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      Cormoran Island rises from the Mediterranean like a forgotten sentinel, its limestone cliffs carved by millennia of wind and waves. Time moves differently here. Days blend into years, years into centuries, marked only by the changing angles of sunlight on stone and the steady rhythm of tides.

      Fishing boats drift past, yachts anchor before it, but they always depart, leaving the island to its solitude.

      Only the goats remain. They appeared one day, carried perhaps by some long-forgotten shepherd or escaped from a passing vessel, and found their kingdom. They make paths where none existed, winding trails that spiral up steep slopes, and traverse impossible ledges. They understand what the island knows: that plans are fleeting things, as temporary as footprints in sand.

      And so the island simply exists beyond the reach of progress and civilization. While cities of glass and steel climb ever higher into distant skies, the goats continue their sure-footed dance across its heights, and the sea will go on shaping its shores until the end of days.
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      The taxi lurches forward, jolting me out of my jet-lagged haze. Palma de Mallorca unfolds outside the window—a postcard-perfect blend of historic architecture and sun-drenched modernity. It’s warm, but with the sea breeze, it’s a welcome respite from New York, where the stuffy summer heat has been clinging to the skyscrapers, turning the city into a concrete sauna.

      “Primera vez en Mallorca?” the driver asks, his weathered face crinkling into a smile in the rearview mirror.

      I blink, my brain sluggishly translating. “Sí,” I manage, exhausting a good third of my Spanish vocabulary. I should have paid more attention in my Spanish classes. After covering The US, Italy, Hawaii, The Maldives, and Greece, it was only a matter of time before business would take me to a Spanish-speaking country.

      He launches into what I assume is a well-rehearsed tour-guide spiel, and I nod politely, catching maybe one word in ten. He’s rolled down his window, and although I prefer air con, I lack the energy to communicate, so I roll down my own window too.

      The long-haul flight has left me feeling like a wrung-out dishrag. My tailored suit, usually a source of confidence, now feels constricting and slightly rumpled. I long for a hot shower to wash away the stale air of recycled cabin oxygen and the feeling of time zones blurring together. The thought of peeling off these clothes and slipping into something soft and comfortable is almost enough to make me groan out loud. Almost, but years of boardroom poker face prevent such displays, even in my exhausted state.

      As we leave the city behind, the landscape transforms. Rolling hills blanketed in olive groves give way to craggy cliffs that plummet dramatically into the Mediterranean. The sea stretches out, a sheet of liquid sapphire that merges with the sky at the horizon. It’s breathtaking, I’ll give it that. But I’m not here for the view.

      My phone buzzes. It’s New York.

      “Evelyn Rothschild,” I say, my voice crisp and professional.

      “Ms. Rothschild, it’s Derek. Just wanted to confirm you landed safely.”

      I suppress a sigh. I’d left explicit instructions not to be bothered unless it was urgent. “I’m fine, Derek. Is there a problem?”

      “No, not at all. It’s just…well, with Jessica on maternity leave, we wanted to make sure you were okay. It’s not too late to send over a temporary PA.”

      My jaw tightens. I’m surrounded by some of the most capable businesspeople in New York, and they’re treating me like a lost child at summer camp. “I appreciate the concern, but I’m perfectly capable of handling this on my own,” I say. “Unless the board has any objections?”

      “No, of course not. It’s just that your father always⁠—”

      “I’m not my father,” I cut him off, perhaps more sharply than necessary. I take a breath, soften my tone. “I don’t trust temps, I already told you that. Now, the Mallorca plot is a significant opportunity for us. I need everyone focused on their roles, not worrying about whether I remembered to pack sunscreen, so let’s just stick to our scheduled meetings. Understood?”

      “Yes, Ms. Rothschild. Sorry for the interruption.”

      I end the call, catching the taxi driver’s curious glance in the mirror. Great. Even with the language barrier, my irritation must be palpable.

      My phone buzzes again, and Dad’s smiling face lights up the screen. He’s changed his profile picture to one that’s totally ridiculous, his Hawaiian shirt screaming late mid-life crisis. I let it ring out; I’m not in the mood for another lecture on work-life balance or whatever wisdom he’s peddling these days.

      A moment later, a message notification pops up. It’s a picture—Dad on a yacht, his arm around a much younger woman who could easily be my contemporary. They’re both grinning into the camera, sun-kissed and carefree. The text reads: Having a blast on Ibiza! Can’t wait for you to meet Candy!

      Candy. Of course her name is Candy.

      I stare at the image, a knot forming in my stomach. This man, beaming next to his child-bride—as I’ve taken to calling her in my head—is barely recognizable as the father I knew. The business titan who taught me everything, who was my mentor in the cutthroat world of luxury resort development. Now he’s gallivanting around the Mediterranean while I’m left to uphold our legacy alone.

      At least the company’s safe now that it’s under my control. I’ve made damn sure the gold digger can’t sink her French-manicured claws into our assets.

