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“... a gripping YA historical novel. There’s something about the essence of Western drama that makes exciting, wonderful reading. Max is fortunate enough to participate in the gritty, courageous kind of living that was once a day-to-day challenge. This is a great historical fantasy read that will make you want to read the first book in this series!” –Historical Novel Society

“What a fun summer read! The Kid is an artful combination of science fiction and historical fiction that come together in a fantasy that is believable enough that the suspension of disbelief is possible and make the reading truly enjoyable. The contrast between Max’s present-day gamer lifestyle and the historical setting that he finds himself in offer a glimpse of the past and make history relevant for young people who may find historical connections difficult to make. What a wonderful way to bring history to life, re-imagine the past, and imagine the future all at the same time!” –Patrice W. Hallock, Ph.D., Associate Professor of Education, Chair, Educator Preparation & Psych-Child Life, Utica College

“Escape from the Past: The Kid is a magical fictional mystery interwoven with historical facts and exciting adventures. The reader experiences the twists and turns of the story while gaining a greater appreciation of the challenges of life in the Wild West during the late 1800’s. Max, a typical teenager of today, is thrown into a series of arduous challenges he must overcome in order to return to his former humdrum life. Along the way, he and we gain valuable insights and appreciation of the hardships encountered by the new western settlers and the Native American people amongst outlaws and the formidable desert climate of the New Mexico area. It’s a thoroughly enjoyable experience you will not want to miss.“ –Richard Rafes, Ph.D., J.D., President of East Central University

“As an English teacher of 43 years and as a life-long student of the Wild West and Native Americans, I found Annette Oppenlander’s, The Kid, to be an accurate, well-researched and thoroughly entertaining novel for young readers. The portrait of Max, the adventurous and risk-taking protagonist, is spot on;he has the language of young men his age and all the angst, dreams and longings that are hallmarks of a typical 17 year-old adolescent male. Ms. Oppenlander has a keen eye for detail, and her ability to create cliffhanging situations of high suspense makes for a great read. I strongly recommend this novel for any imaginative young reader who likes to have one foot in fantasy and one in reality.” –Bill Hays, English AP/Honors Teacher, Retired, Bloomington North High School

“When I was young I walked all over this country, east and west, and saw no other people than the Apaches. After many summers I walked again and found another race of people had come to take it.” –Chief Cochise, Chiricahua Apache
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Chapter One
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“I thought you wanted the new Xbox for your birthday.” My father’s eyebrows knitted into a frown. “You’ve been talking about nothing else all year.” 

We were sitting in the pizza parlor in Heiligenstadt, Italian music playing in the background. We meet every two weeks as outlined in the divorce decree and as usual, my father sounded irritated. 

“I thought you’d be glad I didn’t want more gaming stuff.” I stared at my father who had the same blue-green eyes I had. At one point he’d had the same dark brown hair. Now, he was mostly gray with a bald spot on top. 

“But horseback riding? You’ve never wanted to be near anything larger than a dog. What’s this new interest? Or will you change your mind next week?”

I shook my head and threw the tired crust of the last pizza slice back on the plate. “I already went a few times this spring. I can ride my bike there and if I help with the stalls, they charge only half.”

“All right,” my father said. “I’ll cover the first four months. After that we’ll see if you’re still interested.”

“Great. Thanks, Dad.”

“So what else are you not telling me?”

“What do you mean?”

“Your mother called. She’s really concerned.”

“Because I want to spend time with her?” And not you.

“No, only your general behavior, studying history like a maniac. The books in your room about the Middle Ages, the new interest in herbs and natural medicine. Your visits to the Hanstein ruins, the sword practice in the yard. Isn’t that a bit excessive?”

I shrugged. “It’s interesting to learn about this stuff. I never realized it until now.”

“I see.” 

But it was obvious that my father didn’t see. He kept staring at me, several times opening his mouth as if to comment, then clamping tight. The silence between us grew. 

“I’m meeting Jimmy at the movies,” I said. 

“Of course.” My father waved at the waiter. He seemed relieved to put an end to our visit. “There is one more thing.”

“Yeah?”

My father hesitated and cleared his throat which should’ve clued me in right there. As a captain in the U.S. Army my father is used to calling the shots. “I’m getting married again.”

“What?” My stomach knotted angrily around the half-digested pizza. “You mean that chick who looks like a college student and giggles like a halfwit.”

“She isn’t a college student and she’s certainly no halfwit,” my father snapped. “She’s doing her residency at the hospital.” He bit his lip, obviously unsure how to continue. 

“You can’t be serious.” Scenes from long ago flashed by. My parents holding hands, the three of us on a beach in Cancun. Truth is, I always expected they’d get back together. Now my dream had popped like an overinflated soap bubble, leaving a bad taste in my mouth. 

“Maybe one day you’ll understand—”

Swallowing a nasty comment, I abruptly straightened and hurried outside. If my father did call after me I didn’t hear it.

A perfect summer sun mocked me as I stormed up and down the shopping street. I still had an hour before meeting Jimmy, but I’d rather hang out by myself than spend one more minute with a guy who was robbing the cradle. It was so gross, it was nauseating.

