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  ~1~


Just go home! 
Mia Thompson rested her head on the desk covered with promotional shoots, ads, and taglines. Her workday had long since ended, her production ability had vanished an hour ago, yet she couldn’t leave work. More like she didn’t want to. It would mean going back home to her cold apartment to spend yet another lonely Friday night with Netflix and those decadent ice cream bites she recently discovered.
She stretched and yawned, her back cracking and legs itching to move. These last few years had been hard on her body. She wasn’t made for sitting. Maybe she would go to the gym. Getting her heart pumping and breath coming in gasps always made her feel a bit more human.
With a sigh of resignation, she shut down her computer and organized her latest workload into its folder. Perhaps an epiphany would hit her this weekend, because right now she couldn’t think of an alluring tagline for the cycling clothing company assigned to her. It probably didn’t help that she couldn’t identify with the sport at all. Not that it wasn’t a viable sport. She would just rather be racing down dirt trails with the taste of dust in her mouth and never cared to have padding on her bum to do it.
She let out a small laugh. 
The sound startled her. How long had it been since she had enjoyed herself? 
Right now, her thoughts weren’t on mountain biking, but on the ski slopes. She missed the satisfying sound of her skis slicing through the corduroy trails and the lovely sensation of floating on fresh powder. Clutching her jacket to her chest, a soft smile eased her. Maybe she should take a vacation, chance a trip to see her mom?
“So you do smile.” The deep voice startled Mia, and she instantly placed it as the one co-worker she never would have thought to see at work late on a Friday night.
“What, no date tonight, Isaac?” She replaced her content smile with a sneer. Playboys like Isaac didn’t even deserve the time of day. Her heart hardened. Men who loved so recklessly couldn’t be trusted, whether in play or business.
“Sadly, I dropped her off in a very unhappy state.” He chuckled as if the girl he spoke of had no feelings at all. “It’s not easy searching for The One, you know.”
“Oh, is that what you call it?” Mia turned her back on him to focus on packing her desk up for the weekend. She should know the anger that surged through her veins was actually pain she didn’t want to relive. Isaac seemed like he could handle her quips, though. 
“Well, sorry to have interrupted your happy moment earlier. Try to have some fun this weekend, Mia. You do know what that is, right?” 
When she turned to glare at him, he jostled his eyebrows.
Rolling her eyes, she ignored the dig and finished tidying up her desk. Maybe a spin class would help get the creative juices flowing. She carefully placed  her current project folder in her bag. 
As Isaac confidently strolled down the hall toward the still-glowing door of their boss’s office, she pushed any ideas of fun away. She didn’t have time for that. She needed to work her way up to Project Manager if she was to earn any of the respect she once had. The sharp pain of her father’s rejection still felt fresh. She shook her head. Now was not the time to go there.
Raised voices traveled down the hall. Her boss didn’t sound too happy with Isaac. She didn’t need to overhear the verbal lashing. Grabbing her work bag and her purse, she looked over her desk once more before hurrying toward the elevator. 
It had taken her time to adjust to this high-rise city way of living. She missed the crisp mountain air and friendlier people. Life sure had a funny way of tripping up everything she had thought she wanted. In fact, it had been ripped from her, painfully and sharply, landing her miles away from her home to pursue a career she hadn’t planned on.
Forget it. She shook her head. No use in dwelling in the past. Making the most of her situation now took precedence. Impatiently, she jammed the down button a few more times.
“Miss Thompson! Wait, please.” Her boss’s flustered voice tore her from her inner turmoil.
“Yes, Mr. Ryan?” She turned to watch the man huff over to her. Her boss may be around her dad’s age, but he was nothing like the shark her father was. Mr. Ryan could use some cardio time, too. He spent way too much energy getting his company to perform at the level it did.
“I…I have a favor to ask,” he said as he reached her.
“A favor, Mr. Ryan? On a Friday night?” Mia turned away from the elevator to face him with raised brows.
“Oh, don’t fool yourself, Mia, you had no plans anyway,” Isaac added while joining them, a slight scowl on his face. 
Mia realized she had never seen Isaac upset before. He seemed to always be smiling, or at the least have a look of amused concentration.
“Hush, boy.” Mr. Ryan glared at Isaac before returning a smile to his face as he turned his attention back to Mia. “You see, Mia. Isaac here has, uh, got himself in a predicament.”
“It’s not my fault she bit her nails, Un—Mr. Ryan,” he scoffed.
Mia watched the interaction and wondered if the office rumors were true. The familiarity they showed each other seemed as if they could be related. Maybe Mr. Ryan really was Isaac’s uncle. It did sound as if that was what he was about to say.
