
 



CHAPTER 24

Whatever it is, it can’t be as big a deal as you’re making it.

Kelela’s words rang through my head, driving me crazy
through the couple hours I spent constructing a better amulet
for her. I mean, Magnus had led me on, knowing full well he
was engaged and not thinking anything of it. Then, he’d had
no intention of breaking it off with Kelela except that I’d given
him no other choice. If I’d valued my dignity less, how long
would he have kept us both?

But then …

Jember had been careless with my heart since I was five
years old, and I’d yet to abandon him. And, well … perhaps
the engagement had just been the whimsical words of children
after all. It wasn’t as if he’d gone through the proper
arrangements of paying a dowry—and honestly, they shouldn’t
have been seeing each other before the wedding the way they
did, if they were to do it properly. So maybe the engagement
wasn’t official, and maybe I was the only one making a huge
thing of it, and maybe he would’ve told me if it had mattered,
and maybe—oh God, it felt crazy to hope—he did love me as
Kelela said and I’d chased him away forever and …

And maybe it was too late to ask forgiveness.

I rushed out of my room, checking all the usual rooms
until I stopped in the library doorway. It was darker and colder
than usual. There were candles lit behind and around the
chairs, big metal stands with branches like trees spreading out,
with small holders for candles all along them. But the fireplace
was nothing but a small flame, and only by the candlelight and
the shadows he created did I see Magnus, kneeling in front of
it.



I went in and knelt beside him. He didn’t look at me.
Didn’t move.

“You’ll hurt your eyes,” I said after a moment, “staring at
the flames like that.”

“I’m afraid the position of Nagging Mother has been
filled.”

I bit back a laugh. Now wasn’t the time. Or maybe it was,
and I’d missed the opportunity to brighten his mood.

I rolled my sleeves up to my elbows and crept forward,
reaching into the hearth to get the fire live again.

“You don’t want to use the tools?” Magnus asked.

“I trust myself.” I moved the wood until the flame caught
again and began to thrive on its own.

I watched the flames dance, bright and wild like my heart.
Enough stalling, Andi. “Kelela said she broke it off with you.”

Magnus made a small sound of confirmation. “She’s a
smart woman.” A deep silence stretched. “Not sure how I
attract such smart, caring women when I’m such a disaster of a
man.”

“You’re not a disaster.”

He let out a small, bitter laugh. “I am, a little. You have to
admit.”

“If you are, then … I suppose I like disasters.”

Finally, he looked at me. “After how foolish I’ve been, you
still like me?”

“You’re not foolish.”

“Don’t be so generous, Andromeda. I prefer you honest.”

“I am being honest.” I hesitated, then stood up abruptly,
my heart pounding. “U-um, yes. Well. We have a busy night. I
should nap beforehand.”



But I didn’t leave the room. If anyone was the fool, it was I
—I couldn’t speak, and yet I couldn’t bear to leave his side. I
couldn’t imagine what he must’ve thought of me, seeking him
out only to leave him in a rush.

He stood up beside me, and I wanted to both stay in his
soothing presence, in range of his soft scent, and to drop dead.

“You have so many scars,” I heard him murmur, and
turned to see that he was studying my arms. “You said
Jember’s training was brutal, but I never expected…”

“Life is brutal, Magnus. My training had nothing to do
with it.” Standing so close to the fireplace made the fabric of
the sweater a little itchy, but despite that I pulled my sleeves
down over my scarred arms. “Jember would discipline me
when I was younger and didn’t know any better. But he’s
never hurt me in a way I couldn’t recover from, or that didn’t
teach me an important survival lesson.”

“That he hurt you at all is disgusting. What a wicked thing
to do to a child.”

“You never got beatings, growing up?”

“Rarely. Certainly none that left me scarred.” He looked
like he wanted to cry. I gasped, closing my eyes briefly as he
ran his soft fingertips along the scar on my face. “D-did he
give you this?”

I moved his hand away, suddenly self-conscious as I
turned my face again so he couldn’t see it. “Some peers
attacked me for defending someone. One of them had a knife,
I guess—they were hitting me so much I don’t remember
exactly when it happened. All I know is that if Jember hadn’t
shown up I would probably be dead.”

