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The storm screamed outside like a wounded animal, ripping at the sky with jagged forks of lightning. Dr. Evelyn Carter’s fingers trembled around the flashlight as she sprinted toward the emergency bunker, the wind clawing at her lab coat, threatening to drag her into the electric-choked darkness. Her lungs burned. One wrong step, one second too slow, and the electromagnetic surge would fry everything—including her. The bunker door loomed ahead, a slab of cold metal barely visible in the erratic flashes of the storm. She didn’t slow down—couldn’t. The first warning blare of the surge alarm still echoed in her skull like a death knell. Her shoulder slammed into the door as she wrenched the handle, the hinges groaning in protest. She threw herself inside just as a deafening crack of lightning split the air behind her. The door sealed shut with a metallic thud, cutting off the howling wind like a guillotine. Silence. Evelyn sagged against the wall, heart hammering, sweat slicking her skin beneath the thin fabric of her blouse. The dim glow of emergency lights hummed to life, casting long shadows across the bunker’s cramped interior. Then—movement. She stiffened. A shape emerged from the dark, tall and broad-shouldered, the faint light catching the sharp angles of his face. »Who the fuck let you in here?« Jax’s voice was a growl, rough with irritation, his stance radiating raw aggression. Evelyn’s throat tightened, but she refused to back down. »The same storm that forced you in here.« Her fingers flexed at her sides, gripping nothing, a subconscious tell she couldn’t suppress. He stepped closer, his presence filling the space with an almost physical weight. »This isn’t a goddamn shelter, Doc. It’s my territory.« She lifted her chin. »And yet, here we both are.« His gaze raked over her—sweat-damp hair, heaving chest, the way her pulse fluttered at the base of her throat. A slow smirk curled his lips, predatory. »Scared?« »Annoyed.« The lie tasted bitter. Jax exhaled sharply, a sound close to a laugh. »Bullshit. I can smell your fear.« His voice dropped, rough velvet. »And something else.« Her stomach clenched. The storm raged beyond the walls, but inside? The real danger was standing right in front of her. — The stale air inside the bunker clung to Evelyn’s skin, thick with the scent of metal and something darker—something primal. Jax didn’t move, didn’t blink, his eyes locked onto hers like a predator deciding whether to pounce or play. The silence stretched, taut as a wire, until he finally turned away with a scoff, his boots thudding against the concrete as he stalked toward the supply crates stacked against the far wall. Evelyn exhaled, though the tension didn’t leave her shoulders. »You touch anything, you ask first,« he said without looking back. His voice was low, deliberate, as if daring her to argue. Her fingers curled into fists at her sides. »I don’t need your permission to—« »Yeah, you do.« He cut her off, slamming a crate open with a sharp crack of splitting wood. The sound made her flinch, but she refused to let him see it. Instead, she stepped forward, her own pulse a furious drumbeat in her ears. »We both know I’m not some helpless civilian who needs your protection,« she said, forcing her tone steady even as her nails bit into her palms. Jax paused, then slowly straightened, turning to face her. A smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. »That so?« He reached into the crate and pulled out a dented can of rations, the metal gleaming dully under the emergency lights. Teeth marks marred the edge of the lid—small, deliberate indents that made her stomach twist with unease. »Then tell me, Doc,« he murmured, stepping closer, »how many calories you think we got left in here if the storm lasts another week?« She swallowed. »That’s hardly relevant when—« »Wrong answer.« He tossed the can back into the crate with a clatter. »You don’t know. You didn’t even check.« His gaze burned into her, stripping her defenses bare. »You don’t belong here.« The words hit like a slap. Evelyn’s jaw tightened, but she refused to back down. »And yet, you’re the one who seems intent on making sure I don’t forget it.« A slow, dangerous grin spread across his face. »Maybe I just like watching you squirm.