      I type out a response, my fingers stabbing at the screen with more force than necessary: Looks lovely. Unfortunately, I’m quite busy with the Mallorca acquisition. Perhaps another time. Enjoy your trip.

      I’ve managed to dodge meeting Dad’s latest squeeze for four months now, expertly maneuvering around family dinners and impromptu visits. If I have my way, I’ll stretch that streak indefinitely. The last thing I need is to watch this Candy character bat her eyelashes at my father over some overpriced tapas.

      I lean back, trying to relax, and my hand drifts to my necklace. It’s a delicate gold chain with a small diamond pendant—a gift from my mother when I turned fourteen.

      The taxi rounds a bend and suddenly, there it is. The Hotel Cala d’Or Royale rises from the coastline like a white mirage, its clean lines and expansive windows reflecting the sea. It’s beautiful, objectively speaking. The kind of place that would feature in luxury travel magazines. The kind of place I’ve stayed in a hundred times before.

      I always stay in the best hotels; they’re a measure for the competition, a baseline we’ll surpass. By the time I’m done here, the resort my company will build is going to be far better, prettier, and more luxurious than this one, quite frankly, putting it to shame.

      The blast of air conditioning as I enter the lobby is a welcome relief from the heat. The space is a study in understated luxury—all soft lighting, gleaming marble, and strategically placed orchids. A massive crystal chandelier dominates the center of the room, casting prismatic patterns across the floor. It’s nice. Professional. Exactly what I’d expect from a five-star resort.

      I approach the reception desk, where a young woman with a painfully bright smile greets me. “Bienvenida! Do you have a reservation?”

      “Yes,” I reply, sliding my passport across the polished desk. “Evelyn Rothschild.”

      Her eyes widen slightly at the name. Good. Reputation still counts for something.

      “Of course, Ms. Rothschild. We’ve been expecting you. I hope your journey was pleasant?”

      I nod, impatient to get to my room, have a shower, and start preparing for tomorrow’s viewing. “It was fine, thank you.”

      She taps away at her computer, the clickety-clack of manicured nails on keys setting my teeth on edge. “I see you’ll be staying with us for…oh my, two months? That’s wonderful. We don’t often have guests stay quite so long.”

      I force a smile. “I’m here on business.”

      “Ah, of course. Well, we have you in one of our premium ocean-view suites. I’m sure you’ll find it most comfortable. Would you like an overview of our amenities? We have a world-class spa, three restaurants including a Michelin-starred⁠—”

      “That won’t be necessary,” I interrupt, holding out my hand for the key card. “I’m familiar with the property.”

      She blinks, momentarily thrown off her script. “Oh. Well, if there’s anything you need during your stay, please don’t hesitate to ask. We’re here to make your time with us as pleasant as possible.”

      I take the key card, already turning toward the elevators. “Thank you. I’m sure it will be fine. Could you send a pot of strong, black coffee up to my room, please? A pot, not a cup.”
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            Val

          

        

      

    

    
      The ice-cold cerveza slides down my throat, and I let out a contented sigh. After twenty-plus hours of travel from San Francisco, this feels like pure heaven.

      I’m perched on a wooden stool at the edge of a small, open-air hotel bar. It’s nothing fancy—just a rectangular platform built right into the rocky coastline. The bar has a thatched roof and is surrounded by a few dining tables that look out over the vast Mediterranean. Rough-hewn steps carved into the rock lead down to the water, and the whole setup is delightfully rustic.

      “Otra?” the bartender asks, gesturing to my nearly empty glass.

      I grin at him. “Por favor.”

      As he pours me another, I take in the view. The sun is setting, painting the sky in a riot of pinks and oranges that reflect off the water. A few small fishing boats bob in the distance. It’s postcard-perfect, sure, but there’s an authenticity here that you can’t manufacture. This is the real Mallorca, not some sanitized tourist version. And best of all, I can see Cormoran Island from here, a small, inhabited island that has recently been opened for commercial development through a government-initiated Request for Proposals. The local authorities have designated the island as a Special Economic Zone for tourism, inviting developers to submit plans for resort projects. The winning bid will be granted a long-term lease and various tax incentives, and I have my eyes on the prize.

      “How long will you stay in Majorca?” the bartender asks as he slides my fresh beer across the bar top.

      I shake my head. “I’m not sure yet. I’m here for work, actually. But when work looks like this…” I gesture to the stunning view, “it’s hard to complain.”

      He laughs, a warm, rich sound. “I’m Mateo,” he says, extending a hand.

      “Val,” I reply, shaking it.

      “So, Val,” he continues, leaning on the bar. It’s a quiet evening, and he seems in the mood to chat. That’s fine by me—talking to locals is half the reason I love what I do. “What kind of work brings you to our little corner of paradise?”