I’d considered telling him about the game. How I’d been transported to the year 1471, chased by lords and spent weeks with Knight Werner at Castle Hanstein. I’d almost died in a dungeon and fallen for a girl. Impossible. My father would have me committed before he believed one word. 

But I couldn’t help thinking about it. 

Every day since I’d returned I thought about the mess I’d left behind and that I wanted to go back and straighten things out. Talk to Juliana, dive into her brown eyes again, stick my nose into her hair. Kiss her... I sighed again. I wanted to explain to her how I was from a different time and that you didn’t get married as a teenager. That I was finishing high school and planned to go to college. 

And there was Bero. My friend. He was a squire now and probably practicing sword fighting with Enders right this minute. He’d be jumping around in that squirrel-like way, shouting with glee when he got the best of Enders. 

And Knight Werner? You didn’t cross a mighty lord and just disappear after he’d offered to make you his squire. Werner was probably mad and would kick me from the castle if I showed my face again.

A rattled breath escaped me. It was best to move on. I was comfortable at home and school. I had a few friends, even if they weren’t super cool, I felt reasonably happy. My parents were another story, but soon I’d move out on my own. So, why couldn’t I just forget the darn game and enjoy the stuff I’d been doing before? Like playing normal computer games, like hanging out with Jimmy and watching the girls from my class at the movies and the ice cream parlor afterwards. Hanging out at parties, hoping for a piece of warm skin next to mine. 

School was a drag, but it wasn’t that bad. Especially when compared to the lousy lives Juliana and Bero led before they moved to the castle. At least they were safe now. Until the next battle when Bero would be forced to help protect Werner’s right hand, Konrad. Maybe Bero was dead already. 

Of course, he was dead. Almost six-hundred years had passed. The game was messing with my head.

“Max?”

I spun around. Jimmy was standing in front of me. 

“Oh, hi.”

“You were a million miles away,” Jimmy said with a grin. “Got here early, drove the GTI.” When I didn’t answer, he said, “Something wrong? You aren’t still thinking of playing the game again?”

I shrugged. “Haven’t decided.”

“Didn’t you hear what Father said? What if you don’t return at all or they cut off your arm or leg in a battle? Or you get the Plague or something...”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” 

“Fine.”

“Let’s watch the movie,” I said, eager to change the subject. Jimmy was right, of course. There were thousands of unknowns and even if I studied for ten years, I’d not be prepared for the dangers lurking in fifteenth century Bornhagen. 

In my mind the voice continued to whisper. I’d carry a few things in my pockets. I knew more about treating illnesses with plants. Luanda, the healer could help, too. I’d prepare my clothes, wear different shoes. I knew the place. 

My chances had to be way better, even if I didn’t know what the missions would be. Maybe I had to brew some more herbs, meet new people. 

I wondered if anyone else had ever played the game. Jimmy’s father had said some things that sounded suspicious. That it was dangerous and they couldn’t control the parameters of the game. How would he have known that unless someone else had played? But it was useless to ask him again. Jimmy’s father wasn’t talking.

“Are you going to get the new Xbox?” Jimmy said as the lights dimmed and we settled into our seats. “We could do a tournament at my house. Stay up all night, eat junk food.” 

Of course, Jimmy already had the new Xbox. Just like he had the newest iPhone and Mac. 

“I don’t think I’ll get one,” I said. I wasn’t really in the mood to explain why I wanted to ride horses instead. Let Jimmy think that my father was too cheap. 

The theatre went dark. 

“What do you mean, we aren’t going,” I yelled panting with anger. 

My mother leaned against the stove, holding a ladle in midair. “I’m sorry, Max. The promotion is finally happening and my new boss—he...we’re attending a seminar in Munich all week.” Her hand sank and the spoon dropped into the soup. “Maybe we can get away during fall break.” 

“You mean that creep, Parker, don’t you? He’s been drooling over you for over a year. I’ve seen him!” My voice was reaching new heights. I coughed to clear my throat. 

“Herr Parker is a good manager. And I’m quite old enough to take care of myself.” My mother straightened, though she only reached to my collarbone. 

I saw how he ogled you at the Christmas party. The man’s eyeballs were practically glued to my mother’s cleavage. Disgusting. 

“Can’t you tell him you have plans?” I said aloud. “We booked months ago.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” my mother said. “We’ll be able to afford more trips in the future. And we’ll start saving for a car for you.” 

“Yeah, right.” I ran down the hall and threw shut the door to my room. I fell on the bed, ignoring the pressure in my throat. It was stupid to cry, a girl thing. Angrily I swiped an arm across my face. 

This had to be the lousiest weekend ever. First my father, now my mother. I’d been so happy about going to Crete. Two weeks of swimming and hanging out at the beach, riding scooters across the island and looking at old stuff. 

I shook my head as if the movement could make the memory of my joyful anticipation vanish. Jimmy was going away for the entire summer break. First to some place in southern France, then to an adventure camp. And I would be stuck in Bornhagen for six weeks with the highlight being the public pool in Heiligenstadt. 

If I thought about it, Jimmy was a jerk the way he kept rubbing his wealth in my face. He knew perfectly well, my mom and I were struggling. And he of all people still had both his parents. A perfect little family. 

Truth was I was completely alone. Nobody cared what I did, not even my so-called best friend.