« He moved before she could react, closing the distance between them in two strides. His body crowded hers, heat radiating off him in waves, his scent—smoke and sweat and something wild—filling her lungs. Evelyn forced herself to hold her ground, even as her pulse leapt beneath her skin. »You want to prove something?« he murmured, his breath hot against her ear. »Then take what you need.« Her throat went dry. He was testing her. Pushing. And God help her, she was rising to it. With deliberate slowness, she reached past him, her fingers brushing against another can. His muscles tensed beneath his shirt, but he didn’t stop her. The rough pad of his thumb grazed her wrist as she pulled back, sending an electric jolt up her arm. »Satisfied?« she breathed. His chuckle was dark, edged with something that made her heartbeat stutter. »Not even close.« Their eyes locked—her frustration, his challenge—until the overhead light flickered ominously, plunging them into near-darkness. The storm wasn’t done with them yet. And neither was he. The light above them sputtered once, twice—then cut out entirely. Darkness swallowed the room, thick and sudden, pressing in on Evelyn like a physical weight. The only sound was her own breath, sharp in her ears, and the relentless howl of the storm outside. Then—warmth. A rough hand clamped around her upper arm, steadying her before she could stumble. Jax’s grip was firm, unyielding, his fingers branding her skin even through the thick fabric of her coat. She could feel the heat of his body behind her, the solid wall of his chest barely an inch from her back. »Easy,« he growled, voice low against her ear. Evelyn’s breath hitched. His thumb moved slightly, pressing into the soft flesh of her inner arm, right where her pulse fluttered like a frantic thing. He had to feel it. Had to know how fast her heart was racing. She swallowed. »I’m fine.« The words came out too breathless. Too weak. A beat of silence. Then— »Liar,« he murmured, the accusation curling around her like smoke. His grip didn’t loosen. Instead, his fingers flexed, dragging her back just enough that she could feel the hard line of his body against hers. Every nerve in her burned. She should pull away. Should shove him off, snap at him for daring to touch her like this. But the protest died in her throat when his breath teased the nape of her neck, when the faintest scratch of his stubble brushed her skin as he turned his head. Jax wasn’t just holding her. He was holding onto her. And that—that was worse. Because she liked it. A shudder crawled down her spine, pooling low in her stomach, tightening between her thighs in a way that made her bite her lip. His scent—musky, raw, all sweat and storm—filled her nose, and she had to fight the urge to lean into it. Then, just as suddenly as the lights had gone out, the emergency generator kicked on with a dull hum. A dim glow flickered back to life, casting the room in a sullen red haze. Jax released her. But not before his fingers trailed down her arm in one last, deliberate stroke, leaving a trail of fire in their wake. Evelyn didn’t turn around. Couldn’t. Her skin still burned where he’d touched her, and the weight of his gaze on her back was almost as tangible as his hands had been. »See something you like, Doc?« His voice was rough, amused. She forced herself to face him. His eyes were dark in the crimson light, his expression unreadable—except for the slow, knowing curve of his mouth. Bastard. »You wish,« she shot back, lifting her chin. His grin widened, all teeth. »Keep telling yourself that.« Then he turned away, leaving her standing there, pulse still racing, body still humming. The storm raged on outside. But inside? The real danger was just beginning.
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The bunker door groaned as Jax shoved it shut, the sound echoing through the cramped space like the scrape of a blade. Evelyn’s fingers twitched at her sides, the urge to count tugging at the back of her tongue. Three. Six. Nine. She swallowed the numbers down, jaw tight. He didn’t even glance at her as he dropped his pack onto the metal table, the weight of it making the legs shudder. The supplies inside bulged, the seams straining—too much. Evelyn’s breath hitched. »What the hell is that?« Her voice came out sharper than she intended, slicing through the heavy silence. Jax’s hands stilled where they were unzipping the pack. He didn’t look up. »Supplies.« »I can see that.