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Chapter 1: The Debt of Malik McCoy

	 

	"Do not look away from me, Malik McCoy, for your cowardice will not lower the price of your survival." King Buck Cash paced the length of the study at Hartfield, his heavy boots clicking against the polished oak floor with a predatory rhythm. He did not look like a man willing to negotiate. His cravat was loosened, a sign of his rakish disregard for the strictures of the morning hour, and his dark eyes burned with a cold, unrelenting fire.

Malik McCoy, once a man of great standing, trembled as he clutched the edge of the mahogany desk. "Your Majesty, I beseech you. The lands are yours, the shipping lanes - everything. But my daughter is all I have left."

"Your daughter is the only currency I shall accept to settle a debt of this magnitude," Buck Cash replied, his voice a low, dangerous rumble. He turned his gaze toward the heavy oak doors. "Bring her in."

The doors creaked open, and Princess Skai Booker was led into the room by her governess, Lucinda Boone. Skai was a vision of fragile, trembling beauty. Her gown of pale blue silk was stiffened by the most restrictive of corsets, forcing her posture into a rigid display of forced elegance. Her chest rose and fell in shallow, panicked movements, the whalebone stays digging into her soft skin. She kept her head bowed, her hands clasped tightly in front of her, the very image of a submissive lamb led to the slaughter.

"Look at me, Skai," Buck commanded. It was not a request. It was the absolute order of a sovereign who expected total obedience.

Skai flinched at the sound of her name. Slowly, she lifted her gaze, her eyes wide and brimming with unshed tears. When she met the piercing stare of the King, she felt a jolt of pure terror. He was massive, his presence filling the room, his shoulders broad and his stance dominant. He was a man known for his carnal pursuits and his lack of mercy, and now, by her father's hand, she belonged to him.

"She is a virgin, Sire," Lucinda Boone whispered, her voice full of a grim duty. "She has been raised in the strictest of environments. She knows nothing of the world - or of men."

Buck Cash stepped closer, his shadow falling over Skai like a shroud. He reached out, his gloved finger hooking under her chin to tilt her face upward. "She knows nothing yet," he murmured, his thumb brushing against her trembling lower lip. "But she will learn. She will learn that her only purpose now is to serve my will and provide an heir for Hartfield."

"Please," Skai whispered, her voice barely audible. "I do not wish to stay here."

"Your wishes died the moment your father signed the ledger, Princess," Buck said, his eyes darkening with a sudden, sharp intensity. "You are my property now. You will stay at Hartfield, and you will prepare yourself for our union. Lucinda, see that she is bathed and dressed in the finest silks. I want her ready for the Royal Ball tonight. I intend to show the ton exactly what I have acquired."

As the King turned back to the trembling Malik McCoy to finalize the ruin of the older man, Skai was led away. The hallways of Hartfield felt like a gilded cage. Lucinda Boone hurried her along, her expression one of stern pity.

"You must be brave, child," Lucinda said as they reached the royal suite. "The King is a hard man, but he is your master now. You must submit. To resist him is to invite a wrath you cannot imagine."

"I am frightened, Lucinda," Skai sobbed as the governess began to unlace her gown. "He looks at me as if... as if he wants to devour me."

"He is a rake, my dear. He takes what he desires," Lucinda replied, pulling the corset strings tighter to emphasize the Princess’s narrow waist for the evening's festivities. "And he desires you."

The preparations for the ball were a blur of pain and lace. Skai was cinched into a gown of deep crimson, a color that signaled her status as the King's chosen. By the time they descended to the ballroom, the air was thick with the scent of expensive tobacco and the whispers of the gathered nobility. 

Among the crowd stood Malachi Thomas, a man with a sharp face and even sharper ambitions. He watched Skai with a sneer, a letter tucked into his breast pocket. He had long sought to undermine the King’s authority, and he believed he had found the perfect weapon in the Princess’s private correspondence - letters she had written to a childhood friend expressing her dread of the King.