“You think highly of him.” I couldn’t tell if it was a
question or a comment. Judging by his expression, Magnus
wasn’t sure, either.



“No. Well—” I felt myself scowling in thought. “He’s a
pretty despicable person. If I had to name one good thing
about him that wasn’t related to his work, I don’t think I could.
But I care about him. And I’d defend him with my life.” I sat
down in my usual chair to relieve the itching the closeness of
the flame created … and to keep Magnus far enough away so
he couldn’t touch me again. Being near him was more
overwhelming than I’d ever anticipated. “And I think he has a
heart, even if he doesn’t like to show it. It’s nice to imagine
that he bought me from my parents to get me away from
terrible people. That he cares about me like I care for him.”

“Your parents sold you?” I’d never heard someone sound
so shocked to find out slavery was still a thriving business.
Magnus collapsed into his chair, as if the weight of the world
were on him. “Monsters. All fathers … monsters.”

“Your father was cursed. He didn’t choose his fate.”

“He chose to hire someone to kill him and leave me to deal
with his mistakes. Even if he wasn’t a monster, he certainly
wasn’t any good.”

“You knew your parents. And you have a handful of
people who love you, who are working to save your life.
You’re blessed.”

“How can you stay so positive? Your parents sold you off
like produce. The man who raised you was abusive. Are you
sure you don’t need to let off a little steam? It’s just us,
Andromeda. You don’t have to pretend you’re fine with the
people who have hurt you.”

“I can’t change those things. What should I be doing,
complaining about them?”

“That’s what I would do.”

“Jember taught me to live by good survival habits. One of
mine is well-placed optimism. If I look at all the bad in my life
along with the good, the bad would bury the good in a
landslide. My spirit, my will to live, would shrivel and die. So,



instead, I choose to be thankful for what little good I have.
And I choose to hope.”

We didn’t speak for a moment.

“I’ve noticed…” He rubbed his face, as if what he was
about to say was stressful. “You’re very stiff when we touch.
Another good survival habit?”

“I didn’t realize I was stiff.”

“Well…” He grinned slightly. “Not when we kiss.”

I suddenly became interested in a small scratch on the arm
of the chair, hoping the firelight would hide my blush. He’d
said it as if he intended to kiss me right this minute. And, God
help me, I wanted to taste his lips more than anything.

Magnus leaned in my direction, his arm on the small table
between us. “If you need me to fight Jember, I will.”

I smirked slightly. “He’d definitely kill you. He has no
morals when it comes to a fight.”

“He’s a cad who denied you basic human affection, so it’s
worth a try.”

“Affection isn’t so important when you’ve lived your
entire life without it,” I said, finally having the stomach to
look at him. “And you don’t know him, so you don’t get to
call him names. He raised me. I turned out fine. So, keep your
mouth shut about him.”

He raised a sly eyebrow at me. “What’ll you give me to
keep my mouth shut?”

I felt a vein twitching in my temple. “I’m already cleansing
your castle. I don’t owe you anything else.”

“It’ll have to be something on top of that, since I’m also
already paying you to cleanse my castle.”

“I’m tempted to punch you in the face. I can simply not.”



I straightened my posture the longer he looked at me.
There were two chair arms and a table between us, but
somehow I felt too close. I should’ve stood. I should’ve left.
Not because I was afraid, but … my God. Why was I
trembling like this? This was not what I’d expected at all.
“Don’t look at me with those sinful eyes,” I said, as coldly as I
could manage.

“Sinful?” He slouched forward, gazing into the fire for a
moment before looking back at me. “Since when is desiring
someone a sin?”

“Desiring—” My jaw snapped shut. He couldn’t be saying
what I thought he was saying … “Since when? Since forever.
It’s called lust.”

“Lust might be part of it, but it’s too crude a word for my
feelings for you.”

“Lust should be nowhere near your feelings for me.”
Anger and hurt swelled up in my gut, and I stood as he opened
his mouth to speak, cutting him off. “I was right, after all. You
do intend to only use me for pleasure.”

