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THIS EBOOK IS LICENSED for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. This book is for sale to adults only. It contains sexually explicit scenes and graphic language which may be considered offensive by some readers.

COVER COPY: At the age of twenty-nine, London art valuation expert Katrina Hammond is evolving into a stronger, more sexual woman. When she subsequently finds herself at the center of a struggle for power and dominance between two brothers, she welcomes the darkly erotic charge the situation brings.

Katrina's job is to value a collection of art objects for auction in the Catalonia villa of the Teodoro family, where Sergio Teodoro rules. Sergio is a dominant master who compels her attention. Nicolas, his younger brother - a disinherited artisan - also seeks her out. As Katrina uncovers the subterfuge surrounding the collection, she finds that there is more to Nicolas and Sergio’s battle than meets the eye, and more to her growing allegiances than may be good for her.

80,000 words in length, contemporary erotic romance. 

Please note: this novel has been previously published with an alternative cover. This title contains graphic sex scenes. 
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“RECKLESS IS UNIQUE and unlike any romance I have ever read. Saskia Walker is a genius; the turn of events in Reckless shocked me completely...Arousing, enigmatic and gripping, Reckless is on my ‘highly recommended’ list. If a dark romance with many suspenseful, surprising, and erotic moments is what you crave, then Reckless is the book for you!” Romance Junkies

“Saskia Walker delivered everything I love in a good erotic romance and more. I literally sat down and read this book in one sitting.” Queue My Review

“Reckless is an erotic, suspenseful novel that leaves the reader on edge.” The Romance Studio

“Reckless is a thrilling read.” Coffee Time Romance
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LONDON, ENGLAND 

Katrina Hammond wanted to be reckless, and it looked as if the opportunity to do so might just have presented itself −he was drop-dead gorgeous, he was interested in her, and he was right there on the other side of her desk. “What you’re asking me to do, Mr. Teodoro, is way beyond the scope of my job.”

“I’m aware of that, but it’s you that I want.” 

She took a quick intake of breath. He was so direct.

“Can’t you make an exception, for me?” Sergio Teodoro smiled, and it gave the impression that—for a man like him—nothing in this world would ever be impossible. Right from the moment he’d entered her tiny garret of an office in the eaves of the old Victorian building, he’d overwhelmed it with his presence. Handsome, self-assured, and a quintessential charmer, he made her want to live dangerously.

“I’ll ensure that you enjoy every moment of the task,” he added. He watched her across the desk while he opened his suit jacket and adjusted the fine, white linen cuffs on his expensive shirt. Beneath the suit, his body appeared to be strong and groomed. He was the epitome of suave. His cuff-links glinted in the mid-September sunlight that poured in from the window, his physical presence at odds with the tiny office space, where reference books were stacked high on the shelves and a desk fan did little to stir the air. This cramped space wasn’t the right setting for Mr. Suave. No, and she would dearly like to observe him in his own world. 

“You make it sound very inviting.” She responded with a slow smile, attempting to return her attention to the notes she'd been making while he spoke about the family art collection he wanted her to value for auction. 

“Let me take a look at what we’ve got here,” she said, “and then I can take your proposition to my boss.” She studied him surreptitiously as she reviewed the list. It would feel good, being under that body. The urge to be wild was right there, eating away at her composure, making her hot in the most specific way: sexually. 

Sensation raced over her skin as she considered what might happen. It wasn’t that she was a sexual ingénue, she was plenty sassy in bed. She just hadn’t been sassy out of bed, and she wanted to be. She wasn’t that sort of woman, part of her insisted. 

Or was she?

Perhaps she was identifying with his blatant sexuality. He came across as an archetypal Mediterranean lothario, and it had the unexpected effect of making her want to match up to him. Once she took that step outside her normal patterns of behavior she knew there would be no holding back. One moment of recklessness could change her life forever. And, oh, how that idea excited her. 

“I will of course cover your travel expenses,” he added, drawing her attention back to him, his rich Spanish accent washing over her, all soft rolling syllables and seductive tongue strokes. 

It was far outside of the usual scope of her job. She undertook valuations in-house, and within a one hundred mile radius of London. He wanted her to fly to Catalonia, a region of northern Spain where tourists flocked for the beautiful beaches and distinctive Mediterranean culture. 

“And you will enjoy the most intimate hospitality I can offer you at the Torre del Castagona, our country home, while you undertake the job.” 

The deliberately seductive look in his eyes left her in no doubt he meant a kind of hospitality that she wouldn’t normally associate with work. But this was about work, she reminded herself, attempting to shelve the arousal she felt. He might be a compelling man, but he was also a potential client and an important catch for her, business-wise. 

