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      For the purposes of Damien and Gabriella’s story, Beta Kappa Phi is a fictitious fraternity. Any resemblance to an actual fraternity is accidental and unintentional. In other words, this is fiction. Enjoy.
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      Damien Sinclair is a force of nature—the beauty of a sunset over the ocean yet capable of devastating hurricane-strength winds. At one time, he’d held my heart in his hands. That was, until the day I walked away.

      I didn’t leave him because I didn’t love him. It was that loving him was too much, an all-encompassing affair. In his presence, I ceased to exist.

      For two years, I worked to build a life free from Damien’s irresistible pull. I succeeded until one fate-filled afternoon I found myself seated by his side for a long flight. Unbelievably, we were headed to the same destination. His sinfully charming smile, charisma, and devilish smirk reminded me of all we’d shared.

      
        
        Attraction.

        Desire.

        Passion.

      

      

      Forgetting him had been agony.

      Will I survive remembering?

      
        
        Have you been Aleatha’d?

      

      

      

      The Sinclair Duet is a scorching hot, second-chance romance filled with the suspense and intrigue you’ve come to expect from New York Times bestselling author Aleatha Romig.

      

      *REMEMBERING PASSION is book one, closely followed by book two of the Sinclair duet, REKINDLING DESIRE.
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        “Be unreasonable, follow your passion.” ~ Sudha Murty
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        Gabriella

      

      

      

      Running an obstacle course, I hurried through the airport, my cocktail dress flying behind me, and my carry-on—holding my personal satchel—rolling along the tile. If I ran faster, there was the possibility the wheels would spark, sending the contents of my suitcase up in flames. The line through security took what seemed like forever, giving me less than thirty minutes to reach the gate before the doors closed, leaving me stranded.

      Thankfully, Indianapolis didn’t have a large airport.

      I’d lived near Indianapolis for the past five years. After working for the devil himself, I’d found new employment at a nonprofit north of the city in the smaller city of Carmel. No, it wasn’t pronounced the same as the city in Monterey, but that didn’t stop the residents from believing they were the elite suburb of Indianapolis.

      That new position was why I was running through the airport, looking more than a bit disheveled and racing toward gate A-14. Despite truly liking my current career move, I’d spent all morning with an intern who didn’t know one thing about running financial reports. He’d actually asked me how a nonprofit could provide salaries, as if he thought we were all there because of our love for the international fraternity. Don’t misunderstand, the objectives to promote the concepts of health, knowledge, and humanity were worth our efforts. But the salary was why we stayed.

      While other associates of mine were already in Los Angeles, I would be the last to arrive. That didn’t mean I hadn’t put in the time and effort to make tonight’s gala a success. I had.

      There was much more to my position in the Beta Kappa Phi fraternity than running payroll reports. A few of the pieces to the puzzle were schmoozing with alumni, securing donations, and maintaining relationships with sponsors.

      Panting while trying to catch my breath, I slid to a stop at the counter in front of the door to gate A-14. All the seats in the area were empty. “Please don’t tell me I’m too late,” I said, my words labored.

      The woman in the blue blouse shook her head. “It’s your lucky day.”

      Blowing the rogue flyaway hair from my face, I sighed. “Not so far. I guess that means up is the only way to go.” I lifted my phone with my boarding pass to the sensor. Instead of green, a red light flashed.

      “Lucky day,” I reminded her.

      Looking at the computer screen, her forehead furrowed as she confirmed, “Ms. Crystal?”

      I nodded.

      “Give me a second. I’ll be right back.”

      With the circulation of my fingers cut off from holding the hanger of my garment bag, I laid the bag over my arm and watched as the woman disappeared down the jet bridge toward the plane. Other travelers milled up and down the terminal at normal speeds, suggesting they weren’t in as big of a hurry as I’d been.

      With each passing minute, my level of anxiety rose. My schedule was too tight for error. My itinerary had one layover. My second flight would arrive in LA by five thirty, Pacific time. That gave me just enough time to check in to my hotel, shower, transform myself into the competent representative for Beta Kappa Phi, and make it to cocktails in the ballroom by seven. The gala began at eight. Despite other associates being present, I had a role to perform.

      I couldn’t miss my flight.

      The Beta Kappa Phi annual gala was the national dinner and ceremony held each year at a different location. I wasn’t only attending but was presenting an award to a donor—a big donor—from Wisconsin. I knew his name and during my flight planned to read his biography to be more familiar with him.

      Finally, the door to the jet bridge opened. The expression on the airline lady’s face wasn’t encouraging.

      “Is there a problem?” I asked.

      Her fingers typed feverishly over her computer before she looked up. “Your seat was moved. The only empty seat is between two mothers with small children.”

      Of course it was.

      I feigned a grin. This was only the first leg of my trip, a two-hour flight. I could do it. “No worries. I’m the best aunt in the world—just ask my niece. It will be fine.”

      “The issue is oxygen masks.”

      “I hope we won’t need those.”

      “There are only four for each row of three seats. Technically, the two mothers weren’t seated together. We had passengers on standby. When you weren’t here…”

      Closing my eyes, I sighed. “Please, I have to get to LA.”

      She looked up from her screen. “We have another flight leaving at 2:22.”

      That was over two hours from now.

      “What time will it arrive?”

      “At 4:15, Pacific.”

      Blinking, I said, “That’s sooner than I would arrive on this flight with my connection.” And I’ll be able to grab some lunch.

      “Yes, ma’am, it’s nonstop. Are you willing to change your flight?”

      “Yes.”

      The woman flashed a smile. “I wish everyone was as accommodating.”

      “My lucky day, remember?”

      The printer by her computer ticked and clicked. With a smile, she handed me the new boarding pass. “Gate A-7.”

      When I looked down, my eyes opened wide. “First class.”

      “Your lucky day.” She softened her smile. “There was also a seat in row twenty-seven. Thank you for being flexible.”

      “Thank you.”

