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"The Peterson case needs—"

"The Peterson case will be handled by James," Goldman interrupted. "You're taking two weeks. Effective immediately."

Leila felt the room spinning slightly. Two weeks? She hadn't taken two consecutive days off since law school. "I can't just disappear. The clients expect—"

"The clients expect us to provide our best work," Chen said gently. "And right now, that means giving you time to recharge. We've already booked you a suite at Paradise Cove Resort in Grenada. All expenses paid. Consider it a thank you for your dedication."

Grenada. Leila had heard of it—somewhere in the Caribbean, she thought. She'd never been anywhere tropical. Her idea of a vacation was a long weekend in the Hamptons, and even then, she usually brought work.

"I don't know how to... vacation," she admitted quietly.

Goldman's expression softened. "Then it's time you learned. Your flight leaves tomorrow morning."
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Twenty-four hours later, Leila stood in the arrivals hall of Maurice Bishop International Airport, her rolling suitcase filled with business casual clothes and three legal thrillers. The humid air hit her like a warm embrace, so different from Manhattan's October chill.

A man holding a "Paradise Cove" sign caught her attention. He was exactly what central casting would order for "Caribbean driver"—friendly smile, weathered hands, and a genuine warmth in his eyes.

"Ms. Hart? I'm Winston. Welcome to Grenada, the Spice Island."

During the drive to the resort, Winston chattered enthusiastically about local attractions. "You must try the chocolate tour, and the spice plantation. And if you're looking for adventure, my nephew Dax runs the best dive operation on the island. He'll show you things you never imagined."

Leila nodded politely, but privately doubted she'd do any of those things. She'd probably spend most of her time by the pool, reading and catching up on sleep.

Paradise Cove Resort exceeded even its glossy brochure promises. Her suite overlooked a pristine beach where turquoise water kissed white sand. Palm trees swayed in the gentle breeze, and she could hear the rhythmic sound of waves.

For the first time in months, Leila felt her shoulders begin to relax.

She unpacked methodically—business casual in the closet, laptop on the desk, legal thrillers on the nightstand. Then she stood on her balcony, looking out at the endless ocean, and realized she had absolutely no idea what to do next.
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Chapter 2: First Breath
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Leila's first morning in paradise began at 6 AM with her internal alarm clock. She was dressed and caffeinated by 6:30, sitting on her balcony with her laptop, trying to look busy. But there were no urgent emails, no crisis demanding her immediate attention. Her out-of-office message was handling everything.

The silence was deafening.

By 8 AM, she'd reorganized her suitcase twice and read the resort's activity guide cover to cover. Sunset yoga. Beach volleyball. Something called "rum tasting and cultural experience." Everything sounded simultaneously appealing and terrifying.

She settled for the resort's breakfast buffet, choosing a table with a view of the beach. That's when she saw him.

He was leading a group of tourists in snorkeling gear toward the water, his voice carrying across the sand as he explained something about reef safety. Even at a distance, she could see he was tall and lean, moving with an easy confidence that suggested he was completely at home in this environment.

"First time in Grenada?"

Leila looked up to find a woman about her age sitting at the next table. She had the kind of effortless beach beauty that Leila had never quite mastered—sun-streaked hair, golden tan, wearing a flowing sundress like she was born to it.

"Is it that obvious?" Leila asked.

The woman laughed. "You're wearing a blazer. At breakfast. On a beach." She extended her hand. "I'm Maya. I own the little art gallery in St. George's."

"Leila. I'm a lawyer from New York."

"Ah, that explains the blazer." Maya's smile was kind, not mocking. "What brings you to our little slice of paradise?"

"Forced vacation," Leila admitted. "My bosses basically kidnapped me and put me on a plane."

"Smart bosses. You look like you could use some island time." Maya glanced toward the beach where the dive instructor was still talking to his group. "You should try diving. Or at least snorkeling. Dax over there is the best instructor on the island."

Leila followed Maya's gaze. Up close, she could see that Dax had rich brown skin, close-cropped dark hair, and hands that gestured expressively as he spoke. When he smiled at something one of his students said, it transformed his entire face.

"I don't really do... water sports," Leila said.

"Honey, you're surrounded by some of the most beautiful ocean in the world. If not now, when?"

It was a fair point. Leila had spent her entire adult life saying "later" to everything that wasn't work- related. When was later supposed to arrive?

"Does he teach beginners?" she heard herself ask.

Maya grinned. "Dax teaches everyone. Go talk to him after he gets back. Trust me, you won't regret it."
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An hour later, Leila found herself walking across the sand in her business casual outfit and closed-toe shoes, feeling ridiculous. Dax was rinsing equipment at a small hut marked "Island Diving Adventures."

"Excuse me," she called out.

He looked up, and Leila felt something unexpected flutter in her chest. His eyes were warm brown with gold flecks, and when he smiled, she noticed a small scar on his chin that somehow made him even more attractive.

"You must be looking for diving lessons," he said, his accent carrying the musical lilt of the Caribbean. "Though I have to say, you might be a little overdressed for it."

Leila looked down at her outfit and laughed—actually laughed—for the first time in weeks. "I'm still figuring out this whole vacation thing. I'm Leila."

"Dax Moreau." He wiped his hands on a towel before extending one to her. His handshake was firm and warm. "What kind of experience do you have with diving?"

