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He stood up slowly, like a tiger who's decided that it wasn't going to pounce but take his sweet time approaching a prey that he knew would have no possibility of escaping. When he walked to stand by me, I leaned away, hoping that he would not be able to sense the change in my body chemistry. 

There was a tightness between my legs that was completely and utterly unfamiliar to me. He twisted my chair around so I was facing him, then boxed me in with both hands on either side of me. 

Rejection hung on the edge of my lips, but I couldn't get the word out. He leaned towards me, his body heat radiating to warm me. The heated closeness took what little air there was between us and it was almost impossible to breathe. 

"Yes, or no?" he asked, leaning down until his face was level with mine. I was certain he could see the fear and confusion in my eyes. Then, he laid a chaste kiss on the corner of my mouth. 

I inhaled sharply, but didn't move away. He smelled like cinnamon and honey. I leaned in when he moved the softness of his mouth to kiss me directly on the lips. His hand went to my left breast where he thumbed my hardening nipple through layers of clothing. He sucked my lower lip into his mouth and I gasped at the sharp pain of his fingers pinching down on my nipple. 

When we parted for air, he was grinning a feral grin that made the throbbing between my legs intensify. 

"Is that a yes, Elizabeth? I want to hear you say it." 

He looked at me demandingly, with an unspoken hunger. An unintelligible murmur left my lips. I don't know what I wanted. He looked so intense, so handsome. It would be a blessing to have someone like him love me. Someone who obviously knew what he was doing. 

"Say it." 

He kissed me again, a deep, rough kiss that left my mouth and mind numb and tingling. His fingers ripped my clothes open, exposing my naked breast to him. He buried his head to my neck, kissing a trail of fire down my cleavage and towards my ample breast. 

"Yes, or no?" he repeated, his breath burning a mark on my skin, inches from my nipple .

There was only one thing I could say. 

"Yes."
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It has only been a week since I had reached the age of marriage but mother has not stopped fretting about it for a single moment. 

Men had asked for me. Countless men. All older than me, but I didn't want to think about marriage yet. The only reason why I was not yet wed is because father had not found a suitable candidate. That is to say, no one had offered him a price that he found acceptable. I was his only daughter, his only opportunity to profit, whether in power or in wealth. Maybe he was looking for both.

My stomach churned. It knew it was only a matter of time before that happened. 

The seat jostled beneath me and I drew in a deep breath in the lonely carriage. It was just as well that Josephine inquired for me. I was grateful that she had asked to meet elsewhere and not at my home. It was good to get my mind off things.

Still, I hadn't heard from her in a year.

Josephine was almost nineteen and had not found a suitable candidate yet, which was almost unheard of for a young woman of her social standing. Her father was a councilman and her mother had royal blood in her veins. She should've been wedded on her birthday, but nobody inquired for her. 

That alone would be disgraceful for any other woman, but Josephine was just fine with being unwed. She had amassed enough knowledge and gossip to be a dangerous wife. She had information, and that was power. No ordinary man would dare ask for her hand, not with the kind of knowledge she had in that wonderful brain of hers. I suspect she also warned the men against asking for her, since she didn't want her family to be overeager. 

I knew why she wasn't married as soon as she was of age. She was waiting for the right man. She wanted someone powerful, but also someone she could control. I told her it was impossible and she could only get one or the other, but she took pride in doing the impossible. 

I also said it was impossible that her father would let her be unwed for a year... perhaps she had called for me to gloat. I smiled a little that.

Mother hoped that I would learn a thing or two from her. It was useful to be just a little dangerous, she said.

The carriage was windowless and with no scenery to distract me, I continued to guess why Josephine would call for me. The carriage bounced and I groaned. I tried to rest my head against the carriage wall, but that only made my nausea worse. 

I distracted myself with memories of Josephine. She had always been the talkative one. I preferred to sit in silence, but she was capable of talking my ears off and then some. 

When the carriage finally halted, I sighed in relief and stopped myself from opening the door and helping myself out. 

The carriage door opened and I blinked against the light. Fresh air whirled in and I stepped outside hastily, murmuring a quick 'thank you' to the driver before ducking into the cafe and away from the chatter of the crowd. It wasn't well for a young woman to be seen out unattended.

There wasn't a doubt in my mind that Josephine had chosen this place in particular because of the awful tea it served. No one drank the tea they served willingly and the cafe was a private sanctuary for things that wanted to stay secret. 

Yet, half an hour later, I was still very much alone. I stared at the swirling tea leaves in my cup and wondered where they managed to find such ridiculously foul-tasting concoctions. 

There were four other pots of tea in front of me, with one tasting even worse than the other. It was some sort of magic that it was even possible to make one pot of bad tea, let alone four. 

"Are you going to drink all of those?"

The deep voice startled me from my thoughts and I stared at the man in front of me for a long moment, taking in the sight of his perfect physique. My breath hitched at my throat as I stared into his soulful eyes. He had emerald pupils that were rimmed with gold. I could stare into his eyes for an eternity and not get bored. 

He was tall, probably a good foot taller than me but he loomed huge, like a giant as he stood by my table. The corner of his eyes were wrinkled by humor. 

My gut churned. He was a dangerous man, that much was certain. He was dangerous in the sense that he possessed the kind of good looks to make any young woman swoon. I was no exception.

"No," I said simple, putting the teacup on the lace doily without spilling it. It even smelled horrendous. "I have a friend coming to join me shortly and I intend to make her drink all of them as punishment for being late," I added with a smile.

He chuckled and his laugher rumbled deep in my belly. 

"Would you mind some company while you wait?" he asked. 

"Of course not," I said graciously and watched as he fitted himself into the chair. He hadn't even sat down completely before my curiosity got the best of me and I said, "I know I'm here to meet a friend, but why are you here? It can't possibly be for the horrible tea!" I laughed.  

"As a matter of fact, I supply the tea here." 

I choked on my own saliva and started apologizing in earnest until he started laughing too. 

"I'm just joking. I'm supposed to be meeting someone here, but she must've gotten cold feet since she's not yet here."

"Oh," I stared at him and wondered if why he was meeting a woman. 

"It was strictly for business," he said, reading my expression perfectly. 

"I wasn't-" I started, then closed my mouth before I made a fool of myself. Blood rushed to my cheeks in embarrassment. Josephine had always said I wore my heart on my sleeve. She also said I would make a wonderful wife for a lucky man one day. 

"I'm Lee Gautier," he introduced himself graciously. 

"Elizabeth Rivera," I offered him my hand and he stood up to take my hand to kiss it. A tremor of a sensation I didn't quite understand started where his lips touched my hand and travelled through me.  
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