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The office of Ellington Holdings International glowed against the skyline, its glass walls catching the shimmer of city lights. Beyond the windows, snow flurries drifted lazily through the night, catching in the glow of streetlamps far below. They weren’t heavy, not yet, but they whispered of winter’s reach, even here in the heart of the city.

Juliette Hartley sat across from him, her laptop casting a soft, efficient glow across her composed features. She scrolled through the itinerary with the calm of someone reading stock reports, not planning a trek into the frozen wilderness. “Denver first. Then into the Rockies. The lodge is remote, but the board insists you see the site before the Summit.”

Chase loosened his tie as if it were the last relic of civilization he’d be allowed to keep. Outside, flurries tapped against the glass—small, insistent reminders of where he was headed. “My father-built towers to scrape the sky,” he said, almost to himself. “And here I am... building turbines in the snow.”

Juliette’s eyes flicked up for half a second—just long enough to register the irony—before she returned to the itinerary. “And yet you’re still here,” she said, tapping the screen, “not eating.”

He blinked, then smirked. “Fair point. Maybe a change of scenery would help. What do you say we head downstairs? The restaurant’s still open.”

Juliette arched a brow. “Or I can have them send something up. Less spectacle, more efficiency.”

Chase pushed away from the desk, already deciding. “Efficiency’s overrated. I’ve been staring at twenty stories of glass all day. Let’s take the elevator down — see the city from somewhere other than behind it.”

Juliette rose smoothly, gathering her laptop and notes with practiced ease. That quiet warmth radiated from her again, the kind that softened the edges of the room more than the amber lights ever could. She didn’t try to charm; she didn’t need to. It was the way she carried herself — calm steadiness in her gaze, grace that slipped past defenses without asking permission.

As they crossed the office, Chase fell into step behind her. His hand found the small of her back — a gesture he’d made countless times before, guiding her through crowded boardrooms or past photographers. But tonight, in the hush of the empty floor, it felt different. Less automatic, more deliberate.

Juliette didn’t falter. She glanced back, her expression composed, but there was a flicker in her eyes — acknowledgment, perhaps, or something unspoken.

The elevator doors slid open with a soft chime, polished steel reflecting the glow of the city lights behind them. Juliette stepped forward, and Chase followed, his hand never leaving the small of her back. As the doors closed and the elevator began its descent, his touch remained — steady, almost protectively, as though the twenty stories of glass above them had pressed him into this quiet act of possession.

The hum of the machinery filled the silence, punctuated only by the faint reflection of snow flurries drifting past the lobby windows below. Juliette’s posture was composed, her gaze fixed on the glowing floor numbers, but the air between them had shifted — charged, unspoken, undeniable.

By the time the elevator slowed, the warmth between them felt sharper than the polished marble waiting in the lobby.

The restaurant stretched along one side of the lobby, hushed and refined — velvet chairs, muted conversation, the clink of crystal against porcelain. As Chase and Juliette stepped inside, the atmosphere shifted. Conversations dipped, eyes turned. There was no announcement, no need for introductions. Their presence alone was enough.

The maître d’ moved forward immediately, posture straight, voice warm but reverent. “Mr. Ellington. Ms. Hartley. Your table is ready.”

No waiting. No hesitation. Just recognition.

Those lingering near the entrance watched in quiet awe, noting how the pair were guided effortlessly past the line, past the waiting, past the ordinary rhythm of the evening. Chase carried the weight of his name with practiced ease, but it was Juliette’s warmth — her composed nod, her quiet radiance — that softened the edges of formality, drawing eyes without demanding them.

Their table was set apart, tucked into a corner where the city lights spilled through tall windows, snow flurries drifting beyond the glass. The world outside was cold, restless, but here — in the hush of marble and candlelight — there was warmth, respect, and the quiet rhythm of two people who carried the Ellington name into every room they entered.

The waiter moved with deliberate grace, his tone low, deferential, as though aware of the weight their names carried. “Good evening, Mr. Ellington. Ms. Hartley. May I prepare your usual? Castillon Côtes de Bordeaux, Clos les Lunelles for you, Ms. Hartley... and Macallan, twenty-five year, for you, sir?