I wiped away a tear and sat up. 

I’d had it. 

There was only one way I’d get my mind off things. I’d been undecided for months, but it was obvious nobody gave a damn about me anyway. If I returned, I’d rest through the summer. If not, well...I’d see about that. 

I listened for movement from the kitchen. My mother would leave me alone to cool off. Now was as good a time as ever. 

Digging into my closet, I pulled out several items. The window stood open, curtains billowing in the breeze. With a sigh I changed and slumped in front of the computer. The air smelled of mowed grass and my mother’s yellow roses...of promised vacations and broken dreams.

I inserted the disk and grabbed the half-empty soda can. There wouldn’t be any soda where I was going. 

The can hovered in midair. I had to be insane. Hadn’t I almost died last time? But the memory of my stupid parents returned and I drank quickly, my gulps loud in the stillness of the early evening. To heck with them. I needed to forget.

I took mental inventory of my outfit, the items I’d prepped and stuck into my pants pocket. 

On the monitor the globe appeared and began to spin. I slid backwards until my spine rested firmly against the chair. This time I’d pay attention to the way it felt when my room dissolved. Maybe it wouldn’t happen at all. Maybe I’d just play a game and remain in stupid Bornhagen. 

I aimed the mouse, trying to remember what had happened last time. The globe was supposed to stop and show an entrance door. I waited, but the earth kept rotating. 

The start button flashed, “Enter now.”

I sighed with relief and clicked.

The screen turned dark, almost black. I leaned closer. Had the monitor quit? But then the faint outlines of something bulky materialized in the distance, the sky above peppered with a million stars. I grinned. The skies in the Middle Ages were breathtaking. No pollution, no artificial lights. 

The screen kept zooming through the darkness. A second shadow of something tall appeared ahead. I remembered the thick forests, oak trees soaring a hundred and fifty feet. Somebody whistled or was it the wind whispering. The screen kept moving slowly, yet remained dark. It was definitely nighttime.

The ancient parchment unrolled from the bottom, its corners torn and burned as if it had escaped fire: the menu.

Level Two

Expert

Pause

Exit

Upgrade to expert now blinked below. 

My mouse finger trembled, in fact my entire arm shook. I was about to enter the most dangerous place I’d ever been to. Why couldn’t I just put up with my life even if it sucked? 

You are going to do this. 

I was prepared. I knew what to expect, had even gotten clothes that looked more medieval, a long-sleeved shirt with wide arms, leftover from Carnival, a hooded oversized sweater that would have to double as a coat. 

I’m doing it. 

Now.

As soon as I clicked, my chest began to throb, then tighten. Had it been this painful last time? Ten months had passed since I’d last played. I smiled despite the ache. I couldn’t wait to sneak up on Bero. Hug Juliana. The pressure on my body increased. She’d be mad, of course, but then she’d kiss me. Maybe we could sneak into the barn tonight. 

The weight on my lungs grew further. Breathing stopped, my vision filled with the red haze of oxygen deprivation. I tried to gulp, but my ribs were glued to my sides. I was stuck...and terrified. The fog turned gray...then black. Like last time, I managed to stand, but my legs and feet stood rooted like the giant oaks in Hanstein’s forest. 

My heart pounded in my neck, the only sign I was still alive. The fog deepened. Why was this taking so long? Still the pressure held as if I’d been thrown under a boulder. I was dying. 

I’d made a huge mistake.

It’s easy to forget fear. Stuff happens and you get distracted. After a while all you remember are the good things. Now that I was unable to move, unable to do anything, I remembered the way I’d felt the first time I’d landed in the game. I’d felt terror. 

And terror was back now in full force, squeezing my middle and poking at my heart. As the pressure lifted and the fog cleared, the sense of impending doom gripped me with such force that I fell forward. 

I’d made a horrible mistake. 

Stumbling, I stubbed my toes and suppressed a shout. In the near darkness, a rock or cliff rose wide as a house and three stories high. I only saw its outline, a black edge against the starry sky above. 

The whistling I’d heard earlier definitely came from between the giant rocks. The air was filled with the scent of grasses, grit, and something like sage. Had I returned in the summer? 

Behind me the area appeared more open. Maybe I was down near the river and Luanda’s house. Should I move in the dark or wait? I’d get lost, wandering off in the wrong direction. 

A cold wind dug under my shirt and nipped at my skin. I tugged my sweater closer around me when I saw something glowing on the ground like a huge red eye.

“Not a move, boy,” the voice hissed. “Or I’ll blow a hole through your gut.” 
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Chapter Two
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The voice was deep and cold as the wind. Something hard and unyielding dug into my back. Maybe it was one of Werner’s men or had I run into Schwarzburg’s guards? But something felt wrong, something I couldn’t put my finger on.

Before I knew what to do, the ground shifted as several shadows rose around me. 

“Wade, what is it?”

“Found us an intruder,” Wade said. “Showed up like a stray coyote.” For emphasis he shoved at my ribs. I suppressed a yelp as the pain spread to my stomach.

“You sleeping, Wade? Let someone walk in here like that.” This voice was scratchy as a cheese grater with an Irish-sounding twang.

A sudden light stung my eyes. One of the shadows had lit a match not five inches from my nose. 

