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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 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)

Arianna Kroon: Aphrodite

Rudolph Kroon: Ares

Ulrich Kroon: Hades

Sefa Kroon: Persephone

Elsbeth: Demeter

Josef: Charon

Otto: Cerberus

Marius: Orpheus

The triplets: the Moirai

Chaos: Chaos (a living void in this book)

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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Chapter 1
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It was never a good thing when Mother rang for a meeting at some ungodly time of the day. Then again, when did time ever matter in their lives? Lines blurred when one happened to be immortal, ennui and boredom being beaten off by an occasional treasure hunt, mortal hunt, and soul hunt. 

And when bored out of their wits, an immortal’s mind tended to wander, venturing down one random path after another until thoughts fixed upon a subject never considered before. For example, why couldn’t the family keep a goat? Other families managed more than one pet, so why couldn’t they? A goat would be nice. Goats ate excess vegetation, and they certainly looked adorable littering a random hillside on a bright, sunny day. 

Granted, goats wouldn’t be necessary where the family lived, but a boy always could dream.

Viktor sighed at the insistent clanging of the dinner gong. My, my, but their butler certainly loved that outlandish piece of auditory buggery. One only needed to count how many times he felt it necessary to strike the damnable thing to summon reluctant family members to the drawing-room. Did his methods ever work? Somewhat. Viktor, Narcisse, and Alma emerged from their hiding-places only because Mother willed it, not because the butler said so through his adored bronze mouthpiece. 

Viktor glanced at the clock and sighed for the dozenth time in two minutes. It was never a good idea to keep a timepiece anywhere if one were immortal, but he couldn’t help it. If the butler favored the dinner gong, he simply adored the exquisitely carved astronomical clock in spite of it not serving any real purpose to the everlastingly existing. 

Besides, it was the best souvenir to be had from the Middle Ages when plagues ran rampant, and Viktor danced through European streets with wild abandon. It had been so out of character for him, but he couldn’t help himself, which made him wonder if it was something he’d eaten. No, actually—he’d been drunk.

Mother had very precise and finicky tastes, and she required her children to appear before her in “fine dress”—hence the presence of too-formal suits in Viktor’s armoire. At least in the twenty-first century, waistcoats were no longer a necessary part of it though hats were optional. After a few more minutes of wrangling with his clothes—all of which were black though the designers varied—Viktor finally oozed like black sludge out of his room.

Down the candlelit passageway, the doors to his siblings’ rooms swung open simultaneously, the pained groans of arthritic hinges adding a nice touch to their gothic entrance. Alma, the oldest of the three, appeared just as tidy and primly dressed as her brothers, her pale gray eyes currently cold ash as she inclined her head at them before leading the way downstairs. 

Narcisse, Viktor’s twin and younger brother by thirty minutes, blinked shadowed, sunken eyes owlishly at him before following their sister, and Viktor took up the rear. Like a tiny troop of expensively dressed and superbly coiffed soldiers, he thought dourly. 

“Any idea what this is all about this time?” he asked, his perfectly modulated deadpan voice cutting the quiet air around them. 

“No, but I’m bored,” Alma replied—also impassively. “With any luck, my sentence is about to be cut short.”

“To be fair, you did get carried away that last time. How many souls were you able to send off to Josef? Twelve? He complained they were a bit of a rowdy bunch.”

“A very modest ten, thank you, Viktor, and every one of those rat bastards got what was coming to them. For the record, it wasn’t a kinky gangbang, but group rape of one girl with a side of drunken cheerleading, and their money and connections were about to get them off with a mere slap on the wrist.”

Even with emotions heightened, none of them ever spoke above a certain volume and with the accompanying erratic rise and fall of tone—a common sign of emotional imbalance among mortals. Alma, recalling her recent Retribution Hunt in which members of a fraternity fell under her sword (metaphorically, that is, since they all died in several fiery car crashes under very mysterious circumstances), betrayed her heightened stress by speaking very, very quickly. A monotone staccato. 

“What’s done is done,” Narcisse piped up. “Maybe she’s in the mood for cake or something.”

Viktor had to stifle a very uncharacteristic smile at his twin’s words. If Mother was in the mood for cake, it would be carnage everywhere else. Well, the last few times they enjoyed cake, Nature, in turn, enjoyed a restoration of balance through the perfect storm of plague and war. Mortals were firmly put back in their place, humbled, sullen, and maimed, and the earth replenished itself. 

As it stood, however, life remained perched on a very precarious balance, and Mother was on a constant state of heightened alert. She never minded, though; it was all in her nature.

They were soon led gracefully into the drawing-room by the immortal construct of an old soldier of a butler—an Elijah Pierpont—who just as gracefully and noiselessly vanished from their company. Mother, beatific, smiled at them as she stood up, glided toward Alma, and kissed both cheeks in greeting while dropping a benignly worded compliment on appearances.  

