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      Hello Gorgeous,

      

      Blossoms of The Heart is a full-length standalone novel. 

      It’s a super-hot, super steamy read  that I hope you’ll enjoy.

      Happy reading.

      xx

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I always wanted to be with him…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Why do I fall for guys I can’t have?

        Okay, it’s not guys –plural.

        It’s just one guy.

        THE guy.

        When I was 18 he stole my heart.

        Tai was the guy I wasn’t supposed to have…

        The tattooed rebel my mother told to stay away from me.

        My heart stopped beating that day.

        I was off- limits to him and he was forbidden to me.

        I never thought I’d see him again.

        He stayed away, just like my mother demanded.

        Until… fate decided to hand us an all access card eleven years later. Leaving it to us to work out the kinks.

        We got to see what could have happened if we got together.

        Then it became complicated….

        The passion and heat between us is wild.

        Scorching hot and consuming.

        He wants more. So much more…
        But I can't give him more…

        This time it’s not my mother telling me I can’t have him.

        It’s life …

        Because …  now I have a secret.

        A secret that could tear us apart.
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        * * *

      

      “You evil son of a bitch!” I cried.

      Jason’s head snapped around the minute I barged into the meeting room.

      I’d pushed his door in with such a force that it slammed into the wall, knocking off some of the books on the shelves nearby to the ground.

      I didn’t care that he was in a meeting with the secretary of state or any of the government type officials the room was filled with.

      I would make him listen to what I had to say, right the hell now.

      “Phoebe, as you can see I’m in the middle of a very important meeting.” He glared at me, his dark green eyes piercing into me like daggers.

      Yes, I was certain that if he could kill me he would. I would kill him too if I got the chance and could push aside my humanity for the length of time it would take to kill a person.

      He’d dealt the last card to break me, truly break me, as if he hadn’t put me through enough.

      “I don’t fucking care—you did this.” I held up the letter I’d received that morning and waved it around. It was an eviction notice for the lake house I’d leased for the last four years.

      “Oh, you got the memo.” A hint of a smile flashed on his face. It was one of those satisfied, evil smiles that showed his pleasure in my misfortune.

      “You spineless, dickless bastard. You had no right.”

      

      I got the place when I suspected that he, my darling ex-husband, the esteemed and notable Governor of Illinois was cheating on me.

      Situated in Saugatuck Harbor, the lake house was an hour away from the city. Beautiful and peaceful. The kind of place I could see myself getting settled in for good. That was the plan. I’d escaped there when things went all haywire, and I spent most weekends there when it wasn’t crazy busy at work, or if I wasn’t travelling.

      I currently lived in an apartment close to work and had been prepping for the last few weeks to make the move to the lake house. I was going to buy it. I’d finally bit the bullet and decided to pay the deposit just last week.

      It felt like a step in the right direction. Almost like a fresh start because I was beginning to piece my life back together.

      I hadn’t been there in over two weeks because I was busy, and this morning when I went to check up on the place, I was greeted by a blonde woman in a negligee who claimed to be living there.

      Rage filled me when she handed me this letter. I could have breathed fire when I read the contents, informing me of Jason’s purchase of the property and kindly allowing me two weeks to vacate the place.

      Anyone else wouldn’t have been able to buy it with my deposit already secured to it.

      But Jason wasn’t just anyone—he had power that came with his title. No one wanted to piss off the Governor of Illinois . A man that could practically eat you alive with one word.

      The bastard knew I was staying there and he still moved that slut in. Moved her into my home, showing me he could do whatever he wanted and get away with it.

      Back when I leased the place I didn’t want to buy it just in case we did divorce and it would become part of our assets that would be divided up. Or in my case excluded.

      Jason made sure I got nothing.

      Leasing kept it out of that mess because this man made it his mission to take everything I loved away from me. Everything down to the smallest of things he may have given me when we were together.

      But what was worse was he used his influential power to try to make my life hell.

      We never had a prenup but in the end it was as if we did.

      Asshole.

      But… I was the bigger idiot for not buying it sooner. That didn’t escape me and I was kicking myself for it.

      “You had no right.” I cried a little louder this time. My whole body shaking.

      “Phoebe, there’s a time and place,” he stated, getting up and walking over to me.

      Time and place, my ass. “Right now is the time and place. Time to show everyone what a nasty piece of work you are, and this looks like just the place.”

      His face contorted into a heavy scowl. “Get out!”

      “No. Tell me who she was.” I stomped my foot down on the wooden floor. “The woman who now lives in my house. Tell me who she is.” Everyone looked at each other. “I at least deserve to know who the woman is. I’ve been in that house for four years and you moved this person in overnight.”

      “Phoebe, leave now before I have you thrown out.”

      Did he think I was just going to follow orders and allow him to do what he wanted to me?

      I wasn’t going to be the weak woman he thought I was and allow the universe to continue to laugh at me. Continue to throw shit my way and make me grovel in it.

      Every time I felt like I could build myself up and move on, he struck.

      The lake house was the last straw.

      If the powers that be were waiting for me to snap and literally go insane, today was their lucky day. He was about to see a damn side of me he’d never imagined.

      “Is she one of your whores? Or will all the whores be living there?” Bulls-eye. The frightened rabbit look on his face was classic.

      People started whispering and I could hear a commotion just outside the door. His latest secretary—that I knew he was screwing— practically shit herself when she saw me storming past her workstation. I’d heard her call security when I’d burst in here.

      I added a crude smile. “Let me guess, was that Alicia? Pamela? Cinnamon, you know the hooker you paid five grand to so you could fuck her without a condom.” I was going in for the kill. He didn’t know I knew about that. That was the type of disgusting information I’d learned after our divorce. The side of him that no one else saw. Part of his host of secrets.

      I wonder how it would go down if I unleashed the fact that Mr. Esteemed Governor here owned a sex club.

      People around were already talking. The Secretary of state’s face was completely red. maybe he would literally combust if I mentioned the sex club.

      “Stop it!” Jason shouted. When he tried to grab me I stepped back and shocked him, and everyone else, by raising my hand and landing a slap so hard on his cheek it left a mark. Everyone gasped.

      “Fuck you.” I cried. “You knew what that house meant to me, but you took it anyway. You could have bought another house. You could have had anywhere else, but you knew it would hurt me. Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

      I didn’t know why I was even asking that question. I knew why, but the reason was twisted and I was a bigger loser than him. A much bigger loser.

      This man had shown me more than once, and on more than one occasion, that he was a beautiful face with an ugly, ugly heart.

      The devil. Literally the devil.

      “You stupid bitch,” he spat.

      I answered him with another slap to his other cheek that left him stunned.

      “Don’t you dare speak to me like that. Asshole.”

      “You won’t get away with embarrassing me like this. Get her out of here,” he barked, looking over my shoulder.

      A security guard took hold of my arm, but I wrenched it free from his grasp.

      “I can get myself out.”

      I took one look at Jason, shook my head and walked out.

      The only thing that I could take from my outburst today was his embarrassment.

      That was it though.

      That was all, because coming here didn’t do anything for me. It didn’t get my house back. It didn’t add or take anything away from my life.

      It was just me showing my rage.

      But really, I still had nothing and it felt like I was starting from scratch again.
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        * * *

      

      The minute my doorbell rang that evening, I knew it was my father. He would have heard all about what happened today and come to get my version of the story.

      Mom wouldn’t have come.

      She was close with Jason and his parents, travelling in the same uptight circles. She and his mother met weekly at the country club to discuss the latest fundraisers.

      Mom adored Jason, it was she who introduced us and practically forced him on me.

      She’d never had a bad thing to say about him even though she knew all that he’d done. Even when she knew about his unsavory habits and that the man cheated on me every chance he got. She was still his number one fan.

      Mom and my older sister Emma were like the same person. So the only support I received was from dad.

      “Phoebe.” The first thing he did was give me a hug, which I melted into and tried not to cry.

      No more tears. Not for Jason or anything to do with him.

      No more tears.

      “I bought ice cream,” Dad said when I released him. He lifted a little bag I hadn’t seen before.

      Ice cream was our comfort food.

      “Thank you. I needed that.”

      “Come on, tell me what really happened.” He raised his brows, signaling he’d heard some bizarre version of what had taken place.

      Although I had to admit I had acted bizarre and completely out of character.

      Maybe Jason did tell the truth.

      We went into the garden where I offloaded what happened. Dad listened and didn’t comment until I was done.

      “I’m sorry. I knew how much you wanted to buy the lake house. I have a proposal for you, though, that you may like.” He smiled.

      “What? What could that be?”

      “Work.” His bright blue eyes, which mirrored my own, twinkled.

      I was a sad case. Work was the most exciting thing in my life.

      I was exactly like him— John Walker the expert linguist and doctor in archeology. My father, who to me was my very own Indiana Jones. I followed in Dad’s footsteps and got my doctorate in archeology. But, I took the linguistics a little further because I had a special skill set for reading very dead languages.

      My one claim to having some form of purpose in this life. I could shop and dress like I was ready for the runway, but I’d sooner swap that to go exploring in some cave with Dad or climb Mount Kilimanjaro just for the fun of it.

      Dad and I worked together, and these days, I mostly travelled to various dig sites and sometimes did presentations at universities. I’d studied at Yale so they always had me there, which was nice.

      Work was a welcomed break from the reality. We just hadn’t had any real adventures in years.

      “Work sounds like heaven.” I smiled.

      “I know and I worry that you’re turning into the workaholic I used to be.”

      “What else do I have?” I lifted my shoulders into a shrug.

      “Heaps, you’ve just had a bad spell.”

      Bad spell. I wish it could just be that. a bad spell. The last few years had been awful. Truly awful.

      My divorce had been finalized two years ago but I was still working out the kinks.

      Jason was a very powerful man with all manner of influences which he used to his every advantage.

      God, he was even on the board of governors at the institute. So when there were any functions or anything like that, he was always there.

      There like a fucking reoccurring nightmare.

      “Where to now, boss?” I smiled.

      He chuckled. “Japan. Akito needs you.”

      I straightened up immediately.

      Akito Maderame was an archaeologist too. Dad’s best friend who lived in Japan. They’d met at Yale when they were studying.

      Akito had been in our lives from as far back as I could remember and from as far back as I could remember, we’d always spent our summers in Japan.

      Things changed when I went to college and I found I couldn’t keep up the yearly tradition, but I was there as often as I could be.

      Akito’s daughter Mitsuke was my best friend, more like a sister to me than Emma. We saw each other every chance we got.

      I hadn’t been to Japan in two years. Not since the divorce. I’d seen both of them many times but Japan too was like family to me.

      My second home.

      “He needs me in Japan?” God, for the first time in a long time, hope sparked in my heart.

      Interest rippled through me when Dad nodded.

      Akito was the director at the Institute of Cultural Heritage. He also ran a research center alongside it, which took on the tasks of funding all the cultural preservation projects, digs, and other excursions.

      This could be good for me.

      Dad smiled. “Two weeks ago, Akito’s team were called to Akiyoshido Cave to

      investigate after an earthquake. One of the tour guides found a tunnel that led deeper underground. They found the skeleton of a samurai, along with his sword.”

      Now this was the stuff dreams were made of. At least for a few minutes I could forget my problems.

      “Wow.”

      “There was also a journal with him written in multiple dead languages.” He smiled wide, knowing that would catch my interest all the more.

      This had my name written all over it.

      I could read anything from Latin, Sanskrit, and Hebrew, to ancient Chinese by village location and clan. When last I checked, I counted my specialty to include over a hundred dead languages, and I could piece together some of the others.

      “Dad, this is big.”

      “It’s massive. The emperor wants Akito to arrange an exhibition at the museum during the Obon festival, to honor the fallen Samurai.”

      “The emperor.”

      “The emperor.” Dad chuckled and nodded. “So, kid, do you think you’re up to translating the journal?”

      “Yes.” That was definitely the answer.

      “He’ll need you in Tokyo for at least six months. That okay?”

      “Yes.” I needed this. Absolutely needed this. It would be perfect. A minimum of six months away from here would be great for me.

      “Good, plus truth be told, I personally think you could do with the break. It’ll be just like summers of old for you with Akito, Mitsuke, and…Tai. He’s back.” A tentative expression washed over his face.

      I blinked several times and tried not to show any form of emotion in that revelation. But Dad knew me, so there was no point trying to mask anything.

      Tai. Akito’s nephew. I hadn’t seen him since I was eighteen and the last time that I did see him was not the best memory.

      “Tai? Wow, he’s… back.”

      “Yeah, I think he’s been back for a while but he’s been working with Akito for the last six months at the center. That should be interesting.”

      Interesting.

      I didn’t know if that was the right word, and I wasn’t sure what was.

      Tai used to be the highlight of my summer. That was probably clear to everyone.

      He was just the boy I wasn’t supposed to be with.

      He was the super-hot older guy everyone would crush on. Five years older than me. A complete rebel with his attitude and defiance of authority. He had a new tattoo every summer and it was guaranteed that he’d land himself in some kind of trouble before the summer was out.

      Although he and his family actually lived in LA, like me and mine, everyone would head to Japan in the first week of the summer break. Six whole weeks of fun and adventure.

      For me it was six whole weeks of seeing Tai.

      He went to the Marines and we never stayed in touch.

      I didn’t expect him to, not with the way my mother treated him that last time.

      It would be good to see him after so long.

      Eleven years. That was a really long time.

      But back to a time when everything was wonderful. I was eighteen. Young, ambitious and healthy.

      Nothing was wrong with me then.

      I couldn’t change the years that followed but it would definitely be nice to be in Japan.

      “Sounds exactly like summers of old,” I bubbled. “When do I leave?”

      “How does tomorrow sound?”
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        * * *

      

      I ran my gaze along the shiny sword in the glass display unit.

      Had to be worth millions. Guaranteed. The sword looked old and of the priceless variety. The authenticator here had estimated it to be 8th century.

      I remembered seeing a standard katana once in an auction. Some lucky bastard purchased it for one and a half million dollars and thought he’d gotten a bargain.

      Must have been nice to have money to throw around like that.

      I had money behind me, but I wouldn’t be the one to spend it on priceless artifacts. I wasn’t rich. I would most likely say that I was comfortable. Comfortable enough to own a two- story beach house on Kamakura beach, a garage in Tokyo and a few fast cars. Couldn’t help myself when it came to a fast car. Especially the good kind like a solid American muscle. Give me a Mustang or a Buick any day. I was lucky enough to own both.

      My cars were the one thing I missed when I was in the Marines, and my bike.

      When I saw a little symbol near the hilt, I narrowed my eyes at the sword. The thing was still being verified but I felt it was a masamune sword, One said to embue its wielder with supernatural abilities.

      I may not have verged down the academic path most people here had, but I knew a thing or two of value. Plus I had the best teacher anyone could have.

      My uncle, Akito.

      There were two men that I’d always looked up to growing up. My dad and Akito. I may have given them hell, and even been a handful as a boy, but I looked up to them.

      Being a Marine was a given because my father was one. He’d been the kind that went on the crazy-assed missions you’d see in films and won medals for it.

      He’d inspired both myself and my younger brother, Neo, to join.

      Akito, on the other hand, inspired me in a different way. I came to Japan every summer to go on one adventure or another with him.

      That led me to this point where I’d decided that my heart was in Japan, and rather than be the free spirit I’d been for the last two years, I wanted to be here, helping with the family business, so to speak. While I accompanied Akito’s team on various locations for their excursions, he’d hired me as the business manager. It put my business degree to some use and allowed me to do something different with my life.

      I couldn’t have timed being here better for this discovery.

      This was going to be big for us .

      When I looked at the sword all I saw was money. The money its popularity would bring in to the center in all sorts of ways.

      The excursion assistant at Akiyoshido Cave may have found the hidden path, but we were the ones who ventured down the path and found the samurai with his sword and journal.

      I’d already planned out a number of things we could do and put to use for our advantage.

      I folded my arms and looked at the glass encasement holding the skeleton of the samurai still decked out in his armor.

      I didn’t like skeletons or mummies. This guy was a mix of both.

      “What’s the story, man?” I asked grimacing at its horrid appearance.

      Having him inside the center didn’t sit well with me.  Finding a person like this was the worst. This man died in a cave. Alone. No proper burial equaled one sure way to become an evil yōkai—spirits and demons of the worst kind that were feared throughout Japan.

      I blamed my mother for that way of thinking. Her and Akito. She was his youngest sister. She got the superstition from him and passed it on to me, filling my head with ghost stories when I was younger.

      Stories aside, I was interested to see where this would take us. It was all the talk at the moment on the news and people were excited about watching our investigation unfold.

      The exhibition would be in four months’ time. August. Just in time for Obon, one of the biggest festivals of the summer.

      People would be coming from all over the world for the occasion anyway, but this discovery would be an added bonus we could bank on.

      I didn’t mean to be so fixated on the monetary benefits.

      The truth was, it was just a good distraction for me right now.

      A distraction from women… my other weakness.

      I sighed and leaned against the wall, my gaze between the samurai and the sword.

      Candace, my ex, had been back in town for over two weeks now. She blew back into my life on a whim, asking me to give her another chance.

      I was supposed to be thinking about that, weighing up all the pros and cons. I was solely supposed to be thinking about that and maybe this discovery of ours. That part was allowed.

      What I shouldn’t have been thinking about was Phoebe Walker.

      The girl –woman –I was supposed to forget and stay away from.

      I stayed away just like her mother demanded but I never forgot. That was the problem.

      All those long years I never forgot the precious pampered princess her mother didn’t want me to get my filthy hands on and mess up.

      She was coming back into my life too. Today at some point I was told.

      God… I didn’t need this shit.

      If I wasn’t working here I probably would have disappeared somewhere.

      Candace would be here in an hour or so, expecting me to have an answer for her or some sort of… I didn’t know. Hope.

      Hope that we could rekindle our relationship.

      I’d met her when I first came back to Japan, two months after I left the Marines. She was a travel journalist and at the time on assignment for one of the exhibitions.

      We got on straight away, started dating, became serious.

      I became serious, and that never happened. Ever.

      I was usually the one in a relationship calling the shots because I didn’t want to be tied down. I was Mr. Fun, until I met her then she taught me to be very, very wary of love because it could blind you. Cover your eyes with wool so you couldn’t see straight and before you knew it, love could leave you flat on your face in the dirt wondering how the fuck you got there.

      Candace was possibly the only woman I’d ever given my heart to, but when it came to choosing, she chose her career. A full-time position with National Geographic in San Francisco.

      I would have tried to arrange something for us to stay together, but she broke it off with me and said long distance never worked for anyone and she’d rather remember us happy as we were than miserable trying to be together.

      We were together for over a year and it took me nearly that length of time to get over her.

      Now she wanted back in my life…

      My Samurai friend definitely couldn’t have come at a better time. He would be a most welcomed distraction because I didn’t have an answer for her.

      I pulled in a breath and checked my watch. The meeting would start in a few minutes.

      Akito called this meeting for their team to discuss the plans going forward. This recent discovery meant that we’d have to delegate responsibility across our four-man team and call on some of the research assistants.

      That was for the Samurai and the sword.

      The journal was Phoebe’s department. Even when I knew her, she was the only person I knew that could speak more than ten languages.

      I’d never seen language like what I saw in the journal. I spoke and read Japanese, mandarin and Cantonese. That was it for me.

      I made my way to the meeting room. Everyone I expected to be here was already there, but I was surprised to see some of our investors, as well as Izu Fusima, the minister of education. That man couldn’t stand me, and the feeling was mutual. He thought I was a reckless, lay about playboy who was always looking for a chance to make money.

      Okay, some of that might have been true to an extent and I couldn’t claim complete innocence, but he didn’t have to make his dislike for me so pronounced every single time he saw me.

      He gave me a crude look when I entered and scanned over my casual appearance with disdain. Although most of the team were dressed casually, Izu seemed to have taken a dislike to my white biker jacket and ripped jeans.

      To annoy him, I sat right next to him and gave him a phony as hell smile.

      “Kon'nichiwa?” I said to him.

      The asshole frowned and looked away, couldn’t even say hi back to me. Instead he decided to start up a conversation with the investor who sat next to him. I couldn’t remember the man’s name but knew he was a billionaire who always donated a substantial amount of money to the center.

      Akito looked up from the document he was looking through and acknowledged me with a nod. I nodded back and looked to Scott and Kenny. They were talking about the sword.

      I looked over to the door as it opened a few minutes later and a beautiful brunette popped her head inside.

      At first I thought she looked familiar, but within nanoseconds of me thinking that I realized why.

      I straightened up as Phoebe Walker came in, and my mind suddenly became void of thinking anything except that she was here.

      She was actually here in Japan.

      Eleven years, that was how long ago it was since I last saw her.

      Eleven years looked good on her.

      In her sleek black business dress that stopped just above her golden thighs, all I could see before me was a killer body that trapped my mind.

      I didn’t care too much for model thin women. I liked a woman to look like she took care of herself. Phoebe’s athletic build screamed that. Curves in all the right places with definition in her arms and legs. Large, fully rounded breasts that could make a man drool. Her bright blue eyes were striking against that dark mass of sleek, razor-sharp straight brown hair. She was the kind of woman that would always be able to harness beauty no matter how old she got.

      She looked amazing, definitely amazing, but I couldn’t help but think back to that last time I saw her.

      Some memories no matter how big or small burned into a person’s mind with a lasting effect. That was one of them.

      I was twenty three at the time.

      She was eighteen and temptation that a man of twenty three should have left well enough alone. She was completely off limits if only for the close relationship she and her family had with Akito, and she was too young for me to spoil up.

      But I tried to anyway.

      One kiss. That was all it took to send me over the edge. And that damn kiss left me dangling over that edge all these years, wondering what would have happened if her mother hadn’t caught us.

      Caught me.

      “I’m so sorry I’m late. I forgot how hard it can be to park here,” she babbled excitedly.

      Everyone looked on fondly, waiting to hear who she was.

      Akito gave her a massive emotional hug and the excitement at her presence was very evident.

      “You aren’t late.” Akito beamed. “Sit next to me.”

      She did as instructed and looked around the room, taking in all the faces of the people that sat around the table. When her gaze landed on me though… something familiar flickered in her eyes. I saw surprise and a hint of uncertainty, but there was that spark I used to look forward to every summer.

      It was still there. It still shimmered in her ocean blue eyes, and I was surprised to feel that rush of excitement ripple through me.

      Phoebe Walker at twenty-nine years old was a combustion of drop-dead gorgeous with the sort of fantasy body that could get a guy in trouble.

      Me, at thirty-four, who should be thinking about whether or not I was going to give my ex-girlfriend another shot.

      “Good, now that we’re all here we can begin,” Akito announced.

      “This lovely young lady is Dr. Phoebe Walker from The Smithsonian Institute.”

      Jesus, I didn’t realize she’d gone and gotten her doctorate. It was hardly surprising, though, with what I knew of her from the past.

      “Dr. Walker is a linguist with a specialty in reading dead languages. She’s agreed to join our team and translate the journal and help with our investigation.”

      Phoebe smiled at everyone.

      “Welcome, Phoebe, you’ll make a great addition to our team.” Scott said with a nod. Kenny followed suit.

      I just looked on, watching her.

      “I’ll cut to the chase and get to the point of this meeting,” Akito continued, clearing his throat. “This discovery is a very big deal for us. We have a lot of work to do in our investigation of our samurai and his sword. We’ll also have to get back in the cave to see if there’s anything else we can find. I believe that journal will assist us greatly in gathering the information we need, but there might be more inside that the earthquake unearthed. I’m excited about this.”

      Akito continued his speech, “I hope that you’ll all help make Phoebe feel welcome.”

      He looked at me when he said that. Specifically looked at me, as if I would be the one to cause trouble.

      “We have a good window of time that we can use to our advantage, but there’s a lot to be done. I suggest we use the rest of this week to plan out what we’re doing, get acquainted with our findings, and maybe we can spend a few days next week at the cave. Then we regroup next Friday with our findings.”

      Everyone agreed to that.

      Akito started talking about the budget, which was through the roof. Apparently, we had unlimited funds at our disposal for whatever we wanted. The government was funding this full force. I loved the sound of that, and so did the investors.

      I wanted to explore that cave fully, as in within an inch of its life. There was no telling what else we could find.

      When the meeting drew to an end, the group gravitated towards Phoebe, asking her all manner of questions about herself and her work, which she gladly answered.

      I stayed where I was until the admirers left and then made my way over to them.

      “Tai,” she said with a curt nod.

      “Doctor Walker.” I nodded back and smiled.

      “Phoebe,” she corrected.

      “Guys.” Akito briefly placed his arms around both of us. “I know you two can work wonders on this project. You can work together, right?”

      Again Akito looked at me.

      “I have no qualms with that,” I replied.

      “Me neither.” She smiled.

      “Good.” Akito chuckled. “I remember you both at each other’s throats all the time as kids.”

      That would have been literally when we were kids. Past the kid stage, I spent the time watching her grow into her womanly curves.

      The only memory I had of her throat was what it tasted like.

      Sweet. Vanilla sweet with a hint of nervousness.

      Her cheeks colored against her pale skin. “We were kids, Akito,” she pointed out. “We’re adults now. Time’s moved on. I’m sure we’ll do just fine.”

      Akito smiled with intense pride. “I’m so proud of the two of you. This is going to be a very exciting time for all of us.”

      “And busy,” I offered.

      “And busy, we love busy. Gives us purpose.” He beamed. “Tai, why don’t you take Phoebe to the research room and the office so she can see everything?”

      I looked at Phoebe, took in the anxious look she had about her, and thought I’d take this as an opportunity to test the waters.
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      I didn’t think I would feel like this seeing him again.

      I just assumed time would dull my interest. Or, maybe it was just that I hoped it would.

      The minute I saw Tai that spark of interest and excitement I used to feel came rushing back to me. It clenched at my stomach and sent my nerves into a crazy frenzy.

      Getting all weak-kneed, hot and bothered about a guy was not in the cards for me. After all I was here on business.

      Tai, however, was always the exception to every rule.

      Maybe it would have been wiser for me to get settled in first.

      I landed at Narita International a few hours ago. Mitsuke picked me up and took me to Akito’s place. She insisted on going shopping, but I was too eager to get here and see the journal.

      Sure, I’d thought about Tai but I just figured we’d have more of a ‘hey there and goodbye,’ meet.

      I didn’t think Akito would pair him up with me.

      I never told anyone about our last encounter, and thinking about that now just felt so childish. It wasn’t as if I slept with him… much as I wanted to.

      With everything that had happened to me over the last few years that time seemed like it happened in another life.

      At eighteen, I may have been a levelheaded young woman who could handle herself, but I was like every other helpless female who fell prey to his charms and dreamy looks.

      I’d never seen anyone that looked like him.

      Tai was biracial half Japanese and half white. A deadly combo of beauty and rugged handsomeness that made you want to stare.

      His face was all angles and planes. The kind that would make most women a drooling mess.

      He had the slightly down-slanted eyes, thick eyebrows and angular face from his mother. From his father he got the GQ looks, the height and muscles. I remembered his father being tall and built like a tank.

      Tai basically looked too good for his own good and knew how to make you do whatever he wanted. It was all the more easy for him when what he wanted you to do was what you wanted.

      We had that weird awkward silence as we both stepped out of the meeting room and started walking down the corridor.

      “So, Dr. Phoebe, it’s been awhile.” He cast a sideways glance at me.

      “Long time.” I raised my shoulder slightly and tucked my hair behind my ear.

      “How’ve you been?”

      I wasn’t really sure how to answer that question. The truth was I felt like shit, but telling him that would open the door for questions on why I felt like that. And I doubted he would care to hear it.

      So I guess I could go with the standard answer, as I was excited to be back in Japan.

      “Great. It’s good to be here. You, how are you doing? When’d you get back from the Marines?”

      “A little over two years. Spent most of the time being a free spirit.”

      “Weren’t you always a free spirit?” I smirked.

      Maybe that was a little too blunt for a first meeting in years. It just seemed weird he would say that. I’d already counted five more tattoos that I hadn’t seen before. He mostly went for Japanese characters which looked cool but there was what I thought looked like a dragon’s wing creeping up the side of his neck, and the tail looked like it snaked around his arm.

      He turned so that he was walking backwards while he faced me.

      “Was that a statement or a question?”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from smiling. “It’s… whatever you want it to be.”

      “Statement. The way I remember it, you seemed to like me as a free spirit, and looks like you still like what you see.”

      God damn, my stupid body betrayed me and took in the purely sexual look he gave me as he looked me up and down. Heat flushed my cheeks.

      We stopped and he just stared at me. I wasn’t sure what he expected me to say, but he was looking at me like he wanted some kind of response. He’d always thrown me with his openness.

      At least with Tai there were never any hidden surprises. He was open and forward, said whatever was on his mind and didn’t care about the end result.

      “I can see you haven’t changed one bit.” Better to say that.

      “No not a damn bit, maybe just got better at it.” He shifted his weight from one leg to the other, drawing my attention to the strong athletic definition in his legs. “Newsflash, I like what I see too. Dr. Phoebe.”

      A slow, easy smile inched across his face as he observed me. It was that sexy smile I remembered very well, except his boyish looks had become manlier and sharper.

      That smile on him now did things to my body that I’d rather not acknowledge.

      “Phoebe, no one calls me Dr. and please don’t start calling me Dr. Phoebe. Sounds like Dr. Phil or something.” I glossed over the compliment, or rather his obvious flirting, opting for safer grounds.

      He chuckled. “If I had a title like that everyone would have to call me Dr.”

      I rocked back on my heels. “Does everyone call you lieutenant? Lieutenant Tai?”

      A satisfied glint came into his eyes making them gleam as he gazed at me.

      It was Dad who gave me more context to how well Tai did as a Marine, and that he became a lieutenant. He didn’t say much more than that but it was enough.

      I was proud to hear he’d accomplished so much.

      “They don’t. Lieutenant doesn’t have the same ring to it as Dr.”

      “Lieutenant sounds better”

      “Doesn’t sound better.”

      “You don’t think so Lieutenant Tai?”

      “Came natural to me. Like adventure.” His face brightened.

      “Adventure. We used to use that word to explain everything.” Because Dad and Akito threw it around like it could explain everything indeed. Everything that meant something.

      If one of them had gotten some accomplishment during the course of their work it was all down to adventure. If one of them had done something outlandish like seeing how many time they could climb Mt. Fuji while we were here, it was because adventure made them do it.

      “That word got us in trouble.”

      “You more than me.” I pointed out laughing. When the laughter escaped my lips it felt so effortless.

      “Yes, because of you.”

      I grimaced even though I knew that was true. “No …you didn’t.”

      His smile widened. “Great, she doesn’t remember how much my ass got in trouble for her craziness, and ability to break bones with ease.”

      I opened my mouth to protest but couldn’t. He was right again, but I didn’t want to admit it.

      He gave me that penetrative look again. It weakened my insides this time and got me thinking of the last time I saw him.

      It wasn’t a good memory at all, but there were parts to it that I would always cherish.

      Did he think about that too? Was he now?

      Here we were talking like we’d just seen each other last year, but that was so far from the case. So many years had passed by. Too many.

      “Were we heading this way?” I asked, swallowing against the lump that formed in my throat.

      “Sure was.”

      I offered a little smile and started walking, but he stayed behind.

      I looked back to him and watched him run his gaze down the full length of my body, lingering for far too long on my ass. I stopped again surprised at his obvious checking me out.

      To add to my surprise he took his time to trace the outline of my figure, moving back up to take note of the curve of my waist, and then my breasts.

      My cheeks heated from the salacious look he gave me when he returned his focus to my eyes, and I had to swallow hard to calm myself.

      The smile came back and he continued walking. I followed and tried to keep my focus.

      The office was our first stop. It was a communal office that the team shared.

      The room looked more like a grand library with a host of shelves in rows carrying books and academic journals of all sorts of description. I chose a desk at the far end of the room on the raised platform where the journals started. He allowed me a few minutes to browse.

      Next stop was the research room. This was the part I was excited about.

      The skeleton remains of the samurai was the first thing I saw. Still suited in the traditional helmet and armor and in a glass case. I’d seen a lot of mummies and skeletons but had to agree that this guy was by far the coolest. Next to him was another case with the sword. I rushed up to get a better look at the samurai.

      “I don’t know how you can do that. It’s a skeleton of a man, but you just ran up to it like he was a new pair of shoes.” Tai smirked, coming closer but stopping a good distance away. He seemed wary of the skeleton.

      “It’s a samurai.” I beamed, smiling at him.

      “Yes, and his evil yōkai ass is here somewhere in the building.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. He used to scare the absolute shit out of me when I was younger with his stupid ghost stories.

      “There’s no yōkai, Tai, just a samurai.”

      “Yes, we’ll see if you still think that tonight when he visits you after you’ve fallen asleep,” he teased. Yup he really was the same old Tai.

      I started laughing. “It doesn’t work anymore. I’m not ten years old.”

      “Whatever. Just remember what I said.” He motioned to the other side of the room where a pillar stood with a small glass case on top of it. “That’s yours.”

      My eyes turned to saucers. The journal was inside of it. My purpose for being here. To read a book no one else could read, except me.

      Not even my feeling like shit earlier could ruin this moment for me.

      Tai walked over to the encasement, opened it , took the journal out and carried it over to me.

      It was made from some sort of parchment and felt durable and sturdy.

      I opened it and smiled.

      “You’re smiling.” He noted. “This is what makes you happy?”

      “I guess.” It gave me purpose, and I felt like I was me when I was doing stuff like this. “This is old Chinese, the Jou District five BC.”

      “Jesus Christ. You actually understand it?”

      I nodded and started reading.

      “The sun was warm today. It signaled a change in the season. No longer were we burdened with the cold of winter, but the hope of the oncoming spring. I saw the raven. It returned, and then a nightingale.”

      “Damn.” His mouth dropped then a cocky smile danced across his sensual lips. “Beautiful and smart. I didn’t realize the effect of that combo until just now. It’s sexy.”

      He scanned me again, taking me in, making me feel completely conscious of myself.

      At that moment a pretty blonde woman appeared at the door. Slim built and elegantly dressed in a green summer dress that showed off her figure.

      “Hi, I hope I’m not interrupting.” She beamed, revealing perfect white teeth.

      Tai looked over to her in silence and then offered a polite smile. “No, I’m all yours.”

      He didn’t introduce her or me. He moved over to her then glanced back to me.

      “Let’s catch up later.”

      “Sure.” I nodded.

      He winked at me and left.

      I would guess that woman must have been his girlfriend from the way that he placed an arm around her but I couldn’t be certain.

      I released a breath I didn’t realize I was hanging on to and that eased the tension in my stomach.

      Tension I hadn’t felt in a while. I’d say before Jason and I got married.

      Or, maybe it was before that. Like… when I was eighteen and I last saw Tai.

      I couldn’t get the way he looked at me out of my head. That look of desire.

      I hadn’t felt desire in a long time and not for a man who looked as drop-dead gorgeous as Tai.

      What was I thinking?

      I was here on business. Business.

      It was nice though. Nice to feel desired. Nice to be called sexy.

      But there was one overarching thing I would always have to worry about from my disastrous marriage to Jason.

      It was bad enough that he cheated and ruined my trust in him. It was awful that he continued to make his mark.

      All those things boiled into one, but I would always blame him for the accident that left me unable to have children.
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      Beautiful women….

      A blessing or a curse?

      It really was debatable, for me at least.

      I had one sitting before me sipping on a cup of hot chocolate, constantly licking her lips and giving me obvious, very obvious, sexually suggestive looks that should have at the very least turned me on. Candace had been doing that for the last hour as we’d sat in the coffee house.

      Unfortunately for me, I had another beautiful woman—Phoebe—in my head who actually was turning me on, even though she wasn’t here.

      Those tits and that ass, both firm and round. The kind that I was sure would get me in trouble. Like it was now.

      “You are miles away, mister.” Candace smirked, smacking my hand playfully. It was that sudden touch that snapped me out of my Phoebe reverie.

      Wasn’t my style to be with one woman and think about another. Not my style at all. It was disrespectful.

      “Sorry, it’s just this… project.”

      “It’s massive. And good for you. You’ve always wanted to work on something like this.” Her sea green eyes twinkled. She looked genuinely happy for me and that made me feel like an asshole.

      My problem was I didn’t like to feel trapped or forced into anything.

      It wasn’t exactly fair for Candace for me to feel that way. No more than me thinking about Phoebe’s ass and tits.

      Shit, how did she get hotter?

      I had to straighten up and shuffle around to keep my dick under control.

      “Yes,” I agreed.

      “So what happens now? Are you going to the cave again?” She beamed.

      “Yeah. We’re gonna go sometime next week to check things out.” I was a part of the team that went to retrieve the samurai. That had been a day I wouldn’t forget. It wasn’t every day I got to do something like that.

      “Was that another assistant I saw in the exhibit room?” Curiosity sparked in her eyes.

      Oh yeah, the curiosity. How could I have forgotten how suspicious she always was when she found me speaking to other women?

      She knew I was loyal, but still she never quite trusted me.

      “No, that was Phoebe Walker. She’s a doctor in linguistics and archeology. She reads dead languages.” I hadn’t meant to sound so proud.

      Secretly I kind of was. I didn’t know many people who had that sort of backing, and there were all sorts of scholars at the center and museum.

      “God, that’s some power. I’ve never heard of anyone who could do that. I’m surprised because she didn’t look like… she could do all that.”

      “You know that sounds like you’re saying she doesn’t look like she’s that clever?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Oh no.” She shook her head. “That’s not what I meant at all. I just expected someone older to have such credentials. She was very stylish.”

      “Always has been.”

      “How long have you known her? You’ve never mentioned her before?” She blinked and parted her lips.

      “All my life. I’ve known her that long. Just haven’t seen her in the last eleven years and we never kept in touch.”

      “Oh, wow. How comes you never kept in touch?”

      Questions, questions. She was trying to assess my interest in Phoebe.

      “Life got in the way.” It was the truth. I was sure that either of us could have stayed in touch if we wanted.

      I could have, even though her mother told me to stay away from her precious daughter. The ball was probably in my court, but I did what I felt was best at the time.

      “Life.” She gave me a small smile.

      “Life. It’ll be good to get reacquainted in this project. It will be interesting to see how well our skills combine.”

      I wished it was just our skills I was thinking of combining. Everything was beginning to make me think of sex.

      “Definitely. I’m looking forward to seeing what happens too. I wish that I was covering that instead.” There was a sadness in her eyes that got me. She’d left her job at National Geographic and taken on freelance work with Traveler Magazine.

      She never said why she left her job, only that she left. Maybe because that was what took her away from me.

      “Why don’t you just write an article about it? You have me to give you all the juice.”

      “Yeah, I guess I could.” She nodded and took another sip of her drink. “It feels different now. Different to when I was here last. Back then I was aiming for something and I was looking for the next hot story that would land me the golden job.”

      “I get that, but when you love something you do it for you first. Everyone else comes second.”

      I imagined Phoebe to be like that. Way back when I used to know her, nothing would stop her from exploring and doing what she wanted to do.

      Back then her mother used to be the biggest obstacle. That woman was a pain in the ass. I couldn’t stand her back then and I doubted she was any different now.

      “It’s… like I just lost my zing and zest. I’m just doing what I’m doing.” She shrugged.

      I wondered if it was that why she decided to ask me for a second chance. Did it just simply fit in with what she wanted for the moment? Like being bored and deciding to do whatever came up to pass the time.

      I took a sip of my coffee and looked at her.

      We hadn’t really talked properly. She’d just turned up out of the blue at my house and landed me with the news that she was back and hoped we could have a second chance.

      It threw me. Really threw me because I didn’t expect to see her this side of the world again, or in my life. It was hard to get over her. Hard to accept that the plans I hoped for us weren’t in her vision too.

      When we got together I didn’t think she would have left me for the first opportunity to climb the ladder of success.

      But… I got over the blow, and I got over her.

      “So what are you doing with yourself exactly?”

      “Writing with the travel mag, and hoping to get my guy back.”

      I sighed. I didn’t have an answer for her. I had time to think and hadn’t come up with anything.

      Also, if I was serious about her then I couldn’t be thinking about Phoebe the way I was.

      “I’ve been thinking, Candace, and I still don’t have an answer yet.”

      She tried to hide the deflated look in her eyes. “Okay. Is there a chance you will? I mean, will you give us a chance?”

      She was making this hard. I had to remind myself that she put us here.

      Before she left, I planned to ask her to move in with me. I could see us having a future together. Getting married, having kids.

      Then she chose to leave and it crushed me.

      “I need to think about it. Need time.”

      “Okay.” She pulled in a breath and blinked several times. I reached across the table and took hold of her hands.

      “You will be okay, whatever I decide. And, I promise you that we’ll always be friends. When you left, a part of me I can’t get back went with you. I’m trying to see if I can feel that way again.” That was me being real, and meeting her half way. Or at the point I could reach, realistically.

      “I really hope you do, Tai. I really do. I made a big mistake when I left you. I should have at least tried to make us work long distance.” A little smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “Do you remember how we used to be?”

      That wasn’t something I was likely to forget.

      All I could say was that we were crazy in love.

      I was crazy about her from the day that I met her. I thought she was different with her passion for writing and thirst for adventure. It wasn’t often people met someone who was exactly like them but yet different enough in all the right ways.

      She’d come to Japan on vacation for the summer. She met me when her car broke down on one of the country roads.

      I just happened to be passing by on one of my day trips to Kyoto and I towed her into the next town. I got her car sorted out but slipped her my number too. She called me the next day.

      We moved fast. Too fast and then it was full speed ahead all the way.

      Until we burned out. I wouldn’t pretend that our time together meant nothing to me. It was a part of me. It just wasn’t enough.

      “Candace, you’re very career driven and I don’t know what happened to make you leave San Francisco, leaving a job you loved more than me but it could really just be that you lost your zing and zest. When you get that back, the same thing could happen again.”

      “I left because the job wasn’t what I expected,” she confessed. “I was embarrassed to tell you because I left you for that job. I thought I was going to travel the world writing about all sorts of things, but I literally got stuck behind a desk and wrote about stuff I didn’t want to write. Freelancing at least gives me some of what I want.” She pulled in a breath. “Tai, I came to Japan to try to win you back.”

      I wished like hell I could give her more, maybe some hope but I knew that was the absolute wrong thing to do.

      I knew myself. There was a big part of me that had already decided against this and I was just testing the remaining part of myself that would always care for her.

      I wouldn’t give her false hope though.

      “What if we started with a date?” she added with a hopeful smile.

      I sighed. A date was the last thing I wanted. Dating meant being serious and that gave me that trapped feeling again.

      I didn’t like anybody coaxing me into a position I wasn’t comfortable in. Not even her.

      “I don’t think a date is a good idea.” I looked at her, at the lost look in her eyes and couldn’t bring myself to completely shoot her down.

      God, what the fuck? I was supposed to be a better asshole than this. I surely could think of something to tell her that wouldn’t force the issue.

      I just couldn’t be an asshole to her.

      “How about lunch? Something like this.” I suggested. This meeting of ours was less formal and didn’t come with any expectations.

      “Lunch sounds good. When?” She looked scared to ask.

      “What if we just play it by ear?” That way I didn’t have to say when. “It’s going to be really busy around the center with our investigation so I don’t know what my schedule will be like.” Better. That made it vague and it wasn’t far from the truth.

      We’d be busy but I wasn’t the one doing any form of investigation. I still had my normal activities to carry out. Business and accounts, making the plans and business reports for the current projects and if the need arose, I would go back to the cave with the team. That was me.

      I felt bad trying to maneuver her, but I knew myself.

      If there was a woman I was interested in there would be no way on this earth that I would be playing anything by ear. I would have arranged something tonight despite what I was doing or how busy I was.

      She should have known that about me but she smiled widely like we’d just made progress.

      What I didn’t want is to feel bad about anything.

      Like right now. I was thinking of when next I’d see Phoebe. I didn’t want it to be at work.

      I wanted to catch up with her properly and explore that chemistry I felt so strong today.
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      Chicago, 3 years ago…

      

      No one could tell me that it was okay to not love your husband.

      Not be in love?

      How could that be okay?

      Maybe that worked for some people, but I was struggling. Really struggling. I always struggled with my feelings for Jason.

      I thought that there should at least be a spark. Something that connected us and made us click. Something that bonded us and made us want to see each other all the time, or at the very least miss each other when we were apart.

      I didn’t feel either, and lately there was something else that I was beginning to sense. More than usual.

      Cheating.

      It was something I saw and picked up on. No one had to tell me, and no one would dare imply that Jason would do something like that. He was the Governor of Illinois, had been since last year and he stood for integrity. Besides that, family image mattered to him too much to do something like that.

      That’s what the general mundane person would think.

      I felt differently.

      Last year was when I first got that niggling suspicion. It was just after he’d been appointed the position. He’d come home drunk from a party with lipstick on his collar, what looked like a hicky on his neck and smelling strongly of perfume.

      I wanted to chalk it up to nothing but we had such a terrible argument after I asked him about it. He accused me of being jealous and paranoid.

      The argument was so bad that I had to leave the house and stay in a hotel.

      That argument highlighted a lot of things to me. One main thing was that I needed a place of retreat, just in case. I couldn’t go home to my parents because Mom would never see things my way, and I couldn’t rely on Emma. She couldn’t stand me.

      So I rented the lake house. I wasn’t there a lot, but just in times where I needed to break free of the suffocation from my marriage.

      And times when I felt something was going on.

      Like last week I saw him with his secretary in the foyer of the Cook Building.  I’d been trying lately to be more invested, as my mother put it. So I went to see if he wanted to catch dinner with me.

      He was standing by the glass windows with her and he leaned down to whisper something into her ear. They were standing awfully close and the way that she giggled and then inconspicuously looked around to see if anyone was watching or heard alerted my suspicion.

      It was such a small thing but it got me thinking. I walked up to them and the guilty look on her face added to my thoughts.

      Then yesterday when I made another attempt to see him for lunch. I was told that he’d already left for lunch with his secretary.

      “Phoebe, are you listening to me?” Mom asked, bringing me out of my thoughts.

      I blinked and focused on her. She gave me that impatient look, suggesting she’d asked me something.

      I didn’t know what it was.

      She’d summoned me home to a mother-daughter dinner. Emma would be here soon. I was told to arrive an hour early because Mom wanted to talk to me.

      That was how she was. Treating everything like it was a business meeting.

      I hated it. Nothing was ever just normal and ordinary. I guess that was what happened when you were practically raised in the White House.

      My grandfather was the Assistant to the president and White House chief of staff. Big title, with big expectations. Expectations he still had.

      Mom had been actually raised to be a lady. She did the whole finishing school thing in Switzerland and everything. So she expected Emma and me to follow suit. Be like her, prim and proper, marry men who were up to her level of expectations  like dad with his catalogue of credentials.

      We sat out in the rose garden in the gazebo. I straightened in my chair and gave her my full attention.

      “Mom, I’m sorry I’m not feeling so good,” I lied. “What did you say?”

      She raised her perfectly arched brows. “Didn’t you hear anything? Not a word?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She frowned. I’d sat here for the last half an hour, so even I could understand her frustration this time. Usually she was just frustrated with me because of archeology. She’d always try to find something to say about that.

      “I asked how you and Jason were. Last time we all went to the country club you seemed so cold towards him.”

      She’d already pulled me up about that.

      This marriage had always felt like she was in the driving seat and I was simply following captain’s orders.

      “I wasn’t cold towards him. Nothing was going on.”

      That was just the thing, nothing was going on, nothing ever happened when I was with Jason. We barely spoke. First I thought it was our age difference. He was eight years older than me. I never had a problem with it, and it didn’t seem to be an issue much when we were dating.

      He seemed into me when we were dating but within months of marriage something just changed . That was nearly a year and a half after we met. We’d been together for two years now.

      We got married quick. I thought too fast. I wasn’t ready because I wasn’t feeling the sort of excitement I thought I’d feel when you were engaged.

      I’d never admitted this to anyone, but I said yes to him to please Mom.

