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Book 1: The Hunted Prince
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Chapter 1
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The earliest memory I had of Uncle Norbert was back when I was five years old, I think. He was in his forties, he looked like a giant Uncle Fester, all big bones and extra bulk to go with them, and he didn’t get along with the rest of the family, especially my grandparents. He didn’t even get along with our neighbors, our church, the people in the liquor store down the street, and a massive feral cat named Derek. Everyone was convinced Uncle Norbert had been abducted by a UFO as a baby and then replaced with a pod person who made everyone’s brains explode by simply existing. He, in the meantime, eyed everyone narrowly, sometimes inching away from some random family member, muttering to himself. I happened to be sitting kind of close to him when he had one of those weird seizure type moments during Thanksgiving.

“Huh. Right. Creepy, creepy, creepy.”

I just stared at him at first and then looked at Aunt Gertie, who was the object of his anti-creepy attention. She was obviously ignoring the black sheep of the family by yanking up her sleeves and giving the world a first-hand view of her advanced stage eczema, which I thought then was leprosy.

Mom told me Uncle Norbert, who was child number five of six from a family of advanced age child-bearers, was always kind of bizarre, no thanks to his million billion adventures all over the world.

“He was never the same since that day we all hunted for mushrooms in the woods behind your grandparents’ house,” she’d said.

Nobody knew where he’d go when he’d disappear on his travels, of course, and they’d never gotten a straight answer from him. Eventually the family learned to just move on. I guess Uncle Norbert’s weird self-conversations kind of convinced them to just, you know, not go there.

Even my cousins were freaked out over him and took care to keep their distance whenever he was around. Uncle Norbert, though, didn’t give a rat’s flying ass what everyone thought about him.

Well, except for me.

He’d taken to me in an otherworldly father kind of way. For a while I wasn’t sure whether or not I was supposed to be flattered by his blatant show of favoritism, especially when my cousins all said, “Better you than me.”

For better or for worse, in fact, everyone had said he settled down when he found out I was born. Almost like he’d been waiting for me all that time, which, to quote him, was “creepy, creepy, creepy.”

* * * *
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MAYBE IT WAS ONE OF those “runt of the litter” type of attachments because I was the youngest and the smallest among the current living members of the Babkis clan. It was an open secret, anyway, that I was kind of like a post script. Or a delayed fart. Like Mom and Dad didn’t expect to have me after six children under their belt. I guess they’d forgotten that memo on their desk about having post-breeding sex without anyone’s tubes being tied. Dad had even admitted that they’d thought waiting seven years after their sixth kid for hot monkey sex would be a good contraception method.

My family was like an after school special, the lesson of the century being “finish high school, kids. Or else.”

Maybe being born seven years after my youngest older sister and being greeted with collective groans from everyone (“He’s going to get into everything! And he’ll cry all fucking day! We’re so over this!”) endeared me to Uncle Norbert. Those collective groans were all captured on video, by the way, when everyone visited Mom in the hospital. There she was, all passed out and drooling in her bed, cradling me against her, while my brothers and sisters whined and made faces. A couple of them poked my belly or pinched my arms to make me cry, totally forgetting that Dad was videotaping the whole thing for posterity. He was also drunk, by the way. Thanks, Dad.

So I grew up being nothing more than a stray everyone tolerated. Even my parents were so over that whole raising a baby thing and pretty much just left me alone because, hey, they had six babysitters to depend on. Good thing they never paid my brothers and sisters to look after me because that would’ve been a stupid waste of money. My siblings’ idea of babysitting the runt was locking me up in my room and then yelling at me when I peed all over the floor because I couldn’t get to the bathroom or because I was bored out of my mind and wanted to know what continent would be formed by that day’s pee puddle.

I was basically too young and too stupid to understand anything in their eyes. They’d never take me with them anywhere. No one cared if I struggled in some of my classes. Then again, that was sort of like the mantra of my family: “School’s just a phase. Get over yourself.” I was forced to ask for help at school and had to spend a lot of extra time after school hours in the library with a part-time tutor. The tutor was really a retired teacher who was also getting a little senile and rambled on and on and on about stuff that didn’t make any sense. I’d no idea where the school found her, but I think it was all something like nepotism but with retired teachers involved. I was forced to stop my tutorials when she keeled over and died on me in the middle of explaining—something. I took her in-library-death to be a really bad omen about my academic life.

At any rate, as long as I kept my mouth shut, everything would be hunky-dory in Happy Land, a.k.a., home. So, I guess, being too young and too stupid had turned into a self-fulfilling prophecy with some of my grades borderline in the crapper and no friends to hang out with. I tried to make things up by reading whatever books we had. I counted six, two of which were about the evils of science, the other four about God’s loving endorsement of guns. They’d all read kind of weird—like whoever wrote them were sure they were being watched or shadowed everywhere, so I stopped reading after a couple of chapters. Everything went way over my head, anyway, and the basement-dweller paranoia was catching. So I turned to books I’d checked out from my school library, but I struggled in comprehending half of them no matter how hard I tried. I’d figured then that I was probably close to a year behind in my development or something. As I’d never had any other experience to compare that with, I’d figured I was just born slow and pretty much accepted it.

I’d also managed to pick up a few free books that were so old, their pages were barely together. Those were novels from random neighbors who were set to throw them out, and they were all, like, inspirational erotic romances written in simple English. I didn’t care as long as I was reading something and actually understanding it. By the way, I’d never thought the Amish could be so kinky. At any rate, my vocabulary did expand eventually (and pretty slowly), though I couldn’t say whether or not I should be happy if a lot of what I knew came from Christian violence and Christian sex.

