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      “Corinne, if I have to wait another moment to taste you…" Declan's rasp trailed off into an agonized sigh, his fingers gripping the Lady of Henwood Manor's waist like a vise.

      Corinne's body arched toward Declan, the refusal on her ripe lips wavering beneath his dark gaze.

      "Your Highness, they are arriving."

      My brow furrowed, my own fingers as tightly wrapped around the book as the disgraced knight Declan's hands were around his beloved. The air shimmered warmly around me, my heart racing with the passion provided from the page, my core hot and clenching. Out of the right corner of my eyes, my handmaid bounced anxiously on her toes, waiting for me to stir from my window seat in the library. And out of the left corner of my eyes…

      I knew perfectly well the men were arriving. Every single, eligible man under fifty in Kimmery would be forcibly encouraged to attend a royal choosing ceremony. I could hear their voices shouting gaily to one another through the crack in the window, could see the dark trail of them just beyond the white jasmine-dressed gate as they gathered for entrance. The peace of my favorite place in the castle—the sight of the gardens out the window and the sea glittering in the horizon—was now marred by the rowdy sounds and bustling bodies of men. It was time for me to face my choosing, and not even my favorite book could delay this moment. All at once, the hint of desire I'd felt moments ago with my reading, vanished.

      "The dowager queen is—"

      "Yes, Una, I understand," I said with a sigh, and rose from my seat, turning my back on my formerly favorite view and sliding my beloved book into the deep pocket of my dress.

      The dowager queen, my grandmother, would be growing impatient if not openly irate with the servants the longer I lingered. I'd already delayed the day of my first choosing for five years. Even my younger sister, Camellia, had taken her pick of men twice, and she'd only been of age for three years.

      But how could I choose men when I failed to crave them when face to face? A man might be as perfectly formed as a work of art, but he didn't stir anything in me the way a hero from a book would. I was faulty. Broken in some way.

      I followed Una out of the library and through the castle, down to the great hall where the choosing was about to take place. I could've managed the trip alone, certainly, but my grandmother was unlikely to leave me unchaperoned until I was pinned firmly beneath her hand, facing the sea of men I would have to draw lovers from.

      I'd been a witness to both of Camellia's ceremonies, my grandmother of the incorrect opinion that watching my younger sister tackle a grown man to the floor and mount his barely erect cock would be some inducement to me to take my own Chosen. Instead, it had only made my own confusion more persistent.

      Why could I feel heat and desire and the power of the queen's line—our legendary and potent Hunger—while reading a book, but never when faced with a man in real life? The Hunger was the dominant magic that sustained Kimmery's prosperity and power. Grandmother maintained her own small harem of Chosen but stepped down from sustaining her Hunger a few years ago. It was traditional for the queen's line to have at least two women keeping the Hunger rich and our people happy. If I joined my mother and Camellia, Kimmery might see an even greater golden age. I wanted to be a good queen for my country, wanted my people to be happy and healthy and wealthy.

      All I had to do to ensure it was take a group of men to bed and slake my desires on them. Desires I had yet to feel for anyone in real life.

      Una paused by the door, returning to her nervous bounce as my steps slowed in my own approach. The great hall was opened up and polished for the occasion, and I winced as I stepped into the room, sunlight catching on a dripping chandelier and casting a blinding ray into my eyes. Male murmurs sounded by the far end of the room, the procession trailing in at a single file, walking toward the platform where I would sit and observe them, making my choices.

      My grandmother was there already, tall and imposing with a willowy figure and a stern gaze that moved from the men and fastened onto me. I resisted the urge to duck my chin as I would've as a child, and instead held my head high, ignoring the trail of men as I hurried to the platform to take my seat on my throne.

      Grandmother's hand pinned me in place before I had finished bending. "You've been putting this off for years, Bryony."

      "I know, Grandmother," I said softly.

      The men were stripped down to their stockings and underwear. Some even less, as if I might be more tempted to choose them at the sight of their dangling flesh bouncing listlessly between their thighs. I had seen plenty of men and their cocks in my twenty-three years, and I wasn't convinced that buck naked was a man's best presentation. They took their place in organized lines so I could view ten of them at once, speeding up the process of the choosing, and their reflections bounced off the mirrors around the room and blurred over the ornate gilding until the great hall was an abstract of flesh.

      "Your sister, Camellia, will have snatched up all the good ones by now," Grandmother said.

      My face twitched as I wrestled down the urge to wrinkle my nose. I didn't like Camellia's men at all. But Camellia must have because ever since her second choosing ceremony, the only time I saw her was when she had one between her thighs. She was doing her part for the kingdom.

      Now it was my turn. That was my only consolation—what I lacked in desire for the men trailing into the room, I at least had for seeing the betterment of my kingdom.

      "Although, he's not bad, now is he?" Grandmother murmured, and this time I couldn't withhold my wince as her fingers dug into my shoulder at the sight of one of the men in the front line. "Millie, grab that one there. No, the one to the right of him!"

      The man in question stepped out of the line and up to my grandmother's lady-in-waiting with a nod. He was terribly tall, much too tall for me, surely? And he did remind me a bit of the way men were described in the novels I loved so dearly. Ruggedly handsome with a dimpled chin and curling dark hair falling over his brow. He had thick, defined muscles and more dark hair curling over his chest and down his thighs. At least he was wearing underwear.

      "Drop those, let us see it," Grandmother barked at him.

