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CHAPTER ONE: VIOLET


 


 


Salt air carries the scent of freedom across the hidden cove where we've taken refuge, but the tranquil sound of waves against weathered rocks can't wash away what happened three days ago in Azurecrest's diplomatic chambers. I keep seeing Darius Whitlock's face when his golden blood flickered amber for just an instant—the moment I realized the Minister of Blood Security carries the same forbidden mixing that makes me an enemy of the state.


The cottage Elian's diplomatic contacts provided sits tucked between towering cliffs and a sheltered bay, its whitewashed walls and red clay roof designed to blend seamlessly with the coastal landscape. Fishing nets hang from wooden posts like tattered banners, their coarse rope weathered gray by salt spray and countless storms. Salt-crusted windows look out over waters that stretch toward horizons I can't name, while wooden shutters painted blue as cornflowers provide protection against the fierce coastal winds.


Inside, the main room holds simple furniture that speaks of frequent use by travelers seeking temporary sanctuary. A stone hearth dominates one wall, its blackened interior suggesting countless fires built by refugees fleeing various dangers. Above the mantle, carved symbols offer protection in languages I don't recognize—spirals and geometric patterns that seem to shift in the flickering candlelight. The wooden floors show wear patterns from decades of footsteps, each board polished smooth by the passage of people who found safety here when nowhere else would shelter them.


Ash sits near the windows, his red blood dimmed with exhaustion that goes beyond physical weariness. These past weeks have carved lines around his eyes that weren't there when we first met in that warehouse outside Lumenhearth, when I was just a frightened girl running from Royal Hunters and he was the one sent to capture me. The memory feels like a lifetime ago, though it’s been less than two months since our paths first crossed in that dusty storage building where my world changed forever.


Now we're allies. Partners. Something deeper than either word can capture.


Elian emerges from the kitchen carrying a pot of tea that steams with herbs I can't identify. His blue blood still glows dimly through his shirt sleeves, though the events in his own diplomatic chambers have left their mark on all of us. Dark circles under his eyes speak to sleepless nights on his ship and then in this hidden cottage, while his usually immaculate appearance shows signs of the hasty departure that saved our lives. The beard that’s growing in. The uncombed hair. 


"How are you feeling?" he asks, settling into a chair beside the small table where mismatched cups wait for the comfort of warm liquid.


"Like we barely escaped with our lives," Ash replies, and his honesty cuts through any pretense we might maintain.


"We did barely escape," I add, accepting the cup Elian offers. The tea tastes of mint and something flowery that reminds me of the gardens back in Haven—back when we thought we'd found a permanent sanctuary among the mixed-bloods of the Veil Marshes. "But Darius wasn't trying to kill us in those chambers. He was trying to capture us alive."


The memory sends shivers down my spine despite the tea's warmth. "He had us surrounded, completely outnumbered. His guards could have ended things quickly if that's what he wanted. But every move they made seemed designed to corner us, not destroy us."


"What do you think he wants?" Elian asks, his wariness evident in how carefully he phrases the question.


I stare into my tea, seeing amber flickers that mirror what I witnessed in Darius's blood. "I don't know exactly. But it has something to do with what I am. Maybe the prophecy Maeve showed me, or this dawn-touched bloodline she mentioned. He's mixed blood like me, which means everything he's built is a lie."


The terrible irony still makes my stomach twist. The man leading Lumenhearth's persecution of mixed-bloods is exactly what he claims to hate. His golden blood carries the same forbidden mixing that makes me a target, yet somehow he's managed to hide it while rising to the highest levels of power.


"He doesn't want me dead," I continue, voicing the certainty that's been growing since our escape. "He wants me for something else. Something that requires me alive and probably cooperative. The question is what."


"Whatever it is, he won't stop until he gets it," Ash says quietly, his gaze fixed on the horizon beyond our windows.


Through the cottage windows, afternoon light catches the spray from waves crashing against black rocks that jut from the water like ancient sentinels. The scene should feel peaceful, but I find myself watching for ships on the horizon, for any sign that our pursuers have tracked us to this remote sanctuary. Seabirds wheel overhead, their cries carrying on wind that tastes of salt and freedom—a freedom that feels increasingly fragile with each passing hour.


"How long can we stay here?" I ask, echoing concerns that haunt all of us.


"As long as needed," Elian replies, though uncertainty flickers across his features. "My contacts owe me considerable favors, and this place has sheltered refugees for decades without discovery. The fishermen down the coast hardly ever come here, and the cliffs block most magical detection."


