certainly wouldn’t approve. But she wasn’t around, and no one here knew me. “Whatever you have on draft is fine.”


	“Coming right up.” She spun, giving me her profile, and reached down for a cold glass, then positioned it under a spout. As she raised an arm to grip the lever, skin peeked out from under the red halter top. She had a flat, firm belly and a trim waist but still had enough shape where she needed it. I liked how the miniskirt showed off her curves. And from where I sat, I easily got lost in her every move. Not that I planned to spend the whole time leering. 


	Slanting toward me and giving me a stunning eyeful of creamy skin and the edge of the pink lace of her bra, she set a full glass in front of me. She noted the menu still in my hand and said, “Be right back.” 


	She twisted around, and her straight gold hair swished past her shoulders as she sashayed down the bar. She served the next drink, and I got a perfect view of her legs. Damn, they were nice. Something to contemplate rather than fuming over my sister’s judgy rant earlier.


	Despite the blonde’s rockin’ body, she managed to give off a girl-next-door vibe. Tempting—if I went for girls who were barely old enough to drink. 


	Oh, who was I kidding? So long as they were over eighteen, I’d never cared.


	I swiped my temple with my knuckle and caught a bead of sweat. The heat in this place explained why the bartender wore so little. I shrugged off my leather, slipped off the stool and covered it with my jacket. Seated again, I unconsciously located the bartender. 


	As she poured a Jägermeister into a shot glass, she chatted up a tall, lanky guy with a mustache. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but she beamed and desire ignited in my gut. I wanted to be the one causing her eyes to sparkle that way. 


	 My stomach growled again, so I willed my focus back to the menu. When something brushed my shoulder, I craned my neck to see a cop standing next to me.


	“Hey, Emma, can I get a coffee?” he asked her. 


	Cop. Great. They were trained to spot anything suspicious. For instance, people who were trying to hide their identity. I hunched over and sipped from my glass. 


	Emma returned with a steaming mug and slid it past me across the bar. “How’s Maggie?”


	“Beautiful as ever.”


	She grinned. “And India?”


	His eyes lit up. “Said her first word yesterday.”


	She gave a wistful sigh. “That’s the cutest age. Give her a kiss for me.”


	“I will.” He drifted away with his drink.


	Emma leaned a hip against the liquor shelf, one side of her mouth lifting. “Don’t worry, you slid under his radar.” She pivoted and sailed down the aisle, checking glasses to see who needed a refill.


	The cop hadn’t noticed my clumsy attempt at hiding, but she had. And I couldn’t give her an excuse now because she was already in a conversation with a woman farther down the bar. I twitched and squashed the urge to enlighten her. I reminded myself I’d be gone soon and it didn’t matter what she thought of me.


	My gaze fixed on Emma’s legs again, then her hips, and as she rotated to get a bottle from a shelf behind her, my eyes clung to her butt. I’d been wrong about her being cute. She was gorgeous. Every inch of her.


	She cleared her throat, and I realized I’d been staring at her boobs, my mouth parted. Yep, leering. Great. Thankfully, I’d be well fed soon and on the road again.


	My phone vibrated, and I reached into my pocket to glance at the text.


	I’m sorry. Come over tonight and we’ll talk.


	My muscles went rigid, undoing all the effort I’d put toward lightening my mental load. What did Faith want to talk about anyway? I knew my sister too well; she thought things through before speaking. Even if she was open to talking it out, that didn’t mean she would change her mind about allowing me anywhere near Xander. I paid his preschool tuition, but apparently that didn’t give me the right to spend my vacation with him. 


	Can’t. Out of town. Will contact you when I get back, I replied.


	When?


	I don’t know. Maybe getting some food into my belly would dull the fury. 


	Maybe not. 


	Okay, I had to admit Faith wasn’t completely wrong. I should’ve stopped drinking last night when I couldn’t count how many tequila shots I’d had. But someone had handed me another, and I forgot to care. I’d been licking salt off the neck of a half-dressed girl when a camera flashed and the moment had been immortalized. 


	Yeah, being caught bleary-eyed and wasted wasn’t my finest hour. 


