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Chapter One




"ACCORDING TO ISLYNE'S LETTER, I'm supposed to pay attention to you."  

Darian stared bemusedly at the small black and white cat perched beside him on the wide window seat. 

In typical feline fashion, she didn't bother to acknowledge him. 

Instead, she continued to groom the sleek black fur of her tail as if it were the most important task in the world.

"Yeah, that's what I thought," he agreed with a self-mocking sigh. "You have more pressing concerns at the moment than a bunch of hopeless royals who haven't figured out how to get out of their own way."

Prince Darian. 

Third in line to the throne of Darkhar. 

Lord of the Eastern Border. Overseer of the Observatory Bridge. 

There were at least a half-more titles that belonged to him, but he couldn't be bothered to remember them at the moment.

None of those lofty labels were any help to him now. And, despite Islyne's message, it didn't look like the cat was going to be much use, either.

Darian leaned back and let the wall take his weight. Exhausted from another restless night of ominous dreams, he allowed the brooding dissatisfaction with his life to overwhelm him once more. As he sulked, he idly picked up one of the discarded letters next to him. 

With deliberate disinterest, he crumpled Islyne's carefully written words into a tight ball. 

Hefting it consideringly in his hand, he hurled it halfway across the room. 

It felt so good to express his disgust at the meaningless message, he repeated it twice more with the other two letters he'd received from the most recent courier.

Cat paused her attention to her tail, watching the paper bounce and skitter over the floor with mild interest. 

When the third ball came to a rest, she twisted her head to blink up at him with startling violet eyes. 

In a human, that particular color would signify a powerful witch.  

Darian wasn't quite sure what it meant in an animal. 

He just knew it was deeply unsettling to look into the purple depths for any length of time.

As always, Darian blinked first.  

Metaphorically and literally. 

His wings flared reflexively, and Darian grimaced. White feathers shivered at the edge of his vision while he fought to pull them back in.  

An outward manifestation of the curse that befell him, and his siblings, five years ago, the unruly appendages often seemed to have a mind of their own. Which wouldn't be so bad if they weren't completely useless. 

A few ill-considered, and failed, attempts to test them had proven that his wings were most definitely not flightworthy. 

Just another inexplicable, unwelcome part of the curse.

Like the dreams that occasionally troubled his sleep. 

His intuition had always been strong, and Darian hadn't thought too much about how regularly those feelings proved reliable. After the curse, however, the dreams began. Dreams that, more often than not, inevitably came true. 

The kind of foretelling dreams that the witch clans of the north were known for. 

The witch clans his mother was rumored to descend from.

The same witches who were likely responsible for his family's curse.

Darian snarled, familiar anger and fury bubbling up as he vehemently denied any association with the merciless enchanters. His dreams were a curse. Nothing more. 

He didn't want even the vaguest hint to escape that he might have something in common with the treacherous magic clans. 

So Darian kept the visions to himself.

It wasn't like he could use them to make any kind of difference.

For the most part, he didn't even understand what they meant until after the fact. Like last night's vague, blurry memory of reaching desperately for something unseen. 

In the pit of his soul, he knew someone was in danger.

But the who, the how, and the where all eluded him.

What was the point of seeing things if he couldn't make any difference?

Frustrated with all the aspects of his life that he no longer had control over, Darian leaned closer and forced himself to make eye contact with Cat once more.  

"What can you tell me about breaking the curse? Did you help Islyne or Alaistar find a way to free themselves from the magic?" 

Because, clearly, there was a way to undo the magic, even if his siblings wouldn't share the details.

First, Islyne had mysteriously emerged from both her magical slumber and the Thorn Forest that kept her Trapped within the Winter Palace. 

Accompanied by the man she'd been forcibly betrothed to. Conall, the thirteenth Duke of Lakentre. A man who made no attempt to hide his disdain for the current royal family or the mess they'd made of ruling Darkhar. 

A man who may be the traitor fomenting unrest and chaos throughout the kingdom.

Islyne's letter assured that Conall could be trusted, but Darian was ruthlessly reserving judgment.

A short time after Islyne's miraculous reappearance, new rumors had emerged from the coast. Rumors that Alaistar no longer bore the hideous silver mask or the green-tinged skin that had earned him the moniker Frog Prince. The story that made it to the Observatory was a tangle of rumor and guesswork, wildly elaborated on by bards who felt the need to improve a tale with needless drama.

All Darian knew for certain was that a plot to assassinate Alaistar had been foiled. In the process, his brother had met the woman he intended to marry, his curse had been broken, and someone had stolen the worthless gem that gave the Lighthouse its unique blue-green glow.

Of course, Alaistar's short message offered very little detail beyond that.

Cat remained still, staring back unblinkingly, until Darian sighed and pressed the heel of his hand into his eyes. Then, with a victorious twitch of her tail, Cat jumped off the window seat and began meandering around the circular room. 

The Star Room was Darian's refuge. There was something poetic about a winged man who couldn't fly preferring such a lofty perch. 

Or, perhaps, it was merely pathetic. 

Either way, no one bothered him there.  

The chamber was located at the very top of the original observatory. At first, it had been a single, cylindrical tower topped with a smooth dome. A multitude of buildings and wings had been added on over the centuries until it became a sprawling watchtower.  

This room, however, remembered its true purpose. 

It had become Darian's haven in the years since the curse had Trapped him within the confines of the Observatory's borders. 

The chamber itself was a work of art.  

At the center of the dome, a magnificent glass-covered skylight gave a wide view of the night sky. The rest of the curved ceiling was painted dark blue and embellished with bright silver representations of hundreds of constellations.  

The room was lit with four magnificent windows situated at the four cardinal points. Each sported a deep window seat like the one Darian was settled on. The walls between were etched with golden alchemical symbols that dazzled the eyes. Dozens of astronomical and scientific instruments were displayed around the chamber on small, artistically carved oak pedestals. 

The grandest of these, however, dominated the center of the room. Set on a round wooden platform, the mysterious device was made of wood and polished metal. Balanced on three thick, intricately carved legs, it climbed delicately up to twice Darian's height. A careful balance of gears and straps and arms and levers, all precisely placed to hold aloft a single crystal. 

The pristinely clear convex lens was encircled with a golden frame that looked almost like a crown. When viewed closely, the metal spikes curved around the crystal looked almost like newly sprouted seedlings reaching for the sun. 

It was the only instrument in the room that Darian hadn't, yet, figured out how to use.  

He'd spent most of the past five years researching, studying, and learning as much as possible about every aspect of curses, magic, and alchemy available in the Observatory's multiple libraries. Despite the endless hours of reading, he'd found nothing to help him undo the spell that had been cast on his family and destroyed their lives.

While he brooded on his failures, Cat meandered toward one of the heavy wooden support legs on the central device. Eventually, she made herself comfortable next to the pile of balled-up papers Darian had tossed there earlier. He should have thrown the frustrating dispatches directly into the fire for all the use they were to him. 

Yet, one of them was the letter from Islyne. 