* * * *
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UNCLE NORBERT NEVER treated me like the doormat that welcomed visitors to someone’s home, though. If anything, I was always the only person he’d ask for whenever there was a family reunion: “Where’s Henning? How’s my little heartbreaker? Oh, aren’t you a kyoot widdle hunted pwince?”

Then he’d pick me up under my arms, dangle me in front of him while he’d frown and squint, mutter something under his breath, and then set me back down with a “yep, it’s him, all right.”

I felt loved.

I saw Uncle Norbert twice a year from my fifth year onward. He’d show up on my birthday and then one of the major holidays and nothing more than that. Every time he showed up, he’d barrel through the crowd—not that he’d have any trouble with resistance from anyone—and charge right up to me. Twice a year, every year, I’d dangle from his hold, staring at him in total confusion while he’d size me up and reassure himself it was me.

Well, until I was too big and heavy for that—sort of. Being held up like that ended when I turned eleven, and it really wasn’t until way later that I realized how bizarrely strong Uncle Norbert was. He’d actually tried to pull the same stunt on my twelfth birthday and had to catch himself just as he’d caught me under the armpits and was getting ready to raise me up.

“Oh,” he said, screwing up his face at me. “I forgot. Can’t do that. Not supposed to. Never mind.”

Then he released me, straightened up, and tousled my hair instead, though the whole bit with the “yep, it’s him, all right” was still there. I didn’t know whether or not his eyesight was just whacked or what, but I just stared, bug-eyed, at him that time, kind of shitting my pants at the possibility that my uncle was a sicko pervert with a thing for prepubescent boys.

From that point on, though, he’d tried to make conversation with me because I was apparently old enough to be treated like a thinking being.

“How’re you feeling, Henning?”

“I’m fine, Uncle.”

“How’re your surroundings?”

“Um—okay? I guess?”

“Did you notice anything hiding in your closet, crouched in the darkest corner?”

“N—no.”

“Under your bed, waiting for you to crawl under the covers and turn off the light?”

“No.”

“Watching you from outside your second-story bedroom window with a dead white face and all-black eyeballs?”

“Moooooommm!”

“None, then. That’s good. That’s good.” Then he’d turn away, looking all serious and thoughtful, while absent-mindedly patting my head. “I guess they’re waiting till the boy’s thirteen or fourteen before they come around to eat his soul.”

“Mooooooooooooooommmm!”

Let’s just say I went through about two dozen light bulbs that year because my lamp suddenly refused to turn off at night. By the time my thirteenth birthday was just around the corner, I was this close to a nervous breakdown. It sure didn’t help that Uncle Norbert’s words had come back to haunt me in my dreams. They’d become recurring, too, involving dead white faces coming out of the darkness and bearing down on me, black eyeballs absorbing light, thin mouths yawning open as they got ready to sample some young-teenage-boy appetizers.

One dream I had involved this freaky-ass soul-eater thing crawling out of my closet, sniffing the floor and tracing me that way. No matter how quiet I was, trying to put some distance between me and that thing, it would still find me. It almost seemed like it was blind and deaf, and the only way for it to get me was through scent. Of course, my door and windows wouldn’t open—typical nightmare stuff—and in the end, I’d be caught and then dragged across the floor back to the closet, screaming and clawing at the floorboards.

I’d hear a voice just before I’d wake up, too, saying something. It was a male voice, and it was kind of low, and it was more like a murmur that ended in soft chuckling. And it was evil. Naturally. That much I could tell, but what else would be there if I were about to be gnawed alive by closet-dwelling monsters?

I was about to turn thirteen when those dreams got pretty intense, and that recurring nightmare started to really put a damper on my hopes for nightly rest.

Then, after a month of these craptastic dreams, I had to wonder if they weren’t anything more than coincidence because at that time, I’d developed a pretty unhealthy crush on my next-door neighbor, Charlie Jackson the Third. It was unhealthy because he was a big, dumb redneck jock type who’d bang every equally dumb girl who’d go for him and then beat the shit out of kids he’d thought were flaming fags. Rumor had it that he’d call out the name he’d given his truck while draining himself inside a girl. No one was surprised then when a few girls let themselves get rammed just to confirm the whole truck fetish thing and then gossip about it later. Did that turn me off somehow? Nope. My hormones had just started pinging the four corners of the earth, and where I lived, it was worse than slim pickings for my poor, clueless libido. It was either him or some random actor on TV.

On my fourteenth birthday, Uncle Norbert showed up and tried to get all conversation-y with me again. There was the initial meet-and-greet deal with him catching himself when he’d almost lifted me up for a critical inspection. Then the mutterings. Then the hair-tousling. Then the conversation.

“And how’s young Henning?”

“I’m fine, thanks, Uncle. You?”

“This isn’t about me.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“No creatures lurking and stalking you everywhere you go, especially at night?”

“No. I checked. Maybe I should ask Dad for a guard dog.”

“Good, good, no stalkers. Yet. Any threats of kidnapping and forced seduction from your pissed-as-hell ex-betrothed?”

“Can—can I please be excused?”

“No. He might find his way here and snatch you while you’re in the middle of attempting number two. That’d be unfortunate. And messy.” Then he dropped his voice and mulled over things. “Interesting. The boy would have to be either fifteen or sixteen for him to make good his threats. Which makes a lot of sense, considering at what age the boy was sent out.”

He was again looking all serious and thoughtful when he said that, patting my head and ignoring how I was on the verge of tears at that point. I fucking hated going to the bathroom after that and would’ve risked cancer or exploding kidneys by holding everything in for as long as I could.

When I asked my parents for a dog, both just stared at me. “Why?” Dad snapped. “You’ve got six brothers and sisters! Just get a collar and a leash if they won’t cooperate!”

