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It was hot in Plano Texas in the way that Plano Texas is always hot, which is to say completely and without apology. Outside the convention center the asphalt had opinions. Inside the Plano Holiday Inn and Retreat, the air conditioning was doing its best against four hundred people who had traveled from various distances, in various shades of black, to spend two days talking seriously about love, darkness, werewolves, and why romance had gotten so complicated. The heat outside didn't make it inside. Something else did instead. The kind of warmth that builds in a room when people who care about the same strange thing finally find each other.

The Global Romance Institute for Moody and Melancholic Members held its annual convention every year in a hotel that was perfectly nice but had been convinced, through sheer atmospheric pressure, to dim every light in the building by approximately forty percent. The carpets were dark. The drapes were darker. The continental breakfast had, somehow, managed to include black napkins.

Nobody questioned this. It felt right.

The keynote room held four hundred people and smelled like dry shampoo, expensive perfume, and unresolved emotional issues. Every seat was taken. The merch table by the door had sold out of the "Dark is a Lifestyle" tote bags by eight-fifteen in the morning, which was technically before the convention opened, but the line had formed the night before.

A banner above the stage read:

Grimm Annual

This Year's Theme: Depth.

* * *
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Below it, someone had taped a handwritten addition:

"and also suffering, but like, romantically."

The stage lighting was, predictably, mostly black with strategic red accents. The kind of lighting that made everyone look either dangerous or mildly unwell.

And then Lira Loretti walked out.

Small. That was always the first thing. She was genuinely small, the kind of small that made the microphone stand require immediate adjustment, legs a little short for her frame but working extremely hard in black heels that had no business being that tall on a person that compact.

The dress was yellow. Bright, committed, unapologetic yellow with black accents and gold trim, the skirt landing at a length that was technically appropriate for a keynote address if you didn't think about it too hard and definitely didn't think about it when she bent to fix the microphone stand.

She had clearly done her homework. The black lipstick was a gesture of good faith, sitting slightly at odds with the yellow dress in a way that was either a fashion mistake or a thesis statement.

It was a thesis statement.

Big glasses. The kind that said I read things and also I am aware I am cute in these and have made my peace with it.

She adjusted the mic, looked out at four hundred people in varying shades of darkness, and smiled like she was genuinely happy to be there.

Which she was. That was the thing about Lira. She always actually was. Not performing happy, not building to happy. Just already there, the way some people arrive at a party and the room shifts slightly without anyone announcing it.

The room went very quiet.

A tall, gorgeous man in the third row, shirtless in the specific way that suggested it was not an oversight but a considered lifestyle choice, grimaced with genuine longing. "I wish I could do yellow," he said, to no one in particular, already doing the mental math of tan against yellow and arriving at a sad answer.

The short man beside him, name tag reading BERT, pen name: Alexia Sunset, nodded with the weary solidarity of someone who had done this math many times before. "Doesn't work with pale either." He sighed. "I had a moment with mustard once. It was a dark time."

"Mustard is basically yellow's apology," the shirtless man said.

Bert considered this. "That's going in my next book."

The shirtless man flexed slightly, involuntarily, the way some people tap their foot. Just baseline. Just existing.

The room settled. Everyone found their seats, the shirtless man taking slightly longer than necessary as he de-flexed his abs one by one, a process that appeared to require concentration.

"Okay," Lira said. "Step One. Dark is not a color. Let's talk about that."

Exercise One began, as most important things do, with a question nobody wanted to answer honestly.

"What is your favorite color?"

A pause. The kind of pause that happens in rooms where people have opinions but aren't sure if those opinions are safe yet.

"Take your time," Lira said, because she meant it. "And be honest. This is a judgment-free zone. Mostly."

The results, as expected, told a story.

Lira pointed to the front row. A woman in a corset and fingerless gloves, name tag reading Moonwhisper DarkRose, pen name of Sandra from Tucson.

"Black?"

"Obsidian," Moonwhisper corrected, with dignity.

"So. Black."

"But shiny." A nod. Reluctant but honest.

Lira moved on. A large man in a kilt, name tag reading Bryce McThunder, author of the Highlander Redemption Series, raised his hand unprompted.

"Heather," he said, in a very deep voice.

"That's a plant."

"It's also a color."

"It's purple, Bryce."

He thought about this. "Aye."

A small woman near the aisle, no name tag, just enormous sleeves and an expression of deep internal weather, made a sound. Not a word. Just a sound.

"Sorry, honey, was that a color?"

The sound again. Slightly higher.

"We'll come back to you," Lira said warmly. And she would. That was also the thing about Lira. She always came back.

