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Chapter 1 Return to the Rightful Owner

Cheryl Qin sank back into the driver's seat, tugging off his suit jacket. He loosened his tie, unbuttoned the top three buttons of his shirt, and exhaled deeply.

His briefcase with the newly signed contract sat unopened on the passenger seat. He lit a cigarette instead of looking at it.

The underground parking garage was dim and misty. Outside, rain drizzled steadily, a curtain of haze that only worsened his restlessness.

He should go home, but he had no desire to move. Home meant being alone, and being alone meant thinking of the woman who had left him so mercilessly.

He had never known longing could hurt this much.

He switched on the stereo. A slow piano melody filled the car. Cheryl Qin blinked. His assistant had swapped out the CD again without asking. But the music was. . . good.

He reclined the seat, closed his eyes. Whether he drove back or stayed here, he would still think of her.

Two years of yearning had carved itself into his life. She was already part of his blood and bone.

He inhaled smoke hard, then crushed the cigarette out with equal force.

It was June 3. In one month, it would be exactly two years since she had left.

She had said two years. She had said to wait for her.

Would she return on July 3?

Cheryl Qin grabbed his phone and dialed his assistant.

"Daisy, prepare the visa paperwork for America."

"Huh? You're going to America?" Daisy Zhao gasped.

"Yes. America."

He didn't trust her promise. He would go himself and bring her back. He couldn't wait any longer. Seven hundred days and nights had pushed him to the edge.

"Okay, got it," Daisy said quickly, hearing the steel in his voice.

He hung up, straightened the seat, readied to drive. A car ahead was reversing toward him.

A black Maybach. Plate number 9888.

It looked familiar. Before he could recall where, the car suddenly kept backing closer half a meter away and still not stopping.

He frowned and hit the horn. The loud blast echoed through the garage. The driver startled and, instead of braking, slammed forward "Bang!" into his car.

Cheryl Qin rubbed his temples, opened his door, and stepped out.

The Maybach's door opened. A slim foot appeared first, balancing on ten–centimeter red patent heels.

He shook his head. A woman driver, no surprise. Wearing those shoes, of course she hit the wrong pedal.

The rest of her emerged: waist–length hair, black skirt, a bold red chiffon blouse, curves shown by sharp tailoring. Striking, but not vulgar. Oversized sunglasses covered half her face.

Cheryl Qin froze the moment she turned.

Blood stilled in his veins. Breath locked in his chest. She also stood rooted, too shocked to even pull off her glasses.

Her hands shook. Then she noticed his hands trembled too.

"You. . . you honked out of nowhere! You scared me!" she tried for defiance, but her voice quivered.

Expectation and fury surged through Cheryl Qin in a storm. Two years of torment twisted into a need to tear her apart and swallow her whole.

For the first time, he wanted to strike a woman.

Sensing his wrath, she shrank back, pressing against her car.

"I. . . I only hit you because you honked! It's just a bump, not a big deal. . ." She peeked nervously at the dented bumpers. "See? Not too bad. . . repairs won't cost much. . ."

Cheryl Qin strode toward her.

Her first instinct was to flee. But his murderous stare froze her legs. After all, she knew exactly what she had done: taken his innocence, left without a word, gone two years. How could he ever forgive?

Why hadn't she worn running shoes today?

"I'll fix your car, I promise. . ." she stammered, tried to bolt, but he yanked her hard into his arms.

"Cheryl Qin. . ." she gasped, trembling as his lips crashed down on hers.

He pinned her against the car, mouth fierce, one hand locking her fingers to the window, the other tangled in her hair, forcing her chin up. His tongue broke through her teeth, claiming, consuming. Her lips burned, her breath stolen until she melted helplessly against him.

Seven hundred days of absence her taste was still the same. How could it not drive him mad?

She sagged in his hold, her heels barely steady. When his lips finally left, she gulped for air only to be kissed again, her mouth ravaged until pink swelled into flushed rose.

