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PROLOGUE
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APRIL, 2007 BAYERN Deutschland

RETIRED TOYMAKER FRITZ Schenk twisted his shiny key into his Toy Shoppe’s back door and pushed it open, morning’s sunshine lighting up the floor where wood-carved toys stood armed at the ready.

Ach du lieber!

Uniformed toy soldiers pointed their muskets at his chins as carved animals loitered nearby, as if ready to charge if Fritz showed any sign of causing trouble. The soldiers peered up at him, beyond the lips of their black, shako hats, lowering their weapons as if sensing he wasn’t a threat.

Outside, an Oma pushing a stroller turned the corner and headed right for him. Fritz hurried inside before she—likely someone unknowing of the TradeMagic world—witnessed his toys carrying on in such a way.

The soldiers had since marched away. Safari animals and puppets that had come along to offer added reinforcements followed in a less than orderly fashion. Fritz tossed his brown bagged lunch onto the desk and set his coffee thermos down before scampering between them as they made their retreat toward the front of the store.

Fritz raced through the back door, hoping to find his store in order. A fleet of battleships sailed toward him—the grain in the floor’s oak parting as would water but without so much as a splinter, crack, or splash. The boats veered toward one end of the store and glided up cabinetry where they repositioned themselves on their shelves. 

Chills ran up Fritz’s neck. A quick glance at the front door revealed each deadbolt in its locked position, undisturbed. And yet, he knew danger was eminent.

The last of the puppets returned to their places, stretching their strings onto hooks that suspended them on display. Rhinos and elephants morphed back into solid woodcarvings and resumed their lifeless existence on their shelves.

Fritz glanced at the nutcracker doorstop next to the door. Motionless, it showed no signs of reacting to an intruder with intentions to steal or vandalize. If anyone with such desires tried, it would have responded and shown signs of its movement. Fritz found himself spinning his flat cap around in a circle in his hands.

The hanging puppets came to a still, but with no chance that their smiling faces would make him think everything was fine and dandy.

He had created them with deep layers of magical intention; to be loved and adored by children while helping children feel loved and adored back. Fritz also embedded their creation with other purposes: to spark to life if TradeMagic ever needed protecting again. To help TradeCrafters fight back if such a time ever came to pass.

His glance snapped to the bay window, where layered tiers displayed an array of toys. His grand swing carousel graced the largest pedestal in its center. Yellow and white triangles formed its gold-rimmed, ornate canopy that suspended rows of colorful chair seats underneath. Diamond-cut mirrors on the carousel’s center column reflected their blue paint.

The Oma pushing the stroller stood on the other side of the window and waved the baby’s chubby hand. Fritz waved back, but his worries kept him from returning his usual smile. He removed his flat cap and swiped his balding scalp, sweat wetting his palm. His glance landed on the carousel’s bright red base, where a slight layer of dust collected alongside it, atop its pedestal. It hadn’t been moved. The battleships, soldiers, and animals warded off anyone from gaining entry and taking it.

Fritz returned to his office, ignoring the Oma’s taps on the window as she begged to be let in a few minutes early. Normally he would have obliged, but he wouldn’t open his shoppe until he looked into the situation further. He would call his friends—the Clockmaker, the Chimney Sweep, and the Shoemaker. They’d want to know what happened. If their positions in their Guild didn’t allow them to shed light on the situation, he’d call Otto the Builder and Siggy the Brewer. Maybe his oldest, closest friends had strange, magical awakenings of their own that he’d like to know about.

A sinking feeling washed over him. If something was amiss in the TradeMagic world, what would they do? Only a remnant of TradeCrafters like him remained. They were too old to handle another sinister uprising, weren’t they? They hadn’t taught a new generation of apprentices in TradeMagic so they could ward one off themselves!

He left the office door perched open and sat at the desk to make his calls, his toy carousel in his sights. Like the soldiers and battleships, he had infused it with even greater magic still. If that deep-seated, protective magic was needed now, God help them all.
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CHAPTER 1
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TWO MONTHS LATER

FRITZ’S HEART RACED at seeing the array of hand-crafted treasures before him, mindful of his true mission for coming to the Artisan’s Trade Exhibit in the first place: to seek out other TradeCrafters and see if they’d experienced strange happenings in their dwindling, TradeMagic world. 

He wasn’t there to play, and certainly not shop.

“Opa! Look!”

Elia, his eight-year-old granddaughter, tugged on his hand every time she jumped up and down, making the bag holding his toy carousel bump against his leg. 

He hadn’t known his grandkids were coming along, nor their father, who insisted on driving him. He was thrilled to spend time together—for the whole weekend!—but they sure did throw a monkey wrench into his secretive plans.

Elia jumped and pointed some more. 

Booths filled with handcrafted wares—from baked goods to pottery and carvings—stretched in rows as far as the eye could see. They may have been inside München’s modern convention center, but the feel of the event transported him to an old-world marketplace. Vendors greeted passersby, and the event’s charm poured over Fritz a thirst he didn’t realize needed quenching.

“Look, Opa!” Elia wailed again. 

His shopping bag containing his boxed carousel bounced between them once again. He shifted it to his other hand, away from the girl’s excitement. Thin foam sheets wrapped around its suspended swing seats kept it from rattling, and handfuls of spongy peanut shapes cushioned its box, keeping it concealed. 

Like TradeMagic itself. 

“I do see!” he assured her. “Isn’t it fantastic?” 

“It sure is!” Max, his twelve-year-old grandson, and Elia’s brother, answered. 

Fritz followed his gaze overhead, where dozens of handmade works depicting methods of flight hung above the array of booths.

“It’s better than fantastic!” Elia exclaimed. “It’s like magic!” 

His heart skipped a beat—how right she was! Magic was real, but that was a secret kept for decades now. 

She jumped some more.

“Reee-laaax!” Max pulled his sister’s arm, forcing her to let go of their Opa’s hand. “Opa, can see everything on his own without your stupid pointing!” 

“Mind your own beees-waaax,” Elia countered, her enthusiasm not in the least bit squelched.

Max rolled his eyes. “It is my business because you’re driving me and Opa crazy!” 

Markus, Fritz’s grown son, and the children’s father, leaned in with a finger to his lips and his mobile phone against his ear.

“See?” Max fired. “You’re driving Dad nuts too!”

“Now, kids, settle down,” Markus said, the phone now pressed against his chest. “Opa only has so much energy to last all weekend. Don’t wear him out the first day.” He grinned, pressing the phone to his ear once more.

“Am I wearing you out, Opa?” Elia asked, her eyes huge.

“Actually, I find your exuberance exciting,” he told her with a wink. 

There was probably some truth to the former, but Fritz would never admit it. Nor would he let on that he had mixed feelings that their company would make having conversations about TradeMagic more challenging.

“Exuberance is one word for it,” Max spat.

Fritz squatted to grin, face to face, with his grandson. “I’m so glad both of you came. I hope you won’t find it too boring?” 

“Boring? No way,” Max answered. 

Elia threw an arm in the air, tugging on Fritz’s hand—and the bag with the carousel—yet again. 

“Opa, were you surprised when you found out me and Max were coming along?” Elia yelled.

“He’d be more surprised if you chilled out!” Max said. “And quit tugging his hand! Can’t you see he’s trying to carry something?” 

Elia backed up as if remembering the bag he was carrying.

“What’s in the bag, anyway?” Max asked him. 

Fritz knew that, at some point, he’d have to reveal what he’d brought along. The kids would surely make a big deal of the bag’s precious cargo. It was the only toy Fritz ever made that he hadn’t intended to sell, let alone allow a child to play with—not even Max or Elia. It was that important. He could never risk breaking it. 

“You could’ve left that in the car with our luggage,” Max added.

“It’s a special toy I made a long time ago,” Fritz said. “You know the one. The big swing carousel—” 

“From the shoppe window?” Max’s jaw dropped. 

Even Elia came to a still. 

“The very one,” Fritz answered. 

Fritz had safeguarded the piece in his Toy Shoppe’s front window for decades and, by doing so, it had become somewhat of a store mascot. At the top of every hour, he or trusted store clerks triggered it into its colorful spin. Onlookers pressed their hands and noses against the window that always needed polishing afterward.

“I don’t believe it,” Max said with an air of disbelief. “What for? Ya gonna enter it into a contest or something?”

“If he did, he’d win first place,” Elia added.