As maddening as the lack of information was, he couldn't quite bring himself to completely destroy a note from the baby sister he'd barely been allowed to know. 

Even if her letter made very little sense.

"She promised that the curse could be broken, you know," Darian explained conversationally to the cat. He didn't really believe the animal could have anything to do with how Islyne and Alaistar had freed themselves from the cursed magic.

Unfortunately, he had no one else to talk to. 

"Though she refused to tell me how. 'The paradox of the magic means that if I tell you the key to undoing the curse, it will no longer work.'" A sneer twisted Darian's mouth as he quoted his sister's message. "All she'd say was that the dark magic was meant as a punishment for Aegron." 

A growl of anger burned in his gut at the cruel injustice of it all. 

"Just one more way he avoided the repercussions of his own actions by letting his kids take the brunt of his transgressions."

Darian bit back on the torrent of candid resentment pouring out of him. Cat or not, his feelings about his family were not something he ever shared intentionally.

Clearing his throat, Darian took a moment to bring his thoughts under control.

"Are you the cat she warned me to watch for?" Amusement curled through the absurd question. "Do you know what I need to do to get my life back?"

Darian didn't expect Cat to respond, of course. Nor did he expect any animal, feline or otherwise, to hold the answer to breaking his curse. 

He believed his sister believed it, however. At this point, he wouldn't disregard any crumb of possibility to free himself from the magic that kept him Trapped in more ways than one.

Still, even if there was a sliver of truth that a black and white cat had helped Islyne, it couldn't be this one. The stray had been spotted around the Observatory too often to have been anywhere near the Winter Palace, where Islyne had been cut off from the rest of the kingdom by a nearly impenetrable thorn forest.  

Which meant Darian had no more leads now than he had before the letter arrived. 

Frustration rumbled in his throat and all amusement fled. 

He was still stuck. Left to deal with his condition. Alone.

Familiar melancholy wrapped its arms around Darian, and he settled into the darkness of his thoughts once more.

Seemingly uninterested in his self-pity, Cat resumed the intense grooming of her fur. This time, her attention centered on one already pristine, white-tipped paw. 

As she shifted to better reach it, her tail twitched and set one of the balled-up papers tumbling across the floor. 

"That one was from Alaistar, I believe." The older brother whose shadow Darian had lived in his whole life. Who he both idolized and resented. "He offered the same platitudes as Islyne. With considerably less sentimentality."

He looked past it to the smallest paper sphere and let his lip curl slightly. "The third note was the shortest of them all. Of course, Kyllean never has much to say."

Cat's attention jerked up at the mention of his oldest brother like she was reacting to his name.

After a considering moment, Darian shook his head and laughed at his imagination. The cat's reaction was certainly only an odd coincidence.  

It seemed very unlikely that a stray cat would know the name of the man who should be king.

Then again, Kyllean always had a way with animals. 

Even before he became the Beast King. 

Rumor was that Darian's brother refused to be seen outside his chambers without a magical cloak that concealed him from head to toe. 

Those few who claimed to see him without it, however, insisted he was now more beast than man.

Darian hadn't seen for himself, of course. Beyond the physical and magical manifestations of the curse that had befallen each of Aegron's children at the moment of his death, they'd become Trapped as well.

When the curse settled on the third day, a two-mile or so magic boundary had been drawn around the place where the curse resided. Anyone who had been within those bounds was Trapped, unable to cross the invisible line that encircled each territory. Thankfully, everyone else could come and go with ease. 

Because of the curse, Kyllean wasn't truly the King of Darkhar yet. Tradition and law required that he be crowned in the kingdom's Summer Palace. 

Until the curse was broken, Kyllean was Trapped in the northern reaches of Darkhar. Stuck within the Library of the Witches.

Because of Aegron the Cruel's paranoia, his children had been residing in far-flung corners of the kingdom when the curse fell. Leaving Darkhar to descend into chaos and confusion.

Cat poked at the small wad of paper, and Darian smiled with dark humor.

"Want to hear what he had to say?"

Violet eyes met his with a bland, unamused stare. But there was an unnatural stillness in her posture. As if she was waiting.

With a shrug, he got up and retrieved the crumpled letter.

"It's difficult to get messages in and out of the Library, so Kyllean keeps his missives simple and direct," Darian explained as he tried to unravel the letter without tearing it. Located in the savage northern reaches, the Library of the Witches protected the only safe pass through the treacherous mountains that separated the kingdoms of Darkhar and Thuaidar.  

Once the letter was uncurled enough to be legible, Darian cleared his throat and lowered his voice into a mocking version of his oldest sibling's overly serious cadence.

"There's possible trouble brewing on the eastern border. Listen to Brathe." 

Darian curled his hand back into a fist, crushing the message into a tight ball once more. 

"That's it. That's the whole thing. Nothing about what kind of trouble. Nothing about where the information came from. Nothing about who might be behind it."

Darian dropped the wadded paper back onto the floor with the other two.

"Of course, Brathe thinks the best solution is to arrange negotiation here. Apparently, the small measure of success at the Citadel made him think diplomacy would work here."

The last thing Darian wanted was dozens of strangers invading his space. Since the curse took over his life, he'd much preferred to be left alone. 

He paused, honesty forcing him to correct himself.

Preferred wasn't the right word. His talents and personality had always excelled with a crowd to play to. 

No. Solitude was more of a necessity now. While the useless wings were the most obvious sign of the curse, they weren’t the worst of it. 

Not even close. 

The most terrible element of the curse was the part that Darian had spent the past five years trying to keep secret from everyone. 

He could not lie.

Because of the curse, only the truth could pass through Darian's lips now. 

While he'd learned to hold back or talk around things, the need to tell the whole truth was a constant compulsion. It was an ongoing battle to silence his honest thoughts every second of every day. 

In the beginning, Darian had been horrified to find himself spilling the truth everywhere. So he'd withdrawn, spending most of his time within the melancholy isolation of the Star Room, secluded at the very top of the Observatory's original tower.

Darian had embraced the role of eccentric recluse to maintain some semblance of control. An impression he'd deliberately chosen and carefully crafted to keep the world at arm's length.

The moody Gothic prince, Trapped in his airy tower and staring moodily out at the world. 

The image went well with the wings. 

And it was better than risking anyone ever seeing the true Darian hidden beneath the façade.  

Because the real Darian had never been enough.

He wasn't the eldest, groomed to be king. 

He had none of the talent for war that Alaistar, and later Raneir, showed. As a child, he'd wanted to be a scholar. Even then, Darian had known better than to allow anyone to suspect his true passion. Instead, he'd used his interest in history and philosophy to teach himself to see patterns and anticipate outcomes. He developed a silver tongue and preternatural ability to read people, then ruthlessly used all those skills to become a consummate politician. 

Proving himself to be an influential force within the Court had been amusing. Especially when his father acknowledged that Darian's talents had proved useful.

The grudging acknowledgment had filled Darian with an exhilaration that quickly became addictive.

