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​Chapter 1: The Announcement
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I know something's wrong the second Marcus calls me into his office. He's doing that thing where he won't make eye contact, shuffling papers on his desk like they need organizing when we both know his assistant already did that this morning. I've worked at Sterling & Wright for six years. I know all of Marcus's tells by now.

"Maya, thanks for coming in." He gestures at the chair across from his desk, still not looking at me. "I wanted to talk to you about the Silverlake Resort pitch."

My stomach drops, but I keep my face smooth. Professional. This is the account I've been chasing for eight months. The resort is doing a complete rebrand, fifty million dollar budget, and they want fresh strategy. If I land this, I make partner. Twenty-nine years old and the youngest partner in the firm's history. My parents could finally stop asking when I'm going to get a "real" job, stop comparing me to my brother the surgeon.

"I'm ready," I say. "The preliminary deck is almost done. I've been working with the data team on market analysis, and I think our angle on experiential luxury for millennials—"

"You're going to be working with a partner on this one."

The words hit me like cold water. I've been solo on every major pitch for two years. That's how I work best. That's how I got us the Meridian account, the Coastal Properties contract, the entire Westbridge portfolio. "I work better alone, Marcus. You know that."

"The client specifically requested a joint approach. Strategy and creative working together from the ground up. They want integrated thinking." He finally looks at me, and there's something in his expression that makes my hands grip the armrests. "You're going to be partnering with Sloane Wilder."

For a second, I think I misheard him. My ears are doing that thing where sound gets muffled, like I'm underwater. "You're joking."

"I'm not."

"Marcus." I lean forward, working to keep my voice level. "Sloane Wilder is a nightmare. She's chaotic, she's unreliable, she shows up to client meetings in ripped jeans and makes jokes when we should be closing. She—"

"She's the best creative director we have," Marcus cuts in. "And before you argue, you know it's true. Her campaign for the Ashford Hotels is still winning awards. The client loved her so much they extended their contract for three more years."

I want to argue, but my throat feels tight. Because he's right, and I hate that he's right. Sloane is brilliant. She's also infuriating, unpredictable, and has made my life specifically difficult since the day she started here three years ago.

"There has to be someone else," I try.

"There isn't. And honestly, Maya, I think this could be good for you. You're incredible at what you do, but sometimes you get tunnel vision. Sloane thinks differently than you. That's valuable."

What he means is that Sloane doesn't care about structure or process or doing things the right way. She throws paint at walls and calls it strategy. She comes up with ideas that sound absurd until they somehow work, and then everyone acts like she's some kind of genius while I'm the boring one who actually did the math to make it feasible.

"When do we start?" I ask, because there's no point fighting this. Marcus has made up his mind, and I need this account too badly to walk away.

"You're both heading up to the Silverlake site this Thursday. Three days, full immersion. The client wants you to experience the property, understand the vision. You'll present when you get back." He slides a folder across the desk. "Flight and hotel information is in here. Try to play nice, Maya."

I take the folder and stand, my legs feeling weird and disconnected. "I'm always nice."

Marcus raises an eyebrow but doesn't respond, which is probably smart.

I make it back to my office before I let myself react. My office is small, barely bigger than a closet, but it's mine. Floor to ceiling windows facing the harbor, a desk I picked out myself, everything organized exactly how I need it. I drop the folder on my desk and sink into my chair, pressing my palms against my eyes.

Sloane Wilder. Of course it's Sloane Wilder.

The first time I met Sloane, I was in the middle of a presentation for a boutique hotel chain. I'd spent three weeks on the pitch, every slide perfect, every data point verified. I was halfway through explaining our digital strategy when she walked in late, her hair still wet like she'd just showered, wearing paint-stained jeans and a leather jacket. She'd apologized to the client, all easy charm and dimpled smile, and then proceeded to sketch out an idea on the whiteboard that made my entire presentation look boring in comparison. The client had loved it. They'd signed with us, sure, but they'd also requested that Sloane lead the creative, and I'd been bumped to supporting strategy.