"A lovely acquisition, Your Majesty," Malachi Thomas said, stepping into the King's path as Buck led Skai toward the center of the room. "Though I wonder if the Princess's heart is as pure as you believe. I have heard whispers that she finds the King of Hartfield to be a monster."

The music stopped. A hush fell over the assembly. Malik McCoy turned pale in the corner, realizing the danger his daughter was in. 

Buck Cash did not flinch. He looked down at Skai, who looked as though she might faint. Her corset was so tight she could barely breathe, her skin flushed with a mixture of heat and shame. 

"Is that so?" Buck’s voice was like a whip. He turned his attention to Malachi Thomas. "You dare to question the loyalty of my bride in my own house?"

"I only speak the truth found in her own hand," Malachi said, reaching for the letter.

Before he could produce it, Buck Cash moved with the speed of a predator. He grabbed Malachi’s wrist in a grip of iron. "Whatever she wrote as a girl is irrelevant. She is a woman now, and she belongs to me." 

Buck turned back to the crowd, pulling Skai firmly against his side. His hand splayed across her back, claiming her in front of everyone. "Let it be known," he announced, his voice booming through the rafters, "that Princess Skai Booker is mine. Any insult to her is an insult to the crown. We shall be wed before the moon sets, and I shall claim what is mine tonight."

The scandal was silenced by the sheer weight of the King’s dominance. Malachi Thomas retreated into the shadows, defeated by Buck’s absolute assertion of ownership. 

Buck did not wait for the ball to conclude. He swept Skai up in his arms, ignoring her soft cries of protest, and carried her toward the royal chambers. The heavy velvet curtains were drawn, and the room was lit only by the flickering firelight. 

He set her down on the edge of the massive bed, his eyes fixed on the rise and fall of her chest. "The time for modesty is over, Skai," he said, his voice thick with a dark, carnal promise. "You are the debt paid in full. And I intend to collect every ounce of what I am owed."

Skai looked up at him, her body trembling, her resistance fading under the overwhelming power of her King. She was a servant to his will, a princess bought and sold, and as he reached for the first lace of her corset, she knew there was no escape from the sovereign of Hartfield.

	 


Chapter 2: Laces of Iron and Silk

	 

	The heavy oak doors of the royal bedchamber shuddered under a frantic, rhythmic pounding that cut through the thick silence of the room. Buck Cash did not pull his gaze from Skai Booker's wide, trembling eyes, but his jaw tightened with a suppressed fury. 

"Enter," the King commanded, his voice a low, dangerous rumble that seemed to vibrate through the very floorboards.

The door creaked open to reveal Tyrone Granger, a high - ranking footman who looked as though he had seen a ghost. In his gloved hand, he held a scroll sealed with the crimson wax of the royal house of McCoy. He bowed so low his forehead nearly touched the carpet.

"A thousand pardons, Your Majesty," Tyrone Granger stammered, his breath coming in short, panicked gasps. "A rider has arrived from the southern border. Your father - in - law, King Malik McCoy, has sent an urgent decree. He demands the Signed Certificate of Consummation be delivered to his envoy by dawn, or he shall consider the treaty void and the dowry lands forfeit."

Buck Cash stood slowly, his massive frame casting a shadow that swallowed Skai whole as she sat huddled on the edge of the mattress. He took the scroll from Tyrone Granger, snapping the seal with a brutal efficiency. He scanned the parchment, a dark smirk playing on his lips. Malik McCoy was a desperate man, trying to exert control even from across the channel.

"Leave us," Buck ordered without looking back. Tyrone Granger scrambled out of the room, the doors clicking shut with an air of finality.

Buck turned back to Skai. She looked fragile, her pale skin contrasting sharply with the deep emerald silk of her gown. Her hands were folded in her lap, her knuckles white as she gripped the fabric. The threat was clear. If he did not claim her tonight, if he did not mark her as his own and produce the evidence of her lost maidenhead, her father’s kingdom would crumble into ruin.

"It seems your father is as impatient as I am, my little Princess," Buck said, tossing the scroll into the flickering embers of the fireplace. "He wants proof that you have been thoroughly mastered. He wants to know that the King of Hartfield has taken his prize."