      I take another sip of my beer, considering how to explain. “I’m in sustainable resort development,” I start. “Basically, I create eco-friendly resorts that work with the environment instead of against it.”

      Mateo’s eyebrows rise. “Interesting. We don’t see many of those around here. We are one of a handful on the island. Are we going to be in competition?”

      “Not quite,” I say. “No offence, but our price points will be quite different. That is, if I manage to secure the plot. I’m here to pitch a project for that island over there.”

      Recognition dawns on Mateo’s face as I point to it. “Ah, Illa Cormoran. Yes, there’s been much talk about that. Some are excited for the jobs it might bring, others…” He trails off, shrugging.

      I lean in, genuinely curious. “Others?”

      Mateo glances around, then lowers his voice slightly. “Some worry about outsiders coming in, changing things. We’ve seen what big resorts can do to our coastline.”

      I nod, as it’s a concern I’ve heard before. “That’s exactly what I’m trying to avoid,” I explain. “Although my resorts are high end with the emphasis on privacy, they’re designed to blend in, to enhance what’s already there instead of replacing it. We use local materials, employ local people, and most importantly, our resorts are sustainable. The goal is to create something that benefits everyone—visitors and residents alike.”

      “And this is your own business? You look so young to be doing such big things. More like a surfer girl than a businesswoman,” he adds with a chuckle.

      “I’m twenty-eight.” I smile proudly. “I built my first resort with the help of crowdfunding in Hawaii six years ago. Then I opened my second resort on the Greek island of Santorini, and hopefully, Cormoran Island will be my third.”

      “And your resorts are turning a profit?” Mateo asks.

      “They’re doing very well. And not only that, but we’ve got a ninety-five percent average approval rating from the local community.”

      He whistles low. “That’s not easy to achieve.”

      “Exactly,” I agree. “I’m proud of it. But here in Mallorca, I’m up against some big resort chains, so it won’t be easy. I can only hope the local authorities prefer my approach of preserving the island.”

      Mateo nods. “So you’ll be staying with us?”

      “Yes. I’ve booked a room here for a month, but who knows? If things go my way, I could be here much longer.” A gust of wind sweeps through the bar, carrying with it the scent of salt and sunbaked earth. I close my eyes for a moment, breathing it in. This. This is what I want to capture, to share. When I open my eyes, I catch Mateo watching me with an amused expression.

      “You look like you belong here,” he says.

      “Sun, sea, nature… What’s not to love?” I smile. “Do you know where I can rent a boat to check out the island tomorrow?”

      “Sure.” Mateo pours himself a small beer and takes a sip. “I can take you, if you want. I start work at midday, but I’m free in the morning. My parents have a small boat—my father uses it for fishing. Unless you’re looking for something fancy?”

      “No, that would be fantastic,” I say, clinking my glass against his. “I’ll pay you, of course.”

      “No need. I like being on the water. I don’t do it often enough.”

      Sensing there’s no point arguing with him, I shoot him a grateful smile. “Fine, then I’ll pay you in tips. I have a feeling I’ll be spending a lot of time on this barstool.”

      Mateo laughs and taps the piggy bank on the counter. “Tips are always welcome.” He greets a Spanish-speaking family who take their seats at one of the tables by the water and heads over to bring them menus.

      I’m tempted to get my laptop from my room and do some prep work for tomorrow, but I refrain. I’ve been traveling and I’m tired, so I deserve a break, and besides, there’s not much I can add to my already polished business plan until I’ve seen the island firsthand. No, everything can wait, I decide. For now, I just want to soak up the atmosphere and work up the inspiration for what will be a challenging and exciting time ahead.

      Mateo gestures in my direction as he chats to the family, no doubt passing on what I just told him, and they nod, smiling at me. There’s curiosity in their looks but also a hint of wariness, and I don’t blame them. They’ve probably seen their fair share of developers come through, making big promises and leaving even bigger scars on the island. I resist the urge to go over and introduce myself properly. It’s best to wait until I win the pitch. Because I will win.

      A group of young women takes up residence at a nearby table, and my gaze lingers on one of them, appreciating more than just the local scenery. When she meets my eyes, I quickly look away, reminding myself that I’m here to work, not to get distracted by beautiful women.

      More patrons arrive and someone produces a guitar. Soon, the air is filled with the strains of Spanish music, mingling with the chatter and laughter of the crowd. Immensely pleased with my choice of accommodation, I hum along as I pick up a menu from the bar. The descriptions are in both Spanish and English, and I’m particularly drawn to the unfamiliar local dishes.

      “What do you recommend?” I ask Mateo. “I’m looking for something typically Mallorcan.”

      He pauses, reading along. “For a true taste of Mallorca…” He taps the menu. “I’d suggest the Tumbet. It’s a traditional vegetable dish—layers of potatoes, eggplant, and red peppers, all locally grown, topped with a rich tomato sauce.”