I'd gone home that night and hate-researched her. Sloane Wilder, thirty-one, formerly a freelance brand designer in Brooklyn before Sterling & Wright poached her. Portfolio full of edgy, gorgeous work for boutique brands and indie hotels. The kind of person who probably journals about her feelings and goes to pottery classes and has a million friends who think she's amazing.

The kind of person I've never been and never wanted to be.

The second time I really clashed with Sloane was six months later. Hartman Industries, massive account, corporate rebrand. I'd been working on it for weeks when Marcus assigned Sloane to collaborate. She'd taken one look at my strategy deck and said, "This is really solid, but it's also kind of soulless, you know?" Like that was constructive feedback. Like I hadn't poured hours into research and competitive analysis. We'd fought about it in the conference room, both of us getting louder until Marcus had to separate us like children. The client had ultimately gone with a hybrid approach, my strategy with her creative vision layered on top, and it had worked beautifully. Everyone had praised Sloane's innovative thinking. My strategy had been called "competent."

Since then, it's been three years of carefully avoiding each other except when absolutely necessary. Three years of tense meetings where we barely speak. Three years of the entire office watching us like we're entertainment, taking bets on who'll snap first.

Jennifer from accounting has a whole spreadsheet. I've seen it.

My phone buzzes. A text from my best friend Jenna, who works in legal two floors down: "I heard. I'm so sorry. Want me to bring wine to your place tonight?"

I text back: "Yes. Multiple bottles."

Then another text comes through, this one from a number I know too well even though I've never saved it in my contacts. "Well, this should be fun. Try not to bore me to death on the drive up, Chen."

I stare at Sloane's message, my jaw clenching so hard it hurts. She doesn't even have the decency to pretend to be professional about this. Of course she doesn't. Sloane Wilder operates on her own plane of existence where normal workplace conduct doesn't apply.

I don't respond. Instead, I open the folder Marcus gave me and start reading through the details. The Silverlake Resort is a luxury mountain property that's been family-owned for forty years. They want to modernize without losing their heritage appeal, attract a younger crowd while keeping their wealthy regulars happy. It's a tough balance, the kind of challenge I love. The kind of thing that requires careful research, detailed planning, strategic thinking.

The kind of thing Sloane will probably want to approach by "feeling the vibe" or some other useless creative nonsense.

My phone buzzes again. Jenna: "She texted you already, didn't she?"

Me: "How did you know?"

Jenna: "Because I know you, and I know her, and you're both disasters. What did she say?"

I screenshot Sloane's message and send it to Jenna, who responds with a string of skull emojis and "She's going to drive you insane and you're going to let her because you're too professional to murder a coworker."

She's not wrong.

I spend the rest of the afternoon trying to work on other projects, but I can't focus. My brain keeps snagging on Thursday, on three days trapped with Sloane Wilder at some mountain resort. Three days of her chaos and my need for structure colliding. Three days of pretending we can work together when we both know this is going to be a disaster.

By the time I leave the office, I have a headache building behind my eyes and a tight knot in my chest that feels uncomfortably close to anxiety. I've done hundreds of pitches. I've handled difficult clients, impossible deadlines, budgets that made no sense. I can handle three days with Sloane.

Jenna shows up at my apartment at seven with two bottles of wine and Thai food. My apartment is small but carefully decorated, everything in shades of gray and white, clean lines and minimal clutter. Jenna always says it looks like a hotel, which I think is meant to be an insult but I actually take as a compliment. Hotels are organized. Hotels make sense.

"Okay," Jenna says, pouring us both generous glasses of wine. "Let's talk about the Sloane situation."

"There's nothing to talk about. We're working together on a pitch. It'll be fine."

Jenna gives me a look. She's known me since college, which means she's seen me at my worst and still stuck around. She's also the only person who knows that I stress-clean my apartment at two in the morning when I'm anxious about work. "Maya. You hate her."

"I don't hate her." I take a long drink of wine. "I just think she's unprofessional and chaotic and acts like the rules don't apply to her."

"So you hate her."

"I didn't say that."

