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My take on Greek Mythology was inspired by Hesiod’s Theogony. The primordial gods were always what I had in mind when I first outlined plans for this book largely because they represent the oldest and (in my view) the most powerful forces of the physical world and the universal laws dictating fate.

The primordial gods are several, so I had to whittle the characters down to the most significant ones I needed to tell the story. I also gave them a wild mix of names coming from different European countries—a purposeful choice since the inspiration is Greek. 

And so behold the dramatis personae though half of the list are simply mentioned in a scene or two and not an active part of the plot: 

Barbara Nightshade (or Mother): Nyx

Alma Nightshade: Nemesis

Viktor Nightshade: Thanatos

Narcisse Nightshade: Hypnos

Eleni: Iris (messenger of the gods)

Pim: Hermes (messenger of the gods)

Edsel Kroon: Zeus

Arianna Kroon: Aphrodite

Rudolph Kroon: Ares

Sefa Kroon: Persephone

Armas Paavola: Ganymede

Faustino Cardoso: Cronus

Anke Cardoso: Mnemosyne

The triplets: the Moirai

Chaos: Chaos (a living void in this book)

Lorik Petrosian: Endymion

The choice of last names for the second and third generation of Greek gods is purposeful. The titans, who followed the primordial gods, are the Cardoso family (Cardoso meaning “thorn” in Portuguese because the titans were a bit of a thorn on the gods’ sides in myth). The gods we’re all more familiar with are the Kroon family (Kroon meaning “crown” in Dutch since these gods reign supreme in myth and fiction). 

Aging differs, depending on the generation of immortals. The primordial gods age the slowest since they’re oldest and are pretty much representatives of the most basic foundation of life. So in the book, the Nightshade kids are only in their early to mid-twenties. The Cardoso family are the next slowest in aging, and the Kroon family age the fastest. That both Cardoso and Kroon clans choose to live on earth while the Nightshades actively sequester themselves from all mortal dealings means the second and third generations of immortals are more mortal-like in their thinking, language, and behavior. Not so the Nightshades. 

This book plays fast and loose with Greek Mythology, and it was an absolute blast writing it. It’s my hope to carry on with future humorous weird fiction in a similar line as this book. 
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Further Notes
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Lorik Petrosian is a descendant of refugees and survivors of the Armenian Genocide. His first name is Armenian for “quail”, a bird whose folkloric significance includes community and devotion as well as survival skills. I was largely inspired by a very small reference to the primordial god Hypnos and his love for Endymion from a passage in the Deipnosophistae, written by the poet Licymnius of Chios. In it Hypnos keeps Endymion’s eyes open while the latter sleeps, so he could gaze into them. This detail is given a brief but very significant nod in this book when Lorik himself tells Narcisse that he could look at him forever. 

The Endymion myth primarily centers on his romance with Selene, the titan goddess of the moon, which I also honored by including his love for stargazing in this book. The activity itself has a wholly different significance in my version of the myth, which I think works pretty well with Lorik’s backstory. 
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Chapter 1
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“So—a twin, huh? That’s amazing. I love the idea of two of you existing.” The man—Narcisse couldn’t even remember the name—winked. 

“Well, that’s the point of twins, right? There are two?” he replied, taking one sluggish step forward, inching his way to the café’s counter. 

“What’s the difference between you and your brother? I know for sure that hotness is a shared trait.”

“He’s death, and I’m sleep. You know, his power overrides everything else and makes sure there’s a limit to everything on earth—especially mortal lives. Honestly, I don’t know how your population numbers reached these levels because boredom shouldn’t be a thing anymore considering technological advances and stuff,” Narcisse said, stifling a yawn. “But with me, my power ensures good rest for everyone—including animals since they need it, too, obviously. You can’t afford to have sleep-deprived Black Mambas slithering around, can you? They’re pretty nasty things even when well-rested.”

The man blinked. “Okay. That escalated fast.”

It was Narcisse’s turn to blink. He was sure he looked quite “owlish” to this stranger, who’d begun their conversation outrageously flirting with him. Alma had once described him to be the “more owlish” of the twins, and Narcisse always wondered if that was supposed to be a good thing. Too bad he kept forgetting to prod his sister for clarification. 