      The man's eyes flicked to mine—a kind of cheerful, agreeableness in his gaze—but he was as careful as I was to keep his face neutral in front of the dowager queen. His thumbs hooked into the laces of his underwear, and he shimmied the fabric down his hips, exposing his cock.

      Can't fit, I thought, blinking at the over-generous appendage.

      "Oh yes, that's very nice," Grandmother murmured. "Fluff it up for us a bit, won't you?"

      I had seen sex. I had seen men waiting for their turn to worship my mother, and my sister seemed to revel in thrusting her sex life in my face. The women in my family were not shy in their appetites, nor were they expected to be. The queen's line must be virile, must have the Hunger. It was our duty and our gift to the kingdom. And yet I still shied away from the sight of the beautiful man reaching down to his own cock as he tried to stroke it to life for my grandmother's perusal.

      "Very impressive, that's enough," Grandmother said. "Unless you'd like him now, Bryony?"

      So here was the kind of man I was supposed to desire. Tall, big cock, quiet, aesthetically pleasing. I wanted to refuse. I knew nothing of him, he was only a man standing in front of me. What if he was rude, or his voice was too loud, or he was unkind? If I imagined him like Henry Fredericks, one of my favorite of all the romantic heroes I'd fallen in love with, then…

      I blushed as a soft unfurling of warmth built in my center. If he was Henry Fredericks, then yes, I found him very pleasing.

      But he wasn't the charming and humble duke to be. He was a stranger.

      One my grandmother, my entire kingdom, was waiting to see if I desired. How could I explain to them that I lacked what everyone had always told me I was destined to rule with? There were some nights, alone in my bed, a book in hand and a vision of a looming hero in my thoughts, where I thought that I did possess the Hunger, the unquenchable craving to be touched and satisfied. But faced with the men of my mother's harem, my sister's, those alliance princes who came and went from the palace? I suspected I was missing a vital piece of myself. I wanted nothing of those men.

      "Let him wait," I said, gesturing to the door leading to an antechamber that would take him to the lounge where the first round of my picks would be examined.

      Camellia sampled three men over the course of her first choosing. I didn't think I could bring myself to sample one, but the least I could do was pick some of the men out of the line up as was expected of me. There would be some of the politically desirable matches—royals from nearby kingdoms, or ones especially advantageous for alliance—already waiting for me. But a woman from my line would be expected to find her own desires in our general populace. Grandmother said it made the people feel closer to our rulers. I suspected it was more likely that the Hunger demanded men who would serve and not see themselves as quite so equal in rank.

      "Very good choice, Bryony. If he's quick to recover, he'll see you plenty satisfied," Grandmother said, watching the broad back of my first pick leaving the great hall as I waved my hand, happily dismissing the rest of the front line.

      My grandmother was liberal with her advice and opinion, but as the endless sea of men moved through our hall, I devised my own system. There was a young man who looked like the sweetheart baker in a novel I'd loved growing up, and I gestured him into the antechamber, and then another who reminded me of the roguish and redeemed lead in A Broken Promise. It had been a terrible book with a worse main character, but Vlad Embario had always given me a bit of the swoons, and the man in front of me had a gaze that seemed equally as potent, watching me as fiercely as I'd studied him.

      One by one, and with many rejected men between them, I made my choices. They were not based on Hunger, but on books I'd loved. If I possessed any secret Hunger, it wasn't making an appearance in this clinical parade of man-flesh and under my grandmother's opinionated eye.

      "No, no, he's too old," Grandmother said, shaking her head as a tall, broad man stepped forward at my call, his movements rigid.

      "He isn't," I said, eyeing the man and noting the surprised twitch of his head.

      He had a wolfish look to him, and his features were classical and cool. There was silver in his hair, but I liked it and he reminded me of the noble Captain Beauregard, who'd rescued a young woman from pirates and had tenderly refused to deflower her until their wedding night.

      "He may not be able to perform," Grandmother said.

      And before she could demand he do so in front of us, I spoke up. "That will be known in the next round. Let him wait."

      The older man's eyes fastened to mine and there was ferocity in his stare, but I wasn't sure it was of a passionate nature. Perhaps he was offended I would not let him prove himself? After a pause that left me nearly squirming in my seat, the man turned on his heel and strode to wait with the others.

      "He looks willful," Grandmother said. "But that can be fun."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Grandmother and I took our dinner together in her sitting room when I had finally dismissed the men for the day. Since I'd sampled none, I'd gotten through more than half of the single men of the kingdom in one sitting, although I'd started to lose any ability to differentiate them in my mind and asked for only one to wait in the entire last hour.

      "They'll have their numbers soon, and then you may have your tastes of them," Grandmother said, dabbing at the corners of her mouth lightly with her napkin and pushing away her dinner tray. "You'll want to note any conflicts between the men. It's no good to you if they're too busy bickering with one another to fuck you properly, although a little tension can suit now and then. And of course, if any one of them says he's had enough for the day, you send him right out on his ass. No man should be less excited to spend himself in a woman than in his own hand, no matter how many times he's jerked off already."

      I'd heard plenty of this when Camellia had decided to start choosing, but I nodded obediently now.

      Grandmother, rather than appearing pleased, narrowed her eyes at me. "I have concerns, Bryony."

      "You did not like my choices?"

      "I do not like your complacency," Grandmother bit out, and I stiffened. "Your mother, your sister, and I were all but tearing down the doors to get to the men on the days of our choosing. You looked bored in the great hall, and now you look…well, certainly not inspired. Perhaps I was wrong to let you wait so long."

      Perhaps she was. Perhaps I should've gotten this over with years ago like Camellia. I thought I would change, that I would grow into my Hunger, and instead it never came despite all my waiting.