Juliette’s eyes flickered with that quiet warmth, her nod graceful, effortless. Chase leaned back, loosening his tie further, the faintest smirk tugging at his mouth. Recognition without request, respect without spectacle — it was the rhythm of their world.

The drinks arrived swiftly. Candlelight caught in the amber depths of Chase’s glass as he lifted it, swirling once before taking a slow sip. The warmth spread across his chest, loosening the tension that had clung to him since the office. He leaned back, shoulders settling.

“Now,” he said, voice low but steady, “I can talk business while we wait for dinner.”

Juliette swirled her Bordeaux, her gaze steady. “We’ll fly into Denver. From there, we drive to the lodge together. The winterized Hummer will be waiting for us at the airport.”

Chase arched a brow, swirling the Macallan. “A Hummer in the snow. You think I’m ready for that?”

Her lips curved, warmth radiating beneath her composure. “Ready? You’ve spent your life in glass towers, Chase. Driving through mountain snow might be a little different.” She let the tease hang, light but pointed. “Do I need to take the wheel?”

He smirked, leaning forward just slightly. “I can handle it. But if you insist on driving, I’ll let you prove it.”

Juliette’s laugh was quiet, restrained, but it softened the air between them. “We’ll see. I’d rather not end up in a snowbank before the Summit.”

She lowered her glass, eyes steady, her warmth edged with a quiet insistence. “Tell me you’ve packed. And not just suits. Real winter clothes, Chase. Layers. Boots. Gloves. The Rockies don’t care how sharp you look — they care if you can endure.”

He tipped the Macallan toward her. “Boardroom, blizzard—same packing list.”

Her sigh was low, almost a murmur, frustration and warmth tangled together. “You really think that’s going to cut it.” She held his gaze, heat flickering between them. “If I don’t come check, you’ll end up in the snow with nothing but arrogance and a cashmere coat.”

Chase leaned forward, his hand brushing hers across the table, protective even in the smallest gesture. “Juliette, are you concerned I’m nothing more than an overgrown child in well-dressed men’s clothing?”

Her eyes flickered with humor, the Bordeaux catching light as she tilted her glass. That quiet warmth radiated from her again, softening the edge of his words.

“If you were,” she teased, “you wouldn’t have made it twenty stories up. And you wouldn’t be sitting here with me, planning turbines in the snow.”

Chase smirked, taking another sip of Macallan, the burn grounding him. “So, you’re saying I passed the test?”

Juliette’s lips curved, her gaze steady. “For now. But if you show up in Denver without gloves, I reserve the right to reconsider.”

He leaned back, his hand lingering against hers. “Then maybe we should make this simple. We’ll go to your place, grab your bags, then head back to mine. You can repack my luggage properly, and we’ll leave together from the house.”

Juliette tilted her head, warmth flickering beneath her composure. “Practical. Efficient. Almost like you’re listening to me.”

Chase’s smirk deepened. “Or maybe I just don’t want to risk showing up in Denver with nothing but suits.”

Her laugh was quiet, restrained, but it softened the air between them. “Then it’s settled. We’ll leave from your house. Bags packed. Gloves included. And since the flight isn’t until morning, I’ll stay the night — easier than rushing at dawn.”

The snow pressed harder against the tall windows, whispering of the storm to come. Inside, it was Bordeaux and Macallan, candlelight and legacy — the quiet rhythm of two people drawing closer, preparing to step out of glass towers into the raw silence of the mountains.

Dinner arrived with quiet ceremony — porcelain plates set down with precision, candlelight catching the silverware. The hum of the restaurant carried on around them, muted conversation and the clink of crystal, but their corner felt insulated, set apart.

Juliette lifted her fork with practiced grace, her warmth radiating even in the smallest gestures. Chase watched her for a moment, the weight of twenty stories of glass finally behind him, the burn of Macallan grounding him. His hand brushed hers once more across the table — protective, deliberate, steady.

“Together,” he said, the word carrying more than agreement.

Outside, the storm gathered. Inside, it was candlelight and legacy, and the inevitability of departure.
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The drive through the city was quiet, snow flurries drifting across the windshield as Chase steered the car toward Juliette’s apartment. The hum of the engine filled the silence, his hand resting steady on the wheel, his presence protective even in the smallest gestures.