“I don’t think they’d want to keep an eye on me while I’m in the bathroom,” I said, trying my best to sound as meek and polite as possible. “Besides, four have already moved out. That kind of leaves me with two, and I honestly don’t think I can depend on them.” Because they were both utter dopeheads who got their daily nutrition from illegal whiskey, but I didn’t want to break my parents’ hearts and so didn’t share that.

“Is this a new kink that kids go for nowadays?” Mom cut in, turning red in that outraged conservative mom kind of way. “See? This is what happens when you stop going to church. Where’d you get this bestiality idea from? Where?”

“Answer your mother, or so help me...”

When my fifteenth birthday rolled around, I tried to hide from Uncle Norbert. I thought about cowering somewhere in the basement, but I couldn’t help but think that those soul-eating monster things he’d been yakking about infested any place that was dark, preferably caked with five inches of dust and mouse droppings.

So I hid in the car inside the garage. I know, I know. Genius, right? I wasn’t kidding when I said “too young and too stupid.” It was an old, gigantic monster station wagon, so there was enough room for me. There was a folded blanket in the back seat—don’t ask me what that was for as I’d rather not think about it—and I unfolded it. There were mysterious crusty stains all over it, too. I fought back the nausea at the thought that I was about to disappear under a tick-infested blanket that had the thickness of a tree trunk and the texture of a Brillo pad, and crawled under.

No one really took notice of my birthday except my mom and me. In her case, though, it was more like instinct taking over because moms were hardwired to know those anniversary dates of when they’d undergone brain-splitting agony in order to pop out another human being. Everyone else kind of appeared and disappeared as the day wore on, helping themselves to cake or spaghetti, ignoring me along the way. A couple of times, somebody asked what the occasion was and then promptly forgot about five seconds after Mom told him or her. Sometimes Mom would just stand there, blinking, and realizing she’d prepared stuff purely out of instinct. So I wasn’t in any danger of being missed, at least by my family—or what was left of it at this point.

I heard Uncle Norbert arrive, and I tried to follow his movements in the house. Pretty strange, but I was able to hear his voice even with the walls between us and the doors being shut against him. I figured then it was nothing more than heightened senses that were typical of a state of panic.

It had to be.

Because a panicked state meant your brain going kablooey, and your imagination all tweaked, so that you’d start seeing and hearing a bunch of really bizarre things that’d normally be in dreams. While keeping still under the blanket, I gradually became aware of my breathing, which was shallow and rapid.

It also echoed. Like there were two pairs of lungs under that blanket. I held my breath to make sure it wasn’t anything more than just, you know, a tweaked imagination. But the echo continued, and a chill crept up my spine.

Have I mentioned it was dark under the blanket? It was. Because tree trunk thickness.

Whatever it was that’d been breathing with me realized I’d become aware of its existence, and when I slowly turned my head to look around, it exhaled, and the chill worsened.

“Hello, Your Highness,” a voice whispered somewhere in the shadows of the blanket. I couldn’t tell if it was male or female, but it was like a hiss, and when it laughed, it made me think of a horse neighing. But creepier.

Something white crept out of the shadows, and that was all I needed. Flailing and yelling, I fought my way out of that stupid, freaky, tick-infested blanket till I was able to throw it off me. Not without feeling something wrap around my foot, though, and give it a tug. I crawled frantically toward the opposite door and struggled with it, but it wouldn’t budge.

“Mom! Dad! Help!” I cried, banging my hands against the window. “No!” I gasped, dropping my hands to hold on to the door handle when I felt myself get tugged and pulled back under the blanket.

I had to grab hold of the edge of the car seat when the door handle didn’t help. My lower body had already been sucked under the blanket, and whatever was trying to pull me in had grabbed hold of both ankles now.

“Help!”

The world had turned into a crazy whirlpool of color and movement (and embarrassing high-pitched screams from a terrified gay boy) as I tried to fight my way out of the car but kept getting pulled back. The car rocked like crazy with everything going on inside. Too bad it wasn’t because I was having a great time with someone male and human and totally gay. I’d all but torn the seat off when I felt one huge tug, and I rolled off and landed awkwardly on the floor, face up. Which didn’t have anything for me to grab, by the way. Whatever it was that was trying to get me seemed to know that I’d lost, so instead of pulling me in, it started to crawl over me, covered by the blanket. Even with the world spinning, I could see a lump under the blanket growing bigger and bigger, and the chill under the blanket grew icier and icier. I was shaking horribly, but I didn’t know if it was from fear or extreme cold.

I could even feel the arms and legs of that thing as it moved up, pressing against my sides and legs, and somehow all I could think of was that they were nothing more than bone and skin. The blanket’s edge had crept up my chest, and I yelled for help again while pressing my eyes shut. 

A loud bang sounded, like a door being thrown open. The blanket had reached my face. Just as I got swallowed up, the car shook, a couple of angry voices said something, and the blanket got pulled back. And as it was yanked off me, I could hear a thin wail coming from it. Or at least the shadows under it.

Somehow I’d manage to curl myself up in a fetal position, barely listening to what sounded like a scuffle outside the car. Then the noises stopped, and the voices spoke again. I recognized Uncle Norbert but not the other one. The second voice was female and sounded younger. They talked in low tones, so I never got what they said.

“Right. How’re you doing, Henning?” Uncle Norbert asked. He’d leaned inside the car, through the door opposite me.

I slowly raised my head and looked at him. He appeared normal—as normal as Uncle Norbert could be normal, anyway—as though nothing epic and freakish had just happened. I was still shaking badly.

“Not too good, Uncle.”

“Did you see what was waiting for you in the shadows?”

“N—no.”

“Did it talk to you?”

