
Los Angeles, California—Marcus 

 

I was on my back, staring at the ceiling of my favorite tattoo parlor. I 

focused on listening to the buzz of the needle as it pierced my skin. I was 

getting Asia’s tiger tattooed onto my ribs.  

She had left for Japan yesterday, and knowing she was so far away only 

made the ache in my chest grow. The pain on my side was serving as a good 

distraction, but nothing could make me forget what I’d done to her, what I’d 

done to us.  

I thought back to that morning when I’d found out about my mother’s 

death.  

I was livid. I just kept thinking about how I’d let my family down. If my mom had 

just let someone in, she would have realized that there were people here who loved her and 

needed her. I was pissed at myself for not trying harder, for giving up and going on to live my 

own life, instead of keeping my promise to my dad and taking care of her.  

Asia was there, and I knew all she wanted to do was comfort me and help me get 

through it. Rather than letting her, I took all of my anger, hurt, and guilt out on her. I broke 

her when all she wanted to do was help. I destroyed her with the same pain she was trying to 

take from me. 

I was a fucking mess. I got a hotel room downtown, and I drank until I was numb. I 

didn’t want to feel anything, and I sure as hell didn’t want to talk to anyone.  

Then, I got the call about Asia’s attack, and it all finally sank in. I’d told her I 

loved her, and I’d left her alone. She had been vulnerable because of me, and then she was 

brutally beaten and almost raped. It seemed like everyone I loved ended up hurt, and it was 

hard to convince myself that I wasn’t the one to blame.  

Before she left for Japan, I’d told Asia I would wait for her, and I wanted to, but I 

was beginning to think that letting her go would be best. If I really loved her, I would set her 



free, not hold on to her and risk hurting her again. I’d already done that enough. I didn’t 

know how she could forgive me so easily, how she could say she still loved me after all I had 

done. I would spend every day of my life regretting what had happened to Asia. I wasn’t sure 

how I would survive without her, but she deserved better.  

“You looking for some balance?” Dru, my tattoo artist, asked me as he 

dipped his needle into more ink.  

I was so deep in my own head that I’d almost forgotten he was here. 

“What?” 

“Balance,” he said, pointing his machine toward the dragon tattooed on 

my other side. “It’s believed the tiger and dragon balance each other, like yin 

and yang. You can’t have one without the other.”  

*** 

Virginia Beach, Virginia—Jay 

 

Red was quiet and empty when I walked in through the rear entrance. I 

was expecting a crew to arrive any minute now to start building a second bar 

on the ground floor. Business was good, and I was happy to be back.  

My footsteps echoed through the empty space as I made my way to my 

office upstairs. I unlocked the door, and the blinds swayed as I pushed it open. 

Walking into this room always reminded me of Asia. If it weren’t for her, I’d be 

stuck in an office at Clarke Industries, sacrificing everything I wanted for 

someone else.  

When Asia ended things between us, I had felt hurt. I’d wondered how it 

was so easy for her to just walk away from the connection we had shared. It 

wasn’t until later that I’d realized it was easy because I’d left her no choice. I’d 



asked her to choose between a life with me where she’d have to pretend to be 

someone she wasn’t or a life where she would be free to be herself.  

My parents had always pressured me to change, to fit into the mold they 

needed me to fill. By fighting, I’d thought I was rebelling, being selfish, but I 

now knew that I had been fighting for that same freedom. I needed them to 

love me unconditionally. Things with my father were strained, but that day 

when I told him I wouldn’t be working for Clarke Industries, I thought I’d 

gained his respect. I wasn’t sure if we’d ever see eye-to-eye when it came to my 

choices, but at least now, I was making those choices for myself, and it was all 

because of Asia.  

Making my way to the windows behind my desk, I crossed my arms over 

my chest as I stared at the quiet street below. I couldn’t help but feel guilty for 

what had happened to her. If I hadn’t fucked things up, I might have been 

there that night she had been attacked. If I had tried harder to find out who 

that asshole was, I might have prevented it all.  

I was worried about her. I hadn’t heard anything since the police had 

come to my apartment to get a statement from me. I’d told them everything—

about the incident at Red and seeing Jason by Asia’s apartment weeks before 

the attack. I hoped it was enough to help the police build a solid case against 

him.  