      Beta Kappa Phi could afford the expense of a first-class ticket. The issue was me. I wasn’t comfortable using my travel expenses for that upgrade. Walking toward the center of the airport, I found a seat at the bar of a familiar restaurant, wheeled my carry-on in front of the stool, and hung my garment bag on the back.

      Lucky day, I reminded myself.

      As the bartender plopped a menu in front of me, my eyes met those of another patron.

      My heart rate spiked and my skin chilled.

      Quickly, I looked away.

      “Would you like a drink?” the bartender asked.

      “Shit,” I mumbled, trying to calm my abrupt onset of nerves. “A water and a chardonnay.”

      The words on the menu didn’t register.

      Two and a half years.

      I hadn’t seen that dark-blue stare in over two years, and there he was.

      Exhaling, I peered inconspicuously upward. Warmth filled my cheeks as I met the intense gaze of Damien Sinclair. Shit, he was as handsome as I remembered and probably the same conceited asshole.

      Speaking of my previous job...

      The man across the bar, the one with the broad shoulders, dark-blond mane, and deep blue eyes was my boss from hell. Leaving the world of pharmaceuticals—his world—to join Beta Kappa Phi had been because I’d decided to get as far away from one man as I could, the devil himself.

      Now, after all this time, he was looking my way. I felt his gaze on me as if he could see beneath my slacks and soft sweater. Against my better judgment, I looked up once more. Damien’s smile curled into an incredibly handsome grin as he lifted a tall glass with amber liquid my direction.

      The bartender returned with my chardonnay. “The good-looking guy over there—” she tilted her head toward Damien “—said to put your order on his tab.” She grinned. “You attract the hot ones. Your lucky day.”

      I lifted my glass of wine toward him and spoke in a low volume. “Do me a favor.”

      Her soft hazel gaze came to mine.

      “Put his tab on mine. It will be our secret.”

      “Oh, I like it.”

      “Don’t tell him,” I said.

      “Honey, your secret is safe with me. Girl power.”
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        Gabriella

      

      

      

      With my grilled chicken salad mostly consumed, my phone buzzed. Looking down at the screen, I saw the notification that my new flight was about to board. With perfect timing, the bartender came my way. Her smile shone at full voltage.

      She lowered her voice. “I haven’t told him yet. Here’s your receipt.”

      “You’re the best.” I laid a ten-dollar bill on the counter for a tip.

      “So, is there a history?”

      I only smiled.

      “Have pity on me. I work all day making up stories about customers in my head. The real story would be better.”

      I shook my head. “I doubt it. Do your made-up stories ever end in homicide?”

      Her eyes opened wide. “Oh, now this will keep me up at night.”

      “Let’s just say, what’s in the past belongs in the past.”

      The bartender nodded. “Okay, I’ve got you. I’ll give you a minute to leave before I break the news to Mr. Good-looking.”

      A quick look across the bar and I saw the bewilderment in Damien’s expression. That image alone was enough to make my day. Maybe the gate agent was right: today was my lucky day. Gliding down the hallway with my luggage and garment bag, I stepped onto the moving sidewalk, for the first time in a long while, floating on air.

      It wasn’t often I had the opportunity to outplay a player. Picking up his tab for two beers and a chicken sandwich wasn’t exactly the power move of the year, but getting even one over on Damien was enough to fuel my good mood.

      Well, that, and I was about to fly first class.

      Making my way to gate A-7, I let myself think about the man I’d tried to forget.

      Damien was a shark in the sea of pharmaceuticals. In a world where big conglomerates ruled, he took over as CEO and made a name with a small company in Indianapolis. Small was a relative term when it came to the pharmaceutical sphere. Sinclair Pharmaceuticals was primed and ready with a cutting-edge compound to treat PTSD. Damien had taken a risk, and it paid off. The sky was the limit for the future of Sinclair.

      I could claim to have learned a lot from my employment as his executive assistant. I had.

      I’d also made the biggest mistake one could make when trying to build a career.

      I fell for the devil.

      Demanding and abrupt, Damien was a force of nature—the beauty of a sunset over a sparkling ocean, yet capable of unleashing the power of hurricane-strength winds. Being in his presence, watching him work, and hearing his advice was empowering. Being in his arms and bed was pure ecstasy like I’d never dared to imagine.

      I wish I could say that since our breakup, I’d succeeded in finding a man with greater skills, but I’d be lying. The only way to get over a man like Damien was to move forward. Replacing him was out of the question. It would be like finding a substitute for a Picasso. Indianapolis wasn’t without its share of eligible bachelors. Nevertheless, Damien was in a class by himself.

      No, I didn’t want to replace Damien. I wanted to move on—to leave him behind.

      Inside the airport bathroom, I splashed cool water on my face and stared at the woman in the mirror. In a matter of a minute, my balloon of bubbling elation had popped.

      That was the way it was with seeing Damien for the first time in over two years—a roller coaster of emotions.

      Shock.

      Awe.

      Jubilation at one-upping him.

      The painful reawakening of the void he’d left.

      The ache was real, causing my eyes to burn. As if visible, I felt the fissures splintering, one by one, demolishing the dam I’d constructed around my heart. Unwanted memories flooded my thoughts.

      Holding back the onslaught of emotions, I peered into my own blue eyes and reminded myself that Damien Sinclair didn’t leave me. I left him. Gathering my courage, I’d walked away. It wasn’t because I didn’t love him. It was that loving him was too consuming. There was the sense that, with him, I ceased to exist. Damien’s fondness for the hunt made the game enticing. Once the pursuit was over, I felt my worth shrink. I wanted more out of life than to be a man’s accessory.

      “You’re stronger for it,” I said softly to the woman in the mirror.

      It didn’t matter that the woman at the next sink gave me a strange look. I turned her way and feigned a smile. “Have a great day.”

      “Yeah, you too.”

      Inhaling, I replied, “I will. It’s my lucky day.”

      Back out to the gate, I stood in line as we inched toward the gate agent standing guard at the ticket stand by gate A-7.

      It wasn’t until I was up to the counter that it occurred to me I could have jumped the line. I had a first-class ticket.

      That’s right.

      Lucky day.