"Most?"


"Nothing is certain when dealing with Darius's resources." Elian's diplomatic training shows in how carefully he phrases uncomfortable truths. "His detection methods grow more sophisticated each month. But we're safer here than anywhere else I could arrange quickly."


The admission sends ice through my veins. Even here, surrounded by natural barriers and protected by Elian's extensive network, we remain hunted. Darius's reach extends farther than any of us imagined, his authority growing with each territory that falls under Lumenhearth's expanding influence.


"I should gather firewood before dark," Elian says, rising from his chair with the fluid grace that marks his diplomatic breeding. "The nights grow cold this close to the sea, and we'll need warmth more than we need to worry about smoke giving away our position."


He moves toward the door, pausing to collect a canvas sack from a peg near the entrance. "The driftwood on the beach burns well once it's dried, and there should be fallen branches in the protected areas between the rocks."


"Be careful," I call after him, though we all know that careful has become a relative term in our current circumstances.


"Always am," he replies with a smile that doesn't quite reach his eyes before stepping out into the salt-tinged afternoon.


The cottage falls quiet except for the distant rhythm of waves and the soft whistle of wind through the gaps around the windows. Ash continues staring out at the water, but I can see tension in the set of his shoulders, the careful way he holds himself that speaks to deeper concerns than simple vigilance.


"What are you thinking?" I ask, moving to stand beside him at the window.


He's quiet for so long I wonder if he heard the question. When he finally speaks, his voice carries weight that makes my chest tight with recognition.


"I keep thinking about everyone we left behind. The mixed-bloods in Haven who didn't make it out. The ones the Purity Guards probably captured." His hands clench into fists at his sides. "While we're here drinking tea and watching the sunset, they're suffering because of choices I made."


"Choices we made," I correct gently. "Together."


"You didn't ask for any of this. You were just trying to survive."


I turn to face him fully, studying the profile that's become as familiar as my own reflection. "Neither did you. You were following orders when we met, doing your duty as a Royal Hunter. You could have captured me in that warehouse and delivered me to Darius months ago."


"But I didn't."


"No, you didn't. And every choice since then, we've made together. The good ones and the mistakes."


He finally looks at me, and the pain in his red-tinged eyes makes my heart ache. "I still I wonder if you'd be safer without me. If my presence makes you a bigger target."


"Don't." The word comes out sharper than I intended. "Don't you dare think that. We're stronger together, Ash. Whatever Darius wants from me, whatever game he's playing, I can't face it alone."


"You wouldn't be alone. Elian—"


"Elian is brilliant and kind and politically connected in ways that could help us," I interrupt. "But he's not you. He doesn't know me the way you do. Doesn't understand what I need when the magic gets overwhelming or when the nightmares come."


Ash's expression softens slightly. "I hear you at night, shouting out… I’m sorry."


"They come every time I close my eyes. They’re about Haven, mostly. But also, Darius's face, that moment when his blood flickered amber. The realization that everything we thought we knew about him was wrong." I wrap my arms around myself, suddenly cold despite the cottage's warmth. "He's like me, Ash. Mixed blood, probably struggling with the same instabilities I face. But somehow he's turned that into power instead of persecution."


"Which makes him more dangerous than we imagined."


"Or more vulnerable. If his blood is unstable like mine, if he's fighting the same battles with control and identity, then maybe there's a weakness we can exploit."


Before Ash can respond, the cottage door opens and Elian returns, his arms full of weathered driftwood and his face pale with concern. The wood tumbles forgotten to the floor as he moves quickly to the windows, his gaze fixed on something beyond the glass.


"There's someone on the northern cliff," he says, his composure cracking to reveal genuine alarm.


We all freeze. Through the salt-stained glass, I catch a glimpse of movement among the rocky outcroppings that rise like castle walls around our hidden bay. A figure stands silhouetted against the gray sky, too distant to make out details but clearly watching our cottage.


"Scout?" Ash asks, his voice tight with the controlled tension I recognize from our countless escapes.


"Most likely." Elian's hands shake slightly as he adjusts the window's positioning to get a better view. "We should assume they've found us."


My lavender blood begins to pulse with the unstable energy that comes when fear meets magical instability. The cottage suddenly feels like a trap rather than a sanctuary, its cozy walls transforming into barriers that could prevent escape rather than provide protection.


Outside, seabirds cry their harsh songs while waves continue their eternal rhythm against the shore. But inside this cottage that was supposed to provide sanctuary, three fugitives realize that even the most remote refuges offer no guarantee of safety.