“Are you crushing on my brother?” he asked, again hiding a yawn behind a delicate hand. Well, his hands had been called delicate as well, but not by family. Dribbling old letches from centuries ago, yes, because they couldn’t help but salivate after underage boys. Underage immortal boys. “Because if you are, chatting me up isn’t the way to go.”

The man pursed his lips and considered, his gaze never leaving Narcisse. That he was able to move with the line of desperate caffeine junkies without actually keeping his attention fixed on the supreme target of the counter was testament to his determination to score a conquest. 

“It really doesn’t matter if there are two of you,” he said after a pretty awkward pause. “Both of you are hot as hell, though I think your twin’s more dangerously perfect. You’re perfect but softer.”

“Well, sleep’s softer than death. It’s not meant to be permanent, unlike un-life, and it’s supposed to be rejuvenating while death is—death.” 

Narcisse wasn’t sure where this conversation was going now. He was also growing more and more annoyed by the fact that the line was not only long, but slow-moving as well. Mother, Alma, and Viktor were all waiting for their beverages and pastries at the shop—largely for the purpose of soothing frayed nerves: the terminal disease-curse when one found themselves quite stuck in customer service. 

“That wasn’t what I meant,” the man said, sighing heavily now. 

“Then you’ll need to be more specific with your descriptors,” Narcisse blinked back the dozenth urge to yawn in someone’s face, and he felt the sting of tears from the effort. 

“Am I boring you?” the man—still no name could be recalled for better or for worse—retorted. “You keep yawning.”

“I can’t help it. My hormones are in flux, and I’m finding it hard to stay awake when I’m stressed.”

“Oh, so I’m stressing you out now.”

“Well—to be fair, I’ve no idea where you’re going with the conversation. Are you flirting?”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” the man snarled, throwing up his hands and turning around to face the front of the line. Finally. 

That went rather well, Narcisse thought, blinking rapidly as his vision wavered a little. He could do this, he reminded himself. He was in too public a space to risk crumpling to the ground in a dead faint—really, god-like sleep—which had been the bane of his immortal existence for centuries now. But that man was giving all kinds of mixed signals, wasn’t he? He seemed to be obsessed with Viktor primarily, which wasn’t a surprise, because mortals always found themselves hopelessly, unwillingly caught in Viktor’s net given the nature of his existence—death—and given the impossible beauty he was blessed with. 

Narcisse had heard himself being referred to as the spare. Hopeful suitors aimed their shots at Viktor first, and if failed, turned to Narcisse next (“Thank God you’re twins! At least I get a second chance with you!”). And this time around, he’d just been described as softer, blade-like edges (which Viktor was generously gifted with both physically and personality-wise) dulled to more manageable and less dangerous lines. He’d been called dim, naïve, airheaded, and just plain clueless. 

Had mortals taken the trouble of understanding Narcisse’s nature, they’d have realized traits relating to innocence were always—always—associated with sleep as a necessary process of rest and recovery. Even all romance books Narcisse had devoured over time were clear in describing a character’s appearance while lost in sleep to be “innocent,” “stress-free,” and “like the dead” (which came quite close to a state of infant-like innocence and purity in Narcisse’s view). It was as though sleeping made a mortal regress to babyhood, and Narcisse figured it was a permanent part of his own nature since he was the primordial god of sleep. 

Was he resentful mortals never understood him though they loved him? 

He’d have to sleep on that, for sure.

“Careful now—don’t collapse on me,” a voice crept through the jumble of woozy thoughts now cramming Narcisse’s skull. He felt a pair of hands take a gentle hold of his arms to steady him. 

Narcisse yawned widely now—it was fruitless resisting—and glanced back to find himself staring at a wall of blue and goldenrod argyle. He raised his eyes up and up until he found himself staring at a jolly, big-boned young man in tortoiseshell glasses. The stranger flushed and pulled his hands back to shove them into his trouser pockets. 

“Sorry. You were about to fall forward,” the stranger said, coloring deeply.

“Thank you. I’m actually used to it, so no need to worry.”

The man nodded and considered. “Hey, were you in that new shop with all the vintage stuff?”

“Nightshade’s Emporium? We sell ephemera,” Narcisse replied, a little surprised to find himself sounding quite proud of Mother’s new pet project. “My family owns the place, too, but I don’t know for how long. I can never tell with Mother when she puts her mind on something. But I think it’s going to be around while Josef recovers from his injury. Are you interested in applying for a position there? We’ve already hired a couple of salespeople, sorry.”