“Time out served you well, darling,” she purred. “I’ve never seen your eyes look so dead.”

“I’m bored, Mother.”

“Splendid. Time out is over, and you’re free to exact justice again. Mortals can be dreadful, I know, but don’t go overboard on retribution. Let me sort out the bigger issues.” Mother paused. “Or at least consult with me first before unsheathing your sword.”

“Of course. Thank you,” Alma replied, the monotone dryness of the exchange between mother and daughter a balm to Viktor’s heart. It was wonderful to hear them speak lovingly to each other again. 

Mother then moved on to Narcisse and greeted him similarly though with none of the lectures Alma tended to get from her. 

Narcisse was the calm and somewhat invisible youngest child even though Viktor’s twin, and for that, Mother was grateful. Immortality aside, she only had enough energy to deal with Alma and Viktor and their less magnanimous view of humanity. Narcisse was neutral-sort-of though was, in fact, greatly loved by mortals, for who didn’t love sleep? 

Alma and retribution? Viktor and death? Well, psychopaths, perhaps, adored them, but no one else did. The Middle Ages had become quite the sore point in human history with the Black Death happening, and Viktor found himself uncharacteristically drunk and euphoric, his family barely able to hold him back. 

And when too many souls complained of unfair, otherworldly shenanigans being the cause of their miserable ends, Mother could only sigh and say, “Boys will be boys. My son’s going through a phase right now. It’s something like puberty. Surely you understand.”

“Viktor, my handsome darling,” Mother cooed once she released Narcisse, pressing her icy cold lips on each side of Viktor’s pale face. “You always look stunning in black. You should get more suits tailored in this gorgeous color.”

“All of my clothes are black, Mother. And I don’t think my armoire can manage another set of suits from whatever designer you’re now endorsing.”

“Nonsense! A gentleman can never have too many clothes. I’ll have another armoire made for you, sweetheart. Rococo all right?”

“Neoclassical, please. Rococo’s too garish for me.”

“Neoclassical it is, then. Now come. We have business to discuss.”

Mother clamped a hand on Viktor’s arm, and he was obliged to lead her back to her much-adored Regency chaise longue before taking his place in his own matching armchair. Alma and Narcisse had already claimed theirs while Beckford curled up in a contented, purring circle on his private rug before the fire, silky black fur gleaming softly—even subtly sparkling in places. He looked rather camp, Viktor couldn’t help but think. 

Peppermint dark chocolate, in all its steaming, indulgent glory, was already poured into four delicate cups, and Viktor’s blood drained away from him as he stared at the tray. He glanced at his sister and brother, and they, too, were now eyeing their mother’s offerings with looks of speechless horror. 

Cake would have been a great deal more preferable than hot chocolate, and with a sinking heart, Viktor braced himself for their doom to be announced. 

“So,” Mother began as she picked up her cup and took a dainty sip of her beverage. “I mentioned business, my darlings, because that’s what this is all about. I know you can all get quite bored of immortality—hunts aside, of course—so now we can divert ourselves while helping poor old Josef, who isn’t getting any younger—or older, I suppose. Anyway, we’re opening a retail shop, and I guarantee you, this is quite the perfect match for us.”

“Wait, what?” Narcisse bleated.

“A retail shop, darling. I call it Nightshade’s Emporium: Barbara Nightshade, proprietor—we’re in the business of ephemera because how else can mortality be condensed into something—oh—physically representative of it? Soul-gathering through customer service—what a genius idea, don’t you think?”

“We’re going to be working?” Narcisse prodded, hollow eyes darting between his siblings as though searching for escape. “Mingling day to day with mortals? Being at their beck and call? On the receiving end of their demands and complaints?” He paused. “And their infants?”

Mother frowned at him over her cup. “Darling, I never thought you to be excessively negative toward the short-lived.”

“I will be if I work retail.” Narcisse wasn’t done yet, and he turned his attention to Viktor. “Can’t you just smite them all at once and be done with it?”

“That’s not how things work, and you know it, sweetheart,” Mother replied before Viktor could come up with something clever in agreement. “Now—it’s only temporary. Think of ephemera as rather cute and forgettable just like humanity, and it won’t take you any effort at all to attract customers’ attention. They think they’re always right, the poor, deluded lot, but we all know who has the last laugh, don’t we?” 

Viktor observed his sister and brother. Nope, no one was laughing, and Mother didn’t know what she was talking about.
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Chapter 2
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Viktor gave his note one final, admiring look. His lessons in penmanship certainly meant something, and he couldn’t help but take far too much delight in the elegance of his hand. Cursive had fallen out of favor among mortals now that the twenty-first century made itself known with a triumphant, techno-capitalist fart. 