The figure on the cliff remains motionless,      watching and waiting for reasons we can only guess at.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO: ASH


 


 


The stranger on the cliff hasn't moved in the ten minutes we've been watching, but that stillness bothers me more than frantic activity would. Scouts usually observe and retreat to report back to their superiors. This person seems content to simply stand there, making no effort to hide their presence.


Which means they either want us to know we're being watched, or they're confident enough in their position that concealment doesn't matter.


Neither possibility offers comfort.


"We can't just sit here," I say, moving away from the window where the three of us have been taking turns observing our uninvited visitor. "If that's a Lumenhearth scout, they're either gathering intelligence for an attack or waiting for reinforcements. Either way, doing nothing gives them the advantage."


"What are you suggesting?" Elian asks, though his own racing mind has probably already provided several unpleasant answers.


"I'm going out there." The decision crystallizes as I speak it, bringing with it the familiar clarity that comes when action replaces uncertainty. "Sitting here makes us targets. At least if I approach them, we control the timing."


"That's incredibly dangerous," Violet says, her lavender blood pulsing with the anxiety that always accompanies discussions of separation. "What if it's a trap? What if there are others hidden nearby?"


"Then we'll find out before they can spring whatever they're planning." I check my weapons with the automatic movements that have become second nature since I first joined the Royal Guard as a teenager. "But I'd rather face unknown dangers than wait for them to come to us."


"You won't be going alone," Elian says firmly. "If we're doing this, we do it smart. Coordinate our movements, establish signals, make sure everyone has escape routes."


Though I still have my doubts about Elian, I can appreciate how quickly he shifts from concern to tactical planning. "We can position ourselves at different points around the bay. Visual contact with each other and with you approaching the cliff. If it goes wrong, we'll know immediately."


"What kind of signals?" Violet asks, though I can see her accepting the necessity even as fear tightens her features.


"Simple hand gestures," I reply, already visualizing the terrain and optimal positioning. "Raised hand means everything's clear, continue as planned. Both hands up means potential danger, but not an immediate threat. Pointed toward the cottage means run, get to the boat, don't wait for anyone."


"I don't like the idea of you going alone," Violet says quietly.


"I don't like any of this. But we can't keep running forever without knowing who's hunting us or how they're tracking our movements." I move to the cottage's storage area, where Elian's contacts have left supplies for exactly these kinds of emergencies. "If this is just a local fisherman who happened to spot our smoke, we need to know. If it's something worse..."


"Then we need to know that too," Elian finishes.


The truth settles over us with the weight of all our previous decisions to face danger rather than flee from it. Every time we've chosen confrontation over concealment, we've learned something crucial. Every time we've run without understanding our opposition, we've ended up in worse situations.


"How do we position ourselves?" Violet asks, accepting the inevitable with the resignation that's become too familiar.


"You take the southern point where the beach curves toward the fishing village," I say, pointing toward the cottage windows. "Good sight lines to both my approach route and Elian's position. If you see anything that looks like reinforcements coming from that direction, signal immediately."


"Where will I be?" Elian asks.


"Northern approach, closer to where our visitor is waiting. You'll have the best view of the actual confrontation, and you're close enough to provide assistance if things go wrong." I pause, considering the tactical realities. "Your diplomatic immunity might also prove useful if this turns out to be official business rather than hostile surveillance."


"And if it's neither?"


"Then we improvise. Wouldn't be the first time."


We spend twenty minutes reviewing the plan, identifying landmarks, establishing backup signals, and discussing contingencies that range from diplomatic negotiations to full combat retreat. The comforting preparation helps calm my nerves while providing the illusion of control over circumstances that remain fundamentally unpredictable.


But as we ready ourselves to leave the cottage's relative safety, I can't shake the feeling that we're walking into something larger than a simple reconnaissance encounter.


The late afternoon sun casts long shadows across the rocky terrain as we emerge from the cottage and split into our designated positions. Violet heads south along the beach, her slight figure soon lost among the tidal pools and scattered boulders that line the shore. Elian moves north with the confident stride of someone accustomed to navigating treacherous diplomatic ground.


I wait until both are in position before beginning my approach to the cliff face where our mysterious observer maintains their vigil.


The climb proves more challenging than it appeared from below. Weather-worn stone crumbles under my fingers, while patches of sea-slick moss make each handhold uncertain. But the physical effort feels good after days of enforced inactivity, and the familiar rhythm of careful movement helps settle my mind for whatever conversation awaits.