"Cheryl Qin. . ." she whispered hoarsely between breaths. The sound only stoked his hunger.

Through her shades, she saw the anguish carved into his once–calm eyes. Her heart ached. Her arms lifted, twined around his neck.

"Ruby Pan. . ." He cupped her face, forehead against hers.

She saw tears glimmer at his lashes.

Had she ever seen him like this? She bit back her own sobs, changed the subject. "It was just a fender bender. Did you have to treat me like this?"

His glare was sharp, lips pressed tight.

She ducked her head, muttered, "I'm already at the bigger loss. . ."

"Then crash me a few more times," he growled, kissing her again, this time soft, lingering.

"Cheryl Qin. . ." Her voice wavered, tender.

"Hm?"

"Did you miss me?"

He pulled off her glasses. Tears streamed down her face. He kissed her lashes. "No."

"You liar."

"You already knew. Why ask?"

"You're still so unromantic!" she huffed.

"And you? Did you miss me?"

"No. . ."

"Lie."

"I'm not lying. Don't flatter yourself."

"Then why did you take all my clothes with you?"

Her face flushed. "I only took five pieces. . ."

He arched a brow, towering over her.

She gave up, buried her face in his chest, and declared, "I'm back. I'm not leaving again!"

His arms tightened. His voice cracked. "And I'll never let you go again."

She wiped her tears on his shirt, then pointed at the cars. "Now what?"

Both bumpers dented, his headlights shattered.

"We call the police," he said.

Her eyes widened. "Are you insane?"

He tapped her head. "You think I want trouble? We need a report for the insurance claim."

"Oh. Right." She nodded quickly. Driving was new to her. Crashes, insurance, none of it was familiar.

"You do have insurance, right?"

"Of course."

He checked his watch, asked, "Hungry? Want to eat first?"

With such a minor accident, police would be slow anyway.

"Okay." She clung to his arm. With him here, nothing else mattered. The car wasn't even hers.

He softened at her expression, pinched her nose, parked her Maybach properly, then returned.

She rubbed her head on his shoulder. "So you bought your car yourself?"

"Yes."

"Seems you're doing well now."

He rolled his eyes. "Not compared to you."

"Please. I'm a proud proletarian!" She grinned. "Even if you rode a rusty bike, I'd still be with you."

"Fine. I'll buy a bike and carry you on it."

"You really have no sense of romance."

He smacked her hip. "Still daring to complain? Let's go home. You owe me two years, and I'm collecting it all back tonight!"

. . .

Autumn winds scattered clouds over a blazing Hawaiian sunset.

Jiang Sen sat on a white windowsill, watching the sea burn orange. A bottle of Petrus dangled from his hand, red wine spilling down his wrist, staining his sleeve. He licked the drops, sneered.

Wine should be savored from a glass, the French would say. But what did they know? Sometimes it wasn't about taste, but mood.

He remembered Ruby Pan once holding up the bottle and laughing, "Sen, this is like an elegant woman graceful, noble, every man's desire."

He had answered, "Then no man should desire you."

She scoffed. "Only someone unique like Cheryl Qin could discover the diamond in me!"

"Or the thickness of your skin," he had retorted, earning a pinch. Later she sighed, "Maybe only Cheryl Qin will ever love me like this. You're right. Only a strange man like him would."

Back then, she seemed small, hugging her knees, hiding her face like an ostrich whenever she missed Cheryl Qin.

He had wanted to tell her Cheryl Qin wasn't the only strange man. But he never said it.

Memories weren't always beautiful. A story might sound tragic and romantic to others, but the one who lived it bore ruin.

Two years he had waited. Now Cheryl Qin had reclaimed her.

Ruby Pan, how much debt do I owe you from a past life? Will I have to pay with all my blood in this one, just to meet you before him in the next?
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Chapter 2: Wandering in Hawaii I
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Hawaii is one of a kind. Many places in the world can imitate her, but none can replicate her.