Fritz winked his humble appreciation. “I brought it because, well ...” He struggled to make something up—and fast. “An old friend suggested I bring it.” That much was true. “He has a booth here, and I promised to stop by and pay him a visit.” That much was true as well.

Fritz would’ve loved to tell Max and Elia more—that TradeCrafters like Heinrich Spiegel had more abilities than only that of an expert craftsman. That he too could create things with magic in them to help others. He knew the true deep-seated intentions within his old, magnificent carousel: to help TradeCrafters like themselves if they ever needed rescue. If ever their TradeMagic was at risk. 

The world had seen TradeMagic’s powers corrupted far too many times, so it was decided to hide TradeMagic forever. To keep it secret until it no longer existed in the world. It was to be buried, once and for all, with Fritz’s generation. 

"I brought a toy I made too." Elia pulled out a small, hand-carved horse suspended by a long ribbon around her neck. “Isn’t she cute?” 

Fritz stooped to admire it—a piece he remembered her making last summer. “Very cute, indeed. Elia, you’re such a talented Woodcarver.” 

“Hey!” Max balked. 

“So are you, Maximillian.” Fritz chuckled. “Both of you will be excellent Toymakers someday.”

Their giggles blended. 

Markus, meanwhile, stiffened and remained straight-faced. 

If he’d known Markus wasn’t distracted by the phone anymore, he probably wouldn’t have said that. Markus and his wife, Margot, had made it abundantly clear that they hoped their children would aspire to more prosperous careers than making livings carving wood.

“Too bad you have to carry that everywhere,” Max said. His green eyes studied the bag. “You said your friend has a booth? Let’s go there first. You can probably leave it with him.” 

“Good thinking,” Fritz said, “but I’d rather keep it with me.” 

“I’ll hold it,” Markus offered. 

Fritz perched it in the bend of his arm like a sack of groceries. “Not a problem, I’ll carry it like so.” 

“I wouldn’t want anybody to carry my toy, either.” Elia clutched her horse against her chest where it hung by its purple ribbon. 

Max rolled his eyes. “Ugh, Elia,” he huffed. “No one cares about your stupid horse.”

Accordion folds of a brochure fluttered as Markus waved his hands between them. “Kids, no one wants to hear you two squabble.” 

“But no one cares about her horse!” Max whined.

Fritz stepped in, hoping to provide Markus some parental relief. “Now, Max, she’s proud of her carving, just like you are with the toys you make.” 

The mention of the kids doing woodwork caused their father to stand erect and stiff, like one of the many nutcrackers Fritz had made over the years. 

Fritz cringed, removed his flat cap, and swiped his hand over his scalp, but to his relief, Markus carried on as though nothing had bothered him. 

“The Kraus’s’ are here somewhere,” he said as he looked over the tops of peoples’ heads. “I told them where we’re at.”

Fritz looked for his old friend, Otto Kraus the Builder, as well. They had arranged to arrive on Friday before the others in their circle of friends in hopes of gathering more information from other TradeCrafters beforehand. Boy, wouldn’t he be surprised to see that Max and Elia were here?

“Britta took the train down with Otto,” Markus said, eyeing the kids. “Looks like Liam and Anna came along.”

Elia clapped and Max cheered. 

Surprise hit Fritz across the face like a two-by-four. Liam and Anna came along as well? This is turning into a kid’s outing more than the TradeCrafter hunt me and Otto planned!

“I’m glad you’re excited,” Markus continued, “but remember: This is Opa and Opa Otto’s weekend to do what they want with their old friends.”

Elia was back to her jumping. Markus held her by the shoulder as if it would make her sneakers stick to the floor. 

“This is their weekend. We’re here so they can enjoy all this old-fashioned stuff. Give them time and space to ... reminisce about the olden days. Do you understand?” Markus asked as the kids stared up at him. 

Elia raised her hand. 

“Yes?” Markus called on her like a teacher.

“Is it okay if us kids have fun, or no?” she asked. 

Markus took in a breath before biting his lip.

Fritz would’ve laughed if it hadn’t been for her heartbroken expression: her eyebrows pinched together as if hope was lost. It was how his Rosa—Fritz’s now deceased wife—looked when Markus told them he didn’t want to take over the shoppe and go to university and study computer engineering instead.

“Of course you can have fun,” Markus answered, not sounding too convincing. 

Smiles returned to the children’s faces.

“Fritz! There you are!” Otto Kraus, a tall, distinguished-looking man, approached them, smiling from behind a bushy white mustache. 

He wore one of his usual waistcoats—his signature look—much like Fritz always wore a flat cap. Their handshake turned into a hug. 

“I see your grandkids came as well,” Otto muttered between pats on one another’s backs.

“How are we going to manage this?” Fritz muttered back. 

“With extreme caution—and luck, I suppose.” 

The pair of old friends grinned.

Britta Kraus, Otto’s grown daughter, hugged Fritz next.

“Opa Fritz!” Britta’s fifteen-year-old daughter, Anna, exclaimed as she also came in for a hug. 

Fritz’s heart warmed; despite having no blood relation, the kids always called their elders Opa and Oma, and one another’s parents Tante and Onkel. The kids calling anyone formally, by Herr or Frau, seemed ridiculous.

Liam, Anna’s cousin, meanwhile, remained at arm’s length. He jerked his head to whip his wispy, blond bangs from his eyes. 

Perhaps Liam thinks he’s too old to hug anymore?

Fritz guessed right. The seventeen-year-old offered him a firm handshake instead—but still called him “Opa Fritz” as he did. 

Liam’s a young man, Fritz mused. It’s nice he still calls me Opa. Why, I was his age when me and Otto became apprentices!

“We just found out you were here,” Anna told Elia with a giggle. She cleverly diverted Elia’s tong-like fingers from dipping into her shoulder-length curls and, no doubt, tossing them like a salad.

“At the last minute, our dad decided we could come along,” Max explained.

“Because Mom wanted a break and made him take us,” Elia clarified. 

Everyone laughed at that one. “Max, do you wanna be our guide?” Markus asked his son, extending the brochure he’d been holding. 

Max pulled it apart to reveal a map with colorful illustrations depicting booth locations throughout the complex. 

Fritz closed in over his shoulder. “We’re in the old-world trade area, aren’t we, Maximillian, my boy?” 

Max nodded eagerly while surveying their surroundings.

Their early visit to the exhibit may not have been going as planned so far, but it certainly was more fun than Fritz had anticipated! It felt good, after spending several months worrying...

“Well then, Max”—Otto pulled on his waistcoat—“shall we see what mysteries await us in the booths ahead?” He winked at Fritz.

Max nodded, his trusty map in hand. “Follow me!”

Mysteries, indeed. How would he be able to conduct his TradeCrafter investigation with the kids—not to mention Markus and Britta—along? He tried not to worry and instead enjoy the company—not to mention the exhibit filled with trade wares and those who created them.

Unique and alluring merchandise competed for their attention. Even Fritz found it hard to remember his real reasons for being there as they made their way to the first row of booths. They passed a booth with handmade tools for grinding grains and making flour, its owner most certainly a prospect he should talk to. Max nudged Fritz along, promising to weave through each row and stop at it upon their meandering return. 

An extra-large booth filled with cuckoo clocks burst to life to announce the time. Hundreds of little birds spat from behind parting doors, each letting out two distinctive cuckoo sounds before coiling back into their charming, wood-carved homes.

People nearby laughed, including Fritz’s group. 

“Thank Goodness it’s not noon,” Fritz quipped.

Max and Elia disappeared behind one of the booth’s partitions. Anna and Liam followed. 

The overlapping cuckoos now simmered into a soothing chorus of ticks. Fritz watched the booth’s old Clockmaker tend to one of his creations, twisting gears inside that would make its timekeeping more precise. They exchanged a knowing wink.

Unfortunately, members of Fritz’s party lingered too close to allow them to talk. Britta and Markus came up along each side as Max and Elia pointed wildly at their favorites, asking Liam and Anna to pick their favorite one. Their minds changed numerous times.

“I wouldn’t be able to decide,” Britta said.

Fritz chuckled, appreciating the moment. “Listen closely ... the hum of a clock’s ticks can be quite peaceful, don’t you think?” He didn’t wait for Britta to answer. “I’ve always selected a clock by its sound. Particularly its chime.”

“I don’t get why someone still makes these things,” Markus interjected. “Do people seriously put up with their cuckoos all day?” 

“All night, too,” Liam added. “Opa got rid of Oma’s cuckoo clock years ago, and that’s probably why.” 