      I stood from my chair and brushed the crumbs from my skirt, striding to the door without waiting for my Grandmother.

      "Perhaps you should give up playing chaperone if it disappoints you," I said. "I can manage the next part on my own. I do know what to look for in my lovers."

      "Of course you do, I've trained you," Grandmother snapped back, but her smile was on at last. "Very well, go and manage the thing. We'll take your sheets in the morning."

      I spun away and pushed the doors open, ignoring the sick swoop in my stomach at the reminder.

      Choosing was only the first step, but that cold dinner was the last reprieve I'd get. I must cut down my list, meet the men remaining, and then…

      And then soil my sheets with them, so that the palace may boast of the princess inherit's Hunger.

      I stormed my way through the halls, my steps thunderous on the marble, bouncing from pillar to pillar as if I were being chased. I could offer myself not one moment to think if I was going to see this through. I would take my grandmother's advice and choose the most virile of the men, in a wide variety, and then I would…

      You'll fuck them. Just say it. Think it. Whatever you have to do. Prove you are worthy to take the throne.

      The men were waiting, slightly more dressed than before while having a meal in the dining hall. My grandmother's favorite advisor was waiting for me by the door, a hawkish woman named Isolde, who I'd once caught sucking the cock of one of my mother's harem and who'd seemed mildly nervous around me ever since. As she should be. Touching a Chosen was forbidden to anyone but his mistress.

      "Your Highness," Isolde said, dipping into a low curtsey at my arrival.

      "Begin with the royals and nobles," I said in lieu of a greeting.

      Isolde nodded, and her head remained ducked as she led me to the head of the table.

      "Prince Dmitri of Quintaine," Isolde said as we stood by a very handsome young man with a stare that fastened to me and a lovely swoop of dark hair. "He ranks a five."

      Ah, pity. Fives were the worst on the scale, small and not very girthy. Whoever had designed the rankings had decided it was better to place the worst in the middle and mix the rest up in a complicated code, so as to confuse the numbers and not to bruise the feelings of the men too much.

      "Under two minutes, and remained uninspired," Isolde murmured.

      So good looks weren't everything then. "Dismiss him," I answered softly.

      Isolde crossed his name off her list. There were twenty nobles in total, and I realized they seemed to be a generally uninspired lot according to our statistics. Based on the criteria of penis size, stamina, and refractory period, only five so far met Grandmother's standards, and I'd happily dismissed the rest. We reached the last of the nobles, and I wondered if I could break my own promise to please Grandmother and simply keep him for aesthetics.

      He was beautiful in an artful way. His shoulders were strikingly broad, and he remained bare-chested at the table, revealing an exquisite collection of tattoos on his tan body, done as carefully as paintings. His hair was sleek and black, and he was obviously from the Menarry Isles, with dark eyes and full lips.

      "Prince Thao of the Menarry Isles, rank three." Three was good, nice and middle of the range. He might be long, or girthy, or average. Nothing too much or too little. An everyday cock by my grandmother's reporting. "His family line are all tiger shifters, but they took special note to say he prolonged for over twenty minutes, and was ready in under that."

      The men were instructed not to acknowledge me as I learned their statistics, but Prince Thao glanced up and caught my eye. He didn't smirk, as many of the other nobles did. He looked…nervous. I wondered if it was because he didn't expect to be chosen, given his double nature. Shifters had a kind of magic that resisted our Hunger and was considered a poor choice for Chosen. If the prince were a commoner he wouldn't have been allowed to attend, but exceptions were made for royalty. He probably wasn't expecting to become my Chosen, but I found his nervousness called to me, in sympathy if nothing else.

      "He will stay," I said, holding his gaze.

      Isolde made her notes, and we moved to the next man.

      "This is our ambassador to the Mennary Isles, Wendell Pope. He's a…" Isolde cleared her throat, cheeks flushing. "He's a nine, and he…prolonged for almost an hour."

      I blinked at that. Would I even want to be made love to for an hour? Perhaps…if I had the Hunger. I was tempted to dismiss Wendell Pope simply to avoid such a possibility, except that he was so handsome, and Grandmother would probably disinherit me if she learned his statistics.

      "We didn't have time to test him again," Isolde whispered.

      Wendell Pope's cheeks flushed, and so did Prince Thao's. Was Thao jealous of Wendell's performance? Would that be some of the good tension or the bad tension?

      "He will stay," I said.

      I hadn't realized how many of my own people I had plucked from the lines, but it was more than double the number of nobles. I decided that if I kept five out of twenty nobles, I would keep twelve out of fifty commoners as if that might make it fairer. Having criteria at least made it a little easier to decide.

      For the most part, the commoners favored much better by the statistics, and I let myself grow picky. That one was a two, which was quite good, but he was slurping. This one had a refractory period under ten minutes but only lasted five.

      My rakish look-a-like from the great hall was named Cosmo Pianetta, and he ignored the rules in favor of looking back at me.

      "A two at thirty minutes and refreshed in about that much," Isolde said, and then added to me, "But they noted that he watched the others as he did it."

      I opened my mouth to ask—had the other men inspired him, or was he only prone to staring—and then snapped it shut again. "He will stay," I said, deciding that I could ask him later.

      We moved on to a man who winked at me as he ate a chicken drumstick, red beard shining with grease.

      "A twelve," Isolde informed me.

      "Dismiss him," I said quickly. Anything above a ten was sure to injure me.

