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      He watched from a distance as the world’s inhabitants were slowly yet methodically wiped out of existence. Although the gods hadn’t yet challenged them and demanded to know why he and his brothers were taking their time obeying their commands, Meris knew it was coming.

      Or maybe not.

      There was no way anyone could predict what the gods would do. Their flights of fancy were mercurial, and prone to change at a whim’s notice. One day they might order monuments erected to honor them, and then in the blink of an eye destroy the ones they deemed were less than desirable. Or, in a fit of pique, bring down those of a rival god that they envied.

      The eighty-foot-high waves pounded the buildings, their force and weight sending the structures toppling as people screamed from the suddenness of the deadly attack. The sound of their fear could be heard even from where he stood. Every shriek and cry for help sent daggers into his soul, but short of diving back into the ocean’s depths, there was no way he could avoid hearing them. He and his brothers had no choice but to bring about this destruction. Any sign of balking or defiance would have the gods placing them back inside those dank, filthy, and humiliating caves for thousands of more years, if not forever.

      The water he’d sent in to inundate the cities located along the shores receded. Placing his hands in the white caps surrounding him, he shoved them forward. The resulting tsunamis raced forward to slam into the buildings again. He was to continue to do this until every structure was completely flooded, or until the land was scraped clean. Spotting scores of bodies floating on the water’s surface, he turned his back on them and prepared to move to the next town hugging the coastline. He would do no more here. His self-disgust and loathing burned like a thick clot in his throat.

      A rumble caught his attention. A volcano appeared to his far left, pushing up through the earth’s crust like a breaching whale. It belched lava and fumes, igniting everything in the flow’s path.

      Meris smiled. If Pyre was nearby, chances were Uryx was, too. The two often worked closely together, and supported each other’s efforts with their own. For every volcano Pyre launched, Uryx added more quakes to allow the molten rock better access to the lands. And wherever Uryx shook the earth, Pyre was able to find those hidden pockets with lava or steam he could use to launch another boiling mountain.

      Giving the seaside town a final glance, he glided through the ocean toward the upheaval. Once he was in the vicinity, he paused and waited for his brother to notice him and allow him inside. Presently, a crack appeared in the side of the mountain, splitting upward and outward until it was large enough for him to pass through.

      Meris entered the narrow tunnel that was thick with sulfuric fumes. They didn’t affect him. Nothing affected him physically, other than iron.

      He continued moving closer toward the core of the earthen cone, to where it opened up in a wide chamber. He immediately noticed the pit of bubbling magma in the center, and he glanced upward at the narrow opening above his head. When they were done here, he knew Pyre would shoot the lava up through the ceiling, blanketing hundreds upon thousands of hectares with liquid fire.

      Pyre entered the chamber from another fissure on the opposite side of the room. The two briefly grasped arms in greeting. Although they were alone, they knew there was the chance there could be an invisible spy listening in on them, so they kept their voices low.

      “You look like Hell’s been biting your butt,” Pyre remarked with a mixture of amusement and concern.

      Meris sighed. “I’m finding it harder and harder to do this,” he admitted wearily, bowing his head. “It’s gotten to the point where I can’t sleep without hearing their cries of pain.”

      Pyre bent his head to view his brother’s face more clearly. “I know how you feel. Uryx and I are going through the same thing. These mortals have done nothing wrong other than to turn their backs on the old gods. And for that, they’re being wiped out? It makes no sense.”

      “It makes no sense to me, either,” Meris agreed. “Why not try to turn these mortals’ thoughts around and have them start worshipping the gods again? The way it used to be? Appear before them and show benevolence. Or show them power. Not arbitrarily kill them!”

      Pyre grimaced. “I still believe the gods have something planned, and this is all a ruse to make us look like the evil ones.”

      Meris gave him a side eye. “You’re talking about them stepping in at the last moment to incarcerate us, and make the mortals believe they’ve been saved. Thus turning the mortals in their favor.”

      His brother nodded. “Why else haven’t we been reproached for the slowness of what we’re doing? The old gods see it as being to their advantage. The longer we take, the more the mortals are made to suffer. And when Zeus, or Hades, or whoever is now in charge decides it’s time to reclaim their status, the people will have been through a long and torturous ordeal they will forever remember.”

