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About the Author

Juliette is the Queen of Meadows, leader to the ten circles of mages, the most powerful woman in her kingdom, and she is dying. Her search for a husband to lead her kingdom before she dies leads her to hire a travelling artist who has a penchant for creating masterpieces to create portraits of her to be sent to marriage candidates.

Damien is an enigma and a mystery wrapped in one. His dark gaze devours her as easily as he recreates her likeness on canvas and he draws out emotions in her that she did not think herself capable of. There is very little to be gained by falling for the man, but her heart demands otherwise.

Her advisors are not the only ones who are against their blooming relationship. James, her bodyguard and most trusted companion follows their every movement with a jealous possessiveness that threatens to consume her. He is unused to sharing her and the thought of losing her to someone as insignificant as a mere artist infuriates him enough to want to lock her up and keep her from ever seeing him again.

But there is no time for love for someone like Juliette, who needs to do what's best for the future of her kingdom.

Except she soon finds out that her days are not as numbered as she thought. Lies and deceit are uncovered and she is left reeling in the aftermath.

Does she love a man who desires her enough to cure her or, or a man who is so devoted to her that he would give his life for her?

What happens when she falls for both?
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"Be gentle with her," James, who has had an entire lifetime of taking care of her, who had reminded so many of her fragility, found it difficult to forget, even now that she had gotten healthier. 

"Were you gentle with her?" Damien hummed, his voice nothing more than a low vibration against her body, thrumming through her and threatening to take her apart once more. 

She snorted, remembering how James had taken her apart on top of a desk, of all things. She had bruises for days afterwards. "He wasn't," she said. 

James pressed a kiss to the inside of her knee in apology and was quickly distracted kissing more of her, pressing her legs up against her chest so he could have access to more of her skin. She whimpered as she was bared to both men. 

Damien paid more attention to her breasts, alternating between kissing and sucking her nipples, while James sucked bruises on her inner thigh. He seemed to have a thing with leaving his marks on her skin and she would be more annoyed if she hadn't enjoyed pressing on the changing colors of his bruises the week after he left. 

Unable to stand the silence, she started blabbering. "James was so cruel to me. He used so many fingers to open me up and then he didn't even ask if he could come inside me," she whined. 

James drew his attention between her legs, tongue darting out to taste her head. as she talked. 

"And he was too big, but he didn't ah, ah, he didn't care when I told him so," she cried out, distracted by the way Damien was licking around her nipple. 

"You liked having me inside you," James said in that perfectly monotonous voice of his, like he was commenting on the weather. "But you can try taking Damien's cock today and see if he's any different." 

​
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​​Juliette had grown tired of her library, which was a feat that she did not think herself capable of. She had practically grown up in this library, after all. Growing up ill meant she had the attention of doctors all the time and was constantly put on rest. The only thing that remained a constant for her, other than her parent's absence, was the library. 

When she dared to step foot outside of the furnished halls of the palace, an uproar followed after her. Guards were informed to never let her set foot under the sun, as if she was some kind of exotic plant that would wilt if provided with too much sunlight. 

Nevertheless, she found pleasure in slipping from the guards and taking comfort in the gardens, idly roaming through the rows of flowers as she observed their beauty. Often, she could only steal a few moments before the guards were quick to retrieve her. 

It was a lonely life, one that filled with fretting physicians and scowling advisors who plotted every moment of her life. 

They never expected Juliette to outlive the rest of her family. She was, after all, deemed terminally ill when she was just a toddler. They did not expect her to live past the age of five, which was soon adjusted to ten, thirteen, fifteen, eighteen, and now, twenty. She hoped to exceed expectations there as well. 

Some days, her condition would worsen and her physicians would wait to call for time of death, only for her to recover as if by magic the very next day and she would be slipping past the guards who were entirely incapable of following after her swift movements when the whimsy caught her. Magic aids in her movements, occasionally making it seem as though she was holding in the air. 

"Stop running," James called out behind her, struggling to keep up despite the fact that he was so much bigger and taller than her. 

When she was a child, she thought herself like the wind, so light on her feet that a strong gust was able to pick her up and take her flying. Later, when she grew older, she thought James was merely indulging her by allowing her to escape capture, but she was old enough that he had no need to resort to such methods to bring a smile to her face. She was remarkably quick on her feet despite her lack of physical prowess. Her magic was strong even now, though she has to be careful not to overdo things. Powerful though her magic might be, she was still sick. 

James had been by her side and had been her friend for as long as she had known the meaning of the word. He was her bodyguard and her most trusted advisor, her best friend and her closest companion. There were many roles that he played, but right now, he played the role of the most ardent of guards and was attempting to capture her so that she would remain in her bed, where the doctor had confined her to after her last bout of sickness that had her coughing blood every time she inhaled.

"You need to rest," he insisted.

"I'm sick of resting. I want to have something to do!" she exclaimed merrily, running down the hallway of guards who were torn between attempting to stop her and remembering their training where they needed to bow at the sight of her. 

She turned the corner, thinking that she had finally managed to escape, when a strong arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her back. "Got you!" James's low voice rumbled against her. He carried her with one arm under her knee and the other on her back, holding her securely as one might a bride, though the way she wiggled made her look more like a particularly disagreeable fish.

She laughed and tried to twist out of his grasp, but he had had years of experience in dealing with her when she was attempting escape and it did not take him long to carry her down the hallways of stunned guards and past her room, where she was supposed to be recuperating following a particularly terrible attack from her illness. 