      “You were cold towards him, Phoebe, and that isn’t the way to behave when you’re married to a high profile official. People start talking when they see things like that. You sitting by yourself on the phone while he’s mingling with the people.”

      I released a sharp sigh. “Mom, would it make you happier if I was to straddle him in front of everyone, or maybe give him a lap dance?”

      She hated when I talked like that.

      Emma would never say anything like that.

      “Phoebe.” She snapped. “No need to get vulgar.”

      She thought that was vulgar. I almost laughed, and instead I shook my head.

      I shook my head and decided to voice some of my concerns.

      “Mom, Jason and I don’t really click so if you see us apart like that, that’s the main reason. Also I have a feeling he’s screwing around behind my back.”

      Mom gasped and looked appalled.

      “Phoebe, this is what I mean. You aren’t with some loser from the street. Jason is a sophisticated man who loves you, but what will you expect if you go around making claims like that?”

      I pressed my lips together. Was she ever going to see things from my perspective?

      Even once?

      “Mom, can’t you just hear me out? You always jump down my throat when it comes to Jason.”

      “Because I’m so worried you’re going to mess things up with him. It’s bad enough that you went and choose to do archeology, but must you defy me in every other way?”

      I couldn’t stand this, and she would never let me live down choosing archeology. I had to fight her on it. fight her so that I could do what I wanted. Thank God Dad was on my side with that.

      But the whole Jason thing was…

      It was uncharted territory for me since. The short of the long story was she chose him for me, and me being the dutiful daughter, me feeling bad that I never became a teacher like she wanted, went along with it.

      I might have been young but I didn’t think things like love and marriage were something to take lightly. I’d robbed myself of my choices when I allowed her to think she could choose for me.

      “Things aren’t working out, Mom.”

      “Phoebe, make them work. As a wife to an important man like that, you make them work. If he is indeed cheating then that highlights something you did, or didn’t do. You don’t push him into someone else’s bed.”

      My breathing stilled as the surprise took me.

      She thought it would be my fault if my husband was cheating?

      I stood up at the same time that Emma came in.

      “I have to go,” I declared.

      “I just got here.” Emma gave me a tight-lipped smile and smoothed her hands over her growing belly. She was six months pregnant.

      Mom was happy with her because she got married to Dale, one of the most powerful criminal attorneys in Chicago. Mom never had to choose for Emma—everything she did was perfect.

      “You’ll have more time to talk about me.” I gave her back the smug bitch smile she threw my way.

      I didn’t care. We’d never got on and things weren’t going to get any better.

      Before either of them could say anything, I was out the door.

      I jumped in my car and headed home.

      It was two p.m. I’d have some time to myself before Jason got home.

      The person to speak to was him.

      Maybe we could patch things up and if he knew how I felt or what my worries were, we could talk them through.

      He’d never been mean to me, and always gave me whatever I wanted. Didn’t matter what it was.

      But material things weren’t enough for me.

      We didn’t talk as a couple, barely slept in the same bed long enough to have sex and… there was something that was missing.

      I didn’t want to be right about the cheating. If that was even a possibility then that would be it for us. I just couldn’t be with him after that.

      He was supposed to be mine.

      Mine only.

      If Jason was cheating then I wouldn’t even give him the chance to explain.

      I would leave.

      The automatic gates opened for me as I drove up to them. As I proceeded up the driveway I noticed his car was there, parked just to the corner of the garage instead of in the garage.

      Odd.

      He was always so particular about us parking in the garage.

      And why was he back in the middle of the day?

      I’d taken time off today from work to catch up on some sleep, do some shopping and go see my mom and sister.

      Oh well, so much for that time to myself. There was also no time like the present, so I could talk to him now if he wasn’t going back to work.

      I parked in the garage and left the door open for him. I then went inside the house, where I heard muffled sounds.

      “Jason, I’m home.” I called out. No answer.

      Sounded like he was upstairs with the TV on maybe.

      I went to the kitchen, grabbed a bottle of pinot noir and two glasses from the cabinet.

      I thought we could just have a mini date, here in the house. Silly since we lived here and all but this was me trying. It was me trying not to be as cold as what Mom implied. She’d accused me of that several times during the time I’d been with Jason and I’d always been quick to defend myself. What if she was right though?

      What if I was indeed cold?

      Maybe I secretly shot myself in the foot with him because deep down I was comparing him to someone else.

      Tai.

      Tai Ferreira. The guy I wasn’t supposed to be with but still wanted if I was honest with myself.

      I tried not to think about him and when I found my mind drifting in that direction, I had to remind myself that it had been years since I’d last seen him.

      Seven years.

      Seven long years and not once did he contact me. I knew he was a Marine but I’d been to Japan several times in that time and never saw him, never heard anything. It was like he never existed.

      That lack of contact on his part hurt.

      It hurt deeply and said a lot in the same breath.

      It said he didn’t want me. Mom told him loud and clear to stay away from me and that was what he did. He stayed right away.

      He stayed away and I was left with this stupid teenaged fantasy of him, always comparing every guy I’d met to him.

      And… always wondering if I was ever going to feel the way I did about him with anybody else.

      That spark…

      There was no use thinking of such things now. I was with Jason and…

      A loud grunt sounded, tearing into my thoughts.

      I was sure that was a grunt.

      Leaving the wine and the glasses on the granite worktop, I decided to head upstairs.

      “Jason,” I called again.

      As soon as I got past the curve on the staircase I heard the grunting again, but that wasn’t all I heard.

      There was a woman’s voice. A woman giggled then… moaned?

      “Fuck me,” she screamed and ice glazed over my heart, worked its way from there into my blood and numbed me.

      Please God don’t let this be one of those stories I’d heard about. The kind where the wife would surprise her husband by coming home early and find him cheating on her. Please no, my heart couldn’t take it.

      I would confess something to myself, but just to myself. I didn’t love him. I didn’t love Jason, but he was my husband. I vowed to be loyal to him and cherish him for the rest of my life. until death do us part. And he promised me too.

      So this noise that I could hear wouldn’t be that. Had to be my mind playing tricks on me. had to be because I was suspicious.

      “Fuck me,” the woman screamed again. Louder this time and the obvious moans that followed were unmistakably moans of pleasure.

      “I will fuck you, naughty girl.” That was Jason!

      I was outside our bedroom door now, my hand on the brass handle, the metal cold against my palm.

      The longer I stayed the longer I no longer had to wonder if what I was hearing was real.

      I didn’t realize I was crying until the drops of tears hit my knuckles, which had begun to turn white on the door handle.

      Open it, open it.

      Open it and confirm it, I willed myself.

      With one sharp breath I opened the door and there… right there in front of me was Jason kneeling behind the woman on the bed, balls-deep inside her pounding into her so hard her massive breasts literally bounced up and down near her face.

      “Fuck, you feel so fucking good. I needed this. I needed thi—” The bastard was about to cry out when his eyes landed on me in horror.

      “Phoebe.” He gasped.

      The woman looked up and I could see her face now.

      Gina, his secretary. The fucking bitch looked straight at me and smiled. She had every right to because my husband had given her the right. He’d disrespected me by fucking another woman. And, in our bed.

      In our house.

      “Phoebe.” Jason pulled out of her and jumped off the bed. He pulled on his boxers and dashed over to me but I was already rushing back the way I came.

      Down the stairs, around the corner and then out the door.

      He called after me, but no way was I stopping.

      What could he say to me? What explanation could he give?

      There was none. None that was fucking acceptable.

      I jumped into my car and sped out, nearly hitting him as he ran up to the side door and tried to stop me.

      Tears blinded me as I careened down the road.

      I drove for what seemed like forever, heading down to the lake house.

      It was my refuge when I simply thought Jason was cheating, but now that I knew he was I would most assuredly need to retreat.

      I’d just turned down the country road. I was certain I checked before turning, but there to my left, on the adjoining road, was a truck travelling way past the speed limit.

      I screamed as it crashed into me.
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      Japan present day…

      

      I walked up to the full-length mirror and looked at myself.

      I wore my black Victoria’s Secret bra and low-cut panties. Lace.

      They were my favorite pair because they complemented my tattoos. Black went with anything but I thought they looked particularly well with a dash of color on the skin.

      I didn’t have many, just a few with meaning.

      The turquoise blue hummingbird on my left hip stood for my adventurous spirit, free and openminded to embrace the next adventure.

      The little blue butterfly on my right hip, however, meant something more and was perhaps the most significant of all for me.

      It was tattooed over the scar of the wound that changed my life forever.

      That accident nearly killed me.

      The driver who had been drinking, and high on drugs while he was driving died on impact.

      And I…

      I was left with severe internal organ damage, which included my womb. Of which I received a partial hysterectomy, losing the ability to have children.

      That accident left me in a coma for three weeks and that was where my treatment began. Out of action for three weeks with extensive physiotherapy for the next eight months that followed coupled with various surgeries.

      Suffice it to say that when I’d came to, the first thing I did was file for divorce.

      That was why Jason hated me now and did everything he could to ruin me and make my life hell.

      The sting for me, though, was prior to me being well enough to make the divorce application and set the wheels in motion, Jason, being my husband with entitlement to know my medical status, knew I could no longer have children.

      By the time there was talk of divorce, he flipped it around so that it seemed like it was he who was divorcing me.

      After what he did to me he had the audacity to tell me he wouldn’t have wanted to be with me anyway because he wanted children of his own. Not adopted, oh no, he had to have flesh and blood children who were a part of him.

      Then he called me something that I would never forget as long as I lived.

      He called me damaged.

      Damaged.

      I remembered when the doctors first told me about the extent of my injuries and the surgeries they’d had to conduct to fix me. To fix me and save my life.

      I remembered how I felt then. I was shocked, numb by the news, thankful for my life and that I hadn’t received serious injuries or visible scars to my face, but then I didn’t think I would have to worry about anyone thinking less of me.

      It wasn’t until Jason said that, that it clicked that other men could think it too.

      Other men, who wanted biological children of their own might not want to be with me because I’d lost a vital part of myself and it wasn’t something I could fix.

      It literally was what it was.

      I was twenty six years old at the time. Twenty six and getting the news that I wouldn’t be able to have children.

      From that day onwards I became careful. Careful and cautious.

      More like a robot when it came to emotions.

      I turned and looked at my side profile. I loved how I looked, was proud of my physique.

      I had that athletic build I always strived for and kept up my appearance despite the inner turmoil.

      The butterfly on my scar was a symbol of change. I got the tattoo to remind me that just because I’d changed I could still be beautiful.

      Butterflies changed from being caterpillars into these beautiful, colorful creatures that could make the heart melt.

      I wanted to remind myself that I could do that too. That could be me.

      It was the theory anyway, so when I looked at it I would be inspired and uplifted.

      Mostly, it didn’t work because I was shit scared of being with anyone new and anyone I’d been with since Jason had been temporary. Temporary as in goodbye after the first date, or let’s just have fun for a few weeks and call it.

      Not that I’d been with a lot of guys since him, or that I was rushed to get involved in a serious relationship. But, that was my ethos.

      Either avoidance or just simply not taking the guy serious.

      I just didn’t want to have that conversation with anyone I cared about.

      I opened the wardrobe and chose a black bodycon dress with specks of black diamonds dashed over it, a gift from Dad. It was a Dior original. One of his just-because gifts.

      I might love playing the girl version of Indiana Jones, but my father still spoiled me and treated me every chance he got.

      Mitsuke said she would be wearing white tonight.

      I may have managed to talk her out of shopping earlier, but she came back with a vengeance when she picked me up from work and insisted on us going out later.

      She guilt tripped me telling me it had been too long since I’d been in Japan and I owed her.

      Mostly, I kind of wanted to sleep or rest. I was suffering from a bad case of jetlag and wanted nothing more than to curl up in bed with a magazine. Or maybe catch up on the Fashion Police.

      However, I would oblige my friend if only for a few hours. Especially since on this trip I’d mainly be staying with Akito. I took turns with who I stayed with when I came to Japan, and it was Mitsuke’s turn to have me. However, staying with Akito  was my reminder to myself that I was here for business and not pleasure.

      I slipped into my dress, which fit like a glove, and then I loosened my hair.

      A little knock sounded at the door.

      “It’s open.” I whirled around with a smile as Akito came inside, carrying a tray of goodies. “Oh my God, what is that?” I laughed.

      “My own creation, comparable to the welcome tray you’d get at the palace. No one can welcome a loved one better than the Emperor and the imperial family.” Akito beamed.

      While I’d never met the Emperor and his family, or gone inside the palace I didn’t doubt the comparison. I could just imagine the sort of welcoming Akito referred to and it touched my heart.

      On the tray were an assortment of Japanese pastries and treats.

      Chocolate and strawberry wagashi dorayaki lay around the tray in a circle. They were my favorite. The pancake dessert with its thick spongey sweetness and sweet filling made my mouth water just from looking at them.

      In the middle of those Akito  had arranged a few slices of different cakes. Chocolate and strawberry cheese cakes, and blueberry mochi cake.

      Dashed in between those were some little panda shaped chocolate cookies I used to adore.

      Akito was what I called a perpetual dad. He was always in dad mode and I always knew what to expect from him. I’d missed his cultured accent with that spark of energy and magic.

      His brown eyes twinkled.

      “It looks amazing.”

      “I guess it’s my attempt at least for a Rukia welcoming.” He nodded, salt and pepper moustache lifting with his smile.

      When he set the tray down, I gave him a big hug for the sentiment. Rukia was his late wife, and more like a mother to me.

      There was always a feast waiting for us when we arrived in the summers of the past, when she was alive.

      God, I could taste her cakes now.

      Rich and delicious with everything amazing. Magical and delightful, that was how I remembered both her and the food.

      “Thank you so much. That means a lot to me.”

      It did. As we pulled apart I noticed the shine on his dark eyes. It was understandable that he still got teared up at the mention of her. The woman was an angel and it was clear as day that she was his soul mate.

      We lost her to cancer when I was fifteen.

      It was one of the saddest times I could remember. The summer of that year had been awful. She died two weeks before we arrived, so it was as if we were coming over for her funeral.

      I cried so much, but… something else happened that summer that I would remember. It was the moment when Tai and I first got close.

      He comforted me.

      Prior to that summer visiting Japan saw me swooning over him and his gorgeousness, sneaking off to spy on him while he hung out with his friends—the older, cooler kids and of course the prettiest girls imaginable—and him terrorizing me.

      He’d either scare me half to death with his ghost stories about damn evil yōkai or he’d make fun of me in some way.

      Didn’t stop me from crushing on him, though, much to my mother’s great annoyance. She couldn’t believe that I’d go for someone like Tai. It just confirmed that she’d emerged from under a rock after the dinosaurs because what woman didn’t like a badass, panty-melting guy who could make you think of every sinful thought under the sun with one look?

      Her, that’s who. Although I was certain she’d had her day before Dad.

      “You’re dressed up?” Akito tilted his head to the side and gave me a quizzical look.

      “Mitsuke, blame her. She won’t allow me to rest so I can be fresh for work tomorrow.”

      He laughed and sat down on the wicker chair near the dressing table. I sat on the edge of my bed.

      “I can’t say that I’m surprised but I was hoping to catch up with you.”

      “We can catch up, I have a feeling I’ll be out for a while. But rest assured I will be a hundred percent tomorrow.”

      He waved me off with a flick of his large burly hands. “No, Phoebe, to be real honest I didn’t expect you to start this week. The time difference alone is going to catch up with you at some point and you must be exhausted.”

      I nodded. “I am but it’s exciting right? Japan.”

      “Sweetie, I live here. The novelty’s worn off on me but I know what you mean. Don’t leave it too long next time. I love having my daughters around.” He always looked after me like I was his own and when Mitsuke visited me in Chicago, Dad would be the same with her.

      I liked that they were like that. It was a good way to live.

      “I love being here. Especially here.”

      “I know you do.” He chuckled.

      Akito lived in a eight bedroom two story house in Kanagawa. It was an hour away from Tokyo so perfect for travel to work and perfect to get a healthy dose of what Japan had to offer.

      The house was impressive with its blend of modern architecture and the traditional Japanese style of houses. However it was complimented by acres of land with a lake running around it and five gardens.

      There were two smaller cottages at either end of the grounds, which was where I used to stay with my family when we visited years ago. Tai and his family would either have the other or stay in the main house depending on how many of them came.

      I’d love spending time walking around the beautiful scenic gardens that were covered with cherry blossoms, but best of all for me was the proximity to the beach.

      The land had private access to Hayama-Isshiki beach, one of the most beautiful beaches on the prefecture of Kanagawa.

      That was where I spent most of my days when I was here, as a child and an adult. There were some cool caves and caverns down there that Akito had modified for upkeep and safety, and our enjoyment.

      My enjoyment.

      “It’s good to be back, and I will be at work tomorrow.” I nodded.

      “Only if you’re up to it.”

      “It’s a journal that only I can read Akito, okay I’m sure you could have found someone else. I won’t claim to be the only living person who can read it, but it feels pretty darn cool.”

      “It is cool, and for the record dear Phoebe there aren’t many academics who can claim to be able to read the extent of languages you do. There’s a reason why I picked you. So please be proud. You’re allowed to.”

      “Arigatou.” I smiled.

      

      He gave me a curt nod of approval. The gesture reminded me of when I was little and he was teaching me how to speek Japanese. He’d nod just like that when I got the pronunciations correct.

      Dad taught me a lot. It was cool to have our own language that we could share between us, the side bonus was pissing Mom off.

      While Dad taught me all the modern languages and most of the old world ones like Latin, Hebrew, Sanskrit, Arabic, and Egyptian it was Akito who taught me Japanese.

      “What did you think of today?” he asked.

      “It was great. I had a browse over the journal. Looks like it’ll be a challenge because of the way the languages jump around but I love challenges.” It actually more than jumped around in places.

      The journal was just over five hundred pages long and had been divided up into sections. The first part seemed fine but then it swapped between Arabic and Egyptian hieroglyphs that ended up confusing the meanings of the sentences. That was where I would struggle.

      “Whatever you can do will be appreciated, my love. We have a good length of time too.”

      “Thank you for the opportunity.”

      “The pleasure is all mine.” He nodded and then concern filled his eyes. “I hope you don’t mind me asking but I have to because I care. Your father told me what happened with the lake house. How are you doing with that?”

      It was just like when Tai asked me how I was today. I felt shit about the whole ordeal. Unlike the gloss over my life that I’d given Tai, I knew I could be real with Akito.

      “I’m furious, livid even.”

      “Of course. Do you see Jason much?”

      “I see him more than I would like. It’s actually quite awful and would be less aggravating if he didn’t have any influence with the institute.”

      He sighed and pressed his thin lips together, eyes searching mine as his wide shoulders slumped.

      “I wish there was something I could do or say.”

      Seeing Jason was completely aggravating. We hadn’t been together in just over three years but I saw him perhaps once every two months, and sometimes more than that.

      It was too much.

      “You’ve done this.” I tried to push the whole Jason talk aside. “Invited me to spend six months in Japan. It’s a six-month break.”

      “Minimum, my girl. So you could be here longer, and longer still if I can convince you to stay.”

      My eyes widened. “What?”

      “I have a few ideas that could use someone of your skills and expertise. I’ll have more info over the next few days maybe, but yes. Think of it this way, at least you wouldn’t have to see Jason.”

      That was enough, but there was much to think about.

      “I know. It would just be nice if he could leave me alone. It’s not like he ever loved me or missed me.”

      Oh no, it was never the case where Jason was distraught at having lost me and was sorry for cheating.

      Divorcing him ruined his public image. It was the onset of a host of things that followed.

      The man wanted to run for President one day. He wanted the wife, the children and the whole caboodle.

      The media jumped on our story fast. I never spoke, never gave into the bombardment of interview requests but people formed their opinions fast.

      The wife of the then newly-appointed Governor of Illinois gets into an accident, wakes up weeks later and then files for divorce. That could only boil down to a few things, finding out that he was a cheater was one. The stories that floated around were so bizarre.

      It was a private investigator who’d been hired to look into Jason’s credibility who made me aware of the sex club and host of women. Mostly high-profile escorts and prostitutes.

      The investigator approached me, wanting to know more based on suspicions of corruption. He’d been hired to expose Jason.

      It never came to fruition because they weren’t able to gather enough evidence. I never spoke about why I divorced him, deciding that I just wanted out and nothing to do with him.

      He probably thanked his lucky stars that I didn’t say anything, but what was out there on him in terms of speculation was enough to damage his reputation.

      His money and family wealth still kept him in office, but as for going further that was a no.

      “Just enjoy being here, Phoebe. Enjoy it for the work, but also for the freedom.”

      I smiled at that, thinking I could use a healthy dose of carefree.

      Well, going out tonight would be the start.
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      “Hey, Tai, want to come out for a drink?” Scott asked.

      “I’ll pass,” I answered.

      “You know what? You should just move in here, be right at home.”

      “Screw you.” I held up my middle finger to him and smirked.

      He acted like he didn’t work as hard as me. I knew he worked harder and pulled many all-nighters here at the center.

      He’d pulled a week of them only last week to work on the samurai. He and Kenny were the ones who first found our samurai friend. I accompanied them on the call out but it was them who made the actual discovery.

      We three were the most experienced that could have gone inside the cave. Scott and Kenny had the experience in knowledge but I was physically skilled, which was what made this gig perfect for me.

      I loved the package this job offered. The combo of using my brain and taste for adventure.

      “I’m just making sure you don’t turn into me.” Scott laughed.

      “That’ll never happen, man.” My chair scraped on the concrete floor as I moved it back to stand. “I’m too wild to be you.”

      “You know what?” Scott laughed. “I’m inclined to agree. Just don’t do what I do by staying in this place too long, although I couldn’t say that I’d blame you if our newest recruit was here.”

      Phoebe.

      I smiled and sat on the edge of my desk as Scott walked up to me, rucksack in hand.

      He ran his hand over the spikey ends of his blond hair.

      “You like her?” I couldn’t help the twinge of something that clenched my stomach.

      “Don’t act like you don’t.”

      “Known her for a while.” Talk about all my life minus the five years of my life prior to meeting her when she was three.

      “Kept that quiet.” Scott narrowed his gaze at me.

      “I’ve been busy.” The fuck. I’d spent the day going over the accounts, but I did it in the archives department. Just to make sure I got some work done. I didn’t want the distraction of Phoebe so I ran off like a pussy, retreating from the effect she had on me.

      “We don’t get women like that here much. How the hell could you have been busy with her around and here in this office with us.” He looked at me like I’d just said something truly ridiculous.

      It probably was given that I was me. The guys knew women always flocked to me. They also knew about Candace.

      “Just making sure I keep to myself while I consider my options with Candace.”

      He frowned. “Really, and how’s that working for you?”

      “Not so good.” Especially not today with my dick going hard every time I thought of Phoebe.

      “Well, it’s good you’re giving her a chance. Noble, I mean. Also puts you out of the running.”

      “Running for what?”

      “Well I’d hate to compete against you for the beautiful Phoebe. We all know I’d win but it’s the tension. We’re friends and we work together.”

      I stood and folded my arms. Yeah Scott was a friend, but I didn’t know what made him think there was any form of competition between us.

      More than that, I hated his interest in Phoebe.

      “Sure, whatever, man. Whatever makes you feel good about yourself. I know she’d like me more, though.”

      Scott’s green eyes flickered. “Oh yeah? Have you tapped that then?”

      I stepped closer and gave him a grin. The move was a little invasive, stepping close to his personal space.

      The smile on his face fell.

      “Tapped that?” I asked like I didn’t know what he meant. I didn’t like the reference in combo with Phoebe.

      “Oh come on, Tai, you know what I mean. Did you guys fuck around? I’m just gathering intel since you’re tied up.”

      “That’s for me to know, and I never said I was tied up.” I narrowed my gaze at him, but he didn’t take the hint that he should drop the subject.

      “I’ll take that as a no, and I’ll tell you what she looks like naked the first chance I get.”

      I had to restrain myself. To stop from grabbing him in his neck.

      He laughed and backed away towards the door.

      “You should see your face, lieutenant. I get the feeling the next few weeks are going to be a blast.” Scott chuckled. “See you tomorrow man.” He turned and waved then left the room.

      Fucking dick, I would show him, and the fuck I wasn’t tied down either.

      I simply meant I was being careful. It was respectful. No fooling around until I gave Candace an answer. I needed time and I didn’t want the issue forced.

      Unfortunately, I also couldn’t get Phoebe out of my head.

      I pulled out my phone and called Akito. I needed her digits, never could tell when I’d need to call her.

      He answered after the second ring.

      “Hey there.” His voice sounded groggy like he was half asleep.

      “Sorry were you sleeping?”

      “No, up worrying like I still have a teenage daughter.”

      “Why, old man?” He didn’t mind me calling him that. He laughed.

      “More like old fool tonight. Mitsuke took Phoebe out on the town. She told me they were going to some new club but I’ve never heard of it. Tai, Mitsuke is my girl but you know how crazy she can be. Phoebe isn’t like that.”

      Nope, she was the pampered princess. The sexy bookworm.

      “I know where she took her.” Had to be Bonkai, a funky little club on the edge of Tokyo. It was new and the sort of place Mitsuke would hang out. “Go to sleep—I’ll make sure they’re okay.” Perfect.

      “Really, are you sure?”

      “Positive. Hey, uncle, can you text me Phoebe’s number. Just in case I need it.”

      “Doing it now.”

      “Cool, thanks. Sleep tight.”

      “You’re an angel, Tai.” Akito yawned.

      I laughed and hung up.

      Me an angel. Yeah right. If he ever knew the dirty thoughts I had of Phoebe, he would never compare me to an angel. Demon was more like it.

      I smiled to myself. Scott thought he had one over me because I was supposedly tied up.

      Time to go see my cousin and her little sexy friend.

      I had the perfect plan.
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        * * *

      

      Mitsuke took a sip of wine and grimaced, setting her glass back down on the  table.

      It was nearly ten, I was now at least ten times more tired than I was earlier but damn, it was fun to hang out with her. And the club was cool. I liked the way they decorated the place with fluorescent pink, lipstick red, and sky blue colors.

      We’d danced for a little when we first arrived then retreated to this little booth to drink when her killer heels gave literally started killing her.

      Now it would be the drink.

      “Drink more. You have to,” she urged looking at my glass that was still full.

      “It tastes like shit.” I winced and did my best to keep my voice low.

      She didn’t want us to look completely stupid for ordering a five hundred dollar bottle of wine and not being able to finish it. Or have any. I hadn’t been able to get more than a sip past my throat. It would have been better if we just got shochu. I always loved the intense malt flavor mingled with the tang of alcohol. Definitely the best beer in the world.

      “How do you know what shit tastes like? Have you tried tasting shit before?” She giggled. I giggled too.

      It was that silly girly giggle that kept going forever. The kind that could have been about nothing and everything. Like being drunk but we weren’t drunk at all from the sip each we’d taken of the damn wine from hell.

      The giggling was just how we were when we got together.

      That was too long a gap for us.

      The wine was to celebrate us seeing each other again after eight months.

      I frowned when she pouted at me and then grabbed my glass and knocked back the whole thing.

      “Whogabaggabagga.” I gurgled. The wine made me do it. Thank God the glass was small.

      Mitsuke burst out laughing, grabbing the attention of the hot guys who were sitting at the booth next to us.

      “Strong drink,” I told them with a little laugh. The cute blond one smiled at me.

      Mitsuke laughed some more. “I’m sorry. I forgot how crazy you could be.”

      “Me?” I pointed to myself. “Mitsuke, please let’s just get Diet Coke or something. I am actually thirsty.”

      “We can’t get Diet Coke now after ordering Côte du Rhône ”

      “Côte de blaeh, ble bleh.” I grimaced swallowing against the sharp taste that was still in the back of my throat. We both laughed again.

      “We’ll get you some water.” She signaled the waiter over and ordered two bottles of mineral water.

      “Tap would have been fine.” Again I spoke low.

      “Hey, stop cramping my style. Girlfriend, you are back in Japan and that is cause for the biggest celebration ever.” She nodded and raised her glass.

      I raised my empty one. “I’m in Japan. I’m not sure how I stayed away so long.”

      “Me neither, and I really wished that you didn’t.”

      “That’s going to all change.” We clinked our glasses and giggled some more.

      We looked good, really good. The black and white thing we had going on with our dress looked cool. We also both wore the matching Rhinestone necklaces Akito had gotten for us on our twenty-first birthdays.

      Mitsuke and I were destined to be friends. We were born a day a part. I could talk to her about anything, anything at all. I had a few friends back home but no one came close to her.

      Always, we did some sort of thing together on our birthdays.

      Eight months ago we met up in New York for a long weekend spa break. My poor body had welcomed the deep tissue massage I received from a Swedish masseuse called Hans. He’d told me there were more knots in my back than a macramé bracelet.

      It was the stress. At the time I’d seen Jason at a fundraiser and he had some bitch on his arm that kept looking at me.

      “I’m going to be here for a while.” I beamed.

      “Minimum six months?” she pouted. Doing her best impression of Joan Rivers on Fashion Police. Since Mitsuke had spent more time in the US than in Japan, particularly in her early childhood years when Akito and Rukia lived in San Francisco, she spoke with an American accent. She was also always in either LA. or New York because of her work.

      I laughed at the impression. I’d missed this. Her with her craziness, which complemented mine.

      “That’s what I was told. Minimum six months.”

      “Must there be a minimum? Can’t you just be here?”

      “Oh God, not you too.” I sensed conspiracy. Akito and Mitsuke trying to get me to stay in Japan.

      “What, me too?”

      “Your dad suggested I stay too, earlier.”

      She placed her hands on her heart and feigned innocence. Yup conspiracy indeed. “I can honestly swear I didn’t know he would ask you such a thing. But is it so farfetched. Imagine the shopping trips we could go on, and the men. Phoebe, I swear the men get hotter every day, and look there’s every kind of man you could meet in your life. All here,” she gushed, flipping her hand around.

      I wished that I could say she was wrong but she wasn’t. The guys in here were hot.

      “Men on the brain, Mitsuke?” I asked as if she didn’t always have men on the brain.

      “A little.” She chuckled.

      Mitsuke was model beautiful and could have her pick of the bunch. She was petite, stylish and owned her presence wherever she was. She was a fashion editor at Vogue, but could have easily been on every cover.

      “How was today? Please give me the exciting version.”

      “The whole thing’s exciting.” I beamed.

      “For you,” she said with emphasis. “Just try to remember that the whole getting excited over finding old pots and pans completely skipped me and was definitely not encoded in my genes.” Mitsuke shook her head, making the blunt ends of her straight black hair brush over her shoulders and settle in the crooks of her elbows.

      “Okay, exciting version. This is the kind of thing I’ve been waiting for, for a long time. It will definitely help put me back on my feet.”

      To that she smiled. “Yayy, see good things are coming your way already. And, I’m glad that you’ll have a break from that fucking prick.” Mitsuke could also make a sailor blush with her language. “Wish I could have seen you slap Jason, though. It’s so unlike you.”

      “I know.” I laughed at the memory of the shock on his stupid face.

      It really was so unlike me to do what I did. But the asshole deserved it.

      “He deserved it for what he’s put you through.”

      “Yeah, he did.” I grabbed a breadstick from the little bowl that had been placed in the center of our table and ate it.

      “Don’t you worry, Phoebe. I will take care of you and make sure you have the best time here. The first thing you need is a man.”

      Here we go. Day one. I wondered when she was going to start pestering me about getting a man.

      “I’m going to be too busy for men.”

      “Bullshit. You know it too. When was the last time you went on a date or had sex?”

      “Mitsuke.” I snapped my breadstick in half and glowered at her. Even though she lowered her voice, it was still loud enough for those close by or passing to hear.

      “What? It’s a natural question.”

      “How is that natural?”

      “Because the two are synonymous with each other. You’re telling me you’ve never had sex with someone just because you felt like it?”

      “Yes, I am telling you that.” My brows lowered. I would never judge a person, each to their own and all that, but I wasn’t as liberal with my body as Mitsuke.

      “Answer the question then?” The damn vixen pouted and gave me a crude smile.

      “Ugh. I can’t remember.”

      She frowned. “What do you mean you can’t remember?”

      “I just can’t remember.”

      I actually could. It was just after I saw her last. So eight months ago. I met Sam while I was running in the park. He was a surgeon.

      He seemed nice, but just a little too full of himself.

      I liked men who were more down to earth.

      He wanted to keep seeing me, but I told him straight that I didn’t think we would be a good fit.

      It reminded me how the dating world could be.

      Rough and tough. The glaze of meeting someone new was there but then it would fade after meeting them.

      That was the sad part.

      I kept thinking if I was going to date, bearing in mind my situation and all I’d been through with Jason, I needed to be with a guy that ticked every single box for me.

      If great sex was the highlight of my relationship then why not.

      But a down to earth personality was a must. That was one of the things that got to me most about Jason. We had nothing in common and never really talked.

      Down-to-earth types got me going, but probably got me in trouble.

      Like today with Tai.

      He was the most down-to-earth person I knew.

      I shouldn’t be thinking about him at all. I tried not to all day but he just kept sneaking out from the back of my mind and right there into the front.

      He looked really good today. What woman could resist a superhot ex- marine lieutenant who just happened to be staring at her like she was some sort of rare delicious dish?

      “How can you not remember?” Mitsuke shook her head again.

      The music got slightly louder and the lights around started flashing different colors, signaling the arrival of the late-night crew.

      It was still decent enough for us to talk we just had to raise our voices a little louder. Me dating was not exactly the conversation I wanted to be having now so I decided to embellish a little.

      “Yesterday.” Maybe that was too much of an obvious lie.

      She frowned. “You had sex on the plane, or was that before you left home?”

      Damn, I forgot I was travelling most of the day.

      “Yes.” I held back in a laugh.

      “You liar, you can’t even make up a good lie.”

      “Okay fine, it was a long time ago.” I flicked my wrist, trying to talk it down like it didn’t matter.

      “Phoebe, how long?”

      I frowned. She wasn’t going to let up if I didn’t give her an answer. A better answer than I couldn’t remember.

      “It was just after I saw you last.”

      “Eight months?” she hissed.

      “Yeah.”

      “Phoebe.” She said my name in an exaggerated manner like she was telling me off.

      “Mitsuke.” I mimicked her.

      “God. I don’t know how you live like that. That’s going to change now that you’re here. I won’t stand by and watch you wither away into some… I don’t know prune.”

      I smiled. “Prune?”

      A sly expression played on Mitsuke’s beautiful face. “A new man is what you need.”

      “No.” I laughed.

      “Why? Why not? Phoebe, you’re beautiful, talented, and amazing. Don’t punish yourself. I would never do that.” She grabbed a breadstick and pointed it at me.

      “That’s because you’re Mitsuke Maderame.” And she had all the confidence that came with being her.

      Nothing was wrong with Mitsuke. She could meet a guy, have a relationship with him if she wanted to, and dream of the prospect for more. I, on the other hand, had limited options. I could do the first part, but getting to the relationship stage would mean telling whoever I was with that I couldn’t have kids.

      “And you’re Phoebe Walker. Look, sweetie, I know it’s hard. Remember, I know what’s happened to you, but that doesn’t mean you should swear off men.” Mitsuke shook her head and knitted her perfectly manicured fingers together.

      I sighed. “I’m not…”

      Something caught my eye.

      No… Someone.

      Tai just walked in to the club. He bumped fists with the bouncer and started talking to him.

      If I thought he looked good earlier that was just a taste of how good the man could really look.

      Earlier he’d worn a biker jacket. Now the true masterpiece was on full display in a white fitted long sleeved V-neck shirt that clung to his abs. It showed off every muscle on his mile-wide powerful chest and the peaks and valleys that ran along his torso.

      My mouth watered and I had to swallow hard.

      I continued to stare for far too long, joining the host of women I could see looking at him now.

      I couldn’t look away.

      I took in his dark blue jeans that showed off the athletic definition in his legs.

      Maybe he felt my eyes on him, but then there were so many more eyes fixed on him. I wondered how it was he’d singled me out when he turned and his eyes landed straight on me.

      This felt just like that time when I was about fifteen and he was a sophomore in college. My mom caught me staring at him and gave me a lecture on how I needed to find a boy who was closer in age to me.

      Then when she caught me sneaking off to the beach because Tai and his friends were having a party she went mad at me.

      As I watched him he felt just as forbidden to me as he did back then.

      But I wasn’t some starry-eyed teenager anymore. There was a difference between being fifteen and twenty, eighteen and twenty-three.

      Twenty-nine and thirty-four.

      No one could tell me who I could and couldn’t be with anymore.

      A beautiful Japanese woman that looked like a model rushed up to him and gave him a hug, but his eyes were still on me.

      A little kick to my leg broke my stare and I turned back to Mitsuke. Her face was an illuminated glow of bliss.

      “Oh my God,” she beamed. “You still have the hots for my cousin.”

      “What?” I narrowed my eyes and wished we’d gotten something with ice. My skin was on fire and my cheeks burned.

      “Don’t you what me.” She wagged her pointer at me and smiled. “You like him. you still like him, after all these years.”

      I opened my mouth to speak but no words came out.

      The thing was, although I knew it was obvious to everyone that I had a mega crush on him when we were younger, I never admitted it.

      I told Mitsuke everything, absolutely everything but not that. I’d always been too embarrassed to admit it, always thinking she would say he wouldn’t like me or something like that.

      I also never told her what happened that last summer when I saw him either.

      “He’s very nice.” I stuttered.

      Mitsuke laughed. “You and I both know that Tai is far from nice. My cousin is an absolute prick. If I weren’t related to him I wouldn’t speak to him at all.” She giggled. “I can see you don’t mind the bad-boy types.”

      “Mitsuke, please just drop it.”

      “He’s coming over.” Excitement danced in her eyes.

      I looked back to where Tai had been and saw that he was indeed coming over.

      God, this was the longest day ever.

      But perhaps the most exciting I’d had in a while.
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        * * *

      

      I pulled in a slow breath and observed the deadly handsome man walking towards me, oozing confidence.

      Tai’s black spiky hair glistened against the light. It made the sharp cut of his faux hawk look more striking.

      The definition in his face was enchanting to look at with the slight almond shape to his brown eyes. His tanned skin made him look all the more exotic.

      He looked at Mitsuke and me as he stopped by our table, but then his eyes were trained on me.

      The intensity of the look he gave me hardened my nipples and sent off a nest of butterflies in my stomach.

      “Ladies, out for the night?” He smiled.

      “We are indeed.” Mitsuke beamed. “You want to join us? Or are you here on a date?”

      Tai chuckled, “I’m not on a date.”

      “Plenty room to join us then.”

      There was a space on Mitsuke’s side of the booth but he sat down next to me and continued to stare.

      “I love this. Look at us together again.” Mitsuke beamed.

      “Yeah. It’s nice,” I offered sounding a little off balance.

      “It is, would have been nicer if Phoebe hadn’t abandoned her friends in Japan for over a decade.” Tai mused. His leg brushed against mine. “Then we’d have more to talk about.”

      “I didn’t abandon anyone,” I defended.

      “Nope, she definitely did not abandon anybody. Unlike you, Phoebe has been to Japan nearly every year. Not so much in the last few years but she passes the test,” Mitsuke chimed in.

      “Never told me that.” Tai looked a little thrown to hear that.

      Had he thought about me over the years? I doubted it. Maybe he did at first but I was certain I would have been forgotten as time drifted on.

      “You never asked,” she threw back. “Plus you could have stayed in touch if you wanted.”

      He could have, if he wanted to.

      After the way mom spoke to him when we last saw each other I doubted that he would have wanted to. It hurt but I was over it. It wasn’t like in the space between my summer visits of the past that he kept contact anyway.

      “I have a good excuse, the best.” He grinned.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Off in Iraq fighting a war.”

      I couldn’t argue with that.

      Mitsuke on the other hand decided to continue. “Were your hands tied to your back? You could have written to her.”

      “It’s the women who usually write to their men when they go to war. I never even got as much as a post-it note from Phoebe.”

      Mitsuke looked at us both, a cunning expression forming on her face.

      My cheeks flushed from what he’d said.

      The women write to their men, as if he was ever mine.

      Tai was giving me an expectant look like he was really waiting for an answer. His ridiculously handsome face looming over me. He was so close I could smell his cologne and the musky, alluring scent that was him.

      I lifted my shoulder in a half shrug. “I wasn’t aware that I could write to you, and I was never given an address.”

      “Hmmm.” He responded.

      Mitsuke started laughing. Tai smiled.

      “Okay, princess, looks like it’s my fault. My apologies.”

      Princess. He used to call me that but not in a good way. It was because of how Mom pampered me. How she trained Emma and me to be prim and proper, except that I was far from prim or proper.

      I was the opposite of the princess my mother wanted me to be.

      “It’s okay, you’re forgiven. I’m here now.”

      His eyes were trained on me in a way that transported me away from the busy club scene we were in straight to the past.

      I couldn’t help but think back to that last time and all that he said to me.

      I must have played out that scene more than a million times in my mind over the years.

      Maybe more than that.

      “We’re all here now,” I chipped in but I guess I was referring to the two of us.

      “Why are you at Bonkai?” Mitsuke asked him.

      “Came to check on something then dash.”

      Oh, he was leaving.

      “Where to?” She looked like she knew the answer to that question but wanted to hear him say it.

      He rested his thick tattooed arm on the table leaning down on his elbow.

      That smile, there were several versions of it but this spelt mischief of the worse kind.

      “Circuit, want to come?”

      What was the circuit?

      Mitsuke frowned. “You promised me you’d stopped that.”

      “I don’t remember making such a promise.”

      “Man bitch.”

      Tai laughed, glanced at me and stood up. “You coming, princess?”

      I widened my eyes—he was referring to me. Me going with him to this place.

      “What?”

      Mitsuke looked intrigued.

      “You coming?”

      “To this circuit place?”

      He nodded.

      God, I should say no. I was more than desperate for sleep. That aside, going anywhere with Tai in the past always got me in some sort of trouble.

      Usually with Mom, who wasn’t here. I was an adult now, more than.

      Plus, had I ever been able to say no to him?

      I couldn’t remember, and if I did it must have been when I was sick.

      “Yes,” I heard myself say.

      While a satisfied smile smoothed across Tai’s lips, Mitsuke’s mouth dropped.

      “Oh my God,” she said on a sigh.

      “I’ll stay for an hour or so.” I tried to style it out.

      A deep chuckle rumbled in Tai’s chest.

      “Phoebe, it’s not the kind of place that you stay at for an hour or so.” Mitsuke was shaking her head. “Just don’t die.”

      “Hey, don’t scare her. She’s with me.” Tai beamed.

      “That’s the problem.”

      “Maybe you should come along too,” I said to Mitsuke.

      “No, you two go. Just stay out of trouble.”

      “Mitsuke, don’t let the old man stay up worrying.” He gave Mitsuke a knowing look to which she stuck out her tongue, reminding me of a naughty little six year old.

      Tai took hold of my hand and pulled me away, preventing any further conversation.

      His large hands over mine seeped warmth into my skin.

      He looked back at me over his shoulder as we maneuvered our way through the crowds and grinned.

      I smiled back but really, I didn’t know what the hell I was getting myself into.

      This… this was just like we used to be years ago.

      Me following him on a whim’s notice, off to somewhere I knew would be trouble. Worrying my ass off that Mom would find out but not caring about the consequences.

      But this was now, and I could follow him wherever I wanted to and I didn’t have to worry about anyone. Or anything…

      Just maybe my life.

      When we got outside on the road he pulled me up to a midnight black Kawasaki motorcycle. It looked like something you’d see in one of the Terminator films.

      He took the helmet off the handle, where it had been hooked, and handed it to me.

      “We’re going by bike?” I gasped.

      I’d never ridden on one of those things and never had it on my to-do list.

      Motorcycles always seemed so dangerous and when he gave me his helmet, what would he have? He wasn’t even dressed with the jackets and protective wear I saw most people put on.

      And me? I was in this skimpy dress that I was pretty certain would give a great view of my ass exposed for all to see.

      “Yes, princess, we are going by bike.”

      “I can’t.” I was scared.

      “Too late—you said you were coming, plus this is us catching up.” He seemed to be loving my panic.

      “Look what I’m wearing.”

      “I saw, it’s very sexy.”

      Jesus, I needed to find strength from somewhere so I wouldn’t allow this man to get to me. This was day one in Japan and more than once today he’d managed to get me all worked up and hot and bothered.

      “Tai, it’s short. I don’t want the whole of Tokyo to see my ass on display.”

      His thick brows lowered. “Fair dues, I don’t want anyone getting to see that ass of yours before me.” The corners of his lips turned upwards.

      I didn’t know how to respond. He was totally flirting with me.

      Since all my awful years with Jason and the years that followed when I was trying to sort myself out, I admittedly forgot how to flirt.

      And, how to feel when I was being flirted with.

      “Raincheck?”

      “Fuck no.” He smirked, taking hold of my arm. He looked me over and held up the hem of my dress where it went out into a slight flair. “Get on, you’ll be fine.”

      I sighed.

      I wasn’t going to get out of this, was I? And it wasn’t because there was some force or even a reason to make me go on that damn bike with him.

      It was because I simply wanted to. I’d never been able to fight the temptation of him, and there was no point trying now.

      Not when I knew that no matter what trouble he got up to, I’d always end up having a good time.

      I swung one leg over the bike and sat on the little back seat. I could feel my dress starting to ride up. Then oh, the boldness of Tai took over. How could I have forgotten his outlandish actions?

      He took the liberty of hooking the hem of my dress between my legs. And I mean between, between. He didn’t care where he was touching. His fingers brushed the inner skin of my thighs and fluttered over my crotch.

      I gasped and my jaw dropped.

      I at least had some brain cells left that were working and I swatted his hands away.

      “What are you doing?”

      He laughed. “Fixing you, baby. No need to get testy.”

      “Your hands were practically in my panties.”

      “Nah, if my hands were in your panties they wouldn’t be practically in. They’d be in.”

      No, this wasn’t just flirting. Tai took flirting to a whole other level.

      “You are unbelievable.”

      He set the helmet over my head and then jumped on.

      “Hold on tight, princess. Whatever you do don’t let go.”

      I didn’t plan to.

      He pulled out some visor shaped shades from the dashboard console and set them on his face.

      I slipped my arms around him and got lost instantly when I felt the corded muscles of his abs. My thoughts went straight from my mind and fluttered a little farther down south than I wanted. I almost felt like touching him was doing something I wasn’t supposed to.

      He took note of my hesitation and response and seemed to know. That Cheshire cat, predatory grin that smoothed across his sensual lips as he looked back at me told me he did.

      Tai took hold of my hands and pressed them hard into his chest.

      “Tight, princess. Take the opportunity to feel whatever part of me you want while you’re at it.”

      I bit the inside of my mouth to hide the smile that threatened to break free.

      Seconds later, we were off.

      I pressed my face to the helmet and into his wide back, holding on for dear life but also loving the feel of him. The hardness of the muscles that corded his chest, the strong beat of his heart, the scent of him that paralyzed me, numbing my fears of falling off and dying.

      He was a real pro. He tore through the night like a demon on adrenaline zipping in and out of traffic and then flying down the less busy streets.

      I noticed straight away when we started to slow.

      I lifted my head when I heard music. We were near the beach. I could smell the saltiness in the air.

      The music got louder and then there were people everywhere.

      It was a party but on the street.

      And… damn, as we got closer I saw four cars that looked like they could have been on the set of The Fast and The Furious.

      “Oh my God.” I could see now why Mitsuke got so worked up.

      These people were getting ready to race.

      “A car race. On the street?” I hissed against Tai’s back. He gave my hand a gentle squeeze and glanced back at me.

      “A car race on the street,” he confirmed.

      We parked and my legs felt like they would fall off from clenching my thighs so tight.

      Thank God for the pumps I wore instead of the heels. I would have hated to be walking around in heels now. I knew I would just fall over or something, embarrassing myself.

      Tai got off first and then helped me.

      “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” he asked with a shrug as I took off the helmet.

