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“Annette Oppenlander has a genuine flair for original and compelling storytelling and as with the first two volumes, “At Witches’ End” will keep the readers rapt attention from cover to cover. Unfailingly entertaining from beginning to end...” –Midwest Book Review

“...Oppenlander’s tale is guaranteed to please readers who love plenty of adventures, battles and love trysts. It is highly recommended YA historical fiction.” –Historical Novel Society

“Max’s second medieval adventure in this third Escape from the Past book is just as fascinating and fast paced as his first – if not more so. In this gripping story that will appeal to teens and teens-in-spirit alike, Max goes back in time to continue where he left off in The Duke’s Wrath – but he is eighteen months older and many years wiser. Gamers and general readers alike will find the Escape from the Past trilogy un-put-downable. I sure did, and so did my teen boys.” –Daniela I. Norris, author of Recognitions 

“Playing a computer game for fun is one thing...playing it for your life is something else! At Witches’ End is a cleverly crafted fast moving adventure, combining medieval rawness with a modern perspective. It portrays developing friendships that transcend time, historical detail that makes the setting powerfully real and shows the sometimes perilous journey of teenage coming-of-age.” –S.Y. Palmer, author of May’s Moon 
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I was riding the bus home from school when my cellphone buzzed. Text from unknown. After the argument with Dr. Stuler I’d changed phones. Not even Jimmy knew my number. 

Actually, other than driving to school together, Jimmy and me hadn’t hung out for months. He’d tried a few times after he returned from all his fancy trips, but I’d blown him off. He acted all mad and hurt, but who knew what was an act and what was his father talking. 

“You about ready? Fall break starts tomorrow.”  

“Who’s this? Ready for what?” I answered. Some jerk had the wrong number. 

“Emma. Need to see you.”

I rolled my eyes. Stupid idiot of a girl. Why didn’t she leave me alone? I hadn’t talked to her since the day Karl and I had made it out of Histech. 

I stuck the phone back in my pocket. I wasn’t going to see anybody related to the game. My insides churned as the memories of summer returned, barely making it out of New Mexico alive, only to be abducted by Jimmy’s father, Dr. Stuler. 

As I unlocked the front door, a shadow rushed up to me. 

“Why aren’t you answering?” Emma’s red hair glowed like the setting sun. 

“The fact you’re already waiting here tells me you really didn’t want an answer.”

“Hah.”

I stepped inside, contemplating to shut the door in her face. Don’t be a douche. She’d only keep pestering and I sort of was...curious. 

“Coming in?”

She marched past me into the living room and plopped on the couch. I followed slowly, just to show I wasn’t going to do her bidding. How could a girl be so annoying and so hot at the same time? If anything she’d gotten cuter. I never thought I’d go for freckles, but the way they sprinkled across her face I—.

“Hello. You listening?” 

“What?” I sagged into the single chair, the coffee table as a safety zone between us.

“I said it’s time you finish the game. Dad didn’t want to bother you yet, but I think you’re ready.”

“I told you I’m not playing again.”

Emma looked like she was going to pole vault across the table to wring my neck. Apparently she thought better of it and leaned forward instead. 

“If you weren’t playing any more, my father would be dead.”

This time-travel thing was screwy. You could go back to any point in the past, but returned to the same exact second you left. 

If you returned. 

Karl had played long ago, even before my first game. He’d barely made it back alive. And supposedly I’d been the one to get him out.

“I can’t handle it right now.”

“How long are you going to wait?” 

I shrugged. Till I’m ready I wanted to say. Assessing the angry squint on Emma’s face I said nothing.

Emma pursed her lips. “You know he saved your life. You would’ve rotted in Schwarzburg’s dungeon, had it not been for my dad.”

“What are you saying?” 

“I’m saying my father got a guy to spring you from the dungeon.”

“No way.”

“No?” Emma jumped up. “I’m calling my dad right now.”

“Why?” Secretly I was trying to remember who I’d told about the escape from Schwarzburg’s cell in the first game. She was obviously trying to lay a guilt trip on me. 

It wasn’t going to work. 

“Dad, yeah, I’m with Max. Tell him what you told me about helping him escape.”

Emma listened to the phone. Obviously Karl wasn’t too happy about her being here. Good!

Maybe he’d refuse to speak to me, but she handed over the phone. 

“Hi Karl.”

“How are you, Max?”

“Okay.”

“Em wants me to tell you about the escape.” Karl hesitated. It was obvious he didn’t want to talk about it. 

“How did you know? I mean my time at Rusteberg.”

“I was staying in Marth, the little village nearby. Word got around that a strange character had been caught. I suspected it was somebody from the game...because I’d seen you once before.”

“When?” Karl was hallucinating.

“In Hanstein’s forest, I’d been on the run, they...cut off my middle finger. You were watching from the bushes. You wore that T-shirt with nerds printed on it.” A bitter chuckle came across the phone. 

In the recesses of my mind the scene from my first game returned. Landing in the woods, my panic being lost, Bero flinging pinecones at my head. My first night at Bero’s hut...

“...and when Schwarzburg accused you to be Werner von Hanstein’s spy, I knew I had to get you out.” 