Skai let out a soft, choked sob, her head bowing low. "Please, Sire," she whispered, her voice barely audible. "I have never... I am not prepared for such... such demands."

Buck crossed the distance between them in two long strides. He reached down, his large, calloused hand gripping her chin and forcing her to look up at him. "You have been prepared for this since the moment you were born, Skai. You were raised to be a vessel for a King. You are the currency of your father's debt, and I am the man who holds the note."

He moved behind her, his presence a towering wall of heat. Skai felt the brush of his fingers against the nape of her neck, sending a jolt of pure terror and unwanted heat through her spine. The laces of her corset were pulled so tight she could barely draw a full breath, the whalebone stays digging into her soft flesh like iron bars.

"The laces of iron and silk," Buck murmured, his hot breath ghosting over her ear. "They have kept your virtue locked away for twenty years. But tonight, I am the only law in Hartfield."

He did not use his fingers for the delicate knots. Instead, he drew a small, silver - hilted dagger from his belt. Skai gasped as she felt the cold steel slide against her back. With a single, swift motion, he sliced through the expensive silk laces. The corset gave way, the sudden release of pressure making Skai’s chest heave as she finally drew a deep, shuddering breath.

The gown fell away from her shoulders, pooling at her waist. She tried to pull the remains of her chemise up to cover herself, but Buck’s hands were already there, pinning her wrists behind her back with one hand while the other explored the delicate curve of her throat.

"You are so small," he noted, his voice dropping to a carnal growl. "So submissive. It is no wonder Malik McCoy sent you to me. He knew I would enjoy breaking you."

"I am your wife," she managed to say, though her body was shaking so violently she could barely speak. "I am the Queen."

"You are my subject," Buck corrected, his grip on her wrists tightening. "You are the girl who will give me an heir. You will learn to crave the weight of my body and the sound of my command."

He pushed her forward onto the bed, her face burying into the plush velvet coverlet. The King was a man of absolute dominance, and he showed no mercy to the innocent girl beneath him. He stripped away the remnants of her modesty, leaving her exposed to the harsh light of the fire. 

Skai felt the weight of him then, a mountain of solid muscle and royal authority pressing her down into the mattress. She was a virgin, untouched and pure, and the sheer size of him terrified her. She felt his hand slide down the small of her back, his touch proprietary and demanding.

"Look at me, Skai," he commanded.

She turned her head, her eyes wet with tears. "Please, Buck. Be gentle."

"I am not a gentle man," he replied, his eyes dark with a predatory hunger. "I am a King. And I am going to take what is mine."

He parted her thighs with his knees, his hands moving to cup her breasts, his thumbs grazing her nipples until they peaked against his palms. Skai let out a sharp cry, a mixture of fear and a strange, bubbling arousal she did not understand. She was a servant to his needs, a princess bought and sold, and as he prepared to claim her, she knew her life as an innocent girl was over.

Buck did not wait for her to ready herself. He was a rake who took what he wanted, and tonight, he wanted the blood of a McCoy princess on his sheets. He moved over her, his body a map of scars and power. When he finally drove himself into her, the pain was a sharp, blinding heat that made Skai scream into the silent chambers of Hartfield. 

He did not stop. He moved with a relentless, rhythmic force, his hands bruising her hips as he asserted his total ownership. He was the master of the estate, the ruler of her body, and as the night wore on, Skai’s cries of pain turned into soft, breathless moans of surrender. 

By the time the first light of dawn touched the windows, the Certificate of Consummation was signed in the blood of her innocence. Skai lay broken and beautiful in the center of the Great Bed, her heart belonging to the man who had stolen her virtue. Buck Cash stood by the window, watching the sun rise over his kingdom, knowing that the bloodline of Hartfield was secure, and his submissive bride was finally, irrevocably his.