"None. Unless you count swimming laps in the hotel pool in midtown Manhattan."

"Everyone starts somewhere." His smile was encouraging rather than condescending. "How about we start with a basic scuba lesson in the resort pool this afternoon? Get you comfortable with the equipment before we hit the ocean."

"Is it safe?" The question slipped out before she could stop it, revealing the control freak that lay beneath her professional exterior.

"Safer than crossing Broadway during rush hour," Dax said solemnly, then grinned. "I've been diving these waters for fifteen years, teaching for ten. I'll take good care of you."

Something in the way he said it made her believe him completely. "Okay," she said, surprising herself. "Let's do it."

"Meet me at the pool at 2 PM. And Leila?" He gestured to her outfit. "Maybe leave the blazer in your

room."
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At exactly 2 PM, Leila appeared at the pool wearing the one bathing suit she'd bought at the resort gift shop that morning—a conservative black one-piece that covered everything it was supposed to cover.

She'd added a sarong and flip-flops, feeling exposed and out of place.

Dax was already in the water, arranging equipment on the pool deck. He wore board shorts and nothing else, and Leila tried very hard not to notice the way water drops caught the sunlight on his shoulders.

"Ready for your first lesson?" he asked.

"I think so. What exactly are we going to do?"

"First, we're going to get you comfortable with the mask and breathing apparatus. The hardest part for most people is learning to breathe underwater—it goes against every instinct we have."

He guided her through putting on the mask, adjusting the straps so it fit snugly against her face. His hands were gentle but sure, and Leila found herself hyperaware of every casual touch.

"The key is to breathe slowly and deeply," he explained, fitting the regulator into her mouth. "Your natural instinct will be to hold your breath or breathe rapidly. Fight that. Slow, steady breaths."

Leila nodded, the regulator awkward in her mouth.

"We're just going to sit on the pool steps first. Get used to breathing underwater without any pressure."

She lowered herself into the shallow water, her head just below the surface. The first breath through the regulator felt alien and wrong, but she focused on Dax's voice as he coached her through it.

"That's it. You're doing great. Just breathe."

Gradually, the panic subsided. She was breathing underwater. It was strange and wonderful and somehow meditative.

When she surfaced, pulling the regulator from her mouth, she was grinning. "How was that?" Dax asked.

"Incredible," she said, and meant it. "I can't believe I'm breathing underwater."

"Wait until you see what's down there," he said, gesturing toward the open ocean beyond the resort. "Tomorrow, if you're ready, we'll try a shallow dive on the reef."

As Leila floated in the pool, learning to trust her equipment and her instructor, she felt something she hadn't experienced in years: pure, uncomplicated joy.
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Chapter 3: Deeper Waters
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Leila woke before sunrise, her body still on New York time. But instead of reaching for her laptop, she found herself padding to the balcony to watch the sky slowly lighten over the Caribbean Sea. Somewhere out there was a coral reef that Dax had promised to show her.

The thought sent an unexpected thrill through her system.

She'd never been the type to get excited about adventure sports or outdoor activities. Her idea of risk- taking was choosing the salmon instead of chicken at a business dinner. But something about the way Dax had guided her through yesterday's lesson—patient, encouraging, completely present—made her want to trust him with more than just breathing underwater.

At breakfast, she found herself scanning the beach for his familiar figure. When she spotted him preparing equipment near the dive hut, she felt that flutter in her chest again.

"Someone's eager," Maya observed, sliding into the seat across from her. "I'm just... curious about the diving," Leila said, trying to sound casual.

"Uh-huh." Maya's smile was knowing. "And it has nothing to do with the fact that Dax Moreau is one of the most eligible bachelors on the island?"

"I don't date," Leila said automatically.

"Honey, you're on vacation. The regular rules don't apply."

Before Leila could protest, Maya was waving Dax over. He approached their table with that easy smile, wearing a faded t-shirt that read "Dive Deep, Live Free."

"Morning, ladies. Leila, you ready for your first real dive?" "Define ready," she said, suddenly nervous.

"Did you sleep okay? Any anxiety about going underwater?"

She considered lying, then decided honesty might be safer when trusting someone with her life. "A little nervous, but mostly excited."

"Good. Nerves keep you alert. We're going to start at Molinere Point—it's a shallow reef, only about twenty-five feet down. Perfect for beginners."

"Will there be... fish?" The question sounded ridiculous even to her.

Dax's grin widened. "Lots of fish. Parrotfish, angelfish, maybe some sea turtles if we're lucky. Nothing that will hurt you."

"What about sharks?" Leila asked. "What about them?"

"Are there sharks?"

"This is the Caribbean, not a movie. The nurse sharks here are harmless—they're actually quite shy. You're more likely to be injured by a tourist with bad sunscreen application."

Maya laughed. "He's right. I've been swimming here my whole life. The most dangerous thing in these waters is getting so mesmerized by the beauty that you forget to surface."

An hour later, Leila found herself on Dax's boat, a well-maintained catamaran called "Second Wind." Her borrowed wetsuit felt strange but reassuring, and the weight of the scuba tank on her back was oddly comforting.

"The gear feels heavy now," Dax explained as he checked her equipment one final time, "but underwater, you'll be nearly weightless. It's the closest thing to flying you'll ever experience."

His hands were sure and professional as he adjusted her BCD vest, but Leila was acutely aware of his proximity. He smelled like salt water
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