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      Jimmy

      The moment I step outside the MMA gym where I train as a professional fighter, I hear someone talking. I’m sweating like crazy from the workout my coach put me through, and my heart is pounding in my ears, but I recognize the voice.

      Enya.

      I could probably be blindfolded underwater and still know Enya’s voice when I hear it. I had a crush on the woman long before I ever met her, but since we started training together, my feelings have spiraled out of control. Not that she knows I exist, except as some kind of younger brother figure. Because that’s just my fucking luck.

      But I’ve never heard her like this. She sounds stressed. Unhappy. I hesitate by the corner of the building, not wanting to interrupt. Unfortunately, she’s standing between me and my car, which is parked in the lot adjoining Crown MMA—the premier facility for training professional MMA fighters in Las Vegas.

      “Please don’t,” she begs. “The last thing I need is to spend the weekend of Emma’s wedding trying to juggle five blind dates just so you guys can settle a bet. You know how much I hate when you set me up.”

      My jaw firms. This again. Enya previously mentioned her sister is trying to arrange a blind date for when she visits Wisconsin. The idea of her spending time with one man is bad enough, but five? If I have to sit on the sidelines while that happens, I’ll go fucking insane.

      “I don’t care if you think your guy is perfect for me. I’m asking you to drop this and make sure the others do too.”

      I wince. If there’s anything I hate, it’s Enya being distressed. I’ve been mulling over her blind date situation since she first told me about it. Maybe it’s time to man up and do something about my crush. I can’t continue this way forever.

      Straightening my shoulders, I round the corner and find Enya with one hand on her hip, the other pressing a phone to her ear. My insides tremble, but I march up to her and hold out a hand. “Give me the phone.”

      She shakes her head and tries to wave me away.

      “Please,” I persist.

      She cocks her head. “Hang on a sec, Kels.”

      She passes me the phone.

      I raise it to my ear. “Enya will call you back in a moment.”

      Then I hang up.

      Enya’s mouth drops open. “What the hell?” she demands. “That was my sister!”

      “I don’t care who it was. She was upsetting you.”

      “So you hung up on her?” She jabs me in the chest with a finger. “You can’t just do that.”

      I try to ignore the angry flash of her gorgeous brown eyes and the adorable tilt of her upturned nose. If I let myself stare at her, I’ll forget what I want to say, and that will get me nowhere fast. “You need a date for your sister’s wedding.”

      She rolls her eyes. “It seems I already have five of them. Have you decided to get on the bandwagon and set me up with one of your friends too?”

      “God no.” I shudder at the thought. “I’m offering myself as an alternative. Tell Kelsey that you can’t do any blind dates because you’re already bringing someone. Me.”

      For a long moment, she doesn’t respond and I think she’s considering the possibility. But then she laughs. Fucking laughs. Discomfort prickles across my skin, but I don’t rescind the offer. I’ve finally grown a set of balls, and I refuse to back down.

      “You can’t seriously want to spend an entire weekend with my crazy family just to save me from the awkwardness of a few blind dates.”

      I relax, relieved her laughter has nothing to do with me. I already know she’s a million miles out of my league, and I’d been scared she might tell me so to my face. Not that she’s cruel enough to do that, but fear isn’t always logical. I cross my arms and give her a look. “Can and do. It’s win-win. You get to avoid a fuckton of awkwardness and I get a trip to Wisconsin.”

      She scoffs. “Yeah, because Wisconsin is everybody’s idea of a great holiday destination.”

      I shrug. “Could be worse. I’ve never been before.”

      In fact, I’ve never been out of Nevada, but I don’t feel like admitting that. She’s competed in Europe, Australia, and the United Kingdom. Compared to her, I’ve led a very sheltered life.

      “You know my family live on a farm, right?” She sounds skeptical. “And they’re crazy. Did I mention that part already?”

      The grin I’m trying to hide surfaces. “You did.”

      She frowns. “You want to spend a weekend on a farm in Wisconsin with a bunch of people you don’t know who will interrogate you mercilessly?”

      As long as I’m with her, I’ll happily do anything. But if I tell her that, she’ll freak out. So I give her the simple answer. “Yep. That’s right. Glad you understand.”

      She searches my gaze, and I think she might turn me down, but then she gives a faint nod and holds out a hand. “Can I have my phone back?”
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      Enya

      I’m tempted to take Jimmy up on his offer. It would save me a lot of awkwardness. I’m very tempted. But as he lays my phone on my palm, I don’t immediately call Kelsey to let her know the news. Instead, I decide to give him one last chance to change his mind.

      “It’s sweet of you to offer, but I don’t think you know what you’re getting yourself into. You’ll regret your decision about two-point-five seconds after you arrive, and by then it will be too late to escape.”

      He doesn’t look away and gives no sign of reconsidering. “Whatever they throw at me, I can take it.”