      I kept a small few of the others, halfway through the group when we reached the older man I'd defied Grandmother to keep.

      "Aric Martin, minor magician, an eight. He refused to perform," Isolde said, plenty loud enough for him to hear.

      He ignored her and cut carefully at the meat on his plate, taking a bite and then reaching for his wine. Despite being instructed to ignore me, this man somehow made it feel like a defiance. The queen's line didn't usually take Chosen with magic, either mages or shifters, their magic supposedly clashing with the Hunger. Technically, a low magician wouldn't pose much threat, and would still be expected to arrive to the ceremony, but no one would expect me to choose one.

      "He will stay," I said, finding his rudeness a strange relief in this situation.

      "But, princess," Isolde hissed.

      "I have asked for the facts on your list, not your opinion, Isolde. I might as well read it myself," I snapped back.

      I was tired. I was anxious. I was a little bit frightened of what came after this. I didn't want to know which of the men Isolde thought would be good bed partners when I wasn't prepared to sleep with any of them yet.

      I held my hand out for Isolde's list, my shoulders back and spine pin-straight as I stared up at her. She handed it over with a dark flush on her cheeks and then moved quickly to stand at the wall. When I glanced back, Aric Martin was staring at me, and this time his gaze was ice cold.

      I pulled the list up, read the numbers in front of me, and called out my decisions for the table to hear, listing every name I'd marked to stay. Fuck decorum.

      "The rest of you are dismissed," I said. "I will see my Chosen in the Rose Room."

      From here on out, I would be alone with the men, permitted to do exactly as I pleased with no one to watch but the entire mess of them.

      I strode out of the dining room, my hands clenched to fists, ignoring the dozens of eyes on my back.
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      I'd stalled, just a little, to change into a new dress. If I'd been like Camellia or Grandmother, I probably would've removed all my clothes and waited in the Rose Room, ready to let the men race to impress me. The Rose Room was a sitting room attached to my own private rooms, although on the opposite side of my own personal sitting room. In the past, I had entertained the daughters of visiting diplomats over tea in that room. Now I was intended to host an orgy there.

      Or at least, that would be the expectation.

      I stood on the opposite side of the heavy door, listening to the low voices of the men waiting for me, some boisterous and taunting, others only murmurs. I stroked down the silken fabric of my gown, a looser and thinner dress than I was accustomed to wearing. I was grateful to be out of the corsets and ties and layers I'd been bound into as a princess, but it left me with an especially vulnerable feeling to know there was only my slip and this thin gown between me and the rest of the world. Suddenly, the boning of a corset sounded like a reasonable form of armor.

      "She's a bit odd for her family, isn't she?" a voice called, a little too loud from the other side of the dense oak. "Almost shy."

      The room of men grew muted, and I pressed my ear to the crease of the door to listen to the answering declaration.

      "I'd be careful if I were you. She hears you, and you're likely to have your tongue cut off. Or something…smaller and even less likely to impress her."

      My lips twitched. I wished I was watching in the room now. I would've liked to know who'd said that. I waited through the boisterous laughter and gathered my courage. I had to go in. I had to live up to the expectation of the queen's line. To our ruling Hunger. An appetite I appeared to be lacking.

      The dying chuckles stuttered as I pushed the door open and stepped inside, forcing myself to raise my chin and meet the eyes of the men I'd called in.

      "Princess," one purred, his fire-red hair catching the candlelight as he stepped forward and crowded me nearly right back out of the room. I held my feet still and stiffened as he moved into my chest, warm palms cupping my shoulders as he bent and kissed the corner of my jaw. He smelled of wine, and I'd already forgotten his name. "The anticipation of your presence has left me aching for you."

      He rolled his hips insistently forward, and his name clicked in my brain with the slight nudge of a semi-aroused cock against my hip. Prince Everett of Fulledom. He was the fifth son in his line, and a position as one of my Chosen was sure to be a better a prospect than a general in one of his father's overly employed armies. I slipped free of his grip and worked my way around his side, dipping into a brief and shallow curtsey.

      "Welcome back to Kimmery, Your Highness," I said, trying to back away from him. Except I only ended up stumbling into another body. I spun and pulled away before I could be grabbed up in another pair of over-eager arms.

      This pair belonged to a tall and classical looking man with tan skin and shining brown hair. He had chosen to go shirtless, and his pectoral muscles bounced in invitation.

      "Princess, I am ready to slake your desires, Lennon Barrett," he said with a little bow—one far too slight for my station. He rose up grinning, but it faltered at my blank expression. "I…I am a one, and I prolonged for forty-five minutes and was ready in five."

      "Ah," I said, blinking and nodding, searching the room for some escape other than the way I'd come. "Noted. Please help yourself to the refreshments." I tossed a hand toward the table, where iced tea and small frosted cakes waited.

      The eyes watching made my skin hot and itchy. I shouldn't have taken so many men, that was foolish of me, especially when I knew I wanted nothing to do with any of them. Now I had seventeen men surrounding me, waiting for their turn to fuck.

      The room was dimly lit by candlelight and a little warm due to the fire at the far end. Likely because it was expected that we'd all be naked soon enough. Men were quickly crowding closer, all the dignitaries and the more eager of the commoners.

      Wendell Pope, the Mennary ambassador, reached my side next. He had the sense to bow low, one leg extended elegantly and spine straight.

      "And would Your Highness appreciate any refreshment for herself?" he asked in a low and melodious tone. Behind him, Prince Thao bounced on the balls of his feet, eyes darting nervously between us.