“Isaac has to cover a function this weekend and study the town for the following week, hoping to land a major project for us. Adventure Productions needs this account. The only thing is, he’s required to have a date.” Mr. Ryan fiddled with his tie. 
Mia eyed him, then glared at Isaac. How could she be this careless man’s date? She could hardly stand to look at him, not that he wasn’t handsome. Her gaze took him in as if for the first time. Isaac’s clean-cut, tall frame held a muscular, confident stature. His blue-grey eyes flashed intelligence. He had a boyish charm to him. For a moment, she saw what fooled women into wanting him. Not her, though. She knew better. His type only brought about heartache.
Why was her boss acting so nervous, though? He didn’t show this side of himself too often, and it wasn’t like she hadn’t gone on last-minute assignments before. 
“What is it?” she asked her boss, leveling her gaze with his furtive one.
“Well, the reason I didn’t assign you to this was, well, it’s for a town full of adventure, and it could be multiple accounts we land. That’s why Isaac needs to go to the function, the, uh, Valentine’s Bash…”
“Stop,” Mia said, not sure if she could even speak. As soon as she heard those words, she knew her boss spoke of her father’s yearly party. She hadn’t told her boss the details behind her request to join his company when he asked why she wasn’t working for her father. Her reply had insinuated her need to exert independence, but she assumed by his look that day and right now, that he knew something deeper lay between her and her father. She brushed her hair behind her ears, realizing her hands shook. “You have no idea what you’re asking of me.”
“Oh my goodness, I’m not that bad of a date, and you have potential.” Isaac studied her athletic figure. “You might even have fun.” Isaac winked at her.
She rolled her eyes and leveled her gaze on her boss again. 
“It could mean promotions for both of you,” Mr. Ryan said as a plea. “Isaac and you would hit this as a team. Between his experience and, uh, persuasive powers, and your insider information, we are sure to land this deal.” His intense determination had once again taken place in his eyes. 
“What do you mean, insider information?” Isaac’s brow furrowed in a way that made Mia turn her gaze away immediately.
“Hush, boy,” Mr. Ryan said, keeping his eyes on Mia.
Mia thought about the promotion. Technically, it could be another couple of years before she was up for one, but landing an account this big it would catapult her, and Isaac, into Project Manager Positions. They both had the degrees and the experience.
Her heart hammered with the thought of running into her dad again, and of running into him. A shiver ran through her body. Could she go through with it? Could her heart handle it? Yet, this was exactly what she needed for her career, and she appreciated the chance her boss was giving her. She shoved the pieces of her broken heart deeper down into her, rolled her shoulders back, and met her boss’s intense, hopeful gaze.
“I’ll pack my bags.” She felt her lips tighten into a thin line, and her eyes blurred in concentration to keep her emotions hidden.
“That a girl! I knew you had it in you.” He reached out and grasped her hand in his, giving it more of a squeeze than a shake. Then he slapped Isaac on the back. “You lucked out, boy. Now treat this gal as the jewel she is. She’s going to help you land this account.”
“Of course.” Isaac smiled, albeit forcibly, and hesitation showed in his piercing eyes.
Mia could tell he was as uncertain of her as she was of him. Which suited her just fine. It would be easy to keep that professional line drawn between them this way. She didn’t want him to get any ideas.
“Great, well, the company car will pick you up at eight tomorrow morning.” Mr. Ryan laughed lightly. “You’re gonna love being a Project Manager, Mia. This will all be worth it.”
“Thank you for the opportunity, sir.” She only glanced slightly at Isaac, who still stared at her, before walking into the elevator that had finally opened. “Get ready for one of your toughest landings yet,” she told him as the doors slid closed. 






  
  ~2~


The company’s limo driver knocked on her door five minutes before eight the next morning. She had her bags ready and waiting, along with a few wrapped late Christmas presents. Even with every intention in mind, Mia hadn't been able to bring herself to go home for Christmas…again. It had been three years since she had stepped foot in her hometown. As she opened the door, the anxious flutter that had started last night erupted into a full-blown quivering. In a matter of hours, she would be back in Mammoth.  
“Good morning, Samuel.” Mia smiled through her anxiety. The driver’s hair had greyed at the temples over the last couple of years that he had been her driver. They had enjoyed many pleasant conversations.
“Good morning, Miss Thompson. All these bags and packages to go in the trunk?”
“All except my work bag and purse. I’ll get those. Thank you.” She shouldered her laptop case and purse, grabbed her water, and locked the door behind them. 
She wasn’t exactly sad to leave the dismal place for a few days. It wasn’t a horrible apartment. It cost her a pretty penny, but she could still hear the traffic, blaring horns, and people standing outside talking on their cell phones. The one thing she looked forward to about this trip was the fresh air and mountain silence of home.