      “Yes, it was. You drive like a crazy person.”

      “I am crazy, remember?” His eyes shone. “Do you want me to help with the dress down there again?”

      “Crazy and a perv.”

      “Crazy and a perv.” He winked at me.

      I shook my head. “What are we doing here? Are you going to race?” I knew he had a thing for fast cars. It wouldn’t surprise me if he raced them too. Although I was pretty sure this setup had to be illegal.

      “Nope, those days are gone. Plus I’d have to take you with me.”

      “And I would say no.” I smirked.

      “And I would haul your fine ass over my shoulder and strap you to me. This isn’t the kind of place where you can hang out by yourself.”

      My ass had been referred to many times tonight.

      “What is your obsession with my ass?”

      The cool night breeze made the spiky ends of his hair lift and dance.

      “It’s fine.”

      I folded my arms. “Day one, Tai, is this what you’re going to be like for the whole time I’m here? You looking at my ass and making comments.”

      He stepped closer, right into my personal space and lowered his mouth so he was inches away from my ear.

      “Nah, I move faster than that, princess.” His warm breath tickled my skin.

      I tried to act like I was immune to him. Like I could be cool and casual, unaffected, but desire pooled between my thighs, pulling at my groin, at the prospect of him moving faster.

      As if my thoughts needed more of a visual he said, “Your ass will be mine well before you leave.”

      Of course he had to finish that with a completely obvious sexual look where he scanned my body with those deadly eyes.

      I swallowed hard and pulled in a breath to release some of the tension that tugged on my insides. “I can see you’re still so full of yourself.”

      “And you’re trying to act like you’ve changed.”

      “Of course I’ve changed. I’m eleven years older, not the naïve teenage girl who used to follow you around.”

      “Yet here you are princess. Me and you.” His smile… it was that self-satisfied one that irritated me, because he was right.

      I guess I landed myself in that one.

      “What are we doing here, Tai? It’s late and I’m cranky. Don’t piss me off.”

      He chuckled. “Picking up my winnings and catching up.” He put out his hand for me to take.

      I looked at his outstretched hand, thinking about how we’d be walking around holding hands.

      I took it and he pulled me close.

      It did look like a rough scene. There were so many people here and they looked like the type who’d be cutthroat about racing and winning.

      We walked over to a group of seriously cool Japanese guys. Tattoos covered their bodies and they had all muscle and style. Leather jackets, cool hair, cigarettes and booze.

      Tai greeted them in Japanese and they started talking about the race.

      It was nice to hear the beautiful language being used in its casual setting, plus I liked how Tai sounded when he spoke it.

      “Who’s the babe?” the tallest guy asked. He then looked from me to Tai.

      Babe.

      I had to admit that I definitely didn’t mind all this attention.

      “Off limits.” Tai gave him a hard look.

      “Okay.” The guy said quickly, understanding.

      “This is Phoebe, Phoebe these are my guys, Dante,” Tai motioned at the guy he’d been talking to, “Xiao, Lee, Honto and H.”

      I noticed the way Tai spoke, as if commanding respect.

      “Hi.” I gave them a little wave and smiled. They smiled at me.

      “Cough it up, Xiao.” Tai put out his free hand.

      Xiao frowned and pulled a wad of money from his back pocket. There was a whole handful of yen.

      “How do you always know who won?” Xiao asked.

      “I just do.” Tai took the money and smiled. “Pleasure doing business with you.”

      He moved to go but stopped when something caught his eye. It was a bottle of red wine. The good stuff. Not because it was aged like the one Mitsuke and I ordered back at the club, but because it tasted nice.

      “Give me that.” Tai crooked his finger.

      “What? No, that’s for later,” Dante complained.

      “Fuck off, give me the wine,`” Tai said with more persistence.

      “You’re such a prick.” Dante handed it to him.

      I cast a sideways glance at Tai that he noted but didn’t acknowledge.

      I gave the guys another little smile as Tai pulled me away.

      “Where to now?”

      “The beach.”

      “We’re not watching the racing?” I was almost gearing myself up for it.

      “It’ll get too violent this time of night. I’ll take you to watch some other time, earlier.”

      I liked that he’d already planned that. He shifted his hand to the small of my back.

      “Won’t it be dark this time of night on the beach?”

      “Pitch black, baby.” He smiled down at me. “You scared?”

      “No,” I said quickly.

      “Don’t worry—I’ll protect you from the yōkai.”

      Again with the yōkai. I rolled my eyes at him.

      We walked past the people in cars getting ready to race and past the parked cars. That was where the sand began and the air seemed to get cooler. The lights also grew fainter with a few lights here and there but not bright enough to really see.

      We walked until the darkness enveloped us and Tai pulled me closer.

      There was a pit area that looked like people used it for bonfires. It was close to the shoreline that I could just make out in the moonlight. The waves pulled in and out like a gentle breath. It was peaceful.

      Tai released me and walked over to the pit. He pulled a lighter from his pocket, arranged a few fire coals that were already inside then got a fire started. As it got going I could see him clearer.

      He handed me the bottle of wine.

      “You want me to drink?”

      “Yup, unfortunately I can’t but it’ll be fun to see you get drunk.”

      That was a bad idea. “And fall off the bike?”

      “Just have a little bit.”

      “Why’d you take the drink away from your friends?” And how did they all just listen to him?

      “They work for me. I have a garage in town and we specialize in modifying cars.”

      “Really, so there’s more than the center?”

      “Twenty questions.” He smiled and sat by the fire. “We’re playing. This is us catching up.” He motioned for me to sit next to him.

      I smiled. Twenty questions was what we used to play every summer when we saw each other.

      I sat next to him. His eyes immediately dropped to my thighs as I twisted my legs to the side.
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      It was more like a hundred questions.

      His batch for me.

      I managed to answer without going into too many details. Basically without revealing the mess my life had been over the last six years. That was a long time for things to be bad and tonight I wanted to be as desirable as he made me feel.

      There was no way that I could have imagined myself sitting on Tokyo beach with Tai, the guy who’d haunted my fantasies for so many years.

      No way did he need to know that I’d married and divorced a complete jerk.

      Instead I talked about work and tried not to get turned on when I caught him looking at my breasts.

      I drank about a glass of wine, just enough to give me a buzz.

      “Two last questions each so choose wisely.” He held up two fingers.

      “You’ve rinsed me out. There’s no way you have more questions for me.”

      “I do, princess.”

      “Okay, you first.”

      “Nah, you. I insist.”

      There was one question on my mind and I’d avoided asking it this whole time.

      It was none of my business, but I wanted to know who that woman was from earlier. The one he left with at the center. He’d placed a protective arm around her as they’d gone through the door and they’d looked like they were involved. Granted, many people could have thought that about us tonight as he held my hand.

      I didn’t want to just come out and ask him because for a start it would show that I had some level of interest in him that would make me want to ask him about her, and next I shouldn’t be going there.

      Business. I was here for business. All work and no play were bad, but I hadn’t even begun to work yet, and playing was…

      Well I thought playing was best left to the back of my shelf of life. I’d been through too much recently and I needed to get back on my feet. Step one was being in Japan.

      The bad thing was, curiosity was building within me. That good old curiosity that always drew me to him.

      So far, he’d brought me up to speed on his whole family. His parents were both here permanently. Back when I knew him they lived in LA. And he, like me, would travel between Japan and the States to see Akito in the summer.

      His brother was still in the army, captain now.

      Tai had told me pretty much everything.

      What could I ask him first that could potentially ease in the girlfriend question?

      It came to me. “Back in Iraq, were you ever scared?” That was a normal question, one we could talk about and it was a conversation builder.

      “No,” he answered flatly to my dismay.

      Damn him. He was supposed to go into more details not just say no flat out. I at least thought he’d maybe tell me about one of his missions where he could have been scared, but wasn’t.

      “Really, you go to a war zone for God knows how long and you were never scared. Not even once?”

      He cocked a brow and straightened up, making his dog tags clink, and smirked at me.

      “That your second question?”

      “What?”

      “You want to know if I seriously wasn’t scared?” The devil, he knew he had me. I was willing to guess that he knew what I really wanted to ask but was stalling.

      “No.”

      He chuckled. “What’s your second question, princess?” His gaze searched mine.

      I released a sigh and thought screw it. I’d just ask him.

      “The woman at the institute you left with. Was that your girlfriend?” Heat flushed through me the minute I spoke. I wished I’d had the sense not to ask because there was no way I could have asked the question and not look interested.

      He looked pleased with the question and my embarrassed reaction. Of course because I’d landed myself in that one too.

      “Maybe,” he answered, again to my dismay and added annoyance.

      Who gave answers like that?

      “You have a maybe girlfriend? That means she is.”

      “My dear, your questions are up.”

      “It’s part of the same question.”

      “No, that was not part of the same question.” He shook his head and grinned when I frowned. “My turn.”

      Mischief flickered in his eyes and then spread all over his face. Mischief and something else. Something hot, sensual… sexual.

      “What are you going to ask me, Tai? You should see your face.” I too straightened up to get prepared for his last two questions.

      “Oh princess, you should see my mind.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. Something told me to either answer his questions in the same vague manner in which he had, or refuse to answer altogether.

      “What are your questions, Tai?”

      “Are you seeing anybody?”

      “I can see many people. What do you mean specifically?” Good, that was a clever answer.

      He laughed. “Are you single, baby, as in not seeing anyone, unattached, just you?”

      “That your second question?” I threw his words back at him.

      “You can’t play me. You’re terrible at it. That was definitely one question and you know it. People generally tend to get the drift when asked if they’re seeing anyone.”

      Shit, he was right.

      “Fine, no I’m not seeing anyone. I’m single.”

      The look that washed over his face was unreadable. Strange, strange indeed.

      It was almost like he was hoping I’d say I wasn’t single, but then the mischief returned.

      “Do I even want to know the next question?”

      “I’m thinking.”

      “You never asked if I had any pets.”

      “Because I don’t want to know if you have pets.”

      His eyes dropped to my tits and he smiled wide. My nipples hardened and thankfully the cover of the soft amber glow from the fire wasn’t bright enough to show the imprint I knew they’d leave against my dress.

      The dress had a built-in bra but that wasn’t enough for a woman with double-digit boobs.

      “What do you want to know?” I prodded.

      “Are your tits real? They look a lot bigger than when I last saw you.”

      My eyes bulged. “You can’t ask me that?”

      “I know but I was pretty certain that trying to feel you up would either make you slap me and run off down the dark beach, or slap me and try to get a taxi from here. Or maybe you would have enjoyed it. Never contemplated that in the possibilities.”

      Jesus Christ. Who talked like that?

      The Tai I knew eleven years ago came out with some bizarre things, but this was on a different level. It was like he’d gotten better at being bad.

      Shocking people.

      “What is the matter with you?”

      “Nothing.”

      “So you’re going for my tits and my ass?”

      He laughed out loud. “Don’t get me started, Phoebe. Plus you need to answer the question.”

      Oh I had the perfect answer for him, one he couldn’t get himself around. I leaned forward, giving him a good look at a healthy amount of cleavage.

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe what? So they’re real or not.”

      “Maybe.” I lifted my shoulder into a shrug. The breeze lifted the ends of my hair, making it flutter.

      His face fell, realizing that I’d mastered the game and thrown his tricks back in his face. Victory.

      He looked at my tits again and that desire came back.

      He shuffled and pulled out a cigarette from his back pocket. Lit up and drew on it.

      “You smoke?” I never knew that.

      “That another question you’re trying to sneak in?”

      “No, it’s a general question. Same as asking me if I’m cold or something.”

      “Are you?”

      “No.”

      “Smoke when I’m stressed.”

      “Stressed?” There was definitely a shift in his mood. “You smoke when you’re stressed?”

      He drew in the smoke and let it out, reminding me of a clip I’d seen of James Dean.

      “Smoking, or angry fucking. Smoking seemed like the safer choice unless… you’re game.”

      I didn’t know how many more times I could be shocked tonight.

      The crazy part of this was I was completely turned on and now I was thinking about him bending me over and taking me from behind.

      I’d bet I would enjoy it.

      I’d also bet that wine did a number on me because what the hell was I thinking?

      He was looking at me like he really expected me to answer that.

      “Never did get that far, did we?” He added but something else flickered in those eyes that tamped down his lustful watch over me. I didn’t know what it was, but it looked like hurt.

      Last time Mom had walked in on us making out. I would have slept with him, handed over my V card to him and it would have been a lot more special than the way I threw it away back in college. A one-night stand with Todd Jefferson, one of the big men on campus types who thought he owned the world because he was the president of the Sigma Kappas and his father was the mayor of California.

      Tai observed my silence, drew in another puff and held out the cigarette for me to take.

      I did not smoke and I’d never tried, but like most things Tai gave me, I took it thinking this was like drinking when you shared a bottle. It was sociable.

      He watched me in that predatory manner I’d seen on his face earlier as I placed the cigarette to my lips and drew in some smoke just the way he did.

      It didn’t look all that hard when he did it.

      Again I blamed my lack of common sense on the drink and the rugged angles of Tai’s jaw. I drew in too much smoke and started coughing. God, my throat was on fire.

      I stood up, dizzy and coughing.

      Tai got up and took hold of me, rubbing my back as I coughed.

      I smacked him in his chest when I regained some of my footing.

      “You asshole, why did you give me that?”

      He laughed. “You weren’t supposed to take it.” He dropped the cigarette and  immediately the ember burned out on contact with the sand.

      “You offered it to me so I thought I’d be fine.”

      “Must you take everything I give you?”

      “It’s because I stupidly assume you’d never hurt me.”

      His expression turned more serious. “I wouldn’t.”

      He held my gaze, still holding my waist.

      We stared at each other in silence for a few seconds. The moonlight, the soft shush of the sea pulling in and out from the shore like a breath, the faint sounds of car engines in the background as the racing continued.

      It was a moment, and in that moment I felt a peaceful sensation I hadn’t felt in years.

      “I’m not the same old Phoebe.” I broke the silence.

      That Phoebe he knew still had a bright future. She didn’t know yet that in that future she wouldn’t be able to have children, or that she would marry an asshole who made her feel like shit.

      “Oh but you are,” he breathed, getting close again. “You still look at me the same.”

      I wasn’t aware that I was looking at him any differently, but maybe I was.

      “I’m not eighteen anymore.” Like that should mean anything. I’d already said something like that earlier today.

      A wicked smile danced on his lips and there was something I just realized.

      He’d changed a lot, but he still looked at me the same too. That curious look, guarded yet filled with interest, want and desire.

      “Not eighteen and not off limits. No mommy dearest around to protect her princess from the tattooed freak.”

      My mom actually called him that. I’d never forget it.

      I reached up and toughed the exposed skin on his chest. I ran my finger along what I could see of a Japanese character for fire.

      He couldn’t see it now but I had one just like it on my lower back.

      “I like your tattoos.”

      He moved his face closer to mine. “I know. Same as I know I shouldn’t kiss you on your first day back in Japan, but fuck it.”

      His lips came crashing down on mine and I met his kiss with my own, the power of desire fueling me.

      God, it was like I couldn’t kiss him enough or reach enough of his lips to satisfy me.

      I wanted him to devour me the same way that he kissed me.

      This was from not finishing what we started years ago, and from me trying to find a guy who wasn’t like him. Someone my mother would approve of.

      Tai smoothed his hands up my neck and cupped the back of my head to bring me closer. I welcomed the thrusts of his slick, hot tongue into my mouth and sucked on it, surprising him.

      He kissed me harder, feasting on my mouth. Kissing me like he too couldn’t get enough.

      I didn’t even feel when his hands left my head. All I could feel was fire all over my body before his hands were on my breasts, squeezing and kneading, flicking over my nipples.

      I moaned into his mouth .

      “They’re real,” he whispered against my lips, a smile in his voice.

      “Yes.” I breathed.

      “Jesus Christ.” He pulled back slightly and we both watched him squeeze my right breast and move across the hard nub of my nipple, pressing against the cup inside the dress. He dropped his hands and stepped back, pulling in a deep breath. “I have to take you home now.”

      “Home?” As in to his house or…

      “Akito’s. Catch up over.” He was so abrupt like he wanted to get away from me yet looked at me like he wanted me.

      Calm down. Chill, breathe.

      I needed to because my heart was galloping.

      He scanned over me again and I wondered if he knew deep down there was something wrong with me.

      “Why?” I had to ask. Had to know that he wasn’t rejecting me.

      “It’s complicated.”
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      Jesus Christ.

      I knew, knew, I shouldn’t have kissed her.

      But there was no way that I could have helped myself.

      I remembered where we left off eleven years ago. I remembered how I felt.

      That pure feeling that surrounded my heart came back, as did the memory of her lips on mine.

      When that happened that was it. I had to have her.

      In that moment I felt like I had to have her. I was desperate for her.

      I’d never wanted anybody more than I wanted Phoebe last night.

      Fuck. She had me jacking off in the shower just to get her out of my damn head. I’d had about an hour’s sleep. My emergency hour. It was how I trained my body from back in my Marine days.  One hour’s sleep to rejuvenate myself and give me the energy to get through the next day. It was bad practice and I didn’t just run on an hours sleep. Only in emergencies like last night.

      If I hadn’t stopped feeling her tits up, which felt seriously amazing, I would have taken her right there on the beach.

      What stopped me?

      Candace.

      Damn it. Why was I such an idiot? Yesterday at the café I should have set her straight and told her that I actually didn’t see a future for us and I wasn’t likely to change my mind.

      Now I didn’t think I could just do that because in my head I hadn’t given it any thought and I felt I hadn’t been fair to her.

      I didn’t want to make any decisions I’d regret later. All because I was bamboozled by Phoebe.

      Phoebe the girl who plagued my mind for a majority of my life.

      Literally the girl who got away.

      She’d been a fantasy to me, one I couldn’t entertain and that made me want her more. No one had ever looked at me the way she did. It was a look I couldn’t describe, other than by saying it was magical. Her eyes would grow large and liquid, sparkling with the tenderness of adoration and passion.

      But it was for me. Just for me.

      That was how she looked at me years ago, and last night.

      Maybe I really was an idiot to think that it was just for me, but that’s what I wanted to believe.

      The magical look and her damn gorgeousness would be the death of me.

      Fuck, how was I going to work with her and not touch her?

      But, after last night I was pretty certain that touching her would remain a fantasy.

      When I took her back to Akito’s, she handed me the helmet and rushed inside the house, completely pissed. No goodbye—she just left.

      I couldn’t blame her. It was my fault.

      I got into work early. Coffee gave me some additional energy, giving me the chance to finish up the reports. Once again, I sat my ass down in the archives room. Needed to be alone for a while.

      I was in there for just over an hour when Akito came in, smiling like he’d just gotten some good news.

      “There you are. Thanks for checking on the girls last night.”

      I wished I really had just checked on them. I wouldn’t be in trouble now and I definitely wouldn’t be walking around with a hard-on.

      “No problem.”

      “I was hoping to speak to you before you got busy.” Akito smiled.

      “Talk away. I’m all ears.”

      “You okay?” He looked me over with concern.

      “Sure.” Lies.

      I was far from okay. Especially since I should feel worse for kissing Phoebe when I told Candace I’d think about giving her another chance. And, I most assuredly shouldn’t regret not getting the chance to get a good feel of Phoebe’s ass.

      The tits would have to do for now although I had vivid visions after of me feasting on her hard nipples. I was stupid—I should have at least looked.

      Fuck. I was fucked. I’d have to move down to archives for the time she was here.

      “I have some exciting news, Tai.”

      “Cool, what’s up.” I rested against the edge of my desk.

      “That idea I had panned out. The board of education want to talk to us about setting up a teaching facility. They’ve noted that we have very specialist people here and they want to talk to us about sharing what we know. They want to give us a grant of whatever we need to extend the building to accommodate future students and staff.”

      “That was fantastic.” And just the sort of thing I saw in the cards for me. “Would this all be classroom shit?”

      He frowned at my use of language.

      “Stuff?” I amended.

      “No, which is exactly why it’s exciting. It means excursions, revisiting places others have been to because they didn’t have the specialist skills we have to fully investigate. It means adventures. You up for it?”

      “Oh I most definitely am.”

      “Good, because I want you to lead it. Run it. Have it eventually.”

      I narrowed my gaze at him.

      “Say that again?” I must have misheard.

      “I’m not getting any younger, Tai. I’m sixty-five. I’m not going to be much good out there in a few years. I suspect I’ll still be able to accompany you on a number of travels but as for climbing mountains and whatnot, not so much.” He chuckled.

      “I see your point. But me?”

      “You.” He pointed at me.

      “Thanks, Uncle.” I owed a lot of thanks to this man. Theoretically, I probably didn’t have all the required field experience a lot of people in our line of work had, but Akito knew me and my skill set. I’d learned from him, and he was the best. That was all I needed. Nothing more.

      This new idea of his sounded amazing. It fit right in with this new direction I was taking my life. I liked the prospect of new possibilities.

      Anything could happen. That part was exciting.

      “I’d like us to meet properly and discuss it as soon as. And, if it’s okay with you I’d like to include Phoebe. Her ability to read dead languages is astounding. We could use someone like her.”

      “Yeah sure.” I meant that. I genuinely meant that.

      Hearing her name, however, got me worked up again.

      “Let’s see how this project all goes. She seems excited about it, and I’m glad to have her here. We haven’t worked together like this before.”

      He was proud of her and proud to have her here. All reasons why I couldn’t fuck things up.

      God, when she kissed me last night, she kissed me like she needed me. I’d never experienced that feeling before and in the end, I basically dropped her off on Akito’s doorstep, knowing she was pissed off at me, and fled away into the night.

      I definitely felt like a prick for doing that.

      “It’s good to see her, it’s been a while.”

      “Yes, more than a while for you two.” Akito tilted his head to the side.

      “I know, so spare me the lecture I already got from Mitsuke for not staying in touch.” I held up my hands playfully, although deep down I doubted that I would ever forget Patrice Walker looking at me like I was some sort of filthy scum trying to defile her daughter.

      She’d called me a tattooed freak with no ambition.

      I figured she must have felt like that for years, the whole time, every summer when she saw me. Must have put her best face forward just for her husband.

      That day when she caught me with her precious daughter, she’d erupted volcanic style.

      “You know I hate lecturing you young people. Mitsuke thinks I lived in a different time and people don’t live that way anymore.”

      I was inclined to agree and if he’d known what I’d gotten up to with Phoebe last night, although really it was nothing, he wouldn’t have been happy with me.

      “Mitsuke is a wise woman.” I chuckled.

      Akito frowned and then shook his head. “Come on, let’s go see if Phoebe’s in. I’d like to give her a heads up on this new idea.”

      Whoa, I kind of wasn’t ready to see her yet, but if I protested it would look weird, especially with what we just talked about.

      “Good idea.” I beamed.

      We left the library and headed to the office. Akito filled me in with some more ideas on the way. One stuck out to me, it was that of trying to expand the business to other countries.

      When we got inside the office, I saw Phoebe straight away.

      She was on the upper level sitting at her desk. There were at least ten massive journals before her and she seemed completely engrossed in what she read.

      I didn’t expect her to be in so early, and damn, did she look sexy.

      That gorgeous hair was down again today, but she had the velvet tresses swooped to the side with the wavy ends gracing the edge of her waist. I liked her hair this length. I remembered her mother had always insisted on it being no longer than shoulder-length. Now it was a truly sexy waist-length that added to the fantasy.

      Rather than looking like she was dressed for work, she’d looked more at home on the cover of a fashion mag.

      A pink gloss shimmered on her lips and complemented the baby pink camisole top she wore that seemed to shimmer too in the morning light.

      “Phoebe, you’re here,” Akito boomed.

      She lifted her head at the sound of his voice and smiled.

      “Morning.” Her smile waivered when she looked at me, but she still kept it up.

      She stood up and made her descent down the stairs, giving me a full view of her smooth, golden legs in that wrap skirt.

      Legs I could imagine wrapped around me as I pounded into her.

      Fuck, I had to get a grip of myself and not let everything remind me of sex.

      The worst thing in the world that could happen to me now to embarrass myself was another hard-on for this woman.

      My theory was this—I never got to have her the way I wanted. Never mind the emotional side of things, and the way she made me feel with one look.

      I never had her. Never had the chance to truly be with her.

      Now she was here, back in my life. So my curiosity was getting the better of me.

      And it grew worse with each second that passed. Temptation rolled into the beautiful package of her with a beauty the shined inside and out.

      Akito started talking, but I zoned out and found myself staring at Phoebe.

      We talked last night, a lot. But there were points in our conversation where I felt she’d held back. It made me wonder what her life had been like over the years.

      What it was like and who she’d been with. A woman as beautiful as her must have had a ton of men after her.

      The thought made me uncomfortable.

      I could imagine the preppy types she must have gone for too, anything to please mommy dearest.

      But listen to me. I was a hypocrite. I was the same with my father. Neo was the favorite no matter what anyone said. We were both what people would call rough around the edges and definitely not clean-cut, but I was the rebel. I simply rebelled because I wanted to do what I wanted to do.

      Phoebe didn’t rebel and to give my dad credit, he never went around with a stick shoved up his ass, acting like he was better than anyone. He was just militant strict, and despite me jumping on the train of woe and calling my brother the favorite, my dad would soon set me straight about that.

      Phoebe glanced at me when she felt my eyes on her.

      Akito babbled on.

      “Tai, this is definitely our year,” Akito said. I had no idea what he said prior to that, but I returned the smile he gave me.

      “Looks that way.”

      “Let’s wrap this project up as best as we can and see what we may be able to achieve while Phoebe’s here, or better yet.” Akito looked at Phoebe now and beamed like he just got the most brilliant idea ever, “try to convince her to stay.”

      Yeah right.

      I really doubted that my tactics would have worked on her. Or, maybe they would I just couldn’t even attempt them because… my tactics involved her butt naked bent over that table with me inside her.

      She laughed and did the daintiest thing by resting her hands on her heart.

      “Akito, you are working overtime to get me to stay.” She blushed.

      “Can you blame me? Let’s talk later.” A sure look was on Akito’s face, which meant my uncle was serious. “I’ll leave you guys to work.” He backed away as he spoke, and then with a final smile turned on his heel and left.

      I watched him until he walked through the double doors we’d come through before I returned my focus to Phoebe.

      She was already staring at me with curiosity in those ocean blue eyes of hers.

      That curiosity was always the trigger to set me off. It was like I wanted to show her that she was right to be curious, and I wanted to shock the princess.

      Even though I knew I should leave well enough alone.
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      “You’re here early.” I broke the silence.

      “Lot’s on my mind.” She shifted from one side to another.

      “Looks like you’ve been doing lots of reading.” I gestured to her desk and the books on it.

      “Had to, I’m kind of stuck.”

      “Really?” I narrowed my eyes.

      “Stuck, probably as intended.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It think the samurai purposely wanted to confuse people.” She pressed her lips together.

      Well, at least she was talking to me.

      “So you can’t read the journal?”

      “I can read most of it and fill in the blanks for the other stuff, but I’m at a part where everything is jumbled with all the languages. I’m worried I’ll lose the meaning.”

      I didn’t envy her. That was the part of this gig that I didn’t want to get involved in. With the way how I used to love archeology and learning from Akito, I could have followed suit and joined him in the academics behind it too, but I wasn’t cut out for it.

      Too boring for me. Simple as.

      “Maybe you’re thinking about the wrong things,” I pointed out.

      She pushed out her full lips. Lips I knew were as soft as they looked. “Really, like I got the wrong idea?” Double meaning that I didn’t miss.

      While she frowned, I couldn’t resist the smile that tugged on my lips.

      Then she had to torture me further by folding her arms under her breasts. The motion drew my attention straight there.

      She noticed and flushed, but she kept the pissed off look going.

      “Here’s me helping.” More like me trying to not be in her bad books. I would have hated to start our working relationship on the wrong foot. “If our samurai’s trying to be confusing, maybe there’s a reason for it.”

      “Can’t think what that would be.”

      “Well maybe when we go back to the cave you’ll get some clues.” We planned to go Monday.

      “Sure.” She looked me up and down then turned to go back up the steps to her workstation.

      Of course my eyes landed on her curvy ass in that skirt as she took the steps. When she turned back to look at me, she caught me watching.

      Caught again and I wasn’t going to pretend that I wasn’t looking.

      With the trap set, I moved to follow her, thinking up things I could talk to her about.

      She bit back a smile when I stepped up the last step and walked up to her desk. My eyes locked on to the way she ran her fingers over the row of journals. Slow and purposeful. I thought of her hands on my chest last night while on the bike.

      That touch had set me on fire.

      She had changed. Of course she would. I was thinking of an inexperienced eighteen-year-old who was shy and under her mother’s thumb.

      The woman who stood before me moved with confidence, sure of herself, sure of her beauty. Sure she had my attention.

      “How long do you think it’ll take to translate?” I pushed past the lump in my throat.

      “Not sure. Could take a while. I have to look up some of the characters and the meanings they’ve carried during the time our guy lived.”

      She scanned the journals.

      This didn’t feel natural. We weren’t these people who talked business, and it was awkward.

      She found what she was looking for and took down a few volumes. Her moving in that skirt, bending over slightly to put the journals on the desk, sent my eyes straight back to her ass.

      I got lost staring, and lost thinking about what she must do to work out. That ass came from running and climbing. Plenty of squats.

      “Tai.” She whirled around and shot me a glare with her perfect lips parted. It was the way she said my name, like she’d said something else before.

      I didn’t hear a thing. Same thing happened yesterday.

      “Princess.”

      “Where you looking at my ass? Again?”

      Caught, again.

      Fuck it. What did I have to lose? This was Phoebe, I’d thought about her for years, and her she was. Not a dream or a fantasy. She was the real live version. Here, inches away from me, all ass and tits.

      I stepped closer and smiled.

      “Yes.” Best to be honest.

      She placed her hands on her hips and shook her head.

      “We’re working together. Can’t you take anything seriously? Lieutenant.”

      I liked the way she said lieutenant. I loved it yesterday and it seemed to carry more weight today.

      “Call me that again, baby.”

      “Call you what?” she toyed with me.

      I stepped closer and closer. She backed away, taking a step back with each one I took towards her.

      When she came in contact with the wall and saw there was nowhere else to go, she winced.

      I stepped right into her personal space and rested my hands on the wall on either side of her, blocking her escape.

      And there it was… the look.

      I had to take the moment to absorb it, commit it to memory, and check that I really was seeing it.

      Yes it was there, sparking before me like sunlight. Definitely not a figment of my imagination.

      For eleven years I stored her away in the back of my memory. The enchantment of this woman who could reach a place inside me where no one else could.

      I would have never admitted this to anyone in my younger days, but I used to live for that look. Live for seeing Phoebe every summer and having her look at me like I was the best thing she’d ever seen in her life. Me, the rebel who everyone thought was bad news with my tattoos and badass attitude. Me, the rebel who used to get in all sorts of shit both in Japan and back home in LA.

      Reckless, out of control, and wild. That was me.

      She tamed the beast in me though. I was different when I was with her.

      Maybe because I knew she couldn’t be mine, and I wanted her to be.

      I didn’t know how I’d forgotten that. Or, rather suppressed the emotion for so long.

      The soft bronze skin of the swells of her breasts taunted me. I watched in fascination as the two distinct points of her nipples hardened, pressing against the fabric on her bra and top. Those felt amazing last night.

      I was an idiot to pass up the chance of looking, at the very least.

      “Day two, Tai. In fact it’s morning.”

      “And what a great morning it’s been.”

      “You keep looking at my ass.”

      “And your tits, don’t forget that.” I needed to kiss her again. The urge was killing me.

      “You’re a perv and you’re so vulgar.”

      “And yet, you like it.” She wanted me like this. Any other way and she wouldn’t like me.

      “I think you’re an asshole.”

      “Sure, but you like the asshole in me.” I pressed my hands to the flat of her stomach and ran my hands over her waist and down to the curve of her right hip.

      “No.”

      “Don’t lie.” I knew first-hand that was a bald-faced lie.

      “I don’t like you.” Her voice shook a little.

      That was another lie, a terrible one.

      I had to laugh. “Really, Phoebe?

      “Yes, lieutenant.”

      God, she said it, and in that sexy slow way too.

      I lowered to kiss her but she moved her face and my lips caught the smooth skin of her neck.

      I placed a line of kisses along her neck and she giggled. She tried to pull away but I caught her, securing a grip to her tiny waist.

      “I’m not doing this here with you.”

      She was right. Any moment now one of the guys would walk in. We were right out in the open.

      When I pulled her closer she moved away and swatted at my hands as I went for her breasts.

      “You are crazy. You can’t do that.”

      “Not like we haven’t gotten up close and personal before.”

      “Are you talking about last night when you kissed me and rejected me like you tasted something bad?”

      “No. I didn’t reject you.” No way in fuck was I going to allow her to believe that.

      I stepped in again, cupping the side of her face with one hand and blocking her exit with the other, returning my palm to the wall.

      “Don’t kiss me again.” Something that looked like fear flickered in her eyes.

      “Why?”

      “I’m too tired to play games.”

      “Then just lie down and I’ll do all the work.”

      She smiled. “You want me to lie down so you can kiss me?”

      I looked over her luscious body, feeling my cock now bursting to break free. “That’s not the only thing I want to do to you.”

      I loved the rose color that tinted her cheeks, and the daring look in her eyes. “What do you want to do to me?”

      Jesus, she’d just taken me over the edge. “Angry fucking.”

      Her breath hitched and her eyes widened. “Why does it have to be angry?”

      I searched her eyes. “It’s the best kind, and fitting for us.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Hard-on for eleven years. Your mom’s still in my bad books.” The past. It would always sneak up on me. Even when I wasn’t directly thinking about it, it was there like a fucking ghost haunting me. “I’m furious. Just imagine it, Phoebe, you and me. We’d have a lot of making up to do.” Yes, I’d lost my fucking mind and I couldn’t remember why I hadn’t taken her and bent her over that desk already.

      “No.” She held my gaze.

      The word. That word. No. It caught my attention, pulling me from that lust-filled fog that hazed over my mind. She’d never said no to me before. Not ever. Not when she definitely should have and not when I knew she’d get slack for it.

      “What?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      She stepped closer, reached out and ran her fingers over the metal of my tags, brushing the tips of her fingers against my chest.

      “It’s complicated.” She sighed, but it was the way she said it that gripped me. With a soft sexy pout she knew would turned me on.

      But again she was right. It was complicated. It was complicated last night and still continued to be complicated.

      Fuck. I closed my eyes and sighed.

      Candace.

      This whole business of me deciding on giving her a second chance was…

      Well it was clear I couldn’t do it.

      Complicated. No. It wasn’t complicated at all. It was clear.

      I knew who I wanted. I knew who I still wanted, and it wasn’t Candace.

      It was Phoebe. I bit the inside of my lips.

      Phoebe, the damn minx. She slipped out of my reach and had the audacity to look me up and down before she walked away.
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      That took some strength.

      Some damn strength I didn’t know I had.

      Jesus please don’t let me fall over. My legs were shaking so much as I walked away from Tai.

      Walked away from the man that had haunted my fantasies my whole life.

      But, Tai couldn’t have said it better.

      Complicated.

      What a good word. It said it all and stopped any further conversation or questions.

      The user of the word could take refuge in the sense that they wouldn’t be expected to explain themselves and the hearer would just have to bite the damn bullet and accept whatever complicated meant.

      I wasn’t angry at him for last night. No.

      And, it was fine that nothing more than a crazy ass kiss happened between us.

      As wild as it would have been, I didn’t know what I would have done if we’d ended up having sex on the beach. Right now I wanted to keep any sex on the beach limited to the drink and not the action.

      And just now…

      I would be lying if I said I expected anything other than hearing exactly what was on Tai’s mind.

      Angry fucking.

      What the hell?

      He actually said that to me. And added to it by saying that stuff about Mom.

      I would always feel guilty for the way that she treated him, like he was nothing. As if I was so much better than he was, and like he was trying to force himself on me.

      It was all complicated. On my part and on his, and I suspected this ‘maybe’ girlfriend was the crux of his complication.

      For me, it was all too much and I was exhausted. I couldn’t think straight and I always made crazy decisions when I was in this state.

      Sticking to my very dry spell was safer.

      A man in my life was the very last thing I needed, especially one like Tai who liked to play games and leave you feeling like you got sucked into a whirlwind backwards.

      Tai watched me until I left the room.

      There was nothing more to say.

      No more temptation. It wasn’t good for me.

      I went straight outside and decided on taking a walk in the park adjoining the

      center and the museum.

      I got completely lost in the beautiful, picturesque scenery that lay before me from the moment I cast my gaze to the park entrance.

      The cherry blossoms were in full bloom. The trees ran along opposite sides of the path displaying an effulgent array of color. Pink of varying shades and hues. Breathtaking and stunning flowing in the gentle morning breeze that provided that languid feel I longed for.

      I could have been walking around in a dream or a depiction of paradise.

      I sat by the lake and watched the swans for a little while. it gave me a much needed break for my tired body, mind and soul.

      God, I’d been through so much.

      Being in Japan felt like coming home. I was more at home here than I was in Chicago.

      Chicago was what felt like the second home. It always did.

      It wouldn’t really be that hard for me to move here. Maybe I should give it some serious thought.

      The best part about being here was not having that constant presence of Jason around me.

      He knew wouldn’t take what I did lightly. He’d come for me somehow for embarrassing him the way I did at his meeting, and in front of the Secretary of State.

      I could handle whatever he threw at me but not having to deal with it would be even better. But then there was my job and I loved working with Dad.

      He was close to retirement, but I didn’t think he was going to retire.

      He’d probably want me to take the opportunity to stay here though, because it would be good for me.

      I struggled with the idea of moving to the lake house and that was my little refuge. When I looked back now I couldn’t recall why it was so hard. I put work first because my apartment was a stone throw away.

      This was Japan. Different and I’d be here for work.

      I knew deep down I could find happiness again too, and maybe find myself.

      If Tai didn’t make me crazy.

      It was hard to go back to the office, but I did about two hours later, getting back for a few minutes past ten.

      Scott and Kenny were sitting around their desks but there was no sign of Tai.

      I went straight back to working on the journal .

      Yesterday I browsed over the whole thing just to get a view of what I was up against. That was when I saw all the potential stumbling blocks. It made sense now that the first part of the journal seemed to talk about the samurai’s early life but then from the middle onward it became this weird mass of language overload and nonsensical words.

      Normally I’d read through, then read again while translating.

      The first read through would be to get the understanding. Since it was written in ancient Chinese I’d have to look up a few dialect customs I knew from those times.

      But it looked like I’d have to make a host of notes and do some further research. It could actually take weeks depending on what I’d have to do.

      I decided that what I’d do was make a plan. One full read through of the entire thing while making notes on what I was stuck on. Then I’d tackle those things. I had Dad as my fountain of knowledge to bounce ideas off and a few friends back at the Smithsonian.

      I got the feeling I was going to need their help with this.

      I began reading and continued until lunch time. Scott was a sweetheart and kept bringing me hot drinks and fruit until he and Kenny left for a meeting at the museum.

      No sign of Tai though since this morning. He was gone yesterday too. Perhaps it was for the best. It would have been awkward being in the room with him.

      Having the office to myself was nice. It was library quiet.

      There was just me, the occasional click-clack from my fingers on the keyboard as I made notes and the shush of the wind rustling through the trees from the open window in the corner.

      At one-thirty the door opened and in came Mitsuke. As always she looked like she’d just stepped off the runway. She beamed at me, smiling wide with her glossy red lips.

      My mouth watered instantly when I saw she carried a brown paper bag that said  Sozai Miyahara on the front in bold black letters. The Japanese characters for the name right underneath. I loved that deli. It was right in the center of the Tokyo Prefecture where it was always busy. Getting food at this time had to be a mission. One I would have gladly accepted for the divine food.

      I’d been so engrossed in the journal that I hadn’t taken note of how hungry I was.

      The aroma filled the air as she got closer.

      I already knew she had tonkatsu in the bag. The deep fried, breaded, melt in your mouth cutlets of succulent pork called to me.

      “Mitsuke.” I smiled.

      “Hi, best friend. I thought we could be pigs today.” She beamed. Her cherry red six inch heels clicked on the wooden steps as she made her way up.

      I stood up and gave her a quick hug.

      “I want to be a pig.” Gladly. I couldn’t believe it had been two years since I had this heavenly food, or that I hadn’t put going to Sozai Miyahara on my to do list.

      “I’m so glad you said that because I brought us a feast.” She nodded then frowned. “I’m in LA next week. Asako’s sick so I have to fill in.”

      Asako was the senior editor. Mitsuke was always complaining about her.

      “You say that like it’s a problem.” I laughed pretty certain this was one of those times when Mitsuke would get a chance to shine. She was great at her job but what I called settled so didn’t always like having to step up to show off her true talent.

      “I wanted to take you to the Fujiwara Festival. It’s on Wednesday. I’m going to miss the whole thing.”

      Oh I understood now. May had a host of festivals but the Fujiwara Festival was the one we usually started off with because of the period dress parade.

      “It’s fine. I’m going to point out that you going to LA in place of Asako is a good thing. You love LA.”

      “Lived there too long while I was studying and training.”

      “But you love LA.” I emphasized because I knew she did. “You will also do an amazing job. There are plenty more festivals we can go to when you get back.” I’d already planned on dragging her along to the Yoshida fire festival in August but there were others, and tons of places I wanted to go to as well.  “A weekend break would be nice too.”

      She gasped like she just got the best idea. “Okinawa.”

      I was nodding before she could even finish getting the words out. “Absolutely yes.”

      She held up the bag and her expression brightened. “Ready to be a pig?”

      “Just call me Miss Piggy. What did you get?”

      When she meant to be a pig she really did mean it. Fortunately for her she never gained weight. I, on the other hand, could gain a pound just from looking at the food.

      She rested the bag on my desk and opened it, releasing the aroma of deliciousness.

      It immediately filled the air, overpowering the prior smell of furniture polish and books.

      “Tonkatsu.” She said with emphasis looking proud of herself. “ Chicken katsu currey with sicky rice. Prawn and vegetable yaki soba and tubs of coconut ice cream.”

      There was a chance I’d gain at least fifty pounds by the end of the summer but I didn’t care.

      “Thank you so much.” My stomach rumbled as if to thank her too.

      “You’re welcome. I figured I’d come by and see how you were on your first full day.” She handed me my carton of tonkatsu first and a pair of chop sticks. “Plus get the juice on what happened between you and Tai last night.” Curiosity flickered in her eyes.

      Damn it. Of course that would be hidden in there somehow.

      I couldn’t complain since I would have done the same or worse. Or actually I would have assumed she took her guy home and slept with him. So I would have made that phone call this morning the minute the sun came up.

      “There’s no juice,” I lied.

      She frowned and opened the bag to take out her share. “Phoebe Walker, don’t you dare lie to me. I am your friend. In fact we’re sisters, let’s just call ourselves that. Except I’m Japanese. So spill it sister.” She pointed her chopsticks at me and waved it around, baring her fangs.

      I laughed at her craziness. “There’s nothing to spill. We went to the circuit, met some of his friends who work for him at his garage, then we walked on the beach.”

      Walked, kissed, groped.

      My imagination took over again and I could see Tai and me together, tangled in the dark naked and panting. Anxiety and anticipation shivered down my spine and I had to shake the image out of my head.

      Didn’t happen and wasn’t going to.

      “That’s it?” she huffed, pouting.

      “Yeah, did you want there to be more?”

      “You want more, I could tell from last night, and he wanted more too.”

      “No, he didn’t.” I knew from today that he actually did.

      “He did. Trust me.” She nodded vigorously like she was privy to something I wasn’t.

      I thought back again on how I never told her about what happened between Tai and me when I was eighteen. I didn’t normally feel anyway by keeping my silence because we never really spoke about him, but now I did.

      She looked like she wanted there to me something more between us.

      “Well he was the perfect gentleman.” Bald-faced lie. His talk of angry fucking and owning my ass made him anything other than a perfect gentleman.

      Mitsuke burst out laughing. “You forget who you’re talking to, Phoebe. I know my cousin. He’s no perfect gentleman. Also I wouldn’t have let him take you if I wasn’t sure you were into him too. Come on, it’s me, plus I’m bored. Nothing exciting happens anymore. Not since Dad’s maid ran off with the pool boy.”

      My mouth dropped. “What?”

      “Yup. I talked about that for weeks.”

      “You didn’t tell me.”

      “You would have had to be here. Michelle was in her late forties and married to an idiot who didn’t appreciate her. Alexandro, was a super-hot Brazilian guy who was travelling and just making some money while Dad taught him Japanese on weekends. I think he was twenty- five, maybe a year or so younger. Anyway, he just came by dad’s one day after hearing Michelle had a big argument with her husband who’d hit her. He came with a truck and took her away to God knows were.”

      “Wow, good for Michelle.” I nodded. Sounded like she needed a good, sexy man to take her away from an idiot who thought it would be okay to hit his wife.

      Men like that made me sick.

      “I hope she has lots of hot sex. Younger men have more stamina.” Mitsuke mused.

      “Mitsuke what have you been up to?” I accused, tilting my head to the side and giving her a knowing look. Nothing surprised me when it came to her.

      “Nothing more than usual.”

      “And what’s usual? What’s the youngest you’ve ever been with?”

      “Threesome with two grad students last year. They were twenty-four.” She gave me a saucy look while my poor mouth dropped wide open. “Eat your food , dear, before it gets cold. Won’t taste the same.”

      I just ate. Best not to ask more.

      The food was as divine as it looked. The pork melted in my mouth and I savored all the herby flavors that tickled my taste buds.

      “That’s the stuff oh yeah.” I nodded with satisfaction sinking back in my seat.

      “It is, but so is great sex and Phoebe I won’t have you become one of these women who hide away at night with sex toys pleasuring themselves because they missed out on the real thing.”

      Thank God I’d already swallowed the food. I started choking. It was so bad she had to come over and slap my back a few times to relieve my airway.

      “Why would you say something like that when I’m eating?”

      “I’m stating a fact. Anyway, you good?” She gave me the thumbs-up sign.

      I nodded.

      She opened the paper bag again and took out two drink cans, tossing me one.

      It was called Zōur. “What’s this?”

      “Green juice. It will balance what we’re having.”

      I sighed, deciding not to ask any more questions about the juice. With Mitsuke it was either super healthy or super not. Since she said it would balance out what we were having I assumed it was healthy.

      I opened it and took a sip. This time I couldn’t hold in anything. I spat it out on instinct. She already had the tissue ready.

      “What the fuck is that? It tastes like shit.” I barked, grabbing the tissue and whipping off my tongue. “Jesus Christ, Mitsuke.”

      “It’s not shit. Why do you think everything taste like shit. It’s spirulina and wheatgrass mixed with coconut water.”

      “Fuck, it tastes like shit.” I sounded like Tai. It really wasn’t very often that I swore. Times like this were excusable because the drink tasted so awful I doubted I would be able to finish the rest of the food.

      Mitsuke frowned. “Can we get back to the subject of discussion?”

      I couldn’t remember what we were talking about. “Sex.” It came to me.

      “No, not sex. Tai. Unless if you had sex with Tai and I just got you to confess.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “No, didn’t happen.”

      “Okay, fine. Are you going to deny that there’s absolutely nothing between you? Or, okay, look me in the eye and tell me you don’t still have feelings for him. You were crazy for him when we were kids.”

      I opened my mouth and closed it. I attempted to talk again but froze, then frowned at myself for my reaction. All to her satisfaction.

      “My God, Phoebe, why is it so hard to say you do? You know that I’d never have a problem with it. No one would.”

      “Tai’s different, a different category for me.” There would be more meaning for me than just going out on a date with some random guy I didn’t know.

      Tai was the guy that I compared everyone to. That was a big deal.

      “Phoebe, you’ve been divorced for over two years, and it’s not like your evil ex died. You’re holding yourself back.”

      “I’ve just been through too much. Besides, Tai has a maybe girlfriend and things are complicated.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Mitsuke shook her head. “I happen to know from the horse’s mouth that he’s single.”