“I’m sure we will find time to enjoy each other’s company.” Exactly how they would enjoy each other’s company was reflected in his eyes. He made her feel his meaning as surely as if he had been holding her down over her desk, working into her body with his. 

Katrina blinked. She lifted her shoulders and took a deep breath. ”Mr. Teodoro—”

He held up his hand and smiled. “Sergio, please.” 

“Sergio. Our company undertakes valuations in England. Potential clients from Ireland or the European mainland usually bring the objects that they wish to have valued for sale here, to Pocklington’s auction house. It would be a somewhat unusual procedure for one of our company representatives to travel out of the country to undertake valuation work.”

He opened his hands in a relaxed, dismissive gesture, kinglike in his manner. “We have a rather large collection of late nineteenth century art and artifacts, largely French, your specialist area, yes?” 

She nodded. 

“It makes more sense to have you come to us. I read about your expertise on your company Web site. I decided that you were the ideal woman for the task.”

Again, his gaze raked over her speculatively. His eyes were so brown they were almost black, thickly lined with lashes, as glossy black as his hair. His mouth moved in a contained smile, as if he was pursuing private, deviant thoughts about what he was suggesting to her. The man exuded sexual charisma.

Beneath her fitted shirt, Katrina felt her breasts tightening in response to him. Her usual British reserve was crumbling by the moment. “I’m flattered, although I have to point out that several of my colleagues are more experienced with large collections.”

Why am I trying to put him off? 

It wasn’t as if she didn’t find the job attractive. An all expenses paid trip to Spain while she valued the collection for auction was an attractive prospect. Pocklington, the company owner, might look favorably upon her willingness to take it on, not to mention the commission that would go against her name, and she could do with that boost right now. She’d been in Henry Wallace’s shadow for far too long, both personally and professionally. This was the break that she needed. 

Sergio shrugged her remark off, continuing to observe her with a suggestive glint in his eyes.

“May I ask why you don’t auction the goods in Spain?” she asked, trying to focus on the business at hand, difficult though it was. The room felt increasingly warm. As a junior member of staff, her office was in the attics of the building. The tiny garret with its sloped walls and rooftop view tended to heat up quickly, especially on a warm day like this. 

“Of course. I wish to keep the sale low profile at home in Spain. This is my father’s collection, and he has approved the sale. My brother has, however, raised an objection with our solicitor.” His expression grew resigned, as if he were disappointed by his sibling’s actions. 

“My brother likes to make trouble. My father disinherited him over two years ago. His complaint grows out of his bitterness. He is liable to make a drama out of this event if the sale takes place in Spain...his way to get back at my poor father over their feud.” 

He sighed heavily, shoulders lifting in a regretful shrug. “He craves the attention. He is...artesano? You would say, maybe, a minstrel?”

“Ah, he’s an artist?”

“Yes.” His expression was filled with regret. “No sense of responsibility, and I think he sees this as a way to get his name known. I like to keep things more personal than to have our family business appear in the newspapers. I’m sure you can understand.”

Katrina nodded, her mind working quickly through the situation. It made sense. If his brother had been disinherited, that meant that Sergio also had the sole responsibility for his father’s chain of convenience stores, an extensive business that covered the north of Spain.

“I should perhaps confide that my father is frail. He has been very ill and was recently was moved to a hospice.” He put one hand to his chest and paused, as if seeking her understanding. “We are selling the collection in order to make sure he is kept comfortable. The best care that money can buy. You understand the situation.”

Katrina murmured sympathetically. It was a familiar scenario. There was usually a serious reason why families decided to sell off their beloved collections. 

“Of course. I need to get the company director’s approval on the job, but I should be able to speak with Mr. Pocklington later this afternoon.” 

If Sergio had requested her as his valuation expert of choice, it might be possible. Henry Wallace would have been the obvious candidate. Not only was he senior to her, but he also had the requisite knowledge, and he spoke Spanish as well as French, which would make things a bit easier in general. She didn’t. She understood only a smattering of Spanish. Her languages were French, Norwegian, and Latin. That was all stated on the Web site too, but for some reason Sergio Teodoro had come to her. Perhaps he preferred working with women? 

And when did work stop and play begin, she found herself wondering as she considered his classically handsome face. Would the erotic promise she found in his eyes be fulfilled if she went to Spain? Arousal fluttered in the pit of her belly.