      “Sounds delicious,” I say, already feeling my mouth water.

      “Or,” he continues, “if you’re in the mood for seafood, try the Llampuga amb Pebres. It’s mahi-mahi fish with red peppers. It’s a seasonal dish, and it’s the perfect time for it.”

      I consider for a moment, torn between the options. “You know what? I think I’ll have both.”

      Mateo grins. “Excellent choice. I’ll let the kitchen know.” He hesitates for a second, then adds, “And maybe a small plate of bread with olive oil, tomato, and a bit of salt? It’s a staple here.”
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      The purr of the engine fades to a whisper as the luxury speedboat slows to a stop. I stand at the bow, my eyes fixed on the chunk of rock rising from the azure waters before us. Cormoran Island. My future masterpiece.

      “This is as close as we can get, Ms. Rothschild,” the captain calls out from behind the polished helm. He’s a grizzled old sea dog, all leathery skin and salt-and-pepper beard, probably been navigating these waters since before I was born.

      I nod, not taking my eyes off the island. It’s smaller than I expected, a jagged silhouette against the cloudless sky. A handful of pine trees crown its peak, but apart from that, it looks quite bare from here. Bare is good, though. There will be less to remove.

      “What can you tell me about it?” I ask, leaning on the boat’s railing.

      The captain joins me, squinting against the glare of the sun on water. “Not much to tell, really. It’s uninhabited, except for the goats.”

      I turn to him, one eyebrow raised. “Goats?”

      He nods, a hint of amusement in expression. “Yes, mountain goats. No one knows how they got here, but they’ve made the place their home. Hardy little buggers.”

      “How many?”

      He shrugs. “No idea. Not many people visit the island because there’s no beach or pier. It’s a popular spot for yachts to anchor, though. It’s great for snorkeling around here.”

      I file that information away. Snorkeling? Great. I already knew that, though. Goats? Not so much. I wonder how the local authorities would feel about us removing them, but there’s no space for goats in a luxury resort.

      “And how am I supposed to get onto the island?” I ask, eyeing the distance between our boat and the rocky shore.

      The captain’s lips twitch. “You’ll have to wade a bit, I’m afraid. I can’t get any closer without damaging the hull.”

      I look down at my outfit—crisp white palazzo pants and a sleeveless blouse. Not exactly wading attire. I’m not sure what I expected, but it wasn’t this. Suppressing a sigh, I bend down to roll up my pants. The fabric resists, clearly not designed for such treatment, but I manage to get them just above my knees before giving up. It’ll have to do.

      “I don’t suppose you have any water shoes on board?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

      The captain shakes his head. “Afraid not, Ms. Rothschild. Would you like a life vest?”

      “No, thank you. I’ll be fine.”

      I slip off my sandals, hooking them onto my fingers along with my phone, and with as much dignity as I can muster, I climb down the retractable steps and into the water. It’s cooler than I expected, sending a shock up my legs. The seabed is uneven, rocks and pebbles shifting under my feet with each step as the water reaches up to my thighs, soaking my pants despite my best efforts.

      By the time I reach the shore, I’m wet and my feet are scraped and sore, but I’ve made it. I turn back to the boat, raising a hand in a brief wave to the captain. He returns the gesture, then settles back into his leather captain’s chair and lights a cigarette, apparently content to wait out my exploration.

      The climb up is steep and treacherous. Loose rocks skitter away under my feet, and holding my phone, I have to use my free hand to steady myself against larger boulders. My clothes, damp with seawater and now streaked with dust, cling uncomfortably to my skin. I can feel a blister forming on my heel where my wet foot is rubbing against my sandal.

      This had better be worth it, I think grimly as I haul myself up over a particularly challenging outcrop. Building sites are never a walk in the park, but I can’t say I’ve had a viewing quite like this before.

      Finally, mercifully, the ground begins to level out. I straighten up, brush off my hands, and take stock of my surroundings. The vegetation is sparse up here, mostly scrubby bushes and the occasional stunted tree. But the view… The view is something else entirely.

      I turn slowly, taking it all in. To the east, the coastline of Mallorca stretches out, a patchwork of sandy beaches and rocky cliffs. To the west, there’s nothing but open sea, blue fading into deeper blue, and the morning sun bathes everything in a golden light.

      A smile tugs at my lips. This is why I do what I do. This untamed beauty, this raw potential. I can already see it in my mind’s eye—a series of luxury villas cascading down the hillside, each with its own infinity pool mirroring the sea. A discreet funicular to ferry guests up from a small, private marina, and maybe a helipad. It would be the ultimate getaway.

      I snap a few photos to send back to the design team. They’ll need to see this, to understand what we’re working with. The terrain will be a challenge, but that’s what makes it exciting. Anyone can build a resort on a flat, sandy surface, but this? This will be something else.