Juliette’s building was understated, elegant in its own right, but nothing compared to the glass towers of Ellington Holdings. She slipped inside quickly, leaving Chase waiting in the car, headlights casting long shadows across the snow-dusted street.

When she returned, her bags were neatly packed, her movements efficient. But she had changed too — trading the tailored lines of her office attire for something softer, more casual. A wool sweater, dark jeans, and boots that spoke of practicality rather than spectacle. The warmth she carried seemed to radiate even more now, unguarded, drawing him in without effort.

Chase stepped out to take her bags, loading them into the trunk with practiced ease. “Ready?” he asked, his voice low, steady.

Juliette gave a small nod, her gaze meeting his. “Ready. Now let’s get you packed properly before Denver.”

He smirked, sliding back behind the wheel. “That’s why we’re heading to my place. You can make sure I don’t show up in the Rockies dressed for a boardroom.”

The car pulled away, snow pressing harder against the city streets. Together, they drove toward the Ellington house — toward the place where legacy and intimacy would collide, where bags would be repacked, and where their journey into the mountains would begin.

Later that night, the Ellington residence stood apart from the city’s glass towers, its architecture steeped in legacy — stone walls, tall windows, and the quiet hum of wealth that didn’t need to announce itself. Snow flurries brushed against the entryway as Chase unlocked the door, ushering Juliette inside.

She moved through the space with practiced ease, her warmth softening the grandeur. Upstairs, she opened his luggage, shaking her head at the neat rows of suits and polished shoes. “You’d freeze in Denver before you even reached the lodge,” she murmured, pulling garments from the closet.

“I didn’t expect you to fit here. I’m... not used to that.” The words slipped out before he could stop them. Juliette’s hands stilled for a fraction of a second — just long enough for him to notice. She didn’t look at him right away; instead, she smoothed the edge of a sweater, her breath catching in a way she hoped he wouldn’t hear. When she finally glanced over her shoulder, her expression was soft, unreadable, but something in her eyes had shifted — warmer, deeper, aware.

One by one, she set out clothes more suited to the Rockies — wool sweaters, thermal layers, boots, gloves. Her movements were efficient, but there was intimacy in the way she folded, arranged, and replaced. It was practical, but it was also personal; her presence reshaped the rhythm of his house.

Chase leaned against the doorway, watching her with a faint smirk. “Now we’re both packed,” he said, voice low, steady. “The luggage can be loaded in the morning. We’ll head to the airport together.”

Juliette glanced up, and there it was again — that softened warmth from earlier, the one that had flickered when he’d said more than he meant to. “Efficient. Almost like you’ve been listening to me.”

He stepped forward, his hand brushing hers as she smoothed the last folded sweater. The contact was small, but it grounded him. “You know... it feels nice to have someone here who isn’t expecting me to be anything but myself.”

Juliette’s gaze held his for a beat longer than necessary — not surprised this time, just quietly taking him in. “I’m expecting you to be prepared for snow,” she teased, though her voice gentled around the edges. After a beat, softer: “And for what it’s worth... you’re carrying all of it better than you think.”

Chase’s grin tugged wider, but his shoulders stayed tight. “Cold I can prep for. Legacy?” He gave a small, humorless laugh. “That’s the avalanche I’m pretending I can outrun.”

She tilted her head, warmth radiating, her voice steady with quiet conviction. “Then let’s start with the gloves. The rest can wait — and you’re already carrying more of it than you think, Chase.”

For a moment, the silence stretched — snow pressing harder against the tall windows. For the first time, the Ellington house felt less like a monument and more like a place where he could breathe — because Juliette was there, grounding him in something real.

Chase straightened, his tone shifting, lighter now. “Come on. Before we call it a night, let me give you the tour. You’ve seen the office. Now see the rest.”

Juliette arched a brow, lips curving. “A tour? At this hour?”

His smirk deepened. “If you’re going to leave from my house, you should know it better than the boardroom.”