The line went quiet for a moment as my mind took me back to the darkest time in my life. 

I’d pushed it away, the horrific place no human should endure, feeling like a madman as I grew weaker and weaker. 

“I convinced a peasant farmer who’d been wronged by Schwarzburg to help. He knew the area and took you to Hanstein. You know the rest.”

I blindly stared out the back doors into the garden. I’d always wondered who had saved me and why. Later I stopped caring, just being glad to have escaped the game. 

“I owe you one,” I said quietly. 

Karl let out a rattled sigh. “I know you don’t want to play again. I don’t blame you. But I wouldn’t be talking to you right now, had you not saved me. I’m fine if we wait.”

“I’ve got to think about it.” 

“Tell Em to leave you alone. You call me when you’re ready.” 

I handed the phone to Emma and slumped back into the chair. “He says you should leave.”

To my surprise Emma nodded and headed for the door. 

That night I lay awake. It was clear I owed Karl. And truthfully I wasn’t so worried to return to Hanstein. I had friends there. Knew my way around. 

The unsettling part was that the game could send you anywhere. I’d tried to get to Hanstein last time and ended up in 1881 New Mexico. I could land in Normandy during World War II. Or I’d go to the American Civil War. Anything was possible. 

I also wanted to destroy Stuler’s game though I had no clue how to go about it. If I played again he’d find out. Which would draw new attention to me. 

For the last two months I’d managed to forget the uneasy feeling I’d had when I escaped from New Mexico only to be forced into Stuler’s office. At first I’d looked over my shoulder all the time, expecting the man to abduct me again. I’d slept fitfully having nightmares about my computer. 

It had always been my favorite possession, but after discovering the game embedded on it, I hadn’t felt safe. I even contemplated getting rid of the thing. 

I turned on my back and stared at the ceiling. The house was silent, but not silent enough to calm my jittering nerves. 

Playing the game contained a million risks. I was out of my league. Alone, one nerd against all of history, against Stuler’s madness. 

I needed help and there was only one guy capable of providing it. 
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Chapter Two
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Karl opened the door. He seemed better than the last time we’d met, his cheeks a bit fuller, his eyes brighter. 

“I need to talk to you,” I blurted, pushing past him into the kitchen.

“Of course.”

“I lay awake all night, thinking how I’d handle this,” I said. Karl nodded, holding my gaze. “If I do this game again, you’re going to help me get to the right place and time.”

“I don’t know—”

“You said you were his top programmer. You know this game inside out. If I land anywhere else or at a different time, I’m screwed.” I glanced at Karl across the table. “I can’t handle another mistake like New Mexico.”

Karl blinked rapidly. “I suppose I could...”

“Can you come to my place tomorrow? For some reason I’ve got a copy on my hard drive so I’m not using the PC. Doing all my work on the laptop now.”

“I’ll have to write new code, make sure the timer stops at the right moment.”

I nodded. “How long?”

Karl tapped a finger on his lower lip. “Not long. A day should be fine. It’s just...”

“What?”

“We have no way of testing it.”

My mouth turned to sand. If Karl made a mistake, I’d end up on the Western Front during WWI, being gassed in a trench. 

“See you in the morning,” I croaked. Heading for the front door I added, “Oh, and I want to stop Stuler. I need your help with that.”

“Wait a minute.” Karl rushed after me and pushed the door closed once more. “You’re out of your mind. The man is crazy. You saw what he’s capable of.”

“That’s exactly why we need to stop him.”

Karl shook his head. “I’m not going to burn down his place.”

“You don’t have to.” I grabbed onto Karl’s forearm. “You know the company. He’s got a server room, some place where all the game technology is kept.” 

“The third and fourth floors.”

“Yeah.” 

“They’re secured. Not even the elevator stops there.” Karl leaned back against the wall. 

“If you created a computer virus that infected everything...”

“I don’t know.”

“Can you do it?”  

Karl finally nodded. “I’ll give it some thought. Now let me get to work.” 

The screen buzzed, showing the familiar stone gate. I slid back until my butt leaned firmly against the chair. This time I’d pay attention to the way my body twisted when my room dissolved. Karl had installed a bunch of code on my computer. He’d explained it all, but compared to him my programming skills were mediocre.  

The screen sizzled. The stone gate fell away and the outline of a castle appeared in the distance. Just like the first time. I expected to see Lord Werner and his brother, Lame Hans, in the woods, but the path in front of me was empty. 

The button flashed. Upgrade to master level? 

With a sigh I took mental inventory of my outfit, the items I’d prepped and stuck into my pants. You may not return this time. Just because I saved Karl didn’t mean I’d be able to get back. You’re nuts. 

It was like the chicken and the egg. Which came first, Karl being there and being rescued by me or me going because I’d rescue Karl. 

My forefinger’s hover turned into a tremble. In fact my entire body had a mind of its own. The game had taught me respect for historical environments. Modern guys like me just didn’t fit in. How many times could I be lucky?

If you want to survive you’re going to have to make your own luck. What if it wasn’t enough? Still, all I’d do is postpone the inevitable. I was going to play so why not now. Get it over with. 