      Lost in my vision, I don’t notice the soft sound of hooves on stone until it’s too late. A sudden chorus of bleating makes me whirl around, nearly losing my footing on the uneven ground.

      There, not ten feet away, is a small herd of goats. They’re shaggy, wild-looking things with curved horns. For a moment, we just stare at each other, equally startled by the unexpected encounter.

      “Well,” I say, trying to regain my composure. “I suppose you must be the mysterious inhabitants.”

      One of the goats—the largest, possibly the leader of the herd—takes a step forward, lowering its head slightly. Is it challenging me? Greeting me? Is it curious? I don’t know anything about goats and find myself at a loss.

      “Listen,” I continue, feeling slightly ridiculous for talking to a goat but unable to stop myself. “I know this is your home, but things are going to be changing around here. Progress, you understand? It’s nothing personal, so please don’t look at me like that.”

      The goat bleats, a sound that seems almost dismissive. Then, as if on some silent signal, the whole herd begins to pick its way up the hill, leaving me alone.

      I watch them go with a touch of amusement at the absurdity of the situation. But also, unexpectedly, a twinge of…something else. Guilt? Regret? I push the feeling aside. I’m here to do a job, not to worry about the feelings of a bunch of feral goats.

      Turning back to the view, I force myself to refocus. I need to survey the entire island, get a feel for the topography, the best sites, the potential challenges. Other developers will be circling like sharks, eager to snap up this prime piece of real estate.

      I start to make my way along the ridge, my eyes scanning the landscape, my mind racing with plans and possibilities. Every so often, I catch a glimpse of movement out of the corner of my eye—a flash of fur, the glint of a horn in the sunlight. The goats are following me, I realize. Observing from a distance, silent and wary.

      I ignore them and crest a small rise, struck anew by the beauty of this place. The way the sunlight glints off the water, the rugged charm of the unspoiled landscape. For a brief moment, I allow myself to see it through different eyes. Not as a developer sizing up a potential goldmine, but as…well, as a goat, I suppose. As a creature who calls this place home. I notice the way certain plants cling tenaciously to seemingly barren rock. The complex network of paths the goats have worn into the hillsides. The unexpected splash of color from hardy wildflowers pushing up through a crack in the stone.

      A patch of lusher vegetation catches my attention, standing out against the scrubby bushes and stunted trees that dominate the landscape. Intrigued, I make my way toward it, carefully picking my path. As I get closer, I hear it before I see it—a faint trickling sound that grows louder with each step.

      Pushing aside some dense foliage, I find a small, hidden grotto. There, emerging from a crack in the rocky face of a cliff is a spring. Clear water seeps out of the stone, forming a pool before trickling down in a narrow stream.

      The area around the spring is vibrant green. Ferns and moss cover the damp rocks, and small, delicate flowers dot the surrounding area, adding color to the scene. The pool itself is no larger than a generous-size hot tub, its surface mirror-smooth except where the water bubbles up from the rock. It’s deep enough that I can’t see the bottom clearly, the water taking on a mysterious, dark-blue hue in its depths.

      Excitement causes a flutter in my belly. I knew the island had a water source, but this is seriously charming. People with money like this kind of stuff. They want their luxuries, but they also want to feel like they’re part of something special.

      After snapping more pictures, I head back to the ridge, mentally running through the possibilities. A luxury spa built around the spring, perhaps? I’ll have to ask my team to amend the plans in the next twenty-four hours. Or maybe we could bottle the water as an exclusive amenity for our guests. The marketing potential alone is enough to make me smile.

      Another boat, smaller and less ostentatious than the one I arrived in, is heading toward the island. On board is a young couple, by the looks of it, and the woman is undressing, perhaps about to go for a swim.

      Then, a familiar sound stops me in my tracks. Bleating. And it’s close.

      I turn slowly to find the herd of goats I saw before and some more, right behind me. I thought they were wary of me, but they don’t seem intimidated at all anymore.

      “Easy now,” I say. I take a step back, and they take a step forward. One of the larger goats, a particularly shaggy creature with impressive horns, approaches me boldly. It stretches out its neck, sniffing at my clothes, then suddenly butts its head against my thigh. Is he attacking?

      Panic overrides reason, and I clumsily start climbing down as fast as I can. It’s madness, I know. These sure-footed creatures have a clear advantage on this treacherous terrain. My feet slip and slide on the loose rocks as I half stumble down the slope.

      The sound of hooves on stone follows me, and I don’t dare look back, focusing all my energy on not falling. I’m almost down. Safety. Without breaking stride, I plunge into the sea, fully clothed, and swim with desperate strokes toward the boat.

      Only when the captain’s helped me back in do I risk a glance back. The goats have stopped at the water’s edge, watching me with what I swear looks like smug satisfaction.

      “Everything all right, Ms. Rothschild?” the captain asks, poorly concealing his amusement.