I knew Asia wasn’t mine anymore, but I couldn’t help but feel a 

responsibility toward her. I wasn’t sure if she’d ever understand how much 

having her in my life had changed me.  

  

 Virginia Beach, One Month Later… 

 



The waves weren’t very big today, but I needed the distraction. Honestly, 

I was hoping I’d see Asia out here. It had been a few weeks since her attack, 

and I hadn’t seen her anywhere. I didn’t think about her as often as I used to, 

but she still crossed my mind from time to time. Every time she had, I had felt 

overwhelmed with guilt and regret. I just wanted to see her again and make 

sure she was okay, make sure she was happy.  

After spending about an hour in the water, I made my way up the beach 

with my board. That was when I saw him—Marcus. He was alone, sitting in the 

sand with his knees up and his elbows resting on them, as he looked out at the 

horizon.  

I walked over and stopped beside him. Marcus just looked at me and 

turned back to watch the waves again.  

“Is Asia okay?” I asked. 

His eyes cut back to mine, and his face had a look I recognized. He was 

filled with guilt and shame. I was sure he could see it on me, too.  

“Look, I know I’m probably the last person you want to talk to right 

now, but I’m gonna go ahead and say this anyway. I want Asia to be happy. I 

don’t care if that means she’s with you. I know I fucked things up with her, and 

I know she cares about you. I just want to make sure you don’t—” 

“We’re not together,” Marcus muttered, interrupting me, before his eyes 

moved back to the water.  

 I could feel my anger building as I imagined the pain Asia must have 

gone through from first being attacked and then being dumped by this asshole. 

My hand tightened around my board as the other one clenched into a fist at my 

side. “What the fuck do you mean you’re not together? You selfish fucking 

prick! How could you leave her after all the shit she went through?” I shouted 

at him.  



I threw my board down onto the sand beside me, and I could feel my 

adrenaline spike as Marcus got up and stood toe-to-toe with me. I was 

breathing hard, but I kept my cool as I met his stare. I could tell he was pissed, 

but I didn’t give a shit. I’d never backed down from a fight before, and I sure 

as fuck wouldn’t start now.  

“You think I want this?” he hissed, his jaw clenching as he leaned more 

into my space. “You think it doesn’t fucking kill me, knowing I couldn’t be 

there for her? With her?” 

“So, why the fuck are you here?” I snapped back. 

Marcus chuckled and shook his head as he looked down at his feet. 

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. This coming from the guy who tossed 

Asia aside as soon as he realized she wasn’t a gold-digging whore he could 

control.”  

That was when I snapped. Rearing back, I punched Marcus hard in the 

jaw. His head whipped to the side, and his chest was moving up and down with 

his accelerating breaths. I kept my fist clenched as I continued glaring at him, 

waiting for him to retaliate. I was ready for it. I fucking wanted it.  

He slowly turned back and sneered at me. His eyes were piercing mine as 

he said, “She could have been raped or died because of me.” He paused for a 

second. “You think one punch is going to hurt? You think anything you do to 

me will be worse than what I’ve already done to myself?” 

We stood there, staring at each other for a while, before my body began 

to relax. I could see in his eyes how much he was hurting, and I knew how it 

felt. I knew how easily someone amazing could slip right through a man’s 

fingers. 

He looked back out at the water before taking a deep breath and meeting 

my gaze again. “I love her.”  



With the way he said that, the way his eyes were focused on mine, I 

knew he was being honest.  

“Don’t fuck this up, man. You’ll regret it. Trust me. You know Asia, so I 

don’t have to tell you how fucking special that woman is. She deserves to be 

happy, and she deserves to be with someone who’s going to keep her that 

way.”  

Marcus studied my eyes while I spoke, but he didn’t respond. He just 

gave me a small nod before turning back toward the ocean.  

*** 

Norfolk International Airport, Virginia—Marcus  

 

The sun was beaming down on my legs as I sat in my car, waiting to see 

her. After seeing Jay at the beach, I knew what I had to do. I knew there was 

no way I could let Asia go. I loved her too damn much, and I was too fucking 

selfish to let anyone else have her.  