Otto poked his head from around a corner. “I did no such thing! Oma probably decided to pack it away.”

Markus continued, “Our mobile phones have clocks and alarms. You can even pick a ringtone that sounds like an annoying bird, but I can’t imagine anyone would want to.” 

Markus and Liam laughed.

“I can!” Elia stomped her foot and placed both hands on her hips for further emphasis. “Because cuckoo clocks are cuter—and a lot more fun!” 

Markus whipped out his mobile phone, its black lid flipping open. “And I can silence it when I want.” He scanned the clocks around them. “These things? You gotta listen to all twelve calls!”

Elia leaned into one of the clocks hanging at eye level. “Please come out,” she whispered. “It’s okay, I like hearing you.”

Fritz’s jaw fell open as Elia stared into the clock’s closed door. Did she say she liked hearing them?

“What are you doing?” Anna asked with a giggle.

“I don’t hear them talk anymore,” Elia answered in a whisper. 

Fritz willed his jaw not to drop again. He wasn’t just hearing his granddaughter marvel at a charming, wood-carved cottage with a painted pair of doors and a little blue bird behind them. She was remembering something! 

Anna straightened with a look of confusion—or was it recollection? Elia, her eyes pleading for affirmation, shifted from one person to the other before turning away and facing the clock again.

Fritz’s throat tightened with remorse that stayed stuck in his neck. How he wanted to answer her. To say, yes, they can talk! Instead, he willed himself to say nothing.

There had been many times when keeping his magical legacy secret seemed impossible when in the company of his imaginative grandkids. This moment in the cuckoo clock booth? The desire to spill the truth was almost too tempting.

The awkward silence was broken when Elia spoke once more: “Don’t you guys remember how they used to say things?”

Fritz’s heart stopped—like the many birds around him waiting idly behind closed doors, conditioned to stay put. 

Max’s expectant and innocent gaze landed on him. Too conflicted to smile, Fritz stared in return, blank-faced. Even Otto was avoiding the situation: he pretended to be interested in a clock hanging in a faraway corner. The Clockmaker had even turned his back to face the aisleway, whistling to himself, as if nothing was happening in his booth.

“What did the birds talk about, Elia?” Anna’s patient voice pierced the silence like the clocks did each quarter hour. 

She was the only one—brave enough, was it?—to dig deeper. Even the old Clockmaker perked his ear to hear Elia’s answer, like a ghost hovering nearby, hoping to relive echoes of the past.

“But Elia—” Max stepped alongside his sister, whispering so low that Fritz could hardly hear, “Oma told us not to talk about it.”

Rosa!

“This is different,” Elia said. “They’re family friends. I thought they’d remember.” With a heavy sigh, she studied one of the clock’s scalloped rooflines. 

"Birds don't talk, they chirp." Liam laughed at his joke even though no one else did. He shuffled his way over and gave her a cheerful pat on the shoulder. 

"But I remember when we could understand what they said," Elia said. “Remember? In my Oma’s kitchen?” 

She remembers! He glanced at Anna as she listened closely. 

“Elia, that was your imagination.” Markus’s words, spoken with such conviction, stung. 

Markus was twelve when he and Rosa stopped talking about magic in front of him. Certainly, he had memories, even if he chose not to accept magic as fact as he grew older. Would it hurt for him to allow Elia to ... pretend?

“You were all there.” Elia scanned the other children’s faces. “Don’t you even wanna try to remember?”

Markus took a step closer, his jaw set firm. “The birds in these clocks aren’t real, Elia. A machine inside makes them have cuckoo sounds. Their gears and parts make them move in and out of the doors.” 

Elia’s pleading eyes landed on Fritz next. They stayed there for a fraction of a second before she landed them on Anna’s, searching for reinforcement. 

Anna shook her head, her brows furrowed. She stuttered, “I—I ...”

“They aren’t real, Elia,” Markus said. “It was pretend.”

Fritz’s heart dropped. Remorse spilled over him like dirt would his casket, snuffing out the proof that he ever existed—as well as the wondrous secrets he carried with him. So many times in his life he wondered if they’d done the right thing. TradeMagic was such a splendid thing! Helping others in such simple ways. To foster harmony and good health. To protect. To do so many good things. When he was gone—when all of them were gone—the magic would be over.

Unless ...

No! I can’t jump to conclusions. Don’t think the worst before there’s proof. Fritz glanced about, finding the Clockmaker loitering nearby, pretending to give them privacy as they explored his booth. I’ll talk to him as soon as I get the chance ...

“Talk to me, cute little bird. Come out and talk.” 

Elia’s sweet voice lured his attention and Fritz watched her tap the clock’s door.

Markus forced a grin. Anna watched Elia’s father, as if having something to say but not wanting to offend her Onkel Markus. She nudged Liam instead, and gestured toward Elia, urging him to help.

“I remember something like that,” Liam told Elia. “Keep trying. With any luck, you might hear them again.” 

Elia smiled. Markus shook his head, chortling as he stepped outside the booth. Britta, bless her heart, followed him and struck up a conversation that Markus seemed interested in.

Max demanded that Elia finally decide which clock was her favorite and, just like that, the kids dropped the conversation about talking birds. They pointed at clocks again, giving them grades like they were schoolwork assignments.

It was a small window Fritz couldn’t pass up. “Friedrich Schenk, Carpenter and Woodcarver,” he said, shaking hands with the Clockmaker staffing the booth. “My Toy Shoppe is in Aschaffenburg.” 

“Franz Schumacher, Freudenstadt,” he replied with a broad smile. “Fellow Woodcarver.”

“I don’t mean to be impersonal, but I do have to get straight to the point before I run the risk of anyone overhearing,” Fritz whispered, casting sideways glances at his family and friends around them. “Have you noticed anything odd going on?”

“You’re the first one coming around here to bring it up,” he said. “I’m concerned myself. My birds have been making all sorts of strange calls lately! And I have friends around the country experiencing strange, unexpected things.”

“What kind of things?” Fritz prodded. 

Herr Schumacher glanced around before leaning closer. “Evidence that people—not so purely aligned—are looking for magical items.” 

Fritz tried to conceal his alarm. He had a hunch his toys had protected his beloved Toy Shoppe—his carousel from being taken. And now he was learning that strange activity had happened elsewhere? “Your friends—where?” Fritz prodded. 

“Hamburg, Bremen, and Bonn,” he answered. 

Markus and Britta wandered closer, still engrossed in their conversation but in earshot. 

Schumacher’s jaws clenched. “This uptick in activity isn’t just happening in the cities, if you’ve noticed things in your small town and I in mine.”

Fritz swiped his head and wiggled his flat cap back in place. 

“We’re ready to move on,” Markus called. 

Other patrons entered the booth, one of them asking about shipping options if they made a purchase. Herr Schumacher gave Fritz a polite nod before stepping away.

“C’mon, kids,” Markus called. 

The kids bounded into the walkway, laughing between themselves as if Elia’s memories of talking birds were no longer a concern. 

Someone grabbed Fritz’s elbow and the carousel’s bag swayed. His reaction was to clench the bag more securely, in his arm like a swaddled infant. 

It was Markus. “Dad, if you don’t mind, I’d rather go to the modern trade exhibit in the adjoining hall.” 

Fritz tried not to show his disappointment and tugged at the lip of his flat cap. 

“Sorry, Dad. It’s nothing personal, but I’ll like the modern area better. Tomorrow, when all your other friends come along, I’ll hang out then.” 

Fritz nodded. 

Markus skipped a couple steps away as if he’d received permission to leave. “Kids, stay with Opa—unless you’d rather come with me.”

“No way!” Max exclaimed. “This is where all the cool stuff is!”

Thatta boy! Fritz smiled broadly, proud of his grandson’s preferences.

Liam stepped forward, but Markus had already bolted away without noticing the teen’s interest in tagging along.

“Liam, I’d prefer you stay with us,” Otto added. 

Liam pouted, his face red.

Max, meanwhile, pointed down the thoroughfare. “C’mon, Liam. We’ll have way more fun.” Away Max went, map in hand, with Fritz and company right on his heels.
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THEY EXPLORED ONE INTERESTING booth after another, everyone glad to explore a cheese-making and candy booth where an expert Cheese Maker and a gourmet Chocolatier handed out tasty samples. They drew quite a crowd, and no way could Fritz or Otto interview anyone about their concerns with so many people in their booths.