      My mind steered away from my brush with the past to the present—tonight’s gala. I thought about the biography of the award winner I needed to read. The man had risen from nothing to create an empire. Now he was spending some of his fortune to improve the health of others. In the four-plus hours of my upcoming flight, I planned to learn more. Tonight, we’d be face-to-face.

      Once the plane was airborne, I’d open my laptop and brush up on not only the award winner, but the other attendees of the dinner. Nothing elated a donor’s ego more than remembering their name and asking specific questions about them. Throw in a story or anecdote about them, and their wallets magically opened.

      Stepping from the jet bridge to the plane, I smiled at the attendants and lifted my garment bag. “Is there a place where this can be hung?”

      The attendant took my garment bag and motioned me forward.

      I scanned the front section of the plane. All the seats were occupied except one. My heart rate went from sixty to one hundred and sixty. A quick look at my boarding pass told me that one empty seat was mine. Despite the line of passengers behind me, as the temperature of my skin elevated, I was incapable of moving forward.

      The empty seat in the third row near the window would be perfect for a long flight were it not for one thing.

      One person.

      One man.

      Damien’s midnight-blue gaze sparkled as our eyes met.

      Inhaling, I moved to the third row. “That’s my seat,” I said, hoping my voice wouldn’t give away my unease.

      Unsnapping his seat-belt buckle, Damien stood.

      My mouth went instantly dry as all six feet, four inches of muscle, surrounded in a cloud of intoxicating cologne, unfolded in front of me. It was impossible not to remember what it was like being in his strong arms.

      With his customary suit coat and tie missing, he had his shirt collar opened and his sleeves rolled to his elbows. As my gaze moved lower, I scanned his long legs covered in expensive slacks and shoes that no doubt were imported Italian leather.

      “Let me,” he offered as I began to lift my carry-on to the compartment above.

      “I have it.” As I pushed the carry-on into the space, my sweater lifted, revealing my stomach.

      When I turned back, Damien’s stare moved upward as he grinned.

      Trying to avoid contact, I held my satchel between us as if the large leather bag could protect me from the magnetism of this man. With my shield in place, I scooted past him to the seat near the window.

      “I should thank you for my lunch,” Damien said as he took the seat beside me again. “It must be my lucky day.”

      Obviously.

      My luck had run out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Ch3]
        

      

      
        
        Damien

      

      

      

      Gabriella Crystal.

      The gem who got away.

      When I looked up at the airport bar and saw Ella taking a seat, I couldn’t help but stare. She’d played a recurring role in my dreams and fantasies for so long, it took me a second to realize she was real.

      Ella was more than a dream come to life.

      No longer across the room, my gem was seated at my side. As I retook my seat, I told myself to give my assistant a raise. I’d need to call him and thank him for booking a commercial flight. If only we were headed to Hawaii or Paris instead of Los Angeles. The longer the flight, the better.

      Ever since the night Ella walked out of my life, I’d known I’d missed the opportunity of a lifetime—more accurately, squandered rather than missed. There was a time I’d had this amazingly beautiful and exceedingly competent woman at my side. Letting her go was the worst decision I’d ever made.

      Truly, I hadn’t let her go. She left.

      In time I realized that when she was with me, I took her for granted.

      I’d been focused on succeeding in business and forgot that personal relationships also needed attention.

      Time was a stringent teacher.

      Maybe the gods were offering me another chance.

      I didn’t deserve that, but not deserving something had never stopped me before. Life was about opportunities. Mine was pushing her bag under the seat and fastening her seat belt.

      Ella was as beautiful as I recalled—no, even more so.

      She didn’t need glitz and glamour to be attractive. Simply once again being in her presence, having her at my side, heated my blood.

      Her little power play in the bar was perfectly Gabriella.

      When the bartender told me that my check was taken care of, I was equal parts annoyed, impressed, and turned on. No, I’d put turned on ahead of the other two emotions.

      Fastening my seat belt, I turned and flashed my charming smile—yes, I knew my assets consisted of more than my company and bank accounts. When presented with a second chance as I was now, I would employ my entire arsenal of strengths.

      “Again, thank you for my lunch,” I repeated. “You left the restaurant before I could voice my appreciation.”

      Shaking her head, Gabriella turned my way. Her crystal-blue eyes looked into mine. “Maybe we could spend the next four-plus hours not talking.”

      My lips twitched with the need to smile.

      “We could spend the next four-plus hours in other ways” —I lowered my volume— “but there are children on the plane, and we may cause a stir. The bathrooms are rather small, but the mile-high club is always taking new members.” I grinned. “Maybe we could call it renewing our membership.”

      “Why are you here? Isn’t there a plane with your name on it ready for inducting unknowing women into that club?”

      “Never unknowing. I’m all about full disclosure and consent.”

      With a humph, she turned toward the window.

      I went on. “This trip was last minute, and my plane was already committed. I’m extremely glad that I was convinced to fly commercial. I think I’ll give my assistant a raise.”

      “I’m sure she gets plenty of bonuses.”

      “No, Ella.” I waited until she was again looking my way. “I don’t sleep with every assistant. Only one, and when I screwed that up, I lost more than a fantastic assistant.”

      “Hmm. At least you can admit you screwed up.” Lifting her chin, she turned toward the oval window.

      Her profile was perfect in every way. The elegance of her slender neck, proudness of her jawline, and the upturn of her nose. No artist could duplicate her image, give it the beauty it deserves.

      “Would either of you like a drink prior to takeoff?”

      I turned to the woman in the blue dress with the name tag that read TAMMY and then over to Gabriella. “Would you like something?”

      She turned to the flight attendant. “Honestly, yes. Would it be possible for me to change seats?”

      Tammy straightened her neck and peered down the length of the plane. “First class is full.”

      “I really don’t care where you put me. I’ll take row twenty-seven.”

      “Let me see if we have any seats available,” Tammy said with a feigned smile before walking away.

      Gabriella’s attention went back to the window.

      I lowered my tenor and spoke in a hushed whisper. “You don’t need to move seats, Ella. I won’t bite…however, I don’t recall your being opposed.” When she didn’t respond, I tried for a less sensitive subject although I knew the answer. “What takes you to LA?”