	 


Chapter 3: Arrival at Hartfield

	 

	I am no longer a daughter of the McCoy line, but a tithe paid in flesh. The realization was a cold stone in the pit of my stomach as I sat within the rhythmic swaying of the carriage. My father, Malik McCoy, had not looked me in the eye when he signed the final contracts. To him, I was merely a debt settled, a currency in silk and lace to be traded to the most formidable and scandalous man in the realm. There was no turning back now. The road behind us was a fading memory of freedom, and the road ahead led only to the iron gates of my master.

Lucinda Boone sat across from me, her expression as stiff as the starched collar of her black dress. "Straighten your shoulders, Skai," she commanded, her voice devoid of the warmth I so desperately craved. "You are to be the bride of King Buck Cash. You must show him that a McCoy knows her place, even if she is terrified. Do not let your stays go soft, girl."

I tried to inhale, but the laces of my corset, tightened to a punishing degree this morning by Lucinda's own hands, denied me the luxury of a full breath. My chest heaved shallowly, the silk of my traveling bodice straining against the restrictive whalebone that dug into my hips. I felt fragile, a porcelain doll destined to be shattered by the King's legendary cruelty and carnal appetite. Stories of his dominance had reached the furthest corners of our province - stories of women who were broken by his touch and discarded by his whim. He was a rake who sat upon a throne, a man who viewed the world as his personal playground of vice.

The carriage slowed as we passed through the massive iron gates of Hartfield. The estate was a sprawling monument to absolute power, its gray stone walls rising from the earth like the battlements of a fortress. There was no softness here, no flowers to mask the scent of cold stone and ancient authority. As the coach came to a halt in the grand courtyard, my heart hammered against my ribs with such force that I feared the bone of my corset might snap under the pressure of my panic.

The door was opened by a footman, but it was not his hand that reached for me.

King Buck Cash stood there, a towering figure clad in midnight blue and gold. His presence was a physical weight, a dark gravity that drew all the air from my lungs. He was more handsome and more terrifying than the rumors suggested. His dark hair was swept back from a face carved from granite, and his eyes, sharp and predatory, raked over me with a possessive intensity that made my skin flush beneath my layers of petticoats. He did not look at me as a guest; he looked at me as a conquest.

"So," he said, his voice a low, resonant rumble that vibrated through the soles of my shoes. "The McCoy girl has arrived at last."

He did not wait for me to descend. He reached into the carriage, his large, calloused hands grasping my waist with a firmness that bordered on a bruise. He lifted me from the step as if I weighed nothing, my feet dangling for a breathless moment before he set me down on the hard gravel. His touch was electric, a searing heat that burned through the heavy fabric of my gown.

"You are trembling," he noted, his thumb tracing the line of my jaw with a terrifying slowness. He did not ask; he observed. His dominance was absolute, a natural law of the universe that I could no more defy than I could stop the tide.

"I - I am merely tired from the journey, Your Majesty," I whispered, my voice small and wavering. I lowered my gaze, unable to meet the burning heat of his stare. I felt small in his shadow, a mouse beneath the heavy paw of a lion.

"Look at me when I speak to you, Skai," he commanded. It was not a request.

I forced my chin up, my eyes meeting his. I saw the hunger there, a raw, masculine desire that had nothing to do with political alliances and everything to do with the total conquest of my body and soul. He was a man who took what he wanted, and I could see in the dark depths of his eyes that he wanted every part of me.

"Hartfield is your home now," Buck Cash said, his grip on my waist tightening, pulling me closer until I could feel the heat radiating from his broad, muscular chest. "And I am your master. You will learn that my word is the only law that matters within these walls. You will be submissive, you will be silent, and you will belong to me in every way a woman can belong to a man."

Beside us, I heard the faint rustle of Lucinda Boone's skirts as she curtsied, but her presence was a distant thing. The world had narrowed down to this man and the terrifying future he promised. I thought of the letter I had hidden in my trunk - the desperate plea I had written to a friend - and a cold shiver of dread raced down my spine. If Malachi Thomas, the King's rival, were to find it, if he were to use it to incite a scandal before I could earn the King's protection, I would be utterly ruined.

But as Buck Cash looked down at me, his eyes dark with the promise of the night to come, I realized that ruin might take many forms. He leaned down, his lips brushing against the shell of my ear, his breath hot against my sensitive skin.