      “Single doesn’t mean free. There was a blonde woman here yesterday. He went off with her. I asked him if she was his girlfriend and he said maybe.”

      “You asked him that?” she cooed, loving this.

      “We were playing twenty questions?”

      “Really? Did you tell him what happened to you?”

      “No. I don’t really want to.” I didn’t want him to know anything like that. Apart from my family, only Akito and Mitsuke knew. That was enough.

      I didn’t think Tai needed to know.

      “I’m sure he would like to know what happened to you. We didn’t tell him because he wasn’t exactly around and by the time he was everything was over. Divorce and all.”

      “I’d prefer if he didn’t know.” Especially about the accident and my health issues.

      I had my own stupid reasons that I barely wanted to admit to myself.

      Tai looked at me like I fascinated him. Everyone else who knew what happened to me gave me the occasional look of pity. I didn’t want him to pity me. Anybody else, not him though.

      “Fine. I guess I get it.” She nodded, understanding. “Her name’s Candace. The blonde woman you saw here.”

      “Oh, nice name. She was very pretty too.”

      “Sure, as much as I go all evil queen on anyone apart from you when I know I’m not the fairest of them all I’ll admit she’s beautiful. But she’s Tai’s ex.”

      “They didn’t look like exes yesterday.”

      “She wants to get back with him. She broke his heart last year when she ditched him for a job in San Fran.”

      “Maybe he’ll give her a chance,” I offered.

      “I know my cousin. I’m telling you now that he won’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I have a feeling that her competition just landed herself back in Japan.” Mitsuke smirked. “ You’re forgetting that I saw the way he looked at you last night.”

      I rolled my eyes, but… deep down I allowed myself to entertain the thought.

      Because I remembered the way he looked at me too, and all he said to me this morning.
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        * * *

      

      I called Candace that same night, deciding it was time to  give her my decision.

      I got geared up, thought of what I could say that wouldn’t hurt her too much, but her phone went straight to her voicemail.

      First I thought it was odd that she didn’t call me back, but then I realized why.

      It was late when I called, nearly ten.  She knew I wouldn’t have called that late unless if I wanted to talk about something important.

      Something important like tell her I didn’t want to give her a second chance.

      When she didn’t call me back the next day, and I called again twice, this time earlier, and her phone went to voicemail again, I knew I had to be right.

      She was avoiding the call. Avoiding talking to me on the phone.

      It wasn’t in me to let shit drag on. I’d allowed this saga to drag on for long enough as it was, and  wanted it resolved before the weekend but it looked like I had to think up a new tactic.

      Maybe it was better to talk in person. I just wanted to be sure I told her how I felt as soon as possible. Not because I had Phoebe on the brain, and had to confine myself to the musty walls of the archives department, but because it was the right thing to do.

      It was the right thing to do if I cared for Candace in the way I said I did.

      I might not want to be with her in the sense of a relationship but that didn’t mean I wanted her hurt in anyway.

      Friday had been a bitch. I had to do all the reports for last month and get all the contracts signed for the suppliers we used. Good thing I was in archives because I had serious work to do.  I welcomed Saturday morning like a breath of fresh air when it finally came, and I planned to sleep in.

      I already decided that I didn’t want to think about Candace today, or this weekend.

      Today was exactly three weeks since she asked me for a second chance so I’d had three weekends of her on my mind. At least now that I’d explored my feelings I had an answer.

      Monday. She’d get it on Monday when I got back from Akiyoshido. Maybe we could meet at the coffeehouse again. She seemed to like it there. It was best to do something like this in a place where she could be comfortable.

      When she broke up with me she came to my house. That was a day I’d never forget.

      I slept until midday then got dressed, planning to hit the garage. In the week I’d gotten Dante to modify a Lamo. Yesterday he texted to say it sold for over a hundred grand. I told him to keep the money.

      Kid didn’t know that I knew his mom was in hospital, and had been sick since last year with a severe heart condition. It was Xiao that filled me in on the details a few weeks back. I waited for Dante to come to me but he didn’t. Because of pride.

      He was a guy who would never ask anyone for anything even when he was desperate. Like he was now.

      I knew he came from a poor family which he supported. He had three younger sisters in their teens and his mother. His father died when he was just a boy so between he and his mother they’d been trying to run things.

      Xiou told me that Dante’s mom’s mom collapsed the same night I introduced them to Phoebe.

      Dante went home to find her unconscious on the kitchen floor. He got her to hospital where she underwent emergency surgery which saved her life but that left him with a steep bill.

      I figured the money from the car would take care of the bills and help them to live a bit more comfortably for a while.

      I called him kid, even though he was twenty six –had a thing for Mitsuke too which I would talk to him about – but he was a good guy.

      He started crying when I told him he could keep the money, along with the money that was coming through on two of the other cars he’d worked on last week.

      Normally I’d buy more cars to fix up and modify for sale but that could wait. There was always a next time.

      I was eager to see him in person for a good man-to-man talk, I was on my way out to do just that when Candace turned up on my door step. Just like she did three weeks ago, catching me completely off guard. But unlike three weeks ago there was a nervousness about her that I could sense.

      That and she came with a basket of  lunch items for us to share, acting like she never got my calls.

      I waited for the moment to talk seriously about us, but it was like every time she sensed I was going to she jumped into some deep conversation.

      First it was telling me about her family back in Denver. That her mom had pneumonia, her dad broke his leg and her little sister was getting married.  Then it was discussion of work, the piece she was writing on for the upcoming festivals, her bully of a boss, and then quite randomly her desire to move closer to Tokyo.

      Before I knew it the subject of us not getting back together became inappropriate to talk about, and then the whole day was over. Night had fallen, she was waving goodbye in her car as she pulled out of the drive and I was cursing myself for being a pussy.

      How in the fuck did I spend a whole day with Candace and not get the chance to tell her the most important thing on my mind?

      And, on top of that I never got to see Dante.

      Candace was stalling. I knew her and she knew me.

      Very few people could claim to truly know me because I seldomly if ever allowed anyone to get that close.

      Those that did get close knew how to reach me. They knew exactly what to do to reach me. One thing I hated most in this world was being forced to do something I didn’t want to do. Felt a little like emotional blackmail. I was a guy who didn’t entertain that shit on a normal basis. The general person wouldn’t try it with me.

      But someone like Candace would know how to stall me for a whole day and leave me feeling like I’d been caught in a spiders web.

      It was like a game today. Every time there was an opening to talk she’d throw in a diversion, talking about something that would engage us in deep conversation. Purposely changing the dynamics of the atmosphere so I would never really get a chance to end it with her.

      

      I barely slept that night so when Sunday came I thought of arranging to meet her for lunch. I was supposed to be going to Akito’s for a family dinner, a dinner that I was looking forward to. We did that once a month. He’d make a few of Rukia’s amazing dishes and we’d just hang out as a family. My parents would join in sometimes when they weren’t travelling.

      They were currently in Barbados because Mom set her sights on a new designer there. My dad who lived to please her thought a romantic Caribbean cruise would be a nice touch. Especially since it was their half wedding anniversary. I’d heard mad shit about half birthdays, but those two did it all. Half birthdays and half anniversaries. I blamed my dad. He was crazy in love with my mother. Since she deserved everything amazing in this world, I couldn’t knock what they had.

      I grabbed my phone the moment I woke up, which was just after ten, and sent Candace a message asking to meet up today.

      She never messaged back.

      Then shit, it was just as I stepped out of my house to head to Akito’s that she pulled up in a taxi.

      “Hey there, I’m ready. So sorry I’m late.” She beamed as she hoped out

      Late. I didn’t know what she meant. My heart sank when the taxi drove away. Then I took note of what she was wearing. A little red summer dress and matching heels. She was dressed up like she was going somewhere.

      She rushed up to me.

      “Did you get my text? I wanted to meet for lunch.” I was trying to keep my blood from boiling.

      “Yes, you said about meeting so I thought you meant for dinner at Akito’s.”

      Fuck, I told her yesterday that I was going to dinner this evening. But… I was sure there was no way she would confuse my text and take it to mean I was inviting her to come along to Akito’s.

      Did I say lunch in the text?

      I couldn’t remember. I knew I said meet today but I thought she would text back, or call.

      Ugh, this was getting ridiculous.

      “Where’s your car?”

      “It broke when I got home last night.” She sighed and brought her hand up to her cheek. “I spent the day at the garage. It needs a new engine and the cost is going to be more than the car. I would have called you but I thought I’d just see you now. I’m excited to go to dinner after a stressful day. Thanks for inviting me.”

      Okay. What was this?

      Was this really my fault? Did I somehow royally screw myself over and not know?

      I didn’t want to take her to dinner at Akito’s.

      Phoebe would be there. It would look like I was bringing my girlfriend to the family dinner. That was an important thing. It showed meaning.

      “Candace I was actually talking about us going to lunch. As in earlier than now.” The edge on my voice was very evident.

      “Oh God. Really?” She slapped her hand over her mouth. “So… you didn’t invite me to dinner?” The crestfallen look on her face got me.

      Shit. Was this a game too? I didn’t know. I actually didn’t know anymore. The whole story sounded plausible, so maybe it wasn’t part of her games. I just didn’t get why she didn’t call or message back.

      This was going to make me crazy.

      “It’s okay. Come on let’s go.” I had to force that out.

      This would be on me and somehow I’d have to work with it.

      “Oh cool. Thanks. Excited again.” She looked it.

      Tension seeped into my body giving me that trapped feeling again. I didn’t know what kind of evening this would be but I didn’t have any good feelings about it.

      Not one bit.
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        * * *

      

      Akito did his best to keep the smile on his face when he saw her.

      Mitsuke widened her eyes as we walked into the dining room and Phoebe looked surprised.

      We sat opposite them. I was directly in front of Phoebe.

      “It’s so great to see you all and meet you, Dr. Walker,” Candace bubbled.

      It took a moment for Phoebe to realize that she was referring to her.

      “You too, and please call me Phoebe. Dr. Walker is my father.” Phoebe offered a thin smile. Polite, but I could tell there was some element of reservation.

      “Thanks, I wasn’t sure if I could just call you by your first name. I don’t get to meet many doctors who have such a backing behind them.”

      Sweet. She was going for sweet. Her biggest asset was her ability to be super sweet. It wasn’t that she wasn’t naturally like that—it was more the case that she used the trait to gather information. A form of manipulation.

      I got a reminder of it over the last few days.

      Phoebe glanced at me before answering, her blue gaze searching mine. “Backing?” she asked.

      “Oh Tai talks very fondly of your accomplishments.”

      “Does he?” Phoebe replied and glanced over at Mitsuke, who was already waiting for the look.

      Those two were scary together. I’d forgotten how they were since it had been eleven years since we all sat together like this for dinner. I swore they’d developed telepathic abilities over the time they’d known each other.

      “Candace, I’m amazed Tai never mentioned you were coming to dinner,” Mitsuke cut in. Translation for her was, Why are you here?

      Leave it to Mitsuke to see past the sweet shit.

      Candace blushed. “Oh, there was a misunderstanding on my part. I got a lunch date and dinner date confused, but Tai sweetly allowed me to come along.”

      I groaned inwardly and rested my head on my hand.

      Lunch date and dinner date. There was no date.

      I needed a cigarette or a drink. Actually I needed a moment away from her.

      Akito had gone into the kitchen to start bringing the food out. “I’m going to see if Akito needs any help.” I stated, getting up.

      Phoebe glanced at me as I got up to go, but I stared straight ahead.

      Akito had the food all laid out on the counter. There was a feast here that I couldn’t wait to tuck into.

      There were four trays of nigiri and maki sushi. The nigiri had shrimp on top and looked like the maki was a mix of teriyaki chicken and salmon wrapped in with the seaweed. It really was just like Rukia made it.

      I guess Akito was making the special effort for Phoebe, and the fact that it had been such a long time since we’d all sat together like this.

      

      “This looks amazing.” I smiled. Looking over to the other counter where there were more trays. One with a combo of tempura, tonkatsu, ebi and chicken katsu, and another with the jack pot. Wagyu steak with sansho daikon ponzu. As a kid I hated daikon radishes, but cooked it like this with yuzu ponzu sauce and I was game.

      “The girls made most the beef and the sushi.  Least I could do was offer to serve. I made this though.” Akito’s face lit up when he pulled out a Pyrex bowl from the oven.

      “Baked gyozya.” I laughed. That was just for me.

      “With minced pork and shrimp.”

      “Thanks, Uncle.”

      He set it on the counter and gave me a pat on my back then gave me a pensive look with his lips pressed together like he was contemplating something.

      I didn’t need to ask what that was.

      “Candace?” I offered.

      “Yes. You two back together?” A tentative look now filled his face, like he didn’t think it was a good idea.

      “No. She just thinks it’s a good idea to ride my fucking ass until I take her back.”

      He frowned at my use of language.

      “Sorry.” I pressed my lips together to stop from laughing. “I mean she won’t leave me alone.”

      “Got to sort that out, son.”

      “Yeah. I know. I’m trying.” I quickly filled him in on what happened yesterday.

      “Well you have to tell her soon. You look repressed and depressed. Not like a man who wants to take back a woman he once loved. She will be able to pick up on that and that’s disrespectful. Also, you can’t look at Phoebe the way you do in front of Candace. That’s also disrespectful.”

      Embarrassment took me. I wasn’t aware that he’d seen the way I look at Phoebe.

      “Oh, right.”

      “I’m serious, Tai. You guys might make fun of me for coming from a different time but in my day we just got straight to the point.”

      I could have laughed at myself because he was completely right.

      “I’ll tell her tomorrow.”

      “Yes, you don’t want any unnecessary trouble.”

      Like fuck. Trouble was getting ready to rear its ugly head.
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        * * *

      

      Trouble seeped into me the minute I sat back down.

      I noticed the other day that I could be normal around Phoebe for about five minutes before her presence started taking effect.

      I could only explain it like having an out of body experience.

      But trapped in my mind. Today seemed to be worse and not filled with the haze of lust that overpowered me last time.

      Today as I looked at her, and listened to her talk, all I could see before me were memories.

      Memories of what used to be. Memories I stored away in my heart and dared not think of because it would remind me of how much I’d missed her.

      It would remind me of how the ball was actually in my court to make some form of contact over the years, but I didn’t.

      She asked me the other day if I was ever scared when I was in Iraq.

      I told her the truth, and she got the chance then to ask me what did scare me.

      If she asked I would have lied because the only thing that had ever really scared me in my life was the fear of not being good enough for her.

      Having her mother confirm that I wasn’t was a massive blow to me.

      How dare I the tattooed freak with no ambition, try to defile her precious princess?

      “Oh my God that was the year when Tai had bad hair.” Mitsuke suddenly said.

      Her words and outburst of laughter brought me out of my thoughts. I hadn’t caught on to what was said prior to that, but I remembered that year very well.

      Phoebe looked at me, eyes wide. She remembered too.

      “Yes someone thought it was a good idea to drop a can of oil paint on my head.” I gave her an accusing stare.

      “It was an accident.” Phoebe defended raising her hands and drawing my attention to the candy pink polish on her nails. It matched her lips but the pink on her lips was subtler.

      “Of course it was. Buckets of paint just somehow happen to land on people’s heads.”

      “How did that happen Phoebe?” Akito asked. “I wasn’t aware that was your fault.”

      Her skin colored fiercely making Mitsuke laugh even more. “I went to find Tai. He was at the old barn with some friends. Somehow the paint fell and caught him.”

      It was explanations like that she used to give in the past, leaving out all the key details and using that damn somehow word I hated.

      “She was spying on me way past her bed time. Princess Phoebe thought she had a great hiding spot among some old cans of paint that was stored on the upper level of the barn. The ceiling caved in and down came the paint on to me. Not my friends just me.”

      “Well at least I saved you from getting a tattoo that could have gone wrong.” Phoebe shook her head.

      “Phoebe I would have preferred Sho’s tattoo than having to shave my head.” Sho had actually became a tattoo artist. He’d set up shop in Sapporo, and was doing extremely well for himself.

      “But you didn’t just simply shave your head.” Mitsuke had to point out. She glanced  at Candace and remembered she was sitting next to me.

      She’d been quiet.

      “No my hair was fucked.”

      Akito kicked my leg under the table for my use of language.

      “Sorry, I mean my hair was messed up.”

      The girls all laughed.

      “First we had to get the paint off his scalp.” Mitsuke thought she’d explain, much to my embarrassment. “But because it was oil paint, and old, it just stuck in there and wouldn’t come out. So we had to cut it out and loosen it up over a few days.”

      “Yes, thanks to Princess Phoebe my entire year was fuc –”

      Akito kicked me again before I could finish. They laughed again.

      “It was an accident.” Phoebe jumped in.

      “Yes, every year there was something. That somehow was an accident.” That time I tried to say it just like her.

      “No, that’s not true.” She argued.

      “Okay let’s do this. The year we went to Mantengai Cliff and we both fell in the gorge. You broke both arms and your leg, and I got blamed for it.”

      “I was being chased by an albatross. I somehow bumped into you. I didn’t know we would fall.”

      “It wasn’t an albatross. Do you know how rare it is to see an albatross?”

      Mitsuke was hollering, laughing so hard tears ran down her cheek.

      Akito was laughing too. “Maybe it was a seagull dear.” He offered.

      “Or a pigeon. It definitely wasn’t a damn albatross. How could I miss a big assed bird like that. You forget I was there too.”

      “It was an albatross. I know what I saw.” She folded her arms under her breasts and pressed her lips together, eyeing me sharply.

      “Whatever. Anyway then there was the year we went camping and we both got poison ivy.”

      “Because of you and your stupid evil yōkai stories. I thought one was outside my tent so I fled and somehow I ran straight into you in my escape. I didn’t know we’d fall in the bush with the ivy. Or that it was poison ivy.”

      “No comment.” I grimaced because I was certain that was a lie of sorts because she was spying on me. “The worse year was when we all went to Kanazawa to see the samurai villages, and you decided to venture off on your own and I went looking for you.”

      “That was because you upset me. I was twelve and Mom cut my hair too short. You told me I looked like Mowgli from Jungle book.”

      Mitsuke started dabbing her eyes with tissue.

      “That didn’t warrant running off. Princess Phoebe went all the way to a neighboring farm and accidentally set all the animals free. I spent the whole day chasing pigs and sheep so you wouldn’t have to, then princess here wouldn’t help me.”

      “I didn’t want to touch the pigs.” She was trying not to laugh but failed.

      I got blamed for that too. Somehow it turned into my fault.

      “I don’t know how you managed without me all these years.” I added.

      “Don’t act like you didn’t miss me. At least I made summer fun.”

      “I did miss you.” I said that with more emotion than I realized I could express. Probably because the damn words came straight from my heart. I looked at Phoebe, holding her gaze.

      Her eyes brightened and affection glowed within them. “I missed you too.”

      In her words I got the answer I’d thought about for so long.

      The moment however was interrupted when Candace said, “wow sounded like you guys had some crazy summers.”

      Candace.

      The discomfort of not fitting into the conversation was very evident in her tone.

      I blinked several times and looked from Mitsuke to Phoebe. Both of them wore the same pensive expression.

      “Yes we did.” I turned to her and answered.

      Mitsuke thankfully changed the conversation to work. She started talking about the assignment in LA she was going on tomorrow and writing.

      One thing I loved about Mitsuke was that she could be blunt but she could also be kind. She knew talk of writing was something Candace could join in on.

      “Writing is my life,” Candace agreed

      “What are you working on now?” Phoebe asked.

      “The magazine wants me to cover all the festivals but I was thinking of sneaking in a few pieces about your samurai. Tai said he could give me all the juice.”

      “Oh cool.” Again Phoebe glanced at me.

      I could have kicked myself. It was me who suggested she do that damn story. I was just trying to offer some inspiration.

      “Yes, I guess that means I’m going to be attached to you like glue, mister.” Candace leaned into me, practically purring like a kitten. “Can’t accuse me now of not making time for you.”

      Jesus Christ, she really was acting like we were together. Tension crept in again.

      “That’s cute.” Phoebe again glanced at me. I knew exactly what she was thinking. That I was a complete asshole for being the way I was with her when I had a girlfriend. Except I didn’t have a girlfriend.

      This was my damn fault.

      “Phoebe, there must be a Mister Phoebe back home. You are incredibly beautiful. I will be shocked if you say no.”

      The question I suppose was a standard one, but something flashed in Phoebe’s eyes that got to me.

      Now I knew this girl from the dawn of our time. Eleven years might have passed without me seeing her but I had a lifetime prior to that to analyze her.

      Something I recognized as pain flickered in her eyes. I recognized it for the contrast it made to the normal glint that would sparkle in her.

      The last time I saw that look was when Rukia died. The next time I saw that look was that awful night eleven years ago when we last saw each other.

      The look told me that she was deeply hurt. But tonight she was masking it.

      Mister Phoebe.

      Who was he and what did he do to my girl?

      My girl…

      She should have been.

      “Nope, there’s no Mister Phoebe. Too busy.” Phoebe swallowed and bit the inside of her lip.

      “Oh God, there’s no way you can be too busy to date.” Candace smirked.

      Even Mitsuke looked uncomfortable at the direction the conversation had steered.

      Something had happened that I didn’t know about and it had to do with this elusive Mr. Phoebe.

      “You know what? I’m kind of full and beat,” Phoebe said. Her chair scraped against the floor as she pushed it back and stood to go. “We have to be at the cave early tomorrow so I’m gonna call it a night.”

      “Oh I get it, and I don’t envy you. Caves are not me at all.” Candace gave her one of her dazzling smiles.

      “Let me know if you need anything.” Akito offered. “The cookies should be just right in about an hour.”

      She smiled at him then proceeded with a haste I recognized. She was upset.

      It was Mitsuke who looked at me now but with a little irritation. I didn’t entertain the look. Candace was about to start another round of conversation but I got up before she could and went after Phoebe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Phoebe

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      What was wrong with me?

      I knew I shouldn’t be doing this to myself. Comparing.

      Comparing myself.

      I was completely thrown when Tai’s perfect maybe girlfriend, or whatever the hell she was walked in earlier but I saw through her shit straight away.

      Sweet as she appeared to be I knew it was all fake, and I hated sitting through it. It was clear that she was marking her territory, putting her claim on Tai and letting us know that she was going to be busy with him. So much so he wouldn’t have to complain that she had no time for him.

      I dealt with it, pushed it aside, and moved it out of my mind.

      But she struck a nerve. Mister Phoebe.

      Her last tactic, trying to find out if I was single and then encouraging me to date. Like I needed dating advice from her.  What hit me was the reminder of Jason because the whole awkwardness of tonight reminded me of Jason.

      The beautiful woman in the room that was better than me, the beautiful woman in the room that did her best to emphasize her relationship with the guy I compared everyone to, the beautiful woman in the room who knew she had me where she wanted me.

      It was a completely different scenario, but my mind compared it to the satisfied smile I saw on Jason’s secretary’s face when I caught him cheating. That I have your man look.

      Of course remembering that took me right back to the accident. My Mister Phoebe sent me running straight into the arms of death and I was still paying for it. When I compared myself to someone else the first thing I thought of was my inability to have kids.

      Tai’s perfect girlfriend… I was sure she could have children. No problem.

      I didn’t head to my room. I was going to the terrace for some air.

      I stepped outside into the cool night breeze deciding I’d actually take a walk down by the beach but before I could take the steps that led down to the path a powerful hand clutched my arm.

      Startled, I twisted around and saw Tai.

      He pulled me towards him and we just stood there in silence.

      My heart was beating so fast, and I could barely catch my breath.

      He came after me, just like he always used to when he knew I was upset. But how did he know?

      I was certain I looked fine when I left the table.

      He reached out and touched my cheek, running his finger along my jaw.

      The touch, the thrill that zinged through me from that simple touch made all my worries disappear.

      In the moonlight the strength he exuded made him look like a dark angel towering over me. The want in his eyes was clear. It must have reflected my own.

      My lips trembled when he pressed his finger to them, and he leaned in closer, biting his own lip.

      “Fuck it,” was all he said before his lips came crashing down on mine.

      His body burned mine with a shared and searing passion filling me with a thrilling sensation. Heat met heat as he ravished my mouth with savage kisses.

      His merciless mouth claimed mine, coaxing and confident, knowing I wanted him too.

      Fire flickered over my body, scorching me everywhere he touched. His hands, God his hands felt like they were everywhere. Lacing through my hair, running down my shoulders, squeezing my ass—which he did with a loud moan into my throat—and then over my breasts.

      I caressed his well-muscled chest too while he continued to feel me up and sucked on his tongue as he explored my mouth.

      His hands went back up to my head and the kiss somewhat deepened.

      But then… I heard it.

      Ever so faintly but there.

      Tai’s name—someone was calling him.

      Not just any old someone. It was Candace.

      I instantly stopped kissing him and pulled back, but he didn’t move. His eyes held mine, holding me in place. Freezing me.

      He didn’t need to say anything. I could practically hear his thoughts.

      It’s complicated.

      I got it. Understood it completely, had front row tickets to it.

      What caught and held my attention however was the deep sadness in his eyes. And disappointment as he turned and walked away from me.
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        * * *

      

      “There you are,” Candace said, she offered a little smile and rested her hand on the door frame. “I just thought I’d check to see when we’re going. I know you have to be up early tomorrow.”

      While she smiled and acted like nothing was wrong it was clear from the uneasy expression on her face that, that wasn’t the reason why she came out here.

      I stepped into the corridor and stared at her, trying to bridle my emotions.

      This was a mess.

      My damn fucking mess.

      My fault. My fault for giving her hope and not being straight with her.

      It was all bull shit and I needed to fix it. I was turning myself into that guy who was stringing two women along. Basically an idiot.

      I had to do it now.

      But here?

      I knew Mitsuke at least would be listening out to hear what was happening. Akito too, maybe. Then there was Phoebe. She was just outside on the terrace, or maybe she’d continued her pursuit down to the beach.

      “We leave now,” I replied.

      Couldn’t do it here.  I didn’t want to risk embarrassing her or maybe causing an argument if I said the wrong thing. That would really ruin the night.

      “Cool. I’ll go get my bag.” She moved to go but the sweet smile turned into a tight lipped one.

      I didn’t return to the dining room. I just went outside and sat in the car. Mitsuke and Akito would probably guess what was going on when I didn’t go back.

      Candace joined me a few seconds later with that anxious look still on her face and we drove to her apartment in silence.

      Forty minutes of awkward, tense silence.

      While she stared out the window, I got lost in my thoughts trying to determine when would be best to talk. Right now I was too angry. Angry at myself.

      Tomorrow was best. I would have calmed down by then.

      I’d do it when I got back from Akiyoshido, just like I planned before the debacle of this weekend began.

      When I pulled up on the curb outside her block she turned to face me and smiled.

      “Do you want to come up, or maybe stay over?” She asked, seduction oozed from the stare. “You look tense. Sex could loosen you up.”

      When I glowered at her, her smile slipped. “Jesus Christ you want me to sleep with you?”  Fuck it. Talking couldn’t wait until tomorrow. Now. We had to talk right the hell now. “Candace we need to talk.”

      She immediately tensed.

      “Talk?”

      I sighed. “Yes. Candace I can’t do this. I can’t give us another chance because I don’t feel it. When you left I moved on. It isn’t fair to force yourself on me, or offer up sex.” I didn’t mean to sound harsh but I had to tell her.

      “It’s her… it’s her, isn’t it?” She breathed , shaking her head.

      “Her, who’s her?” Of course I knew her had to be Phoebe.

      “Phoebe.” She snapped. “You seemed to be considering the idea until she came.”

      “This isn’t about Phoebe.” That wasn’t true, but I didn’t want to confess that to her.

      I couldn’t act like my feelings for Phoebe had nothing to do with my decision.

      Before Phoebe came to Japan I admittedly contemplated it but it was clear to me now that I didn’t want to be with Candace. If I did then nothing should have been able to change my mind.

      “I saw the way you looked at her. You never looked at me like that. And this history you two have. You never mentioned her once when we were together. Sounded like she meant more to you. Why didn’t you ever talk about her?”

      The answer to that was not something I wanted to talk about. I locked Phoebe away and tried to get on with my life. My reason for doing that was something I wouldn’t even admit to myself.

      “Candace. Listen to me –”

      “I still love you.” She cut in. A tear ran down her cheek. “I never stopped, and you loved me once. We had a life together. I’ve been here trying my hardest to be with you. You don’t want to go on a date with me and you don’t want to see me. You tell me you’ll think about getting back together but you haven’t done anything.”

      “I was clear from the start that I needed time. Doing those things would have sent the wrong message.”

      “What? The message that you were trying? That’s all I asked you to do. Try. Consider it. Tai, It’s been three weeks.” Her voice was heavy with pain. Pain I caused.

      “Candace, you broke up with me and I moved on.”

      “Is this really it? When you said you loved me all those times didn’t you mean it?”

      “No. I meant it.” I would never say anything like that and not mean it.

      “But I mean nothing to you now?”

      She was turning this into something it wasn’t.

      “You know that’s not the case.”

      “That’s how I feel. If it was you I would at least show you that I gave some thought and effort.” More tears came and I felt like a complete jerk. “Please, I just told you I love you, can you just give it some more time? It was only days ago that we spoke. Only days. Wednesday. You can’t have decided something so important in such little time. Please can you give it more time Tai?” A tremor touched her lips.

      Begging. Her words made my stomach clench. She shouldn’t have to beg me for anything.

      How could I tell her no?

      I couldn’t say yes either.

      What I needed was a time out.

      “I need space.” That was my answer.

      She blinked at me. A mixture of bewilderment and frustration was evident on her face.

      “Space?” she whispered, voice barely audible.

      “Yes.”

      I knew it wasn’t the answer she was looking for. She probably hated it, but that was me trying to once again not hurt her.

      But that just put me right in limbo.

      She got out and rushed out of the car.
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        * * *

      

      Akiyoshido Cave was what I classed as an explorer’s dream.

      I was the first to arrive the next morning.

      I got there extra early planning to take advantage of the peaceful environment.

      A walk in the woods nearby was perfect for thinking.

      It was a good escape from everything.

      I learned a lot from being a Marine.

      To some extent being one tamed me right down from the out of control rebel I used to be. Being a Marine helped me focus.

      I learned that to truly focus you had to separate the details of everything else and concentrate on the situation or problem at hand.

      In my scenario the situation at hand was seeing Phoebe again.

      Her being back rekindled something in me. Something that I thought was lost.

      Something I never expected to feel again. Something I realized now was real and not some crazed fantasy from the past.

      At the same time I knew I once loved Candace and  we did have a life together. She was right about that and I felt bad that I made her so upset.

      Candace begging for more time put me in an awkward position. A situation I didn’t want to be in.

      And since  I didn’t want to hurt her or have her thinking she was nothing to me I’d do it. Give more time.

      I wanted to show that I tried. Her words plagued my mind, that if it were me asking she’d at least show she tried.

      I knew she would so here I was doing the same.

      

      I thought I’d take this week to clear my mind. Take my mind back to where it was when Candace first asked me to give her a second chance.

      Before Phoebe came to Japan and threw me into a tailspin.

      That meant leaving Phoebe alone, and that was going to be hard.

      So much had happened in just a few days, but there was clearly something between us. Something we both wanted and the only person standing in the way of that was me.

      Twice I kissed her in the same week, and she kissed me back. She wanted me too. I could tell.

      I’d always remember what happened that night I last saw her when she was eighteen. I would never forget how I felt.

      That was however something I couldn’t explore right now out of respect to Candace.

      That was the plan. I’d take this week to sort out my mind then take it from there. But two weeks tops. No more time than that. It had already dragged out enough.

      I walked about a mile then turned back, following the same path through the thicket of trees.

      As a boy I used to love coming here with my dad and Akito. Akito more because he used to explain all kinds of things to me. Like how the limestone was formed, the stalactites and stalagmites. Cool things like how old something was, the different types of rocks I came across and all manner of amazing details that intrigued me.

      Now I was just as fascinated to go back inside the cave.

      We were taking the back entrance near the lower side of the hill. That had been closed off to the public because of the dangerous paths. Our investigation so far suggested this was the path our samurai friend had taken.

      I personally felt there was more inside the cave. It was a gut feeling that would sound like a load of bullshit to some of the academics.

      Plus, it made sense with what Phoebe said about the journal being confusing.

      Much as I hated skeletons and lacked the academics on paper I knew my stuff and I took note of certain things that caught my attention.

      The screech of tires brought me out of my thoughts.

      I’d been standing by a thicket of trees. When I looked ahead I saw a convoy of trucks. Five of them. I noticed Scott’s range at the head of them taking the lead. Phoebe sat beside him.

      I might have offered to pick her up straight from Akito’s this morning but I couldn’t. Didn’t was more the word.

      As Scott parked up I noticed she was laughing at something he said. I forgot how beautiful she was when she laughed.

      Scott got out the truck and opened the door for her, perfect gentleman.

      He suited her. The man not only opened the door, he all but lifted her out and set her down past a puddle she would have stepped in if she’d gotten out herself.

      I walked toward them, my legs feeling heavy the closer I got.

      I looked her over and tried to tame the stir of emotion that brewed within me.

      Her hair was to the side and plaited into one of those complicated braids. It ran all the way down to her waist and was secured with a little pink band.

      That gloss was on her lips again. She wore a white shirt with a baby pink top underneath. The shirt she tied in front under her breasts, which I noticed Scott looking at as she spoke to him.

      Then, of course my eyes caught sight of her ass in those short denim shorts.

      Daisy Duke in her short shorts had nothing on Phoebe Walker and her long golden legs.

      I pulled in a deep breath when I got up to them and they both saw me.

      Phoebe started with surprise and straightened.

      I owed her at the very least an explanation  about Candace. It was the right thing to do. Saying it was complicated was one thing but three times now I’d pushed her buttons and made it seem like I was toying with her.

      Apart from my insane attraction to her I had to factor in that she was my friend and a dear family friend. Dear to me.

      She was like a daughter to Akito and a sister to Mitsuke, and she meant more to me. I couldn’t fuck with her or make her think I was toying with her.

      “Tai, God, what the hell time did you get here?” Scott asked.

      “Early,” I replied and looked over to Phoebe. “Hey.” I was testing the waters again, to see if she hated me.

      “Hi.” The reply was simple, reflected no emotion and unfortunately for me was unreadable.

      Great, she probably did hate me.

      “You okay?”

      “Perfect.”

      Great answer, and it also showed she was yet again pissed at me.

      “Of course she’s okay. She’s with me man.” Scott gave me a little punch in my arm and chuckled.

      “Anyway, why don’t you help with the equipment? I have to show Phoebe that spot we saw the other week.”

      “What spot?” I had to try not to show my disdain.

      “The pink limestone. Okay, it wasn’t pink but looked that way from the wild roses.” Scott looked so excited. Phoebe smiled, looking interested.

      “Sounds pretty.”

      “Reminds me of your lips, but not as pretty as you.” He took hold of her hand and pulled her away, still talking.

      Jealously wasn’t even a good enough word I could use to describe the damn feeling that came over me. At the same time it made me think that Scott was definitely the better option for Phoebe.

      Bet her mom would approve too.
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      It was my fault for the way I felt.

      Definitely not Tai’s.

      I came here for business but so far, I was acting like I was a teenager let loose on vacation.

      I couldn’t pretend that I wasn’t upset about last night but I was actually more upset with myself. I’d had eleven years to get over Tai and I never took the opportunity time gave me.

      While Scott showed me the most beautiful limestone formation which was totally pink with a shimmer like my gloss I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about Tai.

      I knew from the first day when Scott drove all the way to the other side of town to get me a Starbucks hot chocolate with hazelnut syrup that he was into me.

      He was absolutely of the hot variety, and charming. Maybe I could have given him more of a chance if a certain exotic-looking man didn’t keep popping into my head.

      It was harder even to concentrate within the confined spaces of the cave.

      I’d been to Akiyoshido before but not from this side. I was walking on new paths we were perhaps the first to use in centuries. At least today I could get lost in some of the beauty Japan had to offer.

      The main part of the cave was completely different to where we were. It had more open spaces that displayed the intriguing and uniquely beautiful limestone formations. Nature’s artwork that bordered on fantasy.

      A lovely river ran through it. There were terraces of limestone pools filled with water and underground waterfalls that could mesmerize you for hours.

      The total length of the cave was around nine kilometers, but it was only one kilometer that was open to the public. Usually you’d enter through the Akiyoshido entrance, walk through the main part of the cave, turn back at the Kurotani entrance, and then exit through the elevator.

      We went through an entrance that was close to Kurotani that was of course closed to the public. It was actually usually boarded up and fenced off with several warning signs to say keep out. The entry was made clear for them for our investigation into the eight kilometers that hardly anyone had ever ventured into.

      It would be a very interesting trip.

      I followed behind Scott with the two research assistants that accompanied them. Tai was ahead of us talking to Kenny.

      Despite my indifference towards him, I had to say he’d done a very good job so far of keeping everyone together and well informed. The work version of Tai was completely different to knowing him on a personal level. In fact, I couldn’t put the two versions together in my mind—they weren’t one and the same.

      Everyone carried a headlight and flashlights. As there was no public access in these parts, there weren’t any lights placed on the ceiling.

      Occasionally there was some illumination from daylight that trickled through the cracks in the cave, lighting up the area, but everywhere was pretty much dark.

      I just hoped there were no bats inside. I hated the damn things. I always had a horrific gruesome image of having my eyes clawed out like in the film The Birds, but in my case it would be bats.

      “We divert here,” Tai instructed up ahead. He shone his flashlight over an extremely dangerous-looking path that was covered in rocks. From the look of it, I guessed that the earthquake must have done that. “Guys, be very, very careful. This is an entrance that isn’t on the map. It looks like one that could have been there years ago but may have been sealed off the same way it was unveiled.”

      I guessed, too, that an earthquake must have sealed the samurai in.

      Tai hung back and allowed Scott and Kenny to pass by. He caught my arm as I was about to go and pulled me towards him.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Making sure I don’t lose you,” Tai replied. His headlight on his hard hat cast a shadow over his face but made it light enough so that I could see the hint of his sexy smile.

      “I have done this before, you know.” It didn’t escape me that it was sweet of him to want to take care of me, but I’d put that aside in keeping with my plan to ignore him.

      “We don’t know what the terrain is like. It’s already slippery enough as it is. You can get all cozy with Scott when we get out of here, but the only person I trust to take care of you in here is me.”

      I didn’t know what highlighted to me more. His get cozy with Scott comment, or him saying he only trusted himself to take care of me.

      Both did.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Phoebe, now’s not the time to be difficult.”

      “I’m not being difficult,” I retorted, annoyed at the comment.

      “Then take my hand, and let me take care of you.”

      I gazed up at him, allowing his words to seep into me.

      “Hold my hand until we get to an open space,” he offered.

      Okay. I could do that. I could hold his hand for safety purposes.

      I took his hand, and the strength and comfort of his grip filled me with a reassurance I didn’t expect.

      He smiled and proceeded with me along the path.

      The minute we turned into the entrance I was grateful that I’d accepted his help. The rocks I’d seen at the start were nothing compared to the boulders and sharp rocks in this area. Several times my foot turned over and got stuck between them. It was only by holding Tai’s hand and gripping onto him at times that I managed not to fall over. What made it worse was the fragmented light we had.

      “Guys, there’s a very narrow path and a big drop ahead,” Kenny yelled back.

      I moved my flashlight over the area and saw the mere path; it would be one foot in front of the other. The drop went down for what looked like miles. I hated to be so close to the edge of anything, and usually opted for a less-daring route. However, right now I didn’t have a choice.

      Tai put me in front of him and surprised me further by slipping his arm around my waist, pressing me against the hard walls of his chest.

      The closeness triggered a host of butterflies flittering throughout my stomach and constricted my breathing. I cursed myself for the reaction and looked back at him to tell him off.

      The words however escaped me when he lowered his head so that his face was inches away from mine.

      “Don’t want to lose you,” he breathed. The warmth of his voice caressed the edge of my neck and the lure of his hold did the same thing to me, like when he kissed me. That succumbing to him and abandoning of reason.

      It couldn’t be a good thing if one person could have such an effect on me with a simple touch, and it definitely couldn’t be a good thing, since I hadn’t seen Tai in years and had only been reacquainted with him in less than a week.

      What I should have been doing was paying attention to the expedition.

      We managed to get across the path and verged onto another with boulders. Tai released me once the path became clearer. A light shone just ahead. Daylight.

      I said a silent prayer of thanks because that path back there scared the shit out of me.

      We continued in that direction and got to a magical sight that took my breath away. The roof had fallen through, allowing natural light to fill the space. A waterfall flowed down to the left of that, showing ridges of limestone formations that stood out against it and sparkled as the water rushed down. That went around onto a stream that flowed in the opposite direction.

      It was beautiful. Everyone stopped for a moment to take it in. I got out my camera and took a few pictures while Tai surveyed the area.

      “We should check out this area some more. You three stay here,” Tai said to me and the two assistants.

      “I want to see, too,” I argued.

      “You will; we’re just going ahead first.”

      “I can handle dangerous terrain.” I could do it. I didn’t overly love doing that, but I could handle myself just fine.

      His brows knitted together at my insistence. “Phoebe, we’ll be back in a few minutes. Just stay here until we get back. Enjoy the scenery or something.”

      “Probably best to allow us to go on ahead,” Scott offered. “We’re rock climbing experts. This is our thing.”

      I looked at the three of them and decided to back down. “Okay.”

      I watched them go and then turned back to the assistants who had begun taking pictures. I took some more and continued my admiration of the scenery. When I got closer to the waterfall I noticed another path just behind it. Anyone could have missed it because it looked like a part of the rock formation, but I could see that it was definitely a path. It was also quite dark but the ground looked smooth.

      I looked back at the assistants and then to where Tai went. Maybe I could go and check out the area. Everyone else was doing something. The assistants were now writing down notes in their books.

      I turned back to the path and decided I would investigate. Shining my flashlight ahead revealed that the ground was definitely smooth, so I walked on, keeping my flashlight steady in front of me. After a few minutes I stopped and thought I should turn back. This was clearly somewhere we could all go as a group.

      As I turned to go my flashlight revealed yet another path and my interest started to pique. I thought of the map and the area where the samurai was found.

      Could he have come down here?

      I bit the inside of my lip, knowing Tai would probably tell me off, but proceeded anyway. I could handle myself and hadn’t needed any help or protection before now. Not coming down here would be torturing my zeal for adventure and exploration.

      Something on the wall caught my eye. It was a groove. No…

      I shone the flashlight over it and gasped. It was a drawing. An actual drawing of some letters in… Arabic?

      There were Arabic characters in the journal.

      On the wall was the sign for the word attention. I looked at it and stared for a few seconds. Looking closer I saw another mark. This one looked like the clan symbol I’d seen on the samurai.

      “Shit,” I gasped, completely fascinated. I shone the flashlight around to see if there were any more drawings but couldn’t see any.

      A sound just above my head made me look up and I could swear I saw the ceiling move with the dark.

      It was stupid of me not to have considered why the ceiling moved, especially given my experience. I knew that the one thing you should never do in a cave like this that could potentially have bats is raise up my flashlight to the roof.

      However, I did. The flashlight and my headlight focusing up at once on the roost of bats disturbed them and sent a number of them flapping down.

      I screamed from the depths of my soul and stumbled over myself, dropping the flashlight. I could be brave for a number of things, but not when it came to bats. That image of having my eyes pecked out flashed into my mind and I couldn’t stop screaming. The flapping around me made it a hundred times worse.

      Managing to get up, I ran, leaving the flashlight, but the bats followed me. Fear propelled me and I lost my sense of direction. I must have verged down another path adjacent to where I’d come from. Then suddenly the path started to crumble beneath my feet and I was falling.

      Falling to my death.

      I screamed instantly reminded of the last time death came for me.

      Darkness surrounded me then water.

      I plunged straight in and went down deep into the dark depths of its stomach losing my hat.

      The current sucked me in then snapped me forward. The trepid waves slapped against my head making me feel dizzy as I tried to swim and gain some control.

      Someone called my name.

      Who?

      There it was again, and again. A panicked voice.

      “Phoebe!”

      It was Tai.

      I pushed aside the sick dizzy feeling, gathered my strength, and called back to him.

      Suddenly I saw him come into view. The light from his hat shone around him but he tossed it off and dived into the river, swimming powerfully towards me. I tried to swim to him too, but the pull was too strong. I looked down the trail of the river as light from outside peeked in, brightening the area.

      Instantly I saw why the pull was so strong. I was heading straight for a waterfall.

      I was a good swimmer, but falling down a waterfall that hadn’t been explored yet was a terrible idea in all books. Especially one in a cave that was covered with sharp rock formations. It could mean more rocks awaited me.

      Tai’s powerful Marine arms gripped me.

      “Tai.” I threw my arms around his neck and held on to him.

      I was surprised at the strength he exerted as he flipped around with me and swam backwards against the direction of the river. Scott and Kenny stood by the bank and threw us a rope, which Tai caught and managed to pull us both to safety.

      “Are you guys okay?” Scott asked.

      “I’m good,” Tai replied.

      I couldn’t answer. I was shaking too much from the terror of everything.

      I was expecting a serious telling off and all the insults imaginable from Tai, but he didn’t say anything. He just looked at me and pulled me into his arms.
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      “I’m sorry,” I said for the tenth time. And still he said nothing to chastise me.

      He just shrugged and sat opposite me. He’d built a small fire to warm me and given me blankets to wrap up in after I changed out of my wet clothes.

      I hadn’t given my usual protest because I knew that, not only was I in the wrong, but that I put both our lives in danger.

      I’d acted irresponsibly and deserved whatever abuse he had brewing for me.

      His usually neat hair was all messed up, but it added to the cool edge he displayed. I was sure I looked like a drowned rat.

      “Are you seriously not going to make some comment about my actions?” I asked, pulling the blanket closer to my neck. Although it wasn’t cold, the late afternoon brought a slight chill on the edge of the wind.

      Tai leaned forward and brought his hand up to his chin, running his fingers over the slight shadow of his beard. I took a moment to look at him properly and absorb the perfect angles of his face.

      Those rich, warm eyes beamed at me with a hint of a sparkle. Those high cheekbones and his chiseled jaw captivated me like always. He looked like someone had sculpted him that way, perfect. And he knew it. Men like him always knew it.

      “What do you want me to say, Phoebe?” He raised a brow.

      “Something. I don’t know which is worse, the you that talks and irritates me to no end or the silent you that’s just sitting there looking.”

      “Okay, Princess Phoebe, you should have listened to me blah, blah, blah.” He chuckled.

      I drew my brows together and grimaced. “That’s a lame telling off.”

      “Can’t I just be grateful you didn’t die? Or even better that this time you hurt yourself it seriously wasn’t my fault. Although you are somehow accident prone.”

      I frowned. “I’m not.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      I narrowed my gaze at him. “Unbelievable.”

      “Last night I forgot to mention that the year after you broke your arms and leg you came back the year after just to break other leg.”

      “Tai you told me to jump in the creek.” He was talking about that.

      “Phoebe, I specifically told you to wait for the signal to jump but you jumped in anyway.”

      “You did give me the signal. You waved your hand, I remember.”

      “I was telling you to wait. Then you told everyone how I tried to kill you.”

      “I was fourteen.” I was sure that was no excuse. Fourteen was a good age to have sense. I was just a girl who couldn’t help herself around the super-hot Tai.

      “And you sneaked away from your mother’s bosom to hang out with me.”

      I just stared at him and tried not to laugh but failed. “My mother’s bosom?”

      He nodded. “She guarded you like the alien queen guarded her spawn, and I was just the innocent victim. Can I point out that you sneaked off again today?”

      “You think my mother was like the alien queen?”

      He made a tsking sound. “Really? You’re asking me that? In my book she is the alien queen.”

      I sighed and looked away, ahead to the cave entrance. I couldn’t argue with him and honestly the mishaps of the past were on me too.