“It did. Called me ‘Your Highness’.”

“All right-eeoh. It’s time, then.”

With that, Uncle Norbert stood up, walked around the car, and opened the door I was pressing myself against. He helped me out, and I could barely stand with my knees turning to water. I had to lean against the car for a while till I was able to pull myself together. He didn’t rush me, though.

“I’ll have to talk to your parents,” he said once he saw I was myself again. He patted my head absentmindedly when he looked away, as usual turning all serious and thoughtful. “It’s time to get you out of here before they come after you again. Good thing the school year just ended. You’ll need the space and the time to adjust to things without worrying about homework.”

I looked around the garage and saw no one else. When I asked about the second person who’d just been with Uncle Norbert, he just shook his head, pressed a finger against his mouth, and whispered, “Ah—my assistant in a way. You’ll find out soon. Now come along. It’s your birthday. Time to celebrate.”
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Chapter 2
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Somebody should’ve warned me that fifteenth birthdays were more like a rite of passage from the carnival of horrors. In addition to almost being dragged off by something that hid itself in shadows of closets, beds, toilets, and crusty, tick-infested blankets, I had to sit through Uncle Norbert trying to convince my parents about my identity. Like, real identity.

As if being fifteen and gay and stuck in the gun-and-bible-crazy backwoods weren’t enough to identify me, right?

“See, young Henning here is really a prince of Wintergrave—a different universe from this one. More like a parallel world or an alternate Earth but with weird, dangerous things everywhere, and those don’t include mutated sewer alligators or helicopter parents who really don’t have any business siring in the first place. Would you pass the parmesan, please? Thank you. Anyway, his biological parents had him betrothed to this other prince from a different land in the same universe—you two still following me? I’ll keep going. Turned out this other guy dabbled in dark arts and wanted more power to rule that universe because he’s a complete narcissist with zero social skills and even less basic self-awareness. To be really clinical about it, he’s a psychopath. Henning, would you pass the garlic bread, please? Thanks, kiddo.

“As I was saying, he’d laid waste to Henning’s kingdom, with Henning getting mortally wounded in battle because, well, you know how teenagers are. Stubborn and insane to begin with, even more pig-headed and hopelessly deranged when in love. But the king and queen managed to get to him in time—too much blood lost, very bad, very bad—and bundled up the poor kid with a gaggle of their trusted people, at least the ones who survived. They used their magic on them before the moment of full zombie apocalypse and fire and brimstone, and voila! Henning and the others were sent off to a random universe, namely this one. That’s so the boy could be safe and grow up normal unless Prince Psychopath were to find him and try to take him back. The pasta’s a bit sticky and gooey, Blesilda, but the sauce is fantastic.”

I sat there, birthday completely forgotten (same old, same old, no?), and just stared at Uncle Norbert the whole time, my heart having stopped its beating about an hour ago. “You’re messing with me, right?” I bleated. I was actually wringing my hands.

Uncle Norbert just shook his head and poured himself more soda. “Wish I were,” he said before taking a couple of large, loud gulps of his drink. Then he took up where he left off with his spaghetti and his story, this time turning his attention to me. “He’s got a couple of good reasons for coming after you. One, you’re the only surviving heir to the throne, and you’ve got powers he absolutely covets, but he can’t acquire them unless he sucks out your soul and turns you into a passive little tool. Two, he’s a bit of a perv who really believes you to be his trophy to take, though he’s managed to convince himself it’s all about love. Think of a really, really, really bad bodice ripper packed from end to end with the writer’s repressed fantasies.”

“Oh, my God.” I pushed my chair back and stumbled away, dizzy. I took a few faltering steps in the direction of the living room, paused to reconsider what I was doing, and had to turn around to claim my glass, so I could down the soda without pause. Since I couldn’t drink alcohol, that was the closest I had to getting myself sloshed. Too bad the worst I got from it was a whole lot of gas.

Uncle Norbert, seriously unfazed, turned back to Mom and Dad. “Anyway, I’m afraid the jig’s up, and Prince Psychopath knows where his little love bunches is hiding, so I need to take Henning away. For safekeeping, mind you. I know it sounds a bit sordid, making him out like rare, irreplaceable bone china that needs to be under lock and key always, but I made a promise to the king and queen—his poor, departed parents. And I never go back on my promise. We Wintergravers are an extremely honorable bunch. Besides, my baby sister was the queen.”

My hands shook as I tried to refill my glass, soda pouring mostly inside but ending up on the table cloth as well. In the meantime, my parents looked like they were about to have a major something—something bad, anyway.

“What the hell is that all about?” Dad screeched, his face purple. “What kind of disgusting liberal bullshit propaganda are you trying to shove down our throats?”

“You’re not touching our son, you hear me? You stay away from him! I always knew you were a Muslim-loving socialist, and we don’t want your kind here!” Mom screech-echoed. Her face was more orange than red and more alarming in that fire-and-brimstone kind of way. “Stop eating! Get out of here! Jeb, get your gun! I don’t care which one—just get it!”

I took about three massive gulps of my soda, emptying my glass in record time. The fizzy burning in my throat didn’t do squat in blocking out the fallout from Uncle Norbert’s story.

“You heard her! Get out! We don’t want no dirty commie pinkos in our house! And if you come within fifty miles of our house, I’ll shoot you where you stand, you pedophile pervert!”

Mom and Dad pretty much echoed each other in threats and scream volume. Standing there, wincing from soda burn, turned into a study in redundancy as I tried to keep track of the conversation. Or more like so-called conversation since it was really a mating call from the damned, the way Mom and Dad were going. Things were about to get to a head when Dad jumped up from his chair, spewing a load of sailor-grade cuss words, and turned in the direction of his gun room.

