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      Sophie adjusted her feathered mask, smoothed down her dress, and took a deep breath before pressing the button that would whisk her into a world she tried hard to avoid.

      The doors whispered open and an empty cart greeted her. She was glad. She needed a few more minutes of peace. A few moments to cool down before being caught up in the vortex of New Year’s Eve celebrations.

      As she stepped in, the mirrored back wall reflected an elegant vision in silver. The woman in the mirror looked in total control of herself.

      Looks could be deceiving.

      The last thing she felt was calm and in control. Her father backing out of attending this function at the last minute annoyed her immensely. It was clear his latest lover wanted to hail in the New Year at some trendy nightclub, not a boring annual hospital fundraiser at Perth’s premier Casino Complex. An event that was extremely important to Sophie, his only daughter. But her father always pushed her feelings aside. At least she had friends attending. She could spend the night celebrating with them. It didn’t matter that she was now arriving alone.

      Pressing the little white disk, illuminating the floor number she required, she waited as the doors closed.

      She was preparing for yet another year without a memorable New Year’s Eve kiss. When she’d confirmed her attendance, she had been engaged.

      Now she was single.

      She had no time to worry about her single status anymore as the doors opened and the buzz from the people congregating in the foyer reached her.

      Sophie glanced around, excitement replaced her despondency. She loved New Year’s Eve and regardless of what her father did to her, she was going to enjoy herself. Tonight, all the guests were in masks. It was difficult to recognize anyone, and she should know quite a few of the guests. The mysteriousness added to the excitement.

      She plucked a flute of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter, and took a fortifying sip. As she continued looking around the foyer, she noticed the pictures of the children the ball was raising funds for. Their laughing smiles, in the face of their illness, made her feel selfish for her earlier thoughts. These kids faced trials every single day and here she was, worried about her father ignoring her.

      “Wow, Sophie, you look fabulous. The description you gave of your dress was way off.”

      She whirled around at the sound of her best friend’s voice, glad Phoebe had somehow found her. Sophie leaned in to give her friend a slight hug. Phoebe looked gorgeous in her red dress. Red was proving to be a popular color among the female guests. Sophie was glad her dress was silver. She’d briefly played with the idea of not wearing it. But it had winked out at her, enticing and pulling her under its spell.

      “Thanks, I really needed to hear that.”

      Behind the mask, she could see Phoebe’s eyes fill with sympathy. “I know tonight is probably going to be tough, but you’re better off without that loser hanging off your arm.” Phoebe flung her hand with a flourish of twists. “The room is littered with eligible bachelors. Hook up with one, even if it’s only for the required New Year’s Eve kiss.”

      “I’ve sworn off men for the time being. My career is going to be my focus now,” Sophie said as she ran her eyes over the mingling guests. Trying to imagine what some of the men looked like behind their masks. All men looked handsome in evening attire. The mysterious allure of what lay beyond the mask only added to the ambience of the evening.

      She was about to turn her attention back to Phoebe when someone walked into the room. Their eyes met and Sophie caught her breath. She was too far away to see the color of his eyes, but he had an undeniable presence that called to her in the most basic of manners. She wanted to answer the call, but after what she’d been through the last few weeks, she had to protect herself. She pulled her gaze away from his. It was likely she wouldn’t encounter him again that evening. Besides, he was probably with someone. Still Phoebe’s words ran around her mind, like a mouse running around a tumbling wheel.

      Could she hook up with a stranger? Just for a midnight kiss? As tempting as it was, after her recent appearances in the tabloids, it would be wiser not to give in to the temptation of a masked man dressed to kill in a tuxedo.

      Turning her attention back to her friend she smiled. “That’d look good in the gossip papers. It’s the last thing I need. It was pleasant to read the paper today and not see my and Neil’s names and our broken engagement mentioned.”

      Concern laced her Phoebe’s voice as she asked. “You are over him, aren’t you?”

      Sophie took a sip of her champagne, the bubbles tickling her throat on the way down, and thought again about Phoebe’s question. She loved her friend dearly, but sometimes her insightful questions bothered her.

      Was she truly over Neil? Had she even been in love with her ex-fiancé? A resounding no echoed through her mind. She’d been in love with an illusion. The real Neil was the man she’d found with his face and other parts buried in his assistant. The man whose actions had made her remove her rose-colored glasses. The man who’d been the hospital’s CEO, and her boss. She was so glad he’d taken up a new position at another hospital and soon, she would never have to see him again.

      “Sophie?”

      She gave herself a mental shake, firmly putting all thoughts of Neil and their ill-fated engagement out of her mind. Neil didn’t warrant her time or energy anymore.

      “I’m well and truly over him.” She linked her arm through Phoebe’s. “Let’s make this a night to remember.”

      “You’re on.” They touched their glasses. “I heard the new director of emergency could be here tonight.”

      Sophie laughed as she looked around the room once again. “And just how are we going to tell which one of these masked men is the man in question?”

      “You have a point. Guess we’ll just have to be on our best behavior.”

      The announcement for everyone to make their way into the ballroom sounded. She waited a few moments until the crowd lessened before searching for her name on the seating chart. She rolled her eyes when she saw the organizers had seated her at one of the main tables.

      For once, she just wished she could go to a hospital function as herself, Sophie Franklyn, emergency nurse. Not Sophie Franklyn, the one and only daughter of property tycoon Richard Franklyn. She was sick of being referred to as “the princess playing at being a nurse”. She was anything but that. Her job was her life and she loved every single second of it.

      She made her way to the table, weaving her way past people who’d spared no expense with outfits or visiting the high-class jewelry stores around the city. Women’s masks and necks glittered. Jewels sparkled, dresses shone and shimmered under the glow of the chandeliers. She reached her table and found she was the first to arrive. No doubt everyone else wanted to make a late but grand entrance.

      She sat down and waited for the rest of the guests to seat themselves, wondering where the man she’d seen earlier was seated.

      “Good evening, may I take this seat?”

      Sophie turned her head to the sound of the warm masculine voice as it washed over her skin. A slight accent colored his words. It took all her willpower not to let her jaw drop open. Standing next to her, looking too good to be true, was the guest she’d locked eyes with earlier. Sophie didn’t know how she was so certain it was the elusive guest, she just did. The unbidden thought that maybe the night wouldn’t be too bad after all flittered across her subconscious.

      She nodded her acquiescence and he seated himself next to her. Behind the plain strip of black, which emphasized his presence more than a highly decorated mask, she was able to make out his eyes, which were a dark chocolate brown.

