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Lila Lawrence was a canary in a coal mine, if the coal mine was Terminal B of O’Hare International Airport and the impending doom was a blizzard named Winter Storm Brutus. Wrapped in a violently yellow wool coat that seemed to radiate its own solar energy, she tapped a rhythmic, frantic beat on the check-in counter with a manicured fingernail.

"I understand the de-icing equipment is frozen," Lila said, her voice a melodic trill that usually soothed nervous brides but was currently bouncing uselessly off the airline agent’s exhausted expression. "But surely, there’s a reroute? A hop to Indianapolis? A skip to St. Louis? I have the Midwest Bridal Expo in St. Louis starting Sunday morning. My booth is non-refundable, and my vintage centerpiece collection is already there waiting for me."

"Ma'am, nothing is flying," the agent sighed. "Not a hop, skip, or a jump."

To Lila’s left, a deep, baritone voice cut through the ambient noise of crying babies and wheelie-bag wheels. "Incompetence is rarely a weather phenomenon, and yet here we are, drowning in it."

Lila turned. The man was a study in grayscale. He wore a charcoal suit that cost more than her car, a pristine white shirt, and a slate-grey tie. He was tall, leaning against the counter with a posture that suggested he was holding the ceiling up by sheer force of will. Behind rimless architectural glasses, his grey eyes were cold, tired, and currently narrowing at the hapless employee.

"Mr. Vane," the agent pleaded, looking ready to weep. "The tarmac is ice."

"Ice melts. Thermodynamics. Look it up," Gerald Vane said, checking a watch that looked heavy enough to anchor a boat.

Lila couldn't help herself. "You know, yelling at him won't make the ambient temperature rise. Unless you plan on breathing hot air directly onto the wings."

Gerald turned his head slowly, looking down at her as if she were a particularly bright, confusing piece of abstract art. "I am not yelling. I am articulating frustration with precision. And you are... very yellow."

"It’s marigold," Lila corrected, lifting her chin. Her chestnut curls were already escaping her beret, framing a face that was soft, flushed, and defiant. "And optimism is a renewable resource, unlike your patience, apparently."

"Optimism is a lack of data," Gerald countered dryly. He turned back to the agent. "Cancel the ticket. I need a car."

"Rentals are booked solid, sir. Except for..." The agent tapped his keyboard. "There’s one vehicle left at the budget lot. An SUV. But the system is glitching, I can't assign it to two separate parties."

Gerald and Lila looked at the agent, then at each other.

"I need to get to Briarwood," Gerald said. "There’s a train station there that connects to the southern line. It’s the only way out of this vortex."

"Briarwood is on my way," Lila said, clutching her bright pink carry-on. "I can catch the connector down to St. Louis for the Expo."

Gerald sighed, a sound like a tire losing air. "Fine. We split the cost. I drive. You try not to be... colorful."

"I drive," Lila countered. "You look like you’ve slept three hours in the last week. I don’t have a death wish."

"Four hours," Gerald corrected. "And I don't trust anyone who wears that much yellow to operate heavy machinery."
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The "SUV" was a generous description for the rusted, rattling beast they secured twenty minutes later. It smelled of pine air freshener and ancient fast food. The world outside was a white sheet of violence, the snow coming down in horizontal sheets.

Gerald sat in the passenger seat, his long legs cramped against the dashboard. He had removed his tie, the only concession to comfort he seemed capable of making. Lila drove with a surprising, military-grade focus, her knuckles white on the wheel, though she hummed incessantly.

"Must you?" Gerald asked after an hour of silence broken only by the heater’s death rattle and Lila’s humming.

"It keeps the rhythm. Helps me focus," she said. "Besides, if we die in a snowbank, I want my last moments to be musical, not filled with your brooding silence."

"I’m not brooding. I’m analyzing the structural integrity of that bridge we just crossed. It was questionable."

"You’re an architect?" Lila asked, glancing at him.

"And a developer. I fix broken spaces."

"I’m a wedding planner," Lila offered. "I create beautiful moments."