So, he'd spent years perfecting the façade he showed to the world. Convincing everyone, including himself, that he was as capable and skilled and useful as his brothers.

Darian would not allow some misfired curse to force him to show his true self now.  

Unfortunately, keeping his distant, reclusive veneer in place would be difficult when the Observatory was filled with diplomats trained to read the smallest shift in expression or tone. It would take every bit of focus and skill Darian possessed to keep himself hidden. 

Otherwise, his true thoughts and feelings would come spilling out of his lips every time he let his guard down. Not to mention the bizarre, prophetic dreams that had plagued Darian for the past five years.

And that was the last thing he wanted to happen in a room full of strangers.

Even if it was more than likely that not all of them would be strangers. 

Consul Viator, the preeminent diplomat in Darkhar, would likely lead an enclave of this level of importance. 

Darian was both eager and reluctant to see Viator again. 

He'd studied under the ambassador, briefly, and it had been the best few weeks of Darian's life. 

The summer he'd spent at Viator's country estate had been idyllic. So much so that Darian let his guard down more than he'd ever intended to. He'd allowed himself to wallow in the happiness he'd found there. 

Only to be forced to destroy that brief, blissful interlude himself when the halcyon summer came to an abrupt end when Aegron had recalled him to the Palace.  

Cat jumped up on the ledge next to Darian, startling him from his reverie. Nudging his elbow, she pushed past him to press up against the glass and stare down at the bridge far below them. 

Centuries ago, a violent cataclysm had ripped through the continent Morroinn. When it ended, the five kingdoms had been changed forever. The upheaval in the terrain made it impossible to move around the continent without passing through one of Darkhar's four watchtowers.

A wide canyon cut off the eastern kingdom of Ythar from the rest of the continent. Only a single bridge spanned the terrifying depths of the ravine at the narrowest part of the divide. 

The Observatory dominated the narrow jut of land that thrust its way into the gorge and oversaw the collection of tolls.

From where Darian stood, both ends of the bridge were clearly visible. As was the group of riders approaching the guard post on the western entrance of the bridge. Unfortunately, he was up much too high to make out any details. He He couldn't discern any of the individuals who made up the party, but he had no doubt this was the diplomat entourage Brathe had sent to him.  

Which meant the time for brooding alone in his tower was at an end. 

With a put-upon sigh, Darian folded his wings more tightly against his back. There was no chance of hiding them, but he couldn't help trying to make them as unobtrusive as possible. 

The sight of them always led to the same ridiculous question and he was beyond tired of explaining that he couldn't actually fly.








  
  
Chapter Two




DARIAN TOOK HIS TIME as he made his meandering way downstairs. Yet he still found himself waiting in the opulent entrance hall for several minutes before the arriving party walked through the tall, ostentatiously carved doors. 

The ornate Grand Foyer, with its stately, floating staircase, vaulted ceilings, and rare wood paneling, had not been part of the original Observatory. It was part of the hodgepodge of expansive wings and additions that had been added to the central tower. The Observatory complex now covered almost the entirety of the narrow peninsula that had survived the cataclysm. Every architect had felt the need to add balconies, terraces, and verandas, until there were dozens, if not hundreds, of places to look out over the fathomless abyss.

It was a grand display of excess popular among previous generations of Darkhar's rulers. 

As he stood in the midst of all the opulence, Darian briefly wondered if he should have made an effort to change into something more suitable. 

Since the curse, he'd taken to wearing well-worn leather breeches and coarse linen shirts, altered to accommodate his wings. 

The expensive finery from his old life was impractical. And a harsh reminder of all the things he'd lost. 

When the doors finally opened though, Darian's heart contracted deep in his chest. 

Because the person leading the arriving group of diplomats was most definitely not the elderly Consul Viator.

It was a young woman who moved with grace and certainty. She held her head high and kept her expression sweetly serene. Her dark blue eyes were sharp with intelligence and her lustrous black hair curved over her shoulder in a long, thick braid. The dark purple dress was tailored to perfection, stylish and fashionable without seeming frivolous.

She possessed a calm confidence that hadn't been there the last time Darian had seen her.

Then again, the last time he'd seen Mykeya, he'd walked away without having the courage to even saying goodbye.

Darian's wings twitched and his tongue curled on the urge to spill out every single word of what he was thinking. Darian ground his teeth together and tensed his shoulders, holding himself unnaturally still.

He'd never intended to see her again. In fact, he'd gone out of his way to avoid Mykeya in the year between his summer at Viator's estate and the moment when the curse claimed him. 

After the curse, well, the odds of crossing paths had seemed all but impossible.

Now she was here. And clearly in charge of the diplomatic envoys. 

Which meant they'd be spending more time together than was good for Darian's peace of mind. If there was one person in the world he never wanted to admit any kind of truth to, it was Mykeya.

As he battled his heart back into its locked box, an unintended question slipped past his guard.

"What are you doing here?" 

Darian winced when the room dropped into an uncomfortable silence around them. 

He hadn't meant to ask her that. Certainly not in that shocked, accusatory snarl. But, for the first time in a long time, the truth got away from him before he could stifle it. 

Mykeya lifted her chin, and despite being several inches shorter, managed to gaze down her nose at Darian. 

Her expression remained cool and collected. Completely unaffected by him. 

The unimpressed, dismissive glance hurt more than Darian wanted to admit. But the curse wouldn't even let him lie to himself and the ache that pulsed deep inside of him was impossible to ignore.

"I'm here at the behest of our king," she reminded him with a practiced tone of polite authority. "My job is to help you ensure peace is maintained with our neighbors to the east."


      ***Mykeya had assured herself that she was more than ready to see Darian again. 

She'd prepared herself for the way his dark hair fell across his forehead with adorable, boyish appeal. The way his emerald eyes locked on with an intensity that made her feel like she was the only person in the room. The way his alluring smile made her feel like they shared some deep, intimate secret meant only for them.

She'd prepared herself for the way his easy charm convinced his audience to believe his every word.

She'd even prepared herself for the shock of seeing his snow white wings tucked tight against his back.

Most of all, she'd prepared herself for the possibility that Darian might not remember her at all. 

Mykeya, however, was not prepared for the snarled hostility in his voice. Nor had she prepared for the bitter stab of hurt it caused when he demanded to know why she was there.

Years of apprenticing with Consul Viator had taught Mykeya to compartmentalize her emotions, though. He'd taught her that her pain and heartache were always secondary to the mission. 

So Mykeya lifted her chin and kept her face smooth and unaffected by the harsh sting of his greeting. 

"I'm here at the behest of our king." Her tone was cool and calm. But she altered her inflection, allowing a hint of the exasperated tutor correcting a forgetful student to creep into the undertone. Viator had taught her that trick. Soft disappointment often elicited better results than a sharp rebuke. "My job is to help you ensure peace is maintained with our neighbors to the east."

She had every intention of succeeding this time. Of proving that she deserved the faith placed in her by Viator, and Brathe, and Kyllean.

