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      “Riven? Riven, are you okay?”

      Chloe’s voice was unexpectedly panicked as Riven crumpled to the floor. There was a brief moment of shocked hesitation before everyone else jumped into action. My younger sisters gasped in unison and rushed forward, hovering behind Chloe as she knelt on the marble beside Riven’s unconscious form.

      The God of the Underworld leaped up from his throne, brow knit with confusion as he stepped down from the dais to get a good look at the wife of his eldest son, the future Queen of Hell. Beside him, the girl with golden hair and emerald eyes—Circe, the new betrothed of Prince Nico—clapped her hand over her mouth as if the horror of Riven’s fainting was too much to bear.

      And I did what I do best. I sank into the shadows, unnoticed as I observed from the perimeter.

      I was the fourth daughter of Zoren, the god of arts and literature. The fourth child of a minor god was worth nothing to the world at large, though I supposed I did have some value if I was traded off by my father to marry a prince in exchange for help from the God of the Underworld to retrieve his kingdom from the goddess of deceit, who stole it from him by taking advantage of his shamefully large romantic appetite.

      But I digress.

      Perhaps being the insignificant daughter of an insignificant god and an insignificant human should’ve given me a complex. Perhaps I should’ve been self-conscious and spiteful or in desperate need of attention and affection.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t very good at following traditional character arcs. I knew all about those, after all. Being demigoddesses with the god of arts and literature as our father afforded me and my sisters' special talents. We were all gifted with natural skill, something that was never explicitly taught to us but rather that existed in our bloodstream. The oldest sisters, the twins, were gifted at music and dance, respectively. Danai could sing like an angel. Sasha was good at… well, everything.

      And Chloe… On the surface, it seemed as though Chloe’s talent was, simply put, reading books. She could absorb words like a sponge and never forget a single sentence that she read. However, once you spent a lifetime growing up in close proximity with her, you realized that Chloe’s gift was not appreciation for literature. Rather, it was intellect. Zoren wasn’t the god of intelligence—that was the goddess Elita—but something within his combination of patronage for the arts and history and all things pretentious translated into Chloe simply being very good at learning and retaining information.

      Maybe that’s why she ran to Riven’s side. She might have just finished a book about how to revive fainting victims. Not that Chloe had good reason to want to help Riven. None of us did.

      It was an unspoken truth that none of us sisters like Riven. Born mere minutes after her twin Rose, she was known for being wicked, manipulative, and coldhearted. In truth, I didn’t see her that way.

      My talent was writing. By the time I was two years old, I could hold a pen and weave perfect script across a blank page. I finished my first novel by my third birthday, a quirky story about a kitten who could speak to humans but not to other cats. In hindsight, it was a disturbingly insightful thing for a toddler to write about loneliness, but concern for my mental stability was easily overlooked.

      I was used to being overlooked. For example, no one offered me a single glance as the drama continued to unfold.

      The thing about Riven was that she was supposed to be indestructible. She’d broken others’ hearts, dreams, and bones, but she remained untouchable. With our oldest sister banished to the darkest pits of Hell for running away with a man who wasn’t her betrothed, Riven stepped in and quickly became the most powerful child Zoren had ever accidentally created.

      In short, Riven didn’t faint. She didn’t show weakness to anyone, least of the formidable God of the Underworld. She had been acting odd lately, noticeably distracted and moodier than usual. From what I knew of crafting stories, I understood that could only mean one thing.

      Riven was troubled.

      I shuffled my feet silently a few steps to the left to get a clearer view of the crowd gathering around the unconscious princess of Arrogance. At that point, Chloe had backed off, settling back on her heels as the God of the Underworld took his place kneeling beside Riven’s motionless body. My sisters were silent.

      Circe, on the other hand, was a bundle of audible worries.

      “Is she ill?” whispered the beautiful blond demigoddess, who was apparently born of Eliana, goddess of weaving. “Goodness, what a shock. Is she breathing? Does she faint often?”

