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Shona was standing in front of a massive highly polished oak desk, staring across at the man sitting behind it, with a deep feeling of apprehension. She had practically begged for this assignment, now she desperately wished her boss hadn’t granted her request. He had pulled strings, a favour owed, Owen had said with a faint smile. She must have been mad! Shona wanted to be anywhere but here. The big man looking back at her impatiently was quite literally breathtaking. Not strictly handsome, he was too rugged for that, but he had an air of power that was almost tangible. An imposing man in every sense, with thick dark wavy hair and eyes, almost black, who was now regarding her impatiently from under lowered brows. His mouth was wide and firm, and as he parted his lips, exposing gleaming white teeth, it made him look positively lethal. Another little snippet of information that her boss had passed on was that he always felt as though Vincente De Luca could bite one’s head off if not shown the right degree of respect, so no matter what the man said, keep it polite. Advice that Shona would, of course, follow. She had no wish to lose her head, or her job for that matter.

In turn the man was studying her from slumbrous eyes as though waiting for a reaction, which in fact he was. He was used to women getting a certain look in their eyes when they met him. Vincente knew he had an appeal for the ladies. His wealth being one of his assets, and he regarded such women with an impatience born of experience. He needed someone who didn’t regard him as anything other than an employer. Girlfriends were a side attraction, not for working with, he found. It only caused complications. By the look on this girl’s face, there was nothing in her eyes or manner to indicate she found him in any way attractive, which was obviously what he was looking for. In fact, the girl looked as though she found him totally uninteresting. A ridiculous thought, of course. They had only just met, so how could she sit in judgement of him? So small he could pick her up with one hand. Then why did he feel such an odd sense of unease as her large hazel eyes gazed back at him? Vincente shook the feeling off. He would not give in to such negative thoughts.

“Miss Embery, you wished to speak with me?”

His deep accented voice sent shivers racing down her spine, and Shona swallowed in alarm. Time to pull yourself together instead of standing here like a mesmerised rabbit, she instructed herself. Which was hard to do with those dark eyes boring into hers. This had been her first assignment, and by the look of it, her last, to start on her career as a journalist. Mr De Luca didn’t even appear to know why she was here, so what had made him agree to see her? She started to wonder if Owen had got the appointment times wrong. The man standing to one side of him made a comment in Italian, as he looked Shona up and down with an appreciative gleam in his eyes, which made the seated man grunt and glance across at her with a dismissive shrug. He replied in the same language. “If she is to your taste, Gianni! For me, women should have more roundness. This one is too skinny to appeal!”

Shona looked down at her feet to mask her reaction. Her grandmother was Italian, and she had learned the language from an early age. It had been her trump card when asking for the job, and why Owen had let her take it on. He had thought it would smooth her path into gaining more information from this man, who was not known to share his secrets. Owen had to be joking. She wasn’t cut out to be a spy, and this man would tell her only what he wanted her to know. The comment from his staff member made Shona glance down at her chest. Yes, she did have nicely shaped breasts. At least it had been a compliment of sorts. Just a man thing. Not worth taking umbrage to, but the last remark by the seated man was an insult. In no way was she skinny! She glanced up with innocent eyes. She wasn’t about to tell him she had understood every word or show any anger at the way he had been so scathing in his opinion of her body. It didn’t matter what he thought. At least one of them liked the look of her. Besides, she didn’t much care what any man thought these days. It was never worth knowing anyway. A woman had no value in Mr De Luca’s life, it seemed, apart from one thing, and she wasn’t about to speculate on that subject. He must have a mother, or did he dislike her too?

“Speak! My time is valuable,” he stated brusquely. He glanced at his watch pointedly.

“Mr Taylor sent me to conduct an interview with you,” she said hastily.

“You! Owen sent a woman?” Vincente frowned and tapped his fingers on the desktop, then regarded her thoughtfully. “He was supposed to send a man. Why you?”

Shona looked back at him with a stir of anger. “I’m good at my job, Mr De Luca.”