“Look at that. What is that?” the man with the Irish voice said. “It’s a kid.” 

I caught a glimpse of a reddish beard, a grimy bandana on the neck below and a leather vest. Definitely not Duke Schwarzburg or Werner. 

Wait a minute. 

I gulped as new panic sucked away my air and turned my stomach. These men spoke English. I was nowhere near Hanstein. Though they spoke a weird dialect, I understood them clearly. 

I shook my head. It had to be the game. I’d been able to communicate with Bero and Juliana even though they spoke some kind of medieval German. What if they were speaking some other language entirely and it was all an illusion? What had Jimmy’s father done? 

“Damn, Wade, can’t you shoot ’em?” a voice drifted up from the ground. 

“Kill ’em and let us sleep,” someone else grumbled.

I trembled as I realized that the poking thing in my right kidney was a gun. Any second now the guy could pull the trigger. And unlike last time when I’d gone to medieval Germany, this time I knew with certainty that I’d really die, that these were the stakes of the game.

I felt my knees wobble as I tried to think of a way out. But running was suicide. These guys would shoot me in the back. 

“Let him talk,” the short Irish man said. “Almost time to leave anyway.” The horizon was growing the faintest bit of gray. “You got a name, boy? Speak.”

Wade shoved at my back. The sharp pain made me gasp and I crumpled to the ground, inches from the fire pit. “Open your pie hole or we’re going to put you out of your misery. You’re costing us sleep.” 

“I’m Max.” 

“Max what? You got a name. What’re you hiding?” the Irish said.

I hesitated. Was I still Max Nerds? It had been fitting at Hanstein. 

“I’ll split you in half,” Wade said, shoving his rifle into my side once more. I winced as pain shot up my spine.

“Damn, Wade, he’s a kid. Let him talk.” Another guy, his head resting on a saddle, had spoken. Even in the morning gloom I knew his nose was broken and bent sideways. 

“Max Nerds,” I gasped as I struggled to kneel without falling into the coals. My back was on fire from the vicious blow and I wondered if I’d cracked a rib. “Dude, I got lost out here.” 

“You’re speaking a strange tongue? Where’s your parents?”

“Don’t have any.” Better to make stuff up than try to explain. These men looked like they had the patience of a gnat. “I’m looking for a job.”

“He’s looking for work in the desert? On foot?” Broken Nose guffawed. “He’s lying,” Wade said. “Look at his clothes. That shirt.” The guy spit. “He’s dressed like a girl. Way too clean, too.”

“Where’s your horse, laddy?” the Irish said.

“It died.” I tried looking like I did when my mom asked about late night gaming.

“You got no bags, no gun, no horse and no family,” Wade sneered. “The guy is a nobody. Let’s finish him off. Nobody will miss ’em.”

“Yeah, let’s get us more sleep,” someone mumbled.

“Not so fast.” The Irish tugged at the filthy cloth with a blackish stain on his neck. I wondered if he’d been shot. “He may come in handy. Horse or errand boy... or bait.” He opened his mouth as if to add something, but then seemed to think better of it. “Let’s keep him for now.” The Irish spit, his projectile hitting the dirt an inch from my boots—fur-lined leather hiking shoes, I’d bought on sale in Heiligenstadt. 

“We can’t trust him,” Wade said, moving to face me. His forefinger twitched on the rifle he pointed at my belly. 

“He’ll do for now,” the Irish said. “Go back to your post.” He waved at me. “Sit and no wrong moves.”

I nodded, watching Wade walk off. He wore a short leather coat, the spikes on his boots clinking with every step. I sank next to the fire and wrapped my arms around my knees, trying to look relaxed. I was freezing despite the thick sweater. 

Despite my icy cheeks and my fingers stiff with cold, my brain was doing overtime. I had to know where I was and more importantly, when. But if I asked these thugs, I’d be dead faster than you could say Max. The scene looked as if it’d been taken right from an old western. I was definitely somewhere in the American Wild West and these men were some kind of gang. Cold dread clogged my throat. Something felt totally wrong about them. About this...this place.

I shook my head in frustration. Broken nose got to his feet, spitting and scratching his back, then rummaging among the cast-iron cooking pots. The Irish leaned against his saddle, taking a drink from a flask.

A pale strip of light edged across the horizon and illuminated the ground in front of me, littered with reddish gravel, rocks, and clumps of thick grass. Larger boulders lay strewn near the men, forming a natural outdoor arena. In the distance towered rock formations the size of apartment buildings. They looked reddish, too, though I couldn’t be sure. I licked my lips. Already, they felt dry and stretched painfully. And I was unbearably thirsty. 

Broken Nose rekindled the fire and was cooking something. I sniffed. It smelled strange, but definitely like food. I thought of home where my mother would soon fix dinner. 

You aren’t home, so quit thinking about it.

A sunray pierced the landscape like a giant laser. I blinked at the sudden brilliance and inspected the ground again. It was definitely red, fine dust now clinging to my pants, turning them almost pink. Some of it had made it to my mouth like gritty toothpaste. 

As the light steadily grew, I remained seated, too afraid to move. I watched the sun’s beam edge along the towering rocks behind me. With every minute the air grew hotter. And dryer. 