Mykeya had spent most of her life honing her skills in diplomacy and mediation. It was the only path she knew.

She could not, would not, leave things in limbo again. That the situation remained unfinished along the border with Daesar scraped continuously at her confidence.

Especially since everyone knew that the vague resolution at the Citadel had very little to do with Mykeya's efforts. It was the growing affection and connection between Raneir and Princess Xadi that had smoothed over the edges enough for talks to proceed. 

The pair were currently headed for the capital of Daesar to continue the negotiation. 

It had been clear that Mykeya's continued mediation was unnecessary.

Instead, she'd been sent to the Observatory, to help ease growing tensions between the lords on both sides of the Darkhar-Ythar border.

This time, Mykeya intended to prove that she was the right choice to succeed Consul Viator as Darkhar's mediator.

The childish crush she'd once had on Darian would not trip her up. 

Mykeya had come a long way from the awkward girl she'd been when Darian had spent the summer with Consul Viator. 

And he had never really been the man she'd believed him to be during those few idyllic weeks. 

Darian had the grace to flush slightly at her mild tone. "Of course. I apologize for my surprise. I had my staff prepare with the expectation of Consul Viator's arrival."

As apologies went, Darian's was half-hearted at best, and Mykeya had to call on her training to keep herself from bristling.

"The Consul has retired to his country estate." Mykeya forced a polite smile to hide her irritation over how often she'd been required to make this same explanation. "I assure you, however, that during my years as his apprentice, I learned my lessons well."

"I remember." Darian smiled with soft fondness. "You were an excellent student. I had to work twice as hard as I was used to, and you still outpaced me at every turn. I have no doubt you're more than capable."

The unexpected nostalgia sent flutters dancing through Mykeya's stomach.

But she couldn't let herself soften. She would not let her guard down around Darian again. She'd learned the hard way that his attention was fickle and his sincerity was untrustworthy.

Letting her resolve settle her, Mykeya offered him a practiced smile. "Well, now that we're all on the same page, allow me to introduce you to my team."

One by one, she acquainted Darian with the half-dozen or so attachés who accompanied her and explained each of their areas of expertise. 

Unsurprisingly, Darian skillfully captivated her team. They stumbled over themselves in an attempt to hold his attention, and, as usual, he took their adoration in stride.

Darian didn't even blink when one raw, young secretary's apprentice inappropriately asked him what it was like to fly.

"I'm afraid the feathers are just for show. They're pretty useless for anything else," he answered with an amused drawl. There was something tight about his smile, though. Something sad that tugged at Mykeya's heart.

Swiftly attempting to move on from the blunder, Mykeya gestured to the modest group of maids, footmen, and other attendants waiting behind the diplomats. 

"In addition, I've brought a small cadre of support staff experienced in dealing with diplomatic negotiations." Mykeya smiled at the pretty blond maid hovering uncertainly at the front of the group, and waved her forward. "This is Deanira. She's quickly become indispensable to me. She'll liaise with whoever is in charge of the Observatory to ensure everything goes smoothly."

"Mr. Kummel will be delighted to have more help." Darian's smile took on a wry twist as he glanced over his shoulder. "He's always politely informing me that the Observatory could use some extra hands to keep up with all the work."

The tall, stiffly dressed butler stepped forward. His dark hair was shot through with strands of silver, though he didn't look much older than Darian. He was also built more like one of the soldiers on the toll bridge than a manservant, but the bow he offered was precise and perfectly executed.

"I'll be happy to collaborate with Miss Deanira. As Prince Darian mentioned, more help is always welcome. In the meantime, we have guest quarters prepared for all of you, and I imagine you'd like a few hours to settle and refresh before dinner is served."

A small flick of his finger had a handful of staff descended. With perfectly organized synchronicity, they gathered up Mykeya and her retinue and led them through the disorienting maze of the Observatory's chaotic architecture.

Mykeya followed her guide gratefully, eager for a few minutes to rest alone in her private chamber.

The room was richly appointed and, like most of the Observatory, offered a small balcony that provided a spectacular view of the cavernous canyon.  

While she'd held on to her unflappable façade all through the greetings and introduction, Mykeya's inner calm had been badly shaken. 

Despite the snow white wings and the jarring change to his wardrobe, Darian was still the same handsome, charismatic prince he'd always been. 

Mykeya had been overconfident in her certainty that she was ready for this assignment.

She hadn't expected to be so unnerved just by seeing Darian again. Mykeya was sure, though, that once she had a chance to rest from her arduous journey, she'd be better able to handle being in the same room with him.

Mykeya allowed herself a few precious moments to stand out on the balcony. To breathe in the fresh air and take in the breathtaking vista, cataloging the sights one at a time as she slowly settled into her center. 

It was an old trick that Viator had taught her to calm herself. 

When her mind raced and emotions threatened to run wild, Mykeya looked at the mundane things around her and labeled them one by one. 

By the time she needed to face Darian at dinner, Mykeya's composure was restored. She was confident in her ability to remain firm and unshakeable.

No matter how charming his smile or how sweet his words.








  
  
Chapter Three




THREE DAYS LATER, DARIAN was ensconced on his window seat at the top of the Observatory's tower, brooding once more.  

He was well aware that his staff referred to the chamber as his perch. In some ways, the description was very fitting. The Star Room gave him somewhere to settle up high with a wide view of his territory and little chance of being disturbed while he read or researched. 

Or simply wallowed in the melancholy unfairness of his life.

Even before his home was invaded by diplomats, the remote chamber had been Darian's favorite place. 

Now, Darian found himself retreating to the calm seclusion of his aerie haven more than ever. 

Partially because he'd gotten used to solitude that suddenly seemed to be severely lacking everywhere else in the sprawling watchtower. Mostly, though, it was because he'd been avoiding Mykeya with single-minded determination.

Of course, she'd become just as determined to corner him and discuss plans and strategy in preparation for the imminent arrival of Ythar's envoy. 

Darian knew hiding in his remote tower and going out of his way to evade Mykeya was petulant and childish. 

Yet it felt like it was the only choice he had.

Over the past five years, his staff had gotten used to his silent brooding. They respected his increasingly taciturn nature and, in turn, kept their conversation to a necessary minimum.

But Mykeya and her entourage seemed to have no such restraint. There was a constant stream of chatter and pleasantries and idle questions.

The kind of interactions that Darian used to revel in. Once upon a time, he'd been skilled at subtly prying immeasurable secrets from his targets. Often without them even noticing how much they revealed.

Now, though, it was Darian who was in danger of giving away too much.

Each off-hand question was an internal battle to keep his tongue from spilling out every thought and secret he held close. It was bad enough with strangers. 

There were truths he didn't even want to acknowledge in the darkness of his own thoughts. He most certainly didn't want to spill those closely guarded secrets at her feet like some pathetic offering.

It was better for everyone, especially Darian, if he kept his distance. At least until it was absolutely necessary for him to put in an appearance. 

Unfortunately the sound the delicate, determined steps heading his way made it clear that his solitude was about to be disturbed.

