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LIFE WAS ABSOLUTELY perfect. 

All that changed in a flash.
Aedan Kearney is on the edge of every success he'd ever dreamed. His career is on top. He's about to go pro in the MMA circles and he's finally with the woman he loves. Rosalyn Thomas is enjoying success of her own, her career as a writer coming to fruition with the publication of her first book. 

Except happiness can't last forever. 

Success comes with strings, and a compromise of beliefs. Will they give up everything they thought they wanted to settle for money without fame? Or do they hold true not only to their values, but to each other?

Everything is on the line - their careers, their personal lives, even their relationship with each other. Can Aedan and Rosa keep the happiness they've worked so hard to attain?

Climbing the ladder of success always comes at a price and Outside the Octagon, you never know what is going to happen.
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THE FLUORESCENT LIGHTS shone overhead, beating like a sun on Aedan’s back. Suddenly, he wished he was anywhere but here. 

Heh. Fat chance. Where else would I be? 

Besides, he belonged here. There was no other place in the world where he could be himself and bask in the glory of it. Deep down he knew very few people got to claim that. 

He used the back of his hand to wipe the sweat off his brow, grimacing at the metallic smell of blood that filled his nostrils. He’d have to get that looked at. Rosa definitely wouldn’t be pleased, but it was okay. At least he wasn’t badly injured. 

Yet.

His mind tended to remind him of the dire consequences of the life he’d chosen. More often than not the voice of reason inside his head sounded a lot like Rosa. He told the voice to stuff it so he could focus, and tilted his head to the side, leaned over and spat, leaving a small puddle of blood on the floor.

Some of the audience members cheered in response, and Aedan smiled grimly. He had no idea what it was about crowds like this. Why were they so bloodthirsty? Was it anger? Angst? Some perverse desire to watch people beat the shit out of each other?

Regardless of what it was, he didn’t care. He wasn’t here to psychoanalyze them. He was here for one reason, and one only. To entertain them. Whatever the cost. The more they liked him, the more likely they were to come back and watch him again.

That meant money.

A shit ton of money.

Also, crowd favorites tended to get sponsors. Something he sorely needed at the moment. His sweat-soaked shorts clung to his hips, riding dangerously low, and he grunted as he ducked his head, narrowly avoiding a punch that would’ve had him seeing stars.

His head was still ringing from the last blow he’d sustained, but he refused to think about that. If he let himself dwell on the pain, his body would shut down completely. Feel the adrenaline. The way your hear races. This is what you live for.

Dimly, he was aware that the crowd around him was chanting but he didn’t pause to consider what they were saying. If they were cheering for him, he didn’t want it going to his head. If they weren’t, it was better for him not to know.

Either way, he tuned it out. The only thing he focused on was the other fighter in the ring. He was slightly taller than Aedan, and far better built, but he was also slower –a disadvantage Aedan had discovered after a few minutes in the ring. Unfortunately, he was unable to use that against him because his opponent seemed to be well aware of his weakness, and what he lacked in speed, he made up for with brute strength.

Aedan narrowed his eyes, mentally calculating the risk before he narrowly ducked a second time, to avoid what would have been a hit square to the jaw. He faked a hit to the right, ducked then lunged for the guy’s mid-section, knocking the wind out of his opponent. The guy let out a whoosh of air and clutched his middle, his face contorting in pain.

Damn but he loved this life.

Mixed Martial Arts wasn’t like boxing or wrestling. Not that he didn’t have the utmost respect for both sports, but MMA was in an entirely different league. It was almost like a dance. A deadly one where both opponents hovered around each other, keeping each other on edge, making sure the audience was entertained, and then striking while the iron was hot.

Sweat poured steadily down Aedan’s back, and for a minute he wished he could take a break, ask Rosa to give him a neck massage and just let his eyes flutter closed.

Focus, Aedan, his mind growled, this isn’t the time to let yourself daydream. You can think about rewards later.

The stale stench of bodies densely packed together, cigarette smoke, and sweat hung in the air, masking any other scent. Aedan had grown up breathing this scent. Rancid as it was, this was home, albeit one a great deal bigger than he was used to. When he’d stepped out into the arena earlier, he’d nearly stopped in his tracks.

He’d never seen so many people crammed into one place before.

Not for an MMA match, in any case. Frank had told him to expect the fans to be excited. The vendors had doubled the price, increased the number of seats, and still more people had wanted to come. Aedan had listened to all of this disbelievingly, but when he’d actually seen it he’d thought he was dreaming.