Gerald snorted, a harsh sound. "You create overpriced theatrical productions with terrible lighting and poor pedestrian flow. Weddings are architectural nightmares. Bottlenecks at the bar, acoustics that drown out the vows, and centerpieces that block line-of-sight."

Lila gripped the wheel tighter. "Weddings are about love. Hope. The start of a family."

"Weddings are about surviving a day of performative happiness while spending the GDP of a small nation."

"You’re tragic," Lila said, genuinely sad for him. "Who hurt you?"

"The housing market crash of 2008 and a divorce attorney named Brenda," he deadpanned.

Before Lila could respond, the car shuddered violently. The wind caught the high profile of the SUV on a patch of black ice. Lila corrected, steered into the skid with pro-level reflexes, but the snow was too deep. The vehicle slid sideways, lazily, inevitably, until it crunched softly into a deep drift off the shoulder.

Silence followed. The engine sputtered and died.

"Well," Gerald said into the quiet. "That wasn't musical."

Lila tried the ignition. Nothing. She looked out the window. "We passed a sign two miles back. 'The Everheart Inn.' Briarwood is just up this hill."

"We are walking?" Gerald looked at his Italian leather shoes.

"Unless you want to wait for the wolves," Lila said, zipping her marigold coat all the way to her chin.
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The Everheart Inn was a storybook fantasy made real. Heavy timber beams, stone chimneys puffing woodsmoke, and windows glowing with amber light cut through the blizzard. They stumbled into the lobby, coated in snow, looking like survivors of an arctic expedition.

The lobby was warm, smelling of cinnamon and burning oak. Mrs. Gable, a woman with hair the color of steel wool and eyes that didn't miss a trick, looked up from the registration desk.

"No rooms," she announced before they even reached the counter. "Storm’s got everyone grounded. Whole town is shut down."

Lila’s teeth were chattering. "Please. We just walked two miles. The car is dead."

Mrs. Gable softened, just a fraction. She looked at Gerald, shivering in his wet suit, and Lila, shaking in her bright coat. "I have one room. The Bridal Suite."

Gerald started to reach for his wallet, but Mrs. Gable held up a hand. "It’s a specific situation. The groom—poor dear—is stuck in Chicago with his groomsmen. The bride made it here yesterday, but she’s inconsolable. She refused to stay in the suite alone, said it was bad luck. She’s bunking with her maid of honor in a standard double, so the suite is sitting empty."

Gerald stepped forward, water dripping from his sharp jawline. He removed his fogged glasses, wiping them on a dry patch of his shirt, revealing eyes that were intelligent and calculating. "We'll take it."

Mrs. Gable narrowed her eyes. "It’s the Bridal Suite. Policy says couples only. I run a respectable establishment, not a flophouse for stranded strangers. Are you two together?"

Lila opened her mouth to explain the rental car situation, but Gerald cut her off. His hand moved to the small of her back—heavy, warm, and possessive. The contact sent a jolt of electricity straight up Lila’s spine that had nothing to do with the cold.

"We’re the Vanes," Gerald lied smoothly, his voice dropping an octave into a tone that commanded absolute belief. "Gerald and Lila. We’re on our honeymoon. The car crash... it’s been a long day, Mrs. Gable. My wife is freezing."

He said *my wife* with a terrifying ease. Lila looked up at him, wide-eyed. He squeezed her waist, a silent command to play along.

Mrs. Gable’s face transformed into a wreath of smiles. "Oh! Well, why didn't you say so? Honeymooners in a blizzard. How romantic! Here’s the key. Top floor, end of the hall. Room 404."
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The door to Room 404 clicked shut, locking out the world.

It was obscene. That was the only word for it. The room was dominated by a four-poster bed made of dark cherry wood, draped in sheer voile. A fire crackled in the stone hearth, pre-lit by the staff. And in the corner, raised on a dais of slate, was a heart-shaped jacuzzi large enough for four people.

Lila dropped her bag. "Mrs. Vane?"

"It got us the room," Gerald said, stripping off his wet suit jacket. He tossed it onto a velvet armchair. Underneath, his white shirt was translucent where the snow had melted, sticking to the lean muscles of his
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