His eyes narrowed, his smile widened. He knew what she was thinking, and he was responding to her signs of interest.

She looked away, unnerved, and as she did, she caught sight of Henry—her ex fiancé, as well as her senior at the auction house—hovering outside, visible through the small glass panel in the door to her office. He was pretending to use the photocopier on the landing while eyeballing her with Sergio. 

How dare he? Annoyance flashed through her. She’d been the dutiful little fiancée, and he’d dumped her for a slimmer, younger model, a woman he’d apparently been sleeping with on the side. While she proudly wore his antique engagement ring and dreamed of their wedding day, he had humiliated her in front of all their friends and colleagues. The fact that he was now watching her with some sort of possessive, insistent curiosity riled her to the max. 

Glancing back, she saw that Sergio was still observing her as if planning how best to devour her. A heady sense of purpose hit her, her motivation to change strengthening. Where had being a well-behaved woman got her, after all? She knew what she wanted to do. For once she wanted to act on her instincts, and that meant taking this fledgling flirtation with Sergio a step further. Pushing back her chair, she stood up. 

I’ll give you something to look at, Henry Wallace.

Her heart rate went up, but she was taking control of this situation right now. Walking around the desk she stepped over to where Sergio’s long, limber legs stretched out toward her. Sitting on the edge of the desk, she crossed her legs high on the thigh, one ankle brushing against his leg as she did so. The very act of touching him that way, deliberately, gave her a frisson of pleasure. 

Sergio’s eyebrows lifted, and his smile grew. He eyed her legs appreciatively for several long moments. 

Oh yes, he was attracted to her, and the physical contact made her blood race. She slid one hand over her thigh, smoothing her skirt, smiling at him invitingly when he lifted his gaze to meet hers. 

“You’ve made the job sound very...tempting,” she whispered. 

“Good. I hoped it would be.” 

He was so self-assured. Is that how he would be in bed, undeniably confident and oozing pure machismo? Between her thighs, she clenched at the very thought of it. She ran her finger inside her shirt, dipping one finger into her cleavage where the skin was humid. 

He watched her movements, blatantly enjoying them. He didn’t even try to pretend he was doing anything else. Something fluttered inside her, a sense of growing freedom and the certain knowledge of feminine power within her reach. 

His lips moved slightly, his hands tightened on the arms of the chair. He glanced up from her cleavage, locked eyes with her. “I will be anticipating your arrival.”

“When do you want me?” Was it really her own voice that she heard issuing that unmistakable invitation? How she wished that Henry could hear as well as see the exchange. She’d never done anything like this before, but she’d seen other women acting this way, and she’d often wondered how it would feel. Now she had gone for it and, oh, boy, did it ever feel good. A decadent sense of being a woman—a woman who knew what she wanted and went after it—blossomed inside her.

His smile was rich, and his dark eyes narrowed, his gaze growing intense. His hand moved from the arm of the chair to her leg, his fingers clasping her ankle possessively. “Come as soon as you can. I’ll be ready and waiting for you.” 

Now, her body cried, I want to do it now. She pictured him over her, pinning her to a bed, riding her hard. 

The sound of the door opening snapped her out of it.

“Katrina,” an uptight voice interrupted, “can I help with your client?” 

It was Henry, and he was twitching with annoyance. Next to Sergio Teodoro everything about him looked pale and weak. She used to be attracted to his schoolboy appearance. Now he just seemed immature and unsophisticated.

Sergio swung around in his chair and gave the intruder a dismissive stare. “Ms. Hammond is handling me very well, thank you.” He emphasized the word handling. 

Katrina’s body hummed with pleasure. 

Henry glowered at Sergio and then at her.

The atmosphere in the room was instantly charged with animosity. Part of her, the part that was fundamentally bruised and needed to heal, reveled in it. Two male egos were vying for her attention. In that moment, she felt powerful. It was a heady feeling, and it spurred her on. She stood up, and rested one hand on Sergio’s shoulder, she gave Henry a cool smile. 

“You’re not needed here, Henry.” 

Her ex stared at her, disbelievingly at first, his eyes filled with surprise as he took in the sight of her touching the other man, a client. 

Yes, Henry. You’re witnessing the birth of a new me, get used to it.

“If you’re sure?” he mumbled, looking positively stunned at her response. 

She nodded, her grip automatically tightening on Sergio’s shoulder. 

Sergio moved beside her. 