Another booth, packed with thousands of handmade Christmas ornaments, left Otto laughing and shaking his head, reminding everyone that December was half a year away. Britta linked her arms in his, telling him to let the kids buy some early Christmas cheer anyway.

Liam led the kids into the maze of partitions adorned with Christmas baubles. Anna picked out a multifaceted star in shiny, metallic tones. Liam found a miniature-sized sewing machine that he planned to give to his Oma. Moni will love that, Fritz thought as Max and Elia continued mulling over their choices. Max eventually decided on a hot-air balloon in the same colors matching the one hanging above their heads in the exhibit hall. He said it would remind him of their weekend. Elia finally chose a glittery deer with a lush holly swag draped around its proud neck. Fritz laughed when she made it and her toy horse kiss on their snouts. When Max rolled his eyes, Fritz laughed even louder.

They meandered back into the thoroughfare when Britta shoved a small, windowed box into his free hand. Through its clear plastic lid, he spotted a lavender glass ornament in the shape of a rose. His Rosa would’ve loved it. His heart felt both grief and warmth. 

“You can put that in your bag,” Britta said, linking her arm through his as they strolled. “Or do you need me to carry it?” 

“My bag? Oh my!” Fritz, flustered by Britta’s thoughtful gift, almost forgot about his bag. “Yes, there’s enough room.” He placed it alongside the carousel’s box. “What time is it, anyway?” He checked his watch to answer his own question. “It’s almost time for me to meet Heinrich. Should I go alone, or would you all like to come with me?”

Much to his delight, everyone agreed to accompany him. 

Max opened his trusty map and let its pages fan open. “What’s your friend’s booth called?”

“Spiegel GlasWerke, I think,” Fritz replied. 

“Here it is—booth G7. Follow me!” Max took them there within minutes. 

Both Fritz and Otto greeted the elderly Glassblowers, Heinrich and Vera Spiegel, with friendly handshakes and quick introductions.

“It’s been too many years,” Heinrich said. 

“Too many decades,” Fritz clarified. 

Fritz had come to know several TradeCrafters like Heinrich earlier in his career before people like them became even more scarce after decades of hiding and letting their magic go. He and Rosa had met the Spiegel’s shortly after opening his Toy Shoppe. Busy lives only kept them in touch via phone calls and annual Christmas cards.

“Have we met before?” Heinrich asked Otto while shaking his hand.

“I don’t believe so,” Otto answered, his gaze landing on Fritz.

“You’re the Clockmaker?” Heinrich continued.

“No, that was Hans Winkler,” Fritz realized. “I’m sorry to say he passed. Otto here’s a Builder. We met when we first started out as Carpenter apprentices.”

It was when he and all his old friends, including the Winklers, first met; creating a bond of friendship so tight not even marriages, raising their families, and moving to different places came between them.

Brewer and Innkeeper Siggy and Irma Büchholtz, who hosted their weekend stay at their Inn, had encountered strange experiences of their own. Not-so-friendly people demanded accommodations when, in their small neighborhood establishment, their clientele typically consisted of locals and their families visiting from out of town. Siggy had kicked the surly couple out of the place after finding them poking around their barn where they brewed their spirits out of the public’s eye. Thankfully, other friends who held positions in their trade guild would be joining them.

It would be good to see Gerda the Clockmaker, Benny the Shoemaker, and Walter the Chimney Sweep in person that weekend. The three of them were Guild Council members, seeing through the finality of TradeMagic’s end. Fritz had every intention of hounding them for “insider information.” It was unusual for them to have little to say a few months ago when he’d called them by telephone. Fritz figured it had something to do with their roles as Council members. Perhaps, in a friendly gathering at the Büchholtz Inn, their friendship would allow them to cast official duty aside.

Britta, Max, and Elia roamed toward the other end of the booth. 

“Be careful,” Britta warned the kids as they meandered through the shelves and cabinets displaying vibrant glass bowls, vases, and art.

Liam studied the wall along the back where a sequence of posters depicted the glass-blowing process. Anna looked at small charms nearby, the glass pieces making soft clinks as she searched through the tray.

“That’s the carousel, I take it?” Heinrich waved them to an empty counter where Fritz could unpack it.

Foam peanuts showered the countertop as he did, and Otto helped remove sheets of padding around each of the swing seats. Heinrich oohed and aahed like a kid getting exactly what he wanted for Christmas, making the experience a lot more fun than Fritz expected. The Glassblower’s finger traced the edge of the gold-leafed canopy—smithed by a special friend of Fritz’s—as well as their fine, silver chains suspending each wooden chair seat. 

Heinrich let out a huff: “This is the type of thing those curious people were asking me about!” His tone carried an air of misgiving. 

“Curious people?” Fritz asked. 

The Glassblower nodded, yet remained focused on the craftsmanship of the carousel. “Strangers who stopped by my booth earlier this morning. As if you can put a price on such a marvel!” He bent over to study the carousel from its side. “They acted like money was all it took for people like us to sell something so magnificent.” Heinrich pointed at the carousel’s metal trigger. “May I?”

Fritz nodded his answer. “Who were they? Did they say?”

The Glassblower shook his head as the carousel’s little wood chairs fanned out as far as their chains allowed. The canopy’s yellow and white paint swirled playfully with its rotation. “Interested collectors, they called themselves. They had early vendor passes. Don’t know how they managed to get those if they were buyers. They acted more like reporters if you ask me.”

“Why do you say that?” Otto asked.

“Their questions. And they roamed everyone’s booths, asking everyone almost the same thing.”

“And what was that?” Fritz asked, his curiosity peaked. 

The Glassblower whispered into Fritz’s face, “Things only TradeCrafters would know. They know our wares can be special. That we can make more of them—if we want to.”

Otto pulled on his waistcoat and stood straighter. “Are you sure they aren’t some of our own?”

The Glassblower shook his head. “They’re too young to be Guild members.”

Anna drew near, staring. 

Somehow Fritz realized Heinrich’s foreboding tone probably captured her attention and she’d been listening the whole time.

“Hey, do ya all wanna see what the world would look like if everything was purple?” 

Elia’s excitement interrupted his thoughts. 

Bending behind a large purple vase displayed atop a platformed pedestal, Elia gazed through its oval shape as though it were a window. 

Max scurried over, then rolled his eyes before wandering away to join Liam at the posters instead. 

“But isn’t a purple world cool?” she called after him. 

“I made that vase myself,” Frau Spiegel said as she approached the girl. 

“Purple’s my favorite color,” Elia told her. 

“It’s my favorite color too.” Frau Spiegel pointed at Elia’s chest where her toy horse hung from its ribbon. “What do you have there?” 

“My horse that I made with my own two hands,” Elia boasted. 

Otto, meanwhile, triggered the carousel into another spin, urging Heinrich to continue with more details to his story. 

Frau Spiegel had captured Fritz’s attention as well ... “My, my, you have skill. Your Opa taught you how to carve?” she asked Elia, kneeling low to inspect the toy. 

Her interest kept Fritz’s ears perked. 

“I carved a vine of roses on her saddle,” Elia said, nodding.

“Where?” Max left the posters to join his sister and squinted at the toy horse for proof. “I never noticed those before.” He gave his little sister an approving nod.

Frau Spiegel withdrew an antique magnifying glass. “I’d like to admire them as well, if I may.”

Elia handed her the horse. 

“My, my,” the old woman continued in a hushed tone. “You’re so gifted.”

Elia’s chin lifted as she inspected the toy again herself, using Frau Spiegel’s magnifying glass. 

“Oh come on,” Max moaned. “She can carve small details because, well, look at her. She has small hands!”

Elia began inspecting areas around them through the glass.

Herr Spiegel rushed over to his wife. “Vera, why are you using your conduit out in the open like that?” 

Fritz cringed when the Glassblower used their TradeMagic vocabulary. Anna, out of all the kids, would surely latch on and ask about it later ...

“Hey,” Elia exclaimed, diverting their attention. She pointed across the aisle and into a Tapestry booth. “Those guys are spying on us!” 

Max grabbed the magnifying glass and peered through it. “Whoa!” he blurted. “And they’re in disguise!” 

Fritz followed his gaze and landed on two men between the hanging carpets. Aside from wearing black from top to bottom, one of them wore a hat that shielded his eyes. Their unfriendly expressions filled Fritz with a sense of dread. 

Even Max tugged Elia when he took a step backward as if sensing they should stay away.