Halfway up the cliff face, I catch sight of Violet's position and see her raised hand indicating all clear from her vantage point. To the north, Elian's blue shirt provides a reassuring splash of color against the gray rocks, his own signal confirming no immediate threats from that direction.


The figure above me hasn't moved, though they must be aware of my approach by now. That continued stillness suggests either supreme confidence or carefully maintained diplomatic neutrality.


Or a trap waiting to be sprung once I'm too far up the cliff to retreat quickly.


The final stretch of climbing brings me to within twenty feet of the stranger's position, close enough to make out details that send conflicting signals through my tactical assessment. The person wears traveling clothes suited to long journeys over difficult terrain, but the quality of materials suggests resources beyond what common messengers typically possess. Their stance carries professional awareness without the predatory tension I've learned to associate with Purity Guards or bounty hunters.


Most intriguingly, they make no move to flee or attack as I complete my climb and pull myself onto the cliff's flat summit.


"Hunter Rustwood," the strange man calls out, his voice carrying across the wind-swept expanse between us. "I bear messages requiring your immediate attention."


The formal address stops me cold. Not only do they know my name and former profession, but they're using the courtesies associated with official business rather than the harsh commands typical of arrest warrants.


"You have me confused with someone else," I reply, maintaining careful distance while scanning for signs of concealed weapons or backup forces. "I'm just a traveler seeking shelter from the storms."


"I think not." The stranger begins moving toward me with deliberate slowness, hands clearly visible and carrying what appears to be a leather document case. "Your family portrait was quite distinctive in my briefing materials."


Portrait. The words hit like physical blows because it suggests knowledge that goes far beyond simple pursuit orders. This isn't a Purity Guard patrol following magical traces or a bounty hunter working from general descriptions.


This is someone who knows exactly who I am and where I come from.


As they draw closer, details become clearer. Middle-aged, carrying the weathered look of someone who's spent years traveling difficult roads in service to nobles who view messengers as expendable tools. The diplomatic seals adorning his traveling cloak appear genuine, bearing the complex magical authentication that makes forgery nearly impossible.


But most significantly, his blood shows the pale-yellow glow of administrative staff—bright enough to demonstrate magical heritage, but lacking the intensity that would mark them as nobility.


Someone trusted enough to carry sensitive messages, but expendable enough to risk in dangerous territory.


"I apologize for the dramatic approach," he says, raising his hands in a gesture that clearly displays the document case while demonstrating peaceful intentions. "But discretion seemed advisable given recent political developments."


"What developments?"


"Perhaps we should discuss this somewhere more private?" His gaze moves toward the cottage visible below us, then toward the positions where Violet and Elian wait with growing tension. "Your companions might find these documents equally relevant."


Documents. Plural.


The courier steps closer, close enough for me to see the official seals that mark their authority. Lumenhearth's Registry bears witness alongside symbols I recognize with growing dread—the crossed arrows beneath a crown of oak leaves that serve as my family's heraldic arms.


"I've been tracking your movements for weeks," the courier continues with professional matter-of-factness. "Following diplomatic channels and calling in favors owed to people whose names appear on these authorizations. Finding you here required considerable effort and expense."


"What could be so important that the Registry would go to such lengths?"


"That would depend on how you define importance." The courier produces a sealed packet from their case, its wax bearing both Registry authority and my family's crest. "Some might call it political necessity. Others might view it as an opportunity for redemption."


The sight of those familiar symbols—marks of a bloodline I thought had lost all significance in Lumenhearth's political landscape—sends cold dread settling in my stomach that has nothing to do with the ocean wind cutting across this exposed cliff top.


"What does the Registry want with a disgraced family?" I ask, though part of me already suspects the answer will change everything about our situation.


"Perhaps the contents will explain," the courier replies simply, extending the packet toward me with hands that remain perfectly steady despite the implications of this encounter.


I look down at the cottage where Violet and Elian wait for signals that will determine our next move. Then, at the packet that bears symbols of authority, I thought were forever beyond my reach. The weight of choosing between ignorance and knowledge settles across my shoulders like a mantle I'm not sure I want to wear.


Behind us, the sun continues its descent toward the horizon, painting the sea in shades of gold and amber that remind me uncomfortably of Darius Whitlock's deceptive blood. Ahead, official documents wait to reveal information that could save us or damn us in ways we haven't yet imagined.