      Sophie tried to recall the names of the other guests due to sit at the table, but her mind was drawing a blank. Aware that she was still staring at him, her manners kicked in and she smiled, holding out her hand in greeting. “Hi,” her voice squeaked out and she swallowed quickly. “I’m Sophie Franklyn.” This time she sounded like herself.

      He took her pale hand in his darker one. A tingle of electricity zigzagged its way up her arm at the contact. The sensation quickly intensified to high voltage as he gallantly placed a kiss on the top of her hand. His lips were warm and soft on her skin and his eyes bored directly into hers, holding her captive once again.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sophie. I am Alessandro Scavoni, but everybody calls me Alex.”

      Masculine and strong and commanding, the name suited him. She could now also identify his accent—Italian.

      He was still holding her hand when the person taking the seat on the other side of her knocked her chair. It broke the spell that had woven itself around them. He relinquished his hold, but her hand still throbbed as the table filled with the remaining guests. The urge to cradle her hand to ease the sensation was strong, but she battled it down.

      Most of the people seated were associates of her father, now she knew why she’d been placed on the table. Damn her father and his business. Even when he wasn’t there, he was trying to ram it down her throat at every opportunity, reminding her of what she’d turned her back on, and what had provided the trust fund she rarely touched.

      The anger she had pushed aside earlier was back. It simmered and bubbled away as the emcee made the formal introductions of the important dignitaries, including her.

      Open up, earth, and swallow me now.

      As the spotlight shone down on her all she could think was so much for being anonymous behind her mask. She and the other guests who were introduced may as well have arrived without masks.

      The emcee wound up his introductions and a string quartet started to play some soft background music as the entrée was served.

      She pierced a king prawn with more force than was necessary.

      “I take it the entrée isn’t to your liking?” Humor laced the softly spoken words.

      “It’s fine.”

      She was still fuming from the position her father had put her in and really didn’t feel like being polite, but the social skills her mother had drummed into her screamed loudly in her ear. She placed her fork down and swiveled slightly in her chair, her shoulder brushing Alex’s fine wool jacket.

      “I apologize, Mr. Scavoni, that was rather rude of me. The entrée is delicious, but I’d really prefer to be seated somewhere less, I don’t know, less pretentious.”

      She watched as he glanced around the table at the other occupants. She was sure he must know the connection between them and her after the welcoming speech.

      No matter how much she wanted to be a regular guest, out to enjoy an evening of fine food and dancing, it would never happen. She would always be the only daughter of one of the wealthiest men in Australia.

      Her life was not her own.

      “Honesty is good and I can understand why you would want to be seated with another group of people.” He leaned closer to her ear, his warm breath lifting the fine hair on her neck. “I mean, who would want to be seated at the same table as Cruella de Vil?”

      She choked on her prawn and had to reach for her glass of water to stop her coughing fit. She knew exactly who he was talking about and his description was extremely apt. The society doyenne was well known for her demanding ways. Sophie had learned to deal with her and her many challenging requests at parties over the years.

      “You should laugh more often. Life’s too short to be damning the weird quirks of fate.” A small amount of steel crept into his voice as he continued. “We may not choose our family, but it’s our duty to represent them in a suitable manner. No matter how much we don’t want to.”

      Had he just reprimanded her? She’d just met the man and he was telling her off?

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “You heard me and you understand exactly what I’m saying. Believe me, you’re not the only person who curses their family on occasions.”

      His last comment gave her an insight she wasn’t sure he meant to do. Did he feel the burden of family responsibilities like she did? Still, he didn’t know her circumstances so he had no right to speak to her as if she was a recalcitrant child.

      “Don’t make assumptions, Mr. Scavoni, you don’t know me or my circumstances.”

      “Alex. Mr. Scavoni is my father. I’m not judging. I’m merely making a general observation.”

      General observation my foot, she thought. He was making a judgment and she didn’t like it one bit. She could tick him off her list of prospective New Year’s Eve kiss participants.

      “Well, I don’t think that’s the case, but we’ll just have to agree to disagree, won’t we?”

      She leaned back in her chair to allow the waiter to remove her plate. She glanced over to where her work colleagues were seated. Tendrils of laughter coming from the table reached out to her, like an offshoot from a clinging vine stretching out to the sun. How she wished she could join them. However, until the meal had been completed she was stuck with judgmental Alex Scavoni and Cruella de Vil. Some New Year’s Eve this was turning out to be. But she didn’t have to talk to him all night. She turned and started a conversation with the man seated on her other side.

      Throughout the rest of the meal, she valiantly tried to ignore Alex, but she was aware of his every move. Each time he shifted in his chair, the fine material from his evening suit brushed her exposed leg, sending gooseflesh shooting out over her skin. His laughter resonated deep in her soul, tempting her to find out what had caused such carefree laughter. Her internal radar had narrowed in on Alex, and wasn’t changing direction anytime soon.

      She wondered whether he felt it, too. Felt the invisible thread growing between them, as fine as the silky strands of a spider’s delicate web. Beautiful, but dangerous if you got caught in them.

      She stole a look at him from beneath her lashes; he was engaged in a conversation with an associate of her father’s. As if sensing her appraisal, he turned slightly and caught her look. His only acknowledgement was a raised eyebrow before continuing his conversation about the current real estate climate.

      Her breath whooshed out of her as heat flooded her cheeks; the temptation to roll her water glass over her flushed face in an attempt to cool herself down was high.

      What would he look like without the mask, she mused? It only hid his eyes, but because of that, you were drawn to the intensity emanating from them. His jawline was strong and well defined. Was he the same underneath that suit, all muscle and sinew? What would it feel like to be wrapped up in those strong arms?

      “I’d be glad to answer any questions that are going through your mind.” A soft touch to her forehead had her jumping.

      Being caught off guard daydreaming about him immediately set her on the defensive. “I don’t have any questions. What gave you the idea that I did?”

      His finger still lingered near her hair. Her breath caught as he slowly trailed it down the side of her face. All her senses tuned to the man beside her. The noise of the room and the conversations around her all faded into insignificance, her focus totally on Alex. She could see his lips moving, but nothing he was saying penetrated through the sensual fog his simple touch had created. She needed to move away from him.

      Abruptly she pulled her chair out, breaking his contact with her skin and the mist that had held her spellbound.

      Fortunately, the band had started up, signaling the end of dinner, enabling all the guests to move around until the auction commenced. For once, something was on her side.