      “You say that now.”

      “I won’t flake out on you.” He thrusts his chin forward, and everything about his stance screams of determination. I’ve got no idea why he’s so dead set on this, but in this moment, I truly believe he means what he says.

      I take a few seconds to appraise him. I’ve never thought of Jimmy as anything other than a training buddy. I make a point not to check out the guys I train with because it’s easier to stay focused if I think of them as totally nonsexual entities. But I suppose I’ve known him for a few months now and never stopped to really see him.

      He’s lean, on the tall side of average, and has hooded blue eyes that seem to see right through me. They’re unnerving. His dirty-blond hair is tied at the nape of his neck, and it’s even longer than mine. He looks like any other fighter in his early twenties, except for the lack of tattoos. As far as I can tell, he has virgin skin, which makes him an oddity in our line of work. An oddity like me. It’s not that I’ve never thought of getting a tattoo, but my sponsors like the girl-next-door look, and if I started getting ink, it would mess with that image. Considering they’re responsible for a large portion of my livelihood, I go along with it. I won’t be a fighter forever, and if I want tattoos down the track, it’s never too late. Hell, my grandma just had a butterfly tattooed on her arm.

      I cock my head. Jimmy is cute. He’s also fun and dedicated to MMA. It’s not beyond the realm of possibility that we’d be together. If I bring him along as my date, my family probably won’t think anything of it. But then, there is that one thing….

      “I’m too old for you,” I tell him. He looks young for his age, which makes the difference even more obvious.

      He lifts an eyebrow. “Are you nuts?”

      “I’d like to think not, but with my family, who knows?”

      He shakes his head in disbelief. “You’re fucking gorgeous. Six years means nothing. You’d still be the most beautiful woman I know if you were sixteen years older than me.”

      Something awakens in my stomach. A flutter of awareness. A flash of heat.

      I shouldn’t be flattered. Jimmy is the kind of guy who talks a lot of shit. But he looks sincere. Does he actually think I’m beautiful? I mean, I know I’m pretty enough. If I wasn’t, my sponsors wouldn’t be so concerned about my image. But it’s rare for a man to make a move on me. My theory is I intimidate non-fighters and just don’t really click with fighters in a romantic sense.

      “Well, thanks.” I sound stilted and awkward, but I don’t know how to take the compliment. I’m used to having my technique praised, but not my looks. And definitely not by a fit twenty-two-year-old with a heated gaze. “Are you really sure about this?”

      “Yes.” He steps forward. “Unless you’d rather go on five blind dates. If that’s what you want, I’ll leave right now. No problem.”

      “It’s not.” Especially not when I have a big fight coming up against the reigning British champion in my weight class. I need to focus all my attention on that. I’ve had many massive opportunities in the past few years, and I’ve always fallen short at the last hurdle. This is my chance to change that, and he’s offering to help. The fluttering in my stomach morphs into a full-on tumble of nerves, but I find Kelsey’s number in my phone and hit the Call button. “Hey, Kels. Sorry about cutting the call short.”

      “Oh my God!” she shrieks. “Who was that guy? He sounded hot. Is he hot?”

      I exhale slowly and glance at Jimmy. “Yeah, he’s hot.”

      His lips twist into a satisfied smirk that does ridiculous things to my insides.

      “His name is Jimmy Parker. I’ve been seeing him for a little while now, and I didn’t want to say anything because it’s so new, but he’s the reason I can’t do any blind dates.”

      Kelsey squeals and I draw the phone away from my ear before she deafens me. My baby sister doesn’t have any volume control. “Are you bringing him? You’d better be. Because I want to meet him, and Mom will too.”

      And so would Emma, Maryanne, Pru, and Del. Within an hour, I’d no doubt hear from each of my siblings. They’re an interfering crew. Normally, I love them for it, but sometimes they take it too far.

      “Yes, I’m bringing him. So if you could tell everyone to cancel whatever blind dates they’ve set up, that would be great. Jimmy is a fighter, so I doubt anyone wants to go head-to-head with him.”

      “So hot,” Kelsey whispers, and I can practically hear her fanning herself. “Consider them canceled. Please tell me he has good-looking friends.”

      I laugh at the thought of my exuberant sister fluttering her eyelashes at the guys from Crown MMA. Unfortunately for her, they don’t generally mess with the family of their training buddies. “If you come to Vegas, I’d be happy to introduce you, but if you’re hoping for a sexy new boyfriend, you might be out of luck.”

      “Such a killjoy,” she mutters. “I’d better go help Maryanne with her homework. See you soon. I can’t wait to meet your man.”

      I catch Jimmy’s eye and smile. “Yeah, he can’t wait to meet you either.” We say goodbye, then Jimmy and I head toward our cars together. “You’re in for it now,” I tell him. “Just wait. Nothing can prepare you for an inquisition by the Sears girls.”