"You didn't have to." Jenna curls up on my couch, tucking her feet under her. "Remember the holiday party last year? You two couldn't even stand on the same side of the room. And then she made that toast about creative freedom and you looked like you wanted to throw your drink at her."

I had wanted to throw my drink at her. Sloane had been wearing this dark green dress that kept slipping off her shoulder, her hair down for once, laughing with everyone like she didn't have a care in the world. And her toast had been this whole thing about how the best work comes from taking risks and breaking rules, and everyone had clapped while I'd stood there thinking about all the times I'd followed the rules and made it work anyway.

"She gets under my skin," I admit. "Everything about her is just so... effortless. Like she doesn't have to try and things just work out for her."

"Maybe they do." Jenna shrugs. "Or maybe she's better at hiding the effort than you are. You ever think about that?"

I don't want to think about that. I don't want to imagine Sloane as anything other than the annoying, chaotic person who's made my professional life harder for three years. It's easier that way. Simpler.

We drink wine and eat pad thai and Jenna tells me about the guy she's seeing who works in finance and might be boring but is also very good-looking, which apparently makes up for it. I half-listen, my mind already jumping ahead to Thursday. To the drive up to Silverlake. To three days of forced proximity with someone I've spent three years avoiding.

When Jenna leaves around ten, I clean up the kitchen even though it's already clean, then reorganize my bookshelf even though it doesn't need it. My hands need something to do. My brain won't stop spinning.

I think about texting Sloane back, something professional about coordinating the drive or discussing our approach. But I don't know what to say that won't sound stiff or cold, and I'm too tired to figure it out tonight.

Instead, I go to bed early, lying in the dark and staring at my ceiling. Somewhere across the city, Sloane is probably out with friends or working on some art project or doing whatever it is that free-spirited creative types do with their evenings. Not worrying about this pitch. Not thinking about me at all.

Which is exactly how it should be.

I close my eyes and try to sleep, but all I can see is Sloane's face, that infuriating smile she always has, like she knows something I don't. Like she's in on some joke and I'm the punchline.

Thursday is in three days. I can survive three days. I've survived worse.

I almost believe it.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 2: The Journey
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Thursday morning comes too fast. I'm up at five even though we're not leaving until nine, triple-checking my bags. Laptop, charger, backup charger, the printed research files on Silverlake, three changes of business casual clothes, toiletries in regulation-sized containers. Everything fits perfectly in my carry-on because I'm good at packing. I'm good at planning. I'm good at being prepared for things.

What I'm not prepared for is the text that comes through at seven thirty: "Picking you up at 9. I'm driving."

I stare at my phone like it's personally betrayed me. We'd agreed, or I'd assumed we'd agreed, that I would drive. My car is reliable. I know the route. I already programmed the GPS and checked the weather and mapped out where we'd stop for gas. The idea of Sloane driving, of giving up that control, makes my chest feel tight.

I text back: "I can drive. Already have the route planned."

Her response is immediate: "I'm sure you do. Still picking you up at 9."

I want to argue, but I can already hear how it'll sound. Controlling. Rigid. Exactly what everyone thinks about me anyway. So I send back a thumbs up emoji that feels passive-aggressive even to me, and spend the next hour and a half stress-organizing my kitchen cabinets.

At nine on the dot, a horn honks outside my building. I grab my bag and head down, telling myself this is fine. It's a four-hour drive. I can handle four hours in a car with Sloane Wilder.

Her car is not what I expected. I'd pictured something vintage and impractical, maybe painted an obnoxious color. But it's a dark gray SUV, newer model, surprisingly clean. Sloane's leaning against the driver's side, and I have to actively work not to stare. She's wearing black jeans that fit her in a way that should be illegal for a work trip, brown boots, and a forest green sweater that makes her eyes look even more hazel than usual. Her hair is down, dark and wavy and falling past her shoulders. She looks like she just rolled out of bed and somehow managed to look better than I do after an hour of getting ready.

"Morning, Chen," she says, and there's that smile. The one that makes me feel like I'm missing something. "You ready for this?"

"It's a four-hour drive, not an expedition." I move toward the passenger door, but she steps in front of me.

"Bags go in the back."