She rocked on her heels and withheld a gasp when she felt him touching her. He had reached behind her to run his hand up the back of her thigh, underneath her skirt. She felt the fabric shifting and rumpling against her leg as his hand curved around her leg from behind. His hand was solid and warm against her skin, the thin barrier of her sheer stockings only heightening the electricity in his touch. Her nerve endings danced, sensation rattling up her thigh, making the pulse in her groin thud wildly. She felt dizzy, positively light-headed.

“Well, I’ll be around,” Henry gestured outside the office, “just in case you change your mind.” 

Gathering herself, she shooed him with her hand and then moved, reluctantly pulling away from Sergio to shut the door behind Henry. 

Henry flapped about by the photocopier, pretending to program it while glancing back over his shoulder. Annoyance had got the better of him, and he pursed his lips and glowered at her in the most unattractive way. It made her want to laugh. Yes, she was finally starting to get over him, and throwing off past history fed into her current, wayward mood. 

She heard Sergio’s chair shifting. 

He’d stood up and was closing on her with deliberation. Instinctively she turned to face him, watching as his tall frame blocked out the light from the window, casting her in shadow. He was a good six inches taller than she, and broad shouldered. And right up against her. 

“I like your style, Katrina.” He moved his fingers into her hair, running them through it slowly and lifting it up as if to examine it in the light. “If I may call you Katrina?”

“Yes, of course, please do.” Her reply was breathless. She wasn’t used to men looking at her quite the way he did, and it was doing strange things to her. 

He was so close she could smell his cologne, a subtle but masculine scent. He was clearly acting on her advances. Like a red flag to a bull, she thought with amusement, feeling giddy at the idea of it.

He drew her away from the door, his hands on her shoulders, turning her as he examined her. “I find you a very attractive woman.” 

“Once again, I’m flattered.” She reminded herself to breathe. Match him, she urged herself. “The attraction is mutual,” she added.

Lust flared in his eyes. He backed her up against the side of the filing cabinet, his eyes locked with hers. Even through her clothes the metal was cool against her back and she pivoted her torso against it. With one sure finger, he lifted her chin. Breathing her in, his eyelids lowered. She felt as if a jungle beast had cornered her, and he was considering whether he wanted a meal or a mate. 

Uncertainty flashed through her when his hands roved over her. What is he going to do? Kiss me? Surely not? Not here in the office, with Henry watching? Flirting, the casual intimate touch, yes, but more than that? And yet, if that were how he did things, would she really want to object? 

No, her body cried, wanting him badly. Let him kiss me. Right here, right now. 

She gasped aloud, her spine tensing. His free hand had moved to her breast, and he was deliberately measuring the outline through her shirt, sending skittering sensations over her skin. Apparently Mr. Sergio Teodoro wasn’t waiting for her approval. Her body clamored with need. 

Instinctively, she moved and pressed her breast into his hand. He squeezed it firmly. That small act felt so good, she moaned aloud. He leaned down, ran his nose along her cheek, then bent to kiss her lips, quickly prizing them open and tasting her mouth. 

Resistance was not even a possibility. Her thighs trembled. Forgetting that they were being observed, she closed her eyes—forgetting everything except the sheer sexual aura, the physical strength and will of this man who had her pinned there. Her hands clutched at his jacket, welcoming the kiss, then she gasped and pulled back, eyes flashing open, shocked. His hand was under her skirt again, at the front this time, lifting it as his fingers moved high enough to touch her underwear. 

He can’t mean to touch me...here, now?

“Mr. Teodoro—”

“Sergio," he interrupted, and gave a dark laugh. The look in his eye was so self-assured. He was fully aware of the affect he was having on her. 

Her objection died on her lips when she felt his finger brush over her lace underwear. Her legs quivered. She breathed in so hard it was audible. She shook her head. “I shouldn’t really...”

“Why not?”

Yes, other people do things like this. The secret fantasies she had raced through her thoughts, the sexy daydreams she had never shared with anyone and never fulfilled. She knew she should break away from him, for decorum’s sake, but she couldn’t, because she did not want to. 

Sexual tension emanated from him, magnetizing her. She whimpered when he cupped her mons, boldly squeezing it in the palm of his large hand. Her legs felt weak. It was only her shoulder blades angled on the top of the filing cabinet that were holding her up—that, and his hand grasping her, right there in the juncture of her thighs. As he bent to bite her earlobe, she turned her head, looking over his shoulder, and caught sight of Henry. He was still hovering outside, neck stretched, head bobbing, clearly rattled by the sight of them in a clinch. He was staring at Sergio’s back as he arched over her, his hand buried between her thighs. 

She took a deep breath and arched one eyebrow at him. 

Eat your heart out, Henry.