“What?” Magnus looked up at me, still leaning forward in
his chair, that deep and wild look still in his eyes paired with
something like nervous concern. “Sit down, Andromeda—”

“No.” I took a step back to prove my point.

“Does it shock you? To be desired?”

“I’m not beautiful like Kelela.”

He looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “I don’t care about
that. And since when do you?”

“I suppose I just…” I swallowed. Cleared my throat. “I
wasn’t raised to acknowledge … attraction … of that sort.”

“But do you feel attraction of that sort, even if you choose
not to acknowledge it?”



“You shouldn’t ask me such things,” I said, my face
burning.

“As I said, that’s only part of my feelings, and the least
important at that.” Magnus grinned the slightest bit. “Will you
sit down, Andromeda?” He gestured to the chair. “Please?”

I sat without thinking, without questioning it. This
conversation wasn’t going to lead to a noble place, and yet I
wasn’t doing anything to stop it.

God, save me. What am I doing?

“How can you desire me, Magnus?” I blurted into the
silence. Humiliation made me bite my tongue, a stuck sob not
allowing me to speak for a moment and, God bless him,
Magnus waited for me to get myself together. “How can you
feel anything for me after the way I’ve treated you? I don’t
deserve it.”

Magnus sighed heavily, shoving his hair back as he sat up.
I watched him stare at the fire for a moment, and then he
looked at me again. “You’re a rare thing, Andromeda. A
masterpiece. You deserve the world.”

“But I’m not,” I said, shaking my head, feeling my throat
burning with rising tears. “I’ve shown such unforgiveness
toward you over one tiny mistake.”

“Your reaction was just.” Magnus reached over and took
my hand, and I shifted so I could take his in both of mine.
“Kelela helped me see what it must’ve looked like to you. I’m
an absolute blackguard.”

“You have to understand, I don’t trust easily … if at all. I
had made myself vulnerable to you. You said you wanted to be
with me, and then it came out you were engaged. I felt …
betrayed. So, I protected myself by pushing you away.”

“I’m sorry.” He got up quickly and knelt in front of me.
“Oh, my little gentle-heart. You had every right. I’m so sorry.”

“No, I’m sorry.”



“I’m sorrier.”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “Are we really going to
argue over who’s sorrier?”

“Of course we are,” he said, grinning. “You act like you’ve
never met us.” I laughed as he kissed my hands, first the
backs, then the palms. “I’m sorry,” he whispered to them, and
more than anything I wished he’d kiss my lips. Instead he
stood, still holding both my hands. “I think I’m going to play a
little music. Would you like to join me?”

“You haven’t learned to turn your pages by now?” I teased.

“Am I that transparent?”

“It seems you’re completely hopeless without me.”

“I fear I am.”

I pulled my hands from his so he wouldn’t feel them
tremble. He was giving me that look again—desire mixed with
adoration mixed with upmost respect and, as always, hope. I
pretended to study the dancing flames of the fireplace to
distract myself from crying.

“Those eyes in that firelight…” he murmured. I could feel
his gaze on me, and I forced my expression neutral as I sat up
straight. “They are my mistress.”

All my efforts were crushed, and I let out a short laugh,
biting my lip against the urge to cry, my face burning without
help from the warmth of the hearth.

“Don’t move,” he said, and I didn’t dare. I sat poised, my
heart pounding so loudly I was sure he could hear it. Waiting.
Would he … touch me?

Instead he retrieved his sketchbook and knelt beside my
chair. I broke into a smile. Magnus gave a small sound of
chastisement, and I quickly resumed a more serious air. But
inside, every part of me was smiling. My heart. My soul. My
fingers gripping my knees. Part of me was scared this didn’t



mean what I wanted it to mean, but I was too happy to
acknowledge it fully.

I was plain. I had no family, no inheritance.

But Magnus was drawing me.

Me.

It was a few minutes of silence, with just the pencil
scratches and my own breathing as he worked. From the
corners of my eye I saw him look at me and then down at the
page again, and each time he did the urge to kiss him became
unbearable.