      “Work.”

      “I heard you’re working for Beta Kappa Phi.”

      She turned her mesmerizing gaze my way. “Are you stalking me?”

      “Yes,” I replied with a scoff. “Today has been an elaborate plan on my part. Now that I have you here, I would prefer you didn’t change seats.”

      “Damien, what you prefer isn’t my concern.”

      “Excuse me, ma’am,” Tammy said, reappearing at my side. “I’m sorry. We’re a full flight.”

      “Thank you for trying,” Gabriella said. “In that case, I’d like a glass of chardonnay.”

      Tammy looked at me.

      “The best bourbon you have, neat.”

      I turned to Ella. “Perhaps we could start again.” I offered her my hand with a grin. “Hello. In case you don’t recall, I’m Damien Sinclair. Maybe we can call a truce for this trip.”

      “This trip? Four and a half hours.” She sighed. “When it’s over, we part ways. I can do that.”

      “I’m afraid it may be a bit longer.”

      “Why?”

      “I, too, am on my way to LA for the Beta Kappa Phi gala.”

      Her blue eyes opened wide. “You are stalking me.”

      “I’m not, but I wouldn’t mind taking credit. You see, a friend of mine⁠—”

      “You have friends now?”

      I smirked. “His name is Donovan Sherman.”

      Her eyes closed as she laid her head back on the headrest.

      “You know him?” I asked.

      “He’s one of the donors being recognized tonight. I’m presenting his award.”

      My cheeks rose as my lips curled. “Does that mean you’ll be seated at Donovan’s table?”

      Tammy returned with our drinks.

      After thanking her, I turned back to Ella. “Donovan’s table?”

      “Yes.”

      I lifted the plastic cup with a shot of amber liquid toward Ella. “To tonight.”

      She narrowed her gaze. “My luck has definitely run out.”

      My cup was still raised. “I’ll be happy to share mine, Ms. Crystal. You see, my prospects for this trip have improved exponentially.” I tipped my cup and lifted it to my lips, remembering when Van had mentioned Beta Kappa Phi. I’d hoped it would mean my path would cross with Ella’s. “I’m sure you understand. Supporting foundations that promote good health is important to Sinclair Pharmaceuticals.”

      The amber liquid burned, adding fuel to the fire growing within me.

      “Fuck,” she mumbled before lifting her wine to her luscious lips.

      She didn’t need to ask twice.
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      My heart wanted to order a bottomless glass of chardonnay.

      Free alcohol was the perk of first class, right?

      It was my better judgment that told me to take it slow. When we landed, I’d be three hours back in time. With cocktails beginning at seven and the dinner not starting until eight, I had a long night ahead of me. Apparently, a long night seated at the same table as Damien “the devil” Sinclair.

      I could do it.

      Fulfilling my role for Beta Kappa Phi was more important than drowning my loss of luck in a bottle—or make it a big box—of wine. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t take some advantage of the perk. Once we were high in the sky, my plastic cup was replaced by a glass one, and I was sipping my third glass of chardonnay for the afternoon.

      With my laptop open, I began reading about Donovan Sherman.

      “What do you want to know about him?” Damien asked.

      I looked up and to the man at my side. “I see respecting privacy is still an issue for you.”

      Damien smirked. “Your screen is turned toward me.”

      “The sun—” I closed the blind over the window and rearranged my laptop. “I’ll learn enough from here.”

      “I suppose.”

      I turned to my right. “Are you offering dirt on your friend?”

      “No. I’m good at keeping secrets.” His dark gaze shimmered. “Remember that night in Aruba under the stars?”

      His deep timbre was but one ingredient of the concoction brewing within me. Mixed with a third glass of wine and memories of the night he mentioned, my circulation warmed. The two of us were alone in a private pool. The sky above was velvety black and dotted with stars.

      “Don’t worry,” he said, “I’ve never told a soul.”

      There was nothing lewd or embarrassing about that night. Quite the opposite, it was more of a dream. No. Shaking my head, I went back to the biography.

      It seemed Mr. Sherman’s interest in health care coincided with his marriage. His wife was the heiress to and current CEO of Wade Pharmaceutical. As I read, Damien sipped his second bourbon.

      The numerous accomplishments of Mr. Sherman failed to register as the night in Aruba came back to me.

      Damn him.

      I had a job to do, but instead, I was a scattered mess. On the other hand, Damien was sitting there all masculine and sexy. Every now and then, I’d steal a peek to my side. What was it about men’s forearms that was so sexy? Damien’s were toned and tanned. His long fingers curved around the glass of bourbon. Every time he put the rim to his lips, I recalled the way they kissed, and yes, his teeth nipped.

      Exhaling, I closed the screen of my laptop.

      “Should I quiz you on Donovan?”

      Turning in the large seat, I met Damien’s gaze. “Falling stars.”

      His handsome face tilted.

      “In Aruba. The sky was so dark out on that island that we could see falling stars.”

      He nodded slowly.

      “And the water,” I said, “was incredibly warm.”

      “Do you want to know what I remember?”

      I did, but I also knew this conversation was dangerous. “Probably not.”

      Setting his glass on the tray to his side, Damien reached for my hand. Lifting it, he turned it over. Everything inside me said to pull it away, and still, I didn’t. I watched and marveled at the warmth in his touch and the way my palm fit into his.

      “Damien?”

      When he looked up and met my gaze, his normal arrogant smirk was gone. “I was going to propose.”

      I pulled my hand away. “You were not.”

      “I was. I had the ring.”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I tried to remember the entire vacation. Nothing horrible stood out. On the contrary, it was perfect. “Obviously, you didn’t.”

      “Do you know why?”

      “How could I know? I didn’t know you were even thinking about it.”

      “I guess you could say I chickened out.”

      “Right,” I said, “Damien Sinclair was afraid.”

      He nodded. “I was afraid you’d say no. I decided that I wanted to keep things the way they were. I thought we were happy.”

      “We were.”

      “Would you have said no?”