      “We have to stop them.” Meris gripped his hands into fists. “We have to find a way to stop the old gods from condemning us so we can cease these horrible desecrations of human life.” He felt his brother squeeze his arms in sympathy.

      “I agree. Uryx and I have been trying to think of a plan, but so far we’ve been unable to find one. Have you spoken to Aeron about this?”

      “Not recently.”

      Pyre grinned crookedly. “Is he still immersed in the throes of love with his mortal woman?”

      This time, Meris was able to chuckle. “Deeply. And I’m so envious of his luck.”

      “Are they still on that isle where they have Poseidon trapped?”

      A nod. “Yes. Aeron wants to take her to another location where he feels she’ll be safer, but Ceris is determined to remain there. She is afraid the god might be found and rescued if they abandon the place.” Meris cocked his head. “Speaking of found, have you or Uryx been approached by your mentors?”

      Pyre shook his head. “No.” He frowned. “In fact, I haven’t seen nor heard from either Hephaestus or Apollo since we were released from those caves. Uryx hasn’t been contacted by Hades, either. Why do you ask?”

      “Because of something Aeron said to me the other day. He’d remarked upon the fact that I no longer had to worry about Poseidon peering over my shoulder anymore, now that he’s been trapped and is no longer able to cause havoc. So I asked him if he’d been visited by Zeus. He said he hadn’t, and voiced the same about you and Uryx.”

      Pyre shrugged. “It doesn’t mean we’re not being watched.”

      “True. That giggling bastard Hermes must be keeping the old gods informed of our every move.” He peered around the inside of the volcano, searching for any sign of the demi-god, but the place felt empty. His brother knew what he was doing, and commented on it.

      “We need to part before we raise the old gods’ curiosity.”

      Meris agreed, and they clasped arms again in farewell. “I’m done here. I’m moving on to another location.”

      “Any idea where?”

      “There’s a chain of islands to the west I want to investigate.”

      “Uryx is planning on moving further inland to affect the interior. I said I would accompany him, and leave the coastlines to you.”

      “Very well. Until we meet again, brother.”

      “By the gods’ graces,” Pyre added.

      By the gods’ graces. Meris sighed heavily. Everything they did now was by the gods’ graces. Unfortunately, he and his brothers knew it was only a matter of time before those graces were ripped away, and they would be met with their own personal hell once again.

      And this time, for eternity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Roby

          

        

      

    

    
      “Aww, shit! I broke a nail! Roby, hand me my phone, will ya? It’s on the dresser.”

      It wasn’t on the dresser. Glancing around the room, Roby spotted it on the nightstand, next to the bed where it was charging. She retrieved it and took it over to where Vianda was bemoaning her loss. As Roby suspected, it quickly escalated into a full-blown emergency.

      “Call the front desk and have them book me an appointment with a nail spa!” Vianda ordered.

      “Vee, it’s Sunday. I seriously doubt there’s going to be a nail spa—”

      “Just do it!” her friend almost yelled, shaking the spoiled hand as if it pained her.

      Sighing, Roby rolled her eyes where the woman wouldn’t see her. But instead of using the cell phone, she used the one on the desk, punching zero to reach the front desk.

      “Operator.”

      “Yes. My girlfriend is getting married tomorrow night, and she just broke a nail. Do you have a manicurist on duty, or know of one who could do an emergency repair?”

      “Let me check, ma’am.”

      “It’s my middle finger, too!” Vianda bemoaned. “Look! Look! I look like a retard!” She held it up for Roby to see. It did look stunted, compared to the others. Amusingly so. But Roby managed to contain her laughter and covered the receiver’s mouthpiece.

      “Retard is the wrong word, Vee. It’s damaged. There’s a big difference,” she calmly corrected.

      There was a knock on the hotel room door. Thankfully, Vianda got up to answer it. Otherwise, if she hadn’t been on the phone, Roby knew the woman would have told her to do it.

      “Ma’am?” The operator was back on the line. “I’m sorry, but the hotel spa is closed now, but it’ll be open at nine a.m. tomorrow.”