Gathering himself, Darian stared out the window at the bright skies surrounding the Star Room. He wished, not for the first time, that the ridiculous wings he'd been saddled with could actually keep him aloft. 

He was still daydreaming about flying away when the door opened and Mykeya announced herself with a quiet, "Good morning."

For a brief, childish moment, he considered ignoring the intrusion and refusing to acknowledge his uninvited guest.

Darian would like to claim that his better nature had him turning to face Mykeya. But, again, the truth forced its way to the forefront. 

And the truth was, he couldn't not look at her.

He'd been drawn to her from the first moment he saw her. Six years of separation and a diabolical curse hadn't changed that compulsion.

Mykeya strode into the chamber with serene determination. Her expression was calm and composed when she came to a stop a few feet from Darian. Only the faintest spark of annoyance in her eyes hinted that she might not be quite as unruffled as she seemed.

She'd be horrified to know even that much was showing. Darian doubted anybody else would have recognized the almost imperceptible flaw in her carefully crafted mask. 

But Darian had studied her intently, once upon a time. He'd learned her in a way he never bothered to learn anyone else. 

Despite his best efforts, he had not forgotten a single thing about her in the intervening years.

She waited for a breath or two, clearly expecting Darian to return her courteous morning greeting. When he only stared impassively back, her eyes narrowed a fraction more, and her shoulders stiffened almost imperceptibly.

"I apologize for interrupting, but I was hoping you'd have a moment to discuss the Ythar envoy," Mykeya explained with polite restraint. "He will be here in the next day or so, and I believe we need to present a united front from the beginning."  

"Probably," Darian agreed. He'd learned early that one or two word answers were the best defense against the curse. The fewer words he spoke, the less wiggle room the truth had to escape.

"It's imperative that we are on the same page. We should try to anticipate his complaints and demands, so we have answers at hand." 

She paused, clearly waiting. But it was a statement rather than a question, and Darian had nothing to add. As the silence stretched, another tiny flicker of annoyance showed itself in the slight tensing of Mykeya's jaw. 

"Baron Tolion will be here any day. Any minute, really. We need to make a plan to deal with him." A trace of vexation rasped in her words, but she inhaled slightly and settled back into polite composure before adding, "Don't you think?" 

"Yes." 

Mykeya's eye twitched, and Darian experienced a rush of guilt mixed with amused pride. He was one of the few people who ever got to see her like this. One of the few people who saw more than the carefully crafted mask she showed the world.

Even six years ago, she'd been so buttoned up and controlled that no one would believe she felt anything but serene calm in every situation. 

But she'd opened up to Darian. She'd shown hints of her true self. Of the simmering emotions trapped beneath the surface. 

And he'd betrayed that trust to protect his own crumbling defenses.

"I'm not going to greet an envoy by myself. Again." The rasp was back, sounding closer to a growl this time. "It's humiliating to have to explain that the watchtower's overseer had something better to do."

"Again?" The surprised question jumped out of Darian before he thought better of it.

A faint stain of pink crept into Mykeya's cheeks, and a tight, controlled pain flashed in the tense lines of her face. Embarrassment and anger and doubt and hurt had all hovered in their bleak depths for a slow, lingering heartbeat before she closed her eyes to hide it all away.

The raw storm in the normally calm sea of Mykeya's poise drove out any remaining amusement. In its wake, long-buried protective instincts roared to life.

A desperate desire to take away her hurt washed over Darian. A need to explain himself filled his throat with words he refused to spill. As he battled the curse's push for the truth, he clenched his jaw tight and strove to regain full control. 

Darian still needed to protect himself from the damage the curse could cause. 

Yet his heart insisted that he could do better by Mykeya this time. 

He just needed to figure out how to do both without breaking everything.


      ***Mykeya squeezed her eyes tight, desperately wanting to block out the surprised expression on Darian's face. And the pity that no doubt followed it. 

In the darkness of her mind, she tried to figure out when everything had gone so wrong. 

Was it over the past few days, as she'd allowed frustration and irritation to simmer beneath the surface every time Darian went out of his way to avoid or ignore her?

Maybe it was when she stepped inside the Observatory's Grand Foyer and saw Darian for the first time since he left Viator's manor without even saying goodbye.

Or had it been in her time at the Citadel, where her role in negotiation had been little more than babysitter to Raneir and Xadi as they pursued their own agendas?

Or maybe it started six years ago when she'd allowed a childish crush to cause the first crack in the calm poise she'd cultivated most of her life?

Mykeya inhaled slowly and allowed the ease of her breath to spread through her. Past mistakes didn't matter. What mattered was re-finding her center and moving forward. 

With each exhale, she let the roil of emotions slip away. She focused on her goals. On the mission. On the calm necessary to ensure peace along Darkhar's border.

She let the tension ease out of her heart and mind and opened her eyes to find Darian watching her with an inscrutable curiosity. 

"Did Raneir—"

"It's not important," she interrupted, with a flare of pride that her voice was once more even, placid, and direct. 

Darian paused, attention locked on her long enough to make her worry before he finally spoke again.

"I'll be there when this baron arrives." It was a promise filled with solemn sincerity that left Mykeya speechless for a moment. 

Until she remembered the quiet walks in the moonlight when Darian had gazed at her with that same depth of intensity. 

Only for Mykeya to figure out, much too late, that it had all meant absolutely nothing to him.

"Yes, well, I appreciate that." Sounding ridiculous to her own ears, Mykeya lifted her chin, determined to get the conversation back on track. She'd cornered him in his sanctuary for a reason. "In the meantime, we must consider our approach to this enclave before he gets here."

Looking agreeable for the first time since Mykeya arrived, Darian settled more comfortably on his window seat. "What do we know about the diplomat Ythar is foisting on us?"

Mykeya worried that Darian's sudden cooperation stemmed from pity. Time was short, however, and she needed his help, so she swallowed down her pride and let the last of her tension bleed out.

"According to Brathe, Baron Tolion is a minor Ytharian border lord who has expressed discomfort with the political climate in Darkhar. He's worried about how the recent instability will affect the continent."

"Aren't we all?" Darian muttered. Immediately, he pinched his lips between his teeth before he said anymore. 

Mykeya silently agreed. The curse affecting the entire royal family and Trapping them in far-flung corners of the Kingdom had been bad enough. Recently, however, a strange string of problems had ramped tensions in Darkhar even higher.

An assassination attempt on Alaistar. The tension along the southern border with the Daesar Empire. The restlessness among the aristocracy of the middle counties. Kyllean's single-minded focus was on finding the witch responsible for the curse, to the kingdom's detriment.

Rumors that the Duke of Lakentre intended to use his betrothal to Princess Islyne as a steppingstone to usurping the throne. And the pervasive suspicion of a traitor pulling the strings within the kingdom. 

Not even the whispered news that some of the royal siblings had broken their curses was enough to stem the tide of worry.