Samuel balanced the presents in one arm and carried her bags, including her dress bag, in the other. 
“We could have made two trips, you know,” Mia said.
“Yes, miss, but I like the challenge.” His wide smile momentarily distracted her from her anxious thoughts. 
Yet, they picked back up full force as she saw Isaac grinning from the back of the car. Why couldn’t she be doing this alone? Then the thought of attending the Valentine’s Bash by herself left the blood draining from her face. She snuck a glance at Isaac. Maybe it’s a good thing that Isaac’s here after all.
“Going to need some luck on this one, Samuel,” she said quietly.
“You have my support,” he said seriously.  Then he nodded toward the backseat. “I think he’s harmless, though.”
“Guess I’m about to find out.”
Samuel laughed as he reached the open trunk and deposited her items.
Isaac scooted out the door and held it open for her, his smile crooked with mischievousness like he knew exactly how to get under her skin. “You know, Mia,” he said as she climbed in, “Christmas was almost two months ago.”
“Thanks for letting me know,” she said with sarcasm as she climbed into the forward-facing seat. She positioned her bags next to her on the seat, leaving him no choice but to sit opposite her.
“It’s just odd to be bringing Christmas presents to a Valentine’s Party.” He shrugged.
“I can see how you feel that way.” She smoothed out her clothes, not meeting his eyes. He didn’t need to know about her personal affairs.
“You know, we’re going to be spending the next few days with each other, working closely together. He leaned forward, his voice almost sounding seductive, almost. “You might just relax a bit and try to enjoy yourself.”
“We are here to work, Isaac, not relax.” She pulled her work bag closer to her and methodically took out the cycling clothing portfolio.
“Well, just so you know, we are to take every invitation to get to know Mammoth better. So I hope you are up for some adventures.” He laughed as if he couldn’t seem to picture her in that kind of scenario.
“You have no idea,” she muttered under her breath.
“What was that?” 
“I can handle myself,” she said purposefully, opening the folder on her lap. “Now, if you don’t mind, I need to concentrate.”
“We have a six-hour drive ahead of us. You have plenty of time to work if that’s how you want to spend it.” He took a sparkling water from the small cooler.
“Five and a half, actually, and all the more reason to let me work.” She tried to focus on the papers in front of her. Images of padded shorts that looked more like underwear and skin-tight shirts taunted her. She would never be caught dead in clothes like these.
“I wish we would have flown,” Isaac muttered, took a sip of his water, and then leaned his head back against the seat. Only moments later, a soft snore escaped his lips.
Men. They could fall asleep anywhere in a matter of minutes. Mia shook her head and tried to think of what would drive a person to want to pedal themselves up steep roads with cars flying inches away from them. 
An hour and ten more lame ideas later, she gave up and put her work away. Maybe she would find inspiration in the mountains. She looked out the window. A sigh escaped her. They had left the city behind and wide open land took its place. In the distance, she could see the beginning of the Sierra Nevada Mountain range. 
Home.
She desired to roll down the window and breathe in the fresh crisp air, but she didn’t want to disturb her softly snoring co-worker. He looked so childlike in sleep, innocent and serene, with his full lips parted. 
She tore her eyes away from him and focused on the landscape instead. She didn’t need to unravel the mysteries of Isaac. He was good at his job. Making people fall in love with him happened to be a trait that worked well in this business, and everyone ended up in love with him. Almost. 
Mia had noticed his playboy antics since the beginning. Not that she would have been interested in him then, anyway. Her heart had been too shattered. Even now, it felt like the pieces were precariously balanced, threatening to fall apart at any moment. That’s why she had to cement a barrier in place, so no one had the power to crumble it again.
She bit her cheeks and blinked back tears that threatened to fall. She wouldn’t lose any more precious tears over that scoundrel. A sign speeding by gave her a needed distraction.
“Samuel,” she called over the intercom. “Could you please pull over at the Red Rock Canyon? I could use a stretch, bet you could too.”
“Sure thing, Miss Mia.”
A few moments later, they pulled into one of Mia’s favorite break spots. The rocks jutted out of the land with red lines and waves separating layers of a much more distant past. That’s how she felt, separated by distant layers. The geological formation always fascinated her. Before her stirring partner fully met consciousness, she snuck from the car and stretched up into the crisp, clean air.
“Ahh,” she sighed, closing her eyes and allowing the peace and stillness to fill her. The car shimmied with Isaac’s movements spurring on her long stretching strides as she made her way to the sandy cliffs.
Tracing a finger across one of the red veins in the rock, she wondered again at the power of the earth and the ability to hold all of its past together as a mural for all to read. What would have the land looked like clothed in red? Her eyes scanned the flat landscape with rocks jutting out here and there.
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