"I shall enjoy breaking that McCoy modesty," he murmured, his voice thick with a dark, carnal intent. "By the time I am finished with you tonight, you will forget there was ever a life before Hartfield. You will know only my touch, my name, and my pleasure. Your virginity is a debt I intend to collect before the moon sets."

He turned, gesturing toward the great oak doors of the palace. "Come. Your new life begins now."

I had no choice but to follow. The gates had closed behind me, and the man who held the key was the man who intended to claim every inch of my innocence. As I stepped over the threshold of Hartfield, I felt the heavy weight of the corset once more - a reminder that I was bound, body and soul, to the King's sovereign and dominant will. There was no escape from the rake who would soon be my husband in every sense of the word.

	 


Chapter 4: The Sovereign's Shadow

	 

	The grandeur of Hartfield was a weight upon the soul, a suffocating display of gold leaf, dark mahogany, and the oppressive scent of beeswax and ancient power. As I led Skai Booker through the Great Hall, the very walls seemed to watch with the cold eyes of my ancestors. The air was thick with the history of men who took what they desired and kept what they took. Skai walked a step behind me, her head bowed, the silk of her skirts whispering against the stone floor like a prayer for mercy that I had no intention of granting.

I could hear the frantic rhythm of her breath, a sharp contrast to the slow, steady gait I maintained. She was a delicate thing, a prize from the coffers of Malik McCoy, and she looked every bit the terrified lamb in a lion's den. Her governess, Lucinda Boone, hovered at the edge of the foyer, her face a mask of stern propriety, yet even she dared not meet my gaze. In this house, my word was the only law that mattered.

The Royal Ball was already in full swing as we entered the ballroom. The music was a frantic swirl of violins, and the air was heavy with the perfume of a hundred nobles. But as we stepped into the light of the massive crystal chandeliers, the room fell into a sudden, jagged silence. Every eye in the ton turned toward us - toward their King and the trembling girl who was to be his Queen.

I felt Skai flinch as the whispers began. I gripped her hand, my fingers tightening around her small, gloved palm with a possessive strength that brooked no resistance. I pulled her closer, forcing her to stand at my side, her shoulder brushing against my chest.

"Smile, my lady," I commanded in a low, dangerous tone. "You are no longer a McCoy. You are mine."

She looked up at me, her blue eyes swimming with tears she was too afraid to shed. "Please, Your Majesty," she whispered, her voice barely audible over the resuming music. "They are all staring."

"Let them stare," I replied. "They look upon what is mine by right of blood and debt."

The evening proceeded with the rigid etiquette of the court, a dance of false smiles and sharp tongues. It was during a lull in the festivities that the shadow of Malachi Thomas fell across us. He was a man of high standing but low character, a rival who had long sought to undermine my authority. He stepped forward, a smirk dancing on his lips, holding a bundle of papers that I recognized instantly.

"A word, Your Majesty," Malachi Thomas said, his voice dripping with feigned concern. "It seems the Princess has been quite prolific in her correspondence. I have here letters addressed to a commoner in her father’s lands - letters that speak of a heart that does not belong to the crown."

The room went still once more. I saw Skai turn pale, her hand flying to the throat of her high - necked gown. The scandal hung in the air like a guillotine blade. If these letters were made public, her reputation would be charred to ash.

I did not hesitate. I stepped toward Malachi Thomas, my presence looming over him until he was forced to step back. I snatched the papers from his hand with a contemptuous flick of my wrist. Without looking at them, I held them over a nearby candle. The flame caught the parchment, and in seconds, the evidence of her supposed indiscretion was nothing but blackened flakes falling to the marble floor.

"My wife’s past belongs to her," I stated, my voice echoing through the silent hall like a thunderclap. "Her present and her future belong to me. If any man here suggests otherwise, he shall answer to my steel before the sun rises."