      It was on the tip of my tongue to refuse, but if I accepted, then Wendell Pope would be one less suitor breathing down the back of my neck, and perhaps he would take the beautiful Prince Thao with him on his errand.

      "Water please, and some fruit," I said, straightening my shoulders before they collapsed under the weight of the room. I added to the others, "Excuse me, gentlemen."

      It gave them enough pause, the words a clear dismissal, for me to escape to the far end of the room where a few men were seated by the fire, watching the scene without fighting for my attention personally. Disinterested Aric was there, silver hair glinting golden in the firelight, his chair turned to face the flames, with his back to me. With him was Cosmo, the man who had watched other men while pleasuring himself, and my first choice of the day, the big and handsome rough-looking man.

      There was a space on the settee between Cosmo and the other one—he must've been one of the last handful I'd called for before storming out of the dining hall—and I rushed there with all of the finishing elegance of a well-trained princess. The bigger of the two men sat up straight at my approach, his legs shifting out of that masculine spread. Cosmo remained leaning against the arm of the settee, facing the room, his eyes smiling as I hurried and helped myself to the small space.

      "Prin—"

      "I feel as though I know all the wrong things about you," I said, eyeing the three men quickly, careful not to glance at the rest of the room. "The choosing is a very strange ceremony. Please, tell me what is that you gentlemen do for a living."

      By the fire, Aric had deep lines carving into his forehead and a dark storm in his eyes as they flicked to and away from me. Cosmo and the other man only grinned.

      "I'm an artist, Your Highness. Sculpture mainly," Cosmo said.

      "Any in our collection?" I asked, sitting up and brightening. I loved art. I could speak on art as long as he didn't try and turn the conversation into a seduction.

      "No," Cosmo said, the corners of his dark eyes crinkling with humor. "I never apprenticed with one of the greats. But I've made sales to some of the better houses. Pope's father has one of my old works," he said, watching the other end of the room where Wendell and the others seemed to be bickering over my plate.

      I glanced at Aric, but his eyes were still fixed on the fire so I turned to my first choice of the day. "And you? I called your name, but I missed knowing it was yours," I said, offering the man on my left a small, apologetic smile. He looked even more like a romantic hero from a story up close, the dimple on his chin growing deeper with his smile and a soft dark curl falling over his brow.

      "Owen Dunne, Your Highness," he said, tone warm and soothing, head bowing respectfully. "I…I was a soldier in the army, and now I have a few jobs around Rumsbrooke in the north. I like working in the army stables best," he said.

      I curled my legs up from the floor, tucking them under my skirt and nodded at big and gentle Owen Dunne. "Horses are lovely animals. And they have very good judgment, I think."

      Owen's lips formed an exquisite smile, blue eyes clear and calming. "I absolutely agree. Aric, you said as much on the trip down here, didn't you?"

      Aric grunted by the fire, and when I turned to look at him again, his head whipped toward the flames as if he'd been observing me while I wasn't looking.

      "Aric owns a lively tavern in Rumsbrooke," Cosmo supplied slowly. "I used to sneak in there when I was a lad."

      "No one sneaks around me, Pianetta," Aric growled, gray eyes cutting in a glare in our direction and then turning to the open room. "We let you in because the ladies liked you. Still do," he rasped with a skimming glance over me. "But it looks as though your competition will be more intent this time."

      I stiffened as I saw what Aric meant. Someone must've wrestled my small plate of fruit from Wendell, and now all the neglected men of my Chosen were headed in our direction. Their gazes were more determined this time, and I didn't know if I was only being paranoid of or if there were hints of suspicion in their stares. I was already failing. I couldn't just sit here and play get-to-know-you with these men until dawn.

      If I wanted to keep my position as princess inherit, then I had to perform.

      I jumped up from the settee, grabbing up Owen and Cosmo's hands, finding Aric's narrow stare.

      "I—please…" I swallowed hard, and Aric's head tipped as he watched me. "Would the three of you please retire to my bedroom with me?"

      It shouldn't have been a question. It shouldn't even have been a statement. I should've stripped them bare and taken them on the couch like any other woman in the queen's line. But I didn't think I could stand to fake the Hunger in front of an audience so big.

      Cosmo and Owen followed readily, but Aric's hands clenched around the arms of the chair he remained in and his head jerked in the briefest movement.

      "Aric, you can't refuse," Cosmo whispered. "Especially not in front of the others."

      The older man's jaw ticked, and he rose slowly from the chair, eyes fierce and full of anger on me. My own expression was tight as I tried to bury the panic in my own chest, and he blinked and made to follow. Owen cut our path smoothly through the sycophantic Chosen, and I hurried close at his back, grateful for the height and breadth of him giving me something to hide behind.

      "Princess, please allow me—"

      "You should have a prince with you to gentle their coarse habits—"

      "Your water, Your Highness—"

      "Your fruit, Your Grace—"

      "I would drink from your apex like a dying man—"

      I ignored them all, my eyes on the slight stain of Owen's coarse shirt. At the door, we found Prince Thao and Wendell Pope, who made identical and elegant bows to us.

      "May we join you, Princess Bryony?" Thao asked in soft and accented Kimmerian.

      The damn pair were blocking my escape. "Yes, fine. In, please," I bit out.

      Wendell was quick with the door, and the voices followed close at our heels as we stepped into my dark bedchamber. There were candles lit on the mantle, but no fire and my balcony doors were open over the garden, the room fresh with the scent of orchids and gardenias and roses and peonies.

      Owen turned and looked over my head. "A little faster, Aric, or you'll let the whole lot in," he said, smiling.

