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        Many months ago…

      

      

      There are a lot of things to be afraid of. That’s an undeniable fact of life.

      Most people want to deny their fear or ignore it entirely. They will stare down the things that terrify them with determined strength and laugh in the face of fright because they think that they are supposed to overcome it.

      They are wrong.

      Before my mother met my father, the god of arts and literature, she was in love with a different god. As such, she was the only one of Zoren’s mistresses who did not come from the mortal realm.

      “Most people do not know that Felix was a kind man,” my mother once told me when I was still a young girl and begged her to tell me about her past life before she was brought to Zoren’s kingdom. “As the god of fear, many people avoided him because they believed that seeing him was a bad omen. By being in Felix’s presence, they thought they were willingly inviting fear into their lives.”

      “So he wasn’t scary?” I asked her.

      “Not at all,” my mother murmured with a wistful smile on her face. “That is the thing about fear. Everyone misunderstands it. They think it should be destroyed. They think that absence of fear implies an absence of danger.”

      I learned that Mother was still heartbroken over what happened to Felix, but she did her best to cover it up out of respect for Zoren.

      As the story goes, my mother was only eighteen when she met Felix. She was a university student in a mortal city called Los Angeles, and he was taking a break from being one of the most hated gods in the immortal world to pose as a sweet-faced barista on campus. Felix fell for her first, using his divine powers to speak with my mother in Spanish, her first language, and Nahuatl, the indigenous language her father spoke when she was growing up in Oaxaca, Mexico.

      They fell in love faster than most rational people would advise and knowing he wanted to spend eternity with this beautiful woman who did not fear him like the others did, he revealed his true identity to her and begged her to come with him back to his kingdom.

      My mother agreed on one condition—that she finish her degree first. It was difficult for me to understand the societal contexts of the mortal realm when she explained it to me, but she told me that she was a first-generation immigrant and though both of her parents passed away before her second year of college, she wanted to honor their memory by finishing school. All they ever wanted was for her to get the education they never had access to.

      So, she did. Felix happily waited for her, a four-year degree seeming to last only four seconds in the lifespan of an immortal god. Then, when my mother graduated, he swept her away to the kingdom of Fear. They lived happily for a few years, and Felix planned to make my mother immortal like him as soon as she was ready, but then a great demigod warrior named Cam stormed the kingdom and vowed to destroy the god of fear once and for all. For her safety, Felix sent my mother away to the goddess of pines, Gia, who was his cousin.

      The brave warrior Cam defeated Felix with the help of his father, the god of strength, and imprisoned him for eternity in a stone amulet that was dropped in the Bottomless Sea and never seen again. My mother was devastated. Even when Cam was killed a month later when he became too confident and took on an opponent too mighty for him, there was little consolation for the loss of the love of her life.

      At first, Gia comforted my mother. She was furious about the death of her harmless cousin and pitied the mortal woman who left her entire life behind to be with him forever. She offered my mother a place to stay in her small, humble kingdom.

      However, as soon as Gia’s husband, Zoren, met the woman, things changed. Zoren had a strong appetite for mortal women, as evidenced by the three human mistresses who lived in his kingdom and had borne him four beautiful demigoddesses, the eldest of which were twins. Zoren was fascinated by my mother; a human woman falling in love with the god of fear and happily agreeing to become his queen wasn’t the kind of story that came along often. And Zoren, being the god of literature, loved a good story.

      Thus, he pursued her. He comforted her. He wrote her poems and symphonies. Even while his third mistress was pregnant with his fourth child, a daughter who would be named Amalia, Zoren was eager to earn my mother’s affections. Overwhelmed by his determined pursuit, my mother was grateful for his kindness but ashamed that giving in to Zoren’s desire for her meant that she was betraying the goddess who offered her shelter when Felix was, for all intents and purposes, killed.