I clicked.

The monitor hovered and then receded, pulling the room with it. The walls moved out of proportion as if pulsating in and out of focus. Pressure engulfed me, took hold of my arms and legs. My chest stopped moving, my breath caught. Boulder-like weights crushed me. I forgot where I was, who I was. 

All I wanted was to breathe. 

Nothing mattered, except find a way to make my ribs rise and my lungs fill with air. I couldn’t. I stared yet I saw nothing but stars—bright exploding lights that took over my vision until I thought I was going blind. 

As quickly as the heaviness came, it disappeared. I blinked away the fuzziness. 

Ever so slowly I looked down, recognizing my feet in the chocolate brown boots I’d bought last winter. They were fur-lined with rubber soles strong enough to withstand the harshest middle-age winter. I was prepared this time. 

Beyond my feet a path stretched into the distance. I shielded my eyes against the orange glow of the sun and sniffed. The air was filled with the aroma of hay and dust, the heat shifting and shimmering above the brownish fields. I turned in a circle. 

My room was definitely gone. 

In that moment panic rose and my throat filled with bile. The feeling of complete loneliness was paralyzing. The only thing that came close had to be astronauts in space, knowing that millions of miles were between them and their families and that death lurked around the corner.

In the distance I made out a castle. Karl had gotten the location right. With a sigh, I yanked off the cape I’d been wearing. It had to be ninety degrees. 

What day and time of year was it? Judging by the sun’s vicious blaze, late afternoon and definitely not winter. I remembered the first time I’d been here when I’d not even known the year until a couple of weeks into the game. Of course, back then I hadn’t known about time-travel. Now I wouldn’t wait to ask. No matter how stupid I looked. What if Karl’s calculations were wrong? 

I turned toward the castle and followed the path until the first shacks of Bornhagen came into view. They were even shabbier than I remembered, especially in the harsh light of the afternoon. Worse was the smell that reached my nostrils—like a thick cocoon of a garbage dump. 

It was so easy to forget the horrific stink of the Middle Ages when you lived in a clean home with plumbing. I held my breath, but soon sucked in air to keep going. The dust trail was littered with remnants of onion peels, rotting bones and what appeared like human waste. Some villagers simply tossed their excrement into the street for everyone to enjoy.

I carefully stepped across the stench, ignoring the scattering feet of my old friends, the rats. I stripped to a plain brown T-shirt and tucked my cape, a sort of oversized hooded sweater I’d bought at an online medieval clothing store, under my arm. My pants, made of thick wool, stuck to my skin and I wanted nothing more than to take them off—and the ridiculous, fur-lined boots. At home it was October and I’d frozen so badly last time that I’d never even considered it might be summer and I might be overdressed. 

I wiped my dripping forehead when my feet forgot to move. Bero’s hut was straight ahead, the door open as usual. 

Of course, Bero wouldn’t be here. He was a squire and likely sitting in the shade of the castle walls, stuffing his face and drinking wine. 

I hesitated. Why not go straight to the castle, organize a cooler outfit and get reacquainted with Werner, Bero and Juliana. On the other hand, why not say hello to Juliana’s mother. 

I stopped at the outer gate to the barnyard when a girl rushed from the front door. She was carrying a bucket and had nearly reached me before she looked up. And froze. I was too stunned to say anything. The girl looked like Juliana, the same doe-brown eyes, short nose and skinny waist. But something was different about her. It had to be the hair, which was several shades lighter. Maybe I didn’t remember it right. 

“Oh heaven protect me,” the girl screamed. She tossed down her bucket and raced back into the hut, slamming the door behind her.

I stood unmoving, raking my brain about the details of Juliana’s face. My memory was playing tricks. Had I returned earlier and Juliana didn’t know me yet? Could I potentially run into myself playing the game? I rubbed the back of my neck as if to inspire a new idea when I noticed movement behind the crud-covered windowpanes.

Still contemplating whether to move on or knock, the front door squeaked open a couple of inches. I couldn’t tell who stood in the gloom so I took a couple of steps toward the hut. 

“Juliana?” For a second the door remained still. Then it opened wide enough to reveal the girl’s face. “Don’t be afraid,” I offered.

“I’m Adela,” the girl said, her eyes filled with something like fear and annoyance. 

Scenes from the past flashed through my mind. A twelve-year old Adela setting the table, Adela ogling at my every move.  

“You remember me?”

“Of course. Max.” To my surprise her voice was sharp with anger. “You just startled me.”

“I...didn’t recognize you.” 

When I took another step toward the door, she yelled, “Stay there. Mother will be back any moment and she’ll whip me till the end of time if I let you in.”

“What happened?”

“You ask me what happened?” Against her own advice, the door opened wider. I marveled at how much alike the two sisters were. By the looks of it, years had passed because the skinny girl I remembered had turned into a hottie. So much for Karl getting it right. What year had I returned?

Adela didn’t seem to care or notice. Instead she kept glancing up and down the path as if hoping for help. I wanted to say, hey, it’s me, your friend, but her eyes refused to meet mine. Instead, I followed her gaze and noticed that some of the huts were deserted, their doors ajar or missing, some lying broken in weed-covered front yards. 