Rows upon rows of people sat there, their knees knocking against each other, waiting with bated breath as people walked up and down the stairs taking bets. They all had one common goal: To see the show. To see them fight.

And Aedan had every intention of giving them a fight to remember.

Briefly, his eyes flicked to the seat he usually reserved Rosa. Empty. His stomach clenched and he swallowed hard, trying not to let it get to him. After all, he knew she wasn’t going to be able to make it today. She’d apologized profusely and he knew it was important, so he let it go. That should have been the end of it. Logically, it wasn’t possible for her to be at every game. Aedan knew that. But still, a small part of him had hoped that she’d be able to make it after all.

The crowd roared, hands balled into fists, making the punch right with him as Aedan swung to the side and landed a fist squarely in his opponent’s neck. The man’s eyes widened into saucers. He hadn’t seen it coming and his face turned red in anger.

It was no wonder they called his opponent ‘The Bull.’ With his eyes bulging red, he looked about ready to charge at Aedan, who’d danced back out of reach, giving himself a breather before coming at him again.

The Bull crouched and placed his hands on his knees, letting out a strange sound that was somewhere between a scream and a battle cry before he put his head down and thundered straight at Aedan.

Fortunately for Aedan, he easily sidestepped The Bull who ended up crashing into the ropes. His body was temporarily suspended, giving Aedan the perfect chance to land a kick squarely in The Bull’s back, causing him to roar.

“Atta boy, Aedan,” Frank yelled, his face beaming with pride. “You’re doing great!”

Aedan smiled as he ducked and went under The Bull’s hands, landing a blow to his side in the process. This was almost too easy, and Aedan wondered if it was because he was getting better, or because The Bull was just that bad.

This man is supposed to be hot shit. But so far, all Aedan could figure out was that once he angered The Bull, common sense took a back seat, and he became nothing but pure rage. And while that meant his punches packed extra weight, he was making rookie mistakes. Aedan guessed that he was able to make it this far based on brute strength alone and not any kind of real talent.

The bell rang, signaling the end of round one, and Aedan carefully made his way towards Frank, taking off his protective headgear and spitting out his mouth guard. He held it up in his hand and plopped onto the rickety chair that was offered, trying not to groan as his sore body protested at the treatment.

“You’ve got him right where you want him,” Frank said by way of encouragement as he rubbed his shoulders over the rope. “He doesn’t have any kind of technique, so this should be easy for you.”

“A little too easy,” Aedan commented. “Do you think he’s faking it?”

Aedan could feel Frank stiffen behind him, the tension radiating off of him in waves. “No, I doubt that. Why would he be faking it when you’re on the verge of winning?”

“Maybe to lure me into a false sense of security?” Aedan suggested. It was an uncommon method, but not unheard of, and after fighting for most of his life, Aedan had learned to trust his instinct. Right now those instincts were telling him that things were never this easy without good reason.

Everything in life worth having had to be fought for and earned. He believed that with every fiber of his being.

Frank’s face popped up next to Aedan’s, an encouraging smile playing on the edge of his lips. “No, I don’t think so. Trust me on this, you’ve got him worried. He’s got strength, but you’ve got agility and speed.”

“Yeah, they don’t call him ‘The Bull’ for nothing,” Aedan responded, wryly. “No offense or anything, Frank, but I’d rather have Rosa give me a massage. You’re terrible at this.”

Frank chuckled. “None taken, kid, but I’m afraid you’ll have to settle for me tonight.”

Aedan gave a lopsided grin. “I’ll just wait till I get home then.”

Frank scowled. “None of that. You need to focus on the game, not Rosa.”

Aedan grinned as he sloshed some water around his mouth and spit into the bucket. “I can do both.”

Frank raised an eyebrow, crossing his arms sternly. “Don’t make me drag you back into the gym after this.”

Aedan grinned. “I was only kidding, Frank. Where’s your sense of humor?”

“Do you really want to test me on this? Remember, I control your training schedule.”

Damn, Frank had him there. Aedan tilted his head in acknowledgement. “Alright, Frank. You may have won the battle, but the war isn’t over.”

“Back on your feet, princess,” Frank barked, good-naturedly. “Let’s bring this lady home.”

Aedan gave him a mock salute and slipped his gear back on, securing it into place. He took a deep breath and turned around to face The Bull, whose face seemed to have swelled in size. His dark eyes were fixed on Aedan as if nothing else in the room mattered. Aedan could’ve sworn his expression had darkened and gotten more intense.