      “I’m . . . umm . . . I’m going . . . umm . . . excuse me.” She picked up her purse and all but ran over to where Phoebe was sitting, plunking herself down in the first available chair she saw.

      She was convinced her face must be the same shade of red as Phoebe’s dress. She couldn’t believe she’d acted like a highly-strung virgin on her first night out. She was far from that. She’d had her fair share of relationships. Hell, up until a month ago she’d been engaged, but just one touch from Alex and all that experience had disappeared.

      “Hey Soph, you okay?” Phoebe’s voice penetrated her thoughts.

      She pasted on a smile and faced her friend. “I’m fine. It’s been great so far. Have you been having fun?”

      Sophie watched as Phoebe’s eyes narrowed, disbelief etching her every feature. If she wanted to avoid any further questions she needed to convince her friend right now that everything was, as she said, fine.

      “Seriously, Phoebe, it’s all good. I survived dinner and the unwanted scrutiny my father put me under. Now I’m ready to kick back and welcome the New Year in with a bang.”

      She made herself stop—she chatted like a monkey when she was nervous or covering up how she really felt.

      “Hmmm, well, I’m not sure I believe you,” her friend said. “But I’m with you on having a good time. Speaking of good times, who was that gorgeous hunk you were sitting next to?”

      Sophie groaned inwardly.

      “I don’t know, probably some associate of my father’s. He was talking about house prices before I escaped over here. Anyway, I don’t know how you could possibly tell whether he was gorgeous or not; half his face was covered with a mask.”

      She knew she was babbling again, but she just couldn’t help herself. He was nowhere near her, but her nerves were still frazzled.

      “Half his face, honey? I don’t know who you were looking at, but that mask only covered his eyes. Even from here you don’t need to see the face to know whether a man is handsome or not. They just have a presence about them.”

      Sophie knew exactly what she was talking about. She’d been thinking the same thing. Before she could comment further a sexy, accented voice intruded in on them.

      “So, Sophia, are you going to introduce me?”

      Gooseflesh broke out over her skin at the way he said the Italian version of her name.

      She turned and looked over her shoulder. Sitting next to him had given her a false impression of the man. His suit was clearly handmade. The fit was flawless. The jacket molded his broad shoulders lovingly. He stood with the buttons undone and a hand rested casually on his hip, exposing the fine white cotton of his shirt as it stretched across his broad chest.

      “Ahh, this is . . . ”

      Words escaped her once again.

      “Hi, I’m Phoebe and this is John.”

      She sent Phoebe a grateful smile for coming to her rescue. She knew her payment would be a full explanation of what had happened to her ability to form coherent words.

      “Alex Scavoni. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He pulled up a chair and slung a casual arm around Sophie’s shoulders. She sat perfectly still so as not to let him know how much that slight touch affected her. All it would take would be a miniscule shift and she’d be leaning into his hard length. “So, is everyone enjoying themselves?”

      A general murmur of agreement went around the table. Who wouldn’t enjoy a rare night off from the emergency ward? The only reason neither she nor Phoebe was working was because they were about to take a week-long trip to Thailand in a couple of days, although that had taken some careful planning to organize.

      “How about you, Alex? Are you enjoying yourself?” asked Phoebe.

      His fingers danced lightly over Sophie’s bare shoulders and she couldn’t control the shiver that roared through her.

      “Yes, it’s turned out to be a better evening than I expected.”

      Sophie tried not to squirm under the speculative gazes of the people around her. No one spoke for what felt like hours, but in reality was mere seconds.

      “So, who wants to dance?” asked Phoebe, breaking the tension that had settled around the group.

      The band was doing a cover of a popular song, so Sophie stood and placed her bag on the table, wanting to move away from Alex’s commanding aura. “Count me in.”

      A few others all stood and made their way toward the dance floor. Sophie stopped—guilt at how she’d quickly jumped at Phoebe’s suggestion gnawed at her. Looking at Alex, she asked, “Do you want to join us?”

      His arresting gaze held hers. She stiffened her spine against the urge to melt into the vats of milk chocolate beckoning her.

      “I think I’ll sit this one out, but save the last dance for me.” He stood and raised her hand to his lips once again. “The final dance before the countdown to midnight starts.”

      He walked away, leaving her standing there in a puddle of emotions. She couldn’t believe she was feeling this way after only meeting him a couple of hours ago. Maybe it was the mask that was heightening her emotions and reactions toward him.

      She’d often heard people refer to flirting with their eyes, but she’d never experienced it herself. Right at this moment, she didn’t care what he looked like. She even wondered if the spell would be broken once the masks were removed.

      She realized she was gazing into empty space, so she went and joined her friends on the dance floor, grateful for the loud music inhibiting any conversation between her and Phoebe. Sophie knew she would be in for a battering of questions from Phoebe that would rival the Spanish Inquisition. She let herself be carried away with the music in a vain attempt to put Alex Scavoni’s mysteriousness behind her.

      The evening wore on and when the auction occurred, it raised a record amount for the hospital. Sophie noticed that Alex had bid and won a few times.

      There was one particular painting she’d admired and had started to bid for, but the price had risen quickly and exceeded her allowed budget. Disappointment had her tuning out, and in the end she hadn’t seen who had scored the final bid. She was convinced the seascape would’ve looked fabulous in her riverfront apartment, her only acknowledgment of her father’s wealth.

      She was vain enough to admit she wanted to live in a nice place. A place all her own where she could relax after a tough day at the hospital. She knew a nurse’s wages wouldn’t allow her that luxury, so she’d used a portion of her trust fund to buy the apartment.

      She made sure her door was always open to her fellow workmates and they often dropped around after they’d finished their shift for a drink and catch up. They were the first group of people who didn’t care about her wealthy background. They accepted her on face value and her dedication to her job.

      The witching hour was closing in and Alex’s words resounded in her ears. Save the last dance for me. With that in mind, she made a quick trip to the powder room to freshen up. Phoebe and her other friends had headed down to the casino after the auction to ring in the new year, and Phoebe had pestered her to join them, but Sophie had her dance with Alex and she wasn’t going to miss that.

      Giving her appearance a once over she was pleased to see that even after all her dancing, her hair still looked good and her makeup still looked attractive. She renewed her lipstick, though, and made use of the facilities.

      She’d turned the corner to head back into the ballroom when she saw Alex leaning casually against the wall just outside the ballroom’s main entrance, chatting to another guest. As if sensing her presence, he turned his attention toward her.