	But my sister wasn’t exactly a nun or anything. She’d done her fair share of drinking. In fact, she’d turned twenty-one two years before me and had bought beer for my friends and me. So who the hell was she to monitor my behavior or keep me from my nephew?


	Just like I’d promised, I’d shown up early that morning, and my sister didn’t even invite me in. All I could see through the door was her dark pixie-cut hair and part of a toned shoulder.  She’d thrust the lit screen of her cell at me, displaying a picture from yesterday’s binge. Then, as if she hadn’t already made her point, she held up last week’s issue of Exposed! and suggested I take a break from her kid. Hadn’t I been doing that while I’d been away on tour? 


	Damn it. For weeks I’d looked forward to spending the next month with my nephew before rehearsals started up for our second CD. And because of a stupid photo in some gossip rag, Faith had changed her mind. Granted, this morning’s news piece didn’t help my case. But so what? I wasn’t hurting anyone.


	She’d even had the balls to ask, “If you had a son, would you want him to grow up to be like you?” 


	“Oh, you mean would I want him to follow his dream and be successful? Hell, yeah,” I’d barked.


	 “So it’s fine to do time? You’d have no problem with him making a court appearance or two?” Faith folded her arms over her chest, scowling up at me.


	“I was exonerated.” I frowned, wondering why she was blowing a series of tiny incidents way out of proportion. “Why are you dredging up ancient history?”


	“It was only two months ago, Liam.” Faith blew a few strands of spiky bangs from her eyes and lifted her chin. “If you hadn’t made bad choices and been playing around with morons, you wouldn’t have been arrested in the first place.”


	“Who cares? No harm done and we got free publicity.” I blew out a frustrated breath. “That translates into sales.”


	“I know how it works. The problem is that you’re setting an example for millions of kids, including mine. Xander’s three now, so he’s processing information differently and asking questions. He looks up to you. One day he’s going to be able to read the tabloids, and I don’t want him to think it’s cool to beat up a homeless guy because you did it.” 


	“Faith, that wasn’t me!” I gritted my teeth. “It was Theo. And the homeless guy started it.” Granted, my bandmate enjoyed beating on things besides his drums. But the homeless guy did swing first.


	“You keep making headlines, yet somehow it’s never your fault.” She reached behind the door where I couldn’t see—since I was still stuck on her front porch—and produced another magazine that read “Saint Nick Spreading Fear to the Less Fortunate.”


	God, I hated that nickname. I’d decided early in my music career not to use my legal name, Liam Nicholas Blackwell, figuring the day might come when I’d want some privacy. For the stage, I had shortened it to Nick Black. Our lead guitarist, Sebastian, was always ribbing me for not partaking in all their misadventures—something which my sister didn’t seem to be aware of at all. They’d dubbed me “Saint Nick,” and the media had a little too much fun demonstrating why the nickname was such a joke.  


	She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Theo fights as well as you. He could’ve easily dodged the guy and nobody would’ve gotten hurt, but he had to show off. And you went along with it like you always do.” 


	I had no idea what crawled up my sister’s ass, but I sure wished it would crawl back down. “Always? You know half those stories aren’t true.” 


	Her voice held a hard edge. “It’s the other half I’m worried about.”


	“Faith—”


	“Please don’t tell me this is the best you can do.” She pressed her lips into a flat line while she paused. “How about expecting more from your friends, demanding that they be better? Maybe speak up when they get out of hand and you won’t be guilty by association.”


	“Faith, c’mon.” I groaned. “Why are you making such a big deal about this?” And why now, when I had plans with Xander?


	“Because you’re better than this.” She expelled a breath then squeezed her eyes shut before her next cheap shot. “Because I want my little brother back, the way you used to be.”


	I scoffed, remembering the old me who had to scrounge for loose change just to buy a pad of paper to jot down lyrics. “Oh, you mean when I was poor?”