      “Thank you. Is there any way we can make an appointment for then?”

      “I’m sorry. You’d have to call the spa to set up an appointment. But I do know it takes walk-ins. I’m sure your friend can get in first thing in the morning.”

      That is, if Vee is up and cognizant that early, Roby mentally noted. “Thanks again for your help. I’ll let her know.” She hung up and turned around to see Beeler and Brandon inside the room. Vianda was waving her hand in her fiancé’s face as she continued with her pitiful act.

      “Beebee, I can’t get married tomorrow night with my hand looking all creepy like this! What am I gonna do?”

      Roby cut in. “The spa is closed for the day, but it’ll open at nine tomorrow morning. If you get down there right as they unlock the doors, I’m sure they’ll have that finger fixed in no time.”

      A look of revulsion crossed her friend’s face, and she glanced down again at the nail-less finger. “You mean I gotta spend the night with my hand looking like this?”

      Roby caught Beeler’s eye as the man gave his wife-to-be a hug. “It’s going to be okay, Vee. It’s just overnight.”

      “Yeah, but then…you mean I gotta get up at the crack of dawn to get it fixed?”

      “Nine o’clock in the morning isn’t the crack of dawn,” Roby started to say, when Beeler broke in.

      “You can do it, sweetie. It’ll only be just this once. Set your phone’s alarm for eight forty-five. Run a brush through your hair, and go downstairs. You can keep your sweatpants on. No need to dress up.”

      Bless Beeler. The man had to truly love the self-absorbed ditz to put up with her occasional bursts of self-pity. Roby made a face. Admit it. The same is true for me. Vianda Obelung could be a royal pain in the ass, but underneath that coddled, pampered exterior beat a heart of gold. Vee never did wrong by anyone, once they were able to tolerate the woman’s self-obsessiveness.

      “Hey, I tell you what, Vee.” Roby went over and laid a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “I’ll call Guest Services and have them bring you breakfast over at the spa. How does that sound? Just tell me what you’d like, and I’ll make sure you get served while they’re working on your hand.”

      “Well…”

      Roby saw the woman capitulating. Anything that played to her vanity, like being waited on hand and foot, would always melt her toughest resistance.

      Roby leaned in closer to whisper in her ear. “French toast with boysenberry syrup, crisp bacon, and a whole pot of coffee with your name on it. How’s that sound?”

      Second only to Vianda’s narcissism was her love for food.

      Beeler saw the woman wilt and chuckled. “Sounds perfect to me. Now, are you ready to go?”

      Vianda gasped. “Out on that cruise? Like this?” She held up the offensive hand.

      “It’s just a dinner cruise.”

      “Hey, I got an idea,” Brandon broke in. “Why not wrap the end of your finger with a Band-Aid?” He grinned. “That way you can tell people you had an accident, and everyone will feel sorry for you.”

      Bingo, Brandon. Nice save! She gave the best man a grateful smile.

      “That’s a great idea! You got any Band-Aids with you?” Beeler inquired of his woman. When she mutely shook her head, Brandon offered to get some.

      “Look. I’ll go downstairs and get a box.”

      “Tell you what,” Beeler countered. “Bran and I will meet you ladies downstairs. How much longer do you think you’ll need before you’re ready?”

      Roby opened her mouth to tell them she was ready now. In fact, she was famished, and looking forward to spending a few hours on a luxury yacht that was to take them sightseeing around the island while they dined. A basted mahi-mahi, a little vino, and sunset on the Pacific blue waters—how much closer to paradise could that be?

      “I’m going to need another hour, at the least,” Vianda said.

      Roby gasped, and Beeler checked his cell phone for the time. Fortunately, he spoke first, because if she had tried to argue with the woman, Vianda would have turned a deaf ear to her as she always did. Beeler was the only person whom she listened to.

      “No can do with the hour, babe. We need to leave the hotel no later than six. We have to be on board the boat by six-thirty.”

      Vianda pouted, but reconsidered. “How much time do I have?”

      “Twenty minutes, tops.”

      “Aww.” The woman started to object, but Roby quickly interceded.

      “We can do it, Vee. You guys go ahead. We’ll be down in time.”