Adela’s voice quivered. “You must go at once.”  

“Why? I’ll explain it to your mother.”

As an answer Adela slammed shut the door. What was the matter with the girl? She’d been shy, but quite friendly last time I’d been here.

With a shrug, I turned and walked up the trail toward the Klausenhof inn. Several visitors sat in the shade of the patio drinking from pewter mugs. Some wore the colorful linen of merchants, and some were dressed in chainmail. I glanced back and forth to find the familiar Hanstein crest of the three moons, but these men had blue and yellow on their breastplates, Schwarzburg’s colors. 

I lowered my head and rushed past. No need for them to recognize me.    

Horses stomped in front of the barn, their chests covered in armored plates. Blankets with yellow lions on bright blue backgrounds covered them despite the heat. A lone carriage sat under the wide arms of the oak tree. I decided to move on before the knights got suspicious. Despite my medieval dress-up I had to look pretty weird, my hair two inches at most, my face too clean. 

Of course, that would change within a day. I smirked. The Middle Ages should’ve been named the gross Ages. Anything you touched was covered in grime. 

Like last time I had no money to pay someone for information or get a drink. It was impossible to get old coins. They were either in museums and private collections. 

The path turned and rose toward the castle. Dripping with sweat, I rounded the corner toward the tiny village of Rimbach and the castle gates. I was looking forward to a refreshing beer in the coolness of the walls, hanging out with Bero and catching up. 

And I wanted to see Juliana. My stomach lurched just thinking about her. I couldn’t believe that I’d meet her in a few minutes, hug her close. I’d tried to remember her voice, her face but with every month it had been harder. Meeting Adela had brought it all back.

She had definitely changed, but medieval women matured much faster. I was only fifteen months older than last time and though I’d grown a bunch, my chin sprouted about seven hairs. 

I’d try to get to the next level with Juliana. Many of my friends were doing it already and had been whispering of all-nighters and family packs of condoms. Even Jimmy had a girlfriend and recently gone all the way. I only knew because one of his “new” friends had talked about it.

“You lost?” A guard marched down from the gate, his arm heavy with a drawn sword. “You can’t linger here. Scatter.” He waved, making the blade slice the air.

I didn’t recognize the man. I’d hoped to meet the old guard. Why hadn’t I bothered to learn his name?

“I’m here to visit Lord Werner.”

The guard squinted in obvious suspicion and shook his head. “Then you must not know much. The Lord is away. You can’t wait hither.”

“But I’ve been inside before.”

The guard still held out his blade. “Many people visit Castle Hanstein. That doesn’t mean you’re allowed to loiter.”

“Is he going to be back tonight?”

“Nay.”

I half turned before I remembered Bero. “Then I’d like to see Bero, the squire.”

The guard had begun walking uphill toward his hideout. “Squires don’t receive visitors,” he yelled over his shoulder.

“But he’s my friend,” I shouted after the man. 

“Go away before I arrest you.”

I discovered a second unfamiliar face in the shadow of the guard hold. The first guard was grumbling something and the other guy shook his head. 

For a moment I stood unmoving. This wasn’t at all what I’d expected. I’d thought the man would welcome me with open arms, slap me on the back, and invite me inside. 

Instead the walls towered above, cold...indifferent and the gates remained closed. Beyond waited archers able to hit their target hundreds of yards away and well-trained knights ready to cut off heads with a single sweep of their long sword. 

What was I supposed to do now?
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


Deep in thought, I headed downhill. Where the path disappeared left toward the village I stopped. In the setting sun behind me, Hanstein’s reddish sandstone glowed like blood. I shuddered and quickly hurried on. There was something sinister in the air, something I couldn’t put my finger on. Why had I returned to this hellhole? Why had I listened to Karl and let him convince me? Spending fall break at home no longer seemed so dull. 

The Klausenhof was even busier now. Torches smoked along the walls of the courtyard, oil lamps sat on tables casting soft shadows. Every bench was occupied. It looked almost cozy, had it not been for the sharp clank of chainmail on armor, the pounding of beakers on tables and the rough laughter of drunken soldiers. From the inside the sound of a harp tinkled, accompanied by the melodic voice of a minstrel—the medieval version of live music. 

The rich aroma of roasted meat reached my nose, but I had to ignore the rumbles in my stomach. I’d been too nervous to eat before entering the game. When Stuler had lured me into the first game, I’d been ignorant not knowing what hit me. This time I’d gone in full and well knowing that things might get hairy. 

The shivers returned. Something was different than last time. 

I hugged the right side of the path, away from the inn’s patio. A hundred eyes seemed to watch, the prickly sensation of crawling fingers. Yet, when I stole a quick glance nobody paid attention. The men just shouted at each other, no doubt telling stories of bravery and bloody battles. I only picked up an occasional word, the medieval dialect strange in my ears. 

Unsure what to do, I forced my feet to move on. When Bero’s shack came into view, I slowed again. With the rowdy noise behind me, I breathed easier. The village was eerily quiet. Here and there a light flickered behind the crusted windows, but I saw no one. Not even one of the bone-thin dogs scavenged among the filth. 