      She stopped, the carpet gripping her shoes and not letting her go. Transfixed, she watched as he finished his conversation and wandered over to her. Amazingly, her feet moved again and she met him halfway.

      “I was about to start looking for you. The band will be playing our dance shortly.”

      “With over five hundred guests here, finding me might have been a challenge for you.”

      “Not really, I’ve known where you’ve been all evening. I never lose sight of my goal.”

      She didn’t like the sound of those words. “Goal? I’m not some sort of team-building incentive.”

      “Believe me when I say there is no way I’m thinking of you as a team-building incentive.” He closed the distance between them and softly touched her hair. “You’re like a forbidden fruit I know I shouldn’t take. But try as I might, I’m unable to resist the temptation.”

      The man was talking in riddles. One minute he was calling her his goal and the next he was calling her forbidden fruit.

      “So which am I, your goal or your forbidden fruit? Not that I like either reference—I’m a person first and foremost.”

      “You’re both. I’ve been drawn to you since I walked into the room. But I can only offer you tonight.”

      Sophie glanced around. Had she just stepped into the Twilight Zone? The conversation was surreal and she had no idea what to make of it. Was he offering her a one-night stand?

      “So let me get this right. You saw me and I became your goal. But in the process of becoming your goal I turned into your forbidden fruit and now you’re offering me just one night?”

      “Yes. I’m not in a place where I can offer you anything more than tonight.”

      What did he mean? Was he in town on business? Could she do it? More to the point, did she want to?

      Before she could voice any questions he continued.

      “But I think you can’t offer anything more than one night, either.”

      How could he tell? How could he know that tonight, for the first time in months, she felt she was an attractive woman? Could she throw caution to the wind? No one would have to know and they would never meet again.

      “I should walk right into that ballroom and leave you standing here.” She shook her head in an attempt to shake some sense into it. “You’re wearing a mask. I have absolutely no idea who you are or what you look like. You could be an axe murderer, for all I know.”

      “I’m not an axe murderer.” He flicked the feathers on her mask. “It adds to the mystery of it all, don’t you think? Let me reassure you, there will be no regrets and no expectations on my part.” He took a step away, holding out a hand toward her. “Now it’s up to you whether you want to take a chance. Your choice, Sophie. Come and dance with me, or leave now and join your friends.”

      Some choice that was. If she danced with him, he’d already told her where he wanted the evening to finish. If she walked back into the ballroom, leaving him standing there, she would miss out on something she instinctively knew would be out of this world and amazing.

      She was never one to go for one-night stands, but there was also something so decadent about it. The masks, the mystery, and the fact it was New Year’s Eve only added to the decadence.

      What a way to bring in the New Year.

      She reached out and gripped Alex’s outstretched hand. Decision made. No regrets. This next year was going to be her year.

      “So it begins.” Alex’s words whispered down her spine. Sophie knew it was the beginning in so many different ways.
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      Sophie didn’t want the dance to end. Alex moved like a dream and she followed as if she was made just for him. The rest of the crowd melted away. All that existed was her and Alex.

      They’d only been on the dance floor for a short time but in his arms, it was as if time was in slow motion. Sophie’s skin prickled and tightened with each move they made and each touch of Alex’s hand.

      A cloak of desire surrounded Sophie, enthralling her. The way Alex’s hold tightened and his body hardened further against hers told her he felt the same way. She badly wanted to kiss him, but knew if she did, it would be splattered across the gossip pages tomorrow.

      She wanted their first kiss to be at midnight and in private where no one could see them. Could they slip out before the clock struck twelve?

      “It’s nearly that time,” his softly whispered words pulled her out of her dreamy state.

      “Time for what?”

      “Time to say goodbye to the old year and hello to the new one. Time to take off our masks. Time to show yourself to me, Sophia.”

      She didn’t know how she felt about exposing herself. She wasn’t worried about her looks, she knew she was attractive, but would he see the real her? The girl whose self-esteem had recently been battered and bashed until it was unrecognizable?

      Behind the anonymity of her mask, she was able to portray someone she wasn’t normally.

      A light finger stroked the side of her head, breaking up her tumbled thoughts. “What thoughts trouble you so?”

      “I was thinking that I can’t believe it’s nearly midnight. I hadn’t realized it had gotten so late.”

      From behind his mask, his eyes twinkled and she knew he didn’t believe a word she said. And why would he? It sounded lame to her ears.

      “Come, let’s go out onto the balcony to watch the fireworks.”

      Suddenly Sophie didn’t want to be around a crowd. What if someone she knew saw her? Her dress was recognizable and everyone attending the ball knew who she was thanks to the earlier introduction.

      All of a sudden, she didn’t think she was brave enough to follow through.

      “Wait,” she cried. “I don’t want to go out onto the balcony. I don’t—”

      “Shhh.” Alex placed a finger on her lips. “Can you trust me to protect you and what is happening between us, Sophia mia?”

      She looked into his eyes and the desire she saw shining out of them filled her. Her body screamed in agreement.

      “Yes.” The moment she uttered the word she knew it was true. She did trust him.

      “Follow me.” He slipped a strong arm around her waist and she shivered at his touch. He pulled her closer into his embrace as he led her through the crowd of partygoers. She didn’t know how he managed it, but before she knew it they were in a secluded part of the balcony. Darkness shrouded them and a large potted plant hid them from prying eyes.

      The night was balmy, a soft breeze wafted over Sophie’s arms, the fine hairs on them standing to attention. There was no other way to describe the evening except phenomenal and memorable.

      The air was scented with the sweet smell of jasmine and she knew that no matter what the outcome was going to be, whenever she smelled jasmine, she would always remember Alex and this moment.

      Excitement sizzled along her veins—she was finally going to get to taste Alex, feel his lips on hers. He turned her and she stood loosely in his embrace. Placing her hands on his hard chest, his heartbeat thrummed beneath her fingers in time with the blood coursing through her veins.

      She looked up at him. If she were paper, she would have spontaneously combusted from the fire sparking within the dark depths of his eyes. Her breath hitched as she ran her hands up to his shoulders needing something solid to grip. He felt so good under her touch and she started caressing the strength beneath the warm fabric.

      Sophie found herself pulled closer, his arms tightening around her. His breath floated over her skin, like snowflakes drifting down at the start of a storm. With his arousal brushing against her belly, heat pooled between her legs. All around her the noise of her fellow partygoers rose, but they remained hidden and untouched by it all. She was in a world that revolved solely around Alex.