      Letting my hands fall to my lap, I sighed. “I really don’t know,” I answered truthfully. “Aruba was magical.”

      “Being with you is magical, Ella.”

      Shaking my head, I rolled my eyes. “Please, you haven’t thought about me in two and a half years. You’re probably engaged now or married now.” I looked over at his hands. “No ring, but that doesn’t mean a lot.”

      “I’ve never cheated.”

      “Neither have I.”

      “What about you? Engaged, married? I know…you decided you prefer women.”

      “Right,” I said with a scoff. “Because no straight woman would walk away from you.”

      After another drink of his bourbon, Damien turned to me. “None of the above. Not married, engaged, or seeing anyone currently. When Van mentioned this gala, I thought about you. I knew you had been hired at Beta Kappa Phi.” He lifted his hand. “Not stalking. They called me for a reference.”

      I opened my eyes wide. “What? I told them to call Steve in personnel.”

      “I got the call.”

      “You could have ruined my chances…after what I did.” I didn’t add my crime aloud…walking away from him.

      “I could have,” he replied matter-of-factly.

      “You didn’t.”

      “No, Ella. I wanted you to get your dream.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure Beta Kappa Phi is my dream. But I do like what I do.”

      “I told the woman the truth, that you’re a fantastic employee, and they’d be lucky to have you. I said you were hardworking, willing to go the extra mile, and a quick learner.”

      Well, fuck.

      “Thank you,” I said with all sincerity.

      “Thank me by letting me escort you to tonight’s gala.”

      Warmth filled my cheeks. “I don’t need an escort, Damien. I’m part of the team, the presenters. My job is to work the room, not stand beside one man.”

      “Then afterward.”

      “Afterward will be three in the morning back in Indy. I’ll want nothing more than to fall into bed.”

      His cheeks rose and his blue eyes sparkled. “It’s a date.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Ch5]
        

      

      
        
        Gabriella

      

      

      

      I wasn’t certain how Damien had done it, but the flight to LAX wasn’t awful. If anything, it was pleasant. The flight attendant whom I’d asked to move my seat made a point to check on me. The truth was, in a matter of hours, I’d fallen back under his spell.

      That didn’t mean the negative didn’t exist. It did, but after a few drinks and hours of talking, I was remembering the good. I wasn’t about to let my heart get broken again. Instead, as I grabbed my carry-on, satchel, and dress and made my way out of the plane, I thought just maybe we could be friends.

      It would be better than enemies.

      Now, in my hotel room, as I checked my hair and makeup, my thoughts were filled with memories that weren’t terrible. There were good times and exciting times, things I’d blocked out to concentrate on the negative.

      I removed the four-inch heels from my carry-on, wishing I’d chosen a more comfortable pair. Slipping my feet into the open-toed sling-back shoes, I stood before the full-length mirror.

      By the grace of God, my dress had survived the small closet on the plane unwrinkled. A deep shade of navy blue, it fit my curves well. The neckline plunged to between my breasts, a long golden zipper ran over my spine, and the asymmetric hemline was longer in back than in front. Adding a long gold necklace and dangling gold earrings, I tried to convince myself my attention to my appearance wasn’t about the man who would be sitting at my table.

      Part of my job was wining and dining. It seemed that most of the donors were ancient. Contrarily, the biography I’d read about Donovan Sherman said he was in his forties. I knew Damien was a bit younger.

      One last look in the mirror and I began to second-guess myself.

      The thing about packing for one event was that my carry-on wasn’t a magic bag. I had no choice but to wear what I brought. There was no time to run to a boutique for a new outfit. I looked good, but would Damien think it was for him?

      Of course he would.

      That was the kind of man he was.

      Placing my room key in my clutch, I left my room, and headed toward the ballrooms. The elevator door opened and immediately the small hairs on the back of my neck stood to attention. The boisterous group of men within appeared to be in their twenties and based on their volume, in the middle of a celebration.

      As I came into view, a few whistled.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” one called, reaching out to keep the door from closing. “Come on in. We’ll make room.”

      I feigned a polite smile. “That’s okay. I’ll catch the next one.”

      “Oh, don’t be shy,” another said.

      “I’m good.” I took a step back as the uncomfortable feeling that every woman has felt surged through me.

      The men shuffled around, creating a space. “Look. Plenty of room.”

      As my hands began to tremble, I took another step back, bumping into a wall.

      There wasn’t a wall.

      A strong hand came to my hip as the men in the elevator looked to one another and fell victim to a sudden curiosity in studying their shoes.

      “I’m glad you waited,” Damien said, tugging me to his side. He looked toward the elevator at the now-wide-eyed men. “Go on. Like the lady said, the grown-ups will catch the next one.”

      I stood in Damien’s grasp as the elevator door closed. “Thank you.”

      He reached for my hands. “You’re shaking.”

      “It’s the air conditioning.” Taking a step away, I scanned him up and down. No longer wearing rolled-up sleeves, Damien was dashingly handsome in a custom-tailored dark blue suit, similar to the shade of my dress. Grinning, I said, “I see you read the memo.”

      His gaze was like melting lava as he scanned from my head to my toes. “No wonder those boys wanted you in the elevator. You’re stunning, Ella.”

      “I don’t know why I let them bother me.”

      “Because they’re drunk assholes. If I had to bet, I’d say bachelor party.”

      “That’s no excuse,” I said.

      “You’re right.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “No doubt.”

      The elevator door opened to an empty car. “Much better,” he said, holding the door open while I stepped inside.

      My skin warmed as I realized we were alone.

      In the bar, plane, and airport, other people had been around.

      The inside of the elevator was shiny, reflecting our image in all directions. “I guess,” I said, “my luck hasn’t completely run out.” I curled my lips into a smile. “I appreciate your chivalry.”

      “Purely selfish.”

      I turned his way. “How was helping me selfish?”

      Damien’s smile quirked. “If you happen to decide to be ravished tonight, I want it to be by me.”

      “If I decide?” I asked with a smirk. “I don’t think they were asking.”

      “I am.”

      Oh shit.