      Behind me, a gentle pair of hands took my waist, drawing me back to a warm chest as the door clicked shut behind us. I nearly jumped out of my own skin as lips brushed over my shoulder, breath chuckling as Cosmo nuzzled my bare skin. He smelled nice, a little sweet and pleasantly fresh, and also a bit like plaster, but I couldn't force myself to relax. Instead, I reached for Owen's wrinkled shirt, pulling him to a bend. I made the mistake of stopping to look into his eyes, my own terrified and pained expression reflecting back at me, before I took his face in my hands, stubble scratching my palms, and brought his mouth to mine.

      It was not my first kiss. One of Camellia's Chosen had tried to kiss me a year ago, his mouth bruising against mine before I'd wrestled him away. This was my first kiss I'd given freely, although I felt numb at the connection.

      Was I doing it right, should I try to press my tongue in as Igor had with me? Owen's hands mirrored my own, gentle and scratching with callouses on my cheeks as he pulled at my lips softly with his, pressing and holding. It was tender and sweet, but my head refused to quiet. Cosmo's hands were petting softly around my waist and hips, a murmur of the others' voices over our shoulders. It didn't feel bad, or painful, but there was a knot of panic my throat couldn't swallow, and my stomach was queasy.

      "You look pale, princess," Aric said. I pulled away from Owen's mouth, and he moved his kisses to my cheek and jaw. Aric was leaning against the bottom corner poster of my bed, arms crossed over his chest as he watched us. "Perhaps she is too warm, gentleman. Undress her."

      "Should you really be the one making orders?" Prince Thao asked, raising a noble chin and glaring at Aric. The prince and Wendell were behind us, still near the door, and Wendell already had his hands raised to his throat, loosening the tie of his collar.

      Aric shrugged, and his eyes never left mine. "If she doesn't like it, she can tell me what to do with my mouth."

      Cosmo seemed happy enough to follow Aric's orders, his hands moving to my back to undo the laces of my gown. He pulled a few free, and I gasped as one of his hands reached down the collar of my gown to gently knead at my breast, a startling and vulnerable sensation.

      Owen hummed into my cheek, stubble scratching as he nipped at my earlobe, his hands smoothing down my arms before reaching to gather up my skirts.

      My heart trembled in my chest until I thought it might take flight. I stumbled out from between the two men with a moan, my hands wrestling myself free of them before moving to cradle my stomach as I hurried quickly to the other side of the room.

      "You were too rough with her," Thao said.

      I panted, pacing between my fainting couch and the door that would take me to my own sitting room, trying to ignore the shadows of the men by the bed.

      "Your Highness?" Owen called.

      I can't. I can't do it. I'm broken. I don't have the Hunger.

      I will lose the crown and the kingdom. I will fail my family and my people.

      "We'd better send for the others," Aric muttered.

      "No!"

      They stared at me as I spun to face them. It was there on their faces, the confusion, the obvious understanding that in some way, I was wrong. I was not what I ought to have been.

      Only Aric's expression was clear. I marched back to him, my chin raised, and he remained still and relaxed at the tall pillar of my massive and unsoiled bed. He saw right through me, I realized. Any orders given were only tests to see if I could withstand them.

      "Take control," I whispered to him, the warmth of his side radiating against me. Perhaps he could make something of this night when I could not.

      Aric raised a pale eyebrow. "And force you?"

      "Aric," Owen snapped as Wendell gasped.

      I raised my hand to quiet them. "Yes," I said to Aric. And then I pretended we were alone and there was no one else to hear the words that followed in a whisper. "I can't do it myself."

      Aric straightened. I only came to his chin, and he was broad right down to his hips—not as much as Owen, but there was something even more menacing about the man in front of me. He was not noble at all as I'd imagined him like a book character. There was steel in him, but it was more likely to cut me than protect me.

      He reached to pinch my jaw between strong thick fingers, eyes flicking back and forth over mine as his head lowered. I braced myself. I didn't imagine he would be as gentle as Owen or Cosmo. I hoped he wouldn't because if he was tentative, I might find it possible to run away again. I hoped he was fast and efficient, and when he was done, I would be able to stomach the others too.

      Aric's forehead rested against me and his lips skimmed mine, and I let out a shuddering sigh as I understood what he would say next.

      "I will not." I whimpered and squeezed my eyes shut as he continued, "Neither will any of the others. And if you have it in mind to try your luck with the men outside, we'll bar the door."

      Then I've failed, I thought, and the sobs came shattering out of my chest, cutting their way up my throat like shards of glass.
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      Aric bundled the little princess into his arms as she beat weak fists against his chest and cried with all the force of a new widow. What on earth had we all done wrong?

      She was like a little confection, all her silk flounces and light brown curls like whips of cream around the sweet berry of flesh. I'd missed her younger sister's choosing while in the army, and I'd tried not to be too optimistic about my chances with Princess Bryony, but she'd called my name in her sharp and clear voice in the dining hall and here I was, exactly where I'd dreamed of landing one day. Being one of the Chosen wasn't just an honor, it was a life of destined luxury, something I'd imagined but never pictured clearly until arriving this morning in the capital.

      Except now…

      I had no idea what was happening.

      "Shhhh," Aric soothed, gathering the young woman up and settling himself comfortably against the high pile of pillows in her massive throne of a bed. Princess Bryony only wept louder for all his soothing, but she clung to him, fingers fisted in his shirt as he stroked her back and her hair.