Uncle Norbert, for his part, just took a couple of bites of his garlic bread, finished chewing and swallowing, before responding. He sighed and sat back, glancing at Mom and Dad and back, shaking his bald, round head the whole time. His large, shadow-rimmed eyes actually gave off sympathy. I did mention he looked like a giant Uncle Fester, didn’t I? Then he sighed again, this time raising a hand, a finger pointed in the air, and muttered something.

And just like that, time stood still. Dad and Mom were frozen where they were, looks of crazed anger on their faces, their mouths contorted as they were “paused” in the middle of shouting and cursing and whatever else. Things that were airborne or in the middle of moving, like Dad’s chair, which had tipped over, were also caught in suspended animation. Even the sounds of birds outside the open windows had stopped. After giving the room a quick look around, Uncle Norbert nodded and continued his meal.

“Yikes,” he said. “Jeb and Blesilda have always been a whacked pair. Looks like age hasn’t done them any favors, either. Things were never the same when we went mushroom-hunting all those years ago, you know. Your mom and dad were dating and went into the woods together. They must’ve pissed off a gaggle of fairies somewhere while snogging like rabbits because as you can see...”

He paused to indicate my parents with a wave of his fork. Then he helped himself to another piece of garlic bread from the platter.

“Henning, your mom really needs to work more on her pasta,” he said. “There are clear directions on the package. Don’t know why she never bothers to read them. I mean, look at this—it’s like I’m eating half-melted glue sticks doused in sauce.”

That was when I fainted.

* * * *
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NO CREEPY DREAMS HAUNTED me. I eventually woke up as though I’d just taken a nice, long siesta, no memories of recent events filtering through the happy haze in my brain till a good minute after I blinked my eyes open. I suppose the fact I found myself staring at unfamiliar surroundings kind of helped nudge them back to the forefront of my mind.

“Wha...”

I blinked several more times before staring, bug-eyed, at the room I was now in. Unlike my old bedroom, which was well-lit but dull, plain, and white, this one was a bit darker, with fewer windows, and walls covered in patterned wallpaper. I glanced at the door. It looked like solid wood with the fancy panel things carved into it, not generic plywood-thin crap that was painted white. I saw a dresser, a freestanding wardrobe, and a desk and chair. All of them matched in terms of the wood used and the style, which was kind of old-fashioned or like something I’d seen in pictures of historic buildings. I lay on a single bed with a nightstand next to it, and an old-fashioned lamp sat on that.

I sniffed the air. It smelled different. Like old paper and wood. The windows were shut, so I couldn’t tell where I was, generally speaking. But I could still see through the glass from where I lay because the windows didn’t have curtains, and I saw brick walls outside.

“Am I in the city?” I said, frowning. “What city, though?”

And how the hell did I get there—ah. Never mind. Images of my carnival-of-horrors-birthday-celebration crammed my head like a bunch of killer clowns tumbling around and juggling their weapons of slaughter.

I lay there for a while, staring blankly at the ceiling, only my eyes and the top of my head showing from the covers. I’d zero idea what had just happened, what was going on now, and what the hell was going to happen eventually. I didn’t even know what to think about me being some kind of prince from some kind of world in another dimension. Or universe. Or whatever. Prince who? If my so-called biological parents sent me to some random world for safekeeping till Uncle Norbert finally misplaced his last marble, why the flying hell would they dump me in the middle of No Man’s Land? An ass-backward town that was so out of the way and so obscure that it wouldn’t even show up on a mass-market map of California?

Was this going to be one of those regression things, like, would I remember everything about my “real” life or past life if some shrink were to come around and wave something in my face? Or jab me with a needle to pump me up with truth serum? I sure as hell couldn’t come up with anything—weird memories about things that I’d never experienced before or wacko dreams about the other world getting destroyed or something.

Speaking of parents—I didn’t even want to know what was now going on with mine. Would they send a SWAT team out to look for me? Was my face destined to stare out from milk cartons forever? Was there a price hanging over Uncle Norbert’s head?

No—wait a second. I was thinking about the Babkis clan and whether or not they’d miss the postscript, A.K.A., the delayed fart. Mom, sure, she’d miss me because of instinct, but I wouldn’t hold out for much hope otherwise.

“Oh, hell with it, I’m done with reality,” I grumbled, sliding deeper under the covers to hide from the rest of the world. Then I froze when shadows surrounded me. “Oh.”

I threw the covers off me in a surge of panic, rolled over till I was on all fours, and crawled to the side of the bed and then beyond, where I tumbled into space and faceplanted on the floor. I stumbled to my feet and stared in horror at the bed and its crumpled sheets. No, I didn’t see anything move or hear anything talk. The bed and the sheets looked normal enough. My gaze dropped to the shadows under the bed, and I swallowed. Should I dare take a peek? Nope. Oh, hell, no. I moved away from the bed inch by inch, not once taking my eyes off the darkness under the bed. Sure, it was broad daylight outside, and I was acting like a five-year-old on the verge of a nervous breakdown over monsters hiding in the bedroom, but who cared?

I was about halfway through the room when the door suddenly opened, and a voice said, “Aha! You’re up!”

There was a loud, high-pitched squeal that probably broke a window somewhere—didn’t realize it was me till I felt my throat burn. I had to peel myself off the ceiling first before using all of my skull muscles to pull my tongue back from my throat.

A tall black woman stood at the doorway, smiling at me. She looked to be in her late twenties, and she was dressed in a silk paisley shirt and tight jeans. She even had an updated ‘fro, which I’d normally swoon over had it not been for my state of irreversible freaked out-ness. She sized me up with her eyes and then nodded, one of her hands still holding the doorknob.