      The clicking of his lighter brought my attention back to him as he lit a cigarette.

      He took a deep draw, closed his eyes and seemed to savor the nicotine first before blowing out the smoke away from me.

      “Can I tell you that I hate that you smoke?”

      “Because of the smell?”

      “No, because it could kill you.”

      He took another draw, held on to it, exhaled, and then put the cigarette out. “Happy now?”

      “You’re stressed,” I noted recalling what he said to me the other night.

      He laughed, then the seriousness returned to his face. “I started smoking in the Marines. A friend of mine got me into it. I smoked for years because it helped take my mind of stuff. It eased the stress. Serious stress. I stopped when my dad found out and cursed my ass and I was smoke-free for four years. Started up again three weeks ago when Candace turned up on my door step asking me to take her back.”

      I didn’t realize what he was trying to tell me until he said it.

      “Did you take her back?” After last night I didn’t know.

      “No. That’s why it’s complicated.”

      “Because you have feelings for her?” Had to be that.

      He chuckled. “I wish it were that simple, but no. I actually don’t. I feel nothing. But I used to. I once did. That’s why I need to…” His voice trailed off but I understood what he was trying to say.

      “That’s why you need to think about things properly.”

      He stood up, took out another cigarette from his back pocket, and lit up.

      “Let me know if you need anything. I’ll check back on you in a little while.” That was his answer.

      I pulled the blanket closer around me as I watched him go.
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      “You got to give the guy credit. He took that style and owned it, even if he does sing cover songs.” Scott beamed looking Phoebe over with complete appreciation.

      I didn’t like the way he looked at her.

      Hated it. Fucking asshole. Who did he think he was?

      And look what he was wearing too. A polo shirt and black slacks, like he was going out. Also looked like he’d done his hair too. It looked extra whipped up today. More like a bouffant that a faux hawk.

      “I completely agree. Michael Bublé is absolutely a favorite of mine. I love anything by Frank Sinatra and The Rat Pack,” Phoebe gushed. The sound of her voice filled the office, as did her laughter.

      I seethed in my chair, looking at them, wishing like fuck that they’d shut the hell up.

      Since when did she like that kind of music?

      I always thought it was…

      I couldn’t remember the name. I just knew it wasn’t that crap she was going on about. Heard my dad mention something about Sinatra before. But I didn’t know anything about a rat pack. I guessed they were a band but who the hell called themselves that.

      Rat Pack.

      Couldn’t they think of anything more original than that? Might as well be the Guinea fowl Pack in my book.

      “I sing their songs all the time at the jazz bar,” Scott continued. “I sing and play lead guitar in our band.”

      “I can’t believe you have a band.”

      This was what I’d had to listen to all day. All damn day and to put sugar on top of the cake Princess phoebe barely said two words to me.

      All day, all damn day.

      No, actually roll back they’d been like that for the last two weeks, and here we were again with the same shit.

      It irritated the hell out of me. I had to try to get on with my work and block out the flirtation between her and Scott.

      That visit to the cave opened up the door for more investigation so we set up there and continued our journey down the unknown paths.. That’s what we did for the last two weeks. That meant my two weeks were taken up with work, and my emotions were on high alert since I felt just as depressed and repressed as Akito pointed out weeks ago.

      We decided the characters Phoebe found in the hidden path had to mean something, like a message of sorts. They were the same characters that kept popping up randomly in the journal.

      Then we came to a dead end.

      I’d been busy doing my part to help the team but these two just talked and talked, and talked.

      Last week’s conversation was movies and favorite celebs. Who was tougher Silvester Stallone or Arnold Schwarzenegger?

      That talking started off with talk of Jurassic Park.

      I hated that film. Just because I may be into archeology didn’t mean I had an automatic love for anything that sort of fit into that category. When I said I couldn’t stand that film last week everyone looked shocked.

      Like I said something unheard of. I was pretty certain I’d said worse things than that and within the walls of this office too.

      Maybe I could have been a little less abrasive if I wasn’t going fucking mad. This scenario here with Scott and Phoebe was driving me that way.

      This morning I messaged Candace to ask to talk but she didn’t message back. At lunch I went to her place but her roommate told me she went to Osaka and wouldn’t be back until Friday morning.

      I called her, but no answer and I realized she was avoiding me again.

      I knew my answer, and it was no different to what it was weeks ago when I told her it was over.

      It was still over but I wanted to tell her face to face. I wanted to make sure I told her and she understood that I tried.

      Until I saw her I had to undergo this torture and hope like fuck that Phoebe didn’t go falling for Mr. Rat Pack.

      Her laughter caught my attention, again.

      I was trying to design the proposal for the exhibition ideas, and the budget. I had to do an outline so far based on what the ideas the marketing team had emailed.

      I straightened up in my chair and full on stared at Scott as he reached out and touched the ends of Phoebe’s hair. She giggled.

      Fuck, she liked his pansy ass.

      What could she see in someone like that?

      Scott had that Malibu Ken look about him and clean cut. He was just too clean and well put together. The man even shined his shoes every morning.

      That was just too much for me.

      “You should come check our band out on Saturday. Then if you don’t hate us we could go out for a drink after.”

      I looked at Phoebe.

      Would she tell him no?

      The smile on her face told me I was in for a surprise. It told me she liked him enough to accept his invite.

      Must have been the intensity of my stare because she broke eye contact with him and glanced over at me.

      I couldn’t even look away. I should have spared myself the embarrassment of being caught looking at them but I didn’t. I continued to hold her gaze until she broke the stare.

      “Yes, yes to both.” She said to him. “I can’t imagine anyone who can talk so passionately about Frank Sinatra sounding bad.”

      “I can assure you we don’t sound bad. At least I don’t.” Scott nodded with affirmation.

      “Want to give me a taste?”

      My pulse tensed.

      Want to give me a taste?

      My cock hardened as I imagined her saying that to me and then putting her gorgeous lips on my cock to give me head.

      I needed to get my mind out of the gutter. The taste she was referring to was not a damn blow job. She wanted to hear Scott sing.

      Mr. Love Himself looked so proud in that moment. When he opened his mouth to croon out some lyrics I’d never heard even the hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

      I couldn’t sing for shit and if I could, I doubted I would have sounded as good as him.

      How was it that I’d known Scott for nearly eight months and never heard him sing?

      Had I known he would have sounded like that I would have at the very least been prepared.

      I picked up a pen, snapped it in half, and then continued to grind it in my hands as Phoebe clapped and squealed with delight.

      “Oh my God, you are amazing. What are you doing working here?”

      When people asked questions like that it was usually in places that were dumps. This was no dump. We were experts at what we did.

      “Love digging around for old stuff too much. Singing is my thing I do for me. If I were to change it into anything other than for pleasure it wouldn’t be the same.”

      How noble of him. If I had a fucking voice like that I’d be raking in as much dough as I could. In fact I’d do both.

      “You are super talented. I will enjoy every minute of listening to you sing.”

      “Great it’s a date.”

      “Yes, it’s a… date.”

      I looked away from them and focused on the row of shelves holding books of all sizes. Old books new books, journals.

      Then I looked to the window. It was already dark outside. I planned to be here for another couple of hours.

      Phoebe just agreed to go on a date with Scott.

      A date.

      What a shit day.

      First I that fucking shit with Candace, then I stopped by the garage on my way here and heard that Dante had lost my Ferrari in a race last night.

      I nearly lost my shit and beat him up, but I held back. He was trying to impress some girl when he got distracted and lost my car.

      Then I came in to this.

      Kenny came through the door grinning from ear to ear with his hair too long again but that was how he liked it.

      “What you still doing here, man?” he asked me.

      “Working.”

      He chuckled. “Grab some sleep, looks like you need it. Or come with us and get your ass kicked.”

      “How so?”

      “Billiards.”

      “Nah, I have to work.”

      “Sucks to be you.” Kenny moved over to the stairs and shook his head. “Hey lover boy, you coming?” he said to Scott.

      He was right to call him lover boy.

      “See you later, Phoebe.” Scott smiled at Phoebe.

      She blushed at his obvious admiration of her.

      “See you.” She smiled.

      There was no greater war leader and strategist than Chinese military general Sun Tzu.

      His philosophy in his book The Art of War was spot on and didn’t just apply to war. It applied to life too.

      The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting. I was a firm believer in that. That’s why people thought I was scary because I used my fist when necessary.

      The other times like now only required a look.

      Scott went to smile at me as he passed by with Kenny.

      “Aren’t you joining us?” He was foolish enough to talk to me.

      I cocked a brow and continued to stare, and stare and stare.

      Scott looked confused. He opened his mouth to talk but stopped himself.

      “Come on, man. Tai needs sleep. Lots of it.” Kenny chuckled, resting a hand on Scott’s shoulder.

      “What’d I do?” Scott muttered.

      Thank fuck he at least knew that he’d done something to piss me off. Akito may own the place but they knew that next to him I was boss.

      They continued walking out the door.

      I looked back to Phoebe and saw she’d started packing up her things.

      In complete idiot mode, I jumped up out of my chair and went over to her.  I knew I was just stirring the pot and could have saved myself from making things worse but I couldn’t help myself.

      “Hey, how’s the journal coming on?” I asked when I got up to her desk.

      My presence startled her. That’s how much she’d blocked me out. It was as if I wasn’t even here.

      “I’m still stuck.”

      “Jesus H. with the way you’ve been lounging around the place I thought you were nearly done.”

      Her face when I said that was…

      Well she became instantly pissed. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. Talking movies and fucking shit when you have a journal to translate. If you’d done it by now our jobs might have been a lot easier.”

      “I’m doing what I’m supposed to do. You can’t question what I do in my own time.”

      “I wouldn’t have any cause to question you if your own time didn’t seem to take up the whole time.”

      She looked at me like I’d lost my mind. I couldn’t blame her.

      I would look at me like I’d lost my mind.

      But then I remembered how crazy she made me wanting her years ago and not being able to have her, and still here I was wanting her again and not being able to have her.

      “What is the matter with you?” She snapped folding her arms under her breasts giving me an eyeful of the swells of her tits that were pressed in that top of hers. It had a deep cut V-neck on the front and tapered into the back where it was tied up with a ribbon.

      And of course she had to be in a skirt.

      “Nothing. Question is what’s wrong with you. This is work, act like you’re at work. And when the fuck did you start liking Frank Sinatra?”

      “You are unbelievable.” She widened her eyes at me. Tossed her hair over to one side and turned to continue packing up her bag. That was when I saw it .

      A tattoo.

      It was there on the center of her lower back showing through the ribbon.

      The Japanese character for fire, just like mine on my chest.

      She’d been here for three weeks now, with the way I obsessively looked at her I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t seen it before.

      It was the top. Today’s top provided a better visual.

      I marched up to her and tugged at her top, needing to see properly if I was seeing right.

      She whirled around and swatted away my hands.

      “What the hell’s gotten into you?”

      “What’s that on your back?”

      “Are you kidding? It’s a tattoo, what is your problem?” She stepped away from me. “Are you on drugs?” She looked at me like she really believed that.

      “When’d you get it?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “What did mommy dearest say?” I wished I could have seen that woman’s face when she’d seen that her precious princess had been marked.

      “My mother is not the boss of me.”

      “Oh yeah? Sure looked that way when last I saw her. Looked like she practically had a lead round your neck.” I needed to stop. I needed to stop right now and not dig the past up.

      When her mother caught us together that was my fault. I shouldn’t have tried anything with her in such and obvious place, and I knew people were around.

      There was nothing she could have done either. She was young and I had no business being with her.

      “I’m leaving. Something is clearly wrong with you.”

      “Yes, there is but we always knew that, didn’t we? Scott on the other hand is wonderful. Your mom will approve of his Frank Sinatra ass. I can almost guarantee he’s not thinking of bending you over the desk and fucking you in every hole in your body that counts.”

      Even as the words left my lips I knew what she would do next. Not because she’d done it before.

      No, it wasn’t that.

      When she raised her hand and slapped me across my face I knew it was coming because I deserved it.
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      I worked from home the next day.

      Had to because I didn’t want to face anyone and I didn’t want to see Phoebe.

      I was acting like a jealous ex and I was nothing of the sort.

      We’d never been together and I was acting like she’d done something to me.

      It wasn’t her fault that I had this Candace situation. Had it now for over a month.

      Over a damn month.

      I was supposed to be working, as in doing actual work but I spent most of the day on the beach smoking and drinking.

      By nightfall I was in a worse state and not in the mood to speak to anyone.

      Akito called at nine sounding awful, like he was dying. The sound of him snapped me out of my state.

      “Hey Akito, are you okay?”

      “I have the worst cold, Tai.” He answered sounding weak and wheezy.

      “What do you need? I can be there in a few minutes.” I could jump on my bike. No, damn I’d been drinking. Drinking far too much to drive and I had a migraine.

      “I’ll be okay. Mitsuke is here giving me that awful green soup. It’s Phoebe I’m worried about. She’s still at work. There’s a power cut at the center. I think one of the wires tripped and she insisted on working through the night. I’m just worried. That part of town can be dangerous at this time.”

      “Dad, calm down. Your blood pressure. Remember,” I heard Mitsuke say.

      I was already grabbing my jacket. “I’ll go over there and see if everything’s okay.”

      Akito was right to worry. Phoebe shouldn’t be at work at this hour, but maybe just like everything else that was my fault.

      “Thanks, Tai. I would have gone myself but I really don’t feel well. I doubt I’ll be well enough to go in tomorrow.”

      “I’ll take care of everything.”

      “Thanks, son.”

      I always liked when he called me son. It was a sign of respect and appreciation.

      Time to get my act together and stop this stupid wallowing.
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        * * *

      

      In my post drunken state I took a taxi .

      I went to see Phoebe first before venturing down to the control room where the main systems were.

      She’d bought a few candles. Scented ones so the place smelled of cinnamon and vanilla.

      She was at her desk reading. Looked like she was reading the journal.

      When I got closer I could see she was, and she was wearing ear phones so didn’t hear me come up behind her.

      When she did see me she jumped out of her chair and clutched her hand to her chest.

      She wore a jumper today that didn’t show any cleavage but made a different show of enunciating how round her breasts were.

      She pulled the ear phones out of her ears. “You scared the life out of me.”

      “What are you doing here at this hour?” I’d sobered up a lot on the way here. The pure night air had cleared my mind too. Made me wish I’d taken my bike and not that awful taxi. As luck would have it, the driver was a Frank Sinatra fan. I nearly got out and walked, but decided against it.

      “I’m working, what does it look like I’m doing? Lounging around as you put it?” Her blue gaze was turned amber by the candlelight.

      “Come we’re going to check out the fuse first then I’m taking you home.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I’m working and I’m on a roll. I’ll stay for as long as I need to, even if it takes all night.”

      “You’re a pain in the ass you know that?”

      “Well I guess it takes one to know one because you’re a pain in my ass too.”

      It was dark enough for me to discourage me from looking but the minute she said ass my eyes went straight to it, even though she was facing me. And, because I couldn’t see her ass completely I was looking at her crotch.

      Then I remembered what I said to her and the slap she gave me.

      She picked up a box of Kleenex and threw it at me when she saw the way I stared at her.

      “You are such an ass.”

      “Fuck, can you please stop saying that word?”

      “You’re the perv, plus I’ve never known anyone who could say fuck that much.” This was too much for my nerves. It was also the epiphany of the conclusion I’d come to earlier.

      That animal hunger for her pulsated through me, raw and primal. Forceful.

      “Phoebe, I had too much to drink today. Far too much. Please stop saying ass, and don’t say fuck. Just please. Now whatever it is you’re doing can wait until tomorrow.”

      She stared at me for a few seconds then ran her hands down her thighs on the silky material of her skirt.

      Another skirt.

      “I’m on to something and I don’t want to be accused of being lazy.”

      “You aren’t lazy, we can all see that.”

      “You think I’m lazy.” She pointed out.

      “Where in the hell did you get that idea from?”

      “You practically called me lazy last night.”

      “I didn’t call you lazy. I was just…” Jealous.

      She folded her arms and waited for me to finish talking. “Then you brought up the past, and you didn’t come in today.”

      “I’m amazed you noticed with dear Scott to attend to your every need.”

      “He was just being nice.”

      “He wants to get in your pants, skirt, whatever.”

      “Well at least he didn’t kiss me, and push me away and tell me it’s complicated leaving me feeling like shit after.” She glared at me.

      Shit.

      “What?”

      “Just forget it. I don’t know why I said that. You have this habit of making me crazy. I don’t need crazy now. Been through enough.”

      That made me wonder what she’d been through. I thought back to that night weeks ago when Candace brought up that who Mr. Phoebe thing. Her eyes looked guarded now just like that night.

      She wouldn’t tell me anything now if I asked. Not while she was wound up the way she was.

      “I’m gonna check the switches, get your stuff together.”

      She didn’t answer but at least she’d started packing up.

      I went downstairs into the control room. I’d found a flashlight in the cupboard outside.

      It was as Akito had said. The wires had tripped. Looked like the one of the sockets on the ground floor had a short in the fuse. I isolated that, turning the power off to it and switch back on everything else. Thankfully it came back on and all the lights flickered on.

      I went back upstairs to get Phoebe but my heart literally sank when I saw she’d left.
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      Dear Ms Walker,

      We have officially closed the offer of sale on Beaufort House and the its’ adjacent guest house.

      We apologize for any inconvenience caused and have refunded your deposit. Please allow 7-10 working days for this to show in your account.

      Please also accept $250 as a gesture of goodwill for the mistakes made on our part. This too will be in your account within the same time frame stated above.

      We hope that we will be able to assist you in finding another property.

      Please don’t hesitate to contact us if you have any questions.

      Yours sincerely,

      Joshua Dupont.

      

      That was the email I was greeted with this morning. Hadn’t expected it.

      It was nice of the real estate agent to be all official and even offer me compensation, but I kind of wish he hadn’t bothered.

      It just reminded me of what happened.

      I’d be moving into the lake house next month if all had gone to plan. Instead when I went back to Chicago I’d be going back to my little apartment.

      The prison.

      God, that was what life had come to.

      Until then I was here. And once again I found myself thinking, if I didn’t allow Tai to drive me crazy I might possibly enjoy myself.

      My ears were still ringing, and burning, from what he said to me the other night.

      Only he could have gotten away with saying something so vulgar with no effort at all. No shame, no thought or anything.

      And, I was so shocked the only thing I could think to do was slap him.

      He was the second man I’d full on bitch slapped in my life.

      I didn’t know what was happening to me and I didn’t want to think about it today. Tai had a day off yesterday. I was having one today, and for a good reason too.

      Akito was sick with a bad cold and he couldn’t stay here by himself.

      Mitsuke had a photoshoot she needed to be at, but wanted to turn down before I stepped in to help.

      What was the good of me being here if I couldn’t help in these small ways?

      Besides the notes I’d made on the journal had slowed my progress. Just as I suspected it was going to take a while. I’d already had to send off a few request for help from my friends back at the Smithsonian. Straight to the Washington headquarters where they had more resources. I was stuck on the meaning of a few words. When I translated the characters it didn’t make sense.

      The date verification on the samurai came back from the antiquities authenticator yesterday. It was agreed that the samurai lived around the early fourteen hundreds.

      It didn’t really help me much in the practical sense but maybe helped me piece things together to some extent. They’d verified that the samurai was a general and I came up with the theory that maybe he was on a secret mission.

      That was what I was on to last night when Tai interrupted me.

      He interrupted and still hadn’t thought to apologize for his behavior towards me.

      I spoke to Akito about my findings earlier. Then I went into town to get him some rose tea. When I got back he looked a little better.

      He was on his feet and in the kitchen making Umami beef stew.

      “Akito I can finish that off for you.”

      “No. You’ve done enough and you will not make it like me. This is Rukia’s recipe.” He nodded firmly and smiled. “I appreciate you staying with me today.”

      “I’m glad to have stayed. How are you feeling? I was gone for just over an hour you should still be resting.” I placed the box of tea on the kitchen counter.

      “I feel much better. I’ll be at work tomorrow. This isn’t the week to get sick. I need to be able to man the place while everyone’s at the cave on Friday. There are two more big projects that I have to tend to on top of this one.”

      Yesterday we decided on another trip to the cave. I didn’t need to go but thought I would in case they found something more. They were going to be taking some additional equipment down the path we’d gone to try and see if we could go deeper.

      “Akito you work so hard.” He did work hard for a man his age. Not even dad worked as hard as him.

      At least he wasn’t going in the caves with us.

      “It keeps me going. Come let me show you how to make this. You can show it off to a man more deserving of you one day.”

      I smiled at him. That was a nice thought. Being with someone more deserving, like I was something special.

      He’d lined up a host of vegetables and other ingredients on the work top. Onion, garlic, carrots, sake and miso.

      Looked super healthy.

      “Thank you for saying that.”

      “Only saying what’s true my dear. You know in my book I have two daughters. Since your father is the same with Mitsuke I think it’s safe to consider yourself with two dads.”

      “I already do, otousan.” Father in Japanese.

      He looked touched to hear me say that.

      I took one of the smaller knives and started chopping the carrots.

      “So daughter,” He tilted his head and smiled. “Tai called me three times today to see if you were okay. Imagine my disappointment since I’m the one who’s sick.” He chuckled.

      I pouted. “He should have been calling to ask if you needed anything.”

      “He’ll catch on eventually. Are you two okay?”

      “We’re fine.” It was best to say that.

      “You sure. It was the third call that got me suspicious. I know my nephew can be hard work at times.”

      I bit the inside of my lip to try to keep from laughing out loud.

      “Yes. That is true.”

      “Phoebe… it’s me. Remember we talk like friends. You remember when you came and asked me if a college boy could ever be interested in a high school girl?”

      God, how the hell did he remember that? I was sixteen.

      “That was for a friend, she needed advice and I couldn’t give it to her.” My cheeks colored fiercely at the memory. That was the summer when I decided that I was going to tell Tai I liked him.

      It didn’t happen because I chickened out. My mom was a real pain that summer. Everywhere I looked she was there, like she knew what I was up to. I couldn’t talk to dad about boys and Mitsuke always gave me the worst ideas so I went to Akito.

      “Really?” He raised his thick brows. “Are you still going to keep playing that game. We aren’t getting any younger Phoebe.”

      I pulled in a breath. This was hard.

      “Okay, I confess I was the friend and Tai was the college boy.”

      “I know. I also know, or have some idea of what happened when you last saw him. On your eighteenth birthday.”

      Now I was completely embarrassed. “Oh God.”

      He held up his hands and laughed. “I don’t know specifics but I can do the math.”

      “How’d you know? Did he tell you? My mom was…” I didn’t know how much to say because my mom had been completely vile to Tai.

      Vile was the best word that I could have thought of. Truly, and utterly vile.

      If I’d been fortunate enough to have a daughter I didn’t think I would have behaved that way had I caught her kissing a boy.

      Sure I would have freaked out but the things she said to him were so awful.

      She told him he was a meaningless, worthless lowlife who had no business with her daughter. Tattooed freak.

      And he stood there and took it. He never answered her. Never said anything.

      That was it.

      Of course she ended her tirade by telling him to stay away from me.

      “Your mom freaked out?” he offered.

      I widened my eyes wondering what he knew. “She flipped out. She wasn’t just angry, she was enraged.”

      “Yeah. It was her who told me what happened. She wanted me to have strong words with Tai and sort him out.”

      “Did you? I was as much to blame. In fact it was more my fault.”

      He chuckled. “Phoebe, that all happened several moons ago. No one cares whose fault it was now.” His smile widened. “But to answer your question, no. I didn’t speak to him about anything. I wanted to talk but stopped myself when I saw how heartbroken he was. He didn’t need me to add to his despair.”

      Something flickered in my heart. I’d always believed that was the end of the story. Never knowing what happened next, I just assumed Tai must have chalked the whole thing up to something that hardly mattered.

      “Really? He was affected by it?”

      “Yes. He never said much but he didn’t have to. He came back the following summer and it was perhaps the worst for both of us. It was the first summer for me without your family here and I realized for him it was the first summer he’d had without you.”

      It was nice to hear something like that and it made me wonder now if Tai had behaved the way he did the other night because dare I say it I’d made him jealous.

      I didn’t think guys like him could get jealous.

      After our talk at the cave weeks ago I assumed he would get back with Candace. After all that’s what he was driving at. But his actions spoke differently and I didn’t think it was my place to ask.

      “It was a horrible summer for me too. Instead of going to Japan like I thought we were my mom enrolled me for the summer program at Yale. She didn’t even want me to go to Yale in the first place, and she hated that I wanted to do archeology and be like dad. She wanted me to go to Brown’s and do English. Like Emma.”

      “I guess for her that was a safer bet.”

      “Everything got so messed up after that. I went to the college I wanted and studied what I wanted but everything else was a disaster. She was the one who introduced me to Jason.”

      “I know. But thank God you aren’t with him anymore.”

      “Mitsuke told me that Tai never knew I got married.”

      “He doesn’t know anything like that. He kind of went off the radar for a few years with us when he moved up in ranks in the Marines. He just kept in touch to let us know he was alive. It was probably six years like that. Then one day he just turned up at the center and I gave him a job.” He laughed.

      That sounded like Tai.

      “He’s good at his job.”

      “Yes, he is definitely good. You both bring a different set of skills to the table. That’s what excites me. But that’s work. Want some advice?”

      “Always.” I smiled.

      “Things aren’t always what they seem. People hide their emotions especially from those they care about most. I think you know that more than most.”

      “I’m different now Akito. I have this thing over me that I have to be aware of all the time.” My eyes welled with tears and one ran down my cheek which he caught.

      “No, my dear you never head into something thinking about failure first. Think about possibility. That way you enjoy life more.”

      “It’s hard. I feel like I have to say to anyone remotely interested in me that they shouldn’t consider anything serious with me because I’ll never be able to have kids.”

      “That’s ridiculous Phoebe. There are many women like you, many. And that is definitely not the attitude or outlook to have. I do understand though that must be the sort of understanding you got from that no good ex-husband of yours.”

      “It was.”

      “You’re in Japan now, a place where you don’t have to see him. And may I point out that if you take me up on my offer you wouldn’t have to see him again.” His smile widened.

      “You’re really working this idea of me staying here aren’t you?” I laughed, then sighed dabbing at the corners of my eyes.

      “I will try everything in my power.”

      “Then maybe I’ll consider it.”

      “Fantastic.”

      Yeah… I couldn’t help but agree.
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      “You know I’m pretty certain smoking still kills.” Mitsuke said as she walked into the garage.

      I lowered my head to meet her on coming gaze and released the smoke that I’d just drew into my lungs.

      I took another draw from the nearly burnt out cigarette dwindling between my thumb and forefinger. That was just to annoy her.

      She placed her hands on her hips and shook her head. The blunt ends brushed against the edge of her elbow.

      “Mitsuke, how was your trip?” her week long trip to LA turned into two weeks. she’d gotten back a few days ago.

      “Far tooo busy for my liking.”

      To my surprise –although I shouldn’t really have been surprised, she snatched the cigarette from my fingers , tossed it on the ground and stomped on it with her bright yellow heels.

      “Why’d you do that for?” I snapped.

      “I just told you. Smoking kills.” She tilted her head to the side and regarded me with a sly smile.

      “Right now it’s the only thing keeping me alive and sane. Smoking calms the nerves and the soul.”

      I picked up the wrench from the tool box at my feet and started undoing a bolt in the hood of this beauty that had come my way last night.

      Dante came through and won it. Handed it over to me without as much as a word. Apology accepted.

      It just needed some work after the battering it took from last night’s race.

      Sometimes we won money, but the best prizes were cars. If we saw a car we wanted we’d wager that.

      In the garage right now we had about fifteen cars. These were all for sale once my guys finished working on them.

      “Calm the soul?” Mitsuke shuffled around and sat on the little chair I’d placed nearby when I was sorting through the tools I’d need.

      I looked at her and smiled.

      She never came to the garage to visit me. She told me she hated the smell of cars and grease and that was fine by me since she distracted the hell out of the guys and I’d have a hard time trying not to kill someone.

      Today she wore short shorts, a stringy top that looked like something from the seventies and those killer heels. Dressed for the runway as always.

      She also knew to call ahead when she was going to come here, and she didn’t.

      Something was up and I had a strong feeling it was to do with Phoebe.

      Phoebe wasn’t at work again today. Akito was still unwell.

      I called him to check up on him but I didn’t ask about Phoebe. Not like I did yesterday.

      Today was me keeping my distance. I worked hard today and I thought I’d come by here to sort this car out. I suspected we’d have to stay over at Akiyoshido tomorrow and since I didn’t want to leave anything important hanging or dragging over into next week I decided to go to Candace’s place first thing in the morning. I’d message first then head over if I didn’t get a reply. Then I’d wait for her to come back. I had it planned that if I didn’t see her then that would be it.

      I’d get on with my life and leave her in her stupid game.

      “Calms the soul.” I confirmed.

      “Sounds like you have women on the brain.” She giggled.

      I smiled and turned to face her. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe? Like the maybe girlfriend?” She giggled again.

      “Talking to Phoebe?”

      “Always.”

      I picked up a rag and wiped off my hands, then I rested my behind against the car.

      “Not that I’m not happy to see you, but you know I’m not a fan of you coming here. What’s on your mind?”

      “You. My visit is twofold. I have come here to stick my nose where it doesn’t belong and also to shed some light on a friend we have in common.”

      Interesting, but I’d play.

      “What do you want to do first?”

      She gave me an askance look and raised her perfectly arched brows. “Is that even a question?”

      It wasn’t. I should have known that she wanted to stick her nose where it didn’t belong first. She even mentioned that first as a clue.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “What’s going on with Candace?”

      “Nothing.” That was the truth.

      “Right because her turning up to the house for dinner the other week meant nothing? I just want to know if my friend should cast her net elsewhere.”

      I frowned. “I’m not getting back with Candace, Mitsuke. I wanted to make sure I gave the idea enough time and consideration before I came to that conclusion.”

      “Tai, you knew from the first week what you wanted to do.” Her expression grew serious. If you were going to give her a chance it would have happened already. It wouldn’t have taken you over a month to decide.”

      “Your right.”

      “What are you going to do Tai?”

      “I’ve been trying to talk to her all week, and even before that. I didn’t want to hurt her, but she needs to know how I feel and that I tried. I gave the idea time.” I offered up.

      Mitsuke gave me a look of awe. “You know you’re a real nice guy.”

      “I’m not nice.” Couldn’t have her telling people that.

      “You are. You gave Candace more than enough time, and you considered her feelings. Definitely not as scary as you look.”

      “You think I look scary?” I laughed.

      “You always look pissed off and you have a badass attitude.”

      “Trademark.” I chuckled. “So, are we done with part one of your two fold mission here?” I was anxious to get to her second motive. I didn’t know what she was going to tell me about Phoebe.

      “We’re done with that. But if you want to talk some more I’m all ears. I mean if it makes you feel better.” She lifted her shoulders and the frays on the hem of her top swayed. “I will say though that you should definitely count yourself as free of her.”

      “Noted. I’m free.” I actually did feel free. Talking helped, and I was done talking about Candace.

      “It’s been good to get that off my chest. How about we skip to the intel on the friend we have in common?”

      She smiled then sighed and her smile faltered.

      “So, if you didn’t guess yet the friend is Phoebe.”

      “No way.” I gasped and feigned surprise.

      “Yes way.” She grinned. Something in her eyes told me she was about to tell me something I wouldn’t like. “She’s been through a lot Tai. A bunch of stuff you don’t know about. Pretty bad stuff.”

      “Like what?” I frowned and my mind ran to the subject of Mr. Phoebe.

      “She got married to a guy who treated her extremely badly and then they got divorced.”

      My lungs… my lungs tightened and squeezed.

      Phoebe got married? How’d I miss that.

      “How did Phoebe get married and divorced and I didn’t know? Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

      I never even got an invite, but then I couldn’t imagine being at Phoebe’s wedding with mommy dearest.

      “You were serving and we didn’t hear from you. Tai there was a bunch of years where all we got from you was a one liner saying. I’m alive, hope you’re all good.”

      I frowned again. She was right.

      “Plus, we thought you’d lost touch with her. I certainly never thought to tell you Phoebe got married when I was so glad to hear from you.”

      Mitsuke wrote back to me and sent packages. She filled it with all my favorite things from Japan.

      “Do you know what happened? Why they got divorced. Aside from him being an idiot.”

      “There’s a lot, but it’s for her to tell you those parts. All I can say is that he cheated on her.”

      “Who is this fool?”

      “His name is Jason Wainwright. He’s currently Illinois’s Governor.”

      Fuck. Well, well, well.

      I can see that guy definitely ticking all the boxes for Phoebe’s mom.

      And look what happened.

      My grip tightened on the edge of the car as my blood heated. I couldn’t believe what Phoebe had been through and Mitsuke was even saying that there was more.

      I straightened up and placed a hand to my mouth.

      “Tai, are you okay?” she stood up.

      “No, of course I’m not okay? I wished that I’d known all that, but I get why you didn’t tell me. That part’s on me. I should have kept more in touch with you guys, but more so I should have kept in touch with her.”

      “Aren’t you going to ask me why I’m telling you this now?” The corners of her mouth lifted.

      “I can’t deal with riddles Mitsuke. You just dropped a bomb on me.”

      “Tai I’m telling you this because Phoebe is back in Japan. Maybe for a few months, maybe longer. Don’t you want to see what might have happened if you guys ever got together. I had to endure the summers of my youth watching you two make eyes at each other. Her sneaking off to find you and landing herself in all manner of ridiculous trouble, sometimes with broken bones just because she was trying to get close to you. Consider this an intervention.”

      I grimaced, but had to hand it to her.

      “Right. Your intervention has been noted.”

      “Cool.”

      Dante and Lee walked in at that moment. Both of them with their eyes trained on Mitsuke.

      Lee at least looked away when I shot him a glare but Dante didn’t see me.

      “Dante. It’s been awhile.” Mitsuke cooed.

      I looked back to her and frowned, but she was too busy pushing her lips out into a saucy pout to give a crap about my surprise.

      “Mitsuke,” Dante replied, practically drooling.

      “Hey, get to work or leave.” I snapped.

      “Down cuz, I like this one. He knows my favorite flowers are dahlias. It take some work to find that out.” She floated away from me and sauntered over to him. “You can buy me dinner. Come.”

      I folded my arms when Dante looked over to me, as if to check if it was okay for him to leave.

      “Come.” Mitsuke said with more insistence.

      Of course he followed.

      I smirked as I watched the two leave. Mitsuke looked over her shoulder and winked at me.

      I swear she was like the female version of me.

      At least she knew what she was doing.

      I mostly didn’t.

      Poor Phoebe. I couldn’t believe she’d married an asshole. I hated knowing that the sweet, innocent young woman that I knew back then had gone through a failed marriage and the distress of having someone who was supposed to love you cheat.

      I pulled in a breath as my mind raced.

      It was time to switch things up and stop this whatever it was I was doing.

      Mitsuke was right. Phoebe was in Japan for however long. I was curious to see what could have happened next.

      Definitely curious.

      I thought I’d start with something I should have done a long time ago.
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      Eleven years ago…

      

      The minutes were ticking by.

      I didn’t know how today went so fast, but it did. Felt like I’d walked around for most of the day in a fucking daze.

      I knew that this would be the last summer that things would be like this. Everything would change.

      It was already changing sooner than expected.

      Dad called earlier to ask me to come home early. He wanted to oversee my training as a new recruit. My old man was so excited to see me join the Marines that it got the better of him, and he didn’t think.

      I was scheduled to leave next week like everyone else, but being asked to leave tomorrow was very different.

      And worse, I felt bad to break the news this morning. Of all the days. It was Phoebe’s eighteenth birthday.

      There was something special planned for her for the day, but I knew my news put a damper on it.

      The whole time as everyone milled around her with their well wishes she masked her feelings with a plastic smile. I could tell the difference. When Phoebe smiled it reached her eyes and they would sparkle. Like when she looked at me.

      I pretended for years that I didn’t know how she felt about me. Had to. I was a little over five years older and acting on my feelings would have landed me in prison. Especially with that mother of hers.

      I think I first noticed it properly when she was twelve. I would have been asking for trouble at seventeen years old. Her father would have literally killed me, then mine would made sure I was dead, dead, dead.

      After that it grew harder for me not to notice her changing, and the beautiful woman she kept growing into. I saw her every summer and had to keep at the forefront of my mind that she was off limits.

      This summer though, things were different. Things were different because I knew that there was every chance that next summer life would be different.

      She was starting college. I was so proud of her. She got into Yale.

      And, me I was going to be a Marine. I was being shipped out to Iraq in a few weeks. It was exciting and I looked forward to it but what I didn’t look forward to was the fact that time was passing.

      Suddenly we’d all gotten older and to what my dad referred to as that mental pause in life that made you stop and think. And, maybe… maybe do things you were scared to because you may not get the chance to do them again.

      All summer I’d watched Phoebe. I got her a present this year, a special one for a special birthday.

      I just waited around all day and hadn’t given it to her yet.

      And here I was again waiting outside the summer house where she and her family stayed.

      I hid behind the cherry blossom tree outside her window like a peeping Tom.

      Akito was doing some sort of movie night so everyone was supposed to be heading to the main house.

      Phoebe and her mom were inside the summer house. They’d been here for over an hour.

      I’d heard Phoebe complain about having stomach cramps when we were at dinner, so her mom brought her back here. I followed conspicuously behind.

      Waiting. For all I knew her mom could have decided to stay with her. I was hoping though that she’d leave her behind.

      I wanted to talk to Phoebe in private. Definitely not with her mom around. That woman hated me. I didn’t know how a guy as cool as Phoebe’s dad had ended up with a snobby nosed bitch like Patrice Walker.

      I didn’t go around calling people’s mother’s bitches. Thought it was completely disrespectful but that woman was absolutely one.

      Like the fucking alien queen, except she was worse.

      She’d had it in from me from day one. Always, she looked down on me. Down her fucking nose like I was shit she’d stepped in.

      Maybe to her I was and it bothered me a lot, but tonight I needed to push that aside. Tonight was important. It was important that I saw Phoebe.

      I watched on and thanked God a few minutes later when I saw the door open and she came out locking the door behind her.

      Phoebe wasn’t with her.

      Good.

      I waited until Patrice walked down the pavement and disappeared down the garden path before I made my move. The door would be locked so I used the window in the sitting room and just hopped inside.

      The scent of roses filled me. That and something else that was sweet. Like candy.

      I made my way up the stairs to Phoebe’s room where I found her crying.

      I wasn’t sure if the stomach cramps were an excuse or if she really was in pain so I rushed up to her.

      “Phoebe are you okay?”

      She got up so quickly she nearly bumped into me as I lowered to her.

      “You’re here.” She looked at me in disbelief.

      “I am.” I nodded and held her gaze as she searched my face. “Stomach cramps?”

      Her cheeks flushed. “No, I’m okay.”

      “Yeah, so why are you bawling your eyes out on your birthday?”

      She looked away from me and another tear ran down her cheek.

      “Phoebe.” I prodded.

      “I can’t do it.”

      “What’s that?” It was unfair to make her suffer when I knew what it was she couldn’t do. She’d wanted to tell me something now for the last two years and never did.

      “Nothing.” She replied in a meek voice.

      I stood up. Her eyes followed my every move.

      “Phoebe Alyssa Walker, you’re eighteen years old. You’re a woman now. Am I supposed to wait until I’m an old man before you tell me this thing you’ve wanted to tell me for the last two years now?” I should tell her. Tell her how I felt. The way I said that though I hoped it was enough of a hint that I was trying to make it easier for her.

      She sucked in a breath and held on to it.

      God, I knew more than anyone that all manner of things happened when you went to college. I just graduated and it was like I’d lived a whole lifetime. The summers in between were the only thing that resembled some normalcy for me. I wasn’t a saint, but maybe I’d grown up a little over the last year.

      What I did know though was this innocent being who had feelings for me would change.

      She would grow up and have her pick of men who would chase her, and she might not even remember me when next summer came along. I doubted that I would have been able to just book leave just like that in the Marines. Dad was sometimes away for months.

      I stretched out my hand to her and she took it and stood too. Her hands shook then trembled when I brought it up to my lips to kiss it. Her skin was so soft and smelled just like that candy scent I smelled downstairs.

      “You get one more question as it’s your birthday. One question and a wish.”

      She smiled even though tears still ran down her cheek. “Really? You would give me another question and a wish?”

      It was rare. We always played twenty questions and somehow I’d manage to fool her and get her to use up her twenty questions in just a few turns.

      “It’s a special birthday. I also have a gift for you.” I had a fucking good gift for her. It was actually better than what I gave my mom for her birthday earlier in the year.

      “You have a gift?” she gasped.

      “Yes princess.”

      “I’ll treasure it forever.” She beamed.

      Somehow I didn’t doubt that.

      “You better. You might forget who I am by next year.”

      She shook her head and that gorgeous mass of hair I’d always wanted to run my hands through brushed against her shoulders. It had just grown past the length where her mother would usually insist on her cutting it.

      “Never. That’s ridiculous. I can’t.”

      “Okay. Question, then wish, then present .” I smiled. “Make it count Princess Phoebe. Who knows when we’ll play this game again.”

      She looked down to where or hands joined, nervously. When she looked back to me she seemed more scared than when I got here.

      “Jesus, Phoebe. Let me make it easier for you.” I wanted to hear her say it. I didn’t know why but I did. “I know. Now your question is what.”

      She pulled in a breath and kept her blue gaze on me. “What, do you know?”

      Now the scary, fear, trembling emotions were diverted to me. “I know how you feel Phoebe. I know how you feel about me.”

      Her cheeks colored fiercely but at least she didn’t have that frightened look anymore.

      “You do?”

      I gave her a look of askance. Her feelings were probably obvious to everyone who wasn’t her.

      “I do.”

      “I…”

      “Phoebe I feel the same about you.”

      She gave me a look of disbelief. “Me?”

      That right there. That was why I liked her. She looked at me like I was the best thing that ever happened to her.

      I wasn’t stupid enough to allow such a look to go unnoticed, or to not appreciate it.

      “You. What’s you’re wish princess?”

      A little smile tugged at the curve of her gorgeous mouth. “My first kiss.”

      I would be lying if I said I wasn’t shocked. I wanted to kiss her so I set her up with the wish. But I would never have guessed that she’d be asking me for her first kiss.

      Fuck.

      “You’re first kiss?”

      “You, I want it to be with you.”

      I moved in before she could say another word. My lips to hers. Her soft, soft, virgin lips.

      I kissed her slow at first showing her how to kiss me, then I thrust my tongue into her hot wet mouth to explore her. She pressed her dainty hands to my chest and the simple touch made me lose it. I took hold of her waist and pulled her towards me. We both fell down onto her bed together where I continued to kiss her.

      It got intense and hotter and we both lost ourselves in the kiss. I hadn’t intended on doing anything further than the kiss but suddenly my T-shirt came off and so did her blouse. I took a second to admire her gorgeous breasts in her little bra.

      I must have lost my mind because I should have heard the footsteps coming. There was always a loud creak on the stairs.

      It was too late by the time the door swung open and I heard something smash against the floor.

      Phoebe and I jumped apart.

      I looked up in horror to find Patrice standing over by the door, face, ghost pale.

      “What the hell are you doing in here with my daughter!” she screamed.

      “Mom, it’s my fault.”

      I grabbed my shirt and shrugged into it quickly.

      “Did he touch you?” She rushed over to Phoebe and took hold of her arm.

      “Let go of me.” Phoebe cried.

      “I’m being serious, did he touch you?” she demanded.

      “I didn’t touch her.” I balked. Fucking woman was looking at me as if I had some kind of disease.

      She whirled around to face me, and poor Phoebe started crying. I wasn’t the guy to have a soft spot but my heart broke when I looked at her and saw the sadness in her eyes.

      “You.” Patrice pointed at me. “You are scum. She’s eighteen. How dare you think you can come in here and touch her. My daughter won’t be with someone like you. A tattooed freak with no ambition, and purpose in life. Worthless and no good. How dare you touch her?”

      “Mom stop it.” Phoebe cried.

      “You’re blinded by love child.”

      Patrice launched into a tirade of insults but I kept my eyes on Phoebe.

      Blinded by love. Was she?

      I loved her too.

      This was probably going to be good bye. I didn’t think I would see her again after this, and if I did things wouldn’t be the same.

      “Tai.” Phoebe called for me as I walked out the door.

      “You stay away from my daughter. You hear me! Stay away.”

      Patrice must have said the same thing ten times. But all I could hear was Phoebe calling for me.

      Her present was still in my back pocket.
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      Present day…

      

      Akito told me she was down by the beach. Gone out for a night swim.

      I knew where to find her.

      No way was Phoebe going to be swimming in the actual sea at this time.

      There was still a hint of light in the sky from the longer days but it was dark enough so that you wouldn’t want to venture into the sea.

      There was a little cave we used to play in as kids. There were two ways to get there. down the path that branched off from one of the gardens. Or by walking down along the beach. She would have walked along the beach.

      The water ran into the cave in a little pool and the cave itself curved into an arch. Perfect for the seclusion.

      Akito had placed solar lights inside so we could come down here at night. he’d also grown lilies on the side.

      As I walked in I smiled when I saw a set of clothes resting on of the large boulders. A little skirt and a t-shirt.

      By the edge where I could have walked in there was a little collection of shells.

      I waited for a few seconds and up Phoebe came piercing through the surface. Hair slicked back skin glimmering in the amber lights.

      Surprise tickled her face when she saw me, but I also saw a little smile which disappeared just as quickly as it appeared.

      “What are you doing swimming out here by yourself at this time.” I scolded rolling the sleeves up on my T-shirt. Her eyes went to my forearms as I crouched and she scanned over the Japanese characters for love.

      “Pretending to be a mermaid.” She smiled sweetly and opened her palms to show me some little stones she found.

      “Pretty.”

      “What are you doing here at this hour?” her smile widened.

      “Looking for you.”

      “If its’ to talk about complication, asses or fucking I’m not interested. I’m going to be a mermaid for the next hour. You can come back then or I’ll just see you tomorrow at the cave. But I still don’t want to talk about asses or fucking.”

      “Jesus Christ Phoebe.”

      “What?” she grimaced resting her arms on the rock while she fluttered her legs behind her.

      “Ass fucking. That’s what I heard.”

      Her cheeks colored and we both burst out laughing.

      “I meant two separate things.” She chided.

      “I heard it as one thing. Literally.”

      “But it was separated by the word, or. Ass’s or fucking.”

      “Phoebe just stop please.”

      “It’s your fault I talk like this. No one talks like this except you, I’m just speaking your language. It’s my thing right? Languages.”

      I shook my head at her enjoying this.

      “It’s your thing.” I gazed down at her, at the beautiful creature she was. “Can you take a break from being a mermaid for a few minutes. I swear I won’t take you away from the water for too long.”

      She pressed her lips together, thought for a moment and then pushed away from the rock and swam over to the shallow.

      My lungs tightened again from the sight of her getting out of the water.

      There was no way I could have looked at her in any other way than I was right now.

      The turquoise bikini strings I’d seen on her arms while she was in the water were attached to a metallic blue looking blue bikini that left nothing to my imagination when it came to wondering what her tits looked like.

      It covered enough, covering her nipples but I could see a slight hint of her areola.

      Then as if that wasn’t bad enough my eyes dropped to the flat of her stomach to the belly button bar in her navel. That hosted two turquoise stones.

      On her left hip was a little hummingbird in the same colors. That was her color from way back when. Shades of blue with everything in between. Just like her eyes.

      She didn’t need to pretend to be a mermaid. She was exactly that. A beautiful siren, capturing me with her call. Captivating me with her beauty.

      There was no one else like this woman for me because hell, only she had ever had this effect on me.

      We can love a lot of people in our lives, but this…what I felt was something I couldn’t quite describe.

      Like a drug it entered every cell of my body and I wanted more. I wanted more.

      I wanted her.

      My eyes trailed down the rest of her body, running down her smooth legs and the row of laurel leaves tattooed around her feet.