      I push my wet hair out of my face and muster what dignity I can. “Perfectly fine, thank you. I just…” I glance at my phone, clenched in my fist. “Fuck. My phone is wet.”

      “It will be okay. They’re sturdy these days.” He takes it from me, dries it off on a towel, then hands me a fresh one. “I’ll leave it to dry in the sun.”

      “Hey, lady! Are you okay?” the woman in the other boat yells.

      “Yes, thank you,” I say, thoroughly embarrassed as I dry myself off. I don’t feel like socializing, and I certainly don’t need strangers worrying over me, but it’s too late. They’re already making their way over to us.
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      I was just getting undressed on the fishing boat when I spotted her. Despite the distance, I could hear her panicked yelps as she stumbled down the slope, chased by a herd of goats. Truth be told, the absurd sight was hilarious, but I still felt a little concerned as I watched her leap into the water and swim toward the boat anchored nearby.

      “Mateo,” I say, pointing to the vessel where the woman who mumbled she was fine is now drying herself off. “Can we get closer? I just want to check on her.”

      Mateo nods and chuckles as he steers us toward the other boat. Despite the woman’s bedraggled appearance, there’s something striking about her—an air of authority, perhaps, or just the way she holds herself even in this embarrassing situation.

      “Hey!” I call out. “Are you sure you’re all right? It looked pretty intense from here.”

      The woman looks up again, startled. For a moment, she seems torn between ignoring us and responding. Finally, she manages a tight smile. “Yes, I already told you I’m fine. Thank you.”

      Mateo waves at the captain and cuts the engine, letting us drift closer. They greet each other and strike up a conversation in Spanish.

      “I’m Val,” I say to the woman while the men are talking. She doesn’t seem like the talkative type, but it would be weird to ignore her now that we’re drifting so close. “This is Mateo,” I continue. “We were just on our way to the island when we saw your, uh, escape.”

      The woman’s eyes narrow slightly, assessing me. “Evelyn,” she replies after a moment, her voice clipped. “If you’re thinking of having a picnic or sunbathing, I wouldn’t recommend going up there. Aside from the angry goats, there are no comfortable flat surfaces to sit on and there’s very little shade.”

      I shake my head, still smiling. “I’m not here to sunbathe and I can handle a few goats. I just want to see the island.”

      “Handle them?” Evelyn scoffs. “They chased me off!”

      “They tend to mimic behavior,” I explain, remembering my encounters with mountain goats during hikes on my travels. “They only chase if you run away from them. If you stay calm, they usually just watch you.”

      Evelyn looks irritated. She clearly doesn’t like to be lectured. “And why on earth do you want to view this godforsaken rock? There’s nothing here.”

      Meeting her eyes, I decide to be honest. I suspect we’re in the same business. That means we’ll meet again at some point, so I might as well tell her. “I’m a developer. And I’m guessing you are too?”

      The change in Evelyn’s demeanor is immediate. Her back straightens, her chin lifts. “Evelyn Rothschild,” she says coolly. “Rothschild Resorts.”

      “Oh?” I frown. Rothschild Resorts is one of the biggest players in luxury hotel development. They’re known for their opulent, no-expenses-spared approach. The kind that involves butlers and helipads.

      “Val Mendoza,” I finally reply, matching her professional tone. “Eden Eco Escapes.”

      I’m surprised when recognition flickers in Evelyn’s eyes. “Ah yes, the…eco-resort in Hawaii.”

      “We have two resorts now, actually,” I say. “Hawaii and Santorini.”

      Evelyn raises an eyebrow. “Is that so? Well, congratulations, Ms. Mendoza, but I’m afraid you may have wasted a trip. Cormoran Island isn’t exactly suited to your…rustic approach. There’s no way the council will vote for a small developer over Rothschild Resorts.”

      Evelyn’s dismissive attitude ignites a spark of irritation within me. I’ve faced this kind of condescension before from people who think sustainable means primitive, who can’t see beyond their outdated notions of luxury.

      “With all due respect, Ms. Rothschild,” I counter, “I think you’re underestimating me. This island perfectly lends itself for a truly sustainable, low-impact resort that could set a new standard for luxury eco-tourism. The world is changing. Wealthy tourists are becoming more conscious of their environmental impact. They want luxury that doesn’t cost the earth, so perhaps you’re the one who’s wasting their time.”

      Evelyn laughs, a sound that’s both melodious and infuriating. “Oh, honey,” she says, rolling her eyes, “I’ve been in this business way longer than you. I know what our clients want.”

      Her patronizing tone makes my blood boil, but I force myself to stay calm. “Do you? Because from where I’m standing, companies like Rothschild Resorts are becoming dinosaurs. They might think they’re big and impressive, but ultimately, they’re headed for extinction.”

      I can see I’ve struck a nerve. Evelyn’s smile falters for a moment before she regains her composure. “And your little eco-huts are the future, are they?”