The courier maintains patient silence while wind whips across the cliff top and waves crash against the rocks below. Waiting for me to decide whether some knowledge is worth the price it might demand.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE: ASH


 


 


I break the Registry seal first, the wax cracking with a sound that seems unnaturally loud in the ocean wind. The formal parchment unfolds in my hands, revealing text written in the elaborate script reserved for official proclamations. Even before I read the words, the very formality of the document tells me this isn't a simple summons or arrest warrant.


This is something that will change everything.


"We should return to the cottage," I say, refolding the documents without reading them. Whatever they contain, Violet and Elian deserve to hear the news at the same time I do. "My companions will want to know what brings a Registry courier to such a remote location."


"Of course." The courier adjusts his traveling pack. "I should introduce myself properly to your allies. Diplomatic courtesy and all that."


The climb down proves easier than the ascent, though my mind remains focused on the weight of unread documents tucked inside my jacket. Behind us, the courier—who moves with surprising agility for his apparent age—maintains the kind of professional silence that suggests years of carrying sensitive information.


Violet and Elian emerge from their positions as we approach the cottage, their expressions mixing relief with wariness. I can see questions in Violet's lavender eyes, the same uncertainty that's been haunting all of us since Azurecrest.


"This is…" I trail off as we reach the cottage door. "A Registry courier with documents that apparently concern all of us."


"Mateo Valdris," the courier adds with a slight bow that manages to be respectful without being subservient. "I serve as a diplomatic messenger for sensitive communications requiring discretion."


"Diplomatic immunity?" Elian asks, his training automatically identifying the most relevant details.


"Among other protections," Mateo confirms. "Though I suspect such formalities matter less in current circumstances than they might under normal political conditions."


We gather in the cottage's main room, where afternoon light streaming through salt-stained windows provides adequate illumination for reading official documents. The familiar domestic setting feels strange with a Registry courier sitting at our simple wooden table, his formal livery contrasting sharply with our refuge's humble furnishings.


"The documents," Violet says quietly, though I can hear tension beneath her carefully controlled tone.


I retrieve the packet from my jacket, studying the seals one final time before breaking the family crest that marks this as personally significant rather than merely official business. The second document proves heavier than the first, its parchment bearing the kind of elaborate decoration reserved for the most formal legal pronouncements.


"By order of the Noble Registry," I read aloud, my voice sounding strange to my own ears, "and in accordance with hereditary obligations established under ancient charter, Hunter Ashton Rustwood is hereby summoned to fulfill his noble duties through arranged marriage to Lady Scarlet Morven of the Northern Territories."


The words don’t make sense at first. They’re hard to process. When they do sink in, it feels as if the ground has shifted beneath my feet. Violet's face goes pale while Elian's usually smooth composure cracks slightly. Mateo, who might have known the documents' contents, maintains respectful silence as the implications settle over us.


"The union shall serve to restore the Rustwood bloodline to its proper standing within Lumenhearth's noble hierarchy," I continue reading, each phrase feeling like another chain binding me to a future I'd never imagined. "Failure to comply within thirty days will result in forfeiture of all family holdings and permanent exile from Lumenhearth territories."


"Thirty days," Violet repeats, her voice barely above a whisper.


"There's more." I scan the remaining text, searching for details that might explain this sudden resurrection of my family's political relevance. "According to this, my cousin Robinson has returned to Lumenhearth and petitioned the Registry for restoration of our hereditary rights."


"Robinson?" Violet asks.


"My closest relative after my parents died. We were like brothers growing up, but he left for Corvandis years ago when the family fell from grace." The memory brings unexpected pain. "I thought he'd forgotten about Lumenhearth entirely."


"People rarely forget their heritage," Mateo observes diplomatically. "Particularly when circumstances suggest opportunities for restoration."


"What kind of opportunities?" Elian asks, though his tone suggests he's already calculating political implications.


I continue reading, finding answers that make my stomach tighten with recognition of how thoroughly this arrangement serves multiple interests. "Lady Scarlet Morven controls extensive holdings throughout the northern territories. Her family maintains significant influence within the Registry, and her political connections extend to the highest levels of government."


"Including support for current blood purity initiatives," Mateo adds when I pause. "Lady Scarlet has been quite vocal in her backing of Minister Whitlock's security policies."


The name sends ice through my veins. Darius Whitlock, whose amber-flickered blood revealed the lie beneath his golden exterior. The man who wants Violet for purposes we can barely imagine is now connected to my potential bride through a political alliance.


"This isn't coincidence," I say, looking up from the documents to meet Violet's gaze. "Robinson's timing, this marriage arrangement, Lady Scarlet's political connections—someone orchestrated this."