      He lifts a shoulder nonchalantly. “Bring it on.”
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      Jimmy

      I study myself in the mirror. I can’t believe I’m doing this. I’ve had my hair trimmed, I’ve shaved, and I’m dressed in a pair of tidy-casual pants and a button-down shirt that are fresh from the shop. I want to make a good first impression on Enya’s family. But despite the new clothes and polished facade, all I can see is a trailer park kid staring back at me, trying a little too hard to look like he belongs. Unfortunately, this is the best it’s going to get, so I turn away and finish packing my suitcase. I’m bringing my nicest suit—which cost more than a month of wages—but it’s worth it because it makes me feel like I fit in when I’d otherwise be way out of my depths.

      Today, we’re flying to Wisconsin, and other than sorting out the travel details and dress code, Enya and I haven’t talked about it much—a fact that definitely doesn’t help my nerves. I pull the zipper closed and stand the suitcase up. After a quick check of the apartment, I head to the parking lot where my car is waiting. I volunteered to pick up Enya on the way to the airport because I know she thinks of me as a kid, and letting her see I have my own car that I keep in pristine condition might be the start of changing that. I plug the address into my phone and follow the directions to her place.

      Enya lives in a two-story townhouse with no yard, but there’s a collection of flowers growing in a planter box on the front porch. I park on the side of the road, head to the door, and knock. A few moments later, the door swings open and she appears in the doorway, towing a bag behind her, with another slung over her shoulder.

      “Right on time,” she says, flashing a grin that makes my heart stampede. A fluffy white cat winds between her legs, and she lets go of the suitcase to pat it on the head.

      “You have a cat?” I’ve never heard her mention a pet. It feels like the sort of thing I ought to know.

      “This is Daisy.” She scoops the cat up with one arm and holds her out. Daisy gives me a bored look but doesn’t seem annoyed so I tentatively pet her.

      “Will she be okay alone for the weekend?” I ask.

      Enya kisses Daisy’s head, then sets her down and shuffles through the door, leaving the cat inside. “Tempe is going to drop by and feed her. She’ll be fine.”

      “Good.” Temperance Larson is one of the women we train with. She moved to Crown MMA Gym to learn from Harley, although she and Enya have become good friends too. I guess as women in a male-dominated sport, they formed some kind of bond. The three of them are always training or chatting. I like Tempe. She’s nice, has a sense of humor, and she’s never looked down on me.

      Enya scans my attire. “I’ve never seen you turned out like this before.”

      Heat creeps up my cheeks and I clear my throat. “If I’m going to be your plus one, I should do a decent job of it.” Hopefully such a good job that she decides to keep me around. “The car is over here.” I lead her to it and pop the trunk so we can pack her luggage inside.

      She climbs into the passenger seat and looks around. “Mine is nowhere near this clean.”

      “Thanks.” A burst of pride warms my chest. Even if my ride isn’t the newest or the flashiest, I keep it well maintained and appreciate her noticing. Growing up in a trailer park meant I didn’t have nice things, so I never take any of my belongings for granted.

      While we drive to the airport, we rehash yesterday’s training session. Then, once we’ve checked in and are waiting to board, the conversation turns personal.

      “We should get to know each other better,” Enya says.

      Panic spikes, sending a surge of adrenaline to my limbs. I can’t tell her about my background yet. I’ve kept it close to my chest with everyone from the gym—other than Seth, our coach, who also grew up poor and understands my situation. I need time to get Enya to like me enough that my past no longer matters before I spill my secrets.

      “My favorite color is blue.” I feel stupid as soon as I’ve said it, but it’s a diversion from the direction my thoughts were heading. “My best friend’s name is Zane. My favorite food is sushi.”

      “Huh.” She looks surprised. “I would have thought you were more of a steak guy.”

      I shrug. “I don’t mind a good steak, but I prefer sushi.” Mostly because the ability to buy it shows how far I’ve come. Sushi wasn’t something anybody ever ate at the Twisted Willows Trailer Park. “What’s your favorite color?” As if I haven’t memorized everything she’s ever said.

      “Green.” She opens her mouth to say something else, but at that moment we’re invited to board. Thank fucking God. But my reprieve is only temporary. As soon as we’re settled into our seats in business class—which she insisted on paying for—she picks up where we left off. “I should tell you more about my family so you’re not blindsided. They can be a lot to handle.”

      “Okay.”

      “I have five siblings. My brother, Del, is the oldest. He’s taken over the day-to-day management of Mom and Dad’s dairy farm. Emma is next. She’s the one getting married. She’s an elementary school teacher. Her fiancé, Derek, is a teacher too. Then there’s me. I’m a year younger than Emma, but because of our names and how similar we look, people often think we’re twins.”





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/image-02---fighters-fake-out_ebook.jpg
CROWN MMA
ROMANCE