“You hungry? There’s food downstairs—afternoon snacks if you’d like. Bathroom’s down the hall, the last door to your left if you want to freshen up, and the stairs are at the end.”

I swallowed, listening to my heart thump. Considering what I’d been putting up with since Uncle Norbert planted himself in my life and refused to leave like a mutant weed, I wasn’t surprised to discover that my heart was kind of stuck in turbo mode. Even this nice lady couldn’t help it find its normal rhythm. I think at this point in time, my heart had completely forgotten what normal was like.

“Thank you,” I stammered. “Is Uncle Norbert downstairs, too?”

“He is. He’s waiting for you.” She paused just as she was about to close the door and then looked back at me, grinning this time. “For a hunted prince, you sure are cute as a button looking all freaked out and dying inside, honey.” She wrinkled her nose at me, made those gurgling sounds adults made when having a cute attack over babies, and then withdrew.

I stood in the middle of the room for another moment, staring at the door helplessly, my brain filled with nothing but a big, ginormous “DOOM AND ANNIHILATION” spelled out in blinding white light edged with blood.

“I’m going to die, aren’t I?”

It took me another minute of trying to see if I could wake up from this bizarre dream and another minute of resigning myself to the realization there was no way for me to get out of that rabbit hole. Save through death and destruction, of course. I hadn’t even had a boyfriend yet, and my days were already numbered. Talk about being dealt some seriously dud cards by life.

I went to the bathroom, ignoring Uncle Norbert’s previous warnings about being kidnapped by beings from another universe while attempting a number two. It was hard, let me tell you, but when Nature called, she downright demanded.

When I stepped out, alive, in one piece, and heaving a sigh of relief over a safe trip to the john, I glanced down the hallway and found three doors in addition to the one I’d just come from. Two doors flanked each side of the hallway, and at each end of the hallway, a window opened up to the streets below. My bedroom was one of the last two at the other end, on the same side as the bathroom.

I walked down the narrow, creaky stairs and soon found myself in another hallway. It was just as dark as the one upstairs, with a door at the far end letting some light in with the glass panel on its upper half. The floor was all wood, the walls were papered, and there were framed pictures on them. There were a couple of small light fixtures above, which made me wonder just how much light they gave out considering how little they were and how shadowy the hallway was. The area smelled no differently from my room. There were four doors just like upstairs, two on each side. 

I observed everything as I stood at the landing, and when I turned to my right, I saw another door at the end of the hallway, just under the stairs. I walked up to it and peered out of the glass panel.

“It’s a back door,” I said.

The area just outside the door was like a small courtyard of sorts, all brick and cement with a few potted plants along the walls and a garden set made up of iron chairs and a table. Beyond the walls was another building, and it looked like an old apartment complex. Yep—I was definitely in a city somewhere.

I turned around and tried to figure out where the hell the kitchen was. The layout was so different from what I’d grown up with, and with all the doors closed, it was like living out a haunted house movie thing. Then I heard someone laugh behind the door closest to the back door and went for it.

Sure enough, the door led me to a good-sized room. That said, it was still a small place to contain both kitchen and dining room, and it did so with a lot of clutter. Like, open shelves were crammed with dishes, cups and saucers, glasses, cooking pots and pans, and packaged food. In the dining area stood a couple of bookcases that were so packed with books that all of the extra ones were either piled up on the floor in front of them or just set on whatever space was available on the shelves in short stacks. If anyone wanted to find out what books were available behind those, he’d have to pull those books off in order to see what else was there.

If my mom and dad were around, they’d probably set fire to the whole place for being too ungodly in its messiness—and too ungodly in its subjects. One book I saw was called Alchemy and Christmas: the Real Story. The only thing they’d like was that the whole place was crazy clean despite the clutter.

“Henning!”

Uncle Norbert was in the kitchen with that lady I’d seen earlier. He wore an apron (yep, an apron), and he’d just taken something out of the oven. I didn’t know he knew how to cook or bake. That said, I wouldn’t be surprised if what he’d just pulled out of the oven was a tray of crazy-inducing brownies. Did I mention he also wore one of those tall chef hat things? He did. I didn’t know what to think. Well, at least his apron didn’t say “kiss the chef.”

“Hi, Uncle,” I said, refusing to take a step inside even though my stomach was gurgling. “Um—what happened?”

“I baked brownies,” he replied, looking totally innocent. I tried not to think about death and destruction as I eyed those brownies. “Let them cool down a bit, so you can cut them without making them stick to the knife. They’re extra moist, by the way.”

“No, I’m talking about back there—at home. What happened? How’d I get here?”

“Oh, that.” He ambled up to the table and set the brownies down on an old wooden cutting board to cool down. Hands covered in oven mitts, he stood back and grinned proudly, waving his hands over the brownies. “I stopped time, redirected it in a way, and brought you back here. With a little bit of help, of course. I think I’m getting too old for this whisking-the-prince-away-to-safety deal.” He nodded in the direction of the nice black lady, and I figured she was the other voice I’d heard in the garage.

I blinked. “What about my parents? What happened to them? Are they okay?”

“Of course they’re okay. The only difference between yesterday and today is the fact that you were never a part of their family.” He rested his oven mitt-covered hands on his hips and glanced at me. “As of now, they’ve only raised six kids. All memories of you gone—no physical reminders, including your clothes and whatever junk you’ve amassed in your bedroom. Gone. I’m talking ‘poof!’ gone. Now that you’re here, there’s no need to involve them. It’s better this way. They need to be safe.”

“I’m an orphan now?” I said, horrified. “I—I just turned fifteen!” I paused as I tried to grapple with the logical connection of those two things I’d just said. “No, wait. That didn’t make any sense, did it?”