“A man would be equally as good, probably more so,” he commented, leaning back in his chair, and watching her through narrowed eyes.

“In this job, women are sometimes actually better than men, that’s why Mr Taylor sent me,” she said calmly. Talk about a chauvinist! Shona felt like saying something less than ladylike, but couldn’t afford to, so looked back at him impassively.

He raised one impressive brow. “You have a high opinion of yourself, Miss Embury.”

“As do you of yourself, sir,” She said, casting him a challenging look. She mentally rolled her eyes, so much for following advice. Owen would be none too pleased about her answering this man back, but it never hurt to let people know she should also be treated with respect.

He stood up so abruptly that she instinctively took a step back. The man looked positively menacing as he towered over her. Shona hung her head; it would serve her right if he did bite it off! That’s it, she had blown her chances and was about to be shown the door. She was wrong.

“We shall continue this conversation in the comfort of the lounge. Follow me.” He swept past her and opened the door saying, “Handle my calls, Gianni, this should not take long. Come along, Miss Embury.”

Shona scuttled after him quickly before he could change his mind. An unexpected reprieve.

The man sat down and spread his large body out comfortably on a sizeable sofa, then pointed to an armchair opposite. “You may sit there.”

He looked positively dangerous even when lounging back against the cushions, and Shona wondered if the man knew how sexy he looked, with his top shirt buttons undone, showing the hair on his broad chest. Or was that the whole point, to disconcert her? His darkly tanned skin and watchful brown eyes gave him the air of a predator waiting to pounce if she made any wrong moves. Like some eagle-eyed gladiator measuring his opponent before he slayed him. Shona wouldn’t give much for a competitor’s chances if they tried to cross swords with this arrogant man. She hastily averted her gaze as his eyes met hers, and he gave a faint smile. An unsettling smile, which curved his lips sensuously, showing a glimpse of those white fangs. A large menacing wolf came to mind. Mr De Luca wasn’t trying to flirt with her, she knew that much. That look came naturally to the man. The gods had cast him in this image and no doubt he used it to his advantage, especially with the ladies. The queue must be a mile long. He wouldn’t even notice a girl like her. Not that she wanted him to. They were worlds apart. The job was what she came for, not him.

Shona stared around the huge beautifully furnished room, trying not to look as awed as she felt. What must it be like to live in such luxury? It screamed money, and a lifestyle totally out of her realm. Although, where the money had come from to fund this lavish existence was questionable in his case. The man was well known in the business world for many things and could be ruthless in his dealings. Cutthroat was one description heard. Perhaps the rumours were exaggerated. She knew more than most about that sore subject, they had followed her around for most of her life. Her gaze lit on a small side table with a chair beside it. Perfect for her needs and further away from his overpowering presence. He was unnerving to say the least.

She glanced around at him. “Do you mind if I set up here?”

He waved a hand in answer, his eyes still steady on her as Shona put her briefcase on the floor beside the chair and took her small recorder out placing it on the table as she sat down.

Vincente nodded. “I thought you were here for the secretarial post. It is still open, Miss Embury, should you wish to take up the offer.”

Shona returned his quizzical look with a slight frown. If he was tempting her with another job just so he could have a male journalist to conduct the interview, then why didn’t he just refuse her in the first place? She rejected that thought. Her thinking was becoming muddled. This man had no need of subterfuge to get rid of anyone. Mr De Luca would have told her straight out. It was simple. As he had been expecting a man to interview, he had mistaken her for an applicant after the secretarial post.

“No, but thank you for the offer. I’m here to conduct the interview as Mr Taylor requested and you gave permission for, unless you’ve changed your mind, sir.”

He ignored her words. It was as if he hadn’t even heard her speak. “You are ready for me?”

Oh, yes, her mind said, as she glanced down at her recorder to hide her pink cheeks and nodded. 

He had quite a potent effect on her senses, and she was trying not to look flustered.

“Where do you wish me to start?”