      Jesus, sexy was just the beginning of her.

      My mouth went dry and I knew I should move or say something but all I could do was stare.

      She walked over to the wall and rested against it, pressing her palms flat on either side of her.

      “Are you going to stand there and just watch me?”

      “Can do, I don’t exactly mind.”

      “But you wanted to talk.”

      Talking was the furthest thing on my mind. Not with her hard nipples practically fighting to escape the meagre fabric that held them in place.

      She saw me looking at her breasts and I never looked away. That wasn’t me. I was the kind of guy whereby you didn’t have to think or wonder if I was

      starring at your ass or tits, you’d know.

      “You’re beautiful.” I stated on the edge of a labored breath feeling my cock stir and trying my hardest to control my emotions.

      “You know this flirting is unnatural if it’s not real.” Pain flickered in her eyes and I wondered how anyone could think to hurt her.

      What man in his right mind cheated on someone like her. A woman who was everything. I wanted to kill her ex, and I didn’t even know him.

      I was so protective over her when we were younger, and I thought I was still being protective by staying away from her.

      I walked up to her, towering her magnificence with my height and reached out to touch the ends of her hair.

      This was it. The line I would cross as I made my decision.

      Nothing really had happened so far with us in the time that she’d been here, only internal turmoil. I didn’t want that anymore.

      I wanted to see what we could have had, just like Mitsuke had said.

      I might have been a whole five years older but Mitsuke was wise beyond her years. Definitely a woman who had her head screwed on.

      More importantly she knew me. Sometimes more than I knew me.

      She knew that the answer to all of this was it killed me to not know what would have happened if I’d gotten a chance with Phoebe.

      “It’s real.” There, line crossed. Intention stated.

      She gazed up at me in silence, taking me in. I thought it was the perfect time to reach into my pocket and give her the present I should have given her eleven years ago.

      I released the coil of hair that I’d had looped around my thumb and held out the little navy pouch to her.

      “What’s this?” She took it and smiled.

      “Your birthday present.”

      “My birthday’s not till August.” Her smile widened. “Is this you giving me an early present so you don’t forget on the day?”

      That wasn’t a date I was likely to forget, given what it signified eleven years ago. “The twentieth of August, princess.”

      Her lips parted, and her brows raised. “You remember?”

      “I never forgot.” I didn’t usually remember stuff like that but for her I did because her birthday for her was like a national holiday. “That’s a very late present. Eleven years late.”

      She held my gaze as her lips parted. Realization dawned on her face. She knew the only present I could mean was the one I never got to give her.

      Her eyes glistened with tears and her grip tightened on the pouch. She blinked several times then looked down at the pouch and opened it.

      Phoebe sucked in a sharp breath when she reached in and pulled out a silver chain with a white shiny pearl attached to it.

      She gasped. “It’s a pearl, like an actual pearl.”

      “Yeah. Found it off the coast of Fiji, the spring of that year and I thought it’d make a good eighteenth birthday present for you.”

      Before I could even finish she’d thrown her arms around me. “I love it. Thanks so much.” She said against my chest. Then when we pulled apart we just kissed on instinct like that was normal. As if it was habit.

      Our lips met for a brief but powerful kiss, one that didn’t make me think of sex, but it sure as hell unlocked something inside me I never knew was there.

      She stepped back , surprised at herself and pressed her fingers to her lips.

      “I…” Talk Tai. I needed to do the talking this time and not any of that bull shit I’d been dishing out for the last few weeks. Pulling in a steady breath I continued. “I didn’t keep in touch because I thought it was best to stay away.” Her mother told me to stay away, made me feel like scum. “I cared so I wanted to do what was best for you, and I never got to give you that. Look at you, we both know you can do better than me.”

      She shook her head at me. “There’s nothing better than what you want. My mother was out of line, and completely horrendous. I’m so sorry she said those things to you.”

      “Forget it.” I didn’t want to remember. It wasn’t one of my finest moments.

      “I don’t think I ever will.”

      “I want you to. Your mother isn’t here now.”

      A little smile pulled at the corners of her mouth. She tried to hide it.

      “No, she’s not.” She held my gaze and I saw the reflection of the same desire that coursed through me.

      My pulse raced, same as my thoughts as I thought up all the ways I wanted to get nasty with her.

      Couldn’t tame the bad boy in me for too long, and I could see from the way her nipples were still pressing against the fabric that she was turned on. Not just cold from the water.

      “Let me put that on you princess.”

      She handed the necklace back to me and turned flicking her long luscious hair over her shoulder.

      The hair away from her neck revealed more tats.

      Two on the back of her neck, the Japanese symbols for wood and earth. They were miniature, feminine and sexy.

      I had those same characters going down in a row on my abs, along with the earth and water characters.

      She would have seen those when she knew me before.

      I undid the tiny latch on the necklace and placed it around her neck. It settled in between her cleavage. She moved to turn but I held her in place so I could get a good look at her ass.

      “Tai, are you looking at my ass?” She looked back and gave me a saucy grin.

      “I’m totally looking at your ass.” Fuck it was perfect. Her tiny waist only served to accentuate the curve of her hips and her firm, perfect ass.

      I ran my fingers down the smooth skin of her back and rested on her left cheek.

      It took everything in me not to say bend over.

      “Where’s water and metal baby?”

      She turned back to face me with a little smile. I watched her pull away the edge of her bikini bottom, on the opposite side to the hummingbird, showing me the characters. Showing me so much more of her pelvis.

      There they were black and inky against her sun kissed skin, leading straight to the jackpot. Now I was having a hard time not thinking about her pussy.

      “Bad girl, you went ahead and inked yourself.”

      “I wanted to be a tattooed freak.” She rested back against the wall. I ran my fingers across the flat of her stomach

      “It’s sexy.”

      “Thank you, so are yours.” She reached up and caressed my chest with her dainty hands.

      “Anymore, or anything else? Piercings.” My eyes went straight to her breasts.

      She shook her head and smiled. “I wanted to get my nipples pierced but I didn’t think it would suit me.”

      Fuck it, we were in here and no one could see us. I couldn’t control myself and I didn’t want to.

      Eleven years I’d wanted her like this, and here she was served up to me in this barely there bikini.

      I ran my hands up to fill them with her luscious breasts. “Show me.” The ache in my voice was very evident.

      “I have to think about it.” She teased but let out a little moan when I flicked my fingers across her nipples.

      “I’m dying here Phoebe. Show me.”

      She giggled.

      I lowered and kissed her neck, then traced kisses down to the swells of her breasts, over the silky material of the bikini and closed my mouth over her nipple so I could suck her through the fabric.

      She moaned into each suck and when I pulled back her lips parted. I lowered to kiss her pushing my tongue into her hot wet mouth. I didn’t stop playing with her gorgeous breasts though.

      Again I left her lips but moved over to her ear. “Let me suck your tits princess.”

      I could have thank the angels when she gave me a wicked smile and moved back one side of her top, releasing the strain on her breast. The little nipple was rock hard, begging me to suck it.

      I went straight for it like my life depended on it, and nearly embarrassed myself by bursting out of my pants.

      Fuck, she tasted so good. She arched her back into me allowing me the pleasure of filling my mouth with as much breast as I could get. But then fuck, she pulled away.

      “What the hell Phoebe? You’re going to kill me.”

      There was a playful smile on her face. I winced as she covered her delicious breasts and laughed.

      “Enough.” She teased.

      I frowned. “Is this come back for my it’s complicated line?”

      “No, but there’s still the issue of your maybe girlfriend. We’re not doing anything if she’s in the picture.”

      Damn it. Candace.

      “She’s not a maybe girlfriend.”

      “Does she know that?” She tilted her head to the side.

      “I’ll sort it out.” I said firmly pulling her back to me.

      She stood on the tips of her toes and planted a soft kiss on my lips.

      “Let me know when you’re free.”

      She stepped out of my grasp and truly stunned me by loosening the bikini top and taking the damned thing off. I got a good look at her tits, both of them. The one I sucked and the other that called to me.

      She smiled when she saw my reaction and tossed me the top. I caught it, still keeping my eyes trained on her.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow Tai.”

      I swallowed hard and willed myself to move, but my legs were concrete holding me in place.

      I watched the siren back away into the water wearing nothing but the shiny pearl necklace I gave her and her bikini bottoms.

      I instantly recalled the other day when she said she’d changed and I’d insisted she hadn’t.

      I’d never been proven more wrong.
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      “Oh my God I can’t believe you did that.” Mitsuke shrieked laughing so hard her skin turned red.

      I couldn’t believe I told her what happened with Tai.

      It kind of made up for not telling her what happened between Tai and I all those years ago, and still holding my silence on it.

      When the time was right I’d tell her. Apart from the pain I went through I didn’t want the added embarrassment of how mom behaved. I found it hard to physically tell Mitsuke how my mother treated Tai.

      But this, tonight was juicy and so completely unlike me. Me the sweet girl next door type giving Tai a good tease.

      It was so unlike me.

      “So that was it?” Mitsuke asked regaining her voice.

      “Yes, I’m not about to get involved with him and he has Candace. I don’t know if I should be getting involved at all.” That was my inner insecurities talking, because boy did I ever want him to just grab me and take me. Take me in whatever way he wanted.

      I didn’t even care what that meant. Tai was this badass alpha male who I was sure knew exactly what to do in the bedroom, or in or case not the bedroom.

      Mitsuke pouted. “You know you want to. Come on.” Her face brightened with a smile. “The other hand please.”

      She was doing my nails. Refused to allow me to go into the cave tomorrow looking like I lived in a cave. We’d sat on the floor of my bedroom for the last half an hour talking and doing each other’s nails.

      This was the longest day ever. But probably the highlight of my year so far.

      I was enjoying swimming around like a mermaid then Tai came along and zapped me into that confident woman.

      It was the way he looked at me. That look that devoured me, then the way he kissed and I swear to God when his mouth was on my breast I had to hold back from screaming out in orgasm.

      I was crazy. What was I even entertaining this for?

      I still wasn’t ready.

      “My God girl stop thinking so hard. Your brain will explode. Just promise me you’ll give this a shot if you have one.”

      “Mitsuke, I’m hyped up on happy hormones. I don’t even know what I’m saying right now.” I laughed. “I can’t promise anything. Tomorrow I could fall back into my depressive state.”

      I hardly even remembered that stupid email from  yesterday about the lake house. That house had been so important to me. It was all I thought about, as if a house could really bring happiness.

      Tai made me feel wild and free, hopeful just like it used to be when I came to Japan.

      “You don’t have to. Phoebe, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look so happy and hardly anything’s happened. Unless there’s something more that happened in that cave and you aren’t saying.” She narrowed her gaze.

      “No,” I chuckled. “Weird as it is I would tell you.”

      “What’s weird?”

      “He’s your cousin.”

      “And I’m your best friend. We have to talk right? Plus I like talking to you about this stuff. For a while it felt inappropriate. You know, while you were going through your divorce. Your divorce got finalized around about the same time he got back and things were so messy with you and Jason. It felt weird to talk about men, or Tai.”

      “It’s okay. I understand.” I’d already assumed that to be the reason. “Thank you for always being there for me.”

      “Don’t be silly. That is part and parcel. Sisters forever remember?”

      I nodded. “We are.”

      I glanced down at my pearl nestled between my breasts and smiled. I’d never had such a beautiful, thoughtful present.

      “Mitsuke. Candace…”

      “Don’t worry about her.” She could see my concern.

      “But I do, and I feel bad. I shouldn’t have kissed him if he’s with her.”

      “But he’s not. Phoebe he’s not seeing her.”

      “He loved her. He told me he used to and that he was giving their relationship some thought. ”

      “Phoebe, things happen in life and you just can’t get them back. I won’t sugar coat anything and say that he didn’t love her, because he did. But I told you her competition just walked back into his life in a massive way.”

      “How do you know what he’ll do? He may surprise us both.”

      She gritted her teeth and instantly looked guilty. “Okay, please don’t be mad. Remember I love you.”

      Oh God what did she do?

      “What?” I pulled back my fingers as she was about to apply the gloss on my baby pink nails.

      “I’ve been thinking of ways whereby I wouldn’t have to tell you this but I think that I should to give you a heads up.”

      “Suspense Mitsuke, what did you do?”

      “I went to see him at the garage earlier and told him about Jason. I told him you got married and you divorced Jason’s cheating ass.”

      My eyes widened. “Mitsuke, did you tell him anything else?” Of course I immediately thought of my health concerns.

      “No, no.” She rested her hands on my shoulders probably guessing what I was thinking. “Phoebe, he should know about Jason. That was common knowledge. He just missed it because he wasn’t here. Anything else would be out of line to speak of.” She assured me with a nod. “That’s for you to tell.”

      “I… don’t want to have that conversation with anyone.” It was so awful for me. fearing to fall in love with someone who wanted a family of their own and having to tell them I couldn’t do it.

      It tore at my heart every time I thought about it.

      “Don’t worry about it now.” Mitsuke reached out and gave my hand a gentle squeeze.

      “It worries me a lot.”

      “All I want you to do is give yourself a break, with a nice guy who adores you.”

      It sounded nice.

      Really nice.

      “A break.”

      “A break.” She cooed.

      Just then my phone chimed next to me. I frowned when I saw it was mom.

      She’d called earlier too just before I was about to head out to the beach and I didn’t answer.

      “I’d better take that. I’ll put the top coat on later.”

      “Don’t let her upset you.”

      That was almost a given.
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        * * *

      

      “Mom, hey. How are you?”

      “Phoebe I’ve been so worried, you didn’t answer any of my calls.”

      Since we spoke last week and she was talking about reasoning with Jason about the lake house I’d avoided her calls.

      “I’ve been busy and the time zone doesn’t really work does it?”

      “It’s super early here.”

      “Thanks for calling.”

      There was always this air of anticipation when we spoke. It was almost always guaranteed that she’d say something to upset me.

      “Of course I would call. Phoebe you’re in Japan by yourself, I always worry when you go so far away.”

      “I’m with Akito I’m fine. Mitsuke’s here too.” An idea came to my head. Just popped in there. What would she think of Tai now? Tai had served in the Marines for eight years. He was a lieutenant. Surely she’d have some respect. “Tai’s here too.” I offered off -handishly.

      “Who?”

      “Tai Ferreira, Akito’s nephew. You remember him right?”

      Her tension gripped me from here and I heard a sigh.

      “Oh, him.” Flat cold, no emotion. It was clear that she remembered and clear what she thought. But I wanted to prod further.

      “He just came back from the Marines.”

      “God, I still can’t believe they allowed someone like him to join.”

      “What do you mean?” I straightened up and brought my knees up to my chest.

      “Well dear, maybe you we’re too young to remember what that ill-fated boy used to get up to. Completely unambitious and unsavory. I can just imagine him being some sort of jarhead. Thank God they let him go.”

      Jesus Christ I had to stand. What a complete insult.

      “Mom. That is highly offensive. Tai left the Marines on his own accord, he was a lieutenant.”

      “Oh Phoebe you wear your heart on your sleeve and don’t see people for who they are. That was probably the only thing he had going for him in life.”

      “Tai has a business degree. He practically runs the center with Akito. What is wrong with you? Why would you say such things?”

      “Nothing is wrong with me. I’m just going on memory. I don’t exactly have fond memories of someone who tried to defile my daughter. God, thank heavens I intervened when I did or else you could have ended up with someone like him, probably pregnant and a single mother at eighteen.”

      “I can’t believe you. Do you think who I ended up with was better?”

      “Of course. Phoebe, Jason is the Governor of Illinois. Think, if we were talking about a resume. Yours would be outstanding. You can hold your head high and say that you were married to someone of noble social status.”

      Maybe I’d fallen asleep and landed in hell because she couldn’t really think that.

      “You think my life is a resume?” I shook my head even though I knew she couldn’t see me.

      “It kind of is. I don’t mean it in the literal sense but we all talk about what we’ve done, what we’ve accomplished. You can be proud when you tell people you were married to the Governor of Illinois. I don’t know how you can’t see that.”

      “Mom, I’m not proud I married Jason. He cheated on me. If it wasn’t for him I would never have been in that accident.”

      “Look Phoebe, things happen and you can’t keep blaming Jason for something he didn’t do. You make it sound like he tried to kill you.”

      My hands stilled and so did my breath. “Mom I caught him cheating on me. In my head he’s as much to blame as if he were in the truck that crashed into me. I can’t have kids.”

      In her eyes it was poor Jason. During the time I filed for divorce I’d even heard her apologizing to him. Telling him how sorry she was. But she wasn’t sorry for our situation. She was sorry for him.

      Never mind that I nearly died.

      There were no words of comfort for me.

      She never supported me emotionally when I was so crushed.

      “Phoebe, I’m sorry but this is where I have to reiterate my former arguments. You were always so cold towards Jason. It’s understandable that the man cheated.”

      “You think it was understandable?” My voice shook. “Really? That’s what you think? Because I was cold to him you think it was okay for him to disrespect me by fucking his secretary and prostitutes.”

      “Phoebe.” She snapped, chiding me. “I can see that Tai’s influence is rubbing off on you and you’ve barely been there. It’s bad enough you went and defamed your body with those God awful tattoos, which are so unladylike. But you never say that word.”

      “What? Fuck?” A tear ran down my cheek.

      “Phoebe I won’t talk to you if you’re going to swear at me.”

      “Mother,” more tears came. “I’m going to enjoy myself while I’m here. It’s people like you who look down on others and treat them as if you’re so much better. I won’t allow you to do that to me, and I won’t allow you to talk that way about Tai either, I –”

      “Phoebe you barely know that man.”

      “Don’t, don’t interrupt me. Please… don’t call me again.”

      “Phoebe –”

      I hung up.
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        * * *

      

      I rested back against the headboard on my bed with my phone in my hands.

      It was the first time in weeks that I’d felt clarity, and hopeful.

      I opened up the messages, found Candace’s number then typed a message to her.

      Tai: Hi. Need to talk tomorrow early if possible. I’m going to cut to the chase and tell you that I know you’ve been avoiding my calls and texts. I want to talk to you in person but if you don’t respond again, then this is officially goodbye. Not going to continue like this. In the same breath I want you to know that you will always mean something to me.

      It was up to her to respond and see me one last time if she wanted. If not then this was me cutting the rope. Calling it a day. I’d never been so blunt with her.

      I was surprised when I saw the three blue dots jumping and a message popped up.

      Candace: Hi. Thanks. Is seven at the coffeehouse okay?

      Eureka.

      Tai : Seven is fine see you then.

      Finally some results.
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        * * *

      

      Six fifty five.

      Six- fifty five A.M.

      I hated being up this early.

      I definitely wasn’t a morning person and I never would be.

      But some things required stepping out of my comfort zone.

      Six- fifty eight.

      Two minutes until the time that Candace was supposed to be here. I’d gotten here twenty minutes ago and had a coffee.

      Although she probably got the gist of what this meeting would be about I wanted to have full use of my brain to make sure I said the right things.

      I felt she was already here somewhere. Just waiting to come in at seven on the dot.

      As the last two minutes ticked away my mind drifted to when I first met Candace.

      Her smile was the first thing that caught me. There was a sort of inner beauty that reminded me of someone else.

      Phoebe.

      I’d picked my brains over it last night. Seeing Phoebe and giving her the necklace revealed that to me.

      I was drawn to Candace in the first place because she reminded me of Phoebe.

      Same spark, same zest for adventure. Same twinkle in their eyes. But no one can be the same, which was why when Phoebe came back on the scene it threw me.

      She was the real deal. It was hard to admit that to myself. A scary thought that I knew verged on to scarier things.

      The aroma of coffee and pastries wafted through the air.

      Forks scratched against plates and more conversation filtered into the room as those who had had their morning coffee started waking up.

      The place wasn’t packed. There were some truckers and two nurses.

      A blind man and his dog. The waitress who reminded me of Phoebe’s mom was serving him now.

      It was the hair. She had a neat bob that looked very Jackie O. and she seemed to take care with her make up. Could have easily fit in with the women from that time. Unlike Phoebe’s mom though this woman smiled and there was a warm presence about her.

      Seven AM.

      The door opened and the little bell attached to it jingled.

      Candace came in. She zeroed in on me when she looked over and saw me.

      Her eyes gave her away.

      She’d been crying, and her normal well put together appearance looked dull.

      Her hair sat atop her head in what should have been a messy bun with style, but she actually did look a mess.

      She smiled when she saw me and made her way over on shaky legs.

      “Hey.” I began with a soft smile.

      “Hi.” She sat down across from me and rested her hands on the table.

      “You okay?” Had to ask, because she looked pale.

      “I will be.”

      “Thanks for coming.”

      “It’s okay Tai.” She sniffled and pulled in a breath. “And, it’s okay. I know what you’re going to say. We’re really not getting back together are we?”

      The pain and regret in her eyes was very evident.

      “No. We’re not.” I replied. “ But I will always have a special place in my heart for you.”

      She nodded slowly understanding. “I understand. I’m sorry I ignored your calls and messages. I just didn’t want to accept that it was over, even though I knew it was.”

      “It’s cool.” It wasn’t cool. It nearly drove me insane but hey. It was done now.

      A tear ran down her cheek. She quickly wiped it away and straightened up. “I’m… leaving Japan tonight. Going back to Denver. Home.”

      “Tonight?”

      “Yeah. I figured why not?”

      I nodded. “Stay in touch Candace.”

      “Of course.”

      I went over to her and gave her a hug.

      The contact felt freeing and I finally felt free.
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        * * *

      

      I got to Akiyoshido early again.

      Unlike the last time I was able to absorb the scenery for what it was.

      Picturesque, but serene.

      I hadn’t smoked since yesterday and I didn’t feel like I needed to either. That wound up stress had left me.

      Our convoy of jeeps came around the corner at ten thirty. Four this time as the assistants wouldn’t be joining us.

      Phoebe was with Scott again and as I got closer I could hear him talking about shit again. Something about how to read music.

      He was just about to help her out of the truck when I swooped in and took hold of her hand.

      “Tai,” she smiled.

      “Morning baby, you’re coming with me.”

      She melted into my arms as I pulled her close. I could have devoured those glossy lips right here but held back.

      She looked delicious in her khaki shorts and white tank top that pushed up her breasts.

      I would find a way to play with those later. Liked her hair too. It was to the side like the other day in that complicated braid that made her look all the more alluring.

      Scott looked me over, probably wondering where I’d suddenly come from.

      Him with his chivalrous self. His hands stilled on what I guessed was one of Phoebe’s bags on the back seat of the car because it was a mauve color. I smirked as I tugged her away.

      He could get the luggage if he wanted to while I took the woman. No problem. It was fine by me.

      The plan was to set up camp first then make the trek across to the underside of the cave.

      I had other things in mind while the rest of the crew got a head start.

      I led her into the woods, near the path I’d been for the last hour.

      She gave me a saucy smile when I released her and backed her up against one of the oak trees.

      I leaned in like I was going to kiss her but I didn’t. I lowered to her ear, inhaling the sweet smell of her and whispered, “your tits were all over my dreams last night. Thanks to you I’ve had no sleep. Had to jerk off at least four times.”

      “Oh yeah? I’m sorry to be the cause of your lack of sleep.” The little minx cooed getting even closer to me, tempting me with her body. “I should do something to help you or at least make it up to you.”

      She was too damn sexy for her own good. “You can do both.”

      “I would have thought though that Candace would have helped to some extent.” Her eyes bore into me.

      “I’m free. In transit.”

      “Transit? Explain.”

      I chuckled. No more riddles time to get real. “I want you. Transit, not seeing anyone, want to be seeing you.”

      She rested her head back against the tree and gazed up at me with those blue, blue eyes.

      “I should think about this.”

      “But you won’t, because you already have. And you won’t stop me either.” I raised my hands up to her tits and started feeling her up. Squeezing her and loving the little smile on her face.

      “What if I did?” she covered my hand with hers, stopping me from pulling down her top so I could get a good look at her tits.

      My hands slipped down to her waist. “I have too much to offer for you to refuse, and I’ll never stop until your mine.”

      “Yours?”

      “Mine. Want to hear what I propose?”

      “Hmmn hmmm.” She purred.

      “You and me exclusive while you’re here.”

      She considered that. “While I’m here? That could be for another five months. Or longer. Akito did ask me to stay. You may want to change the terms of that proposal a little if you don’t want to get stuck with me too long.”

      That was just the thing. I did.

      I kissed her neck and nuzzled against it, squeezing her right breast.

      “My proposal’s just fine princess. You, me exclusive while you’re here, the length of time is not in question.”

      Her eyes twinkled when I looked back to her. “Could be here for years, or forever.”

      “Imagine the fun.”

      “Define the terms of this exclusive arrangements.”

      She would have probably slapped me if I did this under the normal circumstances. I gave her a predatory smile. Literally predatory because she was my prey. Taking her right hand I guided it down to my cock that was already struggling to burst and pressed her palms over my shaft.

      Her lips parted and that sexy seductress act she’d assumed faltered. I watched the control slip and she crumbled. Seeing how much she wanted me too turned me on even more and I clasped her hand around my shaft moving it up and down.

      “My dick belongs to you.” I whispered into her ear.

      She pulled in a labored breath when I squeezed her breasts. “These are mine whenever I want, wherever I want.”

      “Wherever?” she struggled to speak.

      To make myself more clear I pulled down her top and flicked back the cup of her bra on her left breast exposing her completely. I then bent down to suckle and feast on the breast I didn’t get the chance to get acquainted with last night.

      She moaned. “Tai.”

      She seemed to be more sensitive on this side. I wanted her to moan my name just like that when I was inside her.

      I stopped and grinned at the half pained, half pleasured expression on her face.

      I covered her back up and slipped my hand between her legs wishing I could have taken those shorts of and seen how wet she was.

      I leaned in again as I stroked her pressing in as I attempted to feel her clit.

      “I get to eat your sweet pussy whenever, and wherever I want.” I chuckled when she gasped. “And of course, there will be lots of fucking.”

      “God.” She moaned as I leaned in to kiss her.

      “Too much for you?”

      “No.”

      Perfect answer.
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        * * *

      

      This was me making small steps.

      Or, maybe in my case this was a big step.

      It was six o’clock. I stood outside Tai’s house. My idea to surprise him. Mitsuke gave me his address.

      I spent a lot of time thinking last night, and I while I was shit scared to be venturing into territories I knew could blow up in my face, I wanted to try.

      People kept telling me to try. To not set out with failure in mind. To live.

      Today was the first in a while that I felt alive.

      I woke up this morning and the air felt different. It was silly to think like this but it was like I’d gone back in time to my birthday eleven years ago and I was that eighteen year old again who’d just had the best birthday present ever.

      The guy who she was crazy about had just told her he felt the same way about her.

      Tai, had me at that point and it didn’t matter what more he had to say, knowing he returned the deep feelings I felt meant everything to me.

      What happened next with Mom was awful, but I was going to gloss over that and pretend it never happened.

      I was going to gloss over the last eleven years too and try my hardest to block it out.

      The what happened next was now. I was going to try and pretend it was now.

      I’d pretend until it killed me because honestly there was some ounce of my fears pushing against that wall of positivity I always struggled to put up.

      Things were so bad for such a long time that I didn’t know how to enjoy the good.

      But I wanted to, I wanted to with Tai.

      I looked over the well-kept, very artistically designed beach house. His bike was parked out front, but so was a midnight black Ferrari.

      I loved that his personality was in everything.

      Hugging the bottle of wine I brought to my chest I rang the bell. Since we didn’t get to drink together on the beach my first night I thought it seemed fitting.

      I was dressed similar too with a beige body con tonight and my hair down. Mitsuke had curled the ends into loose romantic curls.

      When Tai opened the door and saw me his handsome, handsome face instantly lit up.

      I forgot my manners completely when I zeroed in on the fact that he was shirtless and wearing nothing but a towel draped around his neck and black sweat pants that clung to the ridges of muscles in his powerful legs.

      He looked like he’d been working out because his hair looked damp and sweat trickled down the peaks and valleys of his abs. Hadn’t seen him with his top off in years, and Lord… he looked a million times better than I’d conjured up in my fantasies.

      More tattoos added to his perfection. Joining the character for fire was an Aztec tribal tattoo that took up most of his shoulder and the whole of his left pec. I was completely absorbed in the intricacies of the design but what caught my eye more was the Chinese dragon on his lower abs and the words “to thine own self be true.” written in Latin.

      Oh God I was drooling and somehow my hand had found its way to the flat of his stomach and I was mindlessly running my finger over the dragon’s tail.

      “Want to go a little lower?” It was his voice that made me stop and take note. I widened my eyes and my senseless activity. “Pretty certain I have another tail that would enjoy being stroked a lot more.”

      My cheeks… blazed, and I actually could feel my skin turning red. Particularly as I recalled the feel of his cock in my hands yesterday when he placed my hand on it. He was so casual about it too.

      “Hi.” Okay maybe I’d digressed too far back into my eighteen year old self. I needed to bring my mind forward just a little, to account for the part in my life where I had brains and a little guts too. “I didn’t mean to come by unannounced but I just wanted to see you, and bring this.”

      He narrowed his eyes then looked me over. “I heard the word cum, nothing more. Did you just say you didn’t want to cum?”

      I wanted to be shocked but I burst out laughing. He was actually being serious.

      “It’s not funny.” He chuckled. “Fuck sakes get inside Phoebe. My neighbors are elderly and they already hate my motorcycle. I can’t add indecent exposure and, sex in public on the list too. I like living here.”

      He pulled me inside but I was still laughing.

      My attempts to talk were silenced when his lips captured mine, kissing me with that savagery he exhibited weeks ago. That need that made me lose my mind. I liked this kiss, and the way that his hands moved over me.

      Best of all we nothing to feel bad about.

      Well… to some extent. There was no more issues with Candace, but there was still me.

      For now though, for today, I just wanted this fantasy.

      This was what happened to us next, and I was so excited I could burst.

      I pulled back out of his arms giggling, and he brought me back by flicking the towel around me and using it as a rope to pull me in.

      “Tai you are too much. The wine –”

      He cut me off by taking it and placing it on the little table beside the door.

      “Thanks for the wine, I want you more though.” He flicked his fingers over my left nipple.

      “I want to talk.”

      “Fuck that.”

      I squealed when he hoisted me over his shoulder cave man style, lowered to grab the wine then proceeded with me up the stairs to his bedroom.

      I got an absolutely great view of his ass from here and he ran his hands over mine.

      Jesus Christ what did I expect would happen by coming here?

      His bedroom was very masculine, just like him.

      The walls were a dark gray color and the sheets of the king sized bed in the center matched perfectly.

      He had mahogany furniture that provided the perfect contrast. Best of all was the smell. It was him. the mingle of the woodland cologne he used with his natural scent.

      He set me down in the center of the bed and hovered over me.

      “You have no idea how many times I fantasized about this.” He smiled down at me with that mischief flickering in his eyes. “You here in my bed with me devouring you.”

      Before he could kiss me again and risk my mind going off somewhere into the ether I sat up and pushed him to his back so he was lying on the bed.

      I crawled on top, straddling him.

      “Oh Jesus.” He breathed and we both started laughing.

      I flicked my hair to the side allowing it to drift down so it brushed against the flat of his stomach.

      “Tai. I want to go slow with you.” I blurted before he could trap me into the temptation of him.

      The look that washed over his face was as if I’d just sprouted fangs and fur.

      He ran his hands up my thighs and gave me a wicked smile. “This your definition of slow? Torturing me with your body?”

      “No, I’m not torturing you. I just want to savor this. You.”

      He sighed, looked up heavenward and reached for his dog tags. Bringing them up to his lips he kissed them like I’d seen most Catholics do with a rosary or a cross.

      What was he doing?

      “Dear God, it’s been awhile. Forgive me.”

      Was he praying?

      Tai clasped his hands together and continued looking up at the ceiling.

      I stared at him in complete fascination. This guy…

      This guy would always keep me fascinated.

      He cleared his throat and continued. “Thank you for my life, and for the beautiful woman you have given me. Actually count her as two blessings because I know you lent me one of your angels.”

      What a nice thing to say. Tai had this way of shocking me at every end of the spectrum. He could be incredibly outlandish, but he was the sweetest guy ever.

      He just called me an angel and counted me as not just one blessing but two. Of course the irony of this big tattooed guy, praying didn’t escape me. But damn I felt like everything I could possibly want in this world was right in front of me.

      He took a moment to look at me then returned his gaze to God. “Speaking of the said beautiful woman, I think that something is a little off with her. Or it’s possible she drank some of the wine she brought for us to supposedly share. Bottle did feel light when I picked it up.”

      I started to laugh and couldn’t stop.

      “Anyway, she seems to think we should go slow, as if the eleven years I was without her wasn’t slow as shit. Pardon my language. And given the nature of recent situations of complication. Please, please tell me why my woman believes this is a good idea.”

      “God,” I cut in and giggled. “Forgive me for eavesdropping on Tai’s prayer, but seeing as I’m right here I thought I’d help with an answer. Please tell him when you respond that I count him as a blessing twice too, although you know it’s more than that. But, we mustn’t let his head swell. It’s big enough.”

      Tai eased up onto his elbows making me slide down a little. He searched my face, looking me over. Adoration in his eyes. Just like always.

      I continued. “Please tell him that the reason I would like to go slow, after an eleven year absence in each other’s lives, and given the nature of situations, recent situations of complication, is that I literally just want to savor him. It’s not often I date and I haven’t exactly had a real relationship in more than three years. I hope he understands. Amen.”

      I knew he knew about Jason. And… knowing Tai I knew he wouldn’t ask me about him yet. He knew me well enough to know when I was okay to talk about something. He also knew not to ruin a magical connection like the one we were having, but to make it better.

      He flipped me over, returning me to my back and him on top of me. then he kissed me.

      “Message received and understood,” he spoke against my lips , his breath hot and alluring. Then he moved back to look into my face. “ Although I find it hard to believe that you haven’t had a relationship in over three years. Look at you, you’re perfect.” He cupped my face.

      I had to fight tears, because he wouldn’t know just how much it meant to me to hear him say that.

      Perfect.

      Being called perfect by the man you’d always dreamed about was right up there with one of the things I valued most.

      Sometimes it was the little things in life that counted. Not always the big, grand gestures that people made a show of. It could just be simple words.

      It was so much the better when they were heartfelt.

      “We’ll talk about that.”

      “I plan to.” He smiled. “But guess what?”

      I stifled a sigh when I noted the sly flicker of mischief in his eyes.

      Trouble.

      That meant trouble.

      “What Tai?”

      Now that look of pure desire filled his eyes. “Slowwww is tasting.”

      “What?” I laughed.

      “Slow is tasting. The teaser phase. It’s the prelude to the main course. Basically it’s like acting like teenagers but in a purely adult way. Meaning there will be no necking or petting. There will be actual tasting, adult style.”

      “That was in the answer to your prayer.”

      “Oh no princess, this is all me. If you want slow, we do it this way. Slow fucking.”

      My lips parted in sheer surprise and I swallowed hard. God in heaven this man was going to kill me with his ways of thinking.

      “Tai what is slow fucking?” Yes, I’d fallen into the trap. That was the exact question he wanted me to ask.

      “Extended foreplay.”

      I’d never heard that before.

      “Extended foreplay?”

      He nodded with a purely lascivious smile. “Let me show you what I mean.”

      Pure seduction, paralyzing and erotic filled his features. It indeed paralyzed me and lulled me into wanting whatever he had to show me.

      I shuffled when he slid his fingers to my back so he could get the zip on my dress. He pulled it down and immediately the light brown hues of his pupils darkened.

      I wasn’t wearing a bra because I loved my bodycon dresses to have a the built in cups. The look was better for me.

      His eyes glued to my breasts which were already hard with my nipples puckered.

      Tai peeled the dress off me and didn’t stop there. He tugged on my panties, positioned me so that I was flat on my back and slid his hand over and under the soft lace. I bit my bottom lip to keep from crying out when his fingers brushed over my entrance unhinging my thoughts. That sinful smile returned to his face as he slid a finger inside me and flicked it over the hard, extremely sensitive nub of my clit.

      Now I did moan.

      “That’s it princess, moan, and groan and get lost in me. This slow idea of yours was definitely a great idea. Time to really start the warm up.”

      I couldn’t answer. There was a moment when maybe I could but then his lips covered my right breast taking in a good amount of flesh. Now he mimicked the flicking motion his fingers had on my clit, over my nipple. Flicking backwards and forwards, then circling. Then sucking like he could taste me.

      “That feel good baby?” he asked still licking my nipple.

      “Ye-ah.” I could barely talk. It was more of a moan.

      “Good, want more?”

      “Yes.” I needed more.

      He moved to the neglected breast and did the same thing, giving it the same attention.

      Uncontrollable moans, mindless from the heat that rippled through me escaped my lips.

      But I didn’t realize that I hadn’t began to feel anything yet.

      He left my breasts, trailed kisses down the flat of my stomach, kissed around my tattoos, then went straight to my pussy.

      I was completely wet.

      “Soaked.” He said confirming my thoughts, but said it more to himself than me and sounded like he craved it. craved me.

      Tai slid my panties down my legs with ease, but in pure Tai style he amplified the mere taking off my kissing his way down my thighs and calves. Every nerve in my body responded to his touch which was a deadly combo of sweet and desire filled.

      It was heaven, pure bliss, pure passion. Ecstasy.

      Then he parted my thighs and buried his face between my legs pressing his tongue straight into my pussy, tasting me like he couldn’t get enough and wanted more.

      That. That was the moment I truly began to feel.

      My mouth snapped open and I cried out as his slick tongue went inside and out. What coursed through me after was the kind of pleasure I couldn’t quite describe and never experienced before.

      He continued like that sucking and drinking while I melted into him. Then those sexy eyes reached out to mine and suddenly it became too much. He lifted his head then slid his finger back in, moving in and out at a rhythm. Another finger was added and another, then his pace increased. That was when I came.

      The orgasm that gripped me, scorched my mind clean of everything. Every nerve, every cell alive with it. buzzing, sparkling, burning.

      “Oh Tai, ughhh. “ my lips parted and I couldn’t breathe properly. I had to steady it to stop from panting.

      “Fuck.” He winced and moved back with a pained expression on his face, his hand pressed to his crotch. I could see the massive bulge of his cock immediately. It pushed against his sweat pants.

      I knew exactly what to do.

      I sat up and crawled over to him. He caressed my cheek as I did.

      “Want me to take care of that for you?” I asked running my hands over his crotch gripping on to his shaft beneath the soft cotton and working my hands over it.

      He sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Yes baby. I can’t imagine anything better than your lips on my cock.”

      Me neither.

      I slipped off the bed and went to my knees in front of him. His face when I did that was classic. It was that look of shock mingled with disbelief, and a hint of a smile.

      He straightened up on the bed so I could pulled down his pants. He shoved them down his legs revealing more tattoos I would explore later.

      Next came his boxers and I had to stop and stare.

      He looked massive under his pants but the real life version of him made my heart stop.

      Tai wasn’t just massive. I would more describe him as colossal in magnitude.

      Seeing him made me regret my request for going slow, because I now I craved him inside me.

      “Like what you see princess?”

      “Impressed.”

      Even my response shocked him, but seemed to encourage him. “Naughty princess, suck my cock.”

      I grabbed the base of his cock and lowered my mouth taking in his thickness. He groaned and slipped his hands behind my head encouraging me to continue so I did.

      Bobbing up and down I worked him, tasting him too. Hoping that he felt as good as I did.

      I chanced looking up and him and saw that he seemed to be. He ran his fingers through my hair and I sucked him harder.

      “Jesus Phoebe, that’s so fucking hot.” Torment filled his voice.

      He squeezed his eyes shut and his head fell back as I took him deeper into my throat. Seeing that he was enjoying it, I swirled my tongue around his shaft and started massaging his balls.

      This was all for him. I wanted to pleasure him the way he did for me, but the mingle of his deep groans and the hot, wet, messy, sounds that came from my mouth sucking him turned me on.

      “Fuck, baby. I’m going to cum, I –”

      He tried to pull away so he wouldn’t cum in my mouth but I held him still and sucked harder, showing him that I wanted him to. His cock twitched and tensed then his release came. Warm, hot and virile hitting the back of my throat filling my mouth with his cum.

      His heavy breathing calmed and he reached down to fondle my tits.

      “You—”

      I interrupted him by swallowing his cum. The salty tingle hit the back of my throat and I smiled.

      “Hot damn, fuck.” He returned the smile with pure satisfaction. “Come here baby.” He beckoned for me to sit in his lap.

      I did.

      “You.” He began.

      I placed my arms around his neck. “No you.”

      “I think I’m going to enjoy playing with you far too much.”

      “Me too, with you.”
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        * * *

      

      We played like that all night.

      Tasting. Enjoying. Savoring.

      Then we lay in each other’s arms wrapped in the warmth of the magical sensation that bonded us together.

      I knew Tai wasn’t sleeping, could tell from his breathing.

      He was thinking, just like me.

      There was so much I wanted to tell him. To really talk and tell him, but I held back.

      Deep down I knew I could trust him but I also knew I had to be careful not to fall into the lasting afterglow of our extended foreplay.

      The happy buzz could be making me think anything. My skin was tingling and I couldn’t believe we hadn’t even had sex yet.

      He ran a finger over my stomach and rested his head in the crook of my neck.

      “What are you thinking Phoebe?” he asked, voice soft against my ear. “We’ve been awake for hours. If you’re asleep then I can at least calm the urge to take you right here.”

      He wasn’t joking I could feel his arousal pressing against my ass.

      I smiled and turned to face him. Our faces were inches apart.

      “I should have kept in touch. I could have. I should have at least found some way to apologize to you for the way my mother behaved.”

      He frowned. “Forget it princess.”

      “I can’t. It was one of the worst days of my life.” I would never forget it. not ever.

      “But… look at us now.” He held his hand over me and I reached up to take it. “We can enjoy this.” He breathed.

      I returned my gaze to him and clutched on to my pearl with my other hand.

      “We can.”

      He smiled when he saw me holding the pearl. “It suits you baby. It looks exactly how I imagined it would when I found it.”

      “Tell me what happened, how you found it. I want to hear the story.”

      He tweaked my nose playfully. “Dad took Neo and I to Indonesia to swim with sharks.”

      “What? Swimming with sharks?” I shouldn’t have sounded so surprised.

      “Oh yeah. It was one of his father son bonding activities. I loved it.”

      I snuggled against his chest still holding onto his hand and the pearl.

      “One of the sharks kept swimming after a stingray. I followed it, thinking it was cool to swim with both and that was when I saw the oyster. Tucked into the crevice of the last remains of a coral reef that had been destroyed in a hurricane the year before.”

      “I can’t believe you found an oyster with a pearl.”

      “It was amazing Phoebe. When I brought it to shore Neo went crazy over it because he’d never found anything like that. My dad said, give it to someone special. It was like he knew all that time how I felt about you. So I had it made into the necklace. It was like it was always supposed to be yours.”

      I had to sit up because I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I never thought he gave any thought to me in between the spaces of time outside our summers. Hearing he did meant everything.

      “Thank you.” I couldn’t stop the tear that ran down my cheek, nor the warmth that seeped into my heart and filtered into my soul. “I’ll treasure it forever.”

      He smiled and cupped my face. “You are treasure, to me.”
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        * * *

      

      I pretended to look over the pictures we’d taken at the cave, going through the motion of laying each one on my desk.

      I scanned over them not really seeing anything because I was watching Phoebe while she spoke to Akito.

      That little denim skirt she wore showed off her golden legs, and the camisole top looked like fucking lingerie.

      Torture. I’d been turned on since she came to my house on Saturday. Correction, it was more like since I heard she was coming to Japan.

      Hard and on the verge of exploding.

      I wanted her, wanted to rip her clothes off and consume her. I didn’t know how the fuck I’d been so patient.

      Frustration took over and I set my gaze on her.

      God, did Akito have to talk so much?

      I didn’t think I could wait any longer.

      Feeling the intensity of my gaze she turned to me as Akito gushed on about his theories. Phoebe wasn’t paying attention to him. She was looking back at me. Our eyes locked, and even from here I could see the same hungry look in her eyes that I felt.

      It wasn’t until Akito called her name that she returned her focus on him.

      “I’m going to rush off to a meeting.” Akito beamed.

      Good. This was my chance.

      The minute Akito left I made my move.

      Dashing up the stairs I swooped her up into my arms.

      She giggled but I kissed her consuming that mouth of hers I’d had so many fantasies about.

      I moved with her around to the other side of the shelves where we could be hidden to do whatever the fuck we wanted.

      Jesus Christ I wanted this woman so badly I ached. She tried to speak against my lips but I wouldn’t let her.

      She was probably going to say something like someone could walk around here and catch us, to which my answer would have been that I didn’t really care. My needs had to come first today.

      I needed her too much. Needed to taste the sweetness of her lips, the sweetness of her.

      This business about taking things slow was killing me. It was a tortuous craze of pain that seared through my being.

      She gave into me, kissing me back with the same desire and craving.

      But this wasn’t enough.

      These crazy teenaged make out sessions. We’d gone past that long ago. I was pretty sure last week I’d said there would be lots of fucking and she’d agreed.

      Time to get a move on it.

      I wanted to explore her body, all of it, and indulge on her until I literally went crazy.

      She gasped when I started nibbling on the silky smooth skin of her neck. I wanted to start there then make my way down to her delicious breasts.

      “Tai.” Her voice sounded strained, but filled with pleasure. I liked that, too. I liked knowing I caused her to sound like that. “Someone could come in,” she giggled, moving out of my grasp.

      “I don’t give a shit, Phoebe.” I placed my hand back at her waist and cast my eyes over her tiny frame.

      “Akito could come back.” She reached up and touched my jaw, holding her hand there.

      “He’s gone to a meeting.” I went back to nibbling her neck.

      “Tai, we’re behind a shelf and people can still see us.” She hissed

      I turned to look back down to where the desks were. She was right. Anyone that came right in could see us kissing straightaway. But I didn’t want to move.

      Where the hell could we go besides my house, or my car?

      A hotel?

      No, too much work and too obvious. It ruined the mood.

      Where could we go?

      Damn if it were later, much later as in everyone gone we’d be good to go.

      “This is gonna happen.” I assured her. “By my watch we should be on at least round three by now. As in just today.”

      She laughed. “We can’t do anything here.”

      I picked up the hem of her top and ran my fingers against the silky fabric. “You wore this to torture me didn’t you,” I teased.

      Her bright blue eyes widened and she smiled. “These are my normal clothes.”

      “Well your clothes torture me.” I lifted the top and exposed her smooth, flat stomach. I wanted to see the belly button bar. Last time she had a bar that had two blue stones. Today’s bar had two pink stones that contrasted well with the soft bronze color of her skin. Super sexy.

      “Jesus, Phoebe. How the fuck am I supposed to keep my hands off you? Slow’s over. ”

      That hungry look up close made it damn hard to think of anything else but feasting on her naked body.

      She didn’t protest when I walked my fingers up to her breasts. The bra she wore must have been thin because she felt like she wasn’t wearing anything.

      A tiny moan escaped her lips when I squeezed her breast and ran my fingers over the firm surface of her tight nipples.

      An idea came to me on where we could go. There was too much I wanted to do to her. Definitely not for viewing, and I needed her now.

      “Come.” I took her hand and led her away.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Somewhere we can be alone.” I looked back at her and saw that she wanted me, too, just as much as I wanted her.
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      My head was spinning.

      Spinning and bobbling like one of those dashboard dolls.

      Mindless like it too.

      I’d spent the whole of yesterday thinking about how this exclusive plan of his would work. I’d spent the whole night thinking about it too. Thinking and dreaming, fantasizing about him and the way he touched me.

      And here we were.

      Tai took me down to the storage room in the basement.

      It was a large room filled with boxes. We went to the farthest end where we could, indeed, be well hidden. Even if anyone came in here they would have had to search for us to find us.

      He let go of my hand and looked me over with such an intense sexual desire that my knees wobbled. His intensions were clear.