And with that, he guided her forward into the quiet corridors of the Ellington legacy — a house that, for the first time, felt less like a monument and more like a place they might share.
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The Ellington kitchen was quiet, sunlight muted by the heavy snow pressing against tall windows. Chase stood at the stove, sleeves rolled up, the rich aroma of coffee filling the air. A skillet hissed softly as he turned eggs with practiced ease, the rhythm of breakfast grounding him more than any boardroom ever could.

Juliette appeared in the doorway, casual in a wool sweater and jeans, her warmth radiating even in the hush of marble and steel. She leaned against the frame, watching him with a faint smile.

“You’re cooking?” she teased, her tone light but edged with amusement. “I thought Ellington men had staff for that sort of thing.”

Chase smirked, sliding her plate closer. “Legacy doesn’t cook breakfast. I do. And coq au vin.”

Juliette arched a brow, lips curving as she lifted her fork. “Coq au vin? Now that’s a claim. Should I be impressed?”

He leaned back against the counter, pouring himself coffee, his tone steady but amused. “Growing up, I spent time in the kitchen. Watching the cooks, helping them. I learned from the hired help. And now? I don’t keep that kind of staff. I prefer doing it myself.”

Juliette’s laugh was quiet, restrained, but it softened the air between them. “So, the heir to Ellington Holdings makes his own eggs... and coq au vin.”

Chase smirked again, the faintest glimmer of pride in his eyes. “Legacy doesn’t teach you how to braise chicken in red wine. But the kitchen staff did. And I paid attention.”

She tilted her head, warmth radiating. “Maybe I’ll let you prove it one night. For now, I’ll settle for breakfast.”

The silence stretched, softened by the hiss of the skillet and the scent of coffee. Outside, the snow pressed harder against the windows, whispering of delays and storms. Inside, it was warmth, breakfast, and the quiet rhythm of two people finding intimacy in the simplest of rituals.

Juliette set her fork down, the faint scrape of silver against porcelain breaking the hush. “You know,” she said, her tone thoughtful now, “this is the first time I’ve seen you look... settled. Not in a boardroom. Not in a negotiation. Just here. Coffee, eggs, snow outside.”

Chase glanced at her, the corner of his mouth curving. “Settled? Or exposed?”

Her smile deepened, warmth flickering beneath her composure. “Both, maybe. But exposed in a way that works. You don’t have to prove anything in this kitchen.”

He poured her another cup of coffee, the steam curling between them. “That’s easier said than done. Out there, it’s always about proving something. Legacy. Expectation. Denver will be no different.”

Juliette leaned forward, her elbows resting lightly on the table. “Then let’s make it different. We’ll leave from here, together. Gloves, boots, bags packed. And when we get there, you’ll remember this — that you can stand in a kitchen, sleeves rolled up, and still be Chase Ellington.”

Her gaze held his, steady but warm. “You might be right — legacy is heavy, and maybe it’s not easy to change. But this is also a chance to prove it could be different. To make your mark in a way that isn’t about glass towers or boardrooms. The Rockies might be the best place to start.”

Chase laughed, the sound low, easing the weight of her words. “Let’s just first get to Denver. I’m going to call and make sure our flight isn’t delayed again — or canceled outright with this storm pressing in.”

He reached for his phone, his tone clipped but steady as he spoke to the airline. When he returned, relief flickered in his expression. “No new delays. No cancellations. We’re clear.”

The snow pressed harder against the windows, whispering of detours and storms, but the plan held. Coats drawn close, bags in hand, they left together — the rhythm steady despite the weather.

At the airport, the hum of travelers and the crackle of announcements wrapped around them, but their corner of the journey felt insulated, set apart. Boarding passes in hand, they moved through security, the storm pressing against the glass walls of the concourse.

On the plane, Juliette settled into her seat, wool sweater pulled close, her gaze steady as the engines roared to life. Chase leaned back, his hand brushing hers once more, protective, deliberate.

“Denver,” he said quietly, almost to himself.

Juliette’s lips curved, composure softened by certainty. “And whatever waits for us there.”

The plane lifted, snow falling away beneath them, the storm receding into the distance. Ahead lay the Rockies — and the next disaster waiting to unfold.
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The descent into Denver was rough, the plane shuddering as it cut through heavy clouds, snow pressing against the windows in restless sheets. The cabin lights flickered once, the engines groaning against the storm.