Heinrich lunged for the magnifying glass—but Anna was faster. She’d snatched it out of Max’s hands and looked through it herself. Like Max, she gawked. 

“Give that to me!” Heinrich yanked it out of Anna’s hands and tucked it into his blazer’s breast pocket. 

“Sorry,” Anna mumbled, her apology unconvincing. 

“What’s going on?” Britta entered the exchange.

Liam wedged his way next to them. “What did you see?” he asked of his cousin.

Anna stuttered, her eyes locked on the Tapestry booth.

“Those guys over there!” Max pointed. “They look different when you use Frau Spiegel’s magic magnifying glass!”

Ach du lieber! Fritz’s mind raced. That’s no average magnifying glass—it’s magic!

The strangers seemed annoyed—even angered—that the children pointed them out. The men exited the Tapestry booth, eyeing the children and Fritz’s carousel sitting on the counter before tromping away. They rounded a corner until out of sight. 

“Did we do something wrong?” Elia whimpered. 

Her query went unanswered as Heinrich landed his hand on his chest as if making sure the magnifier was still in his pocket. He addressed Fritz with determined, wide eyes: “Those are some of the strangers I told you about.” The Glassblower pointed at the carousel on the counter. “I’d put that away if I were you—in case they come back!”

Otto had already scooped up the box and packaging, and Fritz shoved the carousel inside. The toy rattled without its foam stuffing wrapped around its pieces to protect it. Fritz cradled the box against his chest like an infant in danger of being kidnapped.

Britta was now clutching her purse against her hip. “What’s going on?” she asked with alarm. 

“They’re interested in ... acquiring our antiques,” Heinrich said. He eyed the aisleway as if fearing the strangers would return.

“Enough of this nonsense,” Otto said with a determined pull on his waistcoat. “I’m going to find out what they’re up to. Or who they are at the very least.”

Liam grabbed his arm, stopping Otto in his tracks. “Opa, I’ll go with you,” he said, his voice desperate.

“Stay here with Tante Britta and the kids,” Otto answered, then strode away with the Glassblower in tow, both disappearing around the corner. 

Curse words that Fritz didn’t much like his grandkids hearing escaped Liam’s mouth. 

But Liam’s language was the least of his worries. 

Something was wrong. Seriously wrong.

Those strangers were spying on us, Fritz decided. As if they know we’re TradeCrafters and have magical things in our possession! If they were one of our own, they would’ve made a point to interact with us more pleasantly.

His deep-seated fear resurfaced: Can it be others are after TradeMagic again? After everything done for the world to be rid of it forever?

Max and Elia wrapped their arms around Fritz’s hips as he clung to the boxed carousel. 

“What’s going on, Opa?” Max asked, his face frightened and staring up at him like his sister’s.

His carousel’s cheery, yellow-and-white canopy peeked from inside the box, inches beneath his nose—the very item he had built in the unlikely event that something could go wrong in their remnant of a TradeMagic world. All through history, TradeMagic had been hounded for its powers, only to be misused and wreak havoc on society as a result. And now, standing there with his grandkids clutching to him, he hated to admit such a possibility existed.

“Do you think Dad and Herr Spiegel are all right?” Britta asked. She huddled closer like the kids.

Quite possibly not, Fritz refrained from saying aloud as old Vera Spiegel squeezed closer into the safety of their group.

“Is your magnifying glass magic?” Max blurted at her. 

Frau Spiegel ignored him, her eyes casting heavy concern in Fritz’s direction.

Again, Fritz spied the toy’s colorful top sticking out of the box. Maybe he should go after Otto and Heinrich? 

But what of the children?

“Maybe we should go to the car?” Britta asked, her arms somehow stretched over the children like a guardian angel. 

But Fritz couldn’t imagine her being able to protect them if their circumstances had anything to do with suspicious characters looking for TradeMagic. “I want to go after them, but that means you would be left here alone,” Fritz said, his gaze landing hard on Britta after glancing at her daughter and nephew.

He waited for Britta’s agreement or refusal. She was Anna’s mother and Liam’s aunt: It had to be her decision to defy Otto’s instructions for them to stay put. Please come along, he pleaded with his eyes ...

“We’re going!” she stated. 

Her words were like a green flag for their race to start. The children sprang into motion, Liam and Max cheering, “Yay, Tante Britta!” as everyone scurried into the aisle. People stood aside as if sensing their urgency. 

Anna let Fritz pass and take the lead, his carousel rattling as they hurried along.
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CHAPTER 3
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FRITZ SPOTTED A SET of metal doors, perched open, leading to who knows where. His friends must’ve exited the convention hall that way.

“Anna, what did you see?” Britta asked as they followed him. 

“The men across the way were actually a man and a woman,” Anna answered. “The magnifying glass changed what they looked like!”

Her account left the others speechless and, Fritz presumed, in awe. But he was worried: If those strangers disguised their appearances, he could only imagine it was for sinister reasons. If their motives weren’t anything ill-intended, why be disappointed for not getting away with it when the kids saw them?

A sparsely populated hallway with a pair of water fountains and signs leading to bathrooms lay beyond the doors and Fritz stopped. At the far end, toward the lobby’s vast atrium, Fritz saw Otto and Heinrich confronting the stalkers, their conversation appearing cordial. That’s a relief. We’ll keep watch from here.

“One of them was a woman,” Anna continued, eyeing Otto and Heinrich up ahead as they spoke to the mysterious men. “I don’t know why we can’t see her long, blonde hair now, without the magnifying glass—” 

“It isn’t just a magnifying glass,” Britta stated, her gaze landing on Frau Spiegel, “is it?”

“It’s my conduit,” the old woman answered. 

“What’s a conduit?” Liam demanded. 

Frau Spiegel covered her mouth and Britta didn’t answer him either.

Liam nudged his cousin next. “How could that magnifying glass let you see something different, and from so far away?”

“I don’t know,” Anna answered defensively. She faced Frau Spiegel. “What’s a conduit?” 

Everyone watched for Frau Spiegel’s answer. Max and Elia lined up before her with expectant stares. 

Frau Spiegel turned toward Britta. “I assumed, since Otto’s such a skilled Builder and you were friends with Fritz, that you and the children would know ...”

“Oh no,” Anna said, pointing. “Where did Opa go?”

Sure enough, Otto and Heinrich were no longer in their sights. 

“Let’s find them,” Fritz said. The carousel rattled again as he headed toward the atrium lobby.

“Frau Spiegel, you didn’t answer the question ...” Liam said. 

No answer came.

Conduits. Now that was TradeMagic lingo that couldn’t possibly be explained right now. Liam, Britta—all of them—would have questions about conduits, not to mention everything else that was happening. But magic was supposed to stay secret. Keeping it all secret protected the future from magical misuse destroying lives! Didn’t he want his grandkids free of such worries?

They reached the end of the hall where the towering atrium spanned three floors. The levels, crisscrossed by escalators, carried people up and down. Fritz searched for Otto’s tall frame and his white hair, typically easy to find in a crowd.

“Why won’t you tell us what a conduit is, and why did those people look different in the magnifying glass?” Liam asked again, more demanding this time.

The boy wants answers. I can’t blame him ... 

“I’m sorry.” Frau Spiegel sighed. “Britta, I thought your family would know.”

Liam’s cheeks blazed a hot shade of pink. “That we know what?” 

“That magic’s real, right, Opa?” Elia blurted. “But I don’t remember your toys changing what people look like. I remember some of them coming to life though!" 

Britta covered her mouth while glancing about. "Elia, don’t say that so loud!" 

“Why not?” Liam snapped. “Why are you hiding things from us?”

Magic that so many TradeCrafters before him had tried to keep hidden was unraveling at a speed Fritz couldn’t keep up with. And it seemed there was no way he could stop its truths—its existence—from breaking free. A thrilling chill swept over him, but dread did as well: All this increased activity could mean that TradeMagic was being sought out. But by whom?

Fritz lost sight of Otto and Heinrich again, too overcome with his thoughts, his imagination, and the bantering of conversation within the group. He scoured the lobby until Anna pointed. 

“Opa’s there,” she told him, as if aware he’d lost track of their whereabouts.

Otto and Heinrich stood outside the men’s lavatory at the far side of the lobby. They faced the mysterious men, their dialogue now animated. Herr Spiegel pointed a finger under one of their noses. The strangers clenched their fists, one of them puffing his chest.