      “You’ve clearly never visited my resorts,” I retort. “They offer all the luxury of a five-star hotel, without the waste and unnecessary bells and whistles. The beauty is in the architecture, in the way our buildings blend with the landscape and offer outdoor living. They’re powered by renewable energy, use advanced water conservation systems, and have zero-waste policies. It’s design and innovation at its best.”

      “That all sounds very…noble.” Evelyn’s tone is dripping with sarcasm. “But at the end of the day, luxury is about indulgence. People want to be spoiled, to forget about their everyday concerns. They don’t want to be reminded about sustainability and conservation during their vacation. Next, you’ll be telling me your guests enjoy composting toilets and cold showers.” She rolls her eyes. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. Our resorts are marvels of modern architecture and engineering.”

      “They’re marvels of excess and waste,” I argue. I shouldn’t really lower myself to having an argument with her, but the truth is, I’ve secretly always wanted to meet Evelyn Rothschild, just to have this very conversation. “Do you have any idea how much energy it takes to air condition those massive lobbies? How much water is wasted on those golf courses? How much local culture is erased to make way for your standardized ‘luxury’ experience?”

      A tense silence falls over both boats. I’m suddenly aware that Mateo and the other captain have stopped talking and they’re listening to our exchange with mild discomfort.

      Evelyn takes a deep breath, visibly trying to regain her composure. “Well, Ms. Mendoza, you certainly seem…passionate about your approach. But passion doesn’t win bids. Experience, reputation, and financial backing do. And in those areas, Rothschild Resorts has you beat, so go home and play with your Barbies instead.” She turns to the captain. “Let’s head back. I’m dying for a coffee.”

      Her captain exchanges another few words with Mateo while Evelyn and I ignore each other.

      “Go play with your Barbies,” I mutter under my breath. She’s wrong. Eden Eco Escapes may be younger and tiny compared to her company, but we’re growing fast. Our Santorini resort was fully booked for its first year before we even broke ground, and we have a waiting list a mile long for our Hawaii property. Best of all, we’ve got investors lining up to be part of our next project. For the first time in my career, I don’t have to crowdfund to build on my dreams. Backers are actually coming to me.

      “Good luck with her,” Mateo says when they’re heading back. “She seems like a feisty one.” He chuckles. “Any help you need, I’m your man. I’d love to see you beat her.”

      I nod, grateful for his support. “Thank you, I really appreciate that.” I take off my shoes and attach the Velcro waterproof phone holder to my arm. “Wait here? I’ll be back in about an hour.” Game on, Rothschild, I think to myself as I dive into the water. Game on.
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      Standing before the large screen in my hotel suite, I face the people who make up my top-tier team. Twenty of Rothschild Resorts’ finest, all waiting for my direction. The suite has been transformed into a makeshift office, with plans taped to the wall, my laptop and the printer I ordered set up on the desk, and empty coffee mugs and water bottles are scattered across every available surface.

      “All right,” I begin. “We’re T-minus three days from our presentation to the Mallorca Tourism Development Committee. I need everything to be perfect.”

      I pace in front of the screen, ticking off points on my fingers. “We’ll need the revised three-D renderings of the resort layout, emphasizing how we’re working with the island’s natural topography. Make the natural spring one of the key focus points and move the spa there. Environmental impact assessments—I’m not happy with these yet. They need to look good, but realistic. We don’t want to come off as naïve. And finally, we need the revised financial projections for the first five years, including projected job creation for locals and positive impact on the local economy.”

      “Who exactly will be at this presentation?” asks Derek, our director of operations.

      I stop pacing and face the screen. “The committee consists of seven members. We’ve got the Mayor of Calviá, the Director of Sustainable Tourism for the Balearic Islands, representatives from the local chamber of commerce and environmental groups, and a few other bigwigs from the regional government. It’s a tough crowd, but nothing we haven’t handled before.”

      “And the competition?” Sarah, my marketing director, asks. “There’s still no word of who else is running.”

      A smirk plays at my lips. “Well, I’ve already had the pleasure of meeting one of our rivals. Eden Eco Resorts, a tiny resort developer. Run by a girl who looks barely older than my daughter.” I wave my hand dismissively. “They’re not a threat. I’m more concerned about the Barton group—I spotted their business development director at the airport and I doubt he’s here on vacation.” I’m about to continue when my phone buzzes. “Speaking of my daughter… I need to take this call. Let’s reconvene in ten minutes.”

      Without waiting for a response, I end the conference call and answer the video call. “Mia, sweetheart! How are you?”

      My daughter’s face fills the screen, and suddenly, the stress of the impending presentation fades away. “Mom! I’m good. How’s Mallorca? Have you gotten a tan yet?”