Juliette’s fingers tightened around the armrest, then slipped instinctively toward Chase’s hand. She gripped it firmly — almost too firmly — her composure cracking for a heartbeat. The gesture was intimate, unguarded, more than either of them had intended.

Chase glanced at her, the faintest smirk curving his lips despite the turbulence. Protective, deliberate, he let his hand remain steady beneath hers. “We’ll land,” he said quietly, voice pitched low against the roar of the engines. “Denver’s waiting.”

Her gaze held his, warmth flickering beneath the strain. She didn’t let go until the wheels hit the runway, the jolt grounding them both.

By the time they stepped into the terminal, the storm had followed them down, a white curtain swallowing the city beyond the glass. At the curb, the winterized Hummer waited — black, angular, headlights cutting sharp lines through the snow. Chase took the keys without hesitation, his stride steady, the kind of authority that belonged to him more than any boardroom. Juliette slid into the passenger seat, her hand brushing his once more, this time deliberate, not accidental.

Chase tapped the built-in navigation, fingers steady as he keyed in the Lodge’s coordinates. The system blinked to life, a calm voice cutting through the storm: Estimated travel time: two hours.

Juliette glanced at the screen, then at the snow pressing against the windshield. “Two hours... if the roads hold.”

Chase smirked, shifting the Hummer into gear. “They’ll hold enough. And if not, we’ll find another way through.”

The tires bit against the ice as they pulled away from the terminal, headlights carving narrow paths through the storm. Twice, they slowed to a crawl, detouring around slides that had already claimed the asphalt. Outside, the Rockies loomed, jagged silhouettes against a sky thick with snow. Inside, it was warmth, resolve, and the quiet rhythm of two people pressing deeper into the mountains — toward the Lodge, and toward whatever waited in its heart.

The Hummer climbed steadily, tires biting against ice, the navigation’s calm voice marking their progress. Then another chime broke through the hum of the engine: Route recalculated. Road closure ahead. Estimated travel time: three hours.

Juliette leaned forward, scanning the white blur beyond the windshield. “Another hour,” she murmured, her tone practical but edged with concern. “Slides must have taken out the pass.”

Chase’s grip tightened on the wheel, his smirk faint but deliberate. “Then we take the long way. The Lodge isn’t going anywhere.”

The detour wound them deeper into the mountains, where the storm had left its mark. A downed tree sprawled across the shoulder, branches heavy with snow, forcing Chase to edge the Hummer into the opposite lane. Rocks littered the asphalt, jagged reminders of slides above. Twice, he slowed to a crawl, maneuvering around debris, headlights catching the fractured edges of ice.

Juliette braced her hand against the console, her gaze steady but alert. “This storm doesn’t want us here,” she said quietly, almost to herself.

Chase smirked again, eyes fixed on the road. “Then it’ll have to get used to us.”

The Hummer pressed on, its engine growling against the silence of the Rockies. The navigation’s steady countdown ticked away, each recalculated mile a reminder of the storm’s grip. Outside, the mountains whispered of detours and danger. Inside, it was resolve, warmth, and the quiet rhythm of two people carving their way toward the lodge — three hours now between Denver and whatever waited in its heart.

The Hummer pressed deeper into the mountains, the navigation’s calm voice ticking down the recalculated miles. Outside, the storm gathered strength, snow thickening into restless sheets that blurred the road into white. Wind rattled against the frame, a low howl threading through the silence.

Chase slowed, his grip firm on the wheel, headlights cutting narrow tunnels through the storm. A downed tree forced him into a crawl, branches scraping against the side as he edged past. Rocks scattered across the asphalt, jagged reminders of slides above.

Juliette braced her hand against the console, her gaze steady but alert. “It’s worse than before,” she murmured, eyes on the shifting wall of snow.

Chase smirked faintly, though his tone was clipped, deliberate. “I’m taking it easy. No point in killing us just to shave off minutes.”

Her fingers brushed his on the gearshift, a quiet acknowledgment of trust. “Easy works,” she said softly. “The Lodge will still be there.”