I turned back to Skai, who was trembling so violently I thought she might collapse. I reached out, my hand cupping her jaw with a firm, unyielding grip. I leaned down and kissed her - not a kiss of affection, but a public claim of ownership. It was a scandal in itself, a king devouring his bride before the eyes of the world, but it silenced every wagging tongue in the room.

"Enough of this theater," I muttered against her lips. "I have waited long enough for my payment."

I ignored the gasps of the guests as I pulled her toward the grand staircase. We ascended in a blur of movement, leaving the music and the whispers behind. The higher we climbed, the more the air seemed to thin, charged with a carnal tension that made my blood boil.

When we reached the royal bedchamber, I thrust the heavy oak doors open and pulled her inside, kicking them shut behind us. The room was lit only by the low glow of the hearth, casting long, predatory shadows across the velvet hangings of the massive bed.

Skai stood in the center of the room, her chest heaving against the rigid constraints of her corset. She looked like a trapped bird, beautiful and broken.

"Remove your wrap," I ordered, crossing the room to pour a glass of brandy.

"Your Majesty... Buck... please," she stammered, using my name for the first time, her voice a plea for a mercy I did not possess. "I am frightened."

"You should be," I said, setting the glass down and walking toward her. I stood behind her, my hands resting on her shoulders. I could feel the heat radiating from her skin. "You are the bride in a reluctant marriage, Skai. You are the virgin sacrifice to settle your father's debts. And tonight, I intend to collect every ounce of what is owed."

I reached for the laces of her gown, my fingers nimble and practiced. I felt her shiver as the silk fell away, leaving her in her chemise and the tightly laced corset that cinched her waist into an impossible curve. I leaned down, pressing my face into the crook of her neck, inhaling the scent of jasmine and fear.

"The corset," I murmured, my breath hot against her skin. "It is the last thing standing between me and my prize."

I began to unlace it, the cord snapping taut under my strength. With every inch of lace I loosened, Skai let out a small, soft sob of surrender. When the garment finally fell to the floor, she turned in my arms, her hands coming up to rest tentatively on my chest.

"I have never... I do not know what is expected of me," she whispered, her eyes wide and dark with a mixture of terror and an awakening, primal heat.

"You are expected to submit," I replied, my voice a low growl. "You are expected to belong to me, body and soul."

I lifted her effortlessly, carrying her to the bed. As I laid her down upon the heavy velvet, the sheer opulence of Hartfield seemed to shrink until there was nothing left but the two of us. I stripped away my own finery, my eyes never leaving her pale, trembling form.

The act of claiming her was not gentle. It was the sovereign assertion of a king over his subject, a rake over a virgin. As I moved over her, her cries were muffled against my shoulder, her fingers digging into my back as I broke through the final barrier of her innocence. She was tight, a perfect fit for my dominance, and as she arched beneath me, her spirit finally broke, melting into a total, submissive surrender.

By the time the moon began its descent over the spires of Hartfield, the Princess was no longer a girl of the McCoy line. She was the King's creature, branded by my touch and bound to my will. The bloodline of Hartfield was secure, and the shadow of the sovereign had claimed its most beautiful prize.

	 


Chapter 5: A Princess in Peril

	 

	Skai Booker stumbled, her breath hitching as the heels of her slippers skidded on the polished marble of the Hartfield corridor. She was fleeing the oppressive presence of Malachi Thomas, whose lingering touches during the evening meal had left her skin crawling. Her corset was laced so tightly that every gasp felt like a battle against the rigid whalebone stays, a struggle that only added to her mounting panic. She turned a sharp corner, her heavy silk skirts swirling around her ankles, and crashed directly into a towering, unyielding figure.

The impact was enough to send her reeling, but she did not fall. Instead, two massive hands shot out and gripped her upper arms, steadying her with a force that was as much a claim as it was a rescue. Skai looked up, her vision swimming, and found herself staring into the dark, predatory eyes of King Buck Cash. He was a mountain of a man - a sovereign whose reputation as a rake was whispered in every corner of the realm. His presence was absolute, radiating a raw, masculine dominance that made her knees turn to water.

