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    Chapter One





    This will be the last time I call this number.




    At least, that’s what I tell myself, despite the teeth-gnashing, obnoxious ring-ring that echoes in my eardrum. Each chirp of the ringer seems to be saying “idiot”, “loser”, and “fool”, solidifying my suspicion that she won’t pick up. How many more times can I bear to hear her answering machine message? But they’re only a few repetitive words.




    At least, that’s what I put on repeat inside my head like a mantra.




    Her slow drawl tightens every muscle in my body until swallowing is a difficulty. In my mind I can see her mouth moving to form the words – lush lips sounding out vowels when she should be kissing me with that smart mouth. We’ve had several confrontations over the past couple of months and all of them have left me more smitten than the last one.




    But calling her never gets any easier. It’s kind of – bordering on very – pathetic. I suppose I can console myself with the fact that it’s in my job description to call patrons for their overdue library fines. Yet calling anyone else on my list of offenders doesn’t give me the same illicit thrill. For all the times she’s used her epic flirtation skills and manipulative, skin-showing clothes to her advantage, I won’t rest until she’s paid her fines. For months of horny hell she at least owes me that much. It’s not like I can give up now.




    Ryder, Holly’s no different than any other library fine repeat offender.




    I’ve got a task to finish. Money to collect in order to increase the children’s section here in our small town library so we can accumulate a bigger collection than several thumbed-through picture books from the 80s. This isn’t about my needs any more. Who knows the next time my boss will show up asking to see how many names are crossed off the list? Keeping my job is a good enough excuse to ignore the sensual knot twisting at the base of my spine and steel myself toward her smoky, casual voice on the recording. While I wait for the beep, my eyes skim across the computer screen and the array of erotic books Holly’s amassed in her overdue catalogue. All of them are erotic – and a not-so-subtle clue to what goes on in her mind.




    By checking out her backlog of books, spotting a trend is easy enough. All female/female, BDSM, with a heavy bent on unusual ways to bind people. Because she’s returned the books I was able to scope them out and do a bit of investigating. Not like my research helped at all – my spying only increased the attraction. Now she’s so much more than a conquest.




    It’s been a while since she’s showed up at the library to argue with me, ordering me to stop calling her house, leaving messages about payment plans with good faith. But I won’t stop until I get what I want. And my needs start with the fines being repaid – and they end with her supplication beneath me as I grind my pussy into her face.




    I’m growing tired of this little game we play. No longer willing to be a participant only because she’s gorgeous, intelligent, and flirting at a moment’s notice. She can flirt all she likes but I won’t be swayed – this is the last time I’ll call. Next time, I’ll call in the debt collectors. Because, truthfully, I don’t see a satisfactory end. I rip my gaze away from the bright monitor. Without an end, what’s the point?




    It takes all my strength to hold my head up as my trembling fingers grip the receiver until my knuckles crack like a falling tree branch. I know my reactions to a simple phone call aren’t normal. My job shouldn’t create this much stress. But she’s not a normal woman – and she’s been taunting me with her refusal to pay for her overdue library books for weeks. When she shows up at my library dressed and ready to kill with charm, I’m lost.




    As the low, long beep of her machine clicks on I can’t drag my eyes away from the worn notches in the walnut circulation desk. Maybe this time I’ll finally be done – but I know a lie when I hear one. A loud exhale crackles across the phone line, buzzing into my eardrum. With my eyes firmly screwed shut, the noise startles me enough to hold the receiver away from my ear.




    What the – shit, it’s me. Holly’s machine is recording me. White fireworks of terror shoot off in my brain, knowing there’s no way to fix this mistake. I fumble for a sentence to add to my stalker-like mouth breathing but there’s nothing. A big, awkward blank. No amount of willing myself to focus does the trick.




    ‘Jesus, get a grip. She’s just a pretty girl playing a wicked game.’




    And that’s on her answering machine now too. My only hope is that she can’t pinpoint my voice. With a silent prayer to the phone gods I massage my temples, staring at the circa 1940s-era phone cradled in my palm.




    ‘This is all your fault,’ I whisper.




    I don’t know whether I mean Holly or the phone. It doesn’t really matter.




    By now her fines are beyond astronomical. I’m defying so many laws by not calling a collection agency, but I can’t help my stubbornness – whenever I do get her on the phone, or in person, she deflects my logical thoughts with her word games and tactful excuses. Until I’m swimming in her verbal seduction, unable to heave myself onto dry land. And she’s sexy. That doesn’t hurt. So much like my dream girl that my tongue is lolling halfway out of my mouth like a cartoon whenever I think about her at night. I’m barely able to contain myself over the phone.




    But what does she have to gain from teasing me? Sometimes all I can focus on is my need to figure out her brain. Is this a simple flirtation to get what she wants, or do our heated debates hold more prospects? Every conversation piques my interest in spending more one-on-one time with this woman. But it’s probably too much to hope for that, once this is all resolved, she’ll want to take our relationship into a less professional level. Yet I can’t help thinking that this is all a ploy for a greater plan.




    Maybe she’ll come into the library again.




    With a loud bang, the receiver hits the cradle and it takes me a second before I realise it’s my hand slamming the phone into place. Too much stress at the workplace? No, I’ve been working my anxiety and general boredom off at night pretty consistently – alone, in my bed, twisted in the thick sheets as I writhe with sexual frustration. My fingers have been working overtime for months. There’s been no bed partners to slake my lust either. As if I’m saving myself for –




    ‘Ugh, stupid psychology.’




    A wrinkled hand waves across my line of sight. I shake my head back and forth, dragging my gaze away from the desk. Return trip from Wonderland – ticket for one.




    ‘Hello? Miss, I’ve been waiting to check out these books for the past ten minutes. Now are you going to do your job or do I have to come back there myself?’




    ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Donovan. It’s been a long day.’




    A quick “humph” is my only answer from my most frequent customer. I have her out of my sight as quickly as possible. Every Monday, like clockwork, Mrs Donovan comes into the library and demands my attention with a stack of library books a storey tall. Now, don’t get me wrong, this is a library – but books aren’t the reason she’s here. Not one bill collecting day goes by where she doesn’t stick up her nose at me because I’ve done something too slow for her liking.




    Mrs Donovan can’t stand the fact that she’s a retired librarian, so she sticks her nose in my business. She checks and re-checks my methods to make sure I’m efficient. Sometimes I’ve caught her double-checking my alphabetisation in the stacks, mumbling to herself as she walks along, scanning the shelves.




    She’s a tough broad. But nothing I can’t handle – now where was I? A few cleansing, deep breaths to ease my blood pressure lower while my pulse hammers against my temples because of her verbal harassment. There’s really no reason for me to be this worked up. So Holly didn’t pick up? This is nothing I haven’t dealt with before – yet my fingers drum on the stack of books in front of me that need shelving as if I’ve got enough energy to negate my caffeine addiction.




    Maybe if I cut back on the coffee I’ll be better able to curb my need to jump my customers.




    It’s no secret that my social skills only extend to when they’re in the room. The only reason I got this job was because I was the one person in town willing to work the odd, long hours. My library needed a lot of loving after a hurricane and the complete restoration isn’t quite finished. But we manage – me and the books. At least I was able to keep the majority of my sanity, until Ryder, Holly started making her rounds, throwing me off course.
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