"I can hold it."

"Maya. Bags. Back." She's not moving, and we're standing too close now, close enough that I can smell her perfume. Something woodsy and warm, cedar maybe, with something underneath that I can't name. It's distracting.

I open the back door and shove my bag in next to hers, which is this beat-up leather duffle that looks like it's been everywhere. Of course it does. When I get in the passenger seat, the car smells like coffee and that same perfume, and there's an iced latte in the cupholder that I'm trying very hard not to think about as presumptuous and thoughtful at the same time.

"There's coffee for you in the back cupholder," Sloane says as she starts the car. "I didn't know how you take it, so I got it black. There's sugar and cream in the bag if you want it."

I twist around and find another iced coffee, and sure enough, a small bag with sugar packets and cream cups. Something weird happens in my chest, something that feels uncomfortably like gratitude mixed with suspicion. "Thanks."

"Don't sound so surprised. I'm not a monster." She pulls out into traffic with the kind of casual confidence that makes me grip the door handle. "I even queued up a playlist. Very professional. Lots of instrumental focus music."

"You made a playlist?"

"Well, I asked my friend Theo what kind of music uptight strategists listen to, and he sent me four hours of lo-fi beats." She glances at me, grinning. "I'm kidding. Mostly. But seriously, if you want to change it, go ahead. I'm not precious about car music."

I should leave it alone. I should just let her playlist run and stare out the window for four hours. Instead, I hear myself say, "What do you listen to normally?"

"You really want to know?"

"I asked, didn't I?"

She reaches over and switches from whatever instrumental track was playing to something with a steady beat and a woman's voice, smoky and low. It's not what I expected. It's good, actually. The kind of music that makes you want to drive fast with the windows down. "I listen to a lot of stuff. This is my morning drive playlist. Gets me in the right headspace."

"For what?"

"For dealing with difficult coworkers who pre-plan their GPS routes and probably have a spreadsheet for this trip." But she's smiling when she says it, and there's no real bite to the words.

I take a sip of the coffee to hide my face. It's good coffee too, not gas station garbage. "I don't have a spreadsheet."

"Liar."

"I have a document with our itinerary and the hotel information and the client meeting details."

"That's a spreadsheet with extra steps, Maya."

The way she says my name does something strange to my stomach. She's always called me Chen, the same way I call her Wilder or Sloane when I'm trying to be professional. Hearing my first name in her voice feels too personal, like she's stepped over a line I didn't know was there.

We drive in silence for a while, working our way out of the city. The playlist shifts to something more upbeat, and Sloane drums her fingers on the steering wheel in time with the beat. She drives fast but not recklessly, one hand casual on the wheel, the other resting on her thigh. I should be looking at my phone, checking emails, doing something productive. Instead, I keep finding my eyes drawn to her hands. She has nice hands. Long fingers, short nails, a silver ring on her right index finger that she twists absently. I've never noticed her hands before. Or I've noticed them and worked very hard not to think about them.

"So," Sloane says after we've been on the highway for thirty minutes. "We should probably talk strategy."

"Now?"

"Unless you want to wait until we're in front of the client and wing it." She glances at me. "Though I'm guessing winging it isn't really your style."

"I don't wing things." I pull out my tablet from my bag, relieved to have something to focus on that isn't her hands or her profile or the way she bites her bottom lip when she's changing lanes. "I've been researching the Silverlake Resort. They've been family-owned since 1985, original focus on winter sports and luxury accommodations. Their current demographic skews older, average guest age is fifty-two. They want to attract millennials and gen Z without alienating their established client base."

"Which is basically impossible," Sloane says.

"It's challenging."

"It's impossible. You can't be everything to everyone. Trying to please both groups means you end up being boring to both." She takes the exit for the mountain highway, and the road starts to climb. "What they need is to pick a lane. Go full luxury nostalgia for the older crowd and own it, or completely rebrand for younger guests and accept they'll lose some of the old guard."

"The client specifically said they want both."

"Clients say a lot of things. Our job is to figure out what they actually need." She turns the music down a little. "What do you think they need?"