Mykeya could do nothing about the trouble plaguing the rest of the kingdom. Instead, she needed to focus on what she could fix here and now. She needed to focus on what she knew.

"We're fairly certain Ythar's ruling council is using Tolion to test for our weaknesses and resolve. If they can lay claim to the Observatory, the balance of power among the five kingdoms would shift dramatically." 

Darian hummed thoughtfully. "So, is this an official or unofficial delegation?"

Mykeya allowed herself a slight frown as he got to the heart of the matter. "Officially, it is a meeting between concerned landholders who share a border. A chance to discuss mutual security and trade interests and reach a common understanding."

"In other words, it's a way for Ythar to poke their nose into our business without risking a political incident." Darian grimaced, and his wings flexed. "They're hoping to bully a few concessions under the guise of border harmony. They'll probably try to slip a spy or two in among Tolion's people to pick up intel on what's really going on inside Darkhar."

After a thoughtful moment, he grinned diabolically. "We can use that to our advantage. If we know there are spies, we can seed our preferred version of recent events and the state of Darkhar. Maneuver them into seeing things the way we want them to be seen."

"Like Lady Meral, during the drought unrest two centuries ago?" Mykeya's heart brightened with excitement as ideas began to bloom.

"Exactly." Darian's sharp grin was surprisingly authentic, and Mykeya fought not to let herself swoon under its power. Instead, she slipped into more familiar territory and started suggesting some twists and changes to the tactics that could be used in their current situation.

Darian enthusiastically met her thought for thought. The one-word answers fell by the wayside, and they ended up side by side in the window seat, heads close as their ideas and plans slipped seamlessly together.

For the first time in years, memories of that summer came pouring back. Their shared time at Viator's estate was more than romantic strolls. They'd studied together. Debated and argued and learned. Darian might have been a charmer, a liar, and a heartbreaker, but his love of history and philosophy had been real and profound.

"Just like old times," Darian murmured with a sentimental smile. "All we need is a picnic blanket and some purloined berries." 

The words splashed over Mykeya like icy water. A shocking reminder of their last afternoon together.  

The afternoon Darian had finally kissed her. 

It had been a perfect moment. Drenched in warm sunlight, serenaded by the bubbling tempo of the river, and surrounded by the sweet-tart scent of freshly picked berries. It had been Mykeya's first kiss, and she'd closed her eyes to savor every precious second. 

When she lifted the veil of her lashes to gaze up at Darian, she'd known her carefully crafted bland mask was gone completely. Known unequivocally that everything she felt for Darian was on display. 

And she hadn't cared. 

For the first time in her life, Mykeya had felt safe allowing someone to see into her true heart. 

Darian had gazed back at her with a familiar fondness that made her pulse trip over itself. Something even deeper had flicked briefly in his emerald eyes, and she dared to hope it meant his feelings were as strong and profound as hers. 

Which made the blow all the more intense the next day when Mykeya discovered Darian had left the manor without a single word to her. 

As the joy and hope crumbled to dust, it occurred to her that the look she'd seen in his eyes might have been horror. That he'd been aghast that Mykeya had so badly misinterpreted his flirtation as anything more than a fleeting distraction to entertain him during his weeks away from Court. 

Every muscle along Mykeya's spine stiffened. The pleasure and joy of the moment disappeared beneath unexpected hurt at his careless cruelty. She snapped a bland, blank expression into place before any of it could show on her face.

"Don't worry. You made your feelings clear six years ago." Her words were stiff and prim, but Mykeya was proud of how steady she sounded. No one would know her heart was rabbiting violently in her chest. "I assure you I'm long over that inappropriate crush. My only interest here is for the good of Darkhar." 

"Mykeya." He whispered her name softly, and she hardened her resolve. 

That was a tone she knew better than to trust. Now, anyway. It had been a lesson she had learned the hard way.

Standing to avoid the hand he reached out for her, Mykeya slowly inched toward the door.

"Once we've soothed Ythar's ruffled feathers, I'll leave you to go back to brooding in peace." She winced at the poor, unintended pun when Darian's wings flexed over his shoulders. "I'll let you know when Baron Tolion arrives."

Mykeya wrapped her dignity around her like a tattered cloak and headed for the door.








  
  
Chapter Four




DARIAN HAD KNOWN THAT even thinking about that idyllic summer was an indulgence he couldn't risk. He certainly hadn't intended to speak of it.  

But Mykeya had been sitting so close that her warmth seeped into all the frozen places inside of him. And the spirited discussion of politics and strategy and history had completely enthralled Darian's attention. 

For a moment, it was like no time had passed at all. 

Nostalgic wistfulness welled up, and a precious memory spilled out with raw honesty before he got control of it. 

When she'd stiffened and pulled back, Darian was certain he'd given too much away. Certain that she had heard everything he felt in that momentary lapse. 

So, he'd been both shocked and guiltily relieved at how completely she misunderstood. 

The relief was short-lived, however, when Mykeya made it coldly clear that whatever affection she once felt for him had been left firmly in the past. 

It wasn't unexpected.  

Darian had known six years ago that anything she might feel for him would be fleeting and ephemeral. 

Still, the ache of it slid into his chest like a frozen dagger. 

The truth of his pain became a whisper of her name on his lips. His hand reached out of its own volition, only to drop heavily into his lap when she moved away. She made a pithy comment that set his wings twitching before promising to tell him when Tolion arrived. 

Darian had been telling himself since she appeared in the foyer that he just wanted to be left alone. Now that it sounded like that was exactly what Mykeya intended to do, Darian wanted to change her mind. 

The harsh honesty of his desperation pushed against the back of his throat, forcing him to pinch his lips between his teeth in an attempt to battle it down. 

As much as he didn't want to watch Mykeya go, it was probably for the best. They both needed space to breathe and distance themselves from memories of the past. 

And Darian needed a moment to regroup and regain the control necessary to keep his mouth closed. 

So, as she moved toward the door, Darian turned to look out the window.  

He almost ignored the small group crossing the bridge from the eastern entrance. But the coach was well made, with hints of golden filigree, and surrounded by a modest honor guard. Altogether, it gave the impression that a personage of some importance was approaching.

Darian had expected the baron to bring a large delegation. One close in size to the group Mykeya brought with her. As the vehicle drew into better view, however, Darian grew more certain the envoy was inside. 

"Baron Tolion is already here."  

"What?" 

Mykeya's question echoed from the doorway before delicate footsteps dashed back across the room. A moment later, she was once more pressed up close beside him, leaning into the alcove to stare down at the bridge. The faint, intoxicating scent of lilacs wound its way through Darian's awareness, and it was all he could do to keep himself from shifting closer. 

"That is him," Mykeya agreed with a sigh, surprise replaced with steadfast certainty. "I need to get everyone ready." 

She whirled away, moving toward the door at a clipped, steady pace. Her mind was focused on the mission as she murmured to herself, listing off a dozen things to check on her way down to greet the baron. 

Darian bemusedly watched her, fascinated by her calm, capable poise. 