"You are in a great hurry, Princess," Buck Cash said, his voice a low, gravelly rumble that vibrated through her very bones. He did not release her. Instead, his grip tightened, his thumbs brushing against the delicate skin of her arms just above her gloves.

"I - I apologize, Your Majesty," Skai stammered, her gaze dropping to the intricate embroidery of his waistcoat. "I was not looking where I was going. I did not mean to intrude upon your path."

"You did more than intrude," the King replied, his gaze raking over her trembling form with an intensity that felt like a physical touch. He could see the frantic pulse at the base of her throat and the way her chest heaved against the confines of her bodice. "You collided with your King. In Hartfield, such a transgression requires a forfeit."

Skai felt a flush of heat rise to her cheeks, a mixture of shame and a terrifying, New sensation she could not name. "My father, Malik McCoy, warned me of the expectations here, but I - "

"Your father is not here, Skai," Buck Cash interrupted, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. He stepped closer, forcing her to tilt her head back to maintain eye contact. The scent of expensive tobacco and aged brandy clung to him, a scent that felt intoxicatingly male. "You are under my roof now. You are subject to my law. And I find that I quite like the way you tremble beneath my hands."

Before she could offer a word of protest, the sound of footsteps echoed down the hall. Malachi Thomas appeared, his face twisting into a mask of false concern when he saw the King holding the Princess.

"Your Majesty," Malachi Thomas said, bowing low, though his eyes remained sharp and calculating. "I see you have found the Princess. She seemed a bit overwhelmed by the festivities. Perhaps I should escort her back to her governess, Lucinda Boone?"

Buck Cash did not even look at the man. His focus remained entirely on Skai, his eyes narrowing as he sensed her instinctive flinch at the mention of the other man. "The Princess is exactly where she belongs, Malachi Thomas. She has no need of your services. You are dismissed."

The dismissal was cold and absolute. Malachi Thomas stiffened, his jaw tightening, but he dared not defy the King. With a sharp nod, he turned and retreated into the shadows of the estate.

Once they were alone again, Buck Cash turned his full attention back to the shivering girl in his arms. He reached up, his leather-gloved hand cupping her chin and forcing her to look at him. "You were running from him," he stated, his voice devoid of any warmth.

"He - he was bold, Your Majesty," Skai whispered, her eyes filling with tears she refused to let fall. "I am not used to such... attentions."

"You are a virgin, innocent and untouched," Buck Cash said, his thumb tracing the line of her lower lip. "It is written in every shy glance and every stuttered word. But you must learn, Skai Booker, that there are far more dangerous men in this palace than Malachi Thomas. I am one of them."

He leaned in closer, his breath warm against her ear. "I have agreed to this union to settle your father's debts, but make no mistake. I do not want a porcelain doll to sit upon a throne. I want a woman who understands that her body and her soul belong to me. Do you understand your duty, Princess?"

Skai could feel the heat of him through the layers of her clothing, a magnetic pull that she was powerless to resist. She was terrified of him, of his size and his reputation, yet she felt a strange, submissive urge to lean into his strength. "Yes, Your Majesty," she breathed, her voice trembling.

"Good," the King said, his hand sliding down from her chin to rest heavily over her heart, feeling the frantic rhythm behind the silk. "Because when I claim what is mine, I expect total surrender. I will break that modesty of yours, piece by piece, until there is nothing left but your devotion to your King."

He released her then, but the loss of his touch felt like a cold shock. Skai stood there, breathless and shaken, as he turned to walk away. He paused for a moment, looking back over his shoulder with a dark, knowing smirk.

"Try not to run in the halls again, Princess," he said. "Next time, I might not be so inclined to let you go."

Skai watched him disappear into the gloom of the great hall, her heart still racing. She knew then that her life as she had known it was over. She was a bird caught in a gilded cage, and the man who held the key was a king who intended to possess every inch of her. As she made her way toward the chambers where Lucinda Boone surely waited, she could still feel the phantom pressure of his hands on her skin, a brand that marked her as his prize. The peril she was in was not one of physical harm, but of a total, soul-shattering undoing at the hands of King Buck Cash.
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