« She stepped closer, the scent of damp earth and sweat clinging to him. »We had an agreement. Rations. Measured portions. Not—« Her hand flicked toward the overflowing bag. »—whatever this is.« His fingers curled around the pack’s straps, knuckles white. »Plans change.« »Not without discussion.« Finally, he turned. His eyes—dark, unreadable—locked onto hers. »You want to discuss? Fine. The storm’s getting worse. No sign of rescue. You still think your little lists are gonna keep us alive?« She flinched. The words landed like a punch, digging into the fear she’d been trying to ignore. The storm had been raging for days. The generator could fail. The food could run out. The air could— Three. Six. Nine. Twelve. Evelyn forced air into her lungs. »Systems keep people alive, Jax. Not luck. Not hoarding like some—« »Like some what?« He moved then, closing the distance between them in two long strides. His body heat seared her, the raw, untamed energy of him pressing against her space. »Say it.« She didn’t back down. Couldn’t. »Like some feral animal.« A muscle ticked in his jaw. His breath came slow, controlled, but his hands—his hands flexed like he wanted to grab her again, to push her up against the wall and remind her exactly how dangerous he could be. »You don’t know what it’s like,« he said, voice low, rough. »To be the one staring at empty shelves. To know no one’s coming to save you.« The rawness in his words hit her square in the chest. For a second, she saw it—the flicker of something behind his eyes, something haunted. Then it was gone, buried under layers of defiance. She exhaled. »We are saving ourselves. And we do it smart. That means sticking to the plan.« Jax let out a dark laugh. »You and your fucking plans.« »They work.« »Until they don’t.« A beat of silence. The generator hummed, the dim red light painting shadows across his face, sharpening the angles. His gaze dropped to her mouth. Evelyn’s pulse kicked. Then— A scrape of metal on concrete. Jax turned away, dragging his knife from his belt. He pressed the tip to the bunker wall, gouging another tally mark into the steel. One more day. One more night. Her stomach twisted. »You don’t get to decide for both of us,« she said quietly. He didn’t look at her. »And you don’t get to pretend you’re in control.« The words hung between them, heavy, suffocating. Outside, the storm howled. Inside, the air was thick with something else—something hotter, sharper. The kind of tension that didn’t break. It shattered. The generator failed with a violent shudder, plunging the bunker into darkness. The faint red glow of emergency lighting snuffed out, leaving only a crushing blackness. Evelyn’s breath hitched. The air turned thick—no hum of machinery, no thrum of electricity, just the heavy silence of the underground pressing in. »Jax?« Her voice came out too thin. No answer. She swallowed hard, fingers splaying against the cold concrete wall, condensation slick beneath her palms. The supplies were in the storage alcove, five paces to her left. She took a careful step forward. Then another. A sharp intake of breath—not hers. She froze. The darkness shifted. A presence, close. Too close. Before she could react, hard hands clamped around her wrists, slamming her back against the wall. The impact knocked the air from her lungs, her shoulder blades stinging. A broad, solid weight pinned her in place, the heat of him searing through her thin shirt. »Fuck—« Jax’s voice was rough, close enough that she felt the word vibrate against her skin. His grip loosened slightly, but he didn’t let go. Her pulse hammered, but not from fear. His breath came fast, uneven. She could smell him—gunpowder, leather, sweat—a scent that coiled low in her stomach. His knee pressed between her thighs, not enough to trap her, just enough to remind her of his strength. Of how easily he could keep her there. »You should’ve called out,« he muttered, his thumb tracing the delicate bones of her wrist. »You should’ve answered,« she countered, but her voice wavered. A beat. His fingers flexed. Then, slowly, deliberately, his palm slid up her arm, over the curve of her shoulder, pressing hot between her shoulder blades. He didn’t pull her closer. Didn’t push her away. Just held her there, his body caging hers in the dark. She should’ve shoved him off. Should’ve reminded him of the rules, the system, the lines they’d drawn. Instead, her hips tilted forward. Just slightly. Jax exhaled sharply, and for a second—just a second—his weight pressed harder, his thigh pressing firm against her. Then he let go. The sudden absence of his heat made her shiver. The dim emergency lights flickered back on, bathing the bunker in a dull red glow. Jax stood a step away, jaw tight, eyes dark. »Generator’s failing,« he said, voice rough. »I noticed.