Carefully I climbed across the fence into Bero’s yard. The pig barn stood deserted. I remembered the first time I’d been here to get water for Bero’s pigs and meet his mother a million years ago.

I swallowed. My throat burned with thirst. Should I return to the well? Except the water was polluted unless I boiled it first. And for that I had to get inside and to a fire. My nose wrinkled in disgust as I thought of entering the sweltering stink of the hut. If they even let me in. 

Weird that Adela had been less than friendly. During my first visit she’d reminded me of a devoted pet, her eyes pleading for my attention. I’d given them money to survive the winter. That had to count for something.

I stepped to the door and knocked. Nothing. I knocked again. Something stirred inside. 

“Yes?”

“It’s Max Nerds,” I said. It felt good to use my old name. 

“Go away,” the voice said. That had to be Bero’s mother, but she sounded very tired and very old.

“Please open the door. I’ve got some questions.”

“Leave at once,” Bero’s mother said again. 

“I’ll sit on your doorstep until you speak to me.”

The sound of feet shuffling through straw drew closer and I took a step back. Then the door moved just enough to show the mother’s face. Even in the last light of the evening I saw she’d aged a decade, her hair hung in grayish clumps, the shadows under her eyes dark with fatigue. That’s how Juliana would look one day. 

“You mustn’t stay hither?” the mother whispered. “It is dangerous.”

I stepped closer. “What happened?”

The mother shook her head. “Leave before you bring us misfortune.” 

“Can’t I come in for a minute?”

“Nay!” Surprisingly quickly the broad-shouldered woman stepped outside and scanned the path. I followed her gaze, but didn’t notice anything. The light was almost completely gone, but I knew that the people of the Middle Ages saw much better in the dark. 

“Please go,” the mother said again. 

“Tell me what happened here. The village...”

“Shh,” the mother said. “You hear that?”

“What?”

“Someone is coming.” As quickly as she’d stepped outside, she disappeared and closed the door behind her. A chain rattled. Last time there hadn’t been one. 

Then I froze. 

From the direction of the Klausenhof horses galloped my way. I snuck around the side of the shack toward the outhouse, climbed across the rickety fence and dropped to my knees.

The pounding of hooves drew near, then stopped in front of Bero’s hut. 

“He was here a moment ago,” a voice said.

“Check the Haus,” another voice commanded. There was something cruel and cold about it that made me shiver. Deep down in the recesses of my mind it sounded familiar. I bent lower.

Loud thumping erupted. “Open up, tanner’s woman,” the first voice shouted.

A second later, the chain clinked and Bero’s mother spoke. Except it sounded so fearful that I barely recognized her.

“The lad. Where is he?” the soldier yelled so loudly, it was like he stood right next to me. 

“We told him to go away.”

“Who is he? What did he want?”

“His name is Max Nerds. I do not know what he wanted.”

“I do not believe you, woman.” 

I heard shoving and then the insides of the hut exploded. Wood splintered and pottery broke. 

“Please have mercy, My Lord. He is not here,” Bero’s mother pleaded.

“Let us ask your daughter,” the soldier said. Then came a scream and something dragging. 

“Bring her outside,” the cruel voice said.

“Please, My Lord. She is only fourteen,” the mother whispered in fear.

“A maiden, what hair,” someone said. “Blond and sweet as honey.” Several more voices laughed and someone whistled. 

Anger and worry began to duel inside my stomach as I crawled on my knees and peeked around the side of the hut. Eight or ten men crowded along the narrow path, their horses trampling fences and meager gardens. 

Every fiber in my body told me to run. My legs refused. 

Out front Adela stood in her linen night gown, her hair loose to the waist. She had her eyes downcast, while one of the ruffians had his chainmail fist clamped around her upper arm. The silvery spikes of the gauntlet looked alien like something from a Terminator movie.

“Tell us about your suitor,” the cold voice said. The man’s eyes were shadowed by his helmet, the full beard making his face appear black. 

“I do not know anything,” Adela said. “We sent him away. He disappeared a long time ago. Nobody had seen him since.”

“Is that so?” 

“Please, you must believe me,” Adela whimpered.

“He cannot be far,” someone said. “It has only been moments and he was on foot.”

For a second it was quiet except for the soft sobs of the two women. 

“Shut your whining,” the bearded guy said. “Or we give you something to cry about.”

The last thing I saw was Adela’s mother smashing into the ramshackle gate to the pigsty. Shivering I turned sideways and crawled along a low hedge to the next hut. By the looks of the broken shutters and the withered garden patch it was empty. I kept crawling when I heard horses behind me. The whimpering out front had stopped. Footsteps pounded and horses moved. The patrol was spreading out. I flattened myself against the broken fence posts sticking out of the hedge. 

Get out of sight, my mind screamed. But the panic was paralyzing my legs. Move your ass. Somehow I made myself edge forward. An opening appeared in the shrubbery and I squeezed through. The former barnyard was littered with crusted straw, rotting bones and other slime I didn’t dare to investigate. 