Emboldened, she moved her hips, rolling them, pushing herself into Sergio’s hand. Offering herself. No longer reliable, professional Katrina Hammond, she embraced this new blatantly sexualized, confident woman that she wanted to become. A woman who wanted to kick down her own boundaries like there was no tomorrow. 

Sergio responded quickly, pushing his knee between her legs, one finger pressing her underwear into the damp groove of her sex. She felt the size of his growing erection through their clothes, where it was now embedded against her hip. Her sex clenched, need echoing through it. She felt the wetness there, and knew she was growing slicker by the moment. He moved against her, letting her feel the size of him. 

His fingers had found their way inside her underwear. He was touching her naked pussy. “You arouse me,” he whispered against her ear. 

“I can tell,” she blurted, breathless, disbelieving laughter escaping her. 

He drew back to watch her when she shivered and moaned under his assault. “You will come...to Cataluña?” Humor lit his eyes as he confidently massaged her clit. 

“I’ll come,” she breathed, one hand clutching at his jacket, the other braced against the filing cabinet at her back. She was right on the precipice of coming, in fact. 

“I’m glad we understand each other,” he responded and applied more pressure, his finger pushing down and into the groove of her sex, the heel of his hand wedged against her clit.

She heard a small ping, then another, as the elastic of her underwear gave way under the pressure of his hand, and then his finger was inside her, and her body clutched onto it, automatically welcoming the hard intrusion. Sensation raced the entire length of her body. Like wildfire, out of control, she was anchored to the moment and yet undeniably lost to it. 

“Good?” His fingers made a slight slurping sound as they moved on her damp flesh.

A hot tide of embarrassment washed over her, but she couldn't deny it. She managed a nod, squirming against him, desperate to find that release. 

“Good, yes,” she blurted. Her voice sounded high and warbled as she got the words out. 

He pushed deeper. 

Pleasure bolted through her. Outside her office she could hear voices in the corridor, but she didn't care. Henry was out there, but she didn’t care. Sergio was watching her with an inquisitive stare, a stare that sent a shiver under her skin, and she didn’t care. Because it felt so good, and she was riding it out, plunging onto his hand, ramming her swollen clit against his palm and biting her lip to save herself from crying out loud as she came. 
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ONCE SAFELY OUT OF earshot of anyone in the auction house, Sergio reached into his inside pocket for his phone and flipped it open, scrolling to the number he wanted as he moved into the crowds swarming on the busy London pavements. 

Elaine answered quickly. “Hola, Sergio.”

“I’m on my way back to the airport now.”

“How did it go?”

He couldn’t restrain a smile. “Señorita Hammond proved to be very agreeable.”

Elaine laughed. “I knew that you would have her eating out of your palm within moments.”

“Absolutely,” he replied, wondering what Elaine would think if she knew how literally Katrina Hammond had been eating out of his palm. The scent of her desire still lingered there. 

“She’s very attractive, too, blonde, with bright green eyes. I believe you would call her an English rose, and she is just coming into bloom.” 

“You can be so charming when you choose to be.” She sounded wistful. “Don’t get too smug, my dear. There’s many a slip between cup and lip.”

“But you, my darling stepmother, will be there to rein me in if I do,” he said, daring her to try. 

“Indeed I will,” she purred down the phone. 

Elaine liked to think she was the one in charge of this situation, which wasn’t the case. He wanted to put her thoughts back on a more secure path, in case she did something stupid before he got back to Castagona. “All our...” he hesitated to describe the situation, “...family troubles...will be over soon.” 

He hailed a passing taxi. “Adios, Elaine. I will be home soon.” Smiling to himself, he snapped the phone shut and darted to the taxi.

*
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MR. POCKLINGTON PEERED at the list through his half-moon spectacles, sucking on his teeth thoughtfully, as was his way. Even though it was hot, he was wearing his trademark three-piece pinstripe suit, with salmon pink shirt and a burgundy bow tie. Savile Row tailored, of course, but à la mode of a different age, just like his taste in art. He was impressed by the list, she could tell. A little light gleamed in his pale blue eyes, the light that always flickered on when he sensed a notable collection. 

“It would definitely be worth your time.” He glanced over his spectacles, drawing his eyebrows together as he looked at her. “Often these private collectors want to set a high reserve on the asking prices because they are reluctant to sell. If he leans that way, talk him out of it. It’s not worth working with an overseas collection if we don’t actually shift half of it.”

Katrina nodded, stifling a smile. 

“How long do you think it will take to value the collection?”