      She admitted to me that she planned to run away. She wanted to go back to Los Angeles, far away from gods and goddesses, and try to start over again and live a normal life. By then, she was twenty-nine; it had been over seven years since she lived among humans, but she figured it would be a much simpler life than engaging in an affair with a married god in a pathetic attempt to rebound from the man she truly loved.

      And then she got pregnant.

      As soon as Gia learned that the little life growing inside my mother’s womb was the child of Zoren, she unleashed a wrath so violent that Zoren had to lock my mother away in a secret tower for the duration of the pregnancy.

      When I was born, my mother hoped that I would look like Felix. She hoped that I would have his brown curls and freckles, that it would be undeniable that I was his daughter, not Zoren’s… however, that’s not how things turned out. I was fair-haired and blue-eyed, and by the time I could utter a clumsy string of words, it was obvious that I’d been blessed with the gift of a divinely beautiful singing voice. Inherited from my father. My mother stayed because she thought it was the right thing to do, but also because she was afraid that Zoren would hunt her down to the ends of the earth if she took one of his precious children away from him.

      Not that Zoren loved his daughters purely and unconditionally the way a father should. Rather, Zoren loved his children because their beauty and talents brought him power and influence which his barren wife Gia couldn’t offer him. We were mere possessions, trophies to be displayed with shallow pride.

      I knew my mother grew to hate Zoren, though she tried to hide it from me. She resented his foolish heart, especially when he brought home a fifth pregnant mistress when I was just four months old. That mistress would eventually give birth to his youngest and final daughter, Sasha. My sisters and I were discouraged from getting close to one another. Our father pitted against each other, urging us to treat our siblings like competition as we were forced to metaphorically battle for his affections.

      And I hated him for it. I hated him for what he did to my mother most of all, but also for what he did to my sisters and their mothers. I even hated him for what he did to Gia, though I knew better than to fool myself into thinking sympathy for the goddess of evergreens would change her heart toward me.

      In the end, all of those things weren’t even the worst of my father’s indiscretions. When his insatiable appetite for romance caused him to be tricked by the goddess of deceit, and he lost his entire kingdom to her, he traded his six daughters off to the God of the Underworld in exchange for help in hunting Tempest down and forcing her to return the keys to his realm. While our fates were exchanged in an irrevocable transaction and we prepared to live out the rest of eternity in the Underworld, our mothers were sent back to the mortal world.

      It was what my mother had wanted ever since Felix was destroyed, but she never wanted to be parted from me in the process. Yet, thanks to Zoren’s recklessness, we were doomed to never see each other again.

      “I’m scared,” I had told my mother the night my father announced the news of our arranged marriages with the princes of Hell.

      “It’s okay to be afraid, Danai,” my mother whispered in a trembling voice as she held me close and audibly tried to hold back her tears. “You should not shrink from fear. It is not a bad thing. Fear is not a hindrance to happiness but an instinct that guides us toward bravery. You must strike a balance with it. Do not deny it, but do not let it control you, either. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” I replied.

      In truth, I wasn’t sure that I understood at all, but it seemed like she needed more comfort than I did at the time.

      When I first met Sebastian, the Prince of Greed, I was afraid. His domain was the region of the Underworld where mortal souls anguished for eternity for committing terrible sins of greed and avarice, and as a result, I feared he would naturally have his own tendencies for possessiveness and gluttony. Because of that, I was worried that he would be just like my father, guided only by his selfish desires.

      As it turned out, while Sebastian was a bit materialistic and needy for attention, he was not greedy in a way that made him a bad person. In fact, it seemed that the thing he coveted above all else was my trust and affection.

      “I know that this isn’t a situation that either of us was expecting,” he told me on the day we first met, his amber eyes and garnet-colored hair shining like jewels in the light-filled carriage we rode to the palace of Greed. “However, I would like to be a good partner to you. If you would let me, I want to prove that I can earn your heart.”