      The sound of the crowd counting down penetrated that world. “Ten, nine, eight, seven . . . ”

      Apprehension warred with excitement. Her stomach muscles clenched and her breath came in short, sharp gasps.

      “Five, four . . . ”

      The anticipation of experiencing a first kiss built. The moment when their lips would touch for the first time.

      “Three, two, one. Happy New Year!”

      Time stood still as Alex’s hands reached out and framed her face. With slow, precise movements, he reached around to the back of her mask, his fingers brushing her sensitive earlobes. He pulled at the ribbon holding her mask in place. He slipped the ties apart like a knife cutting through butter. Her mask fell forward. She made no effort to catch it, letting it fall to the ground.

      Alex leaned in close, his lips mere millimeters from hers.

      “Happy New Year, Sophie.”

      Before she had time to respond or remove his mask, he closed the distance and locked his lips onto hers. This was what she’d been waiting for from the moment they’d met. The touch of lips on lips. It was everything she’d wanted and more. Electricity jolted through her. His lips were firm and soft as they cajoled hers to respond. She didn’t need any encouragement. She wanted this and what this first touch would bring them.

      Rising up on tiptoe, she wound her arms around his neck. Tracing the shape of his skull, hooking her fingers under his mask before slipping it over his head, and letting it fall silently to join hers. His hair was soft and springy under her touch. She opened up beneath his onslaught to allow him access. His touch and taste were heaven. She never wanted the kiss to end. It was everything a first kiss should be and more.

      She moaned when he pulled away from her, laying his forehead against hers.

      She pulled back, tilting her head up, getting her first good look at Alex. He took her breath away. It was amazing how a little mask could hide so much. Her imagination hadn’t done him justice. He was more handsome and striking than she had thought. Reaching out, it was her turn to trace his features. Cupping his cheek, his light five o’clock shadow bristling under her hand, she continued her exploration of the man who’d captivated her all evening. His nose had a tiny bump, signaling that it had been broken at some stage. His strong, square jaw defined the personality he had shown her tonight, but she knew there was a softness to him too. Sophie finally ran her finger along his full, plump lower lip, gasping when he took it in his mouth, sucking gently. Sensations sizzled through her, all converging at the one point between her legs. She shivered at the thought of what would come later.

      He grabbed her hand and laced his fingers with hers, heat radiating through her at his touch. She looked up and saw the question burning like a laser in the dark depths of Alex’s eyes.

      The fact that he wasn’t assuming, but asking her, melted her heart again.

      She knew, from the one kiss they’d shared, that she would experience something she’d never experienced before in her life. Was she still willing to take the risk?

      The answer was an unequivocal yes. She was so tired of always doing the right thing. Always playing it safe and erring on the side of caution. Always worried about what her actions might mean to her father and the family’s social position.

      But not tonight. Tonight was for her. She would give herself this one night of pleasure.

      She reached out and laid her hand on his chest, feeling the rapid beating of his heart. Gripping his shirt, she pulled him toward her, capturing his lips in a short, soft kiss.

      “Yes.”

      He didn’t need to ask her what she meant. The smile on his face told her he knew exactly what she was agreeing to. He held her to him briefly before sweeping her away from the crowd mingling on the balcony. It was then that Sophie realized the fireworks display was underway. So caught up in Alex’s kiss and the intenseness of the moment, she hadn’t registered the loud booms resonating around the balcony.

      With everyone occupied with bringing in the New Year, they were able to slip out and into an elevator without drawing any attention to themselves. Sophie was relieved. She didn’t want anything or anyone intruding on this moment.

      It was all about her and Alex.

      She knew it was only for one night, and she had no regrets. After her holiday break, she would go back to work and tackle her new position and the challenges it would bring. At this point in her life, she had no time for a relationship. After her last disastrous one, entering another relationship was the last thing on her mind. And from Alex’s cryptic words, it was the last thing on his, too.

      “You’re thinking again. Why?” Again Alex’s smooth voice pierced her mind, shooting holes in her thoughts. “Just feel, Sophia, just feel.”

      The lift doors opened and he swept her down the hall.

      “You booked a room?” She wished she could take the words back the moment she spoke them. She sounded so gauche and naïve, so caught up that she hadn’t taken any notice of which direction they were heading. Right at this moment, time and place had no real relevance to her.

      He gave a short laugh as he stopped in front of a door. Reaching into his pocket, he extracted a keycard and unlocked the door. Ushering her in, he let the door close, the snick as the lock connected echoing around the room. “Yes, I booked a room. And in case you’re wondering, I never expected to be sharing it with someone at the end of the evening.”

      She didn’t need to hear those words. Sophie knew the last thing Alex had planned was for them to end up in the room he’d booked. Fate had made the decision for them.

      She moved over to the windows to gaze out. The fireworks had finished and all that lingered was the smoke. The residual cloud cast the city with an eerie glow. The buildings seeming to rise out of a cloud of dust, reaching up to inhale fresh, sweet, clean air. That’s how she felt right at that moment, as if she were reaching out from the cloud of disappointment to grasp something fresh and new.

      Warm hands slipped around her waist and she found herself being pulled against a wall of hard muscle. The room was lit by only a couple of table lamps. Their reflections were clear in the glass. His hands spanned her waist and he started a slow journey up her body. Her breath caught in her throat as she waited and watched, wondering just where those hands would end up. They stopped just short of touching her aching breasts. He swiveled her around and his mouth came crashing down on hers. She could feel the strength of his desire against her belly and lost herself once again in his kiss.

      He picked her up in his arms, all the while keeping his lips on hers, worshipping them, as he made his way to the bed.

      He broke contact as he laid her down. She groaned her disappointment when he pulled away. Her disappointment soon changed to enchantment, when he started to remove his tuxedo. With every piece of clothing he removed, heat scorched its way up her body, igniting a passion in her that was bold and new and intense.

      His eyes never left hers and she was close enough to touch the bronzed skin he exposed. His flesh warm and his stomach contracted under her touch.

      He joined her on the bed, starting a sensual assault at her ankles and working his way up. His hands were gentle as he removed her dress. Her body hummed like a tuning fork with every touch, every stroke, every kiss he graced on every area of skin he exposed. His hands never left her body as they learned her curves. His fingers delved between her thigh and she was more than ready for Alex’s possession.

      Lip to lip, chest to chest, hip to hip—they were made for each other.