“Mr. Teodoro estimated four days, maybe five. If you approve the job I would request a flexible ticket, and hope to complete the appraisal and return sooner.” She nodded at the piece of paper in his hand. “That’s not the full list. That’s just the larger items I jotted down during our discussion. Apparently Mr. Teodoro's father had an interest in obtaining series of work from a sculptor’s earliest maquette, through to the final version, and the same with sketches and finals. Such series might draw interest from major museums worldwide. He also has a large collection of documentation, including the correspondence of European artists who were active in the late nineteenth century.”

“It's definitely a meaty collection,” Pocklington agreed. “We wouldn’t want it to go to a competitor.” He let out a sudden chortle. “You know, Katrina, I wasn’t sure how it would work out when I took you on here. I did it as a mark of respect to your father. I hoped you'd learn to take the initiative in your own time and I can see that might be happening here.” He gave her a compassionate smile. 

He meant well, but Katrina shifted her feet, always made uncomfortable when reminded of how she got here. Her mother had approached Pocklington asking him to employ his old friend’s daughter. Katrina was mortified at the time but couldn’t turn the post down. As a student it was her dream to work at a respected city auction house, just as her father had done. Her mother had jumped the gun and Katrina had tried to forget the favor, but it still undermined her confidence at times. 

“I appreciate all you’ve done for me, but I've always wanted to be here because of my performance in the job. This valuation project is notable and would give me the chance to prove myself.”

He nodded and returned his attention to the list. 

At one time, being employed by this man was her pinnacle of achievement. Now she wanted to excel and to try different things. It was strange how one’s goals shifted over time. Her life had followed an orderly, linear pattern: grammar school, where she had studied hard and made it into university. She wasn't genius standard—far from it—but with a lot of hard work she made it through her degree course. She’d then gained a position as a valuation assistant at a provincial auctioneers. When she was taken on at Pocklington’s Auction House she was unhappy at how it had come about, but she was also thrilled to be there at all. 

Henry had also seemed to be a good move on this linear passage. Her mother was proud of her when they had announced the engagement, and that was no small achievement in itself. Then their engagement had fallen apart, leaving her on shaky ground both personally and professionally. At work she felt excluded. Partly, she knew she made herself feel that way, she wanted to disassociate from their shared environment. Her mother was still upset about the whole thing, convinced Katrina must have done something wrong to lose “such a good catch as Henry Wallace.”

Katrina couldn’t bring herself to tell her mother exactly what had gone on. Reflecting on it now, she cringed inside. Henry had turned out to be nasty, disloyal, selfish and rather a bore. Was that why she felt so restless? Why she felt the need to shake things up? Because she’d played it safe for so long? Or was it because she was fast closing on her thirtieth birthday, and feared she hadn’t yet lived? She had the urge to laugh aloud when it occurred to her that one good orgasm had set her free from predictability. Now she wanted more, maybe even a hot affair with a sexy client. 

Pocklington tapped his fingers on the table thoughtfully. She wanted to convince him, to say the right thing to push him along. A few days ago, she wouldn’t even have risked it. Her mother had been so strict with her, drumming into her that good girls were “seen and not heard.” Perhaps that’s where she’d gone wrong. Being demure and agreeable meant Henry had easily trampled on her. It had got her nowhere in life. She didn’t want to be aggressive, but she did want to find ways to express herself more. 

Pocklington was frowning. He could so easily insist Henry take the case, which would thwart her in every way. 

“I’m sure you’re questioning whether I am ready for a job like this.” 

He looked up, surprised. 

“I’d really like to undertake the valuation, in fact, I’d like to handle the whole process myself, if you are willing to give me that responsibility.” She gave a little shrug, following her instincts, trying to gauge how best to sell it to him. “This is a great opportunity for me to demonstrate how much I’ve learned since I started working here. I’m ready to take on a project of this importance and I’d like to prove that to you. If I have any doubts about the client or any part of the collection, I can be in touch with you for advice.”

Pocklington put down the piece of paper and steepled his fingers under his chin. He looked pleased with her remark. “That seems like a fair compromise. I’m pleased with your initiative.” 

“Thank you, sir.” She beamed. The last thing she wanted to have to do was to inform Sergio that someone else would be flying over to do the job. 

“When’s the client thinking of having the valuation carried out?”

“He’d like me to begin as soon as possible. I can be ready to fly over within a week and we could certainly aim to wind up the inventory stage by the beginning of October. I would estimate we’re looking at sending the shipment people in mid month, with catalogue distribution late October for an early November sale.”