	 “You know that’s not what I mean. I love your music and people are willing to pay a lot of money to hear you sing it. I’m thrilled for you. My issue is with how you’re handling this new fame. And I can’t have Xander subjected to that lifestyle.” She’d shook her head as if I was a huge disappointment, then followed it up with, “Maybe this will give you some time to reflect, think about where you’re going in life and the kind of person you want to be.” 


	And then she’d closed the door in my face.


	I needed to reflect, huh? Think about who I wanted to be? I was twenty-four years old with a gold record, a Grammy win for Best Rock Album, and more money than I could spend. I was able to give her and Xander anything they needed and more, yet she was worried about a picture of me on the cover of some rag? 


	It had taken all my strength not to beat down the door and shout at her. I’d burned rubber to get home and ground my teeth the entire drive. The only thought in my head was to get the hell out of town, be someone else for a while. Just vanish. 


	And I’d be back on the road again, on my way to deeper anonymity, as soon as I got some food in me.


	As I took another sip from my glass, I flinched at a shrill scream and liquid sloshed out the top of my mug. I wiped the drops of beer off my cheek and whirled around, searching for the crazed Full Throttle fan I’d need to dodge. 


	A tall blond guy wearing a yellow shirt that read The Wagon Wheel Saloon Staff hovered near the stage. By the size of him, I guessed he was a bouncer. When I saw a girl to his left jumping up and down in front of another girl—oblivious to my existence—I realized my cover hadn’t been blown. I commanded my muscles to unwind, and they complied.


	Emma bent over the bar toward me, and I struggled to keep my gaze above her neck. “I didn’t peg you for the type who scared easily.” 


	Now I came off as if I was afraid of squealing women. Great. The urge consumed me to prove to Emma that very little scared me. Certainly not her. And I definitely didn’t hate the idea of hanging around overnight to show her a few other things, like how I’d explore every  inch of that incredible body. “Startled me is all. Didn’t expect it to be so noisy.” 


	Her gaze swept the room, then met mine again, her brow lifting. “In a place this busy?” 


	Good point. I nodded toward a customer several stools away. “He needs another drink.”


	She waited a beat, her eyes riveting to my arm. “Well, if you decide you want a change of atmosphere, there’s a biker bar a couple of miles up.” 


	Okay, so she wasn’t into me. Whatever. “Once I’ve eaten, I’m gone.” 


	She gave me one last glance, then moved to the white-haired guy on the next stool over. “Doing all right, Frank? Can I get you another?”


	I examined the menu again but got distracted by my knuckles in my peripheral vision. They were still bloody from punching the wall earlier. Blood, tattoos, paranoia around the cops, and jumpy in general. She probably thought I was some kind of thug. Now her biker-bar recommendation made sense. 


	My eyes fixed on her backside again, and I forced myself to stop gawking. I’d left Hollywood to escape for a few days and figure out how to get Xander back into my life, not get mesmerized by a pretty blonde with spectacular legs. I needed to eat and get the hell out of there.