      And so he did. Sebastian was kind and generous. He showered me with gifts. Jewels, gowns, flowers, sweets… in the first few days of my arrival at Greed, I was so overwhelmed by the mountain of treasures he bestowed upon me that I had no choice but to beg him to stop.

      “With all due respect, Prince Sebastian, you do not have to buy my love,” I told him nervously all those months ago. “I appreciate the gifts, but it’s you that I would like to have the chance to adore more than anything.”

      “How shall I offer that chance, then?” he asked, not at all offended by my light chastising.

      “Tell me about yourself,” I replied. “I’d like to get to know you.”

      “Oh…” He chuckled. “What do you want to know?”

      “Well, what’s something about you that not many people know?”

      He thought for a minute, chewing on his bottom lip. Although he was obviously eager to claim my heart, I didn’t feel like I was an object in his eyes—not the way I did whenever my father looked upon me.

      Rather, Sebastian was greedy for my fondness because it was important to him that his future wife felt like she belonged in his kingdom. I realized that he wanted me to feel at home there after being forced to leave the only home and life I’d ever known, and, in that fact alone, I knew that Sebastian was a good person. Prince of Hell or not, he had a warm heart.

      After mulling over my question for a moment, Sebastian smiled.

      “Okay,” he said. “I want you to meet my mother.”

      I blanched. Sebastian’s mother was Raya, the goddess of the Red River, a formidable water nymph that was gifted immense power thanks to her marriage to the almighty God of the Underworld. She dwelled in the Red River, which was the only reliable route in and out of the Underworld, and rarely surfaced.

      Raya was said to be just as intimidating as her husband, the ancient King of Hell. She was mysterious and imposing and cared little for the day-to-day affairs of royal life. When my sisters and I were informed that we would each be marrying a Prince of the Underworld, we were told that the deal was brokered specifically between Zoren and the God of the Underworld. It was implied that Raya had nothing to do with it, and we, therefore, had no idea if she approved of us girls, who were the half-mortal children of a minor god.

      What if she hated me? What if she thought I wasn’t good enough for her son? What if she resented me so strongly that she found a way to dispose of me so that Sebastian could marry a purely divine goddess instead?

      Fear is not a hindrance to happiness but an instinct that guides us toward bravery. You must strike a balance with it.

      At that moment, my mother’s words echoed in the back of my mind. They offered me the strength I needed to nod my head at Sebastian and agree to meet the woman who brought him into this world.

      “Will my sisters meet her, too?” I asked Sebastian the next morning as we walked to the banks of the Red River, which wound its way throughout the Underworld for easy access in each of her sons’ kingdoms.

      “Eventually, I suppose,” Sebastian replied with a shrug. “But I’m really the only one who visits her regularly. It’s kind of embarrassing, but I guess I’m kind of a mama’s boy.”

      I laughed at that. The Prince of Greed was greedy for love above all else, especially from the women in his life.

      The place where Sebastian typically entered the Red River was a small beach with black sand ringed by dark evergreens. It was deserted, known by the inhabitants of the kingdom of Greed as an off-limits area due to the fact that it was the primary point of access for their prince to meet with his terrifying mother.

      “Alright,” said Sebastian, standing beside me at the river’s edge. The scarlet-hued water gently lapped at the shore, expanding wide and deep into the distance. “I know we barely know each other at this point, but I need you to trust me.”

      He held out his hand palm facing up toward me. Embracing the delicate fear that simmered in my stomach, I took a deep breath and placed my hand in his.

      Then, he led the way into the river. When I took my first step into the water, I expected it to soak through my shoes and dye the hem of my dress red. However, by divine miracle, I remained perfectly dry. The Red River did not saturate my clothing and weigh me down but instead rippled around me harmlessly as if I were in a water-resistant bubble. As we walked deeper into the river, I dipped my free hand into the ruby liquid curiously. I could feel that it was water indeed, but it did not wet my hand like water typically did. Everyone knew that the Red River was enchanted, but very few got to experience the wonders of it up close.