      And just like that, my nipples drew tight.

      Before I could respond, the elevator came to a stop. As the doors opened, Damien reached for my hand. “I’d rather you didn’t go up to your room alone. No telling where those boys may be.”

      “I’m a capable woman.”

      “Yes, Ella, I know that.”

      “Gabriella,” Niles, a good friend and associate from the Carmel office, called as we stepped off the elevator.

      “Niles.” My friend looked as handsome as ever in his gray suit and his long brown hair tied back in a ponytail at the base of his neck. The suit pants were narrow, and the jacket fitted, accentuating his toned body. The black shirt and white tie popped in a classy as well as metro way.

      Niles turned to Damien and extended his hand. “Damien Sinclair. I’m Niles Watson. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Beta Kappa Phi would love to have an association with Sinclair Pharmaceuticals.” Niles looked from Damien to me. “Do you two know each other?”

      “Old friends,” Damien answered, shaking Niles’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Watson.”

      I took a step forward. “Niles and I have some work to do before the fun begins.”

      Damien’s deep timbre resonated through me as he spoke with a grin. “The offer stands.”

      With a nod to Damien, I began walking with Niles toward the ballroom where the dinner and presentations would be held. As we did, I contemplated the offer Damien mentioned.

      Was it to walk me to my room or ravish me?

      Niles lowered his volume as we walked among other patrons. “Ella, shame on you.”

      Were my thoughts that visible?

      “For what?”

      “You’ve known Damien Sinclair—you’re old friends—and you never mentioned him. Wait until I talk to Kevan. He’s been wanting to land Sinclair Pharmaceuticals for years.”

      Despite our friendship, I wasn’t ready to open that part of my past to Niles. “Damien is only here because he’s a friend of Donovan Sherman.”

      “There will be so much money in that ballroom tonight.”
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      The gala proceeded like the well-oiled machine it was. VIPs and donors arrived. The bars were stocked, and the waiters were plentiful, circulating with trays of champagne and others with hors d’oeuvres. Even though I hadn’t spent the flight going over the guest list, this was my third gala, and I recognized most of the guests.

      There was the one new face.

      And every time I turned, it seemed that Damien was near.

      Whether I was talking with a guest, a hotel employee, or an associate, his shimmering, protective gaze was on me. I felt his presence even when I didn’t see him.

      The cocktail hour was a success as Niles and I worked the room along with other associates from other offices. At our pre-dinner huddle, we calculated that we secured enough donations to carry Beta Kappa Phi through the first two quarters of next year. It was a start.

      By the time I made it to my table, mine was the only empty seat.

      Somehow, the place cards had been moved, landing me at Damien’s side.

      “Strange,” I whispered to Damien. “It seems my place card was moved.”

      “Your lucky day.”

      “Gabriella,” Donovan Sherman said, offering me his hand. “I’ve heard many good things about you.”

      It took every ounce of self-control not to look over at Damien. He and Donovan were friends. I could only imagine what he’d heard.

      Instead, I pressed on. “Mr. Sherman, thank you again for attending this event. Beta Kappa Phi appreciates your support.”

      “Ms. Crystal.”

      I turned to see Walter Phillips, another VIP donor, standing behind my chair. “Mr. Phillips.”

      “You know my name is Walter.” He smiled, his wrinkles growing deeper. “I was disappointed to hear you weren’t presenting my award.”

      “Oh, there was a big fight.” I lifted my eyebrows. “I lost.”

      He patted my shoulder. “Then I insist on a dance.”

      “Of course.”

      As the nearly eighty-year-old man walked away, Damien leaned close to my ear. “Your dance card is full.”

      “Mr. Phillips is hardly a threat.”

      Damien’s smile quirked. “Maybe not, but I’ll be standing by.”

      Bread, followed by salads, followed by side dishes and entrees—I watched the room as I participated in the conversation at our table. Unlike the last two galas, I’d been put in charge of the planning committee. I’d put more effort into arranging this gala than flying in at the last minute. And as the evening progressed, the hard work and planning were paying off.

      After the awards and speeches, a dividing wall moved. A dance floor appeared as the room darkened, and the air filled with the sounds of a string quartet.

      “I’m going to guess that leaving early isn’t an option,” Damien whispered.

      “You may leave whenever you want.”

      “Not a chance. I made an offer. I won’t be stepping away prematurely.”

      “To walk me back to my room?”

      His smile grew. “That’s part of it.”

      With the rumble of his voice and the curl of his smile, my insides twisted, and my nipples tightened. Nevertheless, I did my best to appear unaffected. “No worries, Niles can escort me.”

      Donovan Sherman cleared his throat. “Damien, thank you for making the trip. I’m afraid I’m not much of a dancer without my wife.”

      Damien stood and shook Donovan’s hand. “Coffee in the morning.”

      Donovan nodded and turned to me. “Gabriella, it was a pleasure. I will match last year’s donation. Wade Pharmaceutical is pleased to help Beta Kappa Phi with their objectives.”

      Match.

      His match would bring us very close to our goal.

      “Thank you, Mr. Sherman.”

      “Van, please. Any friend of Damien’s…”

      “Van,” I said, “Please give your wife our best. We hope she can make it next year.”

      “I’ll let her know.”

      “How much more do you need?” Damien asked.

      I shook my head. “I’m not taking your money.”

      “Then I’ll talk to Niles.”

      “No. This is my job,” I said, standing.

      Damien met me as we both stood. “You’re fantastic, Ella. Even though Van left me here alone, I’m not leaving until you do.”

      “Those boys are probably sleeping it off by now.”

      His expression remained unchanged.

      “Okay,” I said with a shake of my head. “Let me work.”

      “I’d never stop you.”

      Wasn’t that what I worried about, part of why I walked away?

      “Gabriella,” Mr. Phillips said, miming a dance step or two.

      Damien reached for my hand and whispered, “If he grabs your ass, I’m taking him down.”

      Mr. Phillips was probably a hundred thirty-five pounds soaking wet. If he grabbed my ass, I could take him down myself.