Turning to his desktop calendar—businesslike, now that he had authorized the job—he quickly cast his eye over it, noting when the goods might be shipped back for sale, scribbling details onto the calendar in pencil. “Email details through to Lucy as you inventory the goods, and I’ll be sure to look them over. You’ll also need to collect detailed provenance for each item. That might be the most time consuming part.” 

She nodded, glad he wanted her to e-mail Lucy, his PA, for him to oversee. Pocklington was an old-fashioned man and didn’t use e-mail, but that secondary connection would help a lot. 

Pocklington paused in his scribbling. “In view of the situation with the father being ill, you’d better ask Lucy to prepare you a specific set of ownership release documents for our own security.”

“Will do.”

When he wound up the meeting, Katrina stood and reached out to shake his hand, anticipation lifting her spirits high. “Thank you, Mr. Pocklington. I won’t let you down.”

What a difference a day makes, she mused as she left his office. That morning she’d been feeling depressed. She was over Henry but still had to face him every day at work, which was awkward. Not to mention the embarrassingly sympathetic glances from their mutual friends. In a few day’s time, she’d be working on a prestigious valuation project in another country. She needed this, something completely different. Work wise, and play wise. Sergio’s attention had made her feel good, and it had shown Henry a thing or two. 

Lucy looked up and smiled when Katrina knocked and then ducked into her office, adjacent to Pocklington’s. 

“Did you get the go-ahead?” Lucy asked. A woman in her early fifties, she personified practical efficiency. She wore flat shoes, the minimum amount of make-up, and a no-nonsense haircut. Even so, she had a caring, motherly approach and often took an interest in the staff above and beyond her duty.

Katrina nodded and smiled. “He said I should e-mail you my inventory as I go through the collection, he’s going to oversee my work himself.” 

“Good. That means you won’t have to deal with Henry on this one.” Lucy nodded her head in approval. “Anything you need while you are over there, just let me know.”

“Thanks, you’re an angel.” Leaning on the desk, Katrina jotted down the full name of the collection owner on her notepad. “I need a set of ownership release documents made out in this name. I’ll be heading off sometime next week, is that enough time to prepare the paperwork?” She tore the page from her notepad and handed it across.

“Plenty.” Lucy looked past Katrina as she popped the piece of paper into a tray on her desk. 

Glancing over her shoulder, Katrina lifted her eyebrows when she saw that Henry was standing in the doorway, apparently waiting for her. She turned back to Lucy and lowered her voice. “Excellent. Just let me know when it’s done.”

“Will do. Leave it with me.” 

In an unspoken agreement they curtailed a conversation that might otherwise have gone on. Lucy had an amused look in her eyes. It was obvious that Henry was dying to find out what was going on.

Katrina smiled and turned to leave the room, stepping past him as she did.

As she strode across the landing, Henry was hot on her heels. 

“Katrina, I’d like to speak to you about this valuation project.”

“My, my, good news does travel fast,” she interrupted. She’d only mentioned it to two other people before her meeting with Pocklington, and yet he’d found out already. 

Henry ignored her remark, plowing on as he followed her up the stairs. “I have my doubts about whether you’re ready to take on a project this large, on your own.”

“Of course you do.” She glanced back and gave a soft laugh, which she was pleased to see perturbed him. “But there was always going to come a time when I matched up to you at work. Move over, and let someone else have a go at the juicy stuff.” 

Annoyance flashed over his face.

She stopped outside her office door, turning her back against it and barring the way. “Oh, and next time you come to my office, I suggest you knock.”

“I’m just concerned about you,” he snapped.

“Don’t be. That’s not your job anymore. You resigned from that position.”

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled.

“No you’re not. Be honest for once. You’re just jealous that I’ve been approached by a client.” 

He peered at her in disbelief. 

Where was this coming from? She would never have said things like this to him before, when the old stiff-upper-lip attitude had prevailed. His behavior had been eating away at her for a long time, and unburdening herself felt hugely rewarding. It was time for some honest home truths. She might even call her mother, put her straight on a few facts about golden boy here.

Henry had adopted an incredulous expression. “You can’t just go to this man's home. You don't know the first thing about him.”

“What do you think he’s going to do, sell me to the white slave trade? Get real, Henry. He’s a respected Spanish business man with a reputation to keep.”

Henry’s eye twitched in annoyance. “I'm concerned about whether the client was acting appropriately toward you.”

Now they were getting to the point. “Oh, but he was...acting appropriately, that is.”

He gesticulated through her door and in the direction of the filing cabinet. “Katrina, I saw him touching you.” 