“Keep an eye on them,” Fritz murmured. “Looks like their conversation is getting heated.”

“You mean like ours?” Liam snarked.

“Is the magnifying glass or the disguises those bad guys wearing magic?” Max asked. 

Again, no one answered. 

Max yanked Britta’s arm. “Our dad won't believe any of this, but he’ll believe it if you tell him. Tante Britta, please say you’ll tell him about the magic disguises and the magic magnifying glass.”

Max’s plea sucked the air out of Fritz’s lungs. Never in his life did he imagine he’d hear his grandson ask someone in the Kraus family to confirm that TradeMagic was real. Oh, how he wished he could’ve been open about it with him. 

He swallowed regret plugging his throat and glanced at his magic carousel inside the box. He’d created it just in case extreme dangers in the TradeMagic world arose. Was that time unfolding now?

Two men passed their group, brushing against Elia’s arm as they did. She squealed her fear and pressed closer to Anna, who wrapped both arms around her. The men tromped across the atrium’s lobby, straight for Otto and Heinrich.

“I have a bad feeling about them,” Liam groaned. 

Fritz did too.

In the distance, one of the men pushed Heinrich to the floor. The brute rummaged through the Glassblower’s clothing while the other blocked Otto from interfering.

“Stay here!” Fritz yelled without thinking, bounding away, his boxed carousel in his arms. 

The toy bounced as he went: Clank, clank, clink-clank. 

Otto, wrestling one of the brutes, got knocked to the floor and landed in a fetal position. Fritz heard Anna—or maybe it was Britta—scream. The thugs who had brushed by Elia before came to a halt and faced Fritz’s pursuit instead, stopping him in his tracks.

A loud explosion—Boom!—shook their surroundings. Fritz cowered, thinking the glass and metal building might collapse on top of them. People panicked and darted about as a robotic voice came over the loudspeaker, announcing: “Evacuate the building immediately. Calmly make your way to the nearest exit.” Whatever exploded had caused the alarms to go off.

The thugs still had their sights on him and lunged forward. 

Fritz pulled the carousel from the box and hurled it high into the air. “Carry us away!” he yelled. 

The carousel twisted in all directions as it rose into the air, creaking like it might break into bits and pieces. Before it fell back toward the floor, it hovered in midair as if gravity wasn’t a thing. 

Just like Fritz had intended it to do the carousel grew larger, its base and center column dissolving while its canopy twirled. Its fanning, suspended chairs spun round and round. 

“See!” Elia shouted, her voice carrying above the chaos. “Opa’s carousel’s coming to life now!”

Max jumped in place next to her, punching the air as he cheered. By now the toy was life-sized, rotating in thin air. 

How will I explain this? Fritz wondered as the children continued shouting and cheering. 

The thugs faced him once again, looking angrier than ever. 

“You!” one of them yelled, his finger pointing.

There was no time to think, only to act. Fritz called, “Carry us away!” again, and the thugs shifted their attention toward his magical marvel.

Chair seats broke free from its roof, forming a slithering, single-file line like a rollercoaster, suspended by air as though there were invisible tracks overhead. The seats broke from its clockwise motion and aimed directly at him. The thugs dove out of the way as they whooshed passed. Fritz twisted around in time to seat himself in one. Away the front seat carried him, the soles of his shoes skimming Liam’s and Anna’s heads as he took off. 

Up in the atrium, he spotted Otto across the way. As if Fritz’s magic carousel could read his mind, it dipped low, and the second seat swooped Otto aboard. 

Otto hollered his surprise. Fritz grasped his flat cap, making sure it was still on his head as they cut through the air. They swerved passed escalators, toward his grandkids and friends. He was horrified to see the two thugs approaching them.

“Gather them!” he yelled. 

The flying seats jerked at his orders and descended on the group. Only Anna was quick enough to turn around for one of the seats to sweep her aboard. Their motion pushed her back into the seat and her brown curls straightened as they flew behind her.

My carousel is actually carrying us! Fritz thought with excitement, as if surprised himself that his deep-embedded, powerful magic worked. The empty seats followed him into the heights of the atrium. “Return! Gather them all!” Fritz told his magical creation.

Empty seats fanned out behind him when he turned. Below, Max jumped up and down while Elia clapped with delight. Nearing the floor, empty seats dipped to retrieve his loved ones. One seat swooped up Britta with Elia on her lap; the next captured Liam and the next, Max. 

“Hold on!” Britta screamed as she wrapped an arm around Elia.

“I am!” Elia giggled wildly. “Yay, Opa!” 

Britta’s face looked panicked as Elia squirmed. “Elia! Stop, or you might fall off!” 

Fritz could hardly believe what he saw next: As Elia twisted and sat backward in Britta’s lap, Britta’s jacket stretched around them, strapping them in.

Ach du lieber! Britta’s handmade jacket is magical? Thoughts of Britta’s aged mother, a Master Seamstress, surfaced. Had she sewn Britta’s jacket? But why would Moni do that when Britta could sew her own? Britta had gone to college and had been a successful fashion designer before becoming a full-time mom to Anna and helping raise Liam and his newborn sister, Sophie.

The carousel seemed to have a mind of its own as Fritz pondered the wonders of Britta’s jacket. The swings flew its passengers in and out of banners, avoiding obstacles like the escalators and a huge potted tree. 

“Where are the Spiegels?” Otto called, rousing Fritz’s attention.

He’d almost forgotten about them. Fritz scoured the area, including the far end of the lobby where Heinrich had been thrown to the ground—his magnifier conduit, no doubt, taken by those thugs. But the Glassblowers were nowhere in sight.

The siren continued and the crowds filed out of the building, pointing at the flying spectacle that they probably assumed was the siren’s cause. 

“Erase, erase,” Fritz began repeating. 

“They must’ve gotten away on their own!” Otto yelled. 

Fritz hoped he was right. He spotted a pair of thugs running through doors leading to the adjacent exhibit hall. Markus!

“We can’t leave Papa!” Elia’s voice reached Fritz’s ears as if she had read his mind.

Had Markus evacuated, or was he still in the adjoining hall? Fritz realized then that he’d never leave without his kids.

“Elia, stop squirming or you’ll fall!” Britta yelled.

Fritz saw it again: Britta’s sleeves wrapping tightly around the girl.

Anna had been watching as well. She faced forward, her mouth ajar, staring at Fritz with amazement in her eyes. 

“There’s Papa!” Elia screamed. 

Half of Elia’s body draped over the edge of her seat as she pointed toward the floor. The blue fabric of Britta’s jacket swirled around her and pulled her back onto Britta’s lap. Britta’s eyes—enormous—convinced Fritz that she was surprised by her garment’s magic.

A jaw-dropped Liam met Fritz’s gaze. All of them had seen it. How could they keep this secret now?

“Papa!” Elia screamed again. 

Fritz spotted a pair of brutes tackling Markus to the floor. Markus kicked. Fists flew. 

“Gather him!” Fritz called, hoping the flying marvel would obey.

The swing chairs jerked and made a sharp dive. He and Otto kicked at the thugs when their seats passed. The men tumbled aside and Markus escaped. But instead of letting an empty seat scoop him up, Markus ran away. 

He bolted for the center of the atrium; eyes locked on them as they circled overhead. The seats bulleted for him again, like an arrow shot from a bow at its target. The last, empty chair twisted and dipped low. G-forced into his seat, Markus gripped the swing’s cords as they lifted higher, his eyes wide. 

Behind him, on the carpet, something else caught Fritz’s eye: a small glowing object darting toward the escalators. 

One of the goons chased it while another blocked its path and snatched it up. He held it for his partner to see. 

“My horse!” Elia screamed.

Horse?

Ach du lieber!

“Opa, we can’t leave it!” Elia persisted.

“Gather it!” Fritz’s voice echoed through the atrium. 

The swing obeyed.

Fritz’s mind raced as quickly as their flight. Elia’s toy, magic?

It was possible; but, at that magnitude?

Rosa, Fritz thought, it must be because of what you did for her!

They flew up to the man holding the horse like a trophy as he ascended the escalator and it landed him on the second level. The goon dove for cover when Fritz sped by, and the toy horse leaped from his hands. Now free, the toy charged up the next escalator to the highest floor. Had it not glowed, Fritz didn’t think he’d be able to keep track of it. 

Once up the steps, the toy sprang on top of a garbage receptacle, then onto the railing. It teetered, but there was nowhere higher it could climb for the swing to reach it.