Breathing shallowly I kept inching toward the building. The back door stood ajar and I slithered inside. Not a moment too soon. The riders had made it to the back of the huts.

I frantically scanned the room. It was a similar layout as Bero’s shack: a square of pounded dirt with a sooty fireplace in the back and a sleeping platform above. There was no place to hide, no trapdoor, not even a closet—nothing but filthy straw and plastered cracked walls. 

The front door had a hole where the lock had been, undoubtedly kicked in by an earlier search. I peeked through the opening. Even in the growing darkness, I made out the shadows of horses. They seemed to have multiplied. The backdoor still stood half open. I couldn’t move it without making a sound. 

I was trapped.

“Search every building,” the cold voice from earlier shouted from the front. “Then spread out. We shall find him.”

“Light torches,” one of the riders behind the house said. 

I cringed. Outside lights flickered, throwing dancing shadows into the hut. I didn’t even have darkness to hide.

“Let’s start with this one. We’ll go down the path, one at a time. Keep the sentries on the trail.”

The light danced closer. Fighting my panic, I grabbed hold of the platform. It was six feet off the ground. Thankfully I was almost six feet tall now. I could jump down and attack. I was reasonably strong, having gone to the gym a ton. These guys wouldn’t be able to use their swords in such tight quarters. 

My mind guffawed. Very funny to attack a band of mercenaries who’d been trained to fight...and kill all their lives. I wouldn’t stand a chance.

The footsteps drew closer. I tossed my coat bundle and pulled. Chin-ups weren’t my strong suit, but adrenalin produced by raw fear is a strange thing. I did a power chin-up and crawled quickly toward the back corner. The torchlight was illuminating the ground below as the door swung open. I had mere seconds. 

The panic made me tremble and feel immobile at the same time.

That’s when I saw it: a hole in the thatched roof, just large enough to squeeze through. Somebody had used it before. It was way in the corner and invisible from below unless you were up here. I wiggled through, suppressing my raging lungs, dragging my clothes bundle with me.

The light from the inside seeped through the reed opening. Heavy footsteps, clinking metal filled the tiny room. I forgot to breathe, flattening myself against the roof. 

The light grew brighter and illuminated the escape hole. If they climbed the platform, they’d find me...

My lungs bucked and I drew a rattled breath. The reed, hardened from years of weather, poked my face and neck like thorns. My bare arms were raw, my fingers sore as I clamped down to hold still.

“Nothing here.” The voice sounded disappointed.

“Make haste. We must search the next one.”

I heaved a sigh. My shoulders cramped and my legs wanted to crawl upward. The surface beneath me was pliable and not too strong. If I fell off the roof or the reed gave, I’d be toast. 

Off to the dungeon or worse. 

Could there be worse? I’d almost died in Schwarzburg’s cell, but there was always torture. The Middle Ages were famous for it. I swallowed and tried to make the vision of thumbscrews and racks go away.

On the path below, the horses had moved to the next house. I wasn’t positioned much higher than the riders, but the men never looked up. 

They were used to sniveling peasants. I’m going to show them. One day, I will. 

Still, I had no clue who these men were though the horses in front of the Klausenhof wore Schwarzburg’s colors of yellow and blue. Obviously, the Duke hadn’t forgotten that I’d escaped the dungeon and that I’d been somehow involved in Lady Clara’s escape to Hanstein.

Lady Clara. 

I wanted to kick myself. Chances were good she was still at Hanstein. I could’ve asked for her. Requested an audience. Instead I’d run off like a chicken. Now I’d have to wait till tomorrow and try again.

It was hard to tell how much time had passed when I carefully lifted my head. The torches continued down the path in each direction. Muscles spasms took over my thighs and the reed had made it through my wool pants, poking me in the most inconvenient spots. Still, I waited. These men had really good hearing. Better to distract myself a while longer. 

My hopes of seeing Juliana today had evaporated. I’d been a complete idiot, assuming I’d just walk into the castle.

As I rested my cheek on my arm, desperation took over. I had no place to go. If I hung out in front of the castle and Lady Clara was gone or refused to receive me, I’d be arrested by Hanstein’s guards. Who knew how long Werner was going to be away. 

If I waited in town Schwarzburg’s men would arrest me. Not to mention that Ott might lurk somewhere. I couldn’t stay with Bero’s mother either. Nobody would offer shelter if they were that afraid. They might even turn me in for a reward. As soon as morning came, I’d be discovered. I had to leave the village. 

But how could I leave if I had to find Karl? He’d told me I was going to meet him at Hanstein. 
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When I lifted my head, silence lay over the village once more, a heavy waiting quiet that didn’t feel relaxing one bit. A quarter moon hung low in the sky, casting bluish shadows along the path, easy hiding places for Schwarzburg’s men. The air had cooled and dew settled on my skin, making me shiver. All I thought of was to get into the woods. Maybe I’d find a few berries. And there was the river. 

Luanda!

Why hadn’t I thought of her earlier? I should’ve gone to the old healer instead of trying to squeeze information from Bero’s mother. Luanda was scary all right, but she’d help me. 