      I laughed at the marvel of it all, which caused Sebastian to grin down at me.

      “Cool, isn’t it?” he asked.

      “It’s incredible,” I breathed.

      “We’ll take a few more steps and then duck our heads under the surface, okay?” Sebastian said. “Don’t let go of me because once we’re totally underwater, she’ll pull us down. It might be a little scary at first, but you won’t be harmed.”

      A little scary.

      I was scared, but I’d been taught that it wasn’t a bad thing, so I smiled at my prince and followed his lead, instinctively taking a breath before sinking completely underneath the surface of the Red River.

      Raya answered our symbolic knock on her door immediately. Like Sebastian described, there was a sudden dropping sensation as my vision became tinged as though I were viewing the entire world through rose-colored glasses. It was like I was falling through air instead of plunging into a deceptively deep river.

      As we fell, we remained dry, my skirts billowing around my legs. When I laughed in amazement, I did not suck water into my lungs but breathed as if I were still on land.

      Then, without warning, we dropped onto ground that looked as though it was made from solid gold. I stumbled from the sudden lack of movement, and Sebastian wrapped an arm around my waist to steady me. It was the first time anything other than our hands touched, and, having never known what it was like to be held by a boy before, I gasped at the unexpectedly comforting sensation of it, and gazed deep into Sebastian’s eyes. He stared back, both of us temporarily trapped in a moment of physical closeness that was impossible to ignore.

      Before I could find the words to thank him for steadying me, a cool voice cut through the quiet.

      “My son,” murmured the goddess of the Red River. “I have missed you.”

      Sebastian let go of my waist as we turned to face the room beneath the river. We were no longer engulfed by the water but standing in a space filled with clear air. The only indication that we were deep beneath the ground was the ceiling above our heads, which was the color of blood and rippled with melodic waves.

      Raya’s reception parlor was one of the most beautiful places I’d ever seen. The floor and walls were made of pure gold, gleaming softly in the glow of an endless array of lanterns and candles that dotted every surface of the room. The decor was different than that of the rest of the Underworld. Instead of black furnishings and various shades of dark hues, Raya’s personal palace was colored brightly in reds, oranges, and yellows—eternal autumn. Rich carpets the color of ripe cherries covered the golden floor, covered in low maroon tables with elaborately carved legs.

      In spite of how daunting Raya’s reputation was, her domain was cozy. Large pillows of tangerine silk and amber embroidery covered the floor. There was a sofa the color of fresh peaches, poufs made of flaxen satin, and tasteful bursts of red throughout the interior. I felt as though I was in the warm embrace of the sun.

      As I remembered my manners and dipped into a curtsy before the goddess, she rose from a crimson chaise and approached with confident, measured steps. Her vibrant red hair was so long that it nearly reached the floor, flowing down in sleek waves with her loose, wine-colored gown. She was taller than most women, towering over me even when I straightened up from my respectful bow.

      She stared at me with ruby-red eyes.

      “Mother,” Sebastian said, taking my hand once more and smiling with so much ease that I could tell he was a frequent visitor to this magnificent place. “I’d like to introduce you to my betrothed, the demigoddess Danai.”

      It was difficult not to tremble nervously when Raya raked her eyes down the length of me, drinking in every detail of her future daughter-in-law. I didn’t want to appear weak in front of her for fear that it would make her think I wasn’t a good match for her son.

      “You are… rather chic,” Raya said after a moment. “This uncommon hairstyle suits you.”

      Self-consciously, I reached up and touched the blond strands that I had worn in a cropped pixie style for years. I planned to have it lengthened for the wedding ceremony. When I first wanted to cut it short, my father was anxious that I would look more like a son, but my narrow, feminine face allowed the haircut to suit me rather well.

      “Thank you, goddess,” I whispered, dipping into another curtsy.

      “You may call me Raya, child,” she crooned. “Now, come. Sit.”