      Two hours later, as the lights brightened on the mostly empty ballroom and my feet ached from the shoes, I smiled at Niles and our associates. We’d done it. Not only had the night gone well, but we’d exceeded our fundraising goal.

      “How about a drink?” Niles asked.

      “I’m exhausted. And” —I looked down and back up— “these shoes need to go.”

      “I never asked. How was your flight?”

      My gaze went to the handsome man leaning against the wall with his arms folded over his chest and his ankles crossed. “I was upgraded.”

      “Seems like your lucky day.”

      “Seems like it.” I laid my hand on his arm. “Goodnight, Niles. Send me the numbers in the morning. I’ll put it all together and we can regroup on Monday at the office.”

      Niles nodded. “See you, Ella.”

      Sitting at a table as hotel employees stripped tablecloths away and moved furniture, I slipped my feet from my shoes and sighed. As I looked down at my feet and wiggled my toes, an expensive pair of leather loafers came into view. When I glanced up, Damien was standing with my clutch in his hand.

      “I’ll trade you,” he said, handing the small purse to me.

      Maybe I was too tired to argue. Or perhaps it was nice to have someone wait for me. Whatever the reason, I took the clutch and passed my shoes to Damien. As I stood, he offered me his arm.

      “This is nice,” I said as we made our way out of the ballroom and down the empty hallways.

      His lips came to my hair with a soft kiss. “I never forgot how great you are, Ella. But watching you tonight, I’m damn impressed and proud of you.”

      It was a simple statement, yet hearing it warmed me from within.

      How does he have that ability?

      A simple statement: I’m proud. Good girl. And my mind was goo.

      Once inside the empty elevator, I laid my head against his arm. “I think I could sleep standing up.”

      I gasped as in a smooth, fluid move, Damien lifted my chin, pressed himself against me, and sandwiched me between the shiny wall and his solid chest. With his intense gaze on me, his nostrils flared, and his square jaw clenched.

      My lungs burned as my breathing hitched. “Damien, I can’t⁠—”

      Moving his touch from my chin to the back of my neck, Damien took my lips possessively with a kiss that stole the remainder of my thoughts. Our faces moved as our lips battled each other’s and sounds of lust filled the air.

      In only seconds, my body awakened. Sparks grew to flames as a wildfire rushed through me, tightening my nipples, twisting my core, and dampening my pussy. Without hesitation, my hands came to his lapels, grasping the material, pulling him closer, me closer, us closer.

      My thoughts were scattered as his kiss consumed me.

      It wasn’t until the elevator stopped that we broke free from one another.

      Using his hand holding my shoes, he reached out, keeping the doors open. At the same time, Damien ran his thumb over my bruised lips and moved his focus to my eyes. “You were saying?”

      Smoldering desire clouded my mind.

      “I don’t remember.”

      He took my hand in his, and we stepped from the elevator.

      “We could go to my room, or you can tell me where your room is.”

      No. Going to his room was a bad idea.

      My room.

      Alone.

      That was the plan.

      “This way,” I said, tugging his hand.

      As we approached the door to my suite, I slowed our steps.

      This was a dream, and I didn’t want it to end.

      But end it would.

      Damien knew the secrets to my desires. He’d fanned the flames capable of consuming me. His kiss was only the start. If I allowed this to go further, for him to enter my suite, he’d consume me, sucking me into the depths of his stare.

      “Damien,” I said, lifting my chin.

      His finger came to my lips. “Fuck, Ella. I’ve missed you.” He looked into my eyes. “Tell me you haven’t missed me.”

      I had.

      I’d tried to forget the passion.

      I had—for a while.

      Lowering his finger, he came closer. This kiss was softer.

      “I’ve missed you. I want you,” I confessed. “It’s taken me over two years to forget you…”

      “I never forgot you.”

      Inhaling, I shook my head. “I’m still trying. If I let you in tonight, it will take me back to the beginning. I can’t do that. I won’t be a lucky one-night stand, not with you.”

      “It won’t be like that.”

      I brushed my lips over his stubbly cheek and gathered my shoes and satchel. “Call me, Damien.”

      “Will you answer?”

      I hadn’t.

      Two years ago, I’d refused his calls and deleted his text messages.

      The green light flashed on my door as I tapped the key. With a smile over my shoulder, I answered, “There’s only one way to find out.”
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      As soon as Ella disappeared behind the closed door, I pulled my phone from the inside pocket of my suit coat. Opening my contacts, I found the number I’d sworn never to delete.

      The ringing in my ear coincided with the ringing on the other side of the door. With each ring, my pulse increased. I was ready to pound on the door when she finally answered.

      “Hello?”

      “You answered.”

      I turned to the opening of the door and Ella’s sensational smile. She took a step back. “I don’t know if this is right.”

      My smile beamed. “I’m feeling much more confident with my luck than a moment ago.”

      Ella took a step back, holding the door ajar.

      
        
        (The end of “Lucky Day” or “Falling Again” novella)
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      Could I blame my heart?

      No.

      My heart knew this was a bad decision. It was my body that wanted Damien.

      As he stepped inside my suite and fastened the lock on the door, my breathing quickened, and I shook my head. “Damien...”

      “No, Gabriella.” His deep voice reverberated through me like the rumble of thunder warning of an impending storm. He reached for my chin, holding my gaze to his. “Don’t overthink this.”

      “I’m not,” I lied.

      Overthinking was an understatement. My thoughts were multiplying by the second, each one frantic and scattered.

      The storm brewing within me built, twisting my insides as my thoughts spun with tornado-strength winds capable of obliterating my new world, the world I’d built without the man before me.

      The turbulent sea churning in his orbs meant he didn’t believe me or just maybe he was having the same cascade of thoughts.

      “If I don’t kiss you again,” he said, his voice low, “I’m not sure I’ll survive.”

      Before I responded, Damien collided with me.

      All of him.

      Six feet, four inches of solid muscle.

      Our lips reunited as they had in the elevator, the same as they had during the years we were together. Body memory was a theory I learned about while working with Damien. It played a role in the research for the PTSD drug that brought Sinclair Pharmaceuticals fame and fortune. Body memory was the hypothesis that the body itself was capable of storing memories, as opposed to only the brain having that function.