Renewed energy flooded me as I forced my stiff joints into action and moved toward the hole in the roof. Pieces of reed broke away and avalanched to the ground. I halted and listened. 

Nothing. Climbing off the platform, I snuck to the backdoor. There were no signs of horses or men. Quickly I crossed the yard, climbed over the hedge and ran straight into the fields. Rye and wheat reached to my thigh, swaying like a dark sea, interrupted by clumps of bushes. I felt bad trampling across where the peasants worked so hard. Still, better to be away from any spying eyes. 

I looped right and right again until I crossed the path to the village now a few hundred yards west. I hurried uphill toward the line of trees, the oak forest owned by Lord Werner von Hanstein. 

I breathed easier when I reached the forest, though now it was nearly impossible to see anything. No matter how I forced my eyes open, all I saw were inky shadows. Why hadn’t I brought a flashlight? Of course it was dangerous because I’d stick out even more, but I was likely to smack into a tree, poke an eye or twist a foot. 

I kept one arm outstretched, walking slowly, my ears on full alert. In the distance something rustled. I dropped to the ground. There, leaves crackled.

Something or someone was moving around, closer now. 

I remembered the wolves from last time. 

Above me giant oak branches waved like oversized arms. They whispered with a thousand tiny voices. Why did you come? Why did you come? 

I began to wobble, my anger replaced by self-loathing. So what, Karl had said I’d be back to help him. He was delusional. 

I could’ve been sitting in my room, eating ice cream. Instead my throat was a scratch pad and I was stuck in the blackest of woods, serving myself to a pack of wolves. I shuddered again. I should climb a tree and wait till morning. 

The idea of sleeping on a limb without falling off didn’t exactly appeal. 

I listened again. More rustling. Hard to tell if it was any closer. Wolves usually howled. Hiding wasn’t getting me anywhere—time to suck it up. 

I vaguely remembered the direction and lay of the land. It first rose, then fell slowly, and finally went into a steep decline toward the river. I kept walking, my feet searching for rocks and unexpected holes until the oaks opened to a meadow. 

The field was easier to cross, but I felt exposed, the shadows menacing, making the hair on my neck rise. I imagined eyes behind every tree and bush until I was ready to scream.

Eventually the ground fell away and I was getting closer to the river. 

I slid and stumbled downhill until I recognized the low murmur of water. The Werra. 

The stream shimmered pewter in the low moonlight. I breathed deeply and pushed through reeds and cattails. Lying flat on the ground, I dunked my face into the coolness and drank. Hopefully the water was clean enough. If not I’d know soon. 

I recognized the trail from before and followed it downriver. If I was right it disappeared between a stand of hazelnut bushes. Sure enough, ten-foot high shrubs almost covered the path. Luanda’s cabin was close. I sniffed: herbs and the scent of flowers. Definitely lavender. And sage.

I’d made a point of reading about the healing powers of herbs, had visited nurseries and gardens to study them. I crept along as new doubts rose up like poisonous snakes. Luanda would send me away too. I seemed to have lost all my friends. When the crooked shadow of Luanda’s cabin loomed ahead, I carefully climbed to the front porch. I’d hang out until morning. She was liable to cast a spell if I scared her.

With a sigh I slumped on the crude bench near the door. And jumped back up. The front door squeaked open. 

“What brings Max Nerds to my cottage at this late hour?” Luanda said.

I was speechless. How did the woman know? Everyone else had been surprised. I barely made out my own feet.

“Will you come inside for a mug of tea?” Luanda sounded wide-awake as if I’d stopped by for a friendly afternoon visit.

“Yes, thank you.”

The hut smelled like the insides of the herb pillow my mother gave me to combat headaches. The entire ceiling was swallowed by a new crop of drying flowers and plants, forcing me to duck. 

In the gloom of the fire, Luanda’s raincloud eyes reminded me of a thunderstorm. “You were gone a long time. Why have you returned?”

“Don’t know,” I said. It seemed ludicrous now.

“Where did you travel?”

“Far away.

“Your answers are short, Max Nerds.” Irritation swung in Luanda’s voice. “If you want help, you must do better. I will help those who are truthful.” She grabbed a pot from the smoldering fire. A single tallow candle flickered on the table. 

“I’m not lying. I just can’t explain,” I said. When I didn’t say anymore, she pushed a mug in my direction. She was going to poison me after all.

“Sit and drink this. It shall help you sleep,” she said. 

I slumped on the chair and took hold of the cup. “I’m pooped.”

Luanda sighed as she folded her skirts around her and sat down across from me. “You’re warmly dressed, Max.”

“I... thought it might be cold,” I said. It was out before I could stop myself. 

“In August?”

“Ehem, I wanted to be prepared.”

“Where have you been? The village, your friends and Lord Hanstein searched for you. They finally gave up. The Lord even sent a courier to Rusteberg, thinking you were in Schwarzburg’s dungeon again.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I was pulled away.”

“Obviously.”

Luanda leaned forward and grabbed her mug. “You have returned at a dangerous time, Max. Doom comes to those who are careless.”