“Well—uh—no. It’s that—I saw you through the shop window, and I wondered if you’d be interested in going out on a date with me.” 

“What was I doing when you saw me?” Narcisse had an idea where this conversation was headed.

The young man pondered. “Standing near the back wall, glaring at everyone and crossing your arms so tight, I was afraid you were going to crack your own ribs.”

“That was my twin, Viktor. You’ll have to ask him out yourself. Also do you always come on to random strangers without knowing for sure if they’re into men? That’s pretty ballsy of you.”

“Honestly, I can’t help it. It’s like—there’s this weird energy around you that makes me just drop all the complicated pretenses and be honest about things. Sorry.”

Narcisse nodded, yawning again. “No, that’s all right. It’s what happens when you’re around someone like me and my brother—like your mortality is exposed, and you’ve got nothing left to hide behind, so you just say what you think.”

“Okay, that’s a pretty weird way of saying it, but do you think your brother will agree to a date?”

Narcisse narrowed his eyes at the fellow. “Ask him yourself. I don’t want to be anyone’s go-between. That’s so high school in modern terms.”

“Next, please!” the barista bellowed. Narcisse was forced to turn his attention back to the counter now that it was finally his turn to be served. 

He didn’t need to look at the menu anymore at this point, having waited an ungodly long time for his turn. He pulled out the wad of bills Mother had given him and slapped them imperiously on the counter. He didn’t know how much he had on him since Mother went through her purse without much thought and handed him what might be construed as fresh bills straight out of a bank heist. He guessed there was around five hundred American dollars in the pile of fifties he pushed toward the drop-jawed barista. 

“Keep the change,” he said when he stepped aside. “Heaven knows we don’t need money where we’re from. Really, I don’t get mortal obsession with wealth, but that’s capitalism for you.”

Narcisse waited his turn with a handful of other customers, only vaguely aware of the weight of the stares he was receiving from all corners. Such was the draw of a primordial god, after all, but the yearning oozing out of every pair of eyes fixed on him was a mix of physical lust and the lust for rest. Who knew how much sleep any of the café’s customers enjoyed every night? That they’d practically be mainlining coffee hinted at near-zero levels, which made Narcisse click his tongue in disappointment and disapproval. Mortals could be so dumb.

He eventually got his order and was about to make his way out when the friendly wall of argyle and tortoiseshell blocked his path. Blushing, the young man inserted a folded piece of paper between the cups on the cardboard carrier Narcisse held. 

“Can you please give that to your brother? My name’s Myles—with a ‘y’—and I’d like to take him out on a date. Uh—my number’s on that, too, so he can call if he’s interested.” Myles paused, blushing. “He’s really beautiful, and—and I’d like to get to know him better. If—if he doesn’t mind, I mean. Well, yeah.” 

He chuckled, shrugged, and slunk off with his head bowed, hands in his trouser pockets, and attempted to hide his massive bulk in the darkest corner of the café while waiting for his order to be called. 

Narcisse sighed as he stepped out with his burden. Jesus take the wheel, indeed.
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Chapter 2
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Narcisse had long ceased keeping track of time since Nightshade’s Emporium opened because time was pretty much a moot point to a primordial god. Perhaps it was well and good to be utterly ignorant of the calendar date given the soul-sucking nature of twenty-first century retail. At least their daily indulgence of pastries, tea, and coffee helped. If mortals had anything good to boast of, it would be their shocking talent in heart-and-vein-crusting bakes—a tragic result of too much butter and sugar not shared by the deathless. Glory, hallelujah, indeed.

Another downside of being a primordial god stuck helping out another god who was temporarily incapacitated was the fact that impossible beauty drew mortals to the shop like moths to a flame. Or three flames in this instance since Alma, Viktor, and Narcisse were all blessed with catwalk-worthy looks—even their respective heights—thanks to Mother and her loving use of her children for retail bait. 

Hopeful and hopeless suitors mixed it up with legitimate customers all day, every day, which drove all three Nightshade children nearly feral from exasperation. At least Alma enjoyed a deadened heart being the goddess of retribution. Her blank stares and frosty, deadpan delivery made mortals shrink back, perhaps suddenly, instinctively aware of whom they’d just tried to seduce. 