      All the while I ached for his touch I had worries, but I wanted him.

      This was the one guy I wasn’t allowed to have. The man I’d always dreamt about being with.

      The way he was looking at me did sinful things to my body, seized my mind and took over that control.

      That same lure that pulled me to him years ago overwhelmed me, and I didn’t want to deny myself of him anymore. I wanted him. Screw the misfortune of my life and all that had happened to me.

      Screw it.

      I welcomed his lips again. Our bodies crashed into the wall at the intensity of the kiss and I ran my hands over the rock hard muscles of his chest.

      “I want these.” He nuzzled into my neck, squeezing my breasts as he worked my top over my head. I rested against the wall as he undid the butterfly clasp on my bra and my breasts spilled out.

      “Fuck,” he breathed, staring at me as if I were some exotic dish. “Phoebe, you’re better than any fantasy I could conjure up.”

      “Fantasy?” Had anyone ever said that to me before? No. I’d remember that.

      “Oh yes. I fantasize about doing this all the time.” He squeezed my breasts and leaned down to run his tongue across my nipples, leaving a trail of fire that heated my entire body and tightened my groin.

      I moaned into purest pleasure as he drew my nipples into his mouth sucking me hard. Alternating his suckle from one breast to the other, sending ripples of red-hot ecstasy throughout my body.

      Desire pooled between my thighs. Weaving my fingers through his spiky hair, I held him to me, not wanting him to stop. He responded by taking more of my breast into his mouth until his mouth was full.

      Then he released me with a smile and those enchanting brown eyes of his held me in place.

      “Feel good?” he grinned knowing he didn’t need to ask because good was an understatement. He knew I loved it when he did that.

      “Yeah,” I answered on the edge of a breath.

      “Get ready to feel better, baby.” Confidence oozed from his sinful smile.

      He undid the zip on the side of my skirt, sending it flowing down my legs. My panties followed and the look he gave me as he watched me standing there, pressed against the wall, naked, was unreal.

      Only this man could do this to me. Make me weak with one look, command my attention and will with one kiss. Control me with his presence and make me forget everything.

      Everything.

      It was a scary thought, but one I would deal with later.

      Right now I wanted to remember the desire on his face. It was…primal, raw, hungry.

      I wanted to remember everything.

      He pulled me to him, pressing me against him so that I could feel the hardness and magnitude of his arousal. He smiled into the kiss he gave me, knowing I could feel him, and just to make sure he pressed my hand against his cock.

      “This is all for you, Phoebe.” He moaned into my mouth.

      I tugged on his shirt with my other hand and he stepped back to pull his t-shirt over his head, revealing solid ripples of muscles across the width of his shoulders and the breadth of his seriously defined abs. I tried not to drool.

      My eyes glued to his hands, watching him carefully as he undid the belt to his jeans and shrugged out of them, along with his Calvin Klein boxers.

      Need took over when his thick cock jutted free.

      Yes, slow was definitely over. I wanted, needed him inside me.

      “You ready?” That sexy, easy smile crept up the corners of his mouth and sent of that nest of butterflies in my stomach.

      “Yes.”

      He turned me around so that I faced the wall. I pressed my hands against the cool surface of the cement and looked behind me, watching him tear at a condom wrapper.

      Stupidly I allowed a dark thought to enter my mind. I’d never have to worry about getting pregnant. That would never be a worry for me. The thought pulled at my heart seeping a dibble of reality into my mind, but then his hand between my legs pulled me back from the darkness.

      He slid his finger into my pussy, sliding in and out, stroking the hard nub of my clit.

      Fuck, it felt so good. I clenched my fingers into the wall wanting to grab into the concreate.

      “You’re so wet Phoebe.” He breathed into my ear moving his fingers faster and faster.

      Before I could recover his fingers were replaced with the hard head of his cock. I looked back so I could see. I wanted to see him going inside.

      Inch by inch he made his way in. Teasing then pushing, gripping a little harder on to my waist.

      Then he thrust in. My knees buckled from the intense magnitude of the pleasure and I gasped.

      “Tai,” I moaned his name.

      “Just enjoy me, Phoebe. Enjoy this.” He held me up.

      This was it.

      Us. This was us.

      Us in the moment I’d fantasized about forever. It was real, he was real. We were real.

      He gripped onto my waist to hold me in place, began pumping slowly, then thrust in deeper and deeper.

      Every thrust pulsed waves of heat over my body, and more pleasure, more passion. Unbelievable.

      I couldn’t stop myself from moaning as he sped up and started hammering into me, pounding into me.

      Tai touched me like he couldn’t get enough of me, like he wanted all of me. every part that made me, me.

      Flickers of light flashed beneath my lids when I closed my eyes. It danced across my lids as I got lost in the rhythm of us moving together. Wild, unyielding, fucking. The erotic sounds of our bodies slapping together and our moans of passion and ecstasy filling the room.

      I was close to orgasm; could feel it building, feel it rising like steam in a pressure cooker. And here it was. I cried out as it rushed over me. White hot, scorching my body clean with its cascading waves.

      “Oh fuck,” he cried and moved even faster.

      His grip on my waist was almost painful now, but I easily ignored it. Suddenly his faster movements felt better as did the pain. When the next wave of orgasm hit me, every inch of my body came alive, quivering, and I came with soul-wrenching satisfaction from the sensation that sizzled through me.

      Everything around us faded, everything else outside this room receded into the ether of nothingness.

      But… Tai wasn’t by any means done with me yet.

      He pulled out of me and turned me to face him. Then he lifted me up and brought me down onto his cock again. I wrapped my legs around him yearning and needing him closer.

      This position felt more intimate, closer indeed. As if we’d been lovers our whole lives.

      The pleasure on his face was a reflection of what blasted through me.

      He plunged into me again and again, sending waves of ecstatic bliss into my soul. I could barely breathe.

      Forever seemed to pass and I knew I’d slipped out of reality and into something I would always need. Him.

      A deep groan escaped his lips as he hammered into me, reaching his limit.

      Our bodies shuddered as he came, growling into his own release.

      I was breathing so hard I couldn’t catch my breath. My skin tingled from the orgasmic bliss that rippled over me and I couldn’t quite focus yet.

      His hair was wet with sweat but I rested down against him.

      “Jesus, Phoebe,” he winced. “Woman, what the fuck have we been missing?”

      I wanted to answer but couldn’t, I was still trying to catch my breath. I’d never had sex like that before. Granted, I didn’t have a lot of experience. I didn’t even think anyone could do it quite like that, and this feeling after was…

      Well, I couldn’t quite describe it.

      He slid out of me and lowered me to the ground. I slumped against the wall.

      “I need…” the ecstasy still flicked against my skin, like flames burning away at my flesh.

      “To do that again?” That wicked smile filled his face.

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      He chuckled at that. “Get dressed while I sort myself out, then we’ll go.”

      Go?

      “Where?”

      “Home baby.”
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        * * *

      

      We had sex all day and night. Indulging on each other until we had no energy left.

      I fell asleep then woke in the very early hours of the morning. I was wrapped up in Tai’s arms, in his bed.

      He was fast asleep still and it didn’t look like he’d wake up for anything. I looked over at the clock on the wall. It was four AM.

      I shuffled around to face him, careful not to wake him up.

      In his sleep he was just as beautiful as he was awake. Beautiful and strong.

      In his sleep, he seemed more youthful too because he couldn’t give his trademark badass frown.

      It was the best being with him, the best experience of my life.

      But… now that I was awake reality was creeping back in, and fear.

      I closed my eyes willing it to go away but it stayed.

      It just stayed there in all its glory reminding me that I had to keep watch and be careful.

      Don’t fall for him.

      I couldn’t make the mistake of doing that. Not with him, and not with anyone.

      Although I had to admit that this guy really did a number on my heart. Always.

      Always.

      My whole life I’d wanted to be with him, from as far back as I could remember. Eleven years of not seeing him didn’t dull my feelings for him. Not even when I thought he’d forgotten about me.

      So I needed to be careful, and in actual fact it may be best to end this before it got too serious.

      I just… didn’t know how I could. Or if… if I could.

      The confliction in my soul made my pulse quicken and I found I couldn’t look at him anymore.

      It would have been nice to wake up together and have more fun, but I couldn’t stay.

      Slowly I moved out of his grasp and slid off the bed to retrieve my clothes.

      I made my way downstairs and called a taxi.

      Once back at Akito’s I snuck into my room and lay on my bed, where I stared out the window until it was bright outside.

      I thought of what I’d say to Tai when I saw him at work in just a few hours.

      The idea of staying away came to mind, but I pushed that aside. I was on a roll with the journal and I didn’t want to stop. I shouldn’t because Akito was depending on me.

      I ran through a series of things I could say but nothing seemed quite sufficient.

      In fact… telling him anything other than how much I wanted to be with him felt wrong. My fear got the better of me last week, when I asked to go slow. We did that, although now it felt like it was unnecessary. Last night was beautiful. Everything about him was beautiful.

      When I saw him I froze up.

      My thoughts, my fears. Everything froze right the hell up.

      All I wanted was to be with him.

      I wanted him again, wanted to be with him, and all the reasons why I shouldn’t faded from my mind.

      It was just us in there. The first thing he did was walk up to me and kiss me.

      “Why did you leave?” he asked against my lips.

      I opened my mouth to answer but couldn’t. He stepped back, looked at me, looked me over, and frowned

      “Tai…”

      He held up his hand to stop me. He looked like he knew what I was going to say, but there was the look of that sexy arrogance on his face that I liked and found irresistible.

      “No.”

      “No what?”

      “I don’t know what the hell happened but you look like you’re going to tell me we should stop. That we shouldn’t continue seeing each other.” A panicked look washed over his face.

      “I… um I didn’t want to distract from all the work we have to do.” That was such a shit excuse, and even as he looked at me I knew he knew I was talking shit.

      “Take work out of the equation. Do you want me?” He spread his arms out wide, displaying himself before me.

      He moved closer, cupped my face and kissed me. I fell into the kiss, absorbing it, absorbing him. “Phoebe, do you want me? Baby, it’s a simple yes-or-no question,” he asked against my lips.

      “Yes. I want you, Tai,” I confessed. There was no way I could lie about that. He’d know. “There’s stuff I…”

      “No. There is nothing more, but I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you some space to think.… I have a meeting. If you want me, meet me downstairs at twelve and we’ll continue this. If you change your mind and don’t show, I’ll leave you alone and we’ll pretend none of this ever happened. If you do show up, and I hope you do, you’ll have to accept that this is how we’ll be for the whole time that you’re in Japan, because I won’t be able to keep away from you.”

      He bowed his head in the customary respectful way. The action gripped my heart because it showed he respected whatever decision I chose. Then he kissed my forehead and walked out of the office.

      I watched the empty trail he left behind, wondering what I should do. The responsible part of my brain that held me back and placed a rein on my feelings told me I shouldn’t go. But the part of me that wanted him said this was an obvious no brainer.

      I battled with myself for the next few hours.

      At ten minutes to twelve I lifted my head from the journal. I’d been on the same page for the last two hours, not really doing anything more than gazing at the jumbled characters.

      I wasn’t concentrating. It all looked like gibberish to me.

      Weeks ago I’d started the translation process. I’m made quite good progress but I’d reached the part I was stuck on previously. The samurai was talking about his voyage and the size of his boat, but then appeared the Arabic words for past the symbol. Right there in the middle of the sentence.

      At five minutes to twelve I stopped and looked down at Tai’s empty desk, then over to Scott and Kenny’s. They were filling out reports.

      When I looked at Tai’s desk I thought about how he made me feel. Like I was complete and had everything.

      Tears tugged at my eyes as fear seeped into my heart.

      Fear…

      For the last God knew how long I’d lived in fear.

      Ever since I was told the effects of my accident and what it would mean for me.

      Fear ruled my life since then.

      It ruled me.

      How could I live this way? It wasn’t me.

      I’d gotten the one wish I’d always wanted. Tai, and fear was stopping me from being with him.

      Four minutes to twelve.

      My heart squeezed and I pulled in a steady breath. Images of Tai filled my mind. Him from the past, him now. All the years I missed in between.

      Two minutes to twelve.

      Was I seriously going to do this? Not be with him?

      Tai…

      Tai the boy I couldn’t wait to see every summer, Tai the boy I first kissed, Tai the man who made me feel like how every woman should. Wanted, desired, like a queen.

      Tai… the man who held my heart.

      Don’t fall for him. Really? That’s what I told myself this morning.

      But didn’t I realize that I’d already fallen?

      I’d fallen years ago.

      Twelve. It was Twelve o clock.

      I jumped out of my chair at the shock of the time and ran.

      Fuck fear.

      Fuck life for dealing me the shit it had.

      Fuck everything. I’d never been one to pass up on opportunity and I couldn’t now for the sake of fear.

      I opted for the stairs when I saw the elevator had just gone up to the fifth floor.

      I flew down them, taking them two at a time. I was so breathless by the time I got to the basement door that I was gasping for air.

      Please God let him still be here.

      Please. I knew if it had been me I would have been checking the minutes.

      I pushed the door open and ran in, but collided with a wall.. A wall with two strong hands that took hold of my shoulders and steadied me from falling.

      Tai.

      He looked down at me, holding me tight. The look in his eyes filled with adoration and heat.

      “I’m here,” I said softly. “I’m sorry I’m late, but I’m here.”

      “Three minutes past twelve.” He pointed out tapping his watch.

      “I’m sorry.” I reached up for his jaw and stroked the smooth skin there. I took a few seconds to admire him and remember the look in his eyes. I wanted to always remember it.

      Always, no matter what happened.
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      I didn’t think she was going to show up.

      I’d gotten down here at a quarter to twelve as the meeting finished early.

      As the minutes slipped away it I freaked out, worse than I did earlier when I saw that hesitant look on her face.

      Sure, I knew there was a lot to talk about, and maybe we should have already. Every time I went to ask her about her ex-husband I stopped myself because I didn’t want to upset her. I wanted her to just be with me, in body and in mind. Didn’t want her sparing a thought for him when she was with me.

      But this morning had to be about him.

      I knew I’d said I’d leave her alone, but fuck I’d lied because I knew that even if I did mean to that I’d never be able to.

      It was so much the better though that she’d come. Now I knew just how much she wanted me.

      Now was also once again, not the time to bring up her asshole of an ex.

      “Let’s consider this a tardy, which you’ll still have to make up for.” Time to make her feel good. I smiled down at her and her face brightened.

      “Come here,” she said, beckoning me to lean forward.

      “Great kiss, but I need more.”

      She stepped back and brought her finger up to her chin, thinking. “What about a lap dance?”

      Shit, I wasn’t prepared for that, or for the image that popped into my mind. She couldn’t do that to me here. I’d have to take her home.

      “I’ll take that for later. What can you do for me now?”

      Again she thought, then looked about us checking we were still alone.

      Satisfied that we were she started undoing the buttons to the cute little blouse she wore. The salacious look on her face made me go hard instantly. Once the soft silk fabric lay open, she undid the clasp to her bra, unleashing the heftiness of her beautiful tits. Her nipples were already pointed, telling me she was turned on, too. The sexiness in her smile turned up and I found myself unable to move. Women like her were naturally sexy and didn’t have to do much to get attention, but when they tried, the effect would turn any man into a drooling buffoon.

      She moved back towards me, breasts moving too, and those delicious nipples enticing me. She pressed her hands to my chest.

      “I’m sorry I was late, Tai,” she purred, kissing my chest. “Forgive me.” She placed kisses along my neck and down my chest, kissing the dark fabric of my shirt.

      It didn’t matter that I was fully clothed. My skin still burned with the heat from her lips. My knees wobbled as she bent down and placed a kiss on the bulge of my erection that threatened to burst through my jeans.

      I took her hand and pulled her into the room, taking her back to our spot.

      A truly sexy smile filled her face as I pushed her up against the wall. She pushed back against me grabbing my belt buckle.

      “Me first.” She cooed.

      My lips parted as she tossed her hair to the side and got down on her knees before me.

      “Jesus Phoebe.” I didn’t know if I’d be able to last but I wanted what she had to offer. Her mouth around my cock. Those lips. Just like last night.

      She smiled up at me then undid my belt and my zip, pushing my pants down and moving my boxers to release my cock.

      I had to steady my breath when the little minx ran her hands up and down my shaft then secured her hot, wet, mouth over the head and took me right in.

      I groaned into each suck as she tried to take all of me in, sucking and sliding over my shaft, teasing my balls with her fingers.

      Shit I was going to cum right here, but I didn’t want to finish like this.

      Later, I’d have to get her to do that again later.

      Right now I wanted to be inside her.

      With desperation I reached for her and she released my cock, licking the pre-cum from her lips.

      “Later, finish that later. I need you now.”

      I picked her up before she could answer and placed her on the table with the stationery boxes.

      I backed off her blouse so I could see her tiny frame more, but I wanted her to keep on the skirt today. Today’s skirt was even shorter than yesterday’s and sexy as hell.

      She giggled as I kissed her and nibbled on her breasts. They looked too good to be left alone.

      When I reached for the condom in my back pocket she stopped me.

      “I’m on birth control.” She breathed, holding my gaze.

      My eyes widened. Sex without a condom. I’d never done that.

      God, this woman was going to kill me.

      I leaned in and tightened my grip on her waste, unable to control myself.

      “Bareback fucking?”

      The sexy, sexy seductress smiled up at me , slid her hands up my chest and leaned in close to my ear. “Bareback fucking.”

      I growled, losing my mind.

      God damn I fucking lost my mind by gripping onto her hips as she arched her back and I slid right into her sweet pussy. She sucked in a breath and moaned throwing her head back.

      Damn I felt that too. The pleasure was different this time because of the skin to skin contact.

      I tried my best to go slow, to savor the feeling but that wasn’t going to happen.

      I wanted her so badly my body took over.

      I’d never wanted anyone like that before, as if I needed her to survive. She cried out again when I pounded into her, going deeper and faster. Fucking her.

      Animal hunger took over. That raw, primal need to possess her, have her. Make her mine.

      “Fuck,” I cried when a fireball of electricity raged inside me. It pummeled into the tempo that bound our bodies together, soaring to the peak of explosive contentment.

      I thought I was going to black out from it.

      Fuck, me of all the people.

      The climax hit us at the same time making us both cry out as it gripped us within its claws of passion.

      I held her against me, holding her close to my heart, close to my soul. Never wanting to let her go.

      How could that have been better than yesterday? Nothing had been better than yesterday, ever, until today.

      “Tai.” Her hot breath tickled my skin.

      “Phoebe…we can’t go back up to work. I can’t.”

      She shook her head. “Me neither. I want more.” She looked up at me and smiled.

      “Me, too.” I bent down to kiss her.

      I wanted more too.
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      That’s how we were for the next month.

      In this bubble of our own where the only things that mattered was us.

      I’d never experienced so much happiness in my life.

      Never dreamt that I could feel this way about anyone.

      It was how we would have been if we’d gotten together years ago.

      Or…

      Maybe not.

      It was various things that happened to you in life that shaped you. Defined you. Made certain things more special. Like us now. Being without each other made me want him more.

      Every day I felt like I couldn’t get enough and when I had him I still wanted more.

      I really felt like I had everything and everything would be okay as long as I had him.

      Today we spent most of the morning in bed and now we were on the beach kissing.

      It was Saturday. A most welcomed break from work and trying to sneak off to be with each other while we should be working.

      I’d had to let poor Scott down on our date weeks ago, which I shouldn’t have planned but he understood. I never said it was because Tai and I were together but I figured it was kind of becoming obvious by now that we were.

      Akito and Mitsuke knew of course. We didn’t have to tell them.

      But by them knowing, or rather Akito, I had to keep my focus because truth be told I hadn’t done much work on the damn journal.

      That I’m here for business mantra I tried was lost on me now and I had to try hard to remember that I was in Japan for work, not frolicking around with Tai whenever I wanted.

      “You’re worrying about something baby.” Tai pulled back and smiled.

      Missing his lips I went for him again but he pulled back once more teasing me.

      “Hey, I don’t want to stop.”

      “What are you thinking about?” He raised a brow.

      “The journal.” I confessed.

      “Princess it’s Saturday. Forget the journal.” He chuckled pulling me into his lap.

      “I feel bad that I haven’t done more work.”

      He tugged on the edge of my t-shirt. “Phoebe we have time. Lots. You’re nearly done aren’t you?”

      I didn’t tell him I’d gotten stuck again the other day. I winced.

      “No.”

      “Right, we’re not talking about this anymore. Monday is for things like that.” He raised his brows and pulled me closer. “Weekends are for us. We still have a lot of catching up to do.”

      Because we didn’t do much talking when we were together.

      “I know.”

      “I want to take you somewhere. You can’t be here and just work. I know you’re here to do that but baby, this is Japan.”

      I smiled and wrapped my arms around his neck.

      “I can’t believe I’m here. It’s good to be back, and be here with you.”

      “And mine.” He added with pride.

      He’d taken to calling me his the other day.

      “Forgive me I completely forgot that I was yours.” I laughed.

      “Don’t let me have to put my mark on you. Tai’s girl.”

      God, I would have given anything to be called that when I was younger.

      And, there was that feeling of having everything again.

      “Do I get to call you mine?”

      He took my hand and held it close to his chest. I pressed my fingers to his bare skin loving the feel of his corded muscled beneath my palms. He was shirtless just the way I liked him.

      “What do you think princess?”

      “I don’t know, you have to tell me.”

      He tweaked my nose playfully and lifted the little pearl hanging from my chain.

      “I’m all yours, every piece of me. Tats and all.” That wicked smile filled his face.

      “Okay Phoebe’s guy.”

      “Yup, that is me.” He laughed, but then concern filled his eyes. He took my hand again and brought it back to his chest. His heart beat rapidly and he pulled in a breath.

      “What’s up?” I asked when he started to look a little uncomfortable

      “I wasn’t going to say anything, but I feel like I should. You can tell me to mind my own business, and I won’t be offended I swear. Mitsuke told me something a few weeks back.”

      God, I totally forgot. I was expecting this conversation, but I was so wrapped up in him that I didn’t even register that we hadn’t talked about my failed marriage yet.

      “She told you that I got married and now I’m divorced.” I filled in.

      He looked surprised. “Yeah, she told you she spoke to me?”

      “She tells me everything.”

      “We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

      We should definitely talk about that. I could talk to him about that, at the very least. It would give some context to what happened to me.

      “I want to.”

      “You sure, because when she told me I truly wanted to kill this guy who I’ve never met.”

      “It’s okay. But thanks for wanting to protect me.”

      “Always, baby.” He gave my hand a gentle squeeze. “Phoebe when you first came back we played twenty questions. How comes you never told me you got married? It’s a pretty big thing to leave out.”

      He was right. Completely right.

      “It was the worst time in my life.”

      “But it must have been good in the beginning, right?” He seemed genuinely interested to know that. “I just want to imagine you having some kind of happiness.”

      I shook my head. “No. I was never happy. I married him because I thought it would make my mother happy. You know what she’s like. Always on my back about everything. There wasn’t anything that I did right in her books. She hated it that I chose to study archeology and be like my dad. She introduced me to Jason, that’s his name. And I played along.”

      I thought about people who have arranged marriages. Most of them learn to love each other. I thought that would happen to me.

      I’d thought Jason was good looking and charming. We could carry a conversation and seemed to get on. It seemed that since we’d gotten past that hurdle things wouldn’t have been so hard.”

      “You shouldn’t have had to play along.” He looked upset.

      “No. I know that now. He cheated on me constantly.”

      “And, that’s the part that makes me want to kill him. He never realized what he had.”

      “I think he would beg to differ. There were plenty women who were at his feet waiting to be swooped up by him.”

      “Phoebe, there is only one of you and that makes you treasure to me.”

      He stared straight into me looking at me with those autumn colored eyes.

      I glanced down at my hands and brought them together to stop them from trembling. I wished that I could bask in the compliment but I couldn’t. I didn’t feel anything close to treasure.

      “Tai.”

      “No. Look at me.” He took my hand again, but this time brought it up to his lips to kiss. “Phoebe. I mean it. Every word. I mean it. You’re treasure to me, and I wish like hell I could have told you that years ago. Maybe it would have meant more.”

      “It means a lot now. It does.”

      There was so much more to my story. More to tell, more to worry about. More I didn’t want to think about.

      Not yet.

      “I’m so glad you divorced his cheating ass. Glad you didn’t stay.”

      Tears pricked at the back on my eyes and one ran down my cheek.

      “I’m sorry.” He caught it and kissed my hand again. “We can stop talking about that.”

      “No, it’s okay. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. There’s… it was just a terrible time, and more to the story that caused me a lot of pain.” That was my way of setting the scene, even though I didn’t have the strength to elaborate.

      “Fuck him. Forget the son of a bitch.”

      “Yeah.”

      Tai gave me something I’d always missed, and even when I felt undesirable, he had the ability to eradicate that from my mind.

      I just wished he could do the same with everything else. Eradicate the last few years and all that had happened to me. Make me that girl again I used to be when I last saw him.

      Before things went wrong.

      It may have been understandable to push my talk about Jason to the back, outside the scope of us.

      But talking about my failed marriage brought to the forefront of my mind that I was going to have to elaborate on that story one day. I’d have to tell him everything else. The accident and its effects.

      I just hoped that when I found the courage to tell Tai he wouldn’t think I was damaged too.

      He lifted my chin towards him and I welcomed those lips to mine like a burst of air.
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      I had to hoist her over my shoulder, cave man style and drag her away from work kicking and screaming.

      Literally.

      She’d worked non- stop Monday to Wednesday and I decided I wouldn’t suffer through it another day.

      I’d already asked Akito for the day off. To which he agreed.

      I planned a trip to Kyoto where we’d be staying for the next few days.

      She talked about going with Mitsuke but I stole her away for himself  before that could happen.

      I loved Kyoto and we’d never been together.

      With its centuries old history and cultural sites the place ticked the box of perfect getaway for both of us. We truly enjoyed it together.

      We did everything there was to do. We found our Zen at  Ryōan -Ji’s Rock Garden, made a wish at the shrine in Fushimi Inari, visited all the temples and museums.

      But I saved the best for last.

      Dinner by candle light at the restaurant my parents celebrated their thirtieth wedding anniversary in. That was six years ago.

      They’d hired out the whole restaurant for their friends and family.

      Needing a break from all the celebrations and Neo and Tai comparisons I’d ventured outside to this little spot Phoebe and I dined in now.

      It was in a gazebo by the river. Back then I thought it would be a nice place to bring a date. But it would have to be a woman I cared about deeply.

      It was funny that through the time I was with Candace I never remembered that I wanted to do that.

      But Princess Phoebe brought that memory back full force.

      I was happy. This woman changed me, becoming more obsessed with her than anything else.

      She was the woman I deeply cared about. In fat these days I was beginning to think that the word care was an understatement.

      She was more to me than just a woman I cared about, and boy did she ever look beautiful as we dined underneath the stars.

      We were joking around about the journal. I’d suggested the reason she couldn’t read it was because some evil yōkai was stopping her.

      “Tai that is ridiculousness.” She laughed.

      “Nah, think about it. You just said all the letters jumble.”

      “No, that isn’t what I said,” she giggled. “I said there are characters from different languages just thrown in and it distorts the meaning.”

      “Same difference, so the yōkai will make you think all manner of things. Like instead of it saying something like… you should walk the cow, it’ll say you should kiss the cow.”

      “I think they put something in your drink.” She burst out laughing.

      “No, no, I’m right.”

      “And I should kiss a cow?”

      “No you’re lips are mine baby. I pity the cow who thinks he can kiss my woman and get away with it.”

      “You are too much, you know.”

      I looked at her and could imagine us just like this years to come. Talking and laughing. Being happy.

      “Phoebe…”

      “What?”

      “You should stay in Japan.”

      She smiled. “Should I?”

      “Hmmm hmmm.”

      “Are you asking me to stay, or do you just think it’s a good idea because I like it here?” Thick lashes fanned over her high, exotic cheek bones. She was seduction in every essence of the word.

      “Stay for me, as in stay because I’m asking you to stay.”

      She smiled.

      “Can I think about the staying part?”

      “So you don’t want to think about the me part?”

      “That part is easy. I would say yes.”

      “Then fuck the rest of the idea and say yes.” I chuckled.

      She laughed at that. “Would you come to Chicago if I asked you to?”

      “Princess, consider my ticket booked. Want me to go to Chicago?” I would do it in a heartbeat.

      “Really?”

      “Phoebe you know I would. Okay, so I am including that I know how much you love Japan.”

      “I do love it here.”

      “Then… think harder about it. You know I may be an ass sometimes and people don’t think I value anything, like good advice. My dad taught me a lot. But there was one of thing he told me that always stuck out in my mind.’”

      “What’s that?”

      “Always make sure your woman knows she comes first.”

      She gave me a sweet smile. “That’s beautiful.”

      “It is. I guess that’s one thing I’ll take from him to pass on to my kids.”

      She pressed her lips together and something shifted in her expression.

      “Kids,” she said.

      “I know imagine me with kids, my own rebels who will probably be worse than me to teach me a lesson and serve me right for all the stress I put my parents through.”

      Even though she laughed something was off about the way she looked. Almost like I’d said something wrong.

      Maybe it was talk of kids.

      God of course it was. What was wrong with me?

      We’d only been together for nearly seven weeks and here I was talking about kids.

      “I was talking about kids in a hypothetical sense.” I added.

      “Tai, it’s okay to want kids. People do.”

      “You looked freaked out Phoebe.”

      She took a sip of her wine.

      “No. I’m fine. I am.” She gave me that sweet smile again. “You’d make a great father.” She nodded with conviction.

      “You think so?”

      “As long as you stop with the yōkai jokes.”

      “They aren’t jokes baby. But don’t be scared. I’ll protect you.” I reached across the table and took her hands. “You are mine.” I smiled.

      “And you are mine.” She replied but there was a sadness in her eyes that I couldn’t understand.
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      I didn’t know how I managed to keep my emotions under control after our dinner.

      I pretended like everything was fine. Like I was fine even though inside I was screaming. I was dying from shame because of the pretense I had to front to the man I dearly loved.

      Love. Oh wow, I didn’t realize just how much I loved Tai until the moment when the bubble I’d floated in popped and landed me on my ass.

      Landed me right on the floor ass down, and gave me a rude awakening.

      Those kids Tai talked about weren’t going to be with me.

      So in those few moments when I listened to him talk so casually about the wisdom he was going to pass on to his kids I knew that that was a life I wouldn’t be part of.

      We got back to Tokyo on Sunday night. I would have gone back to Tai’s place but I needed to be alone. so I lied and told him I had cramps.

      The caring man that he was still wanted me to go home with him so he could take care of me, feed me chocolate and give me a foot massage. That was what he said, and while I would have loved to accept I couldn’t.

      The pretense that I was fine was killing me and anymore would make my head implode.

      I insisted on coming back to Akito’s.

      The minute I got to my room I broke down. I threw myself onto my bed and broke down.

      Crying from the depths of my soul in a way that I didn’t know if I could bring myself back.

      The door opened and I lifted my head. I hadn’t meant to attract any attention. It was late and the last thing I wanted to do was wake Akito up.

      I didn’t want to talk either.

      “Phoebe.” It was Mitsuke.

      She walked in dressed in pajamas.

      “You’re here.” God must have known I would need her because she was a welcomed sight.

      “There’s a rat in my apartment. I’ve been here since yesterday. Are you crying?” She gasped when she came closer and saw me. “God what happened?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t.” It was great to see her but I couldn’t talk.

      “Why?”

      “Because everything is shit.” More tears came.

      “What happened?”

      “No matter what I do, everything will just be a mess.” I pulled in a deep breath, then took some shallow breaths.

      “Did Tai do something?”

      I shook my head. “It’s me.”

      “Phoebe talk to me.”

      She sat next to me on the bed and I straightened up.

      I started by telling her what happened then suddenly I found myself telling her about what happened when I was eighteen.

      When mom found me with Tai and crushed my heart.

      Her expression when I was done was nothing but concern and sadness for me.

      “Phoebe I can’t believe you never told me all of that. I always wondered if something ever happened between you and Tai. It made sense that it would. He always adored you.”

      “Mitsuke I never had him back then and he’s not mine now. Mom told him to stay away from me, and I never came back to Japan to see what could have happened between us. Now that I’m here I see what we would have been and he’s still not mine.”

      “How can you say that?”

      “He want’s kids Mitsuke. You should have seen the way that he looked at me. It was with hope that we’d be more.” I’d be a fool not to realize that. he’d asked me to stay in Japan and said he’d go to Chicago if it was me who was asking. The man’s serious about me.

      “It’s perfectly obvious what you need to do.”

      I was shaking my head before she could say it.

      “You need to talk to him. Have an honest conversation with him. Phoebe. This is Tai we’re talking about. You know how he feels about you.”

      I covered my mouth as fresh tears came.

      I was scared, so fucking scared.

      I didn’t want to feel rejected.

      I didn’t want to feel damaged.

      I wasn’t damaged.

      I could still love with my heart and soul, I could still be everything I could be.

      The emotional damage Jason put me through pained me to my soul.

      But Tai…

      If he had to tell me that he couldn’t be with me because he wanted his own children it would kill me.

      “I can’t. I can’t do it Mitsuke. I just can’t.”

      She pulled me into her arms as the tears came again.
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      Don’t get too close.

      That was the solution.

      That was what I came up with.

      It was the worst idea ever, I knew that. Completely knew that, but that was my solution.

      I couldn’t let him go. I didn’t want to let Tai go, so I had to suffer the consequences and ride out what not getting close would do to us.

      I figured though it was the better option of the two evils. Better I allow things to frazzle out and allow him to think that it wouldn’t have worked out long term between us than to tell him I couldn’t have kids and he reject me.

      That way we could enjoy what we could of each other.

      Sleep never came because my mind was working over time trying to piece together how I could pull it all off.

      I went into work early the next morning, planning to tackle the journal.

      It was about time that I finished it.

      Although I’d never actually come across anything like it before, I’d never taken such a long time to complete a project.

      Of course I knew that I was severely distracted by being with Tai, but it was bordering on embarrassing now.

      Akito probably wouldn’t say anything to me either because that was just how he was. Good natured and trusting. He wouldn’t want to cause any disrupt to the positive environment we had here and he trusted me to be professional and do the job he hired me to do.

      I’d been in Japan for close to three months now. God it was a few days shy of three months. Wednesday would be three months and so much had happened.

      It was the first week in July. Obon this year would be on August thirteenth. I had a month and a few days to finish my translation if I wanted my translated version of the journal to be part of the exhibition.

      People from the institute back home were excited and eager to see what I’d come up with and it would be great to get it done.

      If I could it would at least give me some sense of accomplishment.

      Work. As always was the only thing that I had in my power to control. The only fail safe and refuge I had when life threw me all its crap.

      It was six AM when I arrived at the center.

      There was a small light on in the office but no one was around. I went up to my work station and took the journal out of the little safe I’d kept it in.

      My notebook with what I’d translated so far was already on the desk.

      There were over a hundred pages left to go. A hundred pages of where things went strange and made no sense.

      Footsteps sounded when I sat down and I lifted my head to see Tai coming through the door. He was holding a stack of papers that looked like reports.

      His face brightened when he saw me.

      My stomach clenched. I wasn’t expecting him to be here at this hour.

      This would be the start of my not getting closer tactic and I wasn’t ready.

      “Well, my day just got a fuck of a lot better.” He beamed.

      “Hi, mine too.” A lump formed in my throat as he made his way over to me.

      He set the papers on my desk and bent down to kiss me.

      The kiss was one I wanted to relish and wrap myself in forever.

      “Baby, what are you doing here at this time?”

      “Worried about the journal.”

      “But you’re sick. You should be in bed still, at least for another two hours.”

      “I would rather be here figuring this out. I don’t want Akito to have to tell me off for not doing anything.”

      “Like that would ever happen.” He smirked.

      “I don’t want to give him a reason. I know he wants the translation to be part of the exhibition.” This was good. Right now, talking business was good,.

      Tai sighed and straightened up. It was hard to look at him and not find myself mentally drooling.

      His handsome face, all angles and planes loomed before me like a dream. He narrowed his eyes, thinking.

      “I don’t know shit when it comes to the work you guys do, but I was a lieutenant in the Marines. The Samurai was a soldier right, maybe I could help in some way. Even to bounce ideas off me. Plus I have the added bonus of going on all these adventures with Akito. I’m sure I could bring something to the table.”

      It was so sweet of him to want to help. To want to help me.

      I couldn’t help the feeling of warmth that rush over me.

      “Thanks that means a lot.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. But if I do help I can tell you how to thank me later.” He winked. “I can tell you now that I would like my thank you to include you in wearing that yellow set with the lace. Hair down and that glossy pink stuff on your lips now.”

      He pointed at my mouth.

      I laughed. I didn’t know how I managed to despite the turmoil that brewed within me but it came from a place that was me.

      “Okay, noted.” I pulled in a breath unsure of how I was going to do this. How could I not be close to him. Closer.

      And closer for us was happening by the hour, the minute, the second.

      “Good. show me this thing you are stuck on.”

      I held out the journal and showed him.

      “This part I’ve done so far. It just talks about our samurai’s daily life from when he became a samurai and joined the army. There’s nothing wrong with this. But things change here.” I opened up the journal mid-way and handed it to Tai.

      “Shit, Phoebe, I don’t know what the hell that says. Three different languages on the same page?” He brought his hand up to his chin and shook his head.

      “This is exactly my worry and the reason why I’m stuck.”

      “Read what it says to me?”

      I took it back and started. “I beckoned the moon to give me light. It laughed and refused to shine. I couldn’t even question why. A hundred men had died tonight.”

      “Poetry?” Tai asked when I took a break.

      “Yes, but it’s weird. On the previous page he’s talking about going to the field with the general for training. But then look.” I showed him the Arabic symbol for the words start here. Then the reformed Egyptian symbol for the words the trusted box, and explained what it meant.

      “So that last bit reads A hundred men had died tonight start here the trusted box?”

      “Yes.” I sulked, slumping my shoulders.

      He thought for a moment and scratched his chin. “It’s like that on the whole page.” He observed looking at the journal

      I read on. Maybe it would make sense to him at some point. “Oh that the blossoms would give me life. They used to when I was a boy, when the sun would shine and smile on me and my family. Several moons have passed since.” When I finished, I pointed at the Arabic symbol for the words this will guide, and the Egyptian symbol for the words is with me. Again, I explained this to him.

      Tai thought again and stood up. He gazed out the window for a few seconds and then looked back to me. His gaze met mine and I wondered what he was thinking.

      Suddenly he reached for the notepad on the desk and a pen.

      “What did the first Arabic characters say?”

      “Start here,” I replied.

      “And the next?”

      “This will guide you.”

      He wrote that down as a full sentence.

      “What do the Egyptian characters say? Give me the whole thing.”

      “The trusted box is with me.” At first I said it, simply just telling him what it said. Then I realized what I said just made sense as a sentence. “The trusted box is with me,” I repeated and he looked at me, nodding as he wrote.

      I looked at what he wrote, putting all the words together. Start here, this will guide you. The trusted box is with me.

      “Phoebe, that’s a message. Code like something people used in World War II. You know, something like where you take the first letter of the first word in every sentence and that would give a hidden message.”

      I gasped and clutched my chest. How had I not seen this myself? It couldn’t have been that easy.

      I looked at Tai in complete surprise.

      “Tai, I can’t believe it took you less than five minutes to figure it out.” I laughed, shaking my head.

      “Well, what can I say. I’m super talented. He smirked with a smug expression.

      “I’m going to have to agree with you.” I continued to laugh.

      He shook his head at me. “No, baby, I’m messing around. You read a book that no one in this center, or practically this hemisphere, could read. I just gave you an idea. It could still tell you to kiss a cow.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Thank you.”

      “It’s all good.”

      “I can’t believe it’s a code. Why would he use this? And who would figure out that it was a code?”

      “From my experience, some secret factions in the army learned one or two different languages that they shared only amongst themselves to protect their missions.” He smiled at the interest I showed as he spoke.

      “That does make sense, and I guess our guy wrote it that way so only his people could read and understand what he was saying.” Maybe that was their agreement. I wondered what happened and what their mission was about. I really loved this part of my job. Discovering new, exciting things.

      “Phoebe forget that. The question is, what is the trusted box and is it in the cave?” His brown eyes sparkled with delight and my heart expanded with excitement. “We have to go back.”

      “I should be able to finish this translation today or tomorrow if everything runs smoothly.”

      “Promise me you won’t work too hard.”

      “I promise.” I smiled.

      “Come here.” He motioned me over. I moved closer and he held me. “Are you okay Phoebe.”

      “I’m okay. Tired maybe.” I hated lying to him.

      I pressed my hands against the hard walls of his chest while he seemed to search my eyes.

      “How long have I known you?”

      “Forever,” I replied, because it really did seem that long.

      I met Tai when I was three. Like the majority of people, I have no memories from that time, but I remembered his face.

      He pulled me closer and pressing his head to mine.

      “You know you can talk to me about anything right?”

      “Yes.” Another lie.

      I breathed in and relished the woodland scent of his aftershave and the fresh spring scent of him. It was a smell I could get used to. This was a feeling I could get used to. Being with a man that wanted me.

      But I couldn’t…

      It wouldn’t be right.

      Not for him…
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        * * *

      

      Finding the hidden message in the journal was the kind of story I’d grown up on as a kid.

      The fact that it was real was, unreal.

      It awakened the boy in me who used to look forward to going on adventures with his uncle.

      The Arabic characters when joined together gave directions, and the Egyptian characters spoke of the box the samurai hid in the cave.

      Yes, hid.

      The box was in the cave and we were yet to find it.

      The directions, like a treasure map, would led to this supposed box.

      Phoebe managed to translate the rest of the journal in two days and the discovery took us straight back to the cave on Thursday.

      It was exciting, definitely exciting and everyone was thrilled by it.

      I just wished that I could have joined in too, but I could not.

      Something was wrong with Phoebe. Something she wasn’t talking about, something I couldn’t figure out.

      Something had changed between us and I didn’t know what it was. Or, when it was.

      Every time I thought I was imagining things I realized I wasn’t.

      She was acting strange and doing things she wouldn’t normally do. Being strange with me in particular.

      For two nights now, in a row, she’d left my house before I woke up.

      Leaving me like you would when you were just fucking around, messing around and not serious.

      Then when I saw her she’d act like nothing was wrong, but her eyes gave her away.

      There was a reserved, guarded look that blocked me out. Usually when I looked at her, her eyes would sparkle. The beautiful turquoise blue of her eyes would always brighten to a hue I couldn’t describe.

      Lately they dulled, darkening with something I didn’t recognize and it felt like she was slipping away from me.

      That was what she was like on the way to the cave, then she stuck with Akito most of the time like she didn’t want to be around me for too long.

      The team trekked the path the directions gave until it got dangerous and I suggested that Scott and I carryon for the rest of the way.

      At least then she gave me a little kiss before leaving, but even that didn’t feel like her.

      That was yesterday.

      I’d been inside the cave now for three days. Talk about stir-crazy. At least I could communicate with Akito through a wireless earpiece that fortunately worked at this level underground and Scott was good company.

      He kept me distracted with talk on cars.

      I just tried not to think about Phoebe.

      I’d talk to her when I got out of here.

      If I ever got out.

      Jesus Christ, the directions led us into completely unknown territories. I didn’t even know Ayishiodo went down this far.

      The secret path that led from the samurai to the box was the route we were on.

      I knew it wasn’t exactly going to be easy but damn.

      We’d had to rock climb some of the paths that had crumbled away probably decades ago. Twice I’d nearly almost fallen into the deep drop.

      We came to a standstill at midday. A dead end. There was no more path to follow. Just the river.

      We were fucked and I was just about to lose my damn mind.

      I decided to speak to Akito to try and glean some ideas on what to do.

      “There’s nothing around, but the directions continue,” I explained.

      I looked at the cave walls and frowned. The formation looked solid, as if it had always been that way. There was no path, no hidden crevices or anything. Just a wall with the river flowing around the curve.

      “Tai, there’s literally nothing?” Akito asked, disappointment heavy in his voice.

      “Just the river Akito.”

      “Hey… look,” Scott said, pointing to the wall across from us. We stood near the river bank.

      I looked at what Scott pointed at.

      It was what looked like an Egyptian Hieroglyph. Maybe.

      I moved closer to get a better look. It was a little faded but yep that was a hieroglyph alright.

      We’d never seen anything like that until now. So far we’d had Arabic for directions, but we knew from the journal that the Egyptian hieroglyph was used for the reference to the box.

      “Akito, there’s an Egyptian hieroglyph on the wall near the river.”

      “What does it look like?” Akito asked.

      That was a good question. I looked at it trying to think of how I would describe it. “Like a tin with a little flag on it.”

      Akito went silent. “Tai you’re going to have to try a little harder than that.” He laughed.

      “Can I talk to him?” I heard Phoebe say.

      I straightened when I heard her voice. The gentleness in her tone reached inside me, filling me with something comforting.

      “Phoebe,” I breathed.

      “Hey.” She’d taken the phone so her voice was clearer now.

      Scott looked at me and smiled to himself.

      “Baby I’m stuck,” I chucked. “It’s the yōkai. You should see where I am. I might come back to you looking like hell.”

      I heard her soft giggle.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Trying not to go insane.”

      “Just be careful,” she cautioned.

      I couldn’t help the smile that tugged at the corners of my lips. “I miss you.”

      “I miss you too.”

      God, why did I just sense the hesitation in her voice. Was that real or me being paranoid?

      “You sure?”

      “Of course… I thought maybe I could help with the description.”

      “I swear it looks like a tin with a flag.” I looked at the drawing again and Scott nodded his agreement of the description.

      Phoebe was silent for a moment then sighed. “Tai, I think what you’re looking at could be the character for a box with a cover on it. Does it maybe look like that rather than a tin with a flag.”

      I narrowed my eyes and focused on the character. Yes. It did look like that.

      Excitement filled me again.

      “Scott what do you think? Box with a cover on it?”

      “Yes that would be my other description.” Scott agreed.

      “Phoebe it does look like that, but we’ve come to a dead end that couldn’t have been anything other than that centuries ago. There’s no path, just the river.”

      “Where’s the drawing?”

      “On the wall near the river.”

      “What if you have to go in the river?” Excitement brightened her voice.

      In the river?

      Maybe the directions did continue indeed. Just under water.

      “I’ll check it out.”

      “Be careful,” she warned.

      “I’ll be fine.” I liked that she was worried about me. It showed she still cared.

      “What are you doing?” Scott asked as I set down the phone earpiece on the ground and started taking off my clothes.

      “Phoebe thinks I should go in the river. I’ll check it out.”

      Scott nodded. “Okay, signal if you need me.”

      I left my pants on, took a flashlight and a headlight then walked into the river. It was a lot deeper than it looked. The murkiness at the bank made it appear more shallow.

      I dove in and started looking around under the water with the help of the headlight. I swam around for about fifteen minutes but came up with nothing.

      Looking at the symbol on the wall again gave me an idea to go in that direction, just underneath the symbol. Maybe it was like an arrow.

      I was glad I did that because holy shit, was there a path that led straight under the wall.

      Fuck, I absolutely had to give our samurai credit for this. The man knew what he was doing.

      I swam back up to tell Scott, then went back under and proceeded down the path. To my surprise it branched out to clearer water and another section of the cave so I didn’t need to swim underwater. An Arabic symbol on the wall Phoebe told me was for the word here gave me a jolt of excitement and I knew the directions meant for me to continue swimming.

      I swam on, propelled with adrenaline, until I came to the end. I wished I had the phone, or that Phoebe or Akito were here. On the wall near the bank of the river was the Arabic symbol for here again, and the Egyptian hieroglyph for box.

      I swam over to it and pressed my hand against the wall. As soon as I did that, the wall moved inwards and I realized that the area had actually been chiseled into. The section I touched was simply covering it.

      I took out some tools I’d carried in my pocket and dug around it loosening it up. Once I pried it away, a slab of gold caught my eyes.