One of the seats could never carry something so small. Fritz’s thoughts were frantic. It would slip off, wouldn’t it?

At first, it looked as though the toy was timing their approach; that it would make a jump for his lap. But when Fritz’s seat neared, it swayed as if hesitant. Fritz whooshed by, the force of his passing causing it to lose balance. Its hind leg slipped. 

One by one, Fritz and his passengers spun around to watch the toy’s fate. Elia thrust a hand behind her in a futile attempt to catch it. The horse fell, morphing back into a lifeless toy.

But Max, hanging by his knees from his seat like Tarzan, caught it. He swung himself upright and held the rescued mare above his head. “Woo-hoo!” he bellowed.

Fritz hooted like a boy himself. Then he gulped in air, panting as if it had been him sprinting about like Elia’s toy horse had.

“The exit!” Otto pointed. “Erase. Erase. Erase ...” he began chanting.

The sides of their seats sparkled. Fritz repeated the magical command again. Gold flakes spewed in their wake like dandelion fluffs—fluttering toward the carpeted floors like dancing snowdrops—over the many faces witnessing their escape. They skimmed along the floor and soared out of the building’s tall, retracting glass doors, the crowd parting to let them pass. The warmth of the afternoon’s sun-filled air blew into Fritz’s face. He checked his flat cap once again, making sure it wouldn’t blow off as they gained speed.

“Erase,” he and Otto repeated. “Erase.”

Sparkles alongside their seats fluttered in the wake of their magical flight, raining onto the crowds below, vanishing before touching the ground. Onlookers turned away, as if oblivious to what they’d seen.

They propelled higher, like a plane at takeoff. Fritz caught sight of Markus, in the last seat, tightly closing his eyes as if not wanting to see the people below become the size of ants. Max and Elia held out their arms like wings of a plane. But Liam, Anna, and Britta locked eyes on him, their stares telling him they wanted desperately to understand. To know more.

Otto continued saying, “Erase,” as they flew, and golden flakes showered behind them. But Otto’s magical commands wouldn’t erase the memories of those rescued—those seated on Fritz’s magic carousel.

He had intended it to work that way. 

And, he thought, with a new sense of excitement, maybe that wasn’t so bad after all. 
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CHAPTER 4
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FRITZ LANDED THEM IN a grove of trees, in the vicinity of The Büchholtz’s Inn where they were overnighting. His carousel rattled as it reshaped itself to its original size, coming to rest at his feet. He stooped to pick it up, consumed by a sense of awe. 

“My carousel,” he muttered. “It worked for us all. By God, it worked!” 

“Why does that surprise you?” Max charged. 

His and Elia’s jumping up and down on the spongy, forest floor subsided. 

“You’re the one who made it so it could fly, aren’t you?” 

“Fritz,” Otto murmured, “I’m not sure flying us out of there was a good idea.” 

Fritz stared at him. “Well, it’s a little too late now, isn’t it?” Then, he laughed. 

Everyone looked at him like he was crazy. 

Fritz eventually shrugged. “Well, with those hooligans pushing us around—coming after our TradeMagic—”

“TradeMagic?” Liam gasped. “It has a name?”

Markus stumbled away from the group, holding up trembling hands. His lip had swelled and was bleeding.

“Markus, my boy.” Fritz stepped toward him, concerned for his injuries as well as his apparent inability to recall even a shred of what he and Rosa shared with him as a child.

Markus held out a hand, stopping Fritz’s approach. “It can’t be. It’s impossible!” His gaze landed on the toy carousel in Fritz’s arms. 

“But it is possible,” Max said. He watched Britta study the cuffs of her jacket. “Tante Britta, tell him!” 

She shook her head, her brows pinched with incomprehension. Perhaps confusion. 

Max held up Elia’s toy horse where Britta could see it. “Magic! You saw it. It ran to find you!”

Markus shook his head. “H—h—how is any of this possible?”

Max’s face fell and his shoulders hunched. “You saw everything with your own eyes.”

“Markus,” Fritz said, no idea at all how to explain things. Another drop of blood trickled down his son’s chin. “You’re hurt.” 

“I’m fine.” 

“The Inn’s only a few blocks away. Irma can take a look at that,” he said, handing Markus a cotton kerchief from his trouser pocket. 

Markus dabbed at his bloody lip. 

Britta crept closer, inspecting Markus’s face. “Those guys pummeled you.”

“Don’t rub it in.” 

“I’m worried—” she faced Otto and Fritz. “Those guys seem dangerous. Do you think they’ll follow us?”

Otto straightened his waistcoat. “No doubt, we’d all be safer at the Inn.”

“Ummm ... hello?” Liam said. He snatched the toy horse from Max’s hand and dangled it between them. “Elia’s horse came to life like your carousel.” He faced his aunt. “And your jacket moved. I saw it!”

Britta held out her hands, studying the hem of her garment. “My jacket,” she murmured, almost to herself. 

“Why is everyone acting stupid!” Liam boomed, his face hot pink. “Opa Fritz, what’s happening?”

Otto stepped closer. “Liam, don’t yell at him like that.” 

“Are you gonna tell me what’s going on then?” Liam fired. 

Otto answered by tugging his waistcoat and looking away.

“Liam,” Fritz said. “I can explain ...” 

Otto twisted his face with an air of warning, as if to advise, Don’t even think about it. 

Fritz clammed his mouth shut. He’s right. It’s not my place to speak of TradeMagic with the Kraus family.

Liam and the others watched him with expectancy. Fritz squirmed. What should he have said? Mentioning any part of the Guild’s decision, now over half a century old, would reveal a tightly-knotted tale that could not be told in one, quick answer.

“Look,” Fritz started, “Otto and I—our generation—kept a big, big secret about something that shouldn’t even exist anymore.” 

“TradeMagic?” Liam snarked. 

“I can’t imagine all the questions you have,” Fritz told him, despite Otto’s firm tug on his waistcoat and expression telling Fritz not to answer him.

“My sleeves—" Britta was back to staring at her wrists. “The fabric stretched over my hands, around me and Elia, keeping her from falling off ...”

“It did?” Elia inspected Britta’s clothes.

Who was he trying to kid? Obviously magic transcended their efforts to keep it hidden. Obviously magic found its way past his generation and into the next and the next ...

Anna shoved her face next to Elia’s. “Mom, you made this jacket,” she declared.

“Impossible,” Otto countered. “Oma must’ve made it.” 

Britta shook her head. 

“Britta, you didn’t make that,” Otto persisted.

“Yes, Dad, I did.”

Otto blinked. “Moni taught you TradeMagic?”

Britta looked more confused than sure of herself.

“There’s that name again,” Liam cut in. “TradeMagic! Like it's formalized or something.” He pointed at his Opa. “You have powers as a Builder, don’t you? Like Opa Fritz has powers to make his toy fly.” He stuck his pointed finger at his Tante Britta. “And you can sew, like Oma, and that’s why your jacket protected Elia!”

Britta’s confused expression remained, and the children erupted into a clash that made it sound like they were arguing. 

Max’s voice, somehow, rose above them all, “Liam, why are you mad when magic’s real?”

The kids argued about whether they should be mad that magic had been kept from them or glad that there was such a thing. 

Fritz felt elated that they seemed to care so much. They had so much passion! As if they yearned to claim TradeMagic and make it a part of their lives if only they’d been given the choice.

Liam’s cheeks turned red the more they debated while Anna remained calm, trying hard to listen to their jumbled concerns and complaints. “There’s nothing to argue about,” she repeated. “Stop fighting!”

Otto gave his waistcoat a firm tug. “Fighting! Can you believe those hooligans who attacked us? Using magic to hide their identities.” Whatever hesitations Otto had about being more transparent earlier seemed to be cast aside now. The kids quieted, lured by Otto’s tone. “That guy kicked me pretty hard, and look at you!” He pointed at Markus, still nursing his wounds. “We were all in danger!”

“Do you mean those people are dangerous, or TradeMagic’s dangerous?” Liam asked. 

Fritz could almost see Otto’s mouth clam up as he went back to the comfort of silence. He felt sorry for the boy. 

Anna, meanwhile, reached for Otto’s arm. “Opa, if TradeMagic is dangerous, is that why you’ve kept it secret?” 

Bingo.

But Otto still didn’t look like he wanted to shed light on that. 

“Please,” she persisted. “Tell us the truth.”

