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Chapter One

Emma Sanders moved to the balcony doors and pushed them open. She stepped out, propping herself against the railings and letting the warm breeze tease its fingers through her long, blonde hair. In the distance, the sea glistened as if sprinkled with turquoise gems, while in the marina at the bottom of the hill, the sun reflected dazzlingly from the white-hulled yachts.

She breathed deeply, trying to rid her lungs of any residue of the plane’s stale cabin air. The flight to Cuba from Norway had seemed to take an age, and then she’d spent just as long trying to get her connection to Isla del Castile, on a small island hopper that was even more cramped and stuffy. But she was here now, and it was beautiful; worth all the delays and the hard airport benches. She had always liked the Caribbean, or, more precisely, its sea, so warm and inviting. Her parents had brought her here as a child. She smiled at the memory of how she’d spluttered in the water as her dad tried to teach her to snorkel. Those had been her first, exciting forays into a world of wonder. They had been holidays filled with the high adventure of pirate tales and mermaid kingdoms.

Her next memory was jaded and unbidden. It was when she’d come here on holiday with Rob. They had been inseparable, both with a passion for diving. She blinked her eyes as if it would wipe the image from her mind but, even as she did so, she absent-mindedly ran her finger over the bracelet that dangled at her wrist. Emma sighed. She needed to focus her thoughts on other things. After all, this wasn’t a holiday; she had work to do.

She turned at the sound of the door to her room swinging open behind her.

‘Oh my God. Em, have you seen the view?’ Toni swept in, her dark hair bouncing in curls around her face. She’d already changed into a floral, lightweight dress, the hem of which was cut short enough to show most of her thighs and nearly everything else.

‘I know, it’s gorgeous,’ Emma replied.

‘Come on, let’s explore. Chill out with a few cocktails.’

‘You know we have work to do.’ Emma gave a glance to the thick folder on the dressing table.

Toni pouted. ‘Our first appointment isn’t until tomorrow. Pretend the folder got lost on the flight. I bet there’s a beach full of rich studs waiting out there for us.’

‘I thought you wanted to explore?’

‘I do. I want to explore a rich stud.’ She smiled, wickedly. ‘Come on, I’m feeling frisky. I have my lucky undies on.’ She winked. ‘There’s a new pair in my case you can borrow, and I have a feeling they are going to be just as lucky.’

‘With your hit rate, all your undies must be lucky ones.’

‘Can I help it if I’m a guy magnet? Anyway, what’s the harm?’

‘Maybe later. I want to get my bearings first.’ Emma looked out towards the horizon.

‘Maybe later. How many times have you said that? You know, one day you’re going to have some fun, and realise what you’ve been missing.’

‘I’ll have fun later. But I’m going to go over the information in the file first; maybe go down to the marina, and charter a boat for tomorrow.’

Toni frowned. ‘I know you, Later never comes. I’ll tell you what, I’ll fix us up with a double date for tonight.’

‘Really, you don’t have to.’ Emma rolled her eyes. Toni could be so persistent.

‘Just think of it. Some cosy beach restaurant, a bottle of wine, the stars sparkling, and a hunk of muscle to play with all night.’

Emma did think of it. Only two types of men hung out here: beach bums on the pull, and the obscenely wealthy. Well, she didn’t want to be pulled, and it was the obscenely wealthy who, on this particular job, were going to make things difficult.

‘Not today, Toni. Not after all the travelling, I’m wiped out.’

‘You’re such a grump. Getting laid would do you the world of good. You need to let yourself go. Try new things. Always being in charge can’t be good for you.’ Toni danced around the room as she hummed a tune with a salsa beat. ‘Well, I’ll pick up two, and if I don’t see you, I’ll just have both of them myself.’ She wiggled her hips as she swayed her way out. ‘Catch you later.’

Emma smiled to herself. She loved Toni to bits and knew that she was just trying to help, but she didn’t want a relationship, not now. Her job with the Oceanic Preservation Society meant she would be travelling for the rest of the year. When would she have time for romance, even if she did want it?

She sighed and cursed herself for thinking about Rob. Damn him. Why can’t I forget about him, just like Toni’s always telling me to? Then she sat down on the edge of her bed, reluctantly opened the work folder, and took out a file.

Information had come in about a beach where turtles had been reported hatching. In this area, they would most likely be hawksbill or green but, without any evidence, it could be any of the six species of turtle found in these waters. What she needed was proof, in the form of photographic evidence or even an egg case. The chances of stumbling over a turtle on the beach would be remote, at best. Maybe they would spot one with a few months and cameras set up, but they didn’t have that long. She flicked through the file and took out a copy of a planning application. By this time next year the beach would be thick with tourists and banana boats, and the hatching site would be gone – that was, if the development was allowed to go ahead.