      I gasped and reached in, securing my hands on the object.

      I pulled it out.

      The trusted box!

      “Whoa. No shit,” I yelped, looking at it with complete disbelief. I couldn’t believe I’d found it.

      The thing was just a little bigger than a jewelry box, but it was made of solid gold. I didn’t think twice about opening it.

      The breath left my lungs as I lifted the latch that secured it. Inside were diamonds so bright they shone. The box was filled with them.

      In the center of the diamonds however was a single object that held my attention even more than the diamonds.

      It was a curved, comma shaped bead the size of my thumb made of jade.

      Even I knew what this was.

      Akito grew me up on stories of the treasures of Japan. Artifacts like the imperial regalia that represented the three primary virtues. The sword of valor, the mirror of virtue and the jewel of benevolence. That jewel looked just like this.

      The jewel of benevolence was currently kept at the central shrine of the Three Palace Sanctuaries at the Tokyo Imperial Palace.

      This one in the box must have been something of similar value. A magatama, which were most often used as ceremonial or religious objects.

      What I held here in my hands was a piece of history.

      Priceless treasure that the samurai hid.

      I understood the respect Akito gave things like this. He didn’t do this work to find treasure. It was because he wanted to find lost things that meant something long ago.

      Phoebe told me that the trusted box was to be delivered to the emperor for safe keeping as it contained the gift that would set Japan free. The samurai’s mission was to protect the box at all costs and see that it didn’t fall into the wrong hands if he failed to deliver it. He came to the cave to hide it after being pursued by the enemy army who knew what was inside the box. He left the directions in the journal with the hope that his comrades would find it.

      Well now all lost things, samurai and box were found. Mystery solved. No more lost.

      Lost.

      Everything seemed to make me think of Phoebe these days.

      How she was lost to me then came back, but still felt lost to me.

      I didn’t want her to be.
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        * * *

      

      With the investigation over, that just left us with the planning of the exhibit and getting ready for the event.

      We had to make room for one more exhibit, the treasure box.

      Diamonds intact and all.

      When news spread of that we had the media all over us for days. There was excitement throughout the whole of Japan, and it was very fitting with Obon just a handful of weeks away.

      I didn’t tend to get involved much in that aspect but this time was different.

      We’d never discovered anything like this before. I felt privileged to be a part of it.

      The extravagance and excitement also made a good distraction for the tenseness between Phoebe and me, which still continued.

      And continued.

      The week before Obon was when I really started getting antsy. She continued to either leave me before dawn, or go to the museum to work on the exhibit.

      On the Saturday I thought I’d lesson the tension with a dinner celebration. I invited Phoebe, Akito, and Mitsuke, thinking it would be nice to get together.

      I made a feast from my mother’s recipes which everyone enjoyed. We had a great evening. Phoebe sat next to me, and for a moment things were normal. I even caught either Akito or Mitsuke looking at us, beaming with pride

      After the grand feast I suggested a movie. However, Akito declined.

      “I need my sleep. I’m old,” Akito laughed. “But you guys stay and watch it.”

      “He means you two. Not you guys as in me included,” Mitsuke intoned, pointing at Phoebe and me.

      While Phoebe’s cheeks turned a warm rose color, Akito started to laugh.

      “Cookies my daughter?” Akito said to Mitsuke.

      “Yes, Father.” Mitsuke beamed, linking her arms with Akito’s. The two walked out of the sitting room talking about what cookies they were going to make.

      When I heard them leave, I turned to Phoebe.

      She’d moved over to the floor-to-ceiling glass window to look at the coy carp pond in the back garden. The soft moonlight turned the surface silver and cast a glow on the cherry blossom trees that hung over it.

      She rested against the glass and glanced over at me as I approached. Her blue gaze took me in with an admiration. A closer look revealed that that guarded look was down. Hadn’t been down in weeks.

      She had a similar appearance to the woman she was weeks ago when I’d gone to see her at the little cave on Akito’s manor.

      The mermaid’s tavern.

      This was her. That beautiful siren that oozed sex appeal and bamboozled me.

      Why did she change?

      What happened?

      “Phoebe.”

      I reached out and touched the edge of her beautiful face, loving the feel of her soft, silky-smooth skin. She rested against my palms and closed her eyes. But, when she opened her eyes a tear ran down her cheek.

      “Phoebe, what’s the matter?” I hoped I hadn’t upset her.

      “Nothing.” She looked up and held my gaze.

      “Something’s wrong. Something’s been wrong for weeks. What is it?”

      She shook her head and I didn’t know if that meant she was still saying nothing was wrong, or if she couldn’t say what was wrong.

      “Phoebe –” she stopped me with a kiss, and God there was no way that I could back out to continue with my much needed quest to find out what was wrong with my girl.

      “Make love to me, Tai.” She breathed against my lips.

      Make love.

      My eyes never left hers. Not once. I was too afraid to look away in case this was some dream.

      Make love.

      Yes, I could because I loved her.

      I loved her so much that love consumed me, and this was the closest thing I’d had to her in weeks.

      “With pleasure.” I lowered to kiss her again and the minute my lips touched hers heat rushed over my entire body, spreading from my lips then right over me.

      It reached into my soul, beckoning that need for her.

      Make love.

      I would with everything in me and all that I felt.
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        * * *

      

      I secured my arms around Tai as he picked me up.

      He took me up the stairs to our bedroom.

      Ours. No not our bedroom, it was his.

      I’d just overstayed my time so long that I thought his things were mine.

      Just like how he thought I was his.

      And here I was being unfair to him all over again.

      Asking him to make love to me, to give me something I needed, when all the while I had this cloud over my mind and body that would eventually destroy us.

      I didn’t want it to, and I couldn’t end us. Not when I loved him so much.

      Not when all I wanted was to be with him.

      The gentle breeze blew the curtains out either side from the long, glass windows and moonlight spilled into the room. It created that dreamlike feel I always felt with him, but more so today. Tonight.

      It lured me to indulge on the godlike, beautiful man who carried me in his arms as if I were weightless. Tonight, he held me like I was a part of him. like I really was treasure to him.

      No one had ever made me feel that. No one.

      I asked him to make love to me, but it was I that wanted to make love to him.

      He stripped me down and placed fiery kisses all over my body.

      Usually I’d feel the ecstatic bliss of his touch in one place at a time. Tonight, it was all over. We kissed the clothes off each other.

      His kisses were urgent and exploratory; it told me he wanted me just as much as I wanted him.

      I molded myself into the lean contours of his body, arching into each kiss and enjoying the delicious taste of him. Then his grip tightened on my hips with possessive need.

      We both lowered to the smooth silkiness of the sheets, naked and together. Tangled in the bonds of the love I felt.

      As he slid into me I sucked in a deep breath.

      A deep moan stirred within the hard walls of his chest. He looked down at me as he moved back and started pumping. Passion then took hold of us, flooding me with desire. Pulsing through my veins, spiraling throughout my body.

      My heart took in the moment, expanding and glowing, reaching out to him, and suddenly a golden wave of bliss surrounded me. Better than sexual desire.

      My brain, which had protected me for so long, warned me to take hold of myself, grip my feelings and rein them back in, but as I gazed up at Tai, I didn’t want to.

      I wanted to yield to all the emotions I felt for him. Everything that captivated and captured me.

      I wanted to abandon my fears, all of it and feel love.

      Love.

      Just acknowledging it sent a jolt of electricity through me. He sensed the awakening response within me and pumped even harder. I moaned at the impact and cried out his name.

      The turbulence of ecstasy surged through me as he really got going and my body radiated with fire.

      The orgasm that erupted within me scorched my mind clean of everything, shrinking into raw, primitive passion.

      I writhed against him in overload, coaxing him into his own release, which I noticed he held back.

      He leaned down onto me, grabbing my hand and lacing his fingers through mine as he thrust into me one last time, giving into his own climax. He released his warmth into me with a deep growl of pleasure and stilled.

      I couldn’t disguise my body’s reaction or deny the feelings that warmed my heart.

      His warm breath caressed the hollow in my neck. He released my hand and moved onto his back, but I followed him so I could rest my head against the corded muscles of his chest.

      “What are you doing to me, Phoebe?” he whispered against the top of my head.

      It was the note of worry in his voice that caught my attention. I lifted my head to gaze up at him and saw the anguished question in his eyes, probing to my very soul.

      This wasn’t about fun anymore. Not for either of us.

      But then it never was.

      Not ever.

      I couldn’t answer him.

      I just placed my head back on his chest and closed my eyes, not knowing what I was going to do.
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      I thought maybe we’d fixed things.

      But no, she left.

      Make love.

      Yes, we had. I felt different, and knew she did too.

      So why did she leave?

      I didn’t know how much more I could take of this and I couldn’t stand feeling this way.

      Like my world would crumble away if she wasn’t in it.

      Didn’t she want to be with me anymore?

      If so, why make love, when all she wanted was sex?

      It was getting to me now.

      I’d found the one woman who’d managed to make me fall for her.

      What I had with Candace was nothing compared to this.

      And, that wasn’t me knocking my relationship with Candace or trying to make it seem like it meant nothing to me. It did and I valued what we had when we had it.

      Phoebe on the other hand hadn’t just touched my heart. She’d touched my soul and everything that made me, me.

      She was the one fish in the sea that was different from the others. The wild desert flower that Akito talked about when he bored me with his old Japanese tales.

      I didn’t know what to do.

      What should I do?

      End it?

      Thinking about breaking up with her made me sick, and I didn’t think I could bring myself to do that.

      So I braved up, manned up, and tried to push it all to the back of my mind.

      I tried to act normal when I next saw her, however, the next day when she left me again I felt worse than the day before, at which point insanity took me.

      The next night, I went to the chair by the window when she fell asleep, deciding to wait for her to wake.

      Enough was enough.

      She was surprised to see me sitting there, awake, when she eventually woke a few hours later.

      “Hi, you’re awake,” she noted.

      “Couldn’t sleep,” I replied, noting the uneasy expression on her face. She glanced over to the corner at her clothes and purse, then slid off the bed to retrieve them.

      “I could make you something before I leave,” she offered, but the quiver in her voice told me she could feel the tension that surrounded us.

      “Why are you leaving? Why do you leave as if you have something to be ashamed of?” I wanted to go for subtle, but the fury that burned within me couldn’t be controlled.

      “I’m not ashamed.” She shook her head.

      “Then stay. It’s Saturday morning. We can sleep in late and have a late lunch; we could stay in bed all day. You used to stay then something changed. What was it?”

      “Nothing. I have to go.”

      “Why?”

      “Tai, I’m busy.”

      “So busy you have to leave at fucking four AM?” I didn’t want to end this. I couldn’t.

      This was Phoebe, the girl I dreamt about for years.

      The girl I’d love since the first time that I saw her. The girl I missed like she was a part of me.

      My girl.

      There wouldn’t be anybody I’d ever feel this way about, but this was all crazy

      “I can’t.” A pained look filled her eyes.

      “What’s going on, Phoebe?”

      “Tai. I’m sorry.”

      “What exactly are you sorry for? Just so I’m clear. Obviously I got the wrong fucking impression. I wanted a relationship with you, but this is just about fucking.” I’d gone too far to rein anything back in. But I didn’t care.

      I stood there and watched the distressed look fill her face.

      I didn’t stop her as she grabbed the rest of her stuff and left.

      As frustration gripped me, I grabbed the vase on the floor and hauled it at the wall, causing it to smash into several pieces over the bed.

      I didn’t care.
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        * * *

      

      I just managed to get back to Akito’s in one piece. I couldn’t stop myself from crying.

      It was funny how I thought my world had ended after my accident.

      My world hadn’t ended then. It was ending now.

      Falling away from me.

      I knew this would happen.

      That’s kind of what happens when you’re with someone you love and not only shut them out, but shut them down.

      Everything Tai said I deserved. All of it. Everything. He was right.

      I treated him like he meant nothing to me.

      By the time I got to Akito’s, I was completely distressed. I tried to keep as quiet as I could so as not to wake him. But he was already awake.

      He was in the sitting room watching TV and eating popcorn. Since he looked so absorbed in the show he was watching, I thought I’d try to sneak past and go up the stairs.

      “Phoebe, I may be old but I have perfect hearing,” he called out.

      I stopped in my tracks and turned to see him staring right at me.

      “Are you crying?” he observed.

      Feeling like I desperately needed that fatherly comfort he always offered, I ran over to him, into his awaiting arms, and broke down.

      “Dear Phoebe,” he said softly, stroking my head. “What’s wrong?”

      I sat back on the arm chair and rested my hands on my knees. “Everything?”

      “Is it Tai?” A glint of wonder flickered in his eyes.

      I nodded.

      “What is it, Phoebe?”

      I didn’t even know if I could talk to him or what I’d say. “I really like him, but I think it’s best that we probably stop seeing each other, because this is really as far as we can go.” More tears ran down my cheek.

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Akito, I can’t give him false hope.”

      “So if you’re worried about false hope, maybe you more than like him?” His smile widened.

      I looked at him and saw the understanding in his expression. He could see straight through me.

      “I love him,” I confessed in a meek voice.

      “Okay, now I’m with you.”

      “I can’t have kids, Akito. I can’t be with Tai.”

      “Phoebe. That doesn’t mean that at all. I know all that you’ve been through, and the answer isn’t to simply suffocate your relationship because of your fears. If you love Tai, you’ll give him a chance to truly be with you. You have to talk to him. Tell him what’s going on with you.”

      We’d had the same conversation before. I’d spoken to Mitsuke only weeks ago about this very thing and the advice was the same.

      Talk to Tai.

      Same conversation, same advice and I was still shit scared.

      Still scared of being rejected.

      “He won’t want me.”

      “There’s no way of knowing that. I doubt that you would have given Tai the time of day if you felt there was a chance he wouldn’t want you.”

      That was a good point, but one I didn’t have the strength to explore.

      My good old friend fear had crept back in and infiltrated my mind.

      “I feel so lost.” I covered my mouth with my hands trembling, and once again broke down.

      No resolution, no hope.

      Things were worse, so much worse.
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      I shuffled around in my bed. The window was open and it was raining.

      I’d taken refuge in my room for the whole weekend not wanting to talk to anyone. Not even Mitsuke who came to see me a few times yesterday with her usual

      treats.

      I’d gone to bed last night thinking about going back to Chicago after the exhibition.

      Nice as it was to have contemplated staying in Japan. I didn’t think I could.

      What I needed was to get back to work at the institute.

      I shuffled again when I felt a presence in here with me and then I smelled it.

      Cigarette smoke.

      I jumped up and saw Tai sitting by the open window smoking. The haze of smoke wafted around him and trailed through the window.

      He stared at me and I stared back not knowing what to say.

      “It’s eleven sleeping beauty I thought I was going to wait a hundred years for you to wake up.”

      “Or, you could have just woke me up.” I shot back.

      “You’re a pain in the ass you know that?”

      “And you’re smoking in my room.” What was wrong with me?

      What I wanted was to run into his arms and stay there forever, not talk to him like he was some miscreant in my room.

      “Yes, I’m smoking in the princess’ room making her clothes smell like shit.” He stood up and made his way over.

      “Why are you smoking again?”

      “Because I love it so much. Calms the soul in times of stress, and all that shit caused by people.”

      “People?”

      He knew it would piss me off to no end to put his shoes on the clean sheets on the bed so he did.

      He raised one leg up and made sure he rubbed the mud from his boots on the space next to me.

      “You. Damn you. I don’t know what you did to me, or what you did, but all these fucking years I’ve never been able to get you out of my head. It took me a long time to get over the fact that I might never see you again. It didn’t matter who I was with, you stuck in my head, then you came back and we had this… thing. It’s clear you don’t want to be with me and I should break up with you, but I can’t.”

      A tear ran down my cheek. “I do want to be with you.”

      “For sex. You want me for sex and if I just wanted sex I could get that for free some place.”

      “Why are you saying that?” I snapped hating that he would think like that.

      “Because Phoebe, you make me fucking crazy. I’m so damn in love with you I can’t see straight.” His eyes never left mine. He moved his foot off the bed and continued to glare at me.

      I was stunned to silence. He just told me he loved me.

      “I –”

      “No. Don’t talk.” He held up his hand to stop me. “Here’s what we’re going to do. If you want me for more than just sex meet me at the exhibition on Friday at seven. Meet me in the garden. But don’t come if you won’t tell me what’s going on with you. And, don’t say it’s nothing because I know there’s something. If you don’t show I get it, and I’ll leave you alone. But don’t expect me to stop loving you.”

      His words alone were enough.

      But what I saw next gripped me to my core.

      A lone tear ran down his cheek and his eyes darkened with emotion as he walked out.
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        * * *

      

      Friday came quick.

      It was like all the days in between happened in a blink and then Friday was here.

      Tai stayed away from the center and the museum. I didn’t even catch a glimpse of him.

      It was strange not seeing him. Strange not being with him and being by myself felt alien to me.

      I guess that was his intention. To keep away so I would see what it was like to not have him, and also to give me time to think.

      His words stuck in my mind, every day.

      They played over and over again in my mind and made me feel terrible for putting him in such a position.

      I’d already decided what I wanted and that was to be with him. I decided it from before he left that day with the ultimatum.

      I figured that since he was saying he would always love me then maybe he’d find a place in his heart to still want me, still love me when I told him I couldn’t have kids.

      And if he couldn’t…

      I’d just have to respect that, but… but, I’d let him know that I would always love him too.

      I got ready for the exhibition early. I wanted to take my time. Mitsuke came over to do my makeup and keep me company.

      I was building my courage and she did a great job of instilling positive thinking in me.

      At five just as we were about to leave the house my phone rang.

      I looked at the screen and saw it was mom.

      She’d respected my wishes and hadn’t called me since I told her not to. I didn’t call her either and honestly I hadn’t missed the contact.

      I was going to accompany Mitsuke and Akito at the river for the ceremonial candle lights.

      We planned to stay an hour then head to the exhibition ceremony.

      “It’s my mom.” I told Mitsuke.

      She raised her brows and sighed. “You should talk to her. Take it from someone who would love to talk to hers.” She nodded. “I’ll go wait for you in the car.”

      I smiled understanding. Rukia and my mom couldn’t have been more different if they tried but they were still our mothers.

      I went to sit on the patio and answered the phone.

      “Mom, hi.”

      “Sweetheart. I’m so glad you answered.”

      I pressed my lips together.

      “How’ve you been?”

      “I’m okay I was just calling to let you know I’m here.”

      I stood up. “Here? What do you mean?”

      “I’m here in Japan. I came with your father. We’re at the museum waiting for the exhibition to start. We came to support you.”

      “Support?”

      “Yes. I didn’t want you to get the shock of your life when you saw me. Phoebe I didn’t like the way we left things when we last spoke. No mother and daughter should live without speaking so long. I’ve been worried.”

      I didn’t know how to take this. I guess I appreciated the call and her meeting me half way but there was so much more to this than trying to make amends with a phone call.

      “I’m okay.”

      “I know when you aren’t okay. You don’t sound okay.”

      “I’ll be fine mom. Thanks for coming. I guess I’ll see you at the exhibition.”

      “Wait, please.”

      I was going to hang up because I was anxious to leave. “What’s up?”

      “Phoebe I know that we’ve had a difference of opinion and I guess that’s on me for my sometimes backwards ways of thinking. I just wanted you to know I’m sorry. I figured from our last conversation that maybe you were… um, seeing Tai. And I had no right to talk about him that way. So I apologize. I want things to be good between us.”

      She’d never apologized to me before for anything.

      All the years of being under her thumb wouldn’t just go away overnight, but I wouldn’t be the one to beat a person for trying, especially since that person was my mom.

      “I appreciate that mom. I do.”

      “Good. Can’t wait to see you.”

      “And you.”

      She hung up. I stayed where I was for a moment taking the conversation in.

      That went well. Could have been better if I felt I could confide in her with my worries but we had a long way to go before that happened.

      Baby steps. That was bridging the gap of something we never had.

      Time for another serious conversation. But with Tai.

      My stomach was in knots.
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      One last cigarette, and no more.

      I lit up and took a draw.

      I didn’t want to smoke today, but such as life. I was nervous as hell.

      Part of me wished I didn’t lose my mind and give Phoebe an ultimatum.

      It was however the best thing to do and needed to be done.

      We could never have gone on like that.

      It was ten to seven. People had already started filling up the museum. It had been reserved for tonight’s festivities.

      For the years that I’d been back in Japan I’d gone down by the river with Akito on the last day of Obon to light a candle for Rukia.

      I skipped it today.

      I wasn’t in the right frame of mind.

      I’d been here for about twenty minutes. Early as always with my nerves building.

      I didn’t know why I did these things to myself.

      Fuck, what if she didn’t turn up? What if it got to seven and I went inside the function hall and she was there?

      That would mean she’d decided to give up on us. Would she do that?

      I’d have to leave her alone.

      I just hoped she loved me.

      I closed my eyes and leaned back on the pillar behind me.

      In my mind’s eye I could see her beautiful, elegant. My girl.

      I’d never felt so conflicted in my life, but then I’d never wanted anyone so badly as I wanted Phoebe.

      I opened my eyes again and thought I’d imagined up the image of her standing before me on the top steps leading up to the water fountain.

      Then she moved and I realized that she was real.

      My eyes actually welled up with tears.

      Fuck, this so wasn’t me. Me wanting to cry tears of joy because the woman I loved just came through for me.

      When she sped up towards me I couldn’t contain myself. I moved to her too and swept her up in my arms.

      In her heels she was taller and caught me at my chin. She reached up and guided my lips to hers, kissing me.

      People passed and saw us but I didn’t care. I kissed her back with reckless abandon, wanting to consume her.

      “I love you.” She breathed against my lips.

      I pulled back to look at her.

      “I love you Tai.” She said again. Tears running down her cheek. “I love you.”

      “I love you too Phoebe.” I caught the wisp of hair that lifted as a gust of wind swept over us. I’d never felt more fulfilled in saying that. Never.

      A pained expression filled her beautiful face and she closed her eyes.

      When she opened them again I saw nothing but pain there.

      “I shouldn’t have put you through so much and make you think I didn’t love you.”

      “You’re here now.”

      “I really wish it was as simple as that. I want to talk, and tell you everything. I…” her breath caught and she actually looked scared.

      I cupped her face. “Tomorrow.” I offered.

      This wasn’t the place and now didn’t seem appropriate. I knew her well enough to know that if she was having so much trouble trying to tell me something it must have been pretty important.

      “No, I should do it now.”

      “Phoebe you look pale, like you’re going to faint on me.” I offered a smile.

      “I wanted to talk tonight because it’s something I need to get off my chest and the longer I leave it the worse I feel.”

      It wasn’t that I wasn’t eager to hear what she had to tell me. I was dying to know, and her reaction only fueled that thirst.

      I could wait though. I wanted her to enjoy tonight. I wanted her to enjoy tonight with me.

      “Tonight was a night we both worked hard for. All I asked is that you met me at seven and that you wanted to talk. You did both. I’m pretty certain it’s not even seven yet. Let’s just enjoy tonight.”

      The light returned to her eyes. The spark that lit up for me burned within them.

      She held my gaze for a few seconds then nodded. “Okay. But we talk first thing tomorrow.”

      “Yes.” This was good. We had to go through that period of unpleasantness which led us here and now we’d sort it out.

      “Now please,” I began. “Can I please go inside and show off the most beautiful woman in Japan.”

      “Oh Tai, you’re too much.”

      “No, it’s you princess. It was always you.”
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      I was a ball of nerves.

      I’d gathered up all the courage I had in me to talk to Tai tonight, as in literally that second when I saw him when he suggested talking tomorrow.

      I wasn’t sure if that was best but perhaps tomorrow would be a better idea.

      I could imagine myself falling apart and looking like a complete mess after I told him and this wasn’t the place for it.

      Besides, I didn’t know what his reaction would be.

      Tai could blame me for not telling him up front about my accident. Just like when he mentioned me leaving out my marriage and divorce when we played twenty questions.

      What a mess. It was like whatever I chose was the wrong thing and I always got hurt in one way or another.

      Tai gave my hand a gentle squeeze then slipped his arm around me.

      I leaned into him as we walked up the stepped and entered the grand hall.

      The emperor would be doing his speech at eight. I could see him talking with some officials in the furthest corner of the hall.

      I’d had the privilege of meeting him a few days after Tai found the box.

      That was an experience in itself.

      Meeting the emperor.

      He asked me if I’d be around in December to celebrate his birthday. That too was a massive celebration in Japan.

      It was at that festival that the treasures of the land were brought out. Since we’d found pieces of priceless history it seemed fitting to do another complimentary exhibition.

      That sort of thing was right up my alley.

      I told him I’d do my best to make it.

      There were at least three hundred people here.

      Tai kept his arm around my waist, keeping me close.

      “I think we should get lost after the speech. What do you think?” Tai asked, pulling me close to whisper into my ear.

      “Yes.”

      He smiled down at me and leaned over for a kiss. When we pulled apart, I looked ahead and saw Mom and Dad ahead of us. They’d just come into the hall with Akito and Tai’s parents.

      I had a nostalgic moment where this felt like it could have been eleven years ago.

      “I forgot to tell you my mom was here.” I did forget.

      A wicked smile lit up Tai’s face and he answered me with a kiss. One that was evocative and perhaps best placed in the bedroom.

      I got it. Let her see us just as she found us, a few weeks close to eleven years ago.

      I smiled into the kiss, wondering what her face would be like, but not caring.

      Someone cleared their throat from behind us in an overly suggestive manner, evident that they wanted to catch our attention.

      I turned to see who it was and froze.

      Completely froze, solid like ice.

      Shit!

      It was Jason!

      Jason.

      What the fuck?

      Why was he here? What was he doing here?

      Tai turned too, arm still around my waist.

      “Can we help you with something?” Tai asked.

      Jason ignored him. “Well looks like congratulations are in order.” He said to me.

      “Tai… this is Jason. My ex-husband. I’m not sure why he’s here.” I spoke with a firm voice, irritated that Jason was still ignoring Tai. What an asshole.

      “I accompanied the officials from the institute. Remember, I’m on the board. You guys made a big discovery everyone’s talking about.”

      I knew that there would be a few officials here from the institute, my father would be attending as one, but Jason didn’t really need to be here.

      It was necessary at all. Except maybe to irritate me.

      “Right.” I nodded. “I forgot that you look for every opportunity to put your name on something.”

      “Some things I seriously wished never had my name.”

      Me… he was talking about me.

      Tai noticed that straight away. “I’m sorry what did you just say?” Tai released his hold on me.

      Jason simply laughed as he regarded Tai, looking him up and down like he was beneath him.

      “This your latest victim Phoebe?” Jason mused eyeing Tai up with amusement.

      Victim. How dare he?

      “Come on Tai let’s go.” I didn’t want to speak to Jason anymore or cause a scene.

      “Personal lapdog too, where did you find this guy?” Jason continued. “You know she may have the ass and tits but did this bitch tell you she comes with a warning label?”

      The blood drained from my cheeks. This was his attempt to embarrass me the same way I embarrassed him at his meeting.

      The only warning label I could come with was that I couldn’t have children.

      Before I could respond and tell him to go fuck himself Tai landed a fist straight in Jason’s face.

      Tai was at least four inches taller, was built like a tank with all that muscle and that no- nonsense attitude fueled him with rage.

      “Fucking asshole, how dare you speak to her like that?” Tai cried.

      Jason stumbled backwards but regained his footing and threw back a punch that Tai dodged with ease.

      Tai grabbed him in his neck and hoisted him up in the air.

      “Tai stop!” I cried when I saw Jason gasping for air.

      Several people had gathered around now watching the debacle.

      Tai released Jason, but the fool thought he should continue the fight. He kicked Tai and that was when Tai grabbed him and threw him on the ground.

      Suddenly the two were on the ground, Tai landing punches in Jason’s face.

      I had to throw myself on his back to get him to stop.

      “Tai no, it’s not worth it!” I cried.

      One last punch. Another would have knocked him out, or killed him for sure.

      Jason coughed up blood. His nose was black and blue with blood running from it.

      Some of the security guards had come up and we’d attracted quite a crowd.

      Of course people would gather around to see what the hell would be happening at such an event.

      It was so inappropriate.

      “Trust you Phoebe to get this fucking psycho.” Jason spat. “At least we can all sleep better at night knowing you can’t have kids with him.”

      Evil son of a bitch. He had to squeeze that in somehow. Couldn’t leave it alone at his warning label comment.

      Tai would have probably asked me what Jason meant by it.

      I might have been able to still save myself some dignity and get the chance to explain things properly to Tai. But then Jason took one look at his confused expression , and took the moment to get me back by saying, “whoops, looks like you didn’t know. Phoebe’s damaged. Can’t have kids.”

      He spelled it out. Right there in Tai’s face, right there in front of everyone who was watching.

      Jason was a demon. He knew he’d look like an asshole for saying such a thing but he knew embarrassing me in front of a guy who obviously cared for me would be more satisfying for him.

      I released my grasp on Tai and stood, shaking. Feeling like my legs would crumble. I backed away.

      Tai turned and reached for me. “Phoebe.”

      I stepped away from him, out of his reach backing into someone.

      Mom.

      She held me, face sympathetic. Dad was next to her.

      “Sweetheart don’t cry.” She offered .

      I didn’t realize that tears were streaming down my cheeks.

      I looked back to Tai who was now standing too, gazing at me.

      He looked at me, confused then sympathetic.

      What a way to find out that I couldn’t have kids.

      “Phoebe,” Tai began, but as I continued to look at him I had that lightheaded, weightless feeling that made me sick.

      This was a nightmare. Who was I kidding?

      Just myself.

      I didn’t want him to find out this way and now that he had I couldn’t see how this would work.

      It was too much to handle. It tore me apart, and all I could do was run, run away.
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        * * *

      

      “Phoebe wait.” I ran after her. Following her out into the parking lot where more people were coming in.

      It was the crowds that slowed her giving me a chance to catch her and grab her arm.

      She was crying so much, and she wouldn’t look at me.

      “Tai, please just let me go.”

      “No.” I snapped. I didn’t want to let her go. All I wanted was to make her feel better.

      God, I knew it was something important that she wanted to tell me but I would never have guessed it was that. I foolishly thought it was something to do with that prick of an ex she had. That fucker, what a way to treat someone. And he was the states attorney.

      Glad I got to beat him to a fucking pulp.

      “Phoebe.”

      John caught up to us and rested a hand on me.

      “Tai.” He cried. I looked back to him and he nodded.

      I didn’t want to let her go, but it seemed to be one of those situations where it was best.

      I released her and watched her run away. Running through the crowd and into the darkness.

      “Why did you allow that asshole to come here?” I snapped at John.

      Damn, I hadn’t seen John in the same length of time that I hadn’t seen Phoebe and that wasn’t the type of greeting I wanted to give him.

      “Son, I didn’t know he was going to be here.”

      It wouldn’t be his fault or anyone else’s. I was just so damn mad that the fucker embarrassed Phoebe like that.

      “What happened to her?” I asked.

      “That’s something you two should talk about. It’s better that way.” John nodded. “Give her some time then go see her.” He suggested.
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        * * *

      

      I went back to Akito’s.

      I suspected Phoebe’s parents and Mitsuke were all here too but I kept myself away from them.

      I was in the study, or rather Rukia’s room. This was where she used to play the piano and teach us all sorts of things when we were little.

      She’d sing for us. The woman was an angel.

      The piano was still here as were the rows of shelves containing children’s books in both Japanese and English. Stories about everything.

      This was the room I first met Phoebe in.

      My mom brought me in here after we’d arrived for the summer holidays.

      Phoebe was on Rukia’s lap. A mere toddler. Smiling away as she sang. I remembered the smile because I thought she looked like a doll. In fact for a while I thought she was.

      When she looked at me she smiled. Maybe that wasn’t truly for me, but I’d like to think that it was. I wanted to think that something connected us from back then.

      I couldn’t believe that she’d gone through so much. I couldn’t believe it. It all made sense now. Everything.

      That day when we went to Kyoto and I started talking about kids, that was when everything changed between us.

      I never noted it as the point in time when things changed because in my mind there wasn’t anything to note. For her, that conversation must have crushed her. When I saw her next she’d changed.

      I wanted to talk to her now. I was still awaiting and wondering how much time was enough.

      It had been nearly two hours from her running off to me coming here and waiting inside here.

      Two agonizing hours of me wondering what I was going to say to her, and where we would go from here.

      A little knock sounded at the door. I lifted my head as the door opened and Phoebe’s mom came in.

      She looked at me sitting on the rocking chair by the window.

      Phoebe looked a lot like her. They had the same features, but Phoebe had her father’s eyes. That ocean blue I could fall into and stay in forever.

      She stopped a few paces away and brought her hands together over her cream colored dress with beads running down the side.

      Phoebe definitely got her elegance from her. I was glad that was all because if she took her personality I would never have stood a chance.

      This woman had hated my guts for years. Used to hate the way I looked at her daughter, knew even before I did that I was crazy about Phoebe.

      Then she made her last strike by telling me to stay away.

      What did she want?

      “Tai.”

      “Mrs Walker.” Always respectful, that was me.

      “I came to see if you were okay.”

      I raised a brow. “Really, did you? Or was it to check if I was still here?” I was certain that she would have preferred for me to be gone.

      “I came to see if you were okay.” She repeated. “I knew you’d still be here.”

      “If you’re going to tell me to leave her alone you can save your breath. I’m not. Should have never listened to you. You didn’t know me back then and you don’t know me now. How could you have let her marry someone like that? That guy could never have loved her.” No one had to tell me that. From the look of him I knew straight away that Phoebe had definitely married him to please mommy dearest.

      “I thought he did.”

      “Nah.” I shook my head. “As you’re so insightful, you should have been able to tell. The same way you looked at me and knew I lacked ambition in life. You should have known that guy was a jerk who would cause her pain.” No one in their right mind would have been so evil. So evil as to embarrass anyone the way Jason had with Phoebe tonight.

      “I know and I blame myself.”

      “Good. Because she should never have been with someone like that. I loved her. Me. But you knew that too.” My voice shook as I spoke, and so did my soul as I faced the woman who caused my greatest fear to come to light. Telling me I wasn’t good enough for her daughter when I feared it.

      “Tai, the last time we met I said some really terrible things to you. Things that I can’t take back, but can only apologize for. I should never have said such things to a boy I’d watched grow up with my children. I don’t expect you to forgive me but I’m hoping that I can fix things. I’m really sorry.”

      I looked down at the square patterns on the carpet, stared for a few seconds then returned my gaze to her.

      “Thanks for your apology.” That was the best I could say. I didn’t know what more I was supposed to say about it because her behavior had caused so much damage. “What happened to her?”

      She swallowed hard and she dabbed at the corners of her eyes. “I think you should go see her now, allow her to tell you.” She nodded. “Go see Phoebe now. You guys talk okay?”

      I bit the inside of my lip and stood up to go. I didn’t answer as I moved past her.

      I made my way upstairs to Phoebe’s room, my heart pounding in my chest then sinking when I opened the door and saw the suitcase on her bed. Half packed.

      Phoebe was sitting in the corner of the room slumped against the wall crying. She’d changed into a loose shirt and yoga pants. Her hair in that messy bun I liked.

      “Phoebe,” I moved over to her and crouched down beside her. “What are you doing? Your bags are packed. ”

      Her eyes were swollen and puffy. “I can’t stay here, Tai.” She shook her head. “I can’t be with you.”

      Her words made my soul ache. “Why? Why can’t you be with me?”

      “You know why.” She cried, voice shaken. “I can’t have kids. That wasn’t the way I wanted you to find out, but hey it’s done. Lucky me. Now you know the truth. Now you know why I acted the way I did. Now you know why I tried to…”

      “Tried to what?” I demanded.

      “Not get too close.”

      “That’s bull shit Phoebe. Look fuck this shit. Tell me what happened to you. Tell me.” I demanded.

      She pulled in a breath and gazed at me.

      “After Jason got appointed to governor I suspected for a while that he was cheating on me. I came home one day to find him live in action and I left. I jumped in my car and drove. A drunk driver crashed into me and I suffered severe internal organ damage and had to have a partial hysterectomy. Doctors told me after that I couldn’t have kids. I nearly died, but sometimes I wish I did. Maybe it would have been better than this.” She broke down again and my heart broke with her.

      “Don’t say that. Don’t you dare say that to me Phoebe Walker. How can you look at me and tell me you wished you’d died?” I cupped her face as tears streamed down her cheeks.

      No wonder everyone was telling me to wait for her to tell me what happened. sure it was better coming from her, but now I wanted to find that fucking Jason and end him.

      His cheating ass put my Phoebe in this position.

      “Tai, I was twenty six and being told I couldn’t have kids. Jason, called me damaged. He called me damaged tonight too.”

      I couldn’t believe that she’d gone through all of that and I never knew.

      No wonder she looked so scared and pale earlier when she wanted to talk.

      “Phoebe I’m so sorry.”

      “I don’t want you to feel sorry for me… or pity me. Not you, I can’t take that from you. I can’t bare the look of pity from you or you thinking I’m damaged.”

      “No, you are not damaged. Don’t you believe that for one second.” I stroked the soft skin of her delicate jaw. “I don’t pity you. I feel sorry that you had to go through so much. Sorry that someone who was supposed to love you couldn’t have treated you better.”

      “It was awful.”

      “You should have been with me. But you have me now princess.”

      She shook her head. “No, it can’t work. I hoped it could… but it can’t. I couldn’t bare for you to end up hating me or blaming me for something I have no control over. I can’t be with you Tai.”

      “You keep saying that and I’m still trying to figure out why.”

      “ Tai…” Her breath caught and she started crying even more. “Do you want children? Is that what you want, Tai?”

      “Yes.”

      Sadness filled her eyes as she backed out of my grasp. “That’s not going to be with me. I can’t have any.”

      “Phoebe Walker, I’m crazy about you. Don’t you see? Not even time can keep us apart. Nothing will.” I had an idea, one of my crazy roguish ideas but definitely the best I’d ever had. “I’m pretty certain that I said you were mine.”

      I was determined to show this woman how much I loved her, and how much she meant to me.

      Looked like she still had no idea.

      “Things have changed now that you know and I respect that.”

      I smiled at her as the idea came into full fruition in my mind.

      I shuffled back, took off my dog tags and placed them around her neck.

      “What are you doing you crazy boy?” She gave me a weak smile.

      Phoebe was always mine.

      She was my only.

      My always.

      My forever.

      Time to make this relationship of ours official.

      “Phoebe Walker, I’ve loved you since the first time I saw you. I, Taikehiro Tobias Ferreira take thee, Phoebe Allyssa Walker to be my lawful wedded wife.”

      The blood drained from her face. “Tai, what are you doing?” she swallowed hard.

      “I’m marrying you.”
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      It was like I’d strayed into a dream because I couldn’t have heard him right.

      “What?” I was afraid to ask just in case I’d fallen asleep. I straightened up and suddenly he looked nervous.

      He ran a hand through his spikey hair and moved so that he was on one knee like he was proposing, except he just said he was marrying me.

      “Tai.” I breathed.

      “I, Taikehiro Tobias Ferreira take thee, Phoebe Allyssa Walker to be my lawfully  wedded wife to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish forever because not even death will keep me away from you. I pledge myself to you to love you forever, and our host of children we’ll adopt. You will always know that you come first and I swear to God I won’t scare our kids with the evil yōkai jokes.”

      My mouth dropped and my hands trembled. I had to stand up and clutch my hand to my chest because this couldn’t be real.

      He couldn’t be real.

      “Tai.” My brain couldn’t function.

      “Come on Phoebe what do you say? Marry me, please.”

      “You still want me?”

      “It’s a hard thing for a man to not want the perfect woman.”

      “I’m not perfect. Jason—”

      “Don’t mention that name again. Forget him like he never happened, he didn’t love you. I love you,” he said with emphasis. “You. I love you, and that means everything that is you and makes you, you. Now please marry me. Princess Phoebe.”

      He smiled at me and stood up too brushing my cheek.

      My heart lifted when I looked at him and I realized that I was staring love straight in the face.

      “Yes, and I do. I do.” I tried to recall the vows he just made to me. “I Phoebe Alyssa Walker take thee, Taikehiro Tobias Ferreira to be my wedded husband, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish forever because not even death will keep me away from you either. I pledge myself to you to love you forever, and the host of kids we’ll have.” It felt so good to say that. indescribable. The emotion that soared through me was one that I couldn’t quite express because it was a blend of hope and love and everything in between. It was living. It was life. Adventure. “You are the very best man I know and I loved you from the first time that I saw you too.”

      “Come here woman.”

      I threw my arms around him, hugging him and relishing the feel of him. “Thank you, Tai. Thank you so much.”

      Undiluted happiness coursed throughout me, lifting my spirits to that hope I longed for. I laugh as he swooped me up and kissing me.

      “Thank you Phoebe for making me the happiest man alive. Let’s go home.” He smiled, eyes sparkling with wild sexual energy. “Can’t get nasty with you here. I hope you’re not tired.”

      “I’m not tired.”
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      Four years later…

      
        
        Tai
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        * * *

      

      “Daddy, can I be a princess too like mom?” Rukia said running into my arms.

      I looked at her and smiled loving her sweet smile and the way that her little arms circled around my neck.

      “Sweet girl, you are a princess. All girls are.”

      “Good answer.” Akito said with a laugh.

      We sat out on the beach together watching the babies play with Phoebe and Mitsuke down by the seashore.

      It reminded me of summers of old when we played on the beach as children.

      I’d reached that mental pause in my life again. But this time I wasn’t anxious about it.

      I looked forward to what the future would bring. I was a man with everything.

      I married Princess Phoebe properly six months after our temporary wedding at Akito’s that night.

      We had a year together of just us going on one adventure after another. Then it happened. The adoption agency contacted us letting us know of about twins whose parents died in a car accident in Tokyo. They didn’t want to split them up.

      Neither did we. So we got our Rukia, named after my beloved aunt, and Kawei. A girl and a boy. Perfect.

      They were six months old at the time and would be three in a few months.

      Phoebe connected their situation with hers. An accident took their parents away from them, and an accident made her unable to have children.

      So we would be their parents and they would be our children.

      We would belong to each other.

      I remembered when I first saw them. I took one look at them and they felt like mine. Blood couldn’t have created a stronger bond than what I felt for my babies.

      Only love.

      We kept the names their parents had given them as middle names and gave them our own.

      Phoebe was the same as me. She loved them at first sight too.

      Although I solemnly declared my love for her and the host of children we were going to adopt I knew she still worried that I’d changed my mind.

      She got confirmation the day we met the twins that I was serious as hell. The look she gave me as I held them was another magical look I would never forget.

      She looked at peace and I could almost see the mental sigh of relief. It was good for her even though there was never ever a problem.

      What she never realized, probably because it was something that had to be shown, was that I loved her for all that she was. My heart had broken for her when I heard what happened to her, but it didn’t change anything. It never changed that deep love I had for the woman who’d lived in my dreams for so many years.

      Her happiness was my mission in life.

      Make sure your woman knows she comes first. Words from my father I would teach my son, and be sure that my daughter had someone who always put her first no matter what.

      Kawei started running away from Mitsuke and Dante’s two little girls. Osaka and Hideo.

      Mitsuke and Dante got married a year after Phoebe and I, and their kids were a year apart. Them getting together wasn’t a surprise to me.

      It was nice. All of us together like this was nice.

      And, we were all here in Japan. It was all in reverse now. Instead of living in the States and travelling to Japan for the summer, we lived here and went to Chicago for a few weeks in the summer to see Phoebe’s parents.

      The other part of the summer was spent with my parents.

      We set the summers aside for family because the rest of the year was busy with our work at the center.

      Akito’s idea took off in a big way and we got busy very quickly. But it was good. it was all good.

      Best of all was having my wife at my side all the time, and knowing she was always mine. My wife and my beautiful kids. Sometimes I still couldn’t believe it was me.

      I watched Phoebe pick up Kawei and walk back towards us while Mitsuke took the girls into the sea to meet Dante as he swam up to the shallow. He’d been swimming around the caves on the other side.

      Phoebe’s hair flowed in the wind and I heard the call of the siren as she came towards me with her beautiful body on display in that bikini.

      She was still a dream to me.

      The woman in my fantasies.

      “Akito, we’ll be back.”

      “There’s no rush son.” Akito laughed and rested his head back against the beach chair. He looked content. I wondered if he’d seen this in his visions of the future.

      It was a beautiful picture.

      “Come on Princess Rukia.” I picked Rukia up and placed her around my neck. She loved when I did that.

      “Thanks daddy.” She giggled.

      I jogged with her to meet Phoebe and Kawei half way.

      Phoebe and I kissed then swapped kids. Kawei crawled up onto my neck out of habit and Phoebe set Rukia on her hip.

      I then pulled her close so we could continue our walk down the beach.

      “Who wants to go on an adventure?” Phoebe asked looking up at me with sly eyes.

      “Adventure? As long as there are no somehow accidents.” I teased.

      She poked me playfully in my side. “There won’t be. Just fun.”

      “There better be. Come here.” I crooked my finger beckoning her for another kiss.

      I didn’t know it was possible to fall in love with someone more and more each day.

      But then I shouldn’t have been surprised, when it came to her.

      The love we had was magical, and just like magic anything could happen.

      It could happen, as long as we were together.

      “I love you and our two beautiful children Princess Phoebe.” I whispered against her lips.

      “I love you two Tai, and our two beautiful children.”

      Perfect.

      Nothing was more perfect.
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        Phoebe
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        * * *

      

      My husband and my kids.

      Although I’d had enough years to get used to having them I still couldn’t believe they were in my life.

      Sometimes, like now, I found myself staring at them and wondering if my creative imagination ran wild and I somehow conjured them up.

      Then Tai would look at me and I would know that everything was real.

      Him and them. But it all started with him.

      He was the beginning of the story, the story that would be my life.

      We’d just tucked the kids into bed after a long day of adventure.

      We played in the mermaid tavern collecting shells and making up stories about sea creatures.

      I was standing in the corridor, in between Rukia and Kawei’s rooms watching Tai back out of Rukia room. She’d just fallen asleep. Kawei went out like a light from the minute his head touched the pillow.

      When Tai took my hand and pulled me in for a kiss I giggled.

      “Come with me woman.” He said nuzzling his face against my neck.

      “You’re going to make me wake the kids up.” I covered my mouth to keep from laughing.

      “Me?” Mischief flickered in his gaze.

      “Yes you.” I pulled him down for a proper kiss.

      He scooped me up to carry me and we went out onto the balcony.

      I gasped when I saw the little table that he’d set up with a bottle of wine, two tall glasses,  and candles in the center.

      “What is this?”

      “A just because, and you get one wish.”

      I smiled. “A wish?”

      “Oh yes.”

      We didn’t have to play twenty questions anymore so did wishes. His were all sexual favors, no surprise. Mine on the other hand were simple little things, silly little things, because I couldn’t think past the blessings I already had. Tai and the kids were blessings to me, blossoms of the heart that I would always cherish.

      He set me down, lit the candles and pulled me to sit on his lap.

      “What’s your wish princess?”

      I sighed. Tonight’s wish was easy. “I wish that life will always be like this.”

      “It will baby. You and me. Look what we did.” He held my hand  and looked over my beautiful engagement and wedding rings.

      “We did do this. You should have a wish too.”

      “I already have my wish for today. She’s sitting on my lap.”

      “You are too much mister.” I cupped his face.

      “Nah, it’s you Phoebe it was always you.”

      He pulled me in for another magical kiss, one that made me relish him and the life he’d given me. The way that he loved me for me and made me feel complete.

      I’d gotten that butterfly tattoo years ago on my scar to remind me that I could be beautiful and that I wasn’t damaged.

      I didn’t think like that anymore, and I didn’t need the butterfly tattoo.

      I had Tai. The man who’d completed me and made me feel perfect with his love.

      Love I knew I would always, always have, and I’d cherish forever.

      It was the very best gift he’d given me.
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