      He dealt with the necessary protection and paused above her, holding himself a hair’s breadth away from her entrance. His lips gently touched hers, belying the muscle and strength and power enclosing her, and asked her a simple question.

      “Are you sure? Just tonight?”

      She fully appreciated his question, but if she didn’t want to be there, she wouldn’t have followed him to his room. She knew what was at stake.

      In answer to his question, she lifted her hips encouraging him to take what she was offering.

      With a single thrust, he slid inside her warm, moist center. She arched her back, sighing, relishing the feel of him as her inner muscles contracted around him.

      Alex stilled his body while hers cried out wanting more. He captured her lips in another kiss while his hand massaged her breast, tweaking her nipple causing arrows of pleasure to shimmer through her until they reach where they were connected. She dug her fingernails into his back and swiveled her hips, letting him know the time for slow was over.

      He answered her call and pulled out before plunging back in. She moaned loudly and all coherent thought lost as every increasing thrust swept her up in a vortex of sensations, leading up to the moment where they both were crying out their completion.

      He held her close, raining soft kisses over her face as her body subsided from the power of her climax. Even in her sensual haze, Sophie wondered whether one night with Alex would be enough. Would she have the strength to walk away from him? It was something she didn’t want to think about right at that moment. She would just enjoy the rest of the night and deal with the aftermath at a later time. When she had her erratic emotions under control.

      If she ever did.
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        * * *

      

      Sophie gazed down at the man sleeping peacefully in the big bed. He was the man who’d played her body like a first violinist in an orchestra. He’d made her body hum and sing like no one ever had.

      Now she must walk away.

      Alex had said he wasn’t in a place for a relationship and with her new promotion, neither was she. Not to mention her heart was still recovering from the bruising it had received at the hands of Nigel. A relationship between them would never work. Her hours were long, erratic, demanding, and, at times, tragic. She would disappoint and let him down time and time again. He needed someone who would always be at his side.

      She would take the memories they had created and when life got unbearable, she would bring them out and soothe her frazzled nerves.

      How she longed to climb back in that bed and throw all caution to the wind. But she couldn’t. She had to be strong.

      Their night together was something out of the ordinary. A fairytale, but one that could never have a happy ending. She would never see him again.

      She touched her fingers to her lips and then placed them against his bare shoulder. She didn’t dare place them anywhere else in case he woke.

      Picking up her shoes and purse, she walked toward the door, and with one last glance over her shoulder, turned the handle and walked out.
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        * * *

      

      It might’ve been the click of the door. It might’ve been the empty space in the bed where a warm body should’ve been. It might’ve been instinct that jolted Alex out of his slumber, but whatever it was, he knew that sleep would be elusive for the rest of the night.

      Sophie had left.

      He didn’t bother calling out to check. Stillness permeated the air. He knew she had gone. All she’d left behind was the elusive scent of her subtle floral perfume and a crushed pillow.

      Flinging back the covers, he slung his legs over the side of the bed, breathing deeply as he thrust his fingers through his hair, bringing memories hurtling back of Sophie doing exactly the same at the height of her passion.

      He swore and banished the memories from his mind. It was one night, both had agreed. Then why did he feel one night would never, ever be enough? He’d been captivated by her from the moment he’d caught a glimpse of her silver dress. She’d stood out among the sea of people. When he found himself seated next to her, it had taken all he had not to reach out and touch her blonde hair. He gave a small smile as he recalled the way her eyes are sparkled blue fire when she’d pierced the prawn as if it had bitten her. The soft curve of her mouth when she smiled at something someone said. Her skin was as soft as it had looked when he touched her. Her beauty was classic and ethereal, that was the only way he could describe her. He would remember their one night for a long time.

      He pulled on his trousers and wandered over to the window where the curtains still stretched across the glass, stifling the room.

      Opening the heavy material, his gaze was drawn to the horizon. The first fingers of a new day glowed behind the hills, beckoning him to embrace all the wonders of a new year. Like a new baby crying out its welcome when it first enters the world from the safety of its mother’s womb.

      Fingers touching, curling on the cool glass, he accepted the invitation the sun offered. He had a new job and adventure to look forward to.

      A relationship would never have worked between him and Sophie. He’d tried that once, even going so far as to marry. But the pressures of his career and the hours he worked made a relationship too hard to maintain. No woman liked playing second best to patients.

      Sophie would never understand the life of a doctor. She was a society woman who expected to attend charitable functions on any given evening, like the ball last night. He would disappoint her again and again with a phone call each time to say he was caught up with a patient.

      No, it was better this way. Better that she’d left and they didn’t have to face the awkward morning-after talk.

      He would embrace his new position and put this night down to a beautiful memory.

      It was what they’d agreed on—one night. Only somehow, he knew it would be a long time before he experienced a night like that again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “I need that IV in now. What the hell is the hold up?” the intern on duty thundered.

      Sophie took a steadying breath, willed her fingers to still their shaking. It was a procedure she had done time and time again, but today, her first day back after her break, her mind was full of cotton wool.

      It didn’t help that the patient’s veins were near impossible to locate due to his injuries.

      She pushed the cannulae into the vein she’d finally been able to source, the small blue line raising weakly against the skin of his hand. She felt a slight resistance before, at last, the quick slide of the needle as it entered the vein. She relaxed at the reassuring sight of the trickle of blood coming through the hub.

      “I’m in and attaching the second IV now. Blood for a transfusion should be here shortly.”

      She checked the flow of the other IV and was satisfied it was still providing the patient with much needed life-saving fluid. She focused solely on the task of stabilizing the young motorcyclist. He needed her to be on top of her game, not letting her mind wander to places it shouldn’t be.

      She could hear the yelling of instructions around her. A multi-car accident had everyone working to capacity. What they really needed in here was a set of experienced hands. The intern should be out handling a patient with non-life threatening injuries. Today they were short a doctor and desperately needed all hands on deck with the traumas coming through the doors. It was why she was helping with this particular victim; she could gently prod the doctor until a resident was free.

      In the next instant, the privacy curtain was thrust aside. Hopefully, help had finally arrived.

      “What’s the status of the patient?”

      She stilled. That voice, so rich and sensual and commanding. Totally unforgettable. A voice that sent her insides quivering like the ripples on a pond after a stone had been thrown in. The last voice she expected to hear in her hospital. With her heart hammering loudly like an orchestra of kettledrums, she raised her eyes and glanced at the newcomer, hoping against hope that her assumption was wrong.