	 


	~~~


	 









Chapter Two



	Emma


	 


	I scolded my stomach for fluttering over a customer, especially someone who looked that dangerous and was just passing through anyway. What was it about a hot man in leather and tattoos that made me all squishy inside? From his strong, square jaw and clear, smooth skin to his deep green eyes and straight nose, he was stunning. All six-feet-something of him. Standing probably nine inches taller than me, he didn’t have an ounce of fat around those sinewy arms. If it weren’t for the scar lying vertically over his left eyebrow, he’d be damn near perfect. 


	And then there was his cocky, I-know-you-want-me attitude that reeled women in. I’d fallen for that type before. No way did I intend to repeat that mistake. I’d vowed to hold out for a good man who treated me with respect, not get sucked in by a pair of pretty green eyes and a wicked smile.


	Actually, scratch that. I didn’t want my head filled with any guy. Not right now. I had a degree to get, a car to save up for, and a child to raise. Right now, squeaking an extra hour out of my day, much less a whole evening for a date, was near impossible. A man would only derail me. Especially an extremely jumpy bad boy. This one was pure trouble.


	But, Lord, he sure was pretty. When he’d first walked through the door, I couldn’t help but take note of his black motorcycle boots and muscular thighs clad in faded jeans.  His super-short dark brown hair emphasized his strong jaw, and the snug black T-shirt showed off wide shoulders and a flat abdomen. Oh, yeah, I’d noticed him.


	Hot.


	That particular kind of hot was dangerous though. My taste had been flawed with every guy I’d ever dated, and until I could trust my own judgment, men were off limits. Especially this one. There was something about the stranger, the way he’d slid into the corner and kept to himself. He’d been a little twitchy, which made me wonder if he was running from something. Too bad my attempt to get rid of him hadn’t worked. I consoled myself with his promise to leave soon.


	While I waited to hear if Frank wanted a refill, I convinced my eyes not to stray to the bad boy just a few feet away.


	“Hey, Emma,” Frank began as he twirled the glass in his hands. “You know, we should go out for a drink sometime.”


	Considering he was probably twenty-five years my senior and wore a wedding ring, the last thing I’d expected from him was a pickup line. I gave him my most innocent smile. “Yeah, we should hang out. I’ve been wanting to meet your wife.” I laid on the sugar. “You should bring the kids too.” 


	The beautiful stranger at the end of the bar chuckled, and my pulse accelerated. Damn it. The last thing I wanted was to attract his attention. And, God, the way he’d been watching me earlier made me want to yank him into the storage closet and get tangled up in him. 


	“What can I get you?” I asked a small group who had just arrived. 


	For the next few minutes, I resolved to concentrate on taking orders, making up drinks, and collecting payments. That’s it. No sneaking glimpses of the pretty stranger. But when I swung around to add a bill to the tip jar, my eyes betrayed me. Rather than let on how intensely aware I was of him, I made my way to the end of the bar as if I’d been planning on going there anyway. I reached to take his menu. “Did you decide what you wanted?” 


	He slanted his head to one side, lips pursed as he contemplated my question. After a beat, he asked. “What’s good?” 


	“No matter what you have here, you won’t be disappointed.” I cringed when I realized how that sounded. I reined in my natural tendency to be friendly so he wouldn’t think I’d just flirted with him. 


	He eyed me a moment, and his lip twitched before saying, “Cheeseburger and fries, no onions.” 


	“Gotcha,” I said, my head bent as I scribbled on the order pad. 


	Breanna bellied up to the bar and set down her tray. “Emma, can I get eight tequilas for Smith Construction?” After a quick appraisal of the stranger, her eyes glinted. Though Breanna was particular about whom she dated, when she set her sights on a man, she usually got her way. I couldn’t blame her for targeting this one. “You’re new.”


	For someone acting like he didn’t want to be noticed, he sure was making a splash. I poured tequila into shot glasses, not even trying to smother the inclination to eavesdrop or peer up at them on the sly.


	His eyes traveled over her black wavy hair, took in her voluptuous figure, then landed on her full lips. “Yeah, fresh from LA.”


	I rolled my eyes and hustled to the kitchen to put in his order. I came back to find him and Breanna still chatting. I sensed an imminent hookup and wondered if he’d give her his number or stay until she finished her shift. My stomach pinched, and I reminded myself I didn’t plan on dating him. Unable to resist though, I snuck frequent glances at them as I poured another drink.


	“What brings you to town?” Breanna asked as I set out eight glasses for the tequilas.


	Somehow managing to snap himself out of his boob-induced trance, he switched his attention to the drink in front of him. “Had to stop for food.”


	Breanna tossed her hair over her shoulder. “On your way to…?”


	“Don’t know yet. Might head to Lake Tahoe for a few days, or maybe I’ll keep going and land in Oregon. Or I could cut east and head to Montana.”


	I finished pouring all eight shots in time to see her shoot him a flirty smile as she picked up her tray full of fresh drinks. “Let me know if you need any help deciding,” Breanna said.


	“I’ll do that.” He angled his neck, and his eyes followed her as she swished away, his cheek bunching up in a grin. But he didn’t make a move to go after her. Abruptly, his eyes met mine, catching me staring. 


	 My cheeks heated, and I circled around to check the clock. The kitchen would be closed soon, and everyone would fill up on drinks. And any minute, the after-dinner crowd would rush me, and help hadn’t yet arrived.


	My gaze cemented to the sexy stranger again, and I chastised myself for getting sucked in. Thankfully, he hadn’t seen me look this time. He was too busy on his phone. 


	A few minutes later, a ding sounded from the kitchen, and I slipped past him to retrieve his burger from the cook. I dropped it off in front of him, stifling the urge to peek over his shoulder and see who he was texting. Probably a girl.


	By the time I’d made my way down the bar, handling all the refills as I went, the line waiting for drinks was two-deep. Crap, where was Duke? He should’ve arrived a half hour ago. I couldn’t work the bar alone on a Friday night. 


	I hastily slid a glass toward another customer. As I pried a cap off a beer, I noticed the bar owner. “Jesus, Rocko, where is he? I’m dying back here.”


	His jaw tightened as he typed into his phone. “Can’t reach him.” As if willing a reply to appear, he stared down at his cell, his shaggy light-brown hair falling out of the baseball cap. 


	“What about Stephen? Can he fill in?” I asked, ringing up the cash register.


	“Already tried him.” Rocko glared at his phone. “Stephen’s out of town until Monday.”


	Rocko had recently inherited the restaurant only a few months ago and didn’t have a lot of experience running it. I didn’t want to order my boss around, but his lack of progress told me he needed a reminder of what was at stake. “I can’t keep this up all night. If you don’t want to be behind the bar with me, you need to find someone else.” I snatched a shaker and strainer for a martini, praying I’d get help soon.


	 