Brrriiiinnnnggggg.

Aedan immediately stepped into position, spreading his legs so they were hip width apart and ducking his head as he waited to see what The Bull’s move would be. Predictably, The Bull jumped forward, making a beeline for Aedan’s legs.

A laugh got caught in Aedan’s throat as he jumped halfway into the air and caught the bull by his neck, wrapping his legs firmly around him. The bull made a noise of protest in the back of his throat and squirmed steadily underneath Aedan.

With his arms securely wrapped around The Bull, Aedan rumbled as The Bull twisted, trying to shake Aedan off. Not that h could. Pure animal instinct intensified, and Aedan could smell the panic radiating off of him in waves. His muscles flexed as he tightened his grip even further.

The Bull slammed his body sideways against the rope, nearly knocking Aedan off. 

He bit down on his bottom lip and hung on for dear life Nearly there. Just come on already.

He could already hear the victory chant, so close he could almost taste it. The Bull staggered, and for a long moment seemed to hang in midair, weaving from side to side. That was it; he was done for. The Bull brought his hands up and tapped Aedan on the legs signaling the end of the match. It came not a moment too soon. The bull fell to his knees, and Aedan slid off, eyeing him warily.

There was no need though because the bull had his hands around his neck, breathing heavily as he coughed and sputtered, his face red from exertion.

The referee blew the whistle, and the crowd erupted into applause. Maybe there were some sounds of discord, but what did a few catcalls and boos mean when almost everyone else was happy judging from the whistles and cheers.  The referee walked over to Aedan and smiled, grabbing Aedan’s hand to hold it up proudly, gesturing towards him frantically as the crowd went wild.

Aedan took off his head gear and raised both hands in the air, doing a victory punch as Frank cheered on with the rest of the people in the corner.

***
[image: ]


“THAT WAS A HELL OF a move, kid.” Frank clapped him on the back, his eyes brimming with pride as he led Aedan to the dressing room. There were still some hoots and hollers, and a couple of fans tried to elbow their way through security to get to him. 

It was slightly disconcerting, and entirely too surreal for Aedan who wasn’t used to the hype. The only kind of attention he was used to getting was the negative, judgmental and derisive kind. The kind that preceded someone giving him a once over then dismissing him as an inferior rather than an equal. Aedan hardly knew how to react to all this. But he did know one thing.

He wanted Rosa.

No, he needed her.

After a long day, he wanted to crawl into bed next to her, take her in his arms and just listen to her talk about her day. They didn’t even have to do anything. Just falling asleep to the sound of her voice would be heaven.

Once he reached his dressing room, Aedan allowed himself to breathe a sigh of relief, thankful to be away from the limelight. It was the only part of the job he didn’t like. “I’ll talk to you later, Frank,” Aedan said, firmly, already looking for his phone.

Frank held his hands up in surrender. “I know you want to call Rosa, so I’ll leave you to it.”

Aedan smiled appreciatively. “Thank you.”

Frank opened the door and let it click shut behind him. Aedan stood a moment, leaning his head against the wall. There wasn’t a single muscle in his body that didn’t ache and right then, he felt about as close to collapse as he’d ever been. He took a shaky breath and then another until his limbs steadied out. Only then did he push himself off the wall and glanced around again for his phone, finding it where he’d left it on a stack of towels in the corner.

He cradled it between his ear and shoulder as the phone rang. Once then twice. Before it could ring a third time, a knock sounded on the door. Aedan turned towards the sound, a little furrow appearing between his brows as Frank poked his head in, looking sheepish.

“Sorry, I know this is important, but Harvey Gate is here to see you.”

Aedan lowered the phone and ended the call, frustrated with the interruption despite the fact that she wasn’t answering. Then the name registered and he realized just who Frank was talking about. “Are you serious? Yeah, tell him to come in.”

Frank pushed the door open and gestured for Harvey to walk in.

Harvey Gate was exactly the kind of person to go to if someone needed a lucky break. He had connections in high places and a keen eye for talent. He ran his hands through his greasy black hair as he entered, and straightened his jacket before offering Aedan his hand.

“I liked what I saw. You did well out there,” Harvey said, studying Aedan carefully. “Your trainer knows what he’s doing.”

Frank ducked his head modestly. “I try, but the talent is all him.”

Harvey nodded and got straight to the point. “I think we should get together and talk about Aedan joining the big leagues.”