I had no weapons, but it was apparent these men each packed several, revolvers on each hip and plenty of bullets on leather belts draped across their chests, assorted rifles at their feet. 

What was I supposed to do now? How far was it to the next town? Even if I escaped, without water I’d be dead soon. The sun was turning into a viciously burning sphere, blowing superheated air like a hairdryer on maximum setting. My back throbbed. Sweat trickled down my chest, so I peeled off my sweater and stuffed it under my legs. I was going to boil alive. 

The men didn’t seem to care. Judging by their sweat-stained, hats, shirts and pants, they were used to it. 

They stumbled behind the rocks relieving themselves, lit stinky brown cigars, and shoved down the primitive stew with beans and jerky. My mouth was filled with grit, my lips burning as I stared longingly at the water skins lying next to the men’s saddles. A cast iron jug sat on the fire, emanating the faint smell of coffee. Outdoor camping at its finest. 

I grimaced. 

Here I’d expected to visit the Middle Ages and instead I’d landed in another country altogether, most likely the U.S.... Home, I thought bitterly. Not the home I’d loved and lost near Seattle. The man had said we were in some kind of desert. That left several places in the southwest: Arizona, Texas, maybe California. 

I peeked sideways. The man they called Wade was perched on a rock, but his eyes were still on me, his mouth curled into an evil grin. 

I looked away and inwardly shuddered. That man would kill me like a rattlesnake. With a sigh I rested my head on my knees. If I wanted to live I’d have to find out where I was. And I’d stay close to the short Irish guy who seemed to run the show—at least for now.

I dozed, the dehydration making me groggy and slow. Around me the men ate, the only change was Wade joining the group and Broken Nose taking his spot. 

The sun blazed full strength now, the men shading their faces with hats and saddles. I had nothing to cover my head. I’d contemplated wearing a hat into the game, but had worried about raising suspicion, just as my Nikes had last time. 

My eyes stung from the sun’s intensity, reflecting off rocks and sand. My forehead pounded. I imagined my kidneys shriveling, my body turning into a mummy. 

“Could I have some water?” I croaked finally. Nobody had paid attention to me, except to kick me here and there as if by accident. Wade had been most vicious, ramming his pointy boot into my thigh.

“Give the boy some water,” the Irish guy ordered. 

“But Boss, we’re short already.” The man who’d spoken had a scar on his jaw wide as a pink ribbon. “If he’s stupid enough to wander around the desert without water, he should pay for it.”

The Irish shot Scarface a look and I found myself with a thin pouch of water. 

“Make it last,” Scarface barked.

I drank carefully, remembering my stint in Schwarzburg’s dungeon. I’d been so dehydrated and weak that I almost died. The jury was still out on my fate here, but it sure didn’t look good. After a short meal accompanied by grumbles, the men saddled their horses. I landed on a gray donkey with a severe overbite, the beast trying to take a chunk out of my forearm. 

“He bites,” someone snickered as I yanked the reins and mounted. Despite having been doled the biter, I was glad to have a small animal. The few riding lessons I’d paid for myself in the spring by no means equipped me to control some half-wild beast. The men would immediately know I wasn’t a rider. At least the donkey was slower and seemed in no mood to exert itself anymore than it had to. 

We headed west, me third in the row of men, wishing for the sun to stop blazing and scorching my neck. The landscape stretched in front of us, red rocks, a few wind-bent bushes, grass hard and sharp as blades and lots of gravelly sand. I kept my head low, my insides churning with terror. 

I was utterly lost.
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Chapter Three
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My attention shifted to my butt. My riding lessons had lasted a half hour tops. Now each step pounded my muscles, the saddle digging into the bruises, sweat pouring from my thighs, drenching my pants and sending sharp jolts of pain to my lower back. I wanted to pull up my legs, away from the unforgiving leather that was tearing up my skin, but the prospect of walking in the unrelenting heat was worse. 

The men didn’t seem to care. They lived on their horses, eyes hidden in the shadow of their hats. They hawked wads of tobacco, spit once in a while or muttered a few words. 

I kept my lids low to reduce the glare and often closed my eyes altogether. I’d read a story on snow blindness and worried about my corneas. My water pouch was shrinking fast, but no matter how often I drank, the thirst remained, my lips breaking open and bleeding. Whenever I squinted around, nothing changed except for the size of the rock formations and the shape of the low-rising hills.

By the time we stopped in the shadow of a humungous boulder I was ready to collapse. My butt was hamburger meat and my head had turned into an aching balloon void of thought. All I wanted was to lie in the shade and drink a gallon of water. Make that two. By the lean feel of my water skin, I had a few drops left. By tomorrow I’d be completely dehydrated. The day after I’d be dead.

The men dozed, alternatively chewing jerky and tobacco. Scarface threw a piece of jerky at me. On closer inspection it looked like shoe leather from my grandfather’s boot. Besides, I refused to chew something that took moisture to swallow. I stuck it into my pocket. 

Whenever I looked up, Wade stared at me. He seemed to wait for me to trip up. The Irish guy with the raspy voice was definitely in charge, the men keeping their distance. Even Wade didn’t seem willing to provoke him. 