She had to get to that beach, which meant she needed a boat. If she could just find a handful of those eggs they would be in with a chance of getting the World Wildlife Fund on board and then securing a conservation order.

She looked at her diary. Her first appointment with the Lex Development Company was tomorrow afternoon. She had a photo of the owner, Jonathon Lex, who appeared to be in his late sixties. He had an expression that looked as hard as his reputation. He had been born and raised in the Caribbean, and his family line went way back, to sugar plantations in the 1800s. His was old money. He had traded in sugar for construction, and now had stakes in several islands. He liked to be seen on his boat. The next photo showed a cruiser; it was huge and, appropriately enough, called Midas. Emma wondered why it was that the rich were always so egotistical. She had yet to find anyone who had made a fortune who showed as much concern for the environment as they did for lining their pockets. The rich got richer, nearly always, at nature’s expense.

Emma took a can of Coke from the mini bar and poured it into a glass, then took it out to the balcony. It really was beautiful here but, as soon as this assignment was finished, she and Toni would be moved on. There was never any time to relax and enjoy their surroundings. That was the reason Toni was such a whirlwind. Her motto was to make the most of the time you had. Maybe a one-night stand was the answer: to feel that somebody thought you were attractive, even if just for one night. A pair of strong arms and soft lips; someone to hold.

Emma sipped at her drink. If only she had the confidence.

The limo pulled into Bay Road and headed towards the marina. It moved along with the same quiet confidence its passengers possessed, as if it was for other cars on the road to move aside. Inside the leather-clad rear interior, a display showed the FTSE and the NASDAQ: red and green numbers moving up and down the screen.

Jonathon Lex sipped at a glass of malt whiskey, smiling in satisfaction as he savoured its taste.

‘Drink, Richard?’ he asked.

‘I’m good, Father,’ Richard replied with a wave of his hand. He was always called Richard, despite his first name also being Jonathon. It saved confusion, especially when they were working together. His father was always Mr Lex, or Jonathon, to the few people he let call him by his first name.

‘Just remember that there is more to running a business than wearing a suit and having the biggest office,’ Lex growled.

‘I know what I’m doing,’ Richard replied, looking through the smoked-glass windows at the palm trees. But it would be a lot easier to do his job if he were allowed to do it without interruption.

‘Well, I guess you haven’t let my company go tits-up yet.’

‘It’s in safe hands. Maybe once I get this resort finished, you’ll trust me with it.’

‘It’s not that I don’t trust you, it’s just that it’s taken me a lifetime to build. And, even though you’ve been put through the best schools and worked in the company, there is no substitute for experience.’

‘Everything’s running smoothly, especially now I’ve eliminated the other potential build sites. The one we’ve ended up with is by far the most cost-efficient.’ Smooth it might be, but it wasn’t easy. Nothing could have prepared Jonathan Richard Lex II for the weight of responsibility he now had, or for the ever-increasing arguments with his father, despite the fact the old man was supposed to be taking a back seat.

‘You picked the one I would have gone for. It will bring in the best return.’

‘Funny how the other two sites got such bad reports, especially after the initial findings.’

‘Well, you know how it is with these things once you scratch beneath the surface,’ his father said and gave him a furtive glance before looking out the window.

That was strange, Richard thought, but before he could question him, his father continued talking.

‘You have broad shoulders, son, broad enough to take the business.’ He took another sip of whiskey. ‘It would have killed me to have to train up someone who wasn’t family to take over.’

Richard watched his dad. Just for a second, the hardness seemed to leave his face. Maybe it was relief at knowing the company would keep the family name.

‘You know, Richard,’ Lex continued. ‘You’re in your thirties now; it would be good if you had an heir yourself.’

Richard gave his father a stare and, for a moment, their cold blue eyes challenged each other.

‘There’s no hurry, Father.’ The truth was he hadn’t been introduced to a woman who didn’t know more about his bank balance than he did, and those who weren’t gold-diggers were as boring as some of the meetings he had to attend.

‘Well, there’s some woman your mother has found who’ll be coming over for the party. Maybe you should think a little harder before dismissing this one.’

‘I’m not ready for a relationship, not with all the responsibility of running the company, and I don’t want to be tied down.’

‘You don’t have to like the woman, you don’t even have to spend time with her. Just get her pregnant. You can have affairs to keep you happy.’

Just like you do with Mum, Richard wanted to say, but he didn’t want to start an argument in the confines of the car. He looked ahead to see how far they were away from the marina.

‘I’m just saying that time goes more quickly than you think. Things happen.’ Lex paused for a minute. ‘It was only two years ago, we didn’t think you’d make it. It was touch and go.’

Richard didn’t have to think back; the memory was always with him. Twice, his heart had stopped. One minute swimming, and then… In his mind, the pain returned, and he clenched his fist until the knuckles turned white.

‘I survived. I’ll always survive,’ he said.