Mykeya seemed so absorbed with the task at hand that it surprised him when she stopped abruptly in the doorway.

She looked back at him with uncertainty shimmering in her eyes. And Darian understood what she was asking without needing to hear the words. 

After everything, he knew he could not disappoint Mykeya again. 

"I'll be down before Baron Tolion walks through the doors," he promised quietly. 

Relief lightened her whole body, and she flashed him a grateful smile. Then she was out the door and gone.

Leaving Darian alone once more.


      ***Mykeya stood in the center of the Grand Foyer with prim precision. Her posture was tall and straight, her hands clasped neatly in front, and her entire being radiated a well-practiced, steadfast calm.

It was a pose she had spent years perfecting. No one who looked at her would ever guess at the maelstrom of nervous energy thrumming through every breath she took.

Especially because the embarrassing memory of the last time she'd been in this position kept replaying itself in her mind. 

Before coming to the Observatory, her first solo assignment had been at the Citadel. The fortress stood on the border between Darkhar and the Daesar Empire and led by Raneir, Captain of the Phoenix Guard. Who happened to be the unacknowledged, illegitimate son of the last king of Darkhar. Which meant he had also been afflicted by the curse that befell all his siblings.

Some believed he was mad. Some believed he was possessed by the demon who once ruled the Citadel. Whatever the reason, Raneir's repeated incursions into Daesar territory had raised concerns.

Mykeya was sent to facilitate a dialogue between Raneir and the representative dispatched by the Daesar Empire.

And not just any representative. 

Princess Xadi. Technically, second in line to rule the Empire. Her twin, Xara, born first by mere minutes, was the official heir to the Empire. But everyone knew about the curse laid on the Imperial family by a demon several generations ago. One that ensured the first-born heir never survived to claim the throne.

Which, in effect, made Xadi the presumptive next Empress.

And when the princess arrived at the Citadel, Raneir was nowhere to be found.

Forcing Mykeya to greet one of the most eminent personages on the entire continent with only Raneir's grandfather.

It had been humiliating. 

A bright, glaring failure on display for the entirety of the Imperial delegation to witness.

Her first time as acting ambassador and she couldn't get the man in charge of the Citadel to offer the bare minimum of civility.

Mykeya couldn't help the chilling worry that the situation may very well repeat itself.

Yet she didn't dare show a hint of uncertainty or doubt. So, Mykeya held herself with a relaxed confidence she was nowhere near feeling, forcefully refusing to look up at the empty staircase every thirty seconds. 

No matter how much she wanted to.

At least until she finally heard the heavy, reluctant footsteps on the steps behind her.

The knots loosened in Mykeya's chest, and she allowed herself a brief glance back over her shoulder. Only to find Darian's gaze was already on her. When their eyes locked, Mykeya forgot everything else around her.

Then the doors opened, and the small party stepped inside, led by a man in a dark green cloak. His clothes were ill-fitting and slightly wrinkled, but they were made from the finest fabrics and designed in the latest fashion. Satin and linen, tooled leather, and fine embroidery were on display for all to see. As were the thick gold signet ring on his hand and the heavy silver family crest hanging around his neck. 

It was an ostentatious display of his wealth and rank.

He strutted in with exaggerated arrogance, stopping in the center of the Grand Foyer with his fists planted on his hips in a confident pose. 

Like a man trying much too hard to prove his importance. 

Mykeya had dealt with the type all too often.

She sighed internally, not daring to show even that much reaction to the baron. 

Because it was clear to her that the next week or two was going to be a delicate dance of keeping negotiations on track while tiptoeing around the man's fragile ego.

Considering his obvious need to force his importance on others, his retinue was surprisingly sparse. An honor guard, a couple of secretaries to assist him during negotiations, a valet, and a groomsman. It was obvious from Tolion's self-important air that he'd be expecting additional support from Mykeya's team or the Observatory staff.

While Tolion made his grand entrance, Darian unobtrusively descended the stairs to place himself firmly by Mykeya's side. 

"Welcome to Darkhar, Baron Tolion." She pressed every bit of polite professionalism she could muster into the forced smile she offered in greeting. "I am Mykeya, acting ambassador of Darkhar." 

"Huh, I heard Viator had retired, but I thought he'd realize this meeting was important enough to make an exception." 

Mykeya did not let a drop of her civil façade falter. Ignoring the implied slight, she turned toward Darian without missing a beat. 

"Allow me to introduce His Highness, Prince Darian, Lord of the Eastern Border and Overseer of the Observatory Bridge." 

Tolion crossed the room, stepping past Mykeya as if she weren't there to greet Darian with an ingratiating smile. 

Keeping a tight rein on her frustration and distaste, Mykeya held her ground and refused to step back. This was not the first dismissive attitude she'd encountered, and it was unlikely to be the last. Giving in now would only set an unwanted precedent. 

"Good to meet you, Your Highness. Heard you rarely come down out of your tower." The unseemly comment was compounded by the inappropriate hand he shoved in Darian's direction. "Glad you understand the importance of hashing things out before the situation gets out of control." 

It took every bit of Mykeya's discipline and will not to keep her mouth from dropping open in disgusted shock. It was becoming abundantly clear that Baron Tolion possessed little training in the most rudimentary elements of Morroinn diplomacy.  

Or even basic civility. 

For a moment, she was certain Darian wouldn't acknowledge the hand pushing into his personal space. 

After a glance at Mykeya's expression, he accepted the proffered handshake with a reluctant glower. 

"Tolion," he greeted icily, returning the incivility by deliberately dropping the man's title. It was clear from the baron's faint grimace of pain that Darian had offered an impressively firm handshake to further express his displeasure. "I'm afraid you have me at a disadvantage. I haven't heard much about you at all."  

Mykeya's inhalation was sharp but silent. Things would escalate quickly if she didn't find a way to mediate the ego and antipathy already flaring to life between the two men. 

"Well, it's been a long trip. I'm sure you could use a few hours to rest and refresh." She kept her tone bright and no-nonsense as she slipped between Darian and Tolion.  

Hoping to derail the awkward discomfort before it got out of hand, she scanned the gathered crowd hovering around the foyer until she spotted the person she needed. 

"Deanira, would you show the baron and his staff to their chambers, please?" 

The maid startled slightly, tearing her wide-eyed stare away from Tolion at the sound of her name. Clearly, Mykeya wasn't the only one taken aback by the man's inappropriateness. 

"Of course, Ambassador." She curtsied briefly before blinking anxiously at the baron. "If you'll follow me, milord." 

Mykeya stood at polite attention, watching them head off to the guest wing and wincing a little as the sound of Tolion's imperious demands filtered back down the stairs.

"I'm assuming I've been given a suite with a balcony…"

As soon as they were out of sight and well beyond hearing range, Mykeya turned to Darian.

Only to find that he had silently slipped away while she was distracted.

She nodded to dismiss the rest of the gathered crowd and waited until she was alone before allowing herself the luxury of an exasperated sigh.

At this rate, Mykeya was never going to prove herself as a competent ambassador.