Getting back on the donkey was the hardest thing I’d ever done. By the way the sun hung lower, it had to be midafternoon. I was bone-tired and so hot that my light shirt was dark with sweat. Once in a while I scanned the horizon, wishing for clouds, wishing for something to change and get me out of my misery. Of course, there was no such thing. The relentless blazing continued, the sky huge and intensively blue. My muscles screamed with every step and the insides of my thighs burned raw. 

“Hey Kid.” The voice sounded muffled as I awoke from a daze. The Irish had pulled his horse next to donkey biter, watching me with clear green eyes. 

“What?” I croaked.

“You don’t look so good. Where do you say you come from?”

I swallowed, but there was nothing but grit in my mouth and my mind was blank. I finally waved my chin toward my right shoulder. “East.”

“You a city boy.” It wasn’t a question. “Going to make your fortune in the west? Get some gold?” 

I nodded and threw a sideward glance at the man, my eyes aching from the scorching brightness sinking low in the sky. I had to ask. “Where’re we going?”

The Irish threw me a quick look. “Santa Fe. Isn’t that where you were heading?” 

I managed another nod. That was in New Mexico if I remembered right. “How far?”

“Boss, look.” Wade yanked around his horse. I saw nothing, but Scarface next to him raised an arm. Everyone stopped. I was glad my donkey got his cues from the other horses or I would’ve walked on.

“Looks like settlers,” Broken Nose said. “Are we going to take them?”

“Don’t be stupid,” the Irish said. “They have nothing we want.”

We moved on and as the setting sun turned everything red as blood, I finally saw them. My back and legs were on fire and I felt miserable, but the two families in front of us appeared much worse. 

Four oxen each pulled two cloth-covered wagons. By the looks of them, the animals were close to collapse, their heads drooping, bony hips nearly sticking through the coarse gray skin. Two men, their faces hidden behind months-old beards walked alongside, followed by three women, their skirts covered in reddish dust, their cheek bones sharp in their hollowed faces. On top of the wagon, two small grimy faces seemed equally starved. The group walked so slowly, they looked like sleepwalkers.

Despite their obvious exhaustion, both men raised their rifles when they saw us.

“Top of the evening,” the Irish called, sounding as fresh as if he were strolling in a park. 

“And to you,” the older of the two men said with a courteous nod. I noticed him throwing an anxious glance at the women. One of them was a girl my age. She looked as if she were acting in some old western, her dress long and brown, a hat squashed low over her forehead, hiding most of the blonde braid. She was leaning against one of the wagons, wiping her forehead with a bony arm. Our eyes met. I nodded, but the girl immediately glanced down.

“Heading to Santa Fe?” The Irish asked.

The older man shook his head. “Left the Santa Fe trail for the Sunnyside settlement.” His rifle swung seemingly casual across the ground.

“Should be close, maybe another two days.” 

“Good.”

“You got any water?” The Irish nodded toward us. “We’re thirsty.”

The older man began to shake his head when the second man chimed in. “Maybe a sip. It’s been a hard journey and we’re low. But if you say we’re close, we’ll be happy to share.” He nodded at the women who scrambled toward the back of the first wagon. The gang climbed off their horses with ease. Too tired to move, I followed them with my eyes. 

The older of the two women returned with a wooden pale. Her blonde hair and brown eyes reminded me of my mother. Except that this woman looked twenty years older—and thirty pounds lighter. 

I cringed. Even from atop my donkey I could tell the water in the pale was brown as weak coffee and emitted a foul smell. The Irish seemed to think the same and tipped his hat.

“Thank you, Ma’am, you better keep it for yourselves and your oxen. Safe travels.” He nodded at Wade and Scarface and walked toward his horse. The men slowly followed as if they were disappointed not to engage in a fight.

With a sigh I straightened my aching back. 

And froze. 

From my higher vantage point I noticed a dust cloud growing rapidly larger. And from it grew an apparition of terror, the likes I’d never seen. 

Two-dozen Native Americans galloped toward us, fanned out like the tip of an arrow. They rode bareback, their faces painted black, red and white, their long oiled hair flowing behind them. They wore leather pants with loin clothes and nothing but beads and feathers around their necks. 

“Indians,” I mumbled. I hadn’t even realized I said something except that Wade whipped around and followed my gaze. 

“Injuns, Boss,” he shouted, “looks like Comanches.” He ripped his gun from its holster on the saddle, the other men following suit. 

The next moments were a blur. I felt myself slide off the donkey and race to the wagons for cover. The settlers were scrambling underneath, getting in position. The girl raced to grab the two little kids and shove them under the wagon. 

I watched in fascination. As if time had slowed to a crawl, the Indians, shrouded in a dust cloud, drew near. Their faces looked hideous with war paint, but their cries were what made me tremble with dread. It sounded like something out of this world, eerie whoops that curdled my blood. 

I had no weapons. Even if I’d had any, my body was stiff with panic. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one. The girl stood motionless, her eyes wide with fear, her mouth open in a silent scream. I dashed to her. There was no more room underneath the wagon. Besides, it wasn’t really a hiding place anyway. The gang had joined the settlers except for the Irish and Wade who hid behind the tarp on either side. 