Viktor snorted as he thought it was no small wonder humanity with their love for soulless block writing had gotten dimmer. Cursive gave messages a great deal of character—even angry notes to heartless mothers, threatening an end to an immortal’s time on earth. A “goodbye, cruel world” sort of thing but by the deathless.

Which, of course, made such a message a bit of a headache to sort out. 

However, since immortals couldn’t die, they only had one course open to them should they find themselves in a hopeless snit: self-exile. 

He carefully folded his note, ensuring the perfection of the crease with his beloved bone paper folder, scrawled “for Mother” on the front, and sealed the loose ends with wax and his personal stamp—this time his favorite acquisition from the 17th century. He placed his note on his pillow, his bed immaculate and dust-free, which would make it easy for anyone to spot the message. 

And with a regretful look around his room and all the singular objects he’d taken with him from every decade of every century since—whenever—he picked up his suitcases and tiptoed to the door, peering carefully out into the darkened hallway. All was still and silent in the Nightshade mansion, with it being past midnight or somewhere thereabouts (it could be past noon, one might argue). Perfect.

Creeping down the passageway and then down the grand staircase, Viktor was soon walking out the double front doors and onto the stone courtyard and the perpetual stillness of their twilight world of Chaos. The mansion itself stood as a massive, unforgiving block of gray stone three stories high. A tight circle of cypress trees wrapped around the outer walls and only partially around the mansion’s façade. The end trees stood shorter than the rest and gave the impression of the structure being gently cradled between two giant, green hands with the thumbs in the front. 

The land on which the mansion stood was a vast plain with no end in sight. Grass whose color never changed with the season carpeted the ground, its monotonous effect broken up in the spring by a generous peppering of small wildflowers blooming and adding a touch of color to an unending sea of green-gold. There were no other trees besides the cypresses around the mansion. 

There were no birds, no bees, no other sign of animal life—no other sign of life, period, in the twilit vacuum of Chaos, the skies mirroring the ground with its unchanging hue of gray-blue and the absence of clouds. 

The Nightshade family marked time through the mansion’s interior, light and shadows changing only within since nothing happened without. Any timepieces owned by the family were questionably correct and may very well be off by several hours. So stepping out from a darkened house to an unnaturally lit exterior always sent Viktor’s brain careening in his skull, and he blinked away the dizziness until the mental rattling subsided. 

And idling just past the stone lions was a black car—really a jalopy, if Viktor were to be brutally honest about it—the driver sitting on its hood, legs idly swinging, narrowed eyes staring daggers at him. 

“Running away?” she whispered, the silence carrying her breathy words with no trouble. “Again?”

“Shove it, Eleni. It’s real this time.” Viktor didn’t wait for Eleni to open the rear hood. He didn’t want to waste any time, and depending on the help of a reluctant driver-slash-messenger wasn’t going to do it. “I want to disappear in Japan. Don’t look at me like that.”

“You do realize you’re past puberty and shouldn’t be threatening running away?” Eleni hopped off her car, lazily brushed rust dust off her chauffer’s uniform, and adjusted the cap on her head. “You can only get away with this shit when you’re going through that phase. How old are you now? In deity years, I mean?”

Viktor was twenty, but he wasn’t going to dignify Eleni’s cheek with a response, especially since her barbs hit their target. They were all true, after all. “Look, I’m leaving home, and Mother can just deal with the fallout. I’m done with her pet projects, and I’m not something she’ll dangle in front of mortals forever just to get her way.”

To be fair, Mother had never said anything about dangling anyone, but that was neither here nor there.

“Well, your family’s pretty damn hot, so if you have it, flaunt it and enjoy the maximum benefits from perfect genetics.” Eleni sighed and waved him inside the car. “Come on, then. I’ll take you to Japan. Fucking hell, Viktor, you could’ve picked a place that isn’t an archipelago. You know how much of a bitch it is for me to travel across water in this thing. See all the rust?”

“You don’t drive over water, so stop lying, you lying liar,” Viktor retorted as he settled inside the car, the barely existing padding of the seat bravely holding up his weight though he could swear he heard it wheeze. 

He regarded the seatbelt. Was it even necessary? He decided not to use it and slouched instead. “And you like this pile of junk, rust and all, and—for heaven’s sake, do you ever vacuum in here? Is that a dead roach on the dashboard?”

Eleni didn’t even look at it. “Oh—did I miss one?”

The car started with a sputter and a rattle, the body shuddering its death throes, but the engine came alive with a final hiccup and settled into a lovely, soothing purr. It always astonished Viktor just how long this car stuck around, and he tried to remember exactly how old it was. 