The Hummer crawled forward, tires biting against ice, the storm pressing harder with every mile. Outside, the Rockies whispered of detours and danger. Inside, it was resolve, warmth, and the quiet rhythm of two people navigating not just the storm, but the weight of what waited ahead.

The Hummer crawled the last stretch of road, headlights cutting through the storm as darkness settled over the Rockies. By the time they reached the Lodge, the sky was a heavy slate, snow swirling in restless sheets that swallowed the peaks.

The building rose out of the white, its silhouette stark against the storm. A few lights glowed faintly in the windows, warm but sparse, the kind of illumination that spoke of survival rather than welcome.

Chase eased the Hummer to a stop, his grip steady on the wheel. “Made it,” he said quietly, though his tone carried more relief than pride.

Juliette pulled her coat tighter, her gaze sweeping the lodge. “Barely. And that is why I gave us a couple of days’ grace,” she said, her voice practical but edged with quiet satisfaction. “Storms don’t care about schedules. Better to have room to breathe.”

Inside, the atmosphere matched the exterior — muted, functional. Firelight flickered in the hearth, but only a skeleton crew moved behind the desk and through the halls, their voices low, their presence more necessity than hospitality.

The receptionist looked up, weary but efficient. “Ellington, Hartley?” she asked, scanning the register. Chase nodded, sliding the paperwork across with his usual clipped authority.

“Cabin’s ready,” she said, handing over the keys. “We’ve been expecting you — Ms. Hartley’s request came through clearly. You’ll find the cabin just beyond the main lodge. They’re private, fully winterized — heat, water, everything in order. The pantry’s been stocked to specification, so you won’t need to rely on the Lodge for basics.”

She paused, lowering her voice slightly. “Skeleton crew tonight. It’s unusual, but not a problem — most of the staff rotated out after the conference group departed this afternoon. We keep a lean team overnight, then the full crew returns in the morning. Meals, activities, and everything else are centralized here in the lodge: conference center, gym, sauna, spa, bar, indoor pool, restaurant. Even with fewer hands, everything’s running smoothly.”

Juliette brushed snow from her coat, her gaze steady. “Pantry’s full, heat’s waiting,” she said, her tone practical but softening. “We’ll be comfortable once we’re in.”

Chase’s stride was deliberate as they crossed the lobby, his hand brushing hers. “Grace or not,” he murmured, eyes scanning the room, “we’re here. And that’s what matters.”

Outside, the cabins stood in neat rows, their roofs heavy with snow, lanterns glowing faintly against the dark. The storm rattled the glass, but inside the Lodge it was firelight, silence, and the quiet rhythm of two people arriving at the edge of the Rockies — where legacy, intimacy, and disaster waited to converge.

The cabin settled around them — heat humming, lights steady — but the first issue revealed itself almost immediately. At the center of the room stood a single king-size bed, its quilt folded neatly, pillows stacked with precision. No second bedroom. No twin arrangement. Just one bed.

Juliette stopped short, her coat half-slipped from her shoulders. “Well,” she said, tone clipped but edged with fatigue. “That explains the skeleton crew. They didn’t bother sorting the cabins properly.”

Chase dropped his bag by the door, a faint smirk, but tired. “We’ll deal with it tomorrow. Tonight, I’m not arguing with a storm or a bed.”

Juliette exhaled, brushing snow from her hair, her gaze lingering on the quilt. “Fine,” she said, her voice softening into something almost playful. “But you better not snore. And before you go to bed, bring in some firewood from out back to dry off.”

Chase chuckled, shaking his head as he pulled off his gloves. “Snoring’s negotiable. Firewood isn’t.”

Juliette paused, fingers stilling on the quilt. “Good. Because I’d rather not rely on our body heat to keep this place warm tonight.” A beat. “Not with what’s coming.”

The storm rattled against the windows, but inside the cabin, it was warmth, silence, and the quiet inevitability of two people too tired to fight the first complication — a single bed waiting in the heart of the Rockies.
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Juliette surfaced from sleep into a silence so complete it felt wrong. Not peaceful — hollow. The kind of quiet that made her body tense before her mind caught up. No hum from the heater. No soft glow from the lamps. Only the brittle crackle of wind pressing against the cabin walls.

For a moment, she didn’t know where she was.
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