I grabbed the girl’s hand and turned the other way. Gunshots exploded behind us as we rushed past the horses toward the towering rocks. Any second, the Indians would be able to see around the wagons. I wanted to run faster, but the girl whose skinny wrist I held onto, was dragging behind. 

Shouts rang out and more shots were fired, the Indians’ whooping so loud that my ears rang. In-between I heard the swish-swish of arrows. Then a scream. 

We slipped behind the rocks as the Indians began to circle the wagons. I pulled the girl with me, hoping nobody had seen us. 

The ground was uneven here, the rocks stacked, leaving huge holes for a foot to get wedged or an ankle to turn. I looked frantically for a hiding place. These Indians would hunt us down. The whooping continued while the blasts thinned out. 

Horses neighed, followed by braying. 

They had my donkey. Another scream, the high pitched shriek of a woman in agony. 

Trying to make my shaking legs move, I inspected the rocks towering above us. We had to get off the ground. Fast. The boulders appeared set on top of each other, huge chunks of red stone each as tall as a truck. Some had split apart, gravelly debris spilling like a stony carpet from above. They’d slide and throw up dust, a perfect trail for the Indians. 

Better to climb the actual rock instead. I grabbed hold of a boulder and pulled up, willing my fingers to be strong enough to carry my weight. Nothing mattered except that we had to get out of sight. I found a toehold and straining against the rock, grabbed the girl’s wrist. 

To my relief she was completely silent, her face drained of color, her mouth trembling. You’re too slow, my mind screamed. The rock wall was steep, the crumbling reddish gravel still so superheated from the day’s blaze that my fingers burned. I kept climbing and dragging the girl. 

Rocks scattered below us. I worried about the Indians hearing us move. There were no more shots, only horse clatter and snorts. Then the air filled with shouts, deep and guttural and full of satisfaction. 

I kept pulling myself up, forcing my aching muscles to move. Higher, higher. At last I landed on a narrow ledge, above me nothing but sheer walls. My arms had turned to pudding, my thighs ached with fatigue. I lay flat and squeezed against the rock that burned easily through my shirt, yanking the girl toward me. 

The clip clop of horses drew near. I quickly scooted sideways, away from the edge, coming to rest against the vertical rock face, drawing the girl next to me, my forearm across her chest.  There was no place to go, no caves or holes. Only solid, unyielding stone. I felt her breathing and trembling at the same time. The view up here would’ve been amazing, had it not been for the setting dusk and the lethal threat below. 

Who cared? I didn’t give a possum’s ass. 

Not bad, I sounded like some wild cowboy already. All I hoped was that they hadn’t seen us and didn’t know how many people had been there. 

We waited, the horses below quiet. On the other side voices jabbered and yipped something unintelligible. Though I knew little about Indians, I knew what this meant: victory. 

A woman screamed. And grew silent.

The girl’s body vibrated in response. Still she made no sound. 

My mind summersaulted. What if the Indians were climbing up here? I’d read terrible things about scalping and rape, Indians torturing their prisoners. Without any weapon I couldn’t even kill myself. 

We lay absolutely still—only my forefinger rubbed the girl’s thumb. Below us the horses resumed their stroll. Slowly the sound faded. The last light disappeared and the air turned immediately cold. I didn’t feel it. 

Sandwiched between the sun-scorched boulder and the girl, I looked at the sky where a million stars twinkled uncaring. My heart ached with longing for home... for my safe, boring room.

I’d entered a new kind of hell and worst of all I’d done it willingly. Once again the game had screwed me...Jimmy’s father had screwed me. I wasn’t in the Middle Ages and I certainly wasn’t in Germany. The realization that I once again had to play at something I knew nothing about and likely would lose my life hit me. This time I was the one vibrating and I was thankful the girl remained silent.

I must’ve nodded off when somebody shoved me. Fighting the daze, I noticed the girl sitting on the ledge. The memory of the attack came crashing back and I hastily sat up. 

“Are they gone?” I whispered. I had no idea how much time had passed.

“I think so,” the girl said, her voice surprisingly deep. 

“You sure.”

I could tell she was nodding.

“I’m Max,” I said, moving next to her. 

“Grace.” 

“I better investigate. You wait up here. Just in case.” I slid off the ledge, for once glad for my thick boots. I’d cursed them all day in the terrible heat, but now they helped cushion the rocks.

“No,” came from above. To my annoyance, the girl followed, her movements slower and more cautious. 

I had to feel my way down, the bluish light of the half-moon creating more shadows than light. One false step and I’d break my neck. I hadn’t realized how far up we’d climbed and how steep some of the rocks were. It took forever. 

When I felt firm ground, I let out a sigh. For a second my knees wanted to buckle. Keep it together! 

Leaning against the stone, I listened to her slow descent. Somewhere high the wind whistled. I shivered. I remembered my sweater that I’d left hanging on the donkey. What if it was gone? According to what I understood of the game, I needed all my stuff to return to present day. Either way, I was light-years from home. Grace climbed off the last rock and crumpled next to me. 

“You want to wait here?” I whispered, trying to adjust my girl-communication tactics. 

Grace pulled herself up. “No.” 

Stubborn idiot. But then I was dreading what was on the other side of the rocks. And these people were her family. I took hold of her arm and together we snuck around the huge rock. Above us the wind shrieked a lonely song. 