      Circe directed her anxious questions at my three conscious sisters, who were closest to her, but none of them had answers for her. She had just arrived in the Underworld mere minutes ago, but she would learn soon enough that, although the daughters of Zoren were sisters, we were not friends. That’s not how we were raised. Our father preferred to foster competition between his children for the sake of making us more powerful.

      “Hush, Circe,” said the God of the Underworld in a quiet voice, his eyes trained on Riven’s slumbering porcelain face. Circe immediately clamped her lips together tightly and took a step back, a blush rising to her cheeks when she remembered where she was and who was in front of her.

      There was something odd about her, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      The God of the Underworld reached toward Riven’s face. His palm was glowing bluish-white. As we watched, he pressed two fingers to her forehead, the power emanating from him palpable even to us lesser half-gods. He was going to use his divine magic to revive her.

      Except.

      It didn’t work.

      When the God of the Underworld touched Riven’s skin, the light died out instantly. From the look on the god’s face, that was definitely not supposed to happen. I edged closer, my curiosity bringing me to the very edge of the shadows.

      “How strange,” murmured the God of the Underworld. “She will not wake for me. Princess Riven must be a very heavy sleeper.”

      Chloe was the one who glanced at the god with a silent question in her eyes. With our oldest sister in prison and the second-oldest passed out on the floor, Chloe was the temporary eldest. She was an odd fit for the role, shy and awkward. Still, she surprised me when she stepped forward to greet Circe; Riven had been stuck in an abnormal bout of silence and could not perform her role as the welcoming diplomat.

      The god evidently sensed Chloe’s eyes upon him.

      “She will recover,” he told her. “She just needs to rest. You girls mustn’t worry. I will have her brought to her chambers and send the palace healer to attend to her.”

      There was a note of disappointment in his voice. He didn’t like seeing the future queen in such a state. The god favored her because she was unflinchingly strong. She didn’t even look away when that servant boy that Rose was in love with was publicly executed. Nor did she flinch when her twin was dragged away to suffer in the darkest pits of Hell for her adultery.

      He, too, was surprised by her condition.

      It was funny to me that everyone seemed to forget that Riven was just a person. She was not the unstoppable force of nature that she paraded herself as. She was no more mighty than I was, and, clearly, all of her pretending had caught up to her. Riven was stressed out and exhausted; she bit off more than she could chew by worming her way into Prince Finn’s heart.

      I almost pitied her, but not quite.

      At the God of the Underworld’s command, four servants emerged from a doorway with a stretcher. The god returned to his throne, watching with a cool expression as Riven was lifted onto the stretcher and carried up the stairs by the silent, black-clad servants.

      “You may be dismissed,” the God of the Underworld sighed. “Return to your rooms. Circe, stay behind. I will fetch Nico so that he can show you to your private chambers.”

      At the sound of his dismissal, Danai and Sasha scurried away first. Chloe followed after them, eyes glazed over as if lost in thought as she climbed the stairs slowly. The God of the Underworld was drumming his fingers on the arm of his throne while Circe was beneath it, fidgeting nervously.

      Not a single person spared me a glance as I drifted into a hallway beneath the grand staircase and hurried down the dimly lit corridor.

      There is an art to being invisible. Not everyone can accomplish it. Invisibility requires a certain persona, a certain lack of desire for attention that most people weren’t capable of achieving. However, that wasn’t enough to be undetectable by those around you. I’d mastered the technique over the years; light footsteps, measured breaths, and comfort in the darkness.

      All of that, plus a thirst for adventure. A willingness to brave the shadows and explore the unknown is essential for a life of invisibility. By the time I was six or seven years old, I had memorized all of the secret passages and roundabout routes through my father’s palace, as well as my stepmother Gia’s, who was the goddess of evergreens and who hated us all with barely concealed fervor.

      When I arrived in the Underworld and was brought to the palace of Savagery to be Prince Declan’s fiancée, I diligently set about uncovering all the secret paths hidden there, too. Unfortunately, that was easier said than done in a kingdom where the shadows could talk back to you.