“Anywhere you like,” she said breathlessly. Shona closed her eyes briefly as her blush deepened, and pretended to cough. She had never felt this reaction to a man before in her life, this odd pull of attraction. Take control before he throws you out, she scolded herself. She gave him a polite smile, and hoped she looked business like. “Random thoughts. Your childhood, for instance, where you grew up. Memories.”

His face remained set like a granite edifice, and there was no returning smile. “You aren’t writing my memoirs, Miss Embury, that is not what was called for, and I have no intention of sharing my private life with anyone, least of all a budding journalist. This was supposed to be purely about my business and success in the world of finance. Not a tell-all story about me. Get your facts right next time. I shall be having a word with Owen over the matter. This interview is over. Now you may leave!”

He stood up abruptly, and his sheer size was intimidating. Shona stared at him with a stricken look on her face, and without thinking jumped up and put her hand on his arm. “Please, I can only apologise. I was obviously given the wrong information about the topic to be covered. Can’t we begin again?”

Vincente frowned as he looked down at her small fingers clutching at his sleeve. His reaction was a bit hasty, he had to admit, and it had been brought on by self-preservation. He had no time for distraction in his life at the moment, and his instincts had sensed a threat from this girl. Something he had never experienced with any other female. He should back away now, yet his attention was caught by her words. “It’s not like Owen to give out wrong information, which means he passed the message on to another. Who gave you the instructions for this interview?”

Shona snatched her hand away having realised what she was doing, and her face flooded with embarrassed colour. Then the penny dropped. There was only one person who would want her to fail miserably in her task, and that was the man who had wanted the assignment. Sam Kennedy, who had worked far longer for Owen than she had. She couldn’t blame him for feeling put out by their boss’s choice, but to scupper her chances with such underhand tactics was really hitting below the belt. Sam had wanted to humiliate her, and he had definitely succeeded. Well, the deed was done now. No need to drop someone else in it.

The man watching her could see the conflicting emotions playing over her delicate features and drew his own conclusions. She knew who it was, but couldn’t bring herself to get another into trouble, even at the expense of losing her job. An honest woman, who could not hurt others. You are far too nice, Miss Embury, he thought. I would willingly have destroyed them. Vincente felt a strange urge to protect her, and his frown deepened.

Shona, feeling decidedly flat, started to gather her things together in preparation for leaving. His words stopped her.

“You may ask me about my business, no embellishments, just the truth. Now we begin again, yes?”

“Oh! Yes, thank you, Mr De Luca,” she said in grateful relief.

That was the start of her assignment, which owing to time, made him split the interview up into three sessions. Two more days and she should have her scoop, or rather Owen would. Shona was elated. Her joy lasted only until she entered the newspaper office, and saw the guilty expression on Owen’s face when he looked across at her. Her heart sank. What now? He obviously had something on his mind, and clearly it was something she would rather not hear.

“Why are you giving me that look, Owen?”

“I’ll come straight out with what I have to say, Shona. It pains me enough without dithering over the news. I’ve had pressure brought to bear to terminate your contract. You understand that I have to let you go?” Owen was embarrassed and angry and couldn’t meet her eyes. His hands fiddled aimlessly with the papers on his desk, gathering them up, then placing them down again.

“What did I do wrong?” she asked in hurt surprise.

“Nothing to do with your work. I can’t fault that, but I have to make cutbacks.” Their eyes finally made contact, and his shoulders slumped in defeat at the guilt he couldn’t hide.

Shona gave a resigned sigh. “Mr De Luca complained about me, didn’t he? I don’t even know why I bothered to carry on with the interview, It was pretty evident that he doesn’t have much time for women. I should imagine kitchen and the spaghetti pot are what he visualises when a female appears.”

“What? No, Mr De Luca hasn’t been in contact with me.” Now Owen looked flushed and awkward.