Despite the semi-darkness, I will never forget the scene that awaited us. 

First I noticed that our horses were gone. Except for donkey biter I’d loathed. It lay on its side in a gray heap of crusted fur and blood, half a dozen arrows in its side. I was surprised that I felt sad. The animal had been mean, but it hadn’t done anything to deserve this. 

I kneeled and fumbled around the ground, where a lukewarm mass of blood was congealing in the sand. My sweater, its sleeves sticky, lay next to it. When I got up I didn’t see the girl. I only noticed the sickening stench of blood, loosened bowels and an eerie silence: the smells and sounds of death. 

I wandered toward the bulking shadows of what was left of the caravan. The two wagons had been upturned, their contents strewn around. Even in the gloom it was clear they were modest household goods: a mattress, a few pillows, some pots and pans, wooden pails broken, suitcases torn open and clothes spread around. 

That’s when I heard it. A terrible sobbing sound, so lonely and so desperate that I shivered. I ran toward it. 

Grace kneeled on the ground, cradling her mother’s head in her lap, seemingly unaware that the woman’s scalp was missing. The bare patch looked grotesque in what was left of the blonde hair, a pale bloody hole showing the bony skull beneath. I looked away, my stomach ready to erupt. 

That’s when I noticed the others. The two settler men had been stripped, shot and scalped. Next to them lay what was left of Broken Nose and Scarface. Three more men from the gang whose names I’d never learned lay crumpled nearby. The oxen, still in their harnesses, had been slaughtered: eight big heaps of bones and meat, soon to be devoured by whatever was hungry out here. 

Ignoring the bile in my throat, I staggered among the dead. I didn’t see the Irish or Wade. Maybe they’d been dragged farther away or taken prisoners. 

We’d escaped an Indian raid. And everything I’d read or studied in school had been true. I returned to the girl, who still sat on the ground, her wail reduced to whimpering. 

“We should go. It’s not safe.” I forced myself to sound convincing. Grace didn’t seem to hear and I put a hand on her shoulder. I thought of my own mother and how I’d feel if she were dead. 

Impossible to imagine. 

“Come on. They may return.” I scanned around the emptiness, the silence of death. The slowness of the girl was annoying. 

At last Grace looked up, her eyes mysterious pools in the darkness. She gently took a necklace off her mother’s throat and covered the woman’s bony thighs. I remembered the screams and knew what the Indians had done.

“Do you know what direction we have to go?” I asked. I looked at the stars wishing I’d learned to read astrological signs. 

Grace stared at the night sky. “That way.” Without another word she began to walk.

I scrambled after her. Chances were great she’d get us lost. “How do you know?” 

She didn’t answer.

“Come on, Grace. I don’t want to wander around in the desert. We’ll die for sure.”

“I wish I’d died,” she suddenly cried. “I wish they’d killed me, too. Why did you take me away?”

I struggled to say something. Nothing sounded right. I’d saved her, but that was obviously not appreciated. Finally I took her hand. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now. But we’re still alive and we need to get going. All I’m asking right now is that you figure out a general western direction. Cause we need to find Santa Fe.”

That’s when it occurred to me that I had no idea why the Irish and his gang had been headed there. Even if I knew now it meant nothing. I was lost in this vast country in this vast game with no idea where to turn.

“Weren’t you going to some settlement?” I managed.

“Sunnyside.”

“You know the way?”

Grace stifled another sob and wiped her face with a grimy sleeve. “The North Star is always north. See.” She pointed into the night. “That one low in the sky. If we keep it to our right, we’ll go west.”

With a sigh I bound the bloody sweater around my waist. In less than twenty-four hours I’d been captured by some gang and attacked by Indians. How could I’ve been so gullible to play the game a second time? 

I hated Jimmy’s father. But I hated myself more for being so stupid, for underestimating the game. I’d not had a clue how it worked and I’d assumed...

Now I was trapped in some Wild West nightmare where it was even easier to get killed than in the Middle Ages.

“In that case, let’s go,” I said aloud.
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Chapter Four
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The ground was an obstacle course. I hadn’t realized how easy I’d had it on the donkey. We stumbled across grasses, bushes with thorns the size of daggers, and rocks and more rocks. Crevices opened without warning, hills stretched across the horizon in unending procession. 

We climbed left and right, up and down. Some holes opened into canyons the size of entire neighborhoods. After a while I knew nothing... Not where we’d come from nor where we were going. 

I tried remembering a map of New Mexico, but drew a blank. All I knew was that we were somewhere east of Santa Fe and not too far from this settlement of Sunnyside. 

Which left another huge question: what year was it? 

My mind was going in circles, the lack of water making me groggy and slow. My body felt like I’d been beaten, my throat was raw with thirst. The water skins had disappeared. The wind was picking up, tugging at us. I was thankful for my warm boots, but the shirt was way too thin, and my eyes and cheeks burned from the dry cold air.

The girl stumbled along beside me. She hadn’t said a word since we left. I longed for rest, but I’d be damned if I said anything first. I kept my eyes trained on the horizon, every once in a while checking the low-rising star to our right. 

The wind was gaining speed. Near the vast rocks, the
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