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      Fifteen years of quiet routine in the library’s hushed stacks have been Elise’s sanctuary—until Riley.

      A chance encounter in the shadows between shelves ignites something Elise never expected: desire, raw and relentless. The scent of old books now mingles with citrus perfume and the memory of Riley’s hands, her mouth, the filthy promises whispered against Elise’s skin. The library isn’t just a refuge anymore—it’s a playground, every corner alive with the ghost of their touches, every surface an invitation.

      Riley wants more. On the desk. Under it. And Elise, who’s spent a lifetime playing by the rules, is starting to wonder why she ever resisted breaking them.

      But the clock is ticking, and the world outside won’t stay quiet forever. Can Elise let go of control long enough to let Riley show her how delicious chaos can be? Or will the weight of habit keep her from the most thrilling story of her life—the one she never saw coming?
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      The first time Riley Valentine disrupted the carefully maintained silence of Elise Harmon’s library, she didn’t just break the quiet—she shattered it with the kind of presence that demanded attention. The door swung open with a gust of wind, carrying with it the sharp, earthy scent of rain-soaked pavement and something deeper, something warm and musky—patchouli, maybe, or the faintest trace of sandalwood clinging to her skin. Elise looked up from the circulation desk, her fingers pausing mid-motion over the keyboard, as the woman stepped inside, her boots leaving dark, muddy imprints across the freshly polished oak floors.

      Elise exhaled through her nose, a slow, controlled breath meant to steady the irritation prickling at her ribs. Another one. Another patron who thought the rules didn’t apply to them, who treated the library like it was just another public space instead of the sanctuary it was. She watched as Riley shook her head, sending droplets of water flying from her dark, unruly curls, some of them landing with soft plinks against the spines of nearby books. The sound was maddening—just loud enough to be disruptive, just quiet enough that Elise couldn’t justify scolding her for it. Not yet, anyway.

      Then Riley turned, and Elise’s breath hitched.

      The woman was striking—sharp cheekbones dusted with the faintest flush from the cold, full lips that looked far too soft for someone who carried themselves with such boldness. Her coat, damp and clinging to her shoulders, did little to hide the lean, wiry strength beneath. Elise’s fingers twitched against the desk, her pulse kicking up just a fraction. Annoying, she told herself. Presumptuous. Rude. And yet, when Riley’s gaze locked onto hers, something warm and unfamiliar coiled low in Elise’s stomach.

      "We close in twenty minutes," Elise said, her voice measured, just loud enough to carry across the empty space between them without disturbing the few remaining patrons buried in the stacks. The words were a dismissal, a gentle but firm reminder of boundaries. She expected—wanted—Riley to nod, to mutter an apology, to turn and leave the way she’d come.

      Instead, Riley smiled.

      It was a slow, deliberate thing, her lips curving upward as if she’d just been handed a secret. Rainwater still clung to her lashes, catching the dim light of the library lamps, making them glisten like shattered glass. Elise’s throat went dry. She could see the cold on Riley’s skin—the way her nose was just slightly red at the tip, the way her breath came in faint, visible puffs. She should have been uncomfortable. She should have looked out of place.

      She didn’t.

      "Perfect," Riley said, her voice low, rough-edged, like the scrape of a thumb over well-worn leather. She took a step forward, then another, her boots squeaking faintly against the floor with each movement. Elise’s pulse jumped again, her body hyperaware of the way Riley moved—confident, unhurried, like she had every right to be there. Like she belonged there.

      Elise straightened, her spine stiffening. "I’m afraid we’re not taking new programming proposals at the moment."

      Riley didn’t stop. She closed the distance between them, her hips swaying just slightly with each step, the movement hypnotic. When she reached the desk, she braced her palms against the edge, leaning forward just enough that Elise could smell her properly—not just the rain and the patchouli, but something sweeter beneath it, like vanilla and something faintly citrus. God. It was intoxicating. It made Elise’s head swim.

      "Oh, I think you’ll want to make an exception for this one," Riley murmured. Her breath was warm, carrying the faintest hint of mint, and Elise found herself leaning in—just a fraction, just enough to catch it—before she forced herself to still.

      Elise blinked, her mind scrambling to keep up. "I beg your pardon?"

      "Riley Valentine." Riley extended a hand, her fingers long and elegant, the nails short but meticulously cared for. Elise’s gaze flicked to them, noting the calluses at the tips—a poet, then, or a musician, or something that requires hands—before Riley’s voice pulled her back. "Local poet. Occasional troublemaker." Her lips quirked. "And determined advocate for bringing literature back into community spaces."

      Elise hesitated. She should refuse the handshake. She should tell Riley to come back during business hours, to fill out the proper forms, to follow the rules. But then Riley’s fingers brushed against her palm, and⁠—

      Oh.

      Her skin was warm. Warmer than Elise expected, given the rain, the cold. The calluses were rough against Elise’s softer skin, but not unpleasant—just present, a reminder that this woman did things, made things, lived in a way that left marks. And then Riley’s thumb grazed the inside of Elise’s wrist, just for a second, just long enough to send a jolt of heat straight up her arm, and Elise’s breath stuttered.

      "Elise Harmon," she managed, her voice steadier than she felt. "Head librarian. And person who generally requires appointments for programming proposals."

      Riley’s smile widened, slow and knowing, like she could see the way Elise’s pulse had jumped, like she could taste the sudden dryness in Elise’s mouth. "Would you believe I lost your email in a tragic coffee spill incident?"

      Elise arched a brow. "No."

      Riley laughed, low and rich, the sound vibrating through Elise’s chest. "Fair enough." She didn’t pull her hand back. Neither did Elise. "But I’ve found that face-to-face conversations tend to yield more... satisfying results."

      The way she said it—satisfying, drawn out, the word rolling off her tongue like a promise—sent a flush creeping up Elise’s neck. She told herself it was irritation. She told herself it was the unprofessionalism of it all. But the heat pooling low in her belly had nothing to do with anger.

      "Unconventional approaches rarely work with me, Ms. Valentine."

      "Riley," she corrected, her voice dropping to something darker, something that made Elise’s skin prickle. "And in my experience, librarians appreciate the unconventional more than most." Her gaze flicked over Elise’s face, lingering on her mouth for a heartbeat before dragging up to meet her eyes again. "You spend your days surrounded by thousands of different worlds, different voices." She tilted her head, just slightly, and the light caught her irises—amber, rich and golden, like whiskey held up to the sun. "Aren’t you curious about mine?"

      Elise’s breath hitched. The question wasn’t just about poetry. It wasn’t just about programming. It was an invitation, plain and simple, wrapped in honeyed words and the kind of confidence that made Elise’s knees weak.

      She should have said no.

      She almost did.

      But then Riley’s foot brushed against hers beneath the desk—accidental, probably, but the pressure was firm, deliberate—and Elise’s thoughts scattered like pages in the wind. All she could focus on was the heat of Riley’s hand still cradling hers, the way her thumb traced slow, lazy circles over Elise’s knuckles, the way her gaze never wavered.

      Elise swallowed.

      "Tell me more," she heard herself say.

      Riley’s smile turned triumphant.

      And Elise realised, with a slow, sinking dread, that she was in trouble.
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