“What is going on?” I really wanted to confirm what year it was, but I’d sneak that in later. She always annoyed me with her warnings and the way she looked right through me. “I tried to meet Bero and Juliana, but the guards were new and...Werner is away and the village is...a mess.”

“Schwarzburg has been busy.” Luanda took a sip from her cup, her face scrunched into wrinkles of disgust. “He wants to rule the area—all the villages. He has powerful friends and stolen all the livestock. They say Werner burned two barns filled with Schwarzburg’s riches. It is a ruse. Schwarzburg has had his eye on our villages for a long time. And he can’t forgive that Lady Clara went to Hanstein. You remember Schwarzburg held her captive.”

I nodded. How could I forget? Schwarzburg had accused me of being a spy. I’d spent a week in the Duke’s dungeon and almost died. “Where is Werner now?”

“He has given chase.”

“You think he’ll be back soon? I really need to get into the castle.” 

Luanda tipped a forefinger against her chin. “There may be a way.”

“How?”

“The Klausenhof. It is said there is a secret tunnel.”

I leaned forward. “To the castle? Where is it?”

“I don’t know. It may not be true.”

I thought of the inn. It would be a heck of distance to reach Hanstein. But if it were true and if I could find a way inside...

“It is dangerous,” Luanda said as if she’d read my mind. “Schwarzburg’s men patrol the village. They like the Klausenhof. The innkeeper will do their bidding. He’s done well with their patronage.” 

I nodded. She was right. It’d be suicide, yet what other options did I have. I emptied my mug, ready to take my chances. But my limbs refused to cooperate and my eyes kept closing. I wanted to ask about Ott, only the words wouldn’t form. All I wanted was to lie down. In my muddled mind I thought Luanda had poisoned me. 

Maybe she worked for Schwarzburg now.

“Your bed is ready.” Luanda’s voice reverberated through the fog. She nodded toward a straw sack near the fire pit. 

I dragged myself over and passed out. In my dream Juliana waved me into her arms. I hugged her close, searching for her lips. I wanted to kiss her, but when she opened her mouth all her teeth were gone, replaced by a gaping black hole. Then she laughed and her laugh turned into a high-pitched cackle. I woke up with a start. 

I’d rolled off the mattress. The fire behind me smoldered under powdery ash and gray light filtered through the two small windows. 

I sat up. Last night’s tea had made it to my bladder and I tiptoed to the door. But when I peered at the bed, it was empty. Did the woman ever sleep? I opened the door and breathed the early morning air. A cool mist sprayed my face like a fine shower. As I returned from the outhouse, Luanda hurried back into the cabin. For an old woman, her movements were quick and languid. She held up her outer skirt, now filled with assorted greens.

“A baby is coming,” she said as I entered behind her. “I must hurry.”

She stopped in front of me. Though she was a foot shorter, I leaned away. 

“How will you explain this trinket?” She held up the green plastic lighter I’d carried in my pant pocket. “It looks like witchcraft nobody here can manage.”

“Please give it to me.” I snatched the lighter from her hand and slipped it into my pocket. 

“Max Nerds, beware.” Though she was small, I was suddenly afraid. She squinted through narrowed eyes...and the thunderclouds were back. “You are asking for trouble.”

“No,” I yelled and stepped back to put some distance between us. “I’m just a...gamer, a guy visiting.” 

“I must go,” Luanda said ignoring me. “Do not return unless you tell me your purpose. Take bread and cheese for your journey. And Max,” Luanda drew near, her voice deep and calm. She was doing the oracle trick again. “Stay out of sight. Do not trust anyone.” The door slammed shut and the old healer was gone. 

I heated water and found a hunk of rye bread in a pot on a shelf. The cheese, rolled up in dampened nettle cloth, was white with fresh herbs and tasted delicious. Luanda had added rosehips and peppermint to my cup. The tea was refreshing but slightly sour from the rosehips. 

I stuffed myself while trying to come up with a plan. All my answers led to the castle: my friends, Lady Clara—even Enders, the squire who’d helped me before—were unreachable behind Hanstein’s walls. I’d been fooled into thinking that getting into the castle was easy. Last time I’d been invited inside immediately. This time the dense guards had locked me out. As long as they didn’t allow me in, I was not going to make it. I had no weapons, the cliff-sized walls impenetrable. Castles were made to ward off entire armies. 

That left one option. The secret passage. I had to at least find out if it existed. And for that I had to enter the Klausenhof. Nothing got resolved if I sat around. I wrapped more bread and cheese in a cloth and stuck it into my bundle. 

Hurrying past the gardens I marveled at Luanda’s green thumb. Right now I had no patience to check them out. 

The forest was cool, the dampness disappearing fast. It would be a hot day. I glanced at my fur-lined winter boots. Great planning. 

At the edge of the trees, I stopped. From here the ground fell away and in the distance squatted the shacks of Bornhagen. Now that I saw them, my plan seemed no longer feasible. I had to be mad. How was I going to get into the inn when the entire village swarmed with mercenaries? Men who’d cut off my head first and asked questions later. Still, what choice did I have? Maybe these guys slept in. They’d probably been up all night searching for me. Better, I’d go now. They wouldn’t expect that. 

Before I changed my mind. 
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