Aedan’s eyes widened. “You mean....?”

“I want to make you a pro, kid.”
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​Chapter 2
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ROSA RAN HER HANDS through her new shoulder-length bob, self-consciously fingering the ends and marveling at how different it felt. When she decided to shorten her hair, she was worried she would regret the decision like so many of her friends had, but in the end she knew she needed the change.

After all, it wasn’t just a haircut. To her, it symbolized so much more than that. It signified a new beginning and shedding the weight of the past. It might sound a tad too cliché to other people, but the difference a haircut made really was noticeable.

She crossed one leg over the other and leaned across the table to reach for her drink. Her lips touched the rim of the cup, and she sighed in pleasure as the hot liquid burned its way down her throat, settling into her stomach, warming her from within.

Discreetly, she checked her watch and tried not to fidget as she realized it was almost time. Unable to keep her hands still, she placed the book she was reading upside down on the flat wooden table and placed her head in her hands.

So much had changed in the past year.

Never in her wildest dreams had Rosa imagined that her life would turn out this way. Not that she wasn’t happy, it was just that it sometimes caught her off guard. Things with Aedan had moved a little faster than anticipated, which was normal given the pace of their relationship. Sometimes she felt like she needed a break to get used to it all. 

Not that I would have done anything differently. Not for anything in the world.

Moving in together had changed the dynamic between them, but it hadn’t taken them long before they’d settled into a comfortable routine. Now, after a year of saving up, they were able to spruce up the place, so it was a much nicer-looking apartment. Now, it was something both of them liked and found cozy.

It was, of course, nothing like the swanky penthouse that Rosa had occupied with her parents. It had none of the lavish decorations, the doorman, or a housekeeper to attend to her every need. But it was much better, simply because it was home.

No overbearing mother or absentee father.

Just Aedan and Rosa against the world.

It felt right. Like they were always meant to end up where they were. Rosa couldn’t recall ever being this happy. She and Aedan had grown closer, and their relationship had gotten stronger over time.

Funny how that happiness had spilled out into other areas of her life. Even her relationship with her father had improved. They even saw each other at least once a week. Sometimes Aedan joined her, and sometimes he didn’t. Mostly, he wanted to give her the space to reconnect with her father without intruding.

Rosa would never admit this to anyone, but it was hard giving up her old life. There were certain elements she missed, things she’d taken for granted, but she knew that if she could do it all over, she wouldn’t give Aedan up for the world.

Naturally, her father wanted to step in and help, but Rosa insisted that he needed to let her figure this out on her own or she’d never learn to be independent. It wasn’t an easy decision for either of them, but they both knew it was necessary. It just...had to be done.

Her phone vibrated, and she started in surprise as she fished around for it in her purse, cursing as she pushed aside old tissues, a packet of gum, lipstick, and an assortment of other small clutter that filled up the bag before she finally reached it.

Her face lit up as she saw Aedan’s name on the screen. She was just about to answer when the call ended. Before she had time to puzzle over what happened, she spotted Jennifer out of the corner of her eye. She brightened up and waved her over, standing up and tugging her skirt down. “Jen, it’s so good to see you.”

Jennifer, a brunette with hazel eyes and a petite frame smiled as she wrapped Rosa in a hug. “It’s good to see you, too. You look great! I love the new bob,” Jennifer said as she dragged her chair across the floor, wincing when it made a scraping noise. “Is it new?”

“I just got it today actually,” Rosa admitted, ducking her head. “It feels different.”

“Getting a haircut is a big deal for women,” Jennifer said with a smile as she set her purse down on the table and turned sideways in her seat, trying to flag down a waiter. When she finally succeeded, she placed her order and settled into her seat, slipping off her sweater in the process. “So, how are you? It’s been a while.”

“I’m good. I’ve been trying to stay busy.” Rosa clasped her hands together nervously as she placed them on the table. Out of the corner of her eye, her gaze ran over the place from the pristine floor to the high-end coffee station at the back. The place was down in muted tones of gold and a creamy off-white. There were plush booths that felt like butter, and a few tables artfully strewn here and there, giving off a casual chic vibe. It wasn’t the type of place Rosa normally frequented these days, but she had to admit, it was rather nice. She liked how the place smelled like imported coffee and spices. The scents brought back good memories. But more importantly, she liked having Jennifer here to chat with.

Jennifer Wright had been her best friend for the past year. For better or for worse, they would joke. Though lately there had been more of the latter than the former. They were an odd match, two women that
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