Viktor and Narcisse didn’t enjoy the same luck, alas, despite being born with the same incapacity to be animated. Death and sleep simply drew unwary mortals to them. Viktor could hold his own and stir mortals’ primal fear when annoyed (which was often), but Narcisse would be overwhelmed. And if the situation didn’t fix itself, he’d be hopelessly overcome. Crumpling to the floor in response to a defensive need to withdraw from the world was extremely embarrassing, to say the least. If Alma were around, she’d be there, standing fiery-eyed over her little brother, ready to hack privates off in his defense.

She’d done so several times in the past and would do so again. Narcisse’s collection of cursed vellum made from the skin of pedophiles who’d attempted to rape him while he slept served as proof of Alma’s success in her gothic turns to justice. It was a good thing to be so loved by a bloodthirsty goddess. 

“Mother, I don’t think coffee’s working for me,” he said during a lull in the shop’s activity. “I prefer tea, of course, but that’s even worse when I’m trying to hold it together in the mortal realm.”

Mother glanced up from her fashion magazine, her chin resting on a pale hand. Dark eyes softened with a hint of sympathy for her youngest. “Sweetheart, there’s only so much we can work with here. I can apply to your feuding relations for some alchemical magic, but they’ll probably be too busy trying to murder each other to be of any help.”

Narcisse screwed his face. “No, thanks. I don’t trust any of them. Well, maybe Pim, but not the rest of them.”

“They’re all terrified of us. Does that help?”

“Not really, no.” 

Narcisse sighed and made his way around the counter to snuggle up to Mother, which had been a favorite thing for him to do as an immortal child. Mother responded willingly, of course, since he was the baby of the family, and she welcomed him with a comforting side-embrace. She even repositioned herself so she could hold Narcisse while reading her fashion magazine and sipping her tea. 

“Is this helping your nerves, sweetheart?” she cooed, moving a hand to gently stroke his back. 

Narcisse’s spirits sank. “No. Not anymore. It worked when I was little.”

“And now you and Viktor are twenty years old, and you can’t hide from immortal adulthood anymore. I’m afraid there’s very little I can do for you other than to offer a shoulder to cry on.” She paused. “Or sleep on.”

“It’s humiliating, Mother. I don’t want to pass out in front of our customers when they stress me out. I know it’s a natural response I have, but when will my hormones settle down? I mean—Alma can’t be around me all the time, defending my honor and turning predators into cursed vellum. She’s got a life, too.”

Mother kissed his cheek and released him. “It’ll happen soon, Narcisse. I promise. You’ll just have to be patient with yourself. Who knows? Being forced to mingle with mortals day in and day out might settle things down—force your body to find the right balance of responses.”

“I’m still waiting for my hormones to settle down,” Viktor said from his corner, his voice a touch irritated though his delivery was a classic, godly monotone. “Don’t promise the moon and the stars, Mother, or I might just smite the next person who comes in for the sole purpose of getting on my nerves.”

Mother glared at Viktor. “Tut, tut, darling. I didn’t raise spoiled brats. Come on now—look perfect. I mean, you already do, but stand straighter, please.”

Viktor merely sank into a deeper gloom, staring daggers at the world around them. The shop door opened just then. Another wave of customers swept in and forced Narcisse to return to his spot by the pamphlets and rare penny dreadfuls. Perhaps Viktor ought to go out on a date with that Myles fellow, Narcisse thought, if he wished to be less deadly. He’d already given his twin Myles’s note but hadn’t seen anything happen yet from Viktor’s end. 

That certainly gave Narcisse something to consider. So he mulled things over in his head while pretending to be pleasant to mortals who invaded his retail space with gushing praise for the shop’s unique offerings. At least he could say he made the most sales of the three Nightshade children since mortals were unconsciously drawn to him given his power. And even then, they were willingly drawn unlike their behavior around Viktor, which was a wild mix of physical lust for and terror toward the god of death.

“Jesus, you’re gorgeous. And I feel so calm around you,” a man blurted out upon reaching Narcisse’s corner. “Why’s that?”

Narcisse stared at him, eyes widening a fraction. At least he didn’t collapse at the stranger’s feet. Was this progress, he wondered? “I think it’s because it’s my nature, and mortals are responding instinctively,” he replied.