      Unexpectedly, the palace of the God of the Underworld was much easier to figure out than the palace of Savagery. It was just about finding the servants’ halls and the unused chambers covered in cobwebs. It was about mapping out a journey using all possible pathways. Every palace had its fair share of secret rooms and passages; I made it my mission to be aware of them all.

      That was how I knew that the fastest way to get to Riven and Finn’s private chambers wasn’t to take the main staircase from the throne room and wind through the maze of cavernous halls. Rather, if you slipped down the servant’s hall underneath the stairs, cut through the righthand side of the extensive wine storage, climbed the narrow spiral staircase at the back of those cellars to a dusty parlor that nobody used next to the enchanted library, maneuvered over the railings of two balconies, and slipped through the French windows of a currently unused guest room… you would find yourself right outside the gold-embossed doors of Riven and Finn’s temporary home in the God of the Underworld’s palace. It was a journey that would take twenty minutes via the normal route, but only ten if you went my way. Getting to locations quickly and without notice was the best way to discover all the details that people wouldn’t be willing to admit out loud.

      That’s how I got the inspiration for most of my stories. I overheard things or witnessed things that I wasn’t intended to. I peered into the hidden half of the lives of people around me, not to gather information that I could use as gossip fodder nor hold anything over their heads for my advantage, but rather to gain an insight into a side of the story that I otherwise wouldn’t be privy to.

      Having a knack for storytelling wasn’t just about putting pen to paper, you see.

      Staying within the doors of the guest room across the hall, my feet planted in the plush carpet, I peeked through the narrow gap between the double doors and waited.

      After a minute or so, the servants came bustling down the hallway from the right, the stretcher with Riven’s unconscious form held firmly between them. They moved swiftly down the empty hall, so fast that I almost didn’t beat them there. Pausing outside the doors, they waited while one of the servants at the front of the procession wrestled with the doorknobs. I shifted and pressed my face against the smooth wood of the doors to get a better view.

      Riven still wasn’t moving.

      How strange. One minute, she was standing at the foot of the throne of the God of the Underworld, polite and proper alongside the rest of us. The next minute, she had fallen into such a deep slumber that even the all-powerful god himself couldn’t rouse her from sleep. That was mildly concerning. After all, the God of the Underworld had the power to snatch any of us out of thin air with a fog of black smoke and transport us to his side in a matter of seconds. He could shake the foundations of the entire realm. He could snap his fingers and bring a deadly lightning storm to the Underworld and claim whoever he wanted as victims.

      And yet, somehow, he could not rouse Riven from a fainting spell.

      Perhaps it was a performance. Perhaps Riven wasn’t really asleep but rather pulling a stunt to snatch the attention away from Circe. Truthfully, I wouldn’t put it past her. However, in order for her to be able to fool the God of the Underworld, she had to be just as powerful as him, which wasn’t possible. We would all be made immortal someday, but for now, we were mere demigoddesses.

      Did that mean, if it was a stunt, the God of the Underworld was in on it? What would be the point of that? Were they bored? Did they want to ensure that Circe’s first day in the Underworld was full of excitement?

      That didn’t make sense to me, so I scratched that off my internal list of possible plot lines.

      No… Riven really was ill.

      At last, the servant managed to get the doors open, throwing them wide to allow for the stretcher to fit through. When they stepped across the threshold, a loud voice boomed down the hall.

      “Hey!” shouted the man, quick footsteps echoing as he ran toward the servants and Riven. “What is going on?”

      It was Prince Finn, Riven’s husband. The firstborn son of the God of the Underworld, the Prince of Arrogance, and the future King of Hell—at least, when his father decided that he was bored of leadership and wanted to retire for a few centuries. He was handsome, but his shrewd stare and stoic features made him too intimidating to be able to appreciate his beauty.

      Lips parted in surprise, I watched as he skidded to a halt in front of the servants, who halted instantly the moment they saw who was approaching.

      “What’s wrong with her? What the Hell happened?” Prince Finn demanded, his tone both authoritative and worried.