      That was what was happening.

      It was the most likely explanation.

      My body was on autopilot, flying me into the center of the Damien storm.

      We sought one another in a frenzied dance.

      Strong and possessive, his lips took mine. His body pressed against me, sandwiching mine between him and the wall—two immobile objects—as my fingers grasped for the lapels of his jacket, and the air around us filled with the primitive erotic sounds of two people starving for what the other had to offer.

      I relinquished my mind to the passion my body sought, sensing the building desire in the twisting of my core and the sudden emptiness of my pussy. His kisses left my lips, skirting over my jaw, to the sensitive skin near my ear, and lower to my collarbone. I gasped as Damien lowered the zipper on the back of my dress.

      As I met his clouded stare, he grinned. “I’ve wanted to do that since I saw you at the elevator with the drunk assholes.”

      Reaching for his tie, I teased the knot.

      Damien grasped my hands in his. “I’m all about consent. But if you don’t tell me to leave in the next five seconds, there’s no turning back.”

      “One time,” I said, my voice cracking with the combination of my need and the weakness of my resolve.

      “One night,” Damien corrected.

      With my nod of approval, he spun me around, further lowering the zipper on my back. A hiss echoed as he realized not only did the neckline not allow for a bra but the way the material clung to my curves made me decide to go without panties. “Fuck, Ella.” He pushed the dress from my shoulders. The garment I’d carried through the airport so as to save it from wrinkling was now a puddle near my bare feet. He took a step back, his focus scanning from my head to my toes. “You’re even more stunning than I remember.” His grin quirked. “You’ve gone natural.”

      He was talking about the lack of waxing at my core.

      Warmth filled my cheeks. “I wasn’t planning on…”

      Damien shook his head. “I like it. I’m getting too old to fuck a bald cunt. I want a woman, not a child.” He met my gaze. “I want you.”

      I knew who was in charge when it came to Damien and sex. Hell, when it came to Damien and anything—it was always him. And never had that been an issue. If he said kneel, I knelt. If he told me to spread my legs, I did. My obedience wasn’t out of fear or my own insecurities. No, my compliance was spurred by the reward I’d receive due to his unmatched capabilities.

      The air around us thickened with anticipation, leaving me drunk from the expectation of what was to come. Now, standing completely nude in front of his fully clothed body, I sought the control I never had.

      With a sly grin, I licked my lips before falling to my knees and reaching for Damien’s belt. His hands again grasped mine.

      “Ella.”

      The rough gravel tone spurred me forward.

      “I want your cock, Mr. Sinclair.” I was keenly aware that I was playing with fire. The thing was that fire was essential to survival and maintaining life. It was the heat that saved us from freezing, the element that cooked our food, and the flames that stoked our desires.

      In the cool of the air-conditioned suite, I unbuckled his belt, unfastened his pants, and lowered the zipper, each step sparked flickers igniting my circulation. As I pushed down the silk boxer shorts and released the beauty of his erection, the singe of the flames heated my skin.

      “Fuck,” he mumbled, reaching for my head and entwining his long fingers in my hair.

      After lapping the shiny tip of his penis, I opened my lips, straightened my spine, and offered my mouth for his pleasure. At the first lick, I recalled the uniqueness of his spicy and masculine taste.

      My gag reflex hadn’t received the memo on body memory. His length and girth challenged my resolve. With tears streaming down my cheeks, I savored the power of my position. Yes, in the past, I’d fallen to my knees and sucked him at his command, but this wasn’t the same. I initiated the action. It was my doing. And every glimpse of his contorted handsome expression reinforced the knowledge that I was making the great Damien Sinclair fall apart. I was his undoing.

      His thrusts quickened as he pulled tighter at my hair.

      My jaw ached as his cock pressed against the back of my throat. And each passing second, my nipples hardened, and my pussy throbbed with need. His deep voice rumbled with the dirty talk he spewed at times like this. “That’s it. Take it deeper. You’re hungry for my cock. Look at you. Damn, you’re beautiful on your knees.” His breaths deepened and his praise began, “Fuck yes. Good girl.”

      His words and phrases were demeaning and at the same time, they affected me like the striking of flint. A two-year near-drought left my body dry as kindling. His baritone words added fuel to the blaze. By the time he came, I swallowed with flames raging through my circulation. As I licked him clean and his praises continued, I was on the verge of orgasm.

      Damien lifted my chin, bringing my face upward and my gaze to his. His smile grew. “Damn, first the lunch.” He offered me his hand to stand. Once on my feet, his lips met mine, his tongue seeking his own salty taste. My sensitive breasts flattened against his chest. “And now this.” His grin quirked. “This take-charge seductive side of you is fucking hot.”

      “I wasn’t sure you were on board.” Sarcasm dripped from my response.

      “What about you?”

      “Me?”

      “Are you hot, Ella? Will I find your pussy as warm and wet as your mouth?”

      I nodded.

      “Tell me what you want.”

      “Right now, I want you, Damien.”

      His intense stare held my gaze hostage as his grasp of my wrists tightened, holding my hands in front of me while step by step leading me backward into the suite. It wasn’t until we passed beyond the small living room through the open French doors to the bedroom that I realized our uncontrollable passion had exploded in the entry.

      “Keep it up,” he said with a smirk. “Be specific, Ms. Crystal. What do you want?”

      Prizing my gaze from his, I looked down to where our hands were—where mine were held—to the sight of his cock, springing monstrously thick and hard with each step. Looking back to his stare, I lifted my chin. “I want your cock, Damien. I told you I wanted it.”

      “Is that all you want?”

      “I could lie.”

      “You won’t.” Releasing my wrists, Damien lifted me from the floor, cradling me against his solid chest. “You forget. I know you.”

      In the security of his arms, with my hands free, I pushed against the shoulders of his suit coat jacket until it hung on his arms. Barely moving me within his grasp, Damien allowed one sleeve to fall and then the next, his suit coat falling to the floor
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