      Luck wasn’t on her side.

      It was Alex.

      His dress and tone were that of a medical professional, not a scared relative.

      Her hand gripped the IV stand. Her stomach dropped to her feet and blood rushed to her head. She thought she was going to faint. She gulped in air, trying to calm her frazzled nerves.

      What was he doing here?

      Sophie bit the inside of her lip, wishing she would wake up and find out it was all a dream. A dream brought on by nerves from starting her new position. But all the biting achieved was a throb on her lower lip.

      She was still in the resus cubicle. And now, so was her one-night stand.

      Her fantasy lover, the man she’d pushed aside her inhibitions for. He wasn’t meant to turn up for real in her life. He was meant to stay as a memory. One she pulled out of the recesses of her mind when life got too much to bear. He was especially not meant to turn up in her professional life.

      How could this be happening?

      If she’d had any idea on New Year’s Eve that he was a doctor, and that the next time she’d see him would be in her hospital, there would have been no way she would’ve followed him into his hotel room.

      What was she going to do?

      The beeping of the monitor forced her attention back to her patient. She would have to deal with Alex turning up at the hospital after her patient was in a more stable condition.

      Adopting what she hoped was a voice he wouldn’t recognize she listed out the injuries.

      “Twenty-four-year-old male motorcyclist presenting with suspected fractures to his skull, left femur, and tibia. More than likely a crushed pelvis.” She took a breath before continuing with the list. “Significant blood loss, saline IV attached. Bloods are on the way. The patient was also given a shot of morphine at the scene. We’ll know the full extent of his injuries once he’s stable enough to be taken up to x-ray.”

      She couldn’t avoid it any longer—she had to face him. It would be career suicide if she ignored a doctor. She didn’t want to be reported to the new director of emergency, either. How ironic if the new nursing unit manager was reported on her first day on the job. Déjà vu all over again.

      Imagining her spine was made of unbending steel, she raised her eyes and met his penetrating gaze head on.

      She saw the shock filter across his face before it was quickly blanked out. She thought for a moment that she’d imagined it. He turned his attention back to the other doctor.

      “I’ll take it from here,” he commanded, slipping his stethoscope from around his neck and placing it on the victim’s chest. His brow furrowed at what he was hearing.

      She watched as he flicked the stethoscope out of his ears. His nimble fingers began to palpate the patient’s stomach. She remembered how they’d felt as he’d feathered them across her skin.

      Stop it. You have a potentially dying patient and you’re remembering the feel of his fingers on your skin. Concentrate.

      “I don’t like the feel of his abdomen, his breathing is shallow. How’s his pressure?” Alex’s impersonal tone dragged her out of her inner thoughts.

      Now wasn’t the time to be dwelling on things she had no control over. Calling on her professional training, she did what she was trained to do—put a patient’s needs above her own.

      “Not good, he needs to be in theater, not down here.”

      Sophie glanced up and her eyes met Alex’s, the expression in his gaze unreadable. His voice washed over her again. “Then let’s get him there.”

      Sophie pulled herself together as she worked side-by-side with the man who could, potentially, ruin her career. How she kept her cool, she had no idea. They worked together in perfect harmony. Every time she anticipated Alex’s every move, question and request, she could hear the respect growing in his voice. Clearly, he hadn’t expected her to be able to deal with an emergency. What was his impression of her on New Year’s Eve?

      Did he think she was purely a socialite? It was highly likely he did—most people thought she flitted around the social scene the first time they met her.

      But here she was, showing her worth and providing him with information he needed even before he asked. It was as if they had been working together for years, not twenty minutes. Perhaps they’d connected in more than just a physical way that night.

      She shuttered her thoughts. She didn’t want to go there. Not yet. She knew the night had to be dealt with, because if left alone, it could, like a simple scratch, fester into something more serious.

      “Right, let’s get him upstairs.”

      Again Alex’s voice penetrated her thoughts, as the patient was finally stable enough to be transferred to x-ray. His prognosis didn’t look hopeful, but she sent a silent prayer to anyone who may be listening that the young patient would make it. She also gave silent thanks that Alex had accompanied the patient, giving her some breathing space. Some time to collect her thoughts before the inevitable confrontation between them happened.

      Ripping off her bloodstained gloves, she threw them into the trash, thankful her shift was finally over. If only she could solve her other problems like that. Rip them off and throw them away like a pair of soiled gloves.

      She should be elated. She’d survived her first shift in her new position as nursing unit manager—only just. Helping out with a multi-trauma accident wasn’t what she’d expected on her first day. But she knew occurrences like that were going to be rare. Her job was now going to be more administration based, with the added perk of mentoring a new breed of nurse.

      She dispelled the memories of the last time she’d held the position. The way she’d crumpled under the pressure. Not this time, though. This time she wasn’t going to let the self-defeating talk take her over. Demeaning and eroding her self-esteem like she let it the last time. She was a stronger person now, and she was going to be the best unit manager the department had ever seen.

      With that resolve thrumming through her, she made her way to the staffroom. She had just enough time to grab a quick coffee before handling the paperwork for change of shift, and maybe a chance to start on all the other administrative papers already starting to mount on her desk.

      When was the new director of emergency going to show up and take some of the load off her? She had hoped he’d arrive before her shift ended.

      Just her luck he’d be some arrogant, old-fashioned doctor who looked down his nose at nurses. What joy it would be sharing an office with someone like that. He’d probably demand she do her work at the triage desk.

      She didn’t want to let the other thought that flitted through her mind take purchase. She didn’t want to think of the possibility that it could be Alex. She didn’t want to think about the prospect of them working side by side in the close confines of the office, day after day.

      Sophie pushed opened the door and stopped at the sight that greeted her. Most of her nursing staff were milling around chatting among themselves. With all that had happened in the last couple of hours, she’d forgotten administration had called a staff meeting. They wanted everyone to attend, which was impossible and she’d told them so. She was proud of her small victory when she’d finally gotten administration to agree that the change of shift staff would attend, and then she’d let the other staff members know the pertinent details. It didn’t take a medical degree to work out that the meeting was called in relation to the new director. She hoped it wasn’t bad news and the new director had changed his mind and decided not to take up the position after all.

      “About time you showed up, we’ve been waiting for you.”

      Phoebe’s voice jolted her and Sophie gave her friend a glare as she replied.

      “I was in the middle of an emergency, in case you didn’t notice. I mean, this is the emergency department after all.”