	~~~


	 









Chapter Three



	Liam


	 


	After devouring the last bite of my burger, I briefly considered pulling the flirty dark-haired waitress into my lap. Under normal circumstances, I would’ve just done it. A one-nighter with a pretty local wasn’t staying under the radar though, and I couldn’t risk my escapades ending up on TMZ. Not only that, my eyes wouldn’t stay off the blond bartender long enough to take any other girl too seriously. 


	The guy on the other side of the waitress was doing a little more than admiring. She swatted his hand, but instead of backing off, he smirked. 


	Disgusting. Not much pissed me off more than a guy who treated women like whores. I glanced around the room for the bouncer I’d seen earlier and spotted him by the stage talking to the bar owner. He was too far away to do anything about this guy, and I’d feel like an ass for summoning help when the idiot hadn’t done anything seriously pervy yet. 


	His eyes devoured her chest, and he raised his hand toward her cleavage. No time to wait for the bouncer. I nudged her aside, stretching up until I was eye to eye with him. “Touch her and lose a hand,” I growled.


	The guy glared at me, but I ignored him.


	“Thank you,” she mouthed, then dashed off.  


	“Who the hell are you?” he asked, rising off the bar stool. “Why don’t we finish this outside, shit chute?” 


	I twisted toward him, taking another swig of my beer while keeping my gaze locked on his. “I’m ready anytime you are.” Hopefully, I’d get to finish my drink first.


	He sneered. “Right now, sweetheart.”  


	If I got into it with this guy, I'd probably end up in jail. My cover would be blown, and the trip would be over. Definitely further from ever seeing Xander again. Faith’s words echoed through my head; I could handle myself without getting into a fight or hurting anyone. Still, backing down just wasn’t in me. 


	After a few seconds mulling over how to handle the perv, I was about to slam my palms on the bar and take him on. But he'd already assumed the worst. 


	“Chicken.” He snickered. 


	As I took a deep breath, prepared to kick his ass all the way to the exit, a pretty redhead greeted him with a warm hug. He draped an arm around her waist, and without another glance at me, they left the bar area. They huddled around the pool table, and I decided he’d probably be too busy with her the rest of the evening to mess with the waitress. Or me. 


	So far, my attempt at invisibility was an epic fail. And the longer I stayed, the more trouble would find me. I needed to pay my bill and get the hell out. No conversations. No brawls. No more admiring pretty girls. 


