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Chapter 1: The Storm
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The wind didn’t just blow across the mountain pass. It screamed.

Clara wiped a greasy rag across the stainless steel counter of her food truck, her knuckles white from the biting cold that had already begun to seep through the metal walls. The Colorado food festival was supposed to be the crowning event of the winter season. Instead, it was a ghost town. The blizzard warning had escalated from a minor advisory to a severe, life-threatening whiteout in a matter of hours. 

The festival organizers had called it quits by three o'clock, urging every vendor to pack up and get off the mountain before the access roads became impassable.

Every single vendor had listened. Every single vendor, that is, except for two.

Clara threw the rag into the sink and walked to the rear window of her truck, peering out into the swirling vortex of white. The parking lot was a blank canvas of snow, the tire tracks of the departed vendors already filling in. Through the haze, she could just make out the dark, imposing silhouette of the only other vehicle left behind.

The Iron Skillet. Jax’s truck.

A familiar, hot spike of anger drove straight into her chest. For six months, they'd been at war. It was a bitter, relentless rivalry that had consumed her waking hours and invaded her dreams. He was arrogant, reckless, and entirely too confident for his own good. Worse, he was a thief. Her grandmother’s legendary chili recipe, the very foundation of Clara’s business and her family’s legacy, mysteriously appeared on his menu three months ago. He claimed it was a happy accident, a coincidence of culinary inspiration. Clara knew it was sabotage. He'd somehow gotten into her prep kitchen and stolen her life’s work.

She turned back to her grill, shutting off the propane with a sharp twist of the valve. She needed to leave. Now. If she waited any longer, she'd be stuck on this mountain overnight.

Clara pulled on her heavy winter coat, zipping it up to her chin, and shuffled out the back door of the truck. The cold hit her like a physical blow. The wind whipped snow into her face, stinging her cheeks and finding every tiny gap in her clothing. She trudged around to the driver’s side, her boots sinking deep into the fresh powder. She opened the door and froze.

The access road was already buried under four inches of new snow, and more was falling by the second. The incline leading down to the main highway was steep and treacherous. Her truck was heavy, loaded down with supplies, and her tires were all-season at best. If she tried to drive down that hill now, she'd slide right off the ridge and into the ravine.

"You're not driving out in this weather."

The deep, gravelly voice came from right behind her. Clara jumped, her heart hammering against her ribs. She spun around to find Jax standing barely three feet away.

He was a massive presence, even in the freezing storm. His dark hair was dusted with white flakes, and his jaw was set in a hard, uncompromising line. He wore a thick canvas jacket that did nothing to hide the broad expanse of his shoulders or the sheer, muscular hardness of his chest.

"I can handle my truck," Clara snapped, lifting her chin defiantly. "I don't need a lecture from the man who stole my livelihood."

Jax’s eyes narrowed. The storm raged around them, but the air between them crackled with a different kind of electricity. He took a step closer, invading her personal space. The sudden proximity was overwhelming. She could smell the faint scent of woodsmoke and cedar on his jacket, mixed with the sharp, clean aroma of the snow.

"I didn't steal your recipe, Clara," he said, his voice dropping to a low, dangerous rumble. "And you're not going to kill yourself trying to prove a point to me. The road is gone. Your tires won't hold."

"I'll take my chances."

"You're being reckless." He reached out, his large hand wrapping firmly around her upper arm.

The contact sent a violent jolt straight to her core. Clara gasped, the sound immediately swallowed by the wind. His grip was warm, solid, and undeniably masculine. Despite her furious mind, her body betrayed her. A traitorous wetness pooled low in her belly, a shameful, taboo craving that she'd fought to suppress for half a year.

She hated him. She truly did. But she also hated the way her mind instantly fractured at his touch. Unwanted, ruinous fantasies flooded her brain. She imagined the heavy thickness of his cock, the way his balls would feel slapping against her ass if he pinned her against the side of her truck. She imagined him dropping to his knees in the snow, his mouth swirling around her slit, his tongue licking and sucking her cunt until she let out a broken gasp. The thought of him sliding deeper, pressing inside her tight heat and claiming her with every grinding thrust, made her knees weak.

Clara yanked her arm free, stumbling back a step. "Don't touch me."

Jax didn't flinch. He just watched her, his dark eyes tracking the rapid rise and fall of her chest. He knew. He had to know his effect on her. The hostility between them was just a thin veneer over a deep, consuming hunger.

"Fine," he said, his voice flat. "Freeze to death. See if I care."

He turned his back on her and began trudging through the snow toward the edge of the lot.

Clara stood there, the wind howling in her ears. She looked at her truck, then at the deadly slope of the access road, and finally at Jax’s retreating figure. Her pride screamed at her to stay. Her survival instinct screamed louder.

"Wait!" she yelled, the word tearing from her throat.

Jax stopped. He didn't turn around, but he waited.

Clara marched after him, her boots slipping on the icy patches hidden beneath the snow. "Where are we going?"

"The festival supply cabin," he said, finally looking back at her. "It's at the edge of the lot. It has a backup generator. And it has a bed."

A bed. The word hung in the freezing air, heavy with implication. One bed. With him.

"Lead the way," she muttered, pulling her coat tighter around herself.

The walk to the cabin was a brutal exercise in endurance. The snow was up to her calves now, and the wind threatened to knock her off her feet with every gust. Twice, she slipped. The first time, she caught herself. The second time, her foot slid out from under her entirely.

Before she could hit the ground, Jax’s arm wrapped around her waist, hauling her upright. His other hand came down, gripping her ass firmly to steady her. The heat of his palm seared through her thick jeans. Clara let out a ragged breath, her body molding instinctively against his side for a fraction of a second before she forced herself to step away.

"Watch your step," he said, his tone clipped, though his eyes lingered on her mouth.

"I'm fine," she lied, her teeth chattering.

They reached the small wooden structure a few minutes later. It was a utilitarian building, meant for storing extra tents and folding chairs, but it was solid. Jax tried the handle. Locked.

"Stand back," he said.

He inched up to the door, braced his boot against the frame, and pulled hard on the handle. The wood groaned, then gave way with a sharp crack. He pushed the door open and gestured for her to enter.

Clara shuffled inside, immediately hit by a wave of stale, freezing air. The cabin was small, barely ten feet by ten feet. Wooden shelves lined the walls, mostly empty. In the center of the room sat a single, narrow cot with a thin, stained mattress.

Jax followed her in and shut the door, blocking out the worst of the wind. He immediately went to work, locating the small propane generator in the corner. He checked the fuel line, flipped a switch, and pulled the starter cord. After two tries, the machine sputtered to life, casting a dim, yellow glow from a single overhead bulb.

The sudden light made the small space feel even more claustrophobic. Clara stood near the door, shivering violently now that the adrenaline was fading.

Jax turned to look at her. He took in her pale face, her trembling shoulders, and the way she hugged herself. Without a word, he walked over to a stack of emergency wool blankets on a lower shelf and pulled two down. He tossed one to her.

"Wrap up," he ordered.

Clara caught the blanket and wrapped it tightly around her shoulders. The wool was scratchy, but it began to trap her body heat. She watched him as he moved around the small space, checking the
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