      "I don't understand," the Mennary prince murmured, looking to his ambassador, who shook his equally perplexed head.

      Cosmo, who I'd made easy conversation with in the waiting rooms, climbed onto the mattress as well, reaching his hand out to rest it over the top of her foot. She didn't pull away, although with the great heaping sobs and hiccups she was making against Aric's chest, she probably didn't have it in her to do much else.

      "I'm…I'm broken," she cracked out, words muffled against Aric's shirt.

      He rolled his eyes, but his hands made steady and soothing passes over the top of her head and down her back.

      "You're nothing of the kind, princess," he said.

      Princess Bryony pulled away from him then, eyes and cheeks shining with tears, a flush staining her skin. "I don't—I'm not—I don't…"

      "You don't have the Hunger," Cosmo whispered.

      She froze then, eyes as wide as a doe's, and her hands clenched in her lap, trembling until I thought she might slap him. Then she released a great sigh and her knees bundled up to her chest, hands covering her face.

      "No, I don't."

      The prince stumbled away from the bed, a hand covering his face, and I shot him and the pretty boy, Wendell Pope, a glare of warning before going to join the others on the bed.

      "That doesn't make you broken," I said. I didn't really understand the Hunger. In my personal experience, if a girl liked a lad, she was plenty hungry for him, royalty or not. Usually, she got more than one look and a few numbers to decide if that was the case.

      "It makes me unfit to rule," Bryony moaned, lifting her face from her hands to glance at me. She shifted, her dress making a pretty, liquid sound as she moved. She was, by far, the softest thing or person I'd ever touched in my entire life, and if it weren't for the clear memory of her own panic as she pulled away, I would've reached for her again.

      "I've put this off for years, and my grandmother, she…she knows I'm not right. In the morning, they'll take my sheets and they'll see I've failed." Bryony wiped the tears off her cheeks with the back of her knuckle, sniffling until Cosmo drew out a paint marked handkerchief from his pocket.

      She smiled at him, a wobbly and sweet little look, and brushed her thumb across one blue smudge, before raising it to her nose.

      "If you knew you didn't have the Hunger, why on earth have the ceremony in the first place?" Thao asked, his voice rising.

      "Keep your voice down," Wendell murmured to him, catching him by the elbow and drawing him over to the bed. "Your Highness, we can fake the sheets easily enough."

      Cosmo snorted and shrugged. "That's true. But sooner or later, the men in the next room will expect to be needed." We paused as the princess shuddered. Aric was watching her. He had been ever since she'd entered the dining hall this evening.

      I'd heard of Aric Martin, owner of the Wing and Rook tavern and rumored magician and thief. I'd expected him to pay more attention to the riches that surrounded us than the princess herself, but he watched her like a hawk that had found its next prey. It wasn't sexual, like the other men, or even a sort of basic admiration, like the way Cosmo's eyes traveled over her. It was calculation.

      "What happens when the queen discovers the first in line is lacking the Hunger?" Aric asked.

      "The crown will go to my sister, Camellia," Bryony said softly, brow furrowing. "She has her Chosen already and can barely be sated by them as it is. She'll take more soon, no doubt, but Grandmother insisted I go first."

      "What will happen to you?" I asked, my arm finding its way around her shoulders, sighing as she leaned willingly into my chest.

      "I don't know. It isn't… I want to serve my people. Grandmother said that there being two daughters with the Hunger while my mother was still on the throne would bring Kimmery into a new golden age. Women of the queen's line have so few children, and for there to be two daughters was supposed to be a blessing to Kimmery. And now I've let them all down."

      Aric scoffed and slid off the bed, boots hitting the floor and heading for one of the balconies. Good riddance. I didn't know enough about the man, and I'd thought he'd been prepared to force the nervous princess into sex earlier. He hadn't though, I reminded myself. I had to credit him that. He wasn't very kind to the young woman, but he wasn't a monster.

      Aric paused in one of the open doorways and threw over his shoulder, "The last thing this kingdom needs is another woman on her back, princess."

      And then he ducked out of sight. Princess Bryony stared after him, sitting upright and frowning.

      "What does he mean?" she whispered, turning to look at the rest of us. "The Hunger is the force for prosperity in Kimmery."

      Quiet answered the princess's declaration, and her gaze darted between us until Prince Thao cleared his throat.

      "Certainly to be Chosen for your—the Hunger's use is a great honor," he said slowly and carefully. "But Kimmery's wealth is largely to do with your exports from the northern territory…"

      The princess shifted away from me, kneeling to face us with her shoulders back and her chin high. I forced my eyes above the subtle curves of her breasts and then swallowed when I found her elegant throat equally fascinating.

      "You believe the Hunger is…less responsible?" Bryony asked.

      "Excuse me for the impertinence, Your Highness, but many find the Hunger to be a…a charming superstition," Wendell said, bowing lowly as if it might soften the words. "And a great honor to be Chosen, of course."

      I looked to Cosmo, who was leaning back on his palms, watching the princess study us each in turn before gazing out after Aric on the balcony.

      "Do you prefer women?" Cosmo asked. Bryony shook her head, and he pushed. "Are you certain?"

      "I…I do have desires," she said, and my hands fisted against my thighs at the sight of her blush. "I enjoy reading and I…I daydream for the characters, the heroes. I fantasize," she said, with that perfectly proud tilt to her chin she used when she was embarrassed and refusing to admit as much. "It's just that you're all…strangers." Her nose wrinkled, and she shrugged. "Reasonably, I see that you are handsome, and I know that I should—"

      "Should has nothing to do with it, princess," I murmured, and then found my own tongue useless as she turned green eyes to me. "Plenty of people wouldn't feel comfortable with a stranger."