He thought Eleni first got her mitts on it at the turn of the twentieth century, but this was a more recent model comparatively. The 1950s, perhaps? One decade simply melted into the next since the Industrial Revolution, and with the alarming progress made by humanity, it was damn near impossible to keep track of the calendar anymore. Or at least it made such a thing even more impossible to an immortal. 

Viktor sat in gloomy silence while Eleni drove, chattering away about her adventures in and out of Chaos and the mortal realm, gossiping about the ongoing feud between the Cardoso and the Kroon families, all of whose members had decided to settle on Earth and scatter their shit-stirring progeny all over. 

These reminders were the only things that offered Viktor some relief at being born to the Nightshade family. His extended family, nieces, nephews, even grandnieces and grandnephews (the thought of which made his hair stand on end and his bile roil)—to say that they were all one hot mess would be an understatement. 

Let them engage each other in ageless feuds among mortals, their human favorites taking sides and cheering them on, posting updates on social media and causing flame wars in their own finite way. The Nightshades chose to stick to Chaos for a good reason in spite of the threat of boredom constantly hanging over their heads like a noxious cloud. At least it was a peaceful existence all in all, they owned an ever-growing library, and they’d take that anytime over the brainless excitement of a social media post.

Besides...

Every member of the Cardoso and Kroon families lived in absolute terror of the Nightshades, their connection limited to the occasional dispatching of an employee or two at the Nightshades’ request—like Eleni, for instance. Only those employees, as a result, didn’t fear Viktor’s family, apparently having seen through the murky veil that had ensured their untouchable separation from the others through the millennia. 

“So what do you plan to do in Japan, anyway?” Eleni prodded, her words breaking through the sludge of self-indulgent moroseness swaddling Viktor. 

“Never been. I’d love to experience the culture—learn taiko drumming, experience Noh theatre, take over an abandoned village and raise as many cats as I can. They love their cats over there, I understand, though I’m not averse to goats. Goats are useful and cute.”

Eleni was silent for a moment as she carefully drove the jalopy over the surprisingly smooth ground. There were no roads anywhere, and her car never left tracks in the grass. Viktor wouldn’t be shocked if he were to learn the clunky old thing actually glided over the sea of green-gold blades, but he didn’t really care enough to want to know.

“Wow,” she said at length. “And here I thought you’d be overthrowing the government and setting yourself up as the newest emperor or something.”

“I just want to be left alone until I’m needed beyond the more mundane reasons for death. Humanity can sort their numbers out quite well on their own, anyway.”

“I think you’ll make the best vampire love interest in a Regency romance novel.”

“Are we there yet? Why aren’t we there yet?”

Viktor quickly learned the reason why. A small group gradually appeared before the approaching car, and Eleni was obliged to slow down—slow down even more, that is—and stop the rattling, coughing vehicle while Viktor gaped in mute horror at the cluster of shapes before them.

Elijah Pierpont stood ramrod straight, chin held high, uniform impeccable with not a white hair out of place on his head. Flanking him were Narcisse and Alma, both of whom sat on their suitcases and sported expressions that ran the gamut on the fury spectrum. Neither spoke nor got up from their improvised seats, their arms tightly crossed as though both of them were determined to compress themselves into non-existence. 

“Ah!” Pierpont cried. “Master Viktor! My mistress did say you’d attempt to run away like young Master Narcisse and Miss Alma. I’m afraid the gate’s closed for that reason, and I’ve already ensured their driver won’t be aiding them this time around. Alas, it’s your turn, sir.”

And with that, Pierpont abandoned his spot, walked toward the driver’s side, and stuck a gloved hand through the open window, a wad of crisp bills still bundled together in his grip. Eleni squealed and took the money, touching her hat in gratitude. Viktor watched the transaction and leveled a grinning Eleni with a look of blank rage.

“You are a filthy traitor, and you will die,” he said.

“No, I won’t. I’m immortal. Besides, you can’t pay me enough to mess with Mrs. Nightshade.”

“And you drove my brother and sister to this point, I gather?”

“Yep. Got paid for each would-be escapee, too. Sucks to be you, Viktor, but good luck working customer service.”
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Chapter 3
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It took Mother close to a dozen attempts at landing a proper location for the new shop. It wasn’t her fault entirely since her finger kept hitting water regardless of where she aimed it. For his part, Viktor was growing weary of spinning the damnable terrestrial globe, the task encouraging him to think increasingly darker thoughts toward humanity—if such a thing were even possible. 

It didn’t help that the globe was not only a very antique antique, it was also not very accurate for the present time.

“Did we get Fiji? Please say we got Fiji,” Alma piped up from her favorite fainting couch. It was really a récamier, which Alma pointedly referred to as a fainting couch whenever she was in a mood. 

“Did Fiji exist back then? Like when that globe was first made?”  Narcisse asked. He’d taken his spot before the fire, lying on his stomach while idly petting Beckford’s sparkly belly. 
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