She shook her head at him. He had philandered right under her nose while they were engaged, but he just couldn't take it when she was with another man, even though they were now apart. “Henry, get over it. He’s attracted to me, and I’m attracted to him, We’re both consenting adults, and I’m looking forward to exploring our relationship further in Spain.”

The look on Henry’s face was totally priceless. Bewilderment haunted his eyes. “You never used to be like this,” he mumbled. 

“No, but maybe I was being held back. I’m free now, and I’m feeling better already. Thanks for the helping hand, Henry. If it hadn’t been for you and your not-so-subtle affair, I wouldn’t have found out what I really needed—and that was my freedom.” 

He didn’t like hearing that at all. Scowling, he backed away without another word, reaching blindly for the banister to retreat down the stairs.

Katrina couldn’t help smiling. Ahead of her, she had an exciting job and the company of a sexy host, but the look on her ex’s face right at that moment was the absolute icing on the cake.
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Chapter Three
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BARCELONA, SPAIN. 

One week later.

Nicolas Teodoro looked up from his desk when the sound of the phone ringing broke his concentration. He’d been so caught up in his work he hadn’t noticed how late it was, well past midday. 

He dropped his pen and moved aside the travel grant application that he’d been working on for a group of his students, in order to answer the call. “Si, Nico Teodoro. Hola.” 

He’d barely issued the greeting when a familiar voice broke into a disgruntled tirade at the other end of the line. 

“Raimunda... Si.” 

He frowned as he tried to follow what his father’s housekeeper was saying. Raimunda was a woman of extremes, swinging from stoic silence to fast-moving diatribes as a matter of course, and it was practically impossible to follow her when she was in one of her fumes. At such times she often slipped from Spanish into Basque and—despite having grown up with her as a constant in his life, and being her favored son of the house, the one to whom she would pass the little treats and show rare moments of affection—even he couldn’t follow what she said. This was one such time. 

He gave a soft sigh, interrupted, and tried to calm her down. “Más lento, por favor.” 

The voice at the other end of the phone stopped dead, and then she apologized and took a deep breath.

Something must have happened up at the house to set her off this way. Raimunda hated using the telephone, but she’d been calling him almost every day with some new development. After he’d confronted the family solicitor, Ciro, the week before, he thought Sergio would abandon his latest plan to sell their father’s art collection and simply concentrate on their father’s welfare and running the company. Apparently not. 

Raimunda had begun to speak again, and this time she managed to slow herself down enough for him to catch most of what she was saying. Sergio was bringing in an outsider, an overseas agent, to auction the art collection. Nicolas’s mood darkened. 

Sergio’s latest actions perplexed him. This surely was an act borne of his need to prove his power over the family. Their family solicitor had agreed the collection couldn’t be auctioned while their father was ill and had reluctantly promised to inform Nico of his father’s welfare and whereabouts and of Sergio's moves. But now Sergio seemed to be taking another route, presumably outside of the solicitor’s knowledge. 

“Is it for me?” a sleepy voice said behind him. 

Nico glanced back at his tenant—a genial American student called Kent—and held up one hand to quiet his friend, urging Raimunda on. 

Kent scratched his head, grabbed a carton of orange juice from the counter between the living area and the kitchen, and skulked over to the sofa, depositing himself there in sprawl of long limbs and underwear.

From what Raimunda was saying, an English auctioneer was traveling in, and soon. She'd overheard Sergio and Elaine talking about it. Nico frowned. No doubt some stuffy inglesa who’d whisk the art away without even considering their father's intentions. He fought the urge to crush something.

“Una Señorita?” he quizzed, when he heard Raimunda mention a name. He scribbled the details on his blotter and asked Raimunda to keep him informed. 

“Una Señorita,” Kent repeated after Nico had put the phone down, and waggled his eyebrows suggestively. His American accent added even more implication to the phrase. 

“Not what you think. My brother is up to something again.” 

“Bad news,” Kent responded, rubbing his face.

Nico’s thoughts had gone to his father. It had been over two years since he had seen him, over two years since their last argument. Their relationship had begun to fracture long before then though. His father had never approved of Nico’s choice to pursue a career in the arts. He’d wanted his son to study business, not performance art. He’d laughed when Nico had apprenticed himself to the masters of Spanish performance art, but when Nico announced he was going to run a theater program for kids who might otherwise end up on the streets, his father had practically disowned him. Nico couldn’t fathom it. Perhaps his father had thought all along that Nico would come around and grow out of it. Not the
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