“Well, technically you are. Remember what I said about the king and queen? They’re gone, rest their souls. Jeb and Blesilda—or more like the people formerly known as your parents—were carriers. As in they conceived you and gave birth to you because, you know, that’s really the only way for a baby to come into this world. By and large, anyway. I’ve yet to grapple with the logistics of cloning.”

I still stood in the doorway, my jaw hanging low. “Carriers? Like mosquitoes or pigs? So I’m like a virus or something?”

Great. Fifteen, gay, about to be destroyed in one form or another by creatures from another universe, and the H1N1 virus on two legs to boot. If there were a god, he must’ve been drunk and stoned when my future was being planned. What the hell did they use in the people-making sphere, anyway? A loom? Was that how gods kind of dictated a person’s future? If so, whoever wove my so-called destiny, if such a thing really did exist, was a total loser dumbass who needed to go back to cosmic weaving school and actually pass the required exams before messing with anyone’s lives. Because, seriously, this really, really sucked.

“I’ll give you some chamomile to calm you down,” the lady piped up from the kitchen, sounding all chipper and totally oblivious to the ongoing trauma my uncle was subjecting me to.

“Oh, come on, Henning,” Uncle Norbert said. “You’ve heard of the Virgin Mary, right? Think of your birth as a variation of the Immaculate Conception—only your mother was nowhere near immaculate by the time you were conceived. Or, hell, even before she got married. And neither was your father, come to think of it. You’d better sit down before you faint again. You look a little pale. Here, I’ll do the honors and cut the brownies for you.”

He paused and frowned, turning his gaze at the ceiling as he pondered something. “I just used the idea of the Immaculate Conception incorrectly. The whole virgin birth isn’t the point behind it, but immaculacy is definitely something unknown to your mother.” He shook his head, now looking all disapproving. “She shouldn’t have hung out with the wrong crowd in school.”

I didn’t even realize till I’d plunked my dazed ass on a chair that I’d actually walked to the table. I just sat there, staring, all hollow-eyed, at the tray of brownies, my future slowly being chipped away till only what would happen in another hour was all I could be sure of.

“I’m sure everything’s a bit of a shock,” the nice black lady said as she waltzed up to the table, a cup of steaming tea sitting on a saucer in hand. She set it down in front of me and ruffled my hair. “Think of it this way—either you go through a long-ass, tedious process of discovering who you really are, blah-blah-blah, teen existential angst up the wazoo, or someone just says, ‘screw this shit, here’s what happened’ and saves you some time and energy. Besides, your uncle isn’t known for his patience, and to be honest with you, bluntness was an admired trait in our old world. Your uncle was the greatest general your dad had ever had, after all, and he never messes around. I should know. I was his second in command. Oh, I’m Cameron Hardwicke, by the way.” She paused, her brows furrowing. “Have some tea, Henning. You look a little dehydrated and constipated at the same time.”
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Chapter 3
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Time to melt my liver with painkilers. I followed directions and tossed a couple of pills into my mouth before downing two glasses of water. I didn’t even know at that moment if the bottle Uncle Norbert got me was expired. I wouldn’t be surprised if it were, given how long it took him to find it and what he’d said when he did.

“Huh—didn’t realize we still had this. Check out the date, Henning.”

For better or for worse, I didn’t because, you know, life crisis.

After Cameron gave me my drink, I just sat in stunned silence for a moment or two while she and Uncle Norbert yakked away about my past life. Apparently everything was pretty simple and clear-cut and didn’t need much explanation.

My previous parents were monarchs who ruled Malyraea, a kingdom in Wintergrave, justly, they said. Their subjects all loved them, and for years, things were pretty hunky-dory. Total Disney fairy tale stuff, la-dee-dah and all that. I wondered if rainbow-colored unicorns with sparkly wings were part of court life. That thought made me eye the bottle of painkillers again; I couldn’t take any more, apparently, until four or so hours later. Yeah, sure, I thought. Four hours later, I’d have passed out from shock, I was sure, and no amount of painkillers would help.

I was an only child, and even before I was born, I was already spoken for—well, betrothed would be the technical term for it—my gender be damned, and the other guy who was supposed to be the Greatest Love of My Life was about three years older. The deal was totally business, of course, because Prince Greatest Love of My Life was heir to the throne of Cesynthion, whose economy and political clout would complement Malyraea’s. So the whole betrothal thing was like a plan to create an über kingdom with me and Prince Greatest Love of My Life on the throne someday.

“It’s just too bad no one over at their side gave much thought to little, uh, quirks in Varian’s character,” Cameron piped up as she hunted for a carton of almond milk in the fridge.

“Quirks?” I asked weakly. I really shouldn’t have. Sucks to be me.

“Oh, you know—bullying, beatings, accusations of sexual harassment, obsession with necromancy, and too much time spent in front of the mirror, primping. Well—they weren’t so much quirks as they were claims made by people about him. He was blessed with epic levels of charm, which he used to the max, so nobody believed he was ever capable of any of those things he’d been accused of.” Only Cameron’s bottom half could be seen as she dug deeper inside the fridge. “Where the hell is the almond milk? I just bought that yesterday! Oh—why’re we keeping this head of lettuce? It’s growing its own garden in here! Jesus!”

Uncle Norbert snorted. He’d seated himself across the table from me and had helped himself to a small plateful of brownies. I couldn’t believe how many he’d claimed for himself. He’d even piled them in the shape of an Egyptian pyramid. He still had his chef’s hat on, by the way.

“That boy thought himself quite a catch,” he said in between bites. “Still does—he just needs you to, quote-unquote, complete him.” He paused, looking thoughtful. “Normally I’d go, ‘aww, how sweet is that’ at the thought, but considering who’s involved, my tenuous appreciation for young love and romance just went up in smoke. Want more brownies, kiddo?”