      Not that I'd minded the idea of bedding the princess on little more than a handful of words and an order from her. And it hadn't been any of the girls I'd met before I'd thought of when asked to perform earlier. It'd been her, pristine and polished and cold on her throne as she examined me in the great hall.

      She's not cold at all though, I thought. Princess Bryony was warm to the touch and a little frightened, and she'd been stiff as I kissed her. It irritated me that Aric had seen how deep her discomfort went before I had.

      "It's not right that a woman from the queen's line be like 'plenty of people,'" she said quietly. "But won't someone explain what you mean about the Hunger not being responsible for the kingdom's greatness?"

      I dropped my eyes to my lap. Reassuring the princess that she wasn't broken was one thing. Explaining to her that Kimmery was…

      That might be something like treason, and I wasn't a fool enough to speak. My eyes slid to Prince Thao. Perhaps someone of his rank might be able to get away with the words? Except he looked pale and preoccupied, pacing back and forth along the side of the bed.

      "Kimmery does a great deal of trade, Your Highness," Cosmo said, sitting up. "Most of your labor comes from the north. Your citizens are paid very little and taxed very highly and that money is what ensures that the view outside your castle windows looks so…prosperous."

      I bit my own lip as I watched Princess Bryony turn bright red, her eyes wide and her hands clenching the fabric of her skirt. There was shock and anger on her face, but also shame as she stared back at Cosmo, like she'd known such a thing might be possible but hadn't had to face the words before now.

      "I don't—How can this be the case? Are you certain?" she asked, high and breathy. Her eyes glanced to Wendell, who nodded or bowed, or both at once.

      "We come from the north, princess," Aric said, reappearing in the doorway. "Cosmo and I see every day what it costs Kimmerians to keep the capital shining and our queens coming on their Chosen's cocks."

      "Aric," I snapped, and he raised an eyebrow at me.

      "There are women and children working themselves into their graves, and you want me to apologize to the girl who lives in this?" he asked, swirling a hand through the air, eyes scanning over every ornate inch of the princess' bedroom.

      He wasn't wrong; even I knew that. There was a reason why most men looked forward to the thought of being a Chosen, and it had less to do with bedding royalty than it did a lifetime away from labor. That was half my own hope in coming to the palace for the choosing.

      "You know it isn't her fault," I said, glowering at Aric and ready to rise and toss him out and over the balcony until a light hand landed on my wrist.

      "No, he's right. I had no idea," Bryony said with an open gaze directed to Aric. "But I should have, and that's my first failure to my people. It will be worse if I do nothing now that I've heard. I just…I have no proof that Kimmery is as well cared for as I've heard, but I have nothing but your word saying otherwise and…" Her brow furrowed, lips parted on a word that never found its voice.

      She gathered her skirt in her hands, and Cosmo and I hurried to help lift her from the bed.

      "You're going to…to do something now?" Thao asked, stepping forward. I didn't understand why the Mennary prince looked so nervous. I'd noticed it as soon as I'd entered the waiting room, after seeing the princess for the first time, and it had yet to abate.

      "I'm going to go and…think. Make a decision," Bryony said softly, smoothing her silks. She couldn't meet our eyes, and I wished I was the kind of man who might insist on joining her, reassuring her more. But she probably didn't want a stablehand as a witness to her worries.

      "We could make a show of it," Wendell offered, glancing at the rest of us. "You wouldn't even need to be in the room if you weren't comfortable. If they're going to look at your sheets—"

      Bryony's nose was scrunched as she shook her head. "I don't want to lie, especially not if that's what the queen's line has been doing this whole time. You may—" Her voice wobbled and she pushed away from the bed, heading toward the private door on the far end of the room. "You may do as you please. I'll be back before the morning. Just don't let anyone else in, and try not to tell them anything until I've made a decision."

      Her dress swished with every quick step away from us, candlelight rocking up the walls as she passed and all but ran through the doors, locking it shut behind her. Gone. The princess was gone, and my dream of being a Chosen was burst like a bubble. My eyes slit and turned to Aric Martin, his own gaze fixed on the locked doors that hid the princess.

      "You could've been kinder to her," I said.

      He blinked but didn't bother turning to me. "I could have. Maybe she needed to hear the truth."

      "What does this mean for her? Pope, you'd know best," Cosmo said.

      Wendell Pope, who was tall and handsome and practically glued to the prince's side as they whispered to each other in a rapid foreign tongue, whipped his head up and looked between the far doors and Cosmo.

      "I wouldn't," he said, but when we all remained staring at him, he frowned. "She may…she may have to abdicate the throne. Or she may be able to convince the crown to give up the notion of the Hunger."

      Aric scoffed at that suggestion. "The Hunger has reigned in this kingdom for hundreds of years, excusing the royals from any responsibility to their people."

      "And now you have a princess who does not possess it," Thao spat back. "If it exists at all."

      Aric and Cosmo frowned at one another, and I glared at them both. "What? What does that look mean?" I asked.

      "We were both…present for Camellia's second choosing. She…" Cosmo trailed off, and Aric continued.

      "She's a beast possessed, is what she is. Either by the Hunger or her own whims, who knows. But if the queen wants to keep the Hunger, she has the perfect daughter in the younger of the two. Pope is right. They'll toss that little flower right out onto the doorstep to greet her starving people," Aric finished, his eyes drifting back to the closed door, a line furrowing on his brow.
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