Just like Ruby Pan there are plenty of girls prettier, but only she could tie his heart in knots, only she could make him ache.

When Ruby Pan first arrived in America, it was early July. Classes wouldn't start until September. Her sudden decision to pursue a master's degree in the U. S. was largely influenced by her mother. Her mother had passed away just a month earlier, and before she died, she had told Ruby something. Jiang Sen didn't know what it was, but he saw how dispirited she had been. So he suggested they take a trip around the States.

Their first stop: Hawaii.

She landed at Honolulu International Airport near noon. A man was waiting to pick her up Tony, Jiang Sen's college friend from New York. His grandmother was Hawaiian and lived in Honolulu, so Tony often came here during breaks, always claiming he loved being surrounded by bikini–clad beauties even if those beauties had nothing to do with him.

Tony was the picture of an American guy: open, cheerful, talkative. He clearly liked Ruby Pan, though his rapid–fire English was too fast for her to catch, leaving her smiling blankly in reply.

Americans had a habit of assuming everyone's English was as fluent as their own. They rarely asked if foreigners understood them. Instead, they just kept talking, treating you like one of their own. Their warmth could be overwhelming.

Before coming, Ruby Pan's only impressions of Hawaii were hula girls and the movie Pearl Harbor. So Jiang Sen took her there.

The sky was flawless, the breeze rich with salt. Freshness filled her lungs, lifting her heart.

Everywhere she looked, people of different skin tones strolled in bright Hawaiian shirts. Many wore flower garlands on their heads or around their necks. Ruby Pan immediately wanted one.

"Sen, let's buy those shirts too!" Ruby Pan leaned out of the convertible, pointing at drummers in floral prints.

"Alright." Jiang Sen smiled, glancing at Tony, who was already dressed like a walking flowerbed.

When they finally reached Pearl Harbor, Ruby Pan felt a pang of disappointment. It didn't match her imagination.

"Have you seen the movie Pearl Harbor?" she asked.

"The one about Japan's surprise attack?"

"Yes."

"No." He hadn't watched movies during his years in college.

"Then how do you know it was Japan?"

He gave her a look. "That's common knowledge. Ever heard of that?"

Ruby Pan swatted him. "The main actor was so handsome! And a pilot too."

"What about the actress?"

"She was beautiful. And sexy."

"Tell me the story." Jiang Sen smirked.

Ruby Pan recounted it animatedly childhood friends turned pilots, one falling in love, believed dead, his brother falling for the same woman, then his dramatic return just as war broke out. She even struck heroic poses.

Jiang Sen rubbed his temples. "Did you even pass Chinese literature? 'Rotten watermelon'? Really?"

"Vivid and original!" she insisted. "Originality is the spirit of a nation!"

He ignored her.

But when she mused aloud what if the Japanese hadn't attacked then, would the brothers have fought or yielded for love? Jiang Sen flinched.

"Sometimes life just toys with us," he muttered.

That evening, over Hawaiian fusion food, Ruby Pan sampled noodles, steak, and then argued for both pineapple pie and shaved ice. Jiang Sen tried to resist but gave in as always.

By nightfall, they joined a beach feast. Torches lit the sand, the smell of roast pig filled the air, dancers swayed in grass skirts. Ruby Pan finally received her long–desired flower garland. Jiang Sen, handsome in a floral shirt, got many more mostly from local girls.

"See? They love you!" Ruby Pan teased.

"Why wouldn't they?" he replied flatly.

She sulked, but then shoved him toward the barbecue. "Go fetch me food, handsome."

Later, as hula dancers pulled tourists into the performance, Jiang Sen got dragged up. Ruby Pan pushed him right into it, laughing until she cried.

Left alone, she was approached by a bronzed young man with striking blue eyes.

"Hi, I'm William."

"I'm Ruby," she answered.

Ruby her English name, chosen by Cheryl Qin. He had dismissed her original choice, saying it was pretentious. Instead, he had smiled and said softly, Ruby, like the mark over my heart. She had melted instantly.