“Aha! There it is!” Cameron emerged from the fridge, holding up her precious carton of almond milk, a triumphant grin plastered on her face. By the way, I didn’t see her throwing the rotten head of lettuce out. I think it was destined to spend the rest of its existence cultivating stuff inside the fridge. “Anyway, Henning, by the time someone decided to take serious notice of Varian’s behavior, he’d already mastered the dark arts and had leveled a pretty good portion of his own kingdom in the bargain. See, this is what happens when people breed without a single clue of how to properly raise their kids. In Varian’s case, not only was he spoiled rotten, his psychosis never got the help it required. Typical patriarchal bullshit if you ask me. A boy gets to be raised thinking he’s the king of the world, and a girl? Oh, don’t even get me started.”

She plopped herself down on the chair to my left. “Your parents broke off the match, got the troops ready to defend their land, but it was too late. Varian’s destruction scorecard involved his own family, whom he’d slaughtered, and he’d also raised the dead to use for his army. Let me see—I think the ratio of living to dead was about one to ten.” She glanced at Uncle Norbert for confirmation, and he nodded. “That’s one lesson for you. Screwing with the dark arts makes things a teeny-tiny bit worse in the brain department for anyone. If he was borderline nutso before, he’d toppled over the other side the moment he played with corpses.”

“Nope, nope—he was already far gone, Cameron. From the moment he took his first breath. Psychopaths are just terrifyingly hard to pin down. See: extreme levels of charm.”

I stared at the bottle of painkillers. Since the two pills I’d downed hadn’t taken effect yet, I was convinced the stupid things were totally expired. I wanted to cry.

“Have you ever tried destroying an army of dead soldiers? Can’t be done. Trust me,” Cameron said.

“And those sons of bitches reeked,” Uncle Norbert added, shuddering. His brownie pyramid had shrunk by half at this point. Watching him plow through those brownies was like watching a train wreck. “The bastard could at least have stopped the decomposition process. I think more than half of my men were too busy vomiting than fighting. Now you know why we were so easily wiped out.”

Cameron poured herself some milk and then snagged a brownie from the tray. “Sending you, me, Norbert, and a few other people was a desperate last-minute effort from your parents because you were hurt in battle pretty badly. They had no choice. I mean, you were their baby, and they didn’t want you to die. Whichever world you ended up in, they wanted you to stay there and grow up normally, while we watch over you from a distance.”

“You mean I was supposed to be left alone? Why’d you all come around and mess me up like this, then?” I asked, practically wailing and flailing. “I was doing just fine being the delayed fart in my family!” Actually, no, I wasn’t, but I did have a home at least. Then again, did that count as a home at all, considering how I was treated?

Cameron narrowed her eyes at me. “You didn’t let me finish. We were supposed to watch over you from a distance, and in a perfect world, you’d be left alone. But part of the deal was that should Prince Pissy Pants get wind of where you are and try to come after you, we’d get you out of your cozy little clueless existence and bring you back with us to keep you—and your family—safe. If we let you stay with the Babkises, you’d be inviting danger into their lives.” She glanced at Uncle Norbert and nodded at him. “Same with us, too. We couldn’t stay with our families and had to erase our existence with them in order to band together and keep them safe.”

I sighed heavily and dropped my gaze on the bottle sitting in front of me. “These pills aren’t working,” I said, my voice cracking. I looked up at Uncle Norbert. “So—you’re saying you’re now non-existent in the family as well?”

He nodded, totally blasé about the whole thing. Then again, compared to me, he’d already had plenty of time to come to terms with that. “As far as they’re concerned, there were only five siblings. Mind you, since I was looking after you, I chose to wait till after you were assaulted to erase my existence—along with yours.”

“How’d you two, you know, discover your identities?” I asked.

“I had some serious ass-kicking espresso one morning,” Cameron replied. “I’d marry that barista if I swung her way.”

“Mushroom-hunting at eighteen,” Uncle Norbert added. “Nothing to do with mushrooms if you’re curious. I found a frog and licked it. Things haven’t been the same since. Come to think of it, the whole damned family wasn’t the same since. I’d rather not think what the others did in the woods that day.” When he saw me all but fainting again, he clucked. “I’d just been to your grandmother’s liquor cabinet, Henning, when I joined the mushroom-hunting party. I was drunk, uninhibited, and feeling pretty experimental.”

I swallowed. “What about me? Will I be going through the same, you know, psychic discovery process thing and learn more about my past?”

“You will, and it’s called an ‘awakening’. Excuse the corniness of the term,” Cameron said. “Don’t be freaked when it happens, though, but we understand if you do. For a young kid like you, it can be pretty traumatic.”

I sagged. “Nice.”

“But we’re here to help,” Uncle Norbert piped up, looking at me with a very Uncle Fester-ish expression. Whatever the hell that means, but I’ve got to take what I can get. “By and large, we’d like to pick up where you left off, in a manner of speaking, and allow you as normal a life as you humanly can have under the circumstances. We’re your new family now, Henning. We—Cameron and I, anyway—made a solemn promise to your poor parents about raising you properly.”

“Mind you, none of us have had experience raising kids, but we’ll give it a shot,” Cameron piped up. She actually sounded very optimistic. She even did that wrinkly-nose thing at me again, like she was going through a minor cute attack.

“The others who came with us will also be part of your adoptive family, but they’ll be more like cousins or aunts and uncles.” Uncle Norbert and Cameron exchanged pleased looks. He rubbed his hands together, and I could swear I saw him drool. “Oh, this’ll be fun. I’m all for a challenge, aren’t you?”
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