	When Emma bent toward a customer and her body became partially concealed by the cooler, I took a moment to scan the restaurant. The place had become even busier in the couple of minutes since I’d finished eating. More people crowded the entrance in hopes of getting a table, and I spotted several more waiting to give their order to Emma.


	“Can I get my check?” I asked as soon as she headed my way again. But she’d already peeled off when someone shouted their order and drowned me out. Resigning myself to a few more minutes there, I concentrated on the guy on stage who was doing a pretty decent job with a George Strait song. 


	The manager was hovering again, casting frequent glances at Emma who was mixing several drinks at a time. She slid a glass toward a waiting customer, then poured some red goop in another before tossing in a straw and handing it over. Dirty glasses piled up in front of me. If they didn’t get washed and put away soon, I wouldn’t be able to see Emma’s legs. That would be a damn shame.


	Whatever. It was time to go anyway.


	“How much do I owe you?” I yelled over the karaoke singer, but once again, Emma didn’t hear me.


	On the next stool over, a guy pounded his fist on the bar top. “Emma, get that tight little ass over here and bring me a beer. Right now, woman!” 


	What the hell? Apparently, that nearby stool was a magnet for jackasses. What was the deal with men who thought they had a right to be rude to women? I’d seen too many waitresses and bartenders get the worst of it—as if working in food service gave men license to treat them like prostitutes. Douche bags. 


	I looked toward the voice to see a huge redheaded guy with camouflage pants and a black tank top. I was six one, and this guy had more than a couple of inches on me. His size didn’t necessarily mean anything though. I could probably take him.


	When I’d hit my thirteenth birthday, my stepdad had decided it was time for me to man up and bought me jujitsu lessons. I hadn’t practiced as often as I’d wanted to since the record label signed me three years ago, but my black belt usually held up against most guys. 


	“Hold up, Bobby,” Emma shouted. “Got several people ahead of you.”


	“Get that lead out of your ass and take care of your customers. That’s all you gotta do, honey.”


	I shot off the stool. “Watch your tone with her or we’re going to have a problem.”


	“Who the hell are you?” He sprung off the stool and bumped my shoulder with his knuckles. “You sure you wanna do this with me, runt?”


	I wanted to beat this guy’s ass for being a douche, but I didn’t want to end up in jail because a couple of imbeciles frequented this place. I reined in my temper, muscling through the adrenaline rush that begged me to take this moron down.


	 “I got this,” Emma told me, then waited until she had the guy's attention. “You ever talk to me that way again, Bobby, and your days of drinking here are over. You got it?”


	Bobby’s jaws clenched. “You’re a bartender, and I’m a customer. Now get me my damn drink!”


	She lifted her chin. “No.”


	“I’m not gonna tell you again. Get me my goddamn drink, bitch!”


	Where was the damn bouncer when we needed him? A quick survey of the room told me he was probably in the bathroom. Taking in a deep breath, I laid a hand on Bobby’s shoulder. “Sit down and wait your turn or go somewhere else.”


	He shrugged off my hand and got up in my face. “Get out of my way, asswipe, before I hurt you.”


	“Last chance, buddy.” I moved my stool aside. Man, he was big. “Shut your hole, or I’ll shut it for you.” 


	With a meaty fist, he swiped the counter. Glasses exploded, shards flying in all directions.


	Ah, hell. 


	I intercepted his arm with one hand and maneuvered him into a headlock with the other. The stench of garage grease and stale beer stung my nose. Backing up, I dragged him struggling alongside me. The room grew silent as the karaoke singer on stage stopped singing and all movement in the place ceased. The crowd parted, and someone pushed the glass door open for us. 


	Just before I tossed Bobby onto the asphalt, I growled, “If I see you here again tonight, it’s because you’re apologizing to Emma.” And out he went, stumbling to the ground. 


	I shut the door and noticed several other guys flanking me. Bobby was grossly outnumbered, which led me to believe he’d go away and stay that way. Assuming he had half a brain, when the alcohol wore off, he’d come to his senses and see what an ass he was. Hopefully, he'd be embarrassed rather than attempt revenge on me. He might not be so easy to take down if he were sober. I wouldn’t be around anyway.
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