I had spent the past two weeks determined to make all of Asia’s dreams 

a reality. I had just closed on my new house yesterday, and I was going to 

spend the next week making it a home for us. I was terrified that no matter 

what I did to make it up to her, it wouldn’t be enough, but I had to try.  

As many times as she had been knocked down, Asia would keep getting 

back up, and I was going to do the same. She deserved a man who could take 

care of her and make her happy, and now, I knew I could be that man if she’d 

let me. 

I ran my sweaty hand through my hair as I kept my eyes on the doors. I 

had this constant ache in my chest that never let up. Not a second went by that 



I didn’t picture Asia in my mind—her smile, her eyes, her hair. I missed her, 

and getting her back was all I thought about.  

My body tensed when I saw her walking out of the airport. She had an 

arm wrapped around her dad’s waist, and she was smiling. The last time I had 

seen her, she had been covered in cuts and bruises. When I closed my eyes, I 

could still see her beaten and lying in that hospital bed.  

I tightened my grip on the steering wheel as I watched Robert put her 

bags in the back of his truck. She looked better, happy even. I should have 

been worried, but I felt myself relax when I saw her smile. I wanted so badly to 

go to her, to tell her I loved her, but I wasn’t ready yet. Not yet. 

 

Sand Bridge Country Club, Two Weeks Later… 

 

Tonight was the night. I’d spent the entire day pacing the floors in my 

new house. I was hoping that everything I’d done for Asia, to prove to her that 

I was ready, would be enough. I had no Plan B. This had to work. In order for 

everything else in my life to move forward, I knew I had to have Asia by my 

side. I needed her to know that I would give her everything, anything she 

wanted from me.  

When I pulled up in front of the reception hall, I could feel my heart 

thumping in my chest. I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt this nervous. 

This night was going to be my chance to make things right. I was finally ready 

to let Asia in, to show her I was willing to do anything to get her love back.  

Getting out of my car, I scanned the parking lot, and I saw Shaun with a 

woman. He was undoubtedly sinking his hooks into her. When he saw me, he 

said something to his friend before jogging over to me.  

“Hey, man,” he said, smiling at me.  



I knew he could tell I was nervous, and that bastard was loving every 

second of it.  

“Hey. She in there?”  

Shaun nodded, and his face grew serious. “I need you to promise me 

something.”  

“What?” 

“Look out for her,” he said as he held my gaze.  

I was about to respond when he stopped me by raising his hand.  

“I promised my mom I would always take care of Asia, and I took that 

promise seriously. Now, I need you to do the same. She’s tough, and we both 

know she can hold her own, but I still need to know that you’ll take care of her. 

Don’t do this if you can’t promise me that.” 

Shaun and I stared at each other for a few silent seconds before I 

responded, “I promise.” 

“Good. Now, get your ass in there and put my sister out of her fucking 

misery.” 

I chuckled and shook my head before smacking Shaun’s hand and giving 

him a one-armed hug. He was the closest thing to a brother I’d ever had, and as 

crazy as he was, I knew he’d always have my back. 

When I walked into the reception hall, I searched the crowd for a few 

seconds before my eyes fell on Asia. She was on the dance floor with her head 

resting on Jay’s chest as he held her. On any other night, that would have made 

me angry, jealous even, but tonight, I felt grateful that she had someone 

looking out for her.  

*** 

Sand Bridge Reception Hall—Jay 



 

Asia smelled just like she always did, like coconut oil and the ocean. I 

wondered if she knew she smelled like that, if anyone had ever told her. When I 

saw Asia walking down the aisle during Hailey and John’s ceremony, I felt a 

sense of peace. I wasn’t sure what had changed, but she was different 

somehow. I could see she was okay. Maybe she wasn’t completely happy, but I 

knew she would be one day.  

I held Asia as we danced. Her head was resting against my chest, and her 

delicate hand was in mine. I knew this was good-bye.  

When I sensed someone approaching, I glanced up to see Marcus 

walking toward us. When our eyes met, I gave him a small grin. Resting my 

chin against Asia’s hair, I took one last moment to soak her in. I wanted to 

remember the way she felt against me, wrapped in my arms. It was time for her 

to move on, and it was time for me to let go. Now we could both be free.  

“You mind if I cut in?” Marcus asked. 

  