      I laugh, moving to the terrace to gaze out at the Mediterranean. “Hardly. I’ve been cooped up in my room most of the time, working on this presentation, and you know I don’t sunbathe. I don’t get it—it’s such a useless pastime. But the view is beautiful.” Focusing my attention back on Mia, I frown as I take in her appearance. Her once-sleek hair is now a mass of dreadlocks, and wearing an old, worn-out tank top and jersey shorts, she looks more like a bohemian backpacker than the daughter of a resort mogul. “Your hair…”

      Mia cuts me off with a warning look. “Mom, please. Let’s not go there again. I don’t want another lecture about my ‘lifestyle choices,’” she says, making air quotes with her fingers.

      I swallow my comments, forcing a smile. “You’re right, I’m sorry. So, what are you up to now?” She appears to be standing on a bustling street corner and behind her, the city thrums with life—honking scooters, chattering vendors, and the sizzle of street food carts. The buildings are a mishmash of old and new, faded French colonial architecture juxtaposed against gleaming modern storefronts, and strings of colorful lanterns crisscross the narrow street.

      People weave around Mia, a constant flow of locals going about their day, interspersed with the occasional tourist. The humidity is evident even through the screen—I can see a faint sheen of sweat on Mia’s forehead, and her tank top clings to her chest. Despite the apparent chaos, my daughter looks completely at ease.

      “I just arrived in Hanoi,” she says. “I’m going to travel around for a bit and next month I’m volunteering at an orphanage. It’s in a really remote area, so I’ll be sleeping on site with the other volunteers.”

      “Vietnam?” I perk up. “We have two beautiful resorts there. Wouldn’t you prefer to stay in one of those? I could arrange⁠—”

      “No, Mom,” Mia interrupts gently but firmly. “Thank you, but the resorts are nowhere near the orphanage. It’s really remote. Besides, I’m not interested in luxury. This is about immersing myself in the local culture and helping others.”

      I can feel my frustration building, but I try to keep it in check. “Well, it sounds like you’ll be away for quite some time. What about that marketing position that just opened up? Are you sure you’re not interested? It would be perfect for you with your social media background and⁠—”

      “Mom.” Mia’s voice is tinged with exasperation. “I already told you, I’m not interested in that job. That’s not the path I want to take.”

      I want to press on, to make her see reason. My daughter is brilliant, capable of so much more than traipsing around the globe, sleeping in hostels, and eating street food while blogging. But I know from experience that pushing too hard will only drive her further away.

      “I just worry about you,” I say softly. “You’re so smart, so talented. Your food blog is doing well, I know, but…”

      Mia’s expression softens. “I know you worry, Mom. But I’m happy. My blog gives me enough income to travel, to experience the world on my own terms. It might be a world away from the high-end restaurants you’re used to, but there’s so much beauty in street food, in the stories of the people who make it. That’s what I want to share with the world.”

      She holds up a dish she’s just bought. It’s a steaming bowl of what looks like noodle soup, the broth a rich, dark color. “Look at this. It’s bún bò Huế, a specialty from central Vietnam. The woman who made this has been perfecting her recipe for over fifty years. Can you believe that? Fifty years of dedication to one single dish!”

      Trying to show interest, I lean in closer to the screen. “It does look…interesting. What else are you planning to try while you’re there?”

      “Oh, there’s so much! I want to try bánh mì from a street vendor in Saigon, and I’ve heard about this amazing place that makes cơm tấm, which is broken rice with grilled pork. And of course, I have to sample phở from different regions to compare the flavors. Oh, and there’s this dessert called chè that comes in so many varieties…”

      As she continues, I find myself torn between pride at her passion and lingering concern about her chosen path. But for now, I push those worries aside and simply listen, letting my daughter’s excitement wash over me.

      “That sounds amazing. Just…be safe, okay?” I finally say. “And call me if you need anything. Anything at all. And send me pictures. You know I love to get pictures from you.”

      “I will, Mom. I promise,” Mia says with a smile. “I love you.”

      “I love you too, honey,” I reply, wishing I could reach through the screen and hug her. As the call ends, I’m left staring at my reflection in the blank screen, wondering how my daughter and I ended up on such different paths. The contrast between her free-spirited adventurous life and my structured, ambitious world couldn’t be starker, and on top of that, she doesn’t even look like me. She looks like her father, a boy I briefly dated when I was seventeen. She has his big, dark eyes, his dark hair, and she’s tall. Her father broke up with me when I told him I was pregnant. He’s never been in the picture and Mia is okay with that. She’s always been an easy child—again, much unlike me.

      Remembering my team is waiting, I dial back in and apologize for the interruption. “Okay, let’s nail this tagline,” I say. “I’m not sold on the list you sent me. We need something that encapsulates everything Rothschild stands for. Opulence. Exclusivity. Unmatched luxury.”

      “We’ve discussed a few others,” Sarah says. “How about ‘Cormoran Island: A Rothschild Masterpiece’?”

      “It’s good, but not quite there,” I reply. “We need to convey that this isn’t just a resort. It’s a destination for the elite. The culmination
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