      Worried… yes. Not annoyed or confused or dismayed, but genuinely worried. Prince Finn was worried about Riven. Something in his voice spoke of an affection that fed the anxiety within him. He cared about Riven.

      One of the servants started explaining what happened as Prince Finn ushered them inside the room. The last thing I saw before the doors closed behind them was the prince lifting Riven off the stretcher and cradling her slender body in his arms.

      He cared about her a lot.

      It was clear to me that Riven and Finn were fond of each other. Or rather that they liked each other enough to deceive their closest siblings for one another. When they were beside each other or speaking together, it felt natural. There was nothing forced in their gestures or speech. Still, great partnerships could flourish without passion. In my head, I simply imagined that Riven and Finn were well-matched business partners. They both made admirable leaders, and thus it made sense for them to work well together.

      I could see now that I was wrong. Prince Finn didn’t just like or respect my older sister.

      He loved her.

      He loved her so much that the sight of her comatose drove him to drop his princely demeanor and sprint down a palace hallway. The idea that something bad might have happened to her in his absence made him so upset that he would not allow the servants to bring her to the bed; rather, he would carry Riven to it himself.

      For all his arrogance and for all her selfishness, Finn and Riven were in love with each other.

      I felt a pang in the center of my chest. I couldn’t tell if it was envy or bewilderment. Our marriages were arranged for us. It was a political agreement, and we were the tokens of payment. When we boarded the ship that sailed down the Red River and brought us to the Underworld, love was never an expectation for any of us. Once our father announced our fates, I knew that I would have to find a way to at least tolerate my future husband, but I never dared to hope that I would fall in love with him. If my sisters were wise, they would’ve been thinking the same thing.

      Riven was the last one of us I ever expected to find love with a Prince of Hell. Furthermore, I’d been skeptical that a man like Prince Finn could even be capable of loving someone other than himself.

      But no. He really loved her.

      Love.

      What a foolish thing.

      What a nonsensical, elusive beast.
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      “—and may I present my fourth daughter, Princess Amalia,” Zoren announced, proudly gesturing to me as the God of the Underworld studied me with a keen stare that I felt could see right down into the depths of my soul.

      I bowed my head and dipped into a curtsy.

      “Welcome, demigoddess,” said the God of the Underworld.

      It was the first time I’d ever laid eyes on him, though his legend was one the first that we were taught by our tutors. He was an ancient god, one of the oldest in existence, and presided over the realm of death and the afterlife. Sinful mortal souls were punished for eternity within his kingdom. He was so powerful that no one was allowed to speak his true name—in fact, so taboo was this act that the majority of people didn’t even know the god’s true name. To utter it was said to invite his wrathful, merciless hellfire into your life.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I replied, not because I was truly grateful for the welcome, but because I knew I was supposed to say so.

      “May I present my fourth son, Prince Declan of Savagery,” continued the God of the Underworld.

      Out of the shadows, my fiancé appeared. He was tall, seemingly taller than Prince Finn, and very muscular. I was tall for a woman, but Declan was so large that he made me feel as though I was as petite and pocket-sized as Chloe. His hair was long, skimming the tops of his broad shoulders, worn loosely in thick, ink-black waves. A silver piercing glinted on his left eyebrow.

      He wore a devilish smirk as he approached me and bowed respectfully.

      “Hello, Princess Amalia,” he purred, eyes glinting with mischief.

      I wasn’t easily frightened, my senses dulled by the spooky subjects that I loved to write about, but my stomach flipped with unease when I met Declan’s black eyes. The princes of each kingdom were known to share subtle qualities with the imprisoned souls that anguished within them. As such, that would imply Prince Declan was a bit of a savage.

      As I curtsied again and then offered Declan a polite smile, I recalled what I knew about savages. They were wild and uncontrollable. They often lacked manners, laughed in the face of formality, and showed violent tendencies. Cruelty could be called their slogan.