      She returned to her previous position on the chaise, draping gracefully across the satin cushions while Sebastian led me to the sofa across from her. The goddess hummed happily, her blood-red lips curving into the most subtle of smiles.

      Though her aura was just as frightening as the rumors proclaimed, there was also something gentle about Raya. Her presence was soothing… just like a river.

      “Sebastian, my dear,” she murmured after we settled into our seats. “Your cheeks look thinner. Have you been eating enough?”

      “I have been busy, Mother,” Sebastian replied with the typical grumble of a chastised son. “There have been many things to do these past few weeks. Anyway, I’m a god. You know I don’t really need to eat.”

      “Yes, well, I would prefer it if your natural inclinations for greediness extended to frequent, well-balanced meals,” Raya quipped, raising her eyebrows sternly. “Nutrition is important even for divine beings.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      Then, Raya turned her face toward me. “I am told that the daughters of Zoren have remarkable artistic talents.”

      I was deeply intimidated meeting her bright red gaze, but I took faith in the fact that she hadn’t yet shown me outward disapproval.

      “Yes,” I told her. “We each have unique gifts.”

      “And what is yours?” she prodded.

      “Singing. I-I sing rather well,” I explained bashfully.

      She quirked an eyebrow, visibly interested.

      “Sebastian, have you heard her singing voice yet?”

      “No, I haven’t,” he replied to his mother, nudging me playfully. There was a casualness to his demeanor that I was still getting used to. Somehow, he was both regal and relaxed at the same time.

      Raya raised a brow. “Danai, my dear, would you do us the honor of a song?”

      I wasn’t prone to stage fright, but the thought of singing for my future husband and his mother at the drop of a hat caused a trickle of trepidation to race down my spine. But, of course, I couldn’t say no.

      So, I nodded and obediently stood, smoothing down the front of my dress and touching the tips of my fingers to my throat.

      “Do you have any requests, goddess?” I asked.

      “Surprise me,” she crooned.

      Miraculously, my mind didn’t go blank. Instead, I glanced up at the Red River that flowed freely overhead and was reminded of an old ballad originally sung by the nymphs who dwelled in the Bottomless Sea. There was a vast library of music in my memory. Thanks to the divinity in my bloodstream, I had perfect pitch and could recall any piece of sheet music I’d ever laid eyes on. My oldest sister Rose was similar with her musical gifts, but her medium was instruments rather than her voice.

      Without further ado, I took a deep breath and sang.

      For me, singing was an instinct. It required neither effort, nor training, nor careful practice. Music flowed out of me like it was the only thing I was born to do. When I sang, I suddenly felt like there was nothing else in the world that I should otherwise be doing.

      The song from the sea nymphs was relatively short. When I finished, I pressed my lips together and waited for Raya’s judgment.

      She stared at me for several minutes, her expression stoic and unreadable, while Sebastian applauded me loudly.

      Then, Raya burst into a brilliant smile, showing flawless, pearlescent teeth.

      “How gorgeous,” she whispered. “A little siren. Can you sing another?”

      And thus, I was not only granted approval from the menacing force of nature that was the goddess of the Red River but also gifted with unfettered access to the inner sanctum of her intimate palace beneath the river. She adored my voice, and I was henceforth referred to by her as a little siren. It was a term of endearment that I didn’t take for granted. As a water nymph, it was her way of emphasizing a sense of familiarity between us.

      Raya accepted me as her daughter with open arms that day.

      In those first weeks in the Underworld, I assumed that she would grow fond of my sisters in the same respect, thinking that there was no reason to believe that her approval meant I was special. However, I eventually learned that no other Prince of Hell visited his mother as dutifully as Sebastian, not even Prince Finn, the firstborn. Everyone, both within and beyond the borders of the Underworld, believed that Finn was Raya’s favorite because he was the eldest son, but the truth was that Sebastian was her most beloved. While the five other princes showed loyalty to their father, Sebastian favored his mother
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