"Most marriages among the nobility serve multiple purposes," Mateo replies with diplomatic neutrality. "Personal happiness rarely takes precedence over political advantage."


"But why now? Why resurrect a disgraced bloodline just to bind it through marriage?"


"Perhaps," Elian says slowly, "because someone recognized that your family's disgrace makes you controllable in ways that established nobles wouldn't be. A restored bloodline owes its resurrection to those who enabled it."


The truth settles over me with crushing weight. This isn't about restoring my family's honor—it's about creating obligations that ensure loyalty. Robinson's political maneuvering, Lady Scarlet's influence, even the timing of this summons while I'm in exile with a mixed-blood fugitive.


Someone wants leverage over both my future actions and my current loyalties.


"What happens if you refuse?" Violet asks, though we all know the answer.


"Robinson loses everything he's worked to rebuild. The family holdings are forfeit permanently. And anyone associated with the Rustwood name becomes persona non grata throughout Lumenhearth territories."


"Which would include Robinson's wife and children back in Corvandis," Mateo adds quietly. "Political exile tends to extend beyond immediate family members."


     Whatever games the Registry is playing, whatever political manipulation drove this arrangement, the consequences extend to people who never chose involvement in our struggles.


"There's something else," Mateo says, producing a second document from his case. "A personal letter from your cousin. He specifically requested that you receive this along with the official summons."


I accept the smaller packet with hands that tremble despite my efforts at control. Robinson's handwriting, familiar from childhood letters and shared correspondence, covers the parchment in the informal style we've always used between ourselves.


Ash,


I know this summons comes as a shock, and I won't pretend circumstances are anything other than desperate. I've managed to restore some of our family's standing, but the cost has been higher than either of us anticipated.


This marriage isn't just about our survival. Lady Scarlet isn't typical nobility—her influence extends into areas that could protect people we care about. I wouldn't ask this of you for mere political advantage.


But if there's any chance this union could shield someone you're trying to protect from policies that grow harsher each month, perhaps duty and desire might align for once.


Your devoted cousin, Robinson


I read the letter twice, searching for hidden meanings in words that carry too much weight. Robinson knows about Violet. Not directly, perhaps, but he understands that my absence involves someone I'm trying to protect.


Someone whose safety might depend on the political shield that marriage to Lady Scarlet could provide.


"He knows," I say quietly.


"About what?" Violet asks.


"About you. About why I've been away. He's suggesting that Lady Scarlet's political connections could protect you from Darius's persecution."


The cottage falls silent except for waves against distant rocks and the sound of our own breathing. Outside this sanctuary, where we thought we'd found temporary safety, the world continues demanding choices that feel impossible to make.


"I should leave you to discuss this privately," Mateo says, rising from his chair with diplomatic grace. "I'll await your response outside. Take whatever time you need."


After he leaves, the three of us sit in silence that feels heavy with unspoken implications. Through the windows, afternoon light continues its inexorable shift toward evening, marking time that seems both infinite and desperately limited.


"You have to go," Violet says finally, her voice steady despite the pain I can see in her lavender eyes.


"No. I'm not leaving you to face Darius alone."


"You won't be leaving me alone. Elian—"


"Is a diplomat, not a protector. His skills are valuable, but they won't stop Darius from whatever he's planning."


"And your marriage to Lady Scarlet could prevent him from acting at all." Violet stands and moves to the windows, staring out at waters that reflect the sky's shifting colors. "Think about it, Ash. If she has the political influence Mateo described, if she supports blood purity policies publicly, then aligning yourself with her gives us access to Darius's inner circle."


"It also makes me complicit in persecution of people like you."


"No, it makes you a spy with legitimate access to information we desperately need." She turns to face me, and I see determination replacing despair in her expression. "We've been running blind since this started. Reacting to Darius's moves instead of anticipating them. Marriage to Lady Scarlet could change that."


"The price—"


"Is worth paying if it saves lives. Robinson's family, your extended relatives, mixed-bloods still trapped in Darius's facilities." Her voice grows stronger as she speaks. "And maybe, if we're very careful and very lucky, it could save us too."


The logic is sound, even as every instinct rebels against accepting it. Political marriage has been used for intelligence gathering throughout history. Access to noble circles, proximity to decision-makers, and opportunities to influence policy from within the system rather than fighting it from outside.


But the cost would be everything I've built with Violet. Every moment of connection, every shared hope for a future together, sacrificed for strategic advantage that might not even work.
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