      In the single minute I’d spent in Prince Declan’s company thus far, I reasoned that at least half of those things were certainly true. Even as the prince held out his arm for me to take and led me out of the throne room, I could tell that it was taking immense effort for him to follow the traditional procedure. In all likelihood, Declan’s instinct was likely to scoop me up, throw me over his shoulder, and carry me out of there kicking and screaming.

      Rose, Riven, and Chloe were already gone, led away by their respective princes. Finn looked cruel and calculating, a terrible match for Rose, but Riven’s fiancé Nico appeared just as playful and daring as her. Similarly, Elijah and Chloe seemed a decent match. Both of them gave off the immediate impression of being soft-spoken and gentle.

      I didn’t think I was anything like Declan.

      He led me to a black carriage. Each of the prince’s kingdoms was given house colors to pair with the overwhelmingly black decor of the Underworld. Arrogance was red and gold, Corruption was silver, and Disgrace was deep green.

      Savagery was… more black. No, a very dark gray. Multiple shades of murky grayness. That’s what I was able to determine as I climbed inside the carriage and settled on the satin-upholstered bench opposite Declan. His bulk took up a lot of space, and since my legs were unusually long, I had to cram them up against the side of the carriage interior in order to avoid touching him.

      “You’re quite pretty,” Declan said matter-of-factly when the carriage took off.

      I blinked, not expecting the compliment.

      “Oh,” I murmured. “Thank y—”

      “Prettier than your sisters, I think,” he continued. “Has anyone ever told you that?”

      Of course not, I wanted to tell him.

      Everyone knew that Rose was thought to be the prettiest daughter of Zoren, with Riven as a close second. Chloe’s short stature and dimples prevented her from being anything other than adorable, and Danai and Sasha still looked like children. Compared to all of that, I was accustomed to being considered of perfectly average beauty. Nothing special.

      “Um,” was all I could think to say.

      “I supposed I do have odd taste in women,” Declan carried on, seemingly unaware of the insult in his statement. “Anyway, I think your hair might be lighter than mine. Our heirs will have brown hair, then. That’s a relief. I think Elijah and that sister of yours are going to end up with ridiculously dark-haired heirs.”

      So, this was the savage. Not so brutal with his words that they cut like knives, but just uncouth enough to turn my stomach.

      “I’m not so sure,” I replied. “My mother was a redhead. There is a chance that genetics may work against your wishes.”

      Declan snorted, glancing out the window of the carriage. “Genetics is nothing compared to the power of a god.”

      “I suppose.”

      Declan pursed his lips. “I hope you know that the kingdom of Savagery is not like the other pompous kingdoms that my brothers rule. I am not a fan of formality. All the royal rules and regulations bore me to tears. I will not go so far as to say your daily life at the palace will be pure anarchy, but it certainly won’t be ruled by fussy dinners and pretentious events. You can dress however you like. For example, you can lose the corset. It looks rather uncomfortable. Plus, I like my women wild and free anyway.”

      I felt my eyes narrowing slightly at him of their own accord. Although I was good at sneaking around and acting invisible, I was not particularly skilled at hiding my emotions.

      “Surely the best way for a woman to be wild and free is to dress how she wishes, not the way her husband prefers?” I quipped before I could stop myself.

      Declan wasn’t offended, though. “Ah, she talks back! Cute. Suit yourself, gorgeous. Like I said, you can wear whatever you want.”

      I didn’t appreciate being called cute in such a patronizing tone, but I was too weary from my travels to argue much further. Plus, I was a lurker, not a fighter.

      We arrived at Savagery within the hour. Declan dropped down from the carriage first and then turned to wink at me over his shoulder. He didn’t offer a hand to help me out, not that it mattered. I could climb out of a carriage by myself. I landed on the dark cobblestones beside him and then followed as he walked through the grand front doors, where dozens of courtiers waited to catch their first glimpse of me.

      Once inside the domed reception hall, I was able to confirm that the color scheme at Savagery was, in fact, black and dark gray. How cheerful. It didn’t bother me too much, though. I preferred dark colors. They made the shadows darker and easier to hide within. Though maybe at some point
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