      Beeler gave his woman a quick kiss before he and Brandon left. As soon as they were gone, Roby went over to her friend’s suitcase. “Okay, which earrings were you wanting to wear with that outfit?” Before Vianda could reply, she kept up the chatter, knowing it would distract the woman enough to enable her to get the bride-to-be out the door and down into the lobby in time.

      At times like this, she felt as if her honorary title of Maid of Honor had less to do with being the bride’s right-hand girl, and more like being her personal servant and secretary.

      At least I’m not having to pay a penny for this whole entire trip, she reminded herself as she fetched Vianda’s preferred sandals. And on her teacher’s salary, that was a big plus.
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      They made it down to the lobby in twenty-five minutes, which Roby considered to be a personal record. Beeler and Brandon were ready with a box of bandages, and Beeler ceremoniously placed one around the tip of Vianda’s finger before they piled into the rental car.

      Roby kept her eyes on their surroundings as they made their way to the wharf where the pleasure cruise was docked. The evening promised to be breathtaking, with the sunset seemingly setting the ocean aflame about the time they were to eat. The three-hour cruise would end around ten p.m., giving them plenty of time to hit a nightclub before calling it a night. But there was no way Roby would let Vianda wander anywhere instead of heading straight to the hotel once they arrived back at the dock. Not when the woman was supposed to get married the next day, and definitely not when she had an eight-thirty a.m. wake-up call.

      They spotted the double-masted schooner long before Beeler pulled into the parking lot. Roby gasped in delight. “Hey, major kudos to you, Bee! That ship is beautiful!”

      “I had to book it nine months in advance,” the groom informed them, giving his bride-to-be the side eye. “Good thing you planned this wedding eleven months in advance, or I would’ve never been able to clench a date.”

      “I agree with Roby. You did good with the dinner cruise, but you never told us what’s on the menu,” Brandon remarked, tongue-in-cheek.

      “Trust me, bro. Nobody will have any complaints after it’s over. I went whole hog on this one.”

      “Including caviar?” Vianda queried, a pout already forming on her full lips in case the answer was negative.

      “Including caviar,” Beeler promised, earning a little squee of delight and a quick kiss.

      They got out of their cars and proceeded toward the gangplank to board the boat. Roby noticed another half-dozen people already in attendance, including Vianda’s mom and step-dad. As soon as she stepped on board, she was offered a glass of red wine, which she happily accepted, and made her way toward the stern where the others were gathered.

      The cruise was able to accommodate up to twelve people. With the bride and groom’s arrival, they made ten. And since she and the others were the last to arrive, they left the dock less than ten minutes later.

      Roby halfway paid attention to the short spiel given by one of the crew, at which time they were shown where the life jackets were “just in case.” She was more interested in sitting near the bow and watching the waves roll by. It was fine by her that Vianda milked her “I’ve been injured” story to everyone. After all, this was the bride’s moment. It was her time to be the center of attention these next couple of days. As if she doesn’t do that already, Roby mused with a smile.

      Other than her long friendship with the woman, the only reason she’d accepted Vianda’s request to be the Maid of Honor was because of the chance to go to Hawaii. She’d never been to the state, and she jumped at the chance to finally get to go there.

      But the best perk of all was that everything was free. Her airfare, hotel, and all her meals were being paid for by Vianda’s stepfather. Frankly, Roby felt the man had made the better deal. Vianda had originally wanted a huge wedding with nearly six hundred guests, but the woman had been bribed with this exotic location for a smaller, more intimate ceremony and an all-expenses paid honeymoon to the Azores.

      By this time tomorrow night, Vee and Bee would be leaving one chain of islands for another, and Roby wouldn’t have to worry about catching her own flight back to the states until the following afternoon. Not enough time to do a whole lot of sight-seeing, but it’ll be interesting to see how much I can cram into that morning.

      The sailboat made its way out into open water before turning to start its journey around the island. A tropical breeze stiffened the sails to where the onboard engine wasn’t needed. The sound of music and laughter floated over to her, but for the moment she was content to remain where she was, lazing in a deck chair underneath a billowing canopy. She’d never been
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