A nasty suspicion crossed her mind, and a sense of despair filled her. Oh, no! Please, not again! Just when she thought that the way forward was clear. She had begun to settle into her new job and was feeling happy about life. Now this! It was starting all over again, not that it had ever really gone away. It had been foolish of her to even think her trials had ended, because she knew in her heart they never would. Another dream ended, and there had been so many. She sank down onto a chair and gave Owen a sad grimace, her heart thumping in a mixture of anger and despair. “I’ll save you time by telling you what I think is going on here.”

“Oh, and what’s that?” Owen asked warily.

“I’m guessing that you had a visit from my sister this morning,” she sighed.

“Your sister?” He looked puzzled. “I didn’t know you had one!”

“Her name is Loren Westwood. A surname she chose herself. Her real surname is Embury. Maybe a short description would give you a reminder of her. Blonde, glamorous, stunning, unforgettable, and can turn rather nasty.” His struck expression confirmed her worst suspicions. “Another guess is that you and she had an affair. I’m not judging you over that, Owen, because she’s a beautiful girl and can be very persuasive, and you couldn’t have known what she really was until today. As you’re married, I should imagine Loren held it over you when she asked you to dispense with my services.”

His face was ashen. “I’m not admitting to anything!”

Shona gave a soft defeated sigh of laughter. “You don’t have to. I can see it in your face, and I quite understand the position you’ve found yourself in. I won’t be telling anybody; you can take my word on that. Loren has cost me quite a number of jobs over the years using the same tried and true method. It can be very soul destroying.”

Owen leaned his elbows on the desk and held his head in his hands. He straightened up and met her eyes. “How can you stay so calm, and why aren’t you furious with me? I am! I hate myself and I’m so sorry, Shona. You might not believe this, but I love my wife deeply and couldn’t bear to lose her. Will you also believe me if I tell you that today was the first time I’ve ever set eyes on your sister, or that nothing actually happened between her and I?”

“Strangely enough I do,” she gave a slight grimace. “How did she play you?”

“Miss Westwood came waltzing in, asking if we had any openings, then before I knew what was happening, she perched herself on my desk, hitched her skirt right up and grabbed my hand, then placed it high on her thigh and took a selfie. I was so enraged that I could have killed her. I suppose I was also angry at myself for goggling at her like an idiot. She’s so eye catching that I just sat there, and she carried it out so fast that it was too late to try snatching her phone, because she was already halfway out of the door. I shouted at her to come back, but the damage was done. I thought I was going to have a heart attack at the thought it could get back to my wife. The girl was only here for just under ten minutes, and in that time, she became a threat to my whole way of life.”

Shona could well believe that. “There are plenty of other people who have also suffered the same experience. She called you back, I take it?”

“Yes, Miss Westwood phoned up a short while later giving me an ultimatum. I either fire you, or she would show my wife the picture. I mean how does one explain that? They say that pictures can’t lie, yet that one gives completely the wrong impression. I can’t even claim it must be someone else’s hand, because of this.” Owen held his hand up to show the distinctive ring on his little finger. His wife had it made for him, and she would recognise it straight away on being shown the picture.

“I know the feeling well, so I for one do believe what you say, but then I’m used to my sister’s devious ways. Loren was like it even as a child, so this is nothing new. I just liked this job so much,” she said sadly.

“And I liked working with you,” Owen said unhappily. “You know she never even gave me a reason why, or that you were her sister, so how did you know it was her?”

“Instinct and previous knowledge. She knew I would instantly know who cost me my job. Well, she’s temporarily satisfied for now. Until the next time.”

Shona picked her bag up and began to clear her desk. “This is goodbye then. I’ll tender my resignation, but obviously it would be better if I left straight away. You should be safe from her claws then. I do thank you for giving me this job, Owen, nobody else would have taken me on with my lack of experience, yet you were prepared to take a chance on me.”

She didn’t add that finding another job was not going to be easy, and would make her life a whole lot harder, especially when the rent became due. It wasn’t his problem.

Owen was ahead of her on that point. “I shall give you a good severance payment. It’s the least I can do given the circumstances.”

“You mustn’t feel obligated to do any such thing. This situation wasn’t of your making. If anything, it was my fault for taking this job.”