"If you refuse to rest, then you should use this time wisely," he said, bringing her to the library.

He placed her in the chair and dragged one of the books that she was supposed to be reading towards them. He was like a statue, utterly unmoved, and she tried not to be affected by his proximity. It was unfair, really, how little she seemed to be able to affect the stoic man who must be carved out of stone.

Effectively trapped now, she had no choice but to pay attention to the words in the book in front of her. 

Their overfamiliarity with one another had been an issue in the past, but any attempts for them to remove James from her had ended in her condition worsening to the point where they decided it would be for the best if they stopped interfering with matters. And James had proven himself to be wholly reliable and completely trustworthy of not taking advantage of the young princess's faith in him. 

They moved on from the book of etiquette that she had grown tired of reading to looking through requests that required her attention. Some were easy appeals that could be solved by sending the appropriate dignitary and men to the province while others required a finer touch.

The first time she had seen James was in the courtyard, when he was training with men his own age on proper sword forms. She must have been about four then, but she remembered being impressed by his quick forms. He was ten years older than her and already he had devoted himself wholly to the king. 

She did not know what prompted him to give up on the very promising career of being a knight and exchange it for putting all of his attention of her. Perhaps he had done something to annoy a dignitary and this was his punishment. Either way, she was glad for it, for her first bout of sickness had begun shortly after his tenure and her condition had only deteriorated since then. 

"They would like to see me wed," she whispered and saw a tightening of his features. It was a delicate subject that neither of them enjoyed talking about. She liked to believe that it was because he secretly harbored feelings for her, but she knew that her feelings for him were unrequited. 

It was her duty to provide the country with another ruler for when she was dead. It would be even more preferable if she was able to provide the country with an heir. After all, royal blood ran through her veins and the nobles had a thing about that. The doctors were, however, extremely certain that even if she were to successful give birth to an heir, she would not survive the process. 

The problem was that she was sickly and there was everything to be gained by marrying a queen who was soon to be dead. It was important that they found someone who would not marry her for the sake of abusing the power that came with wedding a queen.

It was not as though she had not met suitors before, though that was before the rest of her family had died and she had turned into the only heir. Back then, there was a lot less respect for her and plenty of jokes were cracked in her expense. 

A particularly foul-mouthed lord had joked that he might break her in her frail state on their wedding bed, to which James had muttered too loudly, "If you could last that long." 

James had gotten into a fair bit of trouble for that, mostly in terms of docked pay and reduced vacation time, both which did not appear to bother him in the least, seeing as the only money he seemed to earn he enjoyed spending on buying useless (but beautiful) trinkets for her and if he did take any vacation time at all, she was not aware of it, for he was always by her side. 

Perhaps he took them while she was asleep, she told herself quietly, but she knew that was not true either, for when she woke up from nightmares, he would be by her door and she never needed much coaxing to pull her into bed with her so he could chase away her monsters. 

"I know," he said in response to her statement about marriage. 

She did not imagine any future husband of hers would be pleased by the arrangement that they had between themselves. She was aware that her attachment to her bodyguard was unusual. He was much older than her, after all, and despite the fact that he had been nothing but respectful towards her, she knew of the rumors that filled the castle walls. They were despicable rumors that could ruin his reputation. Perhaps it had already ruined his reputation, seeing as he had never taken a wife, but she could not help but be secretly pleased by it. 

James was the only friend she had ever had in her entire life and she did not know how to live without him by her side. 

"A portrait has been commissioned for you," he hummed. "Once it is completed, it will be delivered to the candidates who will then decide if they would deny or accept candidacy for marriage." 

She nodded. She knew about all of this. It had been told to her a few days before and she was still not pleased about it. She had been delaying the session with the artist.

She had never sat for a portrait before. It was never anyone's concern when thinking that she would die before being able to do anything significant. 

This was how she met Damien Raine, a travelling painter who had, by some stroke of good luck, been passing by. He was a master of his craft and was fast making a name for himself for being able to create portraits that were so lifelike that they were thought of to be able to stand and walk out of his paintings. 

The payment that he took for his paintings were peculiar. Sometimes, he would ask for an item that had seemingly no value at all and other times, he would ask for fortunes big enough to buy him several estates and retire comfortably, only to give that money away to the poor by starting foundations and hiring managers to prevent the money from being squandered. 

Given the stories that she had been told, she had expected to be greeted by an old man with a cart filled with tools. Instead, Damien Raine appeared in court with nothing but a satchel by his side and leather pouch that held his brushes. The only payment he requested from them was paint and all the equipment that would be required to complete his request as well as a temporary location where he could open up a workshop and a place of lodging. It was a laughably cheap payment for the value that he offered.

Apparently, he had given away most of his items to a budding painter on the journey here and found himself needing new everything. 

He was neither old nor eccentric-looking. In fact, he was more attractive than she thought a hermit painter would be. His hair was cut in the shorter fashion and his beard trimmed until it was barely a scruff upon his face, darkening an already tanned skin. His eyes were a beautiful speckle of green and gold and the most captivating she had ever seen. 

When he first saw her, his nose had scrunched up like he had smelled something unpleasant, which she thought was uncalled for. She bathed twice a day when she is feeling well enough to have warm water touch her and was certain that she did not smell unpleasant. Still, he bowed and managed a perfunctory greeting before setting about his task and she began the dreadful task of having to sit completely still while he drew a portrait of her that was hopefully attractive enough to find her a worthy husband. 
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