Finally, he signed and dated the drawing before handing
the book to me.

I gasped.

It looked like me, but didn’t. Not in the way I thought I
looked. I knew Magnus to be a practical artist when it came to
detail, drawing only what he knew was true. He hadn’t made
me beautiful. It was homely, unextraordinary me, ugly scar
and all. And yet … there was beauty in this picture I’d never
seen in myself before.

“Am I always so fierce looking?” I asked, not knowing
what else to say. I’d felt so happy while he was drawing me.
Why didn’t it show up in the picture?

“Always.” He leaned on the chair arm to watch my
expression. “I’m glad I managed to capture your soul this
time. It’s taken a bit of practice.”

I looked at him, laying the sketchbook flat against my legs.
“Practice?”

For a moment he didn’t break my gaze, and then he tilted
the sketchbook up and flipped to the previous page. It was me,
multiple times. My silhouette. My hands. My profile. Twenty,
maybe more, small overlapping sketches.



My breath caught, and maybe Magnus mistranslated it,
because he quickly said, “I should’ve asked, I suppose. But
then the moments would’ve been lost.”

“Are there more?”

“Yes.”

“In this one?”

He hesitated, gauging my expression. “And others.”

I flipped back to the one he’d just drawn and stared at it.
Tears burned the backs of my eyes, blurring my view, and I
closed the sketchbook and dropped it on the side table so it
wouldn’t get wet if they fell. I blinked a few times, trying to
clear my vision and choked out a laugh. It felt like a strange
reaction, to cry and laugh at once, but I couldn’t stop either.

“Don’t cry. You know I don’t know what to do about
crying…” I felt him leave my side, saw the blur of him kneel
in front of me … felt the warmth of his hands on my knees. “Is
it okay, Andromeda? That I draw you?”

“Magnus,” I said, swallowing through the knot in my
throat, wiping at my tears so I could see him more clearly.
“You only draw things you care about.”

He grinned, blushing warm and sweet. “And love, in your
case.”

For a long moment, I was unable to speak, my heart like a
hummingbird’s in my throat. I escaped from the chair over the
armrest, but he came after me and caught my waist, pulling me
close.

“The ancient Greeks believed,” he said, “that humans were
born with four arms, four legs, and two faces. Then some
jealous god tore them apart, leaving them to search the earth
for the missing half of their soul.”

“That’s a terrifying image,” I said, trying not to panic.
“And a flawed concept. I think, when you’re past a certain



age, there isn’t one person on earth you need to survive. I
mean, I did it for weeks on my own.”

“It’s not about surviving. It’s about living. I’m not
convinced I was truly doing that before you.” He leaned
closer, and my heart picked up. “And now I know I won’t last
without you. You are my soulmate, my meaning, the entire
point to my existence.”

I could barely look at him, so I settled my gaze on his
shoulder, hugging myself to stop my trembling. “You’re
scaring me, Magnus.”

“I’m scaring you?”

I heard the teasing in his voice, but I couldn’t laugh, not
without breaking down into tears. “That you think you can’t
live without me. Your heart was beating long before we met.”

“Was it?”

His tone sounded so gentle, so heartfelt, it nearly tore my
heart open from feeling too much. And that was it. The tears
started to flow without my permission.

“My love may be mad and reckless,” he went on quickly,
“but it’s real and honest. Please believe me, this is not a trick
—”

“I need a minute,” I gasped. “Please.” And I rushed
between two tall bookshelves to collect myself.

I leaned against the books, resting in the shadows, trying to
steady my breath. And then, after a few moments, the tinkle of
bells approached. Magnus came around the bookshelf, his
movements tentative. “Andromeda?” His face was mostly in
shadow, only beautiful hints of it where the candlelight glowed
through the cracks. “Was I wrong to confess?”

“You love me?” I whispered.

He strode over and took me in his arms, and it didn’t
matter that I could barely see him, his hands like anchors



holding me to this earth. “You know I do.”

“Only me?”

“My darling,” he cooed, running his fingertips across my
lips, “it’s always been only you.” And he pressed his lips
where his fingers had warmed.