“Nonsense, you signed a contract and as such you are entitled to the money.” Owen lowered his brows. “Do you always do this?”

“Do what?” Shona asked, puzzled by his flush of anger.

“Place the blame on yourself? I’ve seen evidence of that myself when something gets mislaid in the office. I do notice other employees attitudes, you know, and Sam has much to answer for. I keep meaning to have a word about it to him and hadn’t yet got around to the task. Surely it’s your sister who should take responsibility for any blame in this case.” He shook his head and frowned. “I’m assuming you disappear without leaving any forwarding address, so how does she track you down?”

“Knowing Loren, she probably hires a private detective to find me.” She gave a wry smile at the look on his face. “I know it sounds like some farfetched crime drama, but I can’t think of any other way she manages to trace me.”

“Why is she so vindictive toward you?”

“I’ve asked myself that same question for years, and still not come up with a reasonable answer,” she shrugged. “I shall never really understand Loren. I mean, she’s so glamorous, yet she continues to try and ruin my life and wastes her own in pursuing me. It’s just beyond me as to why. Time is precious, and a normal person would want to make the most of it. I know that she keeps telling everyone I ever get close to about my sins. but she and I both know it’s far from the truth.”

“What hold has she got over you that you choose to run each time?”

“That’s one thing I can never divulge,” she said quietly.

“Why the hell not?”

“Simply because if you knew and listened to her, you would believe it, despite what’s just happened with you.”

Owen narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. “Let me guess, she has a picture of you. What makes you think having had my own experience that I would take her truth over yours?”

“Two pictures in fact, and on first glance they are quite explicit. To anybody’s eyes it would condemn me.”

“You aren’t going to explain further, are you?” Owen said with a frustrated sigh.

“No! I tried that once, and the outcome nearly broke my heart,” she said, her voice trailing away as memory struck her afresh.

“A boyfriend,” he said sympathetically.

Shona shook her head with a bitter smile. “My parents. They believed her version of events, as opposed to my own faltering account. I think I was still in shock at the time. I had to live with their condemnation for over two years, before I had the gumption to run away. As to boyfriends, I was never allowed to keep them. Loren made sure of that by showing those damned photographs. After that, they thought I was easy and continued to try their luck, and not in any romantic way. I can’t tell you what the boys called me when I turned them down. I ended up with quite a reputation as a tease.”

“Why did your parents take her word for it?” Owen sat back in his chair, shaking his head in shocked disbelief.

“Loren was their golden child, and dad never really wanted any more children. She was born pretty; I was just plain. Something my father always felt he had to remind me of.”

“There is no way you’re plain, Shona, surely you don’t still think that. Were you jealous, or hurt by their attitude?”

“Hurt, yes, of course I was, and slightly envious, but jealous, no. By the time I was old enough to realise they favoured her, I was used to the status quo. It was simply part of my everyday life. You know the old adage, ‘what one doesn’t have, one does not miss.’ Although having seen other mothers greeting their children when collecting them from school with a kiss and hug, did make me wonder what it would be like to be cuddled. It made me question why nobody could love me. Although for a short while I had a grandmother who loved me, so I had some idea of what it could be like. Fate intervened and I was left adrift again when she died.” Shona gave a slight smile. “Oh, don’t look at me like that, Owen, I’m not trying for pity. I was content up to a point with my friendships made at school. I hated it at home, but school was a different matter, until Loren spoilt even that.”

“Let me guess, she turned them against you?”

“Most of them. There were only three who stood up for me, but I’ve moved about so much since our schooldays that we lost touch. I still miss their support and loyalty.”

“Do you never write or e-mail them?”

“This may sound paranoid, but I’ve learned to my cost that both can lead people back to the source, and my sister has gone to great lengths at times to find me. I just wish she would get married and get on with her own life.”

“She was always jealous of you, and obviously still is,” Owen speculated.

“Jealous of me?” Shona gave a faint laugh.