William's voice was smooth, his smile bright. He offered to show her another bonfire, where native dancers praised the volcano goddess. Then he took up a guitar and sang Hey Jude.

The night was warm, the music tender, the stars bright. Ruby Pan listened, smiling dreamily, thinking of Cheryl Qin.

Then William leaned in, kissed her suddenly. Shocked, Ruby Pan slapped him hard.

Before she could recover, a hand yanked her back.

"Sen!" she gasped.

Jiang Sen's grip was tight, his glare fixed on William. Tension crackled. Ruby Pan hurried to calm him, whispering, "Don't. He didn't do anything."

Jiang Sen didn't speak. He simply pulled her away.

He stayed angry, silent as they walked the beach. She tried to apologize, then mischievously dumped sand down his shirt to force a reaction.

"Ruby Pan!" His red eyes burned.

She pouted, soft as a rabbit. "I was wrong. Give me a chance, okay?"

He turned away, trembling. Because earlier, when he lost sight of her in the crowd, terror had clawed his chest.

Later, sitting in the sand beneath the stars, she leaned on his shoulder, half asleep.

"Don't doze off here. You'll catch cold," he murmured, then offered to carry her.

This wasn't the first time. As children, he had once carried her, scraped and crying, all the way home. He had nearly collapsed under her weight, but never let her fall.

Now, as she lay against his back again, her voice was soft by his ear. "Sen, you're so good to me."

His heart ached with a sweet, helpless pain.

"Which is better," he asked, "childhood or now?"

"With Cheryl Qin, everything is good," she mumbled, and drifted off.

Jiang Sen said nothing. He only walked on, the sea breeze whispering through the trees.
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Chapter 3: Wandering in Hawaii II
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In Hawaii, exotic flowers bloom all year round. Songs drift with the wind, and bright figures dance along the beach. This was paradise, shaped by waves, sands, and skies that no place could copy.

Ruby Pan was born under the sign of Pisces. Once in the sea, she was in her element.

She sat on the sand, rubbing sunscreen onto her skin, then insisted on applying it for Jiang Sen. He resisted a few times, then surrendered.

On the beach, aside from the ocean, the greatest spectacle was women in bikinis.

Jiang Sen laughed as he watched Tony chase girls nearby, making clownish poses. Ruby Pan made her own sweeping observation:
"Among Asians if someone looks extremely handsome or ugly, they're Korean. If their face is flat like a pancake, they're Japanese. But if they look like us, gorgeous men and women that's Chinese."
Jiang Sen whistled, glanced at her modest chest, and teased, "Why not add: models are Chinese too?"

"Yes, we're both tall," Ruby Pan said proudly, oblivious.

"And flat." He darted away, laughing. Ruby Pan hurled the sunscreen after him in outrage.

Her chest size was her fatal sore point.

Still, most Asians couldn't compete with the curvy figures of Western women hourglass shapes, high breasts even without bras. Ruby Pan sulked, scanning the beach like a detective, determined to find a flat–chested white woman.

When Jiang Sen returned from surfing, she sighed, "Why are humans so different? Same species, but such a gap. . ."

He pointed at a nearby middle–aged woman enormous chest, enormous hips, but an even larger waist. "You're fine. That's the real tragedy."

"Are you comforting me or insulting me?" Ruby Pan scowled, golden sand clinging to her skin. In the sunlight, she looked almost sensual.

"Why not go swim?" he deflected.

"Of course." She strutted toward the sea in a yellow–daisy–trimmed bikini. Jiang Sen had teased her out of buying a one–piece. One–piece on a beach? You'd be a rare specimen on display, he'd said.

"Watch Ruby the Mermaid enter the sea!" Ruby Pan declared dramatically.

"You mean Ruby the Mudfish," Jiang Sen scoffed.

Ruby Pan scooped sand and threw it at him. Their skirmish turned into warm–up for surfing.