« Her own sounded too breathless. His gaze dropped to her chest, to the way it rose and fell too fast, then back up to her face. Something raw flickered in his expression—hunger, frustration, something deeper. He turned away, dragging a hand through his hair. »We’ll need to ration the fuel.« Evelyn swallowed. Her skin still burned where he’d touched her. »I’ll adjust the schedule.« He didn’t answer. The air between them crackled, thick with everything they weren't saying. Outside, the storm raged on. Inside, something far more dangerous stirred. The generator's intermittent hum was the only sound between them as Evelyn laid out the thin wool blankets on the floor of the bunker. Three paces from the wall. Three layers for insulation. Three folds at the corner— »You’re doing it again.« Jax’s voice cut through her ritual, rough and low, scraping against her nerves like gravel under bare skin. She stiffened, fingers pausing on the edge of the fabric. »Doing what?« »Counting.« He tossed his jacket onto the makeshift bed, the heavy leather landing with a thud. »Out loud.« Evelyn’s cheeks burned. She hadn’t realized she’d spoken the numbers. Silence stretched between them, thick with the weight of earlier—his hands on her, the way his body had pinned her to the wall. The way she hadn’t fought him off. She straightened, smoothing her shirt. »We should sleep in shifts.« Jax scoffed, rolling his shoulders. »We both know neither of us is sleeping tonight.« He wasn’t wrong. The storm outside rattled the bunker’s steel doors, the wind howling like something alive. Inside, the air was thick with tension—the kind that coiled low in her stomach, tightening with every shared glance. She turned away, busying herself with the supplies. Three protein bars left. Three canteens half-full. »Christ, Evelyn.« A sharp exhale. His shadow loomed behind her before she heard him move. »If you don’t stop fidgeting, I’m gonna pin you down myself.« Her breath hitched. A beat. Then— »That wasn’t a threat.« His voice had dropped, gone rough. »It was an offer.« Evelyn turned. Jax stood close—too close, the heat of him seeping into the scant inches between them. His dark eyes burned into hers, unreadable except for the tension in his jaw, the way his fingers flexed at his sides like he was holding himself back. She should step away. Should put distance between them before this—whatever this was—ignited. Instead, she held his gaze. »I don’t need to be pinned down.« The corner of his mouth twitched. »No?« »No.« His hand shot out, fingers curling around her wrist, dragging her forward until her chest brushed his. She could feel his heartbeat against her ribs—wild, untamed. A predator barely leashed. »Liar,« he murmured, his thumb stroking the inside of her wrist. Evelyn swallowed hard. Jax exhaled, slow and controlled, before releasing her. »Get some rest. I’ll take first watch.« She didn’t argue. They laid back-to-back on the thin bedding, the cold concrete leeching heat through the layers of fabric. Evelyn curled inward, arms crossed tight over her chest, but it was useless. Every shift of his body against hers sent sparks skittering over her skin. The silence stretched, taut as a wire. Then— »You’re shivering,« Jax muttered. She wasn’t. A beat passed. Then another. His arm slid around her waist, pulling her flush against him, his chest solid against her back. She stiffened—not in protest, but in shock at the sudden scorching heat of him, the way his body molded to hers like they’d been made to fit. Jax let out a slow breath, his lips brushing the nape of her neck. »Better?« Her pulse stuttered. She should pull away. Should remind him she didn’t need his warmth, his protection, his hands on her. Instead, she let her body relax into his. A low sound rumbled in Jax’s chest—not quite a growl, not quite a sigh. His fingers spread over her stomach, possessive even in stillness. Outside, the storm raged on. Inside, something far more dangerous took root—the quiet understanding that neither of them would be walking away unchanged.
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