“Yes, you! You’re an open, honest girl, attractive too, and people like you as a rule, your sister being the exception. Do people like her?”

“At first,” Shona said slowly. “She has no close friends that I know of, but then I don’t really know much about Loren at all these days. Only that she has me on the run.”

“Despite her looks, it seems that your sister is her own worst enemy, I can speak with experience now having met her. I have to admit to finding her utterly captivating and vivacious at first, but don’t take that the wrong way. Admiration is far from wanting to commit adultery. I love and value my wife too much to betray our marriage. Besides, Loren soon shattered my illusions by her sudden switch from femme fatale to cold calculating blackmailer. She would be extremely hard to love, I should imagine. You would have been a good sister if Loren had allowed you to be, but it seems that her own selfish nature has always pushed you away.”

“Loren might change as she grows older.” Shona said, yet even she doubted her own words.

“When? After she’s spoilt your whole life? To act like she does now is a precursor to what she will be,” Owen stated with a serious expression. “It appears that your sister has a hard unpleasant side to her, which is unusual in someone of her age. In fact, I wonder by her attitude if something is very wrong with her. Her behaviour was so theatrical that it would have been funny had it not been happening to me. You can’t miss that her fixation on you, or what she is trying on me, are not quite normal, Shona, so just be careful.”

“I always am when she’s around,” she said with a despairing look.

“Let me do something to help you. I know it’s going to be difficult finding other employment. I’ll give you a glowing reference. In fact, I might have an address for you.” He began to rummage around among his papers, but she stopped him.

“No, Owen! I know you mean to be kind, but it could rebound on you. Don’t involve yourself any further. If Loren gets wind that you’ve referred me for a job, she will have no qualms about going straight to your wife. Never underestimate my sister. People have done so before at their cost. It never ends well.”

Shona picked up her bag, and a small cardboard box containing her iPad along with other personal items, and gave him a wan smile. “Goodbye, Owen, and thank you for giving me a shot at the interview. Unfortunately, I’ve only got part one accomplished, so Sam can get his wish and finish it for you. You’re a nice man, but don’t worry about me. I’ll be just fine. I doubt if we’ll ever meet again, so good luck with the exclusive on Mr De Luca.”

Owen watched her leave with mixed feelings. One was genuine regret at losing Shona and the part he had played in that respect; the other was a sense of apprehension at the phone call he was about to make. Vincente was not going to be so happy by the change of candidate. This was going to be an exclusive, because the other man rarely gave out interviews and now with this delay it could be the perfect excuse for him to terminate the whole deal. Although Vincente had specified a man at first, and Sam was perfectly capable of carrying on with the task, so maybe things wouldn’t turn out too badly. His day couldn’t be worse, Owen sighed, although that wasn’t strictly true. If Shona hadn’t quit, his day would certainly have ended up in an unpleasant confrontation with his wife, where divorce was on the cards. His marriage could have been in jeopardy over one evil-minded girl. If he ever had the chance, Owen would speak up for Shona. The poor girl needed someone far stronger than him to do battle with her sister. Someone who wouldn’t care or give a damn about the conniving bitch. He knew it was cowardly, yet put the phone call off. Time enough in the morning to let Vincente know. 

The problem with putting things off was that they often rebounded on one and caused even more problems, as Owen found out the next day. His car broke down halfway to work, and to add to his misery, the heavens opened, drenching him as he walked the rest of the way. This could only happen to him, he grumbled. The sun which had shone down on him when he first set off on foot, had rapidly been obscured by a leaden grey sky. His workplace was too near to call a taxi, yet far enough to get him soaked to the skin, as the rain beat down with a vengeance.

He hastily grabbed the phone up as he entered the office, holding his dripping wet hair from his face with one hand, and staring up at the wall clock with a sinking heart. It was gone the time Shona would have arrived at Vincente’s house, and he knew what a stickler for punctuality the man was. As he waited for an answer, Owen felt as though he was about to arrange his own execution. Vincente tended to have that effect on people who tried to alter his timetable.
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