It's a genuine question. I can hear it in her voice, the shift from banter to actual curiosity. "I think they need to understand their core identity first. What makes Silverlake special? Is it the history? The location? The service? Once we know that, we can build a strategy that honors the legacy while making it accessible to new guests."

"See, that's actually smart." Sloane sounds surprised, which shouldn't annoy me as much as it does.

"You don't have to sound so shocked that I can think strategically."

"That's not what I meant." She's quiet for a second. "I just meant that you usually present stuff that's very data-heavy. Numbers and projections and market analysis. Which is great, don't get me wrong. But that's different from asking what makes a place special. That's a creative question."

"I can ask creative questions."

"Can you answer them?"

I don't know what to say to that. The truth is that I usually don't let myself think that way. Creative thinking feels messy and unreliable. It's safer to stick with data, with things I can prove and measure. But Sloane's looking at me now, really looking, and I feel exposed in a way that makes me want to put my walls back up.

"I think what makes Silverlake special is that it's a place where people have memories," I say, and I don't know where the words come from. "The older guests keep coming back because it reminds them of anniversaries or family vacations or proposals. That's what we need to sell. Not just luxury or winter sports or whatever. We need to sell the idea that you can make the same kind of memories there."

Sloane is quiet for so long that I think maybe I said something wrong. Then she says, "Okay, yeah. That's exactly it. We build the whole campaign around that. Memory-making. We show the classic stuff for the older crowd, but we also show young couples, families, friends. Different kinds of memories, same emotional core."

"You could do a video series," I say, ideas starting to click into place. "Interview long-time guests about their memories, then recreate them with younger guests. Show the continuity."

"And we tie it into their social media. Hashtag campaign, user-generated content, encourage people to share their Silverlake memories." She's getting excited now, talking faster. "We could do a contest. Best memory wins a free weekend. Gets people engaged, builds community."

We spend the next hour building the campaign, ideas flowing back and forth so naturally that I forget to be guarded. Sloane's creative instincts fill in the gaps in my strategic thinking, and my structure gives shape to her ideas. It's exhilarating and terrifying and nothing like the tense meetings we usually have where we're both trying to prove we're right.

The sky starts to darken around eleven, clouds rolling in heavy and gray. Sloane glances up through the windshield and frowns. "That doesn't look great."

"Weather report said possible snow this afternoon." I check my phone, but I don't have service this far up the mountain. "Should be fine if we're off the road by two."

"Should be." But she doesn't sound convinced.

We stop for gas and bathroom breaks at a small town about halfway up the mountain. Everything is aggressively quaint, the kind of place that probably looks charming in summer and depressing in winter. Sloane pumps gas while I run inside for snacks, and I find myself grabbing things I think she might like. Salt and vinegar chips because I've seen her eat them in the break room. Dark chocolate because she always has some in her desk drawer. I tell myself it's just being considerate, but my face feels hot when I pay.

When I get back to the car, Sloane's on her phone, and her expression is worried. "Just checked the weather. Storm's moving in faster than they thought. We should be okay if we don't stop again, but it's going to be close."

"Then let's go."

She nods and we get back on the road. The first snowflakes start falling around noon, light and lazy. Pretty, even. But within twenty minutes, it's coming down harder, and Sloane has to slow down. The road is getting slick, and visibility is dropping fast.

"This is bad," Sloane says quietly.

"We're almost there. Another hour, maybe less."

"Maya, look at the road."

I look. The snow is thick now, the kind that sticks immediately, and I can barely see the car ahead of us. The wind is picking up too, blowing the snow sideways across the highway. My stomach clenches. "We could pull over. Wait it out."

"Where?" She gestures at the road. We're in the middle of nowhere, nothing but trees and steep drops on either side. "We need to get to the inn. We'll be safe there."

So we keep going, and every minute feels like an hour. Sloane's hands are tight on the wheel now, her jaw set. She's leaning forward slightly, concentrating, and I can see the tension in her shoulders. The music is off now, just the sound of the heater and the wind and the snow hitting the windshield.

"You're doing great," I say, and I don't know why I say it except that she looks like she needs to hear it.