Richard looked at his father’s face again. The hardness had already returned. He wondered if he’d been worried about losing a son or losing the heir to the company.

‘You might have survived, but sometimes it’s not enough to survive. You have to sacrifice. If that means having to sacrifice your scruples to get a wife and heir, then so be it.’

Richard tugged at the silk tie around his neck. Some days it seemed tighter than others. He needed to get out of the Armani suit and get into his favourite old jeans and T-shirt, a ritual he used to cleanse himself whenever possible.

‘Will you be dining at the club tonight?’ Lex asked, pouring himself another tumbler of whiskey.

‘Not tonight. I have to work out some details on the resort,’ he lied. He just needed to be on his own for a few hours. Maybe go out in one of their boats, or tinker with an engine. Anything to clear his mind of project forecasts and deadlines.

‘By the way, some animal rights group is trying to muddy the waters. It’s probably nothing. They’re going to see the press office; they should be able to keep them tied up until building starts. We need this resort too much. If we lose it, with the way the finances are, we could lose everything.’

The limo pulled into the marina and, in the distance, Richard could see the proud lines of the Midas.

‘Yeah, sure, I’ll be on top of it.’ He wasn’t really listening but the last thing Richard wanted was more hassle. The sooner he had this resort completed the sooner his father would be off his back. Nothing was going to stop this build going ahead on schedule.

Emma had changed into a pair of khaki shorts and a loose-fitting blouse. The heat was bearable but the humidity was another thing. Already, she felt herself sticking to her clothes, and the small amount of cleavage she had on display glistened with moisture.

The old part of town was a bustle of merchants and bars. This was where the real heart of the port was, not the fashion show of a promenade. It was mostly old-colonial in style, out of date and looking trendy because of it. Painted signs and windows were weather-worn and peeling, but these buildings were lived in and loved rather than old and run down.

The market square was a flurry of brightly dressed people and equally brightly coloured fruits and vegetables. Livestock bleated and clucked against the calls of market traders. Parrots with rainbow plumage whistled and squawked to get the attention of passing shoppers. The smell of spicy food and grilled fish taunted Emma’s stomach, and she made a mental note of the better-looking restaurants. Maybe she and Toni could come back here later, before Toni went on the prowl. After all, she would have to keep her energy up.

The narrow streets drew her further down the hill, the sound of gulls becoming louder. With the proximity of the sea, she thought of the turtles. She had studied as a marine biologist, graduating top of the class. By now, she had hoped to be running her own research project, studying turtles, preferably, or maybe manta rays, but what had started out as a fill-in job had become her career. Not that she didn’t think that the conservation of the oceans was important but, sometimes, she wanted something more than to spend her time among cold-blooded fish.

She walked along a grey, stone harbour wall, and stopped at an information board standing next to an old ship’s cannon. There were two maps, one of Isla Del Castile and another of the island group. There, a few miles away, was the one she needed to get to. Although it wasn’t named she recognised it as Turoc Island. It had been marked on the map in her file with a cross, as though some treasure horde lay buried beneath its sands. All she had to do was charter a boat out there and find the beach the turtles had been sighted on.

She kept walking. Maybe there would be a boat at the marina or, if that was too expensive, the fishing harbour further along. She adjusted her dark sunglasses against the glare of whitewashed walls and moved off.

Richard Lex had shed his suit and now wore a pair of jeans and a faded blue T-shirt that looked like it was only held together by willpower, but he wore it as a reminder of simpler times when money wasn’t his only goal in life. His blond hair was held in place by his Skipper baseball cap. When he put this on, he was just the ship’s captain, not the head of a multi-million-dollar company, and although the effect was purely psychological he could feel the pressure leave him.

He sat in the wheelhouse, looking out beyond the marina and across the millpond-still sea. His mind wandered as the coffee he held in his hand grew colder. All he had to do was get this resort underway, and then his father might finally take a back seat. Maybe then he would have time to relax a little, take the boat out and get lost among the islands and atolls. Being at sea was so much simpler; just you and the elements. Turn the engine off or take in the sail and you could drift forever. He thought back to when he was a hired hand on board yachts, during the summer holidays, when he had been at college. Every harbour seemed to have pretty girls willing to please and wanting nothing but pleasure in return. They were simpler times. It was a time when someone else was in charge. Well, it was him at the helm now. What he would give to have a break, something to take his mind off everything, even if it was just for one night.

He took a swig from his mug and pulled a face. It was time for a fresh cup. He moved over to the coffee jug, and was just about to pour when he saw her looking up at his boat from the dockside. She was above average height and slim, and her blonde hair hung around her shoulders like a golden halo. But it wasn’t the curve of her waist or the length of her legs that made him take notice; it was the way she was staring. It was as if she was filled with curiosity, as though she were looking at the boat but seeing something else.

Who is she and why is she here?
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