  
  
Chapter Five




FROM HIS WINDOW SEAT at the top of the isolated Observatory tower, Darian watched the sun set over Darkhar. The stars sprang to life across the dark half of the sky, reminding him that time continued to march on, no matter how much he wished it wouldn't.  

More than anything, Darian wanted to remain right where he was. 

Alone on his perch, surrounded by silence.

He wanted to have Kummel send up dinner and huddle in his sanctuary while he continued to ignore the activity invading his home. 

But Darian would never forget the raw emotion that had escaped Mykeya's control earlier. 

"I'm not going to greet an envoy by myself again." 

There was so much history wrapped up in a handful of words. Abandonment and distress and the uncomfortable acceptance of being let down over and over.

Darian had contributed more than a small amount to that expectation.

So, as the dinner hour drew near, he reluctantly dragged himself off to his bedroom to dress for the evening meal. 

Finding Cat sprawled out on the pillow-top bench in his dressing room came as little surprise. The animal showed up whenever and wherever she pleased. If this was the cat Islyne advised him of, he could find no rhyme or reason in the pattern of her appearances.

Since she seemed content to sprawl indolently on his furniture and pretend he didn't exist, Darian chose to ignore her in return. Instead, he frowned at the rows and folded piles of clothes filling the small chamber.

His wardrobe displayed a definitive split in his character. A sharp line delineating his life, defining Darian before the curse. And after.

The majority of the clothes were made of the finest fabrics, tailored in fashionable lines. All embroidered, embellished, and elaborately detailed in the height of couture. At least, what had been the height of couture five years ago.

Before the curse.

Everything after was made of study, utilitarian cloth. Rough, serviceable shirts and coats altered with slits to slide over his wings. 

In the aftermath of the curse, he'd had more important concerns than the state of his wardrobe. His criteria had narrowed down to how comfortable and easily adjusted the item was. 

Unfortunately, that meant he owned nothing appropriate for a formal meal. He'd either have to rip the backs out of his fashionable attire or show up in a slitted linen shirt more suited to fieldwork than a dining room table.

"Do you think Mykeya would accept the excuse that I have nothing to wear?" 

Cat sniffed, seemingly unimpressed with his self-pity. With a great deal of effort, she stretched each limb individually. Then she gracefully leapt off the bench and sauntered over to one of the hanging racks firmly in the middle of the before portion of his wardrobe.

She paced back and forth before pausing and hooking her claws into the dark wine-colored fabric of an embroidered tailcoat. 

"That was tailored to fit much too tightly to ever even consider getting my wings under," Darian informed her with a frown. Unconcerned by his complaints, she reached up with a second paw. Settling more sharp-tipped claws into the fabric, she looked over her shoulder at him with a clear, unmistakable warning. 

Horrified at the idea of Cat shredding the coat with the daggers attached to her paws, Darian hurried over to lift it off its hanger.

"All right, all right. I'll take a look." Holding out the jacket, he considered it thoughtfully. Cut to hit the knee in the back and curve around slightly higher in the front, as Darian remembered, it had been tailored to closely fit his body. What he'd forgotten, however, was that it sported double, parallel seams on the back instead of a single one up the middle. For a skilled tailor, it would be easy to quickly turn the seams into long vents that would slip over his wings easily. A couple of laces could be added to tighten the fit beneath his feathered appendages.

"The coat might work, if it wasn't for the front." Darian frowned and tilted his head to consider the problem. "It's cut to show off one of those elaborately ruffled shirts that were so popular at the time. There's no way to alter those silky, fussy—"

The soft sound of fabric hitting the floor interrupted Darian. He glared at Cat, now seated on a high shelf looking proud of herself. Below her, a meticulously embroidered lump of pewter fabric lay on the ground. When Darian picked it up and shook it out, it proved to be a double-breasted, high-necked waistcoat. One that could also be quickly adjusted with scissors and some additional ties to fit around his wings. 

Between the fit of the coat and the coverage of the waistcoat, it would be impossible to tell he wasn't wearing a shirt.

"Unconventional," Darian mused, considering. "With the addition of a cravat, it might just work. Let's go see if Kummel can get these altered in time for dinner."

Much to his surprise, Darian wasn't late to the evening meal. He did, however, appear to be the last to arrive. Everyone was already seated at the long wooden table, and conversation stopped as everyone looked when he paused in the doorway. 

The only person he bothered to look back at was Mykeya. For a moment, her gaze was relieved and approving, which settled something restless in his gut.

With a smile of satisfaction, Darian took his place at the head of the table. Mykeya was seated to his left, and, unfortunately, Tolion had been placed to his right.

Conversations resumed in the room, and Mykeya leaned an inch closer to whisper quietly.

"Thank you for coming." 

That she felt a need to be grateful spiked Darian's irritation. 

But it only lasted a second. 

Because Darian couldn't lie to himself, and he knew as well as she did that whether he appeared or not had been a close call. 

Only the memory of Mykeya's distress had had the power to overcome his reluctance to socialize.

It was on the tip of Darian's tongue to tell her just that. He covered the urge by grabbing the chalice in front of him and sipping slowly at the cool water. 

By the time he set his drink back on the table, the meal was being served, and Darian had hold of himself once more. He found a bit of calm to replace the flash of hurt and irritation her greeting had sparked in him. 

"I'd like to take credit for my presence. Honestly, Kummel informed me that the cook was making berry tarts for dessert." 

Both statements were true. And, if Mykeya interpreted them as connected, all the better. 

Darian leaned in a little closer, offering a conspiratorial grin. "Between you and me, I'm pretty sure they're conspiring to ensure my compliance. I figured it was only a matter of time until they enlisted you into their scheme." 

He added the last with a teasing lilt and was surprised when she smiled back.  

"Not yet. I'll have to track them down and see if they'd be willing to take on a third accomplice." 

The sweet laughter in her voice lightened everything around her. Like it was lifting some indefinable weight that she constantly carried. In turn, her ease loosened something tight and uncomfortable in Darian. 

Once more, he felt compelled to tell her just that. The honest words were on the tip of his tongue when Tolion leaned into Darian's space. 

"This is some of the finest venison I've had in a long time." His vociferous praise filled the room with unnecessary volume. "I'm thinking the first order of business is an agreement to lower tariffs on foodstuffs that cross the Observatory bridge." 

Darian felt the tension crackle back to life in Mykeya at the glaring breach of etiquette. There was an unspoken understanding among every diplomat of the five kingdoms that mealtimes remain free of any political discussion.  

Annoyed that the quiet moment of ease with Mykeya had been broken by the irritating baron, Darian allowed a low growl of displeasure to rumble in his throat. 

Delicate fingers settled lightly on his forearm, a gentle reminder to hold his temper. 

He considered shaking it off, but one look at her determined expression let him know that Mykeya wanted to handle the issue herself. 

With a shrug, Darian settled back in his chair. It was past time Tolion figured out just how capable and fierce Mykeya could be when the situation called for it.
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