She glances at me, surprised. "Thanks. I'm kind of freaking out internally."

"Me too."

"Really? You seem calm."

"That's just my face."

She laughs, short and startled, and some of the tension breaks. "Your face is very good at lying then."

We see the sign for Silverlake Resort about forty minutes later, and I've never been so relieved to see anything in my life. Sloane turns onto the access road, which is somehow even worse than the highway, narrow and winding and already covered in snow. The car slides a little on a curve and my hand shoots out, gripping the door handle.

"It's okay," Sloane says. "We're almost there. I can see the lights."

And there it is, through the snow. The inn, all warm glowing windows and stone walls, looking like something out of a postcard. We make it into the parking lot and Sloane puts the car in park, then just sits there for a second, her hands still on the wheel.

"We made it," I say.

"Yeah." She turns to look at me, and there's something in her expression I can't read. Relief, maybe, or something else. "We did."

We sit there for a moment longer than necessary, the snow falling around us, the car warm and quiet. Then Sloane clears her throat and opens her door. "Come on. Let's get inside before we freeze."

I grab my bag from the back and follow her through the snow to the entrance. My boots slip a little on the icy path and Sloane's hand shoots out, steadying me at the elbow. "Careful."

"I'm fine."

"Sure you are." But she doesn't let go until we're at the door, and I can still feel the warmth of her hand through my coat sleeve even after she drops it.

The inn's lobby is everything you'd expect from a mountain resort. Stone fireplace, wood beams, leather furniture, the smell of pine and something baking. It's beautiful and cozy and exactly the kind of place that should make me feel relaxed.

Instead, all I can think about is that we're about to spend three days here together, and something shifted in that car. Something I don't have a name for yet and don't know if I want to.

The woman behind the desk looks up as we approach, her smile professional and warm. "Welcome to Silverlake. Checking in?"

"Yes," I say. "Reservation under Sterling & Wright."

She types something into her computer, and her smile falters. "Oh. I'm so sorry, but there's been a situation."

My stomach drops. "What kind of situation?"

"The storm has knocked out power in several buildings, and we've had to consolidate guests. We're overbooked because people couldn't leave when they planned, and the roads are closed now so no one else is leaving tonight either." She looks genuinely apologetic. "We only have one room available."

Sloane and I look at each other. Her expression mirrors what I'm feeling, which is something between horror and disbelief.

"One room," I repeat.

"I'm so sorry. It's our nicest room, if that helps. King bed, fireplace, beautiful view. Completely complimentary, of course, given the circumstances."

One room. One bed. Three days with Sloane Wilder.

I look at her again. She's looking back at me, and I can't read her face at all.

"We'll take it," she says.

And just like that, everything gets a lot more complicated.
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​Chapter 3: Storm-Bound
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The room key feels heavy in my hand. The innkeeper, whose name is apparently Diane and who keeps apologizing like this is somehow her fault, leads us down a hallway lined with vintage photographs of the resort through the decades. Families in ski gear, couples on snowshoes, groups raising glasses in the bar. All those memories I was talking about in the car, now watching us walk toward what feels increasingly like a trap I've set for myself.

"Here we are," Diane says, unlocking the door at the end of the hall. "Again, I'm so sorry about the mix-up. The storm caught us all off guard. We're doing our best to keep everyone comfortable."

She pushes the door open and I see it immediately. The bed. King-sized, covered in white linens that look soft enough to drown in, positioned right in the center of the room like it's the main character of this disaster. There's a stone fireplace on the opposite wall, already lit and crackling. Two leather chairs angled toward it. A small table with a bottle of wine and two glasses, probably meant to be romantic. Floor-to-ceiling windows that would normally have a view but right now just show white, the snow coming down so hard it looks solid.

"The bathroom is through there," Diane continues, pointing to a door on the left. "Fresh towels, complimentary robes, all the amenities. We're serving dinner in the main dining room from six to nine, but we can also bring something up if you prefer privacy." The way she says privacy makes my face heat up. She thinks we're together. Of course she does. Why else would two women share a room with one bed?
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