Maui was famous for its waves. Ruby Pan lasted half an hour before giving up, drenched and salty. Jiang Sen only laughed as she splashed him.

Just then Tony appeared with a stunning blonde named Amy. By lunch, Amy was in Tony's arms and Ruby Pan was staring shamelessly at Amy's chest, muttering about bikini straps that seemed ready to snap. Jiang Sen pinched her repeatedly to behave.

After eating, Tony drove them along the Hana Highway, a winding road of rainforests, narrow bridges, waterfalls, and ocean views. Even Tony, loud and crude, turned poetic: "Ruby, once you see Hana, you'll never forget it."

They checked into a small inn, then swam at Hana Beach. While Ruby Pan and Jiang Sen splashed, Tony and Amy engaged in activities less family–friendly. Ruby whistled at Jiang Sen, eyes sparkling with mischief.

"Mind your own business," he scolded.

At sunset, the sea blazed crimson. Ruby Pan leaned closer, sly. "Sen, have you ever. . . done it outdoors with a girlfriend?"

"That's private." His face reddened.

"Private? You mean your first time at fifteen?"

He froze. "Who told you that? !"

"Your mom," Ruby Pan said innocently.

He dove under the waves, mortified. She laughed until she was breathless.

The next morning, they rose before dawn to climb Haleakal, Maui's dormant volcano known as "the house of the sun." Legends said the demigod Maui once snared the sun there to make days longer.

When the sun finally rose above the crater rim, Ruby Pan was struck speechless by the vast splendor. At last she muttered, "Worth getting up early, I guess."

Jiang Sen smiled, ruffling her hair. For him, no sunrise was brighter than her smile.

They explored trails, waterfalls, and the famous Seven Sacred Pools. Ruby Pan lagged, exhausted, but refused to admit defeat. Jiang Sen quietly offered to carry her. She shook her head, staggering on. Back at the car, she collapsed.

Later Tony and Amy insisted on hiking to a red sand beach. Ruby Pan flatly refused, so Jiang Sen stayed with her. "You go. I'll be fine," she urged.

"No. I'm tired too," he replied.

Tony only winked knowingly.

That evening, back in Waikiki, they dove into nightlife. Tony and Amy danced wildly. Ruby Pan demanded alcohol, insisting she was twenty–two. Jiang Sen relented with one fruity cocktail. She soon switched his vodka for her glass, leaving her flushed and clingy.

Drunk, she dragged him to the dance floor. She stumbled, nearly falling until someone else caught her.

"William." She smiled faintly.

"Fancy meeting you again." His blue eyes sparkled.

Jiang Sen seized her back, stiffly thanked him. William only laughed. "Your girlfriend is adorable."

"I'm not his girlfriend " Ruby Pan began, but Jiang Sen pinched her arm sharply.

William's smile widened. "Then may I have this dance, Miss Ruby?"

"No!" Jiang Sen barked.

"Yes!" Ruby Pan countered.

William chuckled. "Why not?"

"Because I said so," Jiang Sen snapped, uncharacteristically forceful.

Ruby Pan touched his brow, worried. "What's wrong?"

He shook his head, tired. She turned to William. "Sorry. My boyfriend doesn't like you."

"Boyfriend?" William arched a brow.

"Yes," Ruby Pan said firmly.

William shrugged, grinning. "Then I hope he likes me next time."

After he left, Ruby Pan teased, "I almost told him you'll never like him."

"Stop talking to strangers. Foreigners are all bad news," Jiang Sen growled.

Ruby Pan stuck out her tongue, laughing.

Tony, watching silently, wondered. In four years of knowing Jiang Sen, he had never seen him lose composure for any woman. With Ruby, he seemed. . . different.

The rest of the summer passed like a dream: beach volleyball, snorkeling, golf resorts. What was meant to be a tour of America turned into a month in Hawaii. By mid–August, Ruby Pan's pale skin had turned a healthy bronze.

And in that month, she happened to "bump into" William four more times. Fate, she mused, had a curious sense of humor.
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