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Act I: The Snare of the Vulture
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The air in the library was thick with the scent of old paper and dust, a sanctuary of silence where Thea Miller could lose herself in the orderly rows of books. Her life was a quiet rhythm: cataloging, shelving, whispering recommendations to the few patrons who ventured into the small-town library. At twenty-six, she wore her shyness like a second skin, her dark hair pinned back, her glasses sliding down her nose as she bent over a cart of returns. The world outside was a distant hum, its chaos kept at bay by the heavy oak doors.

That night, the hum grew louder. Too loud. Thea lingered late, caught up in reorganizing a section of poetry—Hilda Hilst’s verses, raw and pulsing, had kept her longer than intended. She was lost in lines about flesh and longing when the roar of motorcycles shattered the quiet. Her heart stuttered. The library was on the edge of town, near the industrial sprawl where the Iron Vultures and their rivals, the Black Talons, prowled. She’d heard whispers of their wars—drugs, territory, blood—but they were stories, not her reality.

Until now.

Through the window, she saw shadows move under the streetlights. Three men, leather-clad, their faces obscured by helmets, stood over a fourth, crumpled on the pavement. The glint of a knife caught the light, and Thea froze as a scream lodged in her throat. Blood pooled, dark and slick, as one man drove the blade into the fallen figure’s side. She ducked behind a shelf, her breath shallow, her hands trembling as she clutched Hilst’s book like a talisman. The men spoke in low, guttural tones, but one word stood out: “Talons.”

She didn’t mean to see. Didn’t mean to hear. But when the men rode off, their bikes snarling into the night, Thea’s legs gave out. She sank to the floor, the book tumbling from her hands. She should call the police. She should run. But fear rooted her, and when the library door crashed open ten minutes later, she knew she’d waited too long.

“Found her,” a voice growled, deep and rough like gravel under boots. Thea scrambled back, her glasses fogging with panic as a man loomed over her. He was massive, his leather cut emblazoned with “Iron Vultures” and a patch that read “President.” His face was all sharp angles—high cheekbones, a jaw carved from stone, eyes like storm clouds. Tattoos snaked up his neck, disappearing into dark hair tied back in a messy knot. Jax “Preacher” Teller, thirty-eight and terrifying, filled the room with a presence that made the air feel too small.

“You saw something you shouldn’t have,” he said, his voice low, almost soft, but it carried the weight of a threat. “Get up, darlin’. You’re coming with me.”

Thea’s mouth was dry, her words stuck. “I—I didn’t see anything,” she stammered, pushing herself to her feet. Her cardigan slipped off one shoulder, and she tugged it back, clutching at control.

“Don’t lie to me.” Jax stepped closer, his boots heavy on the hardwood. He smelled of leather, smoke, and something sharper—danger. “You saw the Talons do their work. That makes you a witness. And witnesses don’t last long out here.”

“I won’t tell anyone,” she whispered, her heart hammering. “Please, just let me go.”

He tilted his head, studying her. His gaze was a blade, cutting through her defenses, but there was something else in it—something that made her skin prickle in a way that wasn’t entirely fear. “Can’t do that,” he said. “You’re in my world now. Grab your shit. We’re leaving.”

She wanted to argue, to scream, but the weight of his presence silenced her. She grabbed her bag, her hands shaking, and followed him into the night. The Iron Vultures’ clubhouse was a fortress of concrete and steel, hidden on the outskirts of town. Inside, it was chaos—men in leather laughing, drinking, their voices a roar over the thump of music. Women in tight clothes lounged on couches, their eyes sharp as they sized Thea up. She felt like prey, her cardigan and sensible skirt out of place in this den of wolves.

The air in the clubhouse was a physical assault. It wasn't just loud; it was a wall of noise built from layers of shouting, the guttural rumble of a dozen conversations, and the sharp crack of billiard balls. Over it all, a distorted rock song blasted from speakers that sounded like they’d been salvaged from a demolition site. The place reeked of things Thea associated only with cheap movies: stale beer, unwashed bodies, and the acrid bite of cigarette smoke clinging to every surface. It was a smell of stale choices and simmering aggression.

Her cardigan and skirt, which had felt so appropriate in the quiet sanctuary of her library, now felt like a costume from another world. The women here were poured into denim and leather, their eyes hard and assessing as they watched her pass. They didn't just look at her; they dissected her, stripping away her shyness and seeing the trembling creature beneath. One woman, her hair dyed a startling shade of purple, laughed as Thea flinched from a sudden roar of laughter, and Thea felt a hot flush of shame creep up her neck.

Jax's hand was a firm, grounding pressure on her back, but it was also a brand, marking her as his. She could feel the stares of the other men, their gazes a mixture of curiosity and a raw, predatory interest that made her skin crawl. These weren't just stories from the edge of town anymore. These were real people, living in a world of casual violence she couldn’t begin to comprehend. The heavy oak doors of the library had kept this chaos at bay, but here, there were no doors, only a gaping maw of noise and danger.

She clutched her bag to her chest like a shield, the smooth leather of the strap a flimsy anchor in this storm. She focused on the back of Jax’s leather cut, the "Iron Vultures" patch a stark emblem of this brutal new reality. Her heart hammered a frantic, desperate rhythm against her ribs, a counterpoint to the pounding music. This wasn't a story; it was a cage, and the bars were made of noise and fear.

Jax led her to a back room, sparse and utilitarian—a cot, a desk, a single bulb casting harsh light. “You stay here,” he said, closing the door behind them. “You’re under my protection. Don’t try to run. You won’t get far.”

“Protection?” Thea’s voice cracked. “This feels like kidnapping.”

He leaned against the door, arms crossed, his biceps straining against his shirt. “Call it what you want. The Talons know you saw them. They’ll come for you. I’m the only thing standing between you and a shallow grave.”

Her knees buckled, and she sank onto the cot. “Why do you care?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Jax’s eyes darkened, his jaw tightening. “Let’s just say I don’t like the Talons winning. You’re leverage. And I don’t let my leverage walk away.”

Thea’s throat tightened. She was a pawn, a tool in a war she didn’t understand. But as Jax’s gaze lingered, something shifted—a flicker of heat in the storm of his eyes. She felt it in her bones, a pull she couldn’t name, and it terrified her as much as it thrilled her.
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Act II: The Cage of Desire
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Days bled into nights, the clubhouse a blur of noise and shadow. Thea was confined to the back room, her world reduced to the cot, a stack of books Jax had grudgingly brought her, and the occasional visit from a prospect with food. She was a prisoner, but Jax’s presence was a constant—a tether that both grounded and unsettled her. He checked on her daily, his visits brief but charged, his eyes always searching, as if trying to unravel her.

On the third day, it wasn’t a prospect who brought her food, but a woman. She was older than the others Thea had seen, maybe in her late forties, with lines of exhaustion etched around her eyes that her heavy makeup couldn’t quite conceal. She carried the tray with a practiced ease, her movements economical and devoid of the nervous energy that seemed to pulse through the rest of the clubhouse. She set the tray down on the small desk with a soft thud.

“Heard you’re a reader,” the woman said, her voice a low, smoky rasp. She gestured to the stack of books Jax had brought. “Preacher doesn’t usually bother with that sort of thing. You must be special.” She looked Thea up and down, not with the predatory assessment of the other women, but with a weary, almost clinical curiosity. “I’m Lena. Don’t mind the noise. You get used to it.”

Thea flinched, expecting a threat or a taunt, but
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