A pale man in the second row, cape, excellent cheekbones, name tag reading Lord Vantablack, author of the Crimson Eternity Saga, raised one elegant finger.

"Bat," he said.

Lira blinked. "Bat."

"The color of bat."

"Which is."

A pause. He looked momentarily caught. "Dark," he said finally. "A very specific dark."

"So black."

"Bat," he repeated, with finality.

"Okay," Lira said. "So. A type of black. Yes. We're getting somewhere."

The small woman near the aisle made her sound again, softer this time, like a question she wasn't sure she was allowed to ask. Lira made a small note. They'd circle back.

She looked out at the room and smiled.

"Okay, honeys. Here's what the colors tell us."

She clicked to the first slide. It was yellow. Just yellow. Several people flinched. A vampire hissed. A werewolf's ears dropped.

Black. Dark grey. Beige. Darker grey. Matte black. The occasional charcoal, which is just black with a college degree. Lord Vantablack sat slightly straighter.

Honeys, you are hiding your true color. We see you. We love you. Keep reading.

Dark blue. Dark purple. One person had written "desire," which, first of all, was not a color, and second of all, absolutely was.

You are in what we call romantic distress. It's okay. That's why you're here.

Pink. Crimson. Lavender.

Romantic ascension. Or recovery. Possibly both simultaneously. Either way, you're close.

Lira paused. Looked down at her notepad. Looked up.

"And then we have," a small tilt of her head, "orange."

The room shifted. A collective mild confusion, like someone had said a word in the wrong language.

"Orange," she said again, just to confirm it was real. "From the back row."

Nobody reads romance and chooses orange. This was a known fact, unwritten but universally understood, like how you don't clap when the plane lands and you don't ask a werewolf if he's house-trained. It simply wasn't done. Orange was for people who liked things. Who went outside voluntarily. Who had not, at any point, described their romantic ideal as "consuming."

"You, in the back, come up here, honey, I can't hear you."

Tip-tapping.

Yellow stilettos. God. The legs on this woman.

A tap on the mic. "Hi. My name is Jody."

"Hi Jody, I love your shoes. So pretty. And cute, god, I wish I had your legs."

Jody pushed her hair back behind one ear. "Thanks. Shoes are from Target. Legs are genetics."

The crowd murmured. Four hundred people in varying shades of darkness, collectively processing the yellow stilettos like a nature documentary encountering a previously undocumented species. Bert leaned over to the shirtless man and whispered something. The shirtless man flexed thoughtfully and nodded.

"So. Orange." Lira leaned against the podium. "Walk me through it."

Jody considered. "I mean, black is great. Obviously. Dark, easy, hides everything on the covers, the anatomy, the," she gestured vaguely, "you know. It's functional. And cool."

The crowd murmured in vigorous agreement. Lira nodded. Right. Black. The all-purpose non-color. Yes.

"But," Jody said, a little shy now, "I have a guy. New guy. He's a vampire. Mostly. Some mafia connections, but he's kind." A small smile. "And the color choices I kept making, they were so hidden. Masking. Performative. Just dark."

"Dark in an emotional-bonding way?" Lira asked.

"No. Yes. I mean, that too. But more like dark in a blackout-in-Hot-Topic-while-having-sex sort of way."

The room laughed. Except the Silver Fox Gangbang table in the back. They never laughed. Ever.

"Jody." Lira pressed a hand to her chest. The gesture was automatic, the way it always was when something landed. "Thank you. And that skirt, so cute. God, those legs. I hope your vampire man is licking those legs every single night."

Jody's smile went somewhere interesting. "These legs have seen some mafia meeting room tables. I'll leave it at that."

"I want that whole story and you are telling me after. Thank you, Jody."

Quiet applause. Genuine.

See, Jody brightened things up just a tad. A little bit. Like switching to different leggings. Nothing dramatic. Nobody got hurt.

Your man, woman, werewolf, dom, or daddy, they wear black so you don't have to. They carry the weight of it so you can play with it, wear it like an accessory instead of a full personality. Your romance doesn't have to hide in the dark. It can step out a little.

Just a little.

A hand went up in the front row. An alien warlord, impressive posture, war axe propped against the seat beside her.

"Yes, sir."

"Ms." Krug's tone was patient. Practiced. The tone of someone who had brought business cards specifically to avoid this moment and it still happened anyway. "But that's okay. Alien physiology. It confuses people. I've made my peace with it."

"Sorry, Ms. Oh, your war axe is so sparkly."

The warlord's expression softened approximately three percent. "Krug. Technically. Princess of Krugdom. Planet adjacent to the Warrior Princess Realm. We're a
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