“I’m also saying what’s on my mind like my filters stopped working. Christ, I want to fuck you.”

“That’s also pretty normal since you’re in the presence of a primordial being. All the trappings of civility go out the door since nothing matters when facing your own mortality—even if it’s just sleep.”

“You’re not making a lick of sense, but that doesn’t matter. I still think you’re gorgeous, and I want to wine and dine you and then fuck your pretty head off.” The man blinked and reddened. “Oh, my God, I can’t stop! What’s happening to me? I’m not even gay!”

“That’s something you’ll have to sort out yourself, I’m afraid. I just work here.” Narcisse paused to wonder about the time. It was only halfway through their shift, wasn’t it? Gods above, it was going to be another long day.

It was during another lull when Narcisse sidled up to Mother again while she happily tidied up some of the window displays. She was even humming some dirge from the seventeenth century—ah, yes, her favorite: Lully’s La Pompe Funèbre. Narcisse had always thought it overly dramatic in its dreariness, and his incessant cheerleading for Mozart’s Confutatis Requiem (as he always called it) fell on deaf ears. 

“Mother, do you think my hormones will settle down when I have sex with someone?”

Mother’s humming stopped abruptly, and she straightened to look at him with an air of supreme unimpressed-ness. “Beg your pardon?”

“If I were to give it up to a suitor, will my hormones settle down?”

“Would this suitor also be someone you’d be spending your immortal life with?”

Narcisse considered. He really did. “Maybe?”

“I don’t know where you’re getting this idea from, but I think it’s high time our library gets purged of those melodramatic romances you adore so much. I knew it was a mistake allowing you to read the Brontë sisters.”

“It was a mistake to have Wuthering Heights on our shelf, actually. I hate that book. Heathcliff and Catherine deserve to be struck down over and over again. Actually, I’ve written something like fanfiction that did just that—kill those two wretched gnats again and again with a lot of torture scenes in between death with hellfire. I was in my teen-emo phase when I did it,” Narcisse said. 

He wrung his hands and gnawed his lower lip, only half noting a man pause in his tracks just outside the window to gape at him, his eyes fixed on Narcisse’s mouth. 

“Actually, can we keep Jane Eyre? I don’t mind that book. In fact, I think I have a crush on Rochester, but that might just be a lingering adolescent thing, too. Maybe that’ll fade away in time, but it’s still running pretty strong, and I’m already twenty in immortal years. Yes, he’s quite hot, Mother. Rochester, I mean—really hot.”

Mother just stared at him. “Sweetheart, I think we need to have a small nap room made for you.”

“I can’t nap in the shop, Mother. I’ll hold out till after closing time. But you never answered my question.”

“Our conversation went down so many tangents, I honestly can’t remember what your original question was.” 

Mother went back to tidying up the window display, ignoring the man outside who appeared to be stuck in a mire of indecision while the bulge in his trousers visibly grew, his gaze still fixed on Narcisse’s mouth (and probably swollen and moistened lower lip at this point). 

Narcisse sighed. “I asked if losing my virginity to a suitor would help my hormones settle down.”

“And I asked if this suitor would be one you hope to spend the rest of your immortal life with,” Mother replied without a second’s hesitation. Clearly she remembered, Narcisse thought, but was simply toying with him as all mothers did, immortal and otherwise, as a way of holding their power over their unfortunate brood’s heads.

“I don’t know how those things work. I’ve never had that experience before, you know. I reckon it’s a flaming ‘maybe’ if any of those Brontë novels are to be believed.”

“Narcisse, I love you to pieces, but I need you to go back to your corner and really think about what you just said.” Mother straightened again and pointed—she actually pointed—at Narcisse’s assigned spot in the shop like a deeply offended queen. “And if that man outside with the obvious erection enters the shop, he’d better not head straight for you if he knows what’s good for him.”
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Chapter 3
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Narcisse took a deep, restorative breath of fresh air, delighting in the untamed beauty of his most favored environment. Now and then a breeze blew—strong enough to be just short of being called a wind, its temperature cool but not cold. The sky above was gray as well, thick clouds threatening a deluge, but in this instance, only the smell of rain in the air was the result. And it was glorious. 
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