      Phoebe didn’t have a chance to reply as Neil, her sleazy ex and the CEO of the hospital, entered the room. Sophie quickly slid into a seat, slouching down to be less noticeable. He was the last person she wanted to see. Thank goodness it would only be for another week. Then she wouldn’t have to look or hear or speak or be in the same room as Mr.-I’m-the-best-CEO-this-hospital-has-ever-had, ever again. A gentle squeeze on her arm had her looking up—the sympathy shining out of Phoebe’s eyes annoyed her more than comforted her. She was over Neil and she’d told Phoebe that. What she’d done on New Year’s Eve proved to her that she was finished feeling sorry for herself. She needed to stop acting like a heartbroken waif.

      She pushed down her annoyance at her weakness and sat up straighter in her chair. She gave Phoebe a determined smile and a look to say she was fine.

      Lifting her head, she clashed eyes with Neil. She let all the contempt she felt for him fill her and she had the satisfaction of seeing him take a small step back. The urge to poke her tongue out at him was overwhelming, but she controlled it.

      He started to speak and she let his words wash over her, not taking in what he was saying until he said the words that stopped her heart, and deflated the confidence she’d just gained in showing him she wasn’t bothered by his presence anymore. They were the words she didn’t want to hear. The words that brought her passing thought a while ago to fruition.

      “Our new director of emergency is Dr. Alex Scavoni.”

      Sophie couldn’t look up.

      It wasn’t possible.

      It couldn’t be true.

      Life couldn’t be so cruel. Could it?

      She wanted to run and hide, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t let her staff see her reaction to the new director. Phoebe’s gasp showed Sophie she remembered his name from the ball. It wouldn’t take much for the others who were seated at that table to remember. After all, Alex had introduced himself to them.

      “Did you know this, Soph? Did you know Alex was going to be working here?” Phoebe whispered to her.

      Sophie’s throat had closed up. She wasn’t capable of answering so she shook her head. The only saving grace in this disaster was that Phoebe hadn’t seen her and Alex dance or their midnight kiss. Phoebe had no idea that she had slept with Alex.

      Things just got a bit more complicated.

      She would be sharing an office with the man she’d spent one torrid night with. A night she hadn’t been able to forget. She hoped to goodness no one had seen her leave with him, otherwise her career was shot. Getting involved with another senior staff member was tantamount to career suicide. No one would respect her abilities now.

      Sophie had to believe Alex had protected them from any prying eyes as they’d left, like he had promised he would.

      But she couldn’t let her thoughts show to the people gathered in the room.

      Not again.

      She summoned every ounce of the endless social skills her mother had drilled into her during her teenage years. Straighten your shoulders, Sophie. Even if one is bored, one mustn’t look bored. Smile, you own the room and everyone in it. You are a Franklyn—social royalty.

      Her mother’s words sounded so loud in her mind, transporting her back to the times her mother would tap her on the shoulder with her constant companion—the wooden ruler. Drumming those words into Sophie, over and over and over again.

      She finally became aware that everyone was looking at her, expectation showing in their gazes. She looked up and locked eyes with Alex. With that one look, she knew she was in trouble.
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        * * *

      

      It took all his willpower, again, to keep his face devoid of emotion. He fought against the overwhelming desire to stride through his new staff, pick Sophie up, and whisk her away so he could reacquaint himself with her sweet taste.

      When Sophie had heard his name, the look of disbelief and despair that had appeared on her face was quickly replaced by one of blankness with an underlying aura of poise and serene calm.

      He was surprised at her reaction, considering she’d worked alongside him in the resus room. He was still amazed at her professionalism and how she had anticipated his every move and action when dealing with their patient. If he hadn’t been watching and wanting her since the moment he’d walked into the staff room, he would’ve totally missed that look.

      It was his turn to be shocked when he realized exactly what the CEO was saying and the look of anticipation on the faces of the people surrounding him in the room.

      Sophie was the nursing unit manager, or NUM as it was often shortened to, which meant they would be sharing the same office. Be in constant contact with each other.

      Things just got a lot more complicated.

      The rest of the meeting passed without him taking in much of what was said. All he could think about was what was going to happen on their first shift together tomorrow.

      A familiar scent tickled his senses. He looked to his right and was arrested by the sight next to him.

      Sophie.

      Even after working a full shift, with a crumpled uniform showing evidence from the last trauma, she looked more beautiful than she had when she’d been fully made up. Her natural, uncomplicated beauty shone through.

      “Dr. Scavoni, we need to talk.” Her voice was as sharp as a scalpel. No preliminaries, just straight to the point. He had to admire her for the way she managed to make it sound conversational and not confrontational.

      “Our office?”

      She leaned close, so close his flesh prickled at the sparks shooting out of her eyes. He watched the skin around her mouth tighten as she clenched her jaw and spoke in a tone only he could hear. “Unless you’d like the whole staff to hear what I have to say, then, yes, our office would be fine.”

      She turned and walked out of the room, hips swaying, mesmerizing him with each step.

      “You’ll need to keep an eye on her, Scavoni. I wasn’t happy with her appointment as NUM of ER, not after her last effort. But the powers that be decided to give her another go. Daddy probably promised a huge donation if she was given the promotion again.”

      Alex was surprised at the bitterness with which the CEO, Neil Buchanan, spoke. Clearly he didn’t like or believe in Sophie. But as far as Alex knew, a new CEO would be taking over at the end of the week so Neil’s opinion mattered little.

      “Not really your concern anymore is it, Buchanan?” He paused, taking a step that brought him closer to the other man. “After all, you’re leaving in a couple of days, aren’t you?”

      Neil sniffed in disgust, as if he had just smelled rotting flesh. “True, but I know Sophie well and if I was staying on here as CEO, there is no way in hell she would’ve received the promotion. Donation or not.”

      Something definitely wasn’t right between Neil and Sophie. Irrationally, a protective streak for Sophie sparked to life. Alex planned to find out what the history between them was and why Neil obviously had a lack of trust in her nursing abilities. From what he’d seen, her skills were impeccable. Only he wouldn’t ask Neil for details. He’d only met the man a handful of times, but each time he felt the need to wash his hands afterwards. The man exuded the slipperiness of a small intestine. If Neil had stayed on, Alex would’ve found it very difficult to take up the position and work with the man.

      “Well, for Sophie’s sake I guess it’s lucky that you aren’t. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting with the lady in question to attend to.”

      “Trust me, Scavoni
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fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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