“That’s exactly why,” Fritz said, shunning Otto’s scornful stare as well as Markus’s eye-rolling harrumph. “If the wrong people get their hands on it, it can be misused to do terrible, terrible things.”

Liam gawked, either at the notion of what Fritz had revealed or because someone was finally being transparent. No doubt he’s upset that secrets were kept from him. Why, when I was Liam’s age, I was one of the lucky ones who was told about TradeMagic and was free to incorporate it into my trade skills. If Fritz hadn’t of known about it had become known to him later, he would’ve been upset at his elders, peers, friends too. 

“But if TradeMagic’s real, why doesn’t it make everyone happy?” Elia piped in. 

If it was only that simple! 

“Don’t be stupid.” Max rolled his eyes. “If toys can be magical, bad guys would use them to rob banks and jewelry stores.”

If only that was the worst that could happen.

“Who were those people attacking us?” Britta asked.

Friendly voices neared and they glanced about. A family with a dog walked by, beyond a hedge of shrubs, staring as they passed. The dog barked but quieted when the father gave a short whistle.

They were still standing in the middle of a greenbelt in a small neighborhood park. They must’ve looked silly standing atop the dirt and bark chips in the shade of the leafy aspens. 

Markus dabbed at his face where raw skin remained. 

“I feel strange, out in the open, where anyone can find us,” Britta said. “What if those guys are tracking us, hoping to get their hands on that, or this?” Her eyes darted from the carousel to her jacket. 

“Let’s get to the Inn,” Otto said. “We’ll be safe there. Siggy and Irma will want to hear all about this.” 

Fritz and the others followed him through a shallow trench and onto a dirt path. 

“The others will arrive by morning,” Otto added. 

That was right. Their friend, Benny Hoffmann the Shoemaker, had planned to arrive that very night. The thought of discovering whether more magical uprisings were happening around the country left Fritz wishing time would pass more quickly.

“What’s Opa Benny got to do with this?” Anna asked as they walked.

“He’s a member of ...” Otto’s voice trailed off. “He might know the reasons for these shenanigans is all.” Otto limped slightly, a sign that their earlier kerfuffle left him bruised.

“Because he’s on the Guild Council, our organization’s leadership in charge of stewarding TradeMagic,” Fritz went on to say. Otto jerked around but Fritz continued like he hadn’t noticed. “You were right, Liam. There is an organization. And thank God for that.” 

“That’s enough, Fritz!” Otto called over his shoulder. 

Liam and Anna stared. 

Fritz gave the teens a calm wave. The gesture seemed to appease them: Anna refrained from asking any more questions and Liam, thank goodness, didn’t get angry. Fritz hid his smirk; revealing those few details seemed to appease all the kids. They eyed one another quietly, their sideways glances and the wonder on their faces displaying interest as well as hope.

Britta took up the rear with Markus peering over her shoulder as if checking if they were being followed. “Is The Büchholtz’s Inn far?” she asked.

“We landed only a few blocks away.” Fritz gave Britta a wink, hoping to ease her worries. How amazing! he thought. Britta was taught. And apparently without Otto knowing! Yet somehow Britta’s magic was a surprise to her. Did that mean Britta had never used magic before now?

They marched in silence along the path. How many thugs roamed the exhibit’s booths that day? It seemed knowledge of magic had mysteriously outlasted all of them. 

His carousel clanked as he went, Fritz’s stride becoming more of a waddle as fatigue set in. Liam stepped beside him, offering to carry the toy. Fritz let him. The teen gripped it with both hands as if surprised by being trusted with it. Liam peered behind them, then to their sides, keeping careful watch—evidence that he took the responsibility seriously.

He has the makings of a fierce steward.

They stepped onto a paved sidewalk, leaving the white-barked, shady wood behind. They continued into a quaint neighborhood of half-timbered houses displaying countless red geraniums springing from windowed planter boxes. Elia skipped in front of him, clutching the horse he had taught her how to make—so playful and young—and so unaware of the risks its magic could pose in the world. Max gently pushed her away while rolling his eyes. 

Fritz glanced behind. Britta, despite the summer’s warmth, zippered her tailored jacket while checking behind them, making sure no one was following.

“Everything okay?” Anna asked. She walked along Fritz’s other side and planted her inquisitive gaze on him .

Sweet Anna, always so observant. Able to read anyone’s mood, willing to care and help ...

Both teens watched for his answer, but juggling his many thoughts kept him from speaking. Reality was sinking in: Others were hunting down TradeMagic.

If thugs like the ones at the exhibit knew of magic’s existence, the Guild’s plan to rid the world of its misuse had failed. Now old and dwindling in numbers, how could they handle an uprising? Max, Elia, Liam, and Anna’s generation was untrained, unknowing, unprepared. Their parents’ generation wasn’t equipped to help them.

“Everything’s okay, isn’t it?” Anna repeated after a long pause, her face now worried. 

Liam looked worried as well. 

“Yes, yes,” Fritz said. But he hated lying.

Enough secrets.

The only way these kids have a chance is if they know TradeMagic themselves.

He lowered his voice for only Anna and Liam to hear: “I have a feeling that quite a journey lies ahead. There’s a lot to learn. Are you two ready?”

Neither answered right away. He held their gazes until their smiles washed away and they became serious. Yes, that was the tone Fritz wanted to convey—he wanted them to take this seriously.

The extent of what was ahead was uncertain, but Fritz saw in them a new generation with the capacity—and desire—to face it.

And by steering them toward the remnant of their magical world, they’d have everything they’d need to succeed.
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CHAPTER 5
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THE GREETING OF LONG-time family friends, Siggy and Irma, owners of the Büchholtz Inn, ticked Liam off.

“We got a note from Benny,” Oma Irma said with a mix of forced hospitality and guarded secrecy.

Benny Hoffmann’s name, again? Memories of the old Shoemaker were few. Unlike the Schenks and Büchholtzs who lived with him and his family in Germany, the Hoffmanns lived in the Czech Republic and didn’t make social appearances that often. In fact, hardly ever.

Well, if he’s got answers, I hope he’s willing to talk, Liam thought.

Oma Irma shoed Liam and the others upstairs right after they arrived, showing each of them their rooms. “Why don’t you all get settled in for now? We can talk about what happened at dinner,” she told them, almost unwilling to let Liam speak.

Obviously, she and Siggy knew something had happened to them at the exhibit.

Markus herded Max and Elia into their room, and Tante Britta called for Anna to join her in theirs. 

“Liam,” his Opa called, holding their door open for him. 

Liam reluctantly passed through it. 

Otto stared at the two twin beds inside. “Do you have a preference?” 

Yeah, Liam thought as he tossed his duffle bag alongside the one nearest the door. I prefer that you tell me everything there is to know about TradeMagic that you chose not to tell me before it exploded in my face!

But Liam knew he’d have to tone it down to get his Opa to talk. 

“Why didn’t you tell us about magic?” Liam asked. 

“You heard Oma Irma. We’ll talk about it later.” Otto unzipped his little leather suitcase and shuffled his perfectly folded clothes inside it like they needed tending to.

“We can talk now.”

But Otto answered with instructions to unpack before stealthily excusing himself for the washroom to freshen up. 

Liam recognized avoidance when he saw it.

With his Opa not there to babysit him, Liam ventured across the hall. Maybe Tante Britta was willing to talk. 

Voices inside the room quieted when he knocked on the door. 

Anna let him inside with an eager wave. 

“I know why you’re here,” Tante Britta said. “I’ll tell you what I told Anna: Oma told me what handmade things can do—what our hand-sewn things can do. She told me stories.”

“What sorts of stories?” Liam pressed.

“About how you can put intentions into handmade things.” 

“Like ...?” 

Tante Britta just stood there. 

“Like?” Liam repeated, his voice more demanding. 

“Like for garments to fit perfectly. To ...” she paused for the right words, “to help a garment’s wearer.”

“Help them do what?” Liam asked. “Fly, like a toy carousel?” 

“No—”

“See people in disguise?” 

Tante Britta shook her head and gave him the eye to stop hounding her. “Oma taught me to make cloths to protect people.” Britta looked away and straightened the bedspread. The look in her eyes told Liam she was searching old memories and not at all fixing wrinkles in the linens. “It was a long time ago, back when I was still living at home before I left for University.”

“Protect people, how?” Liam asked.

Tante Britta studied the hem of her sleeves. “I’m as surprised as you are. Well, maybe a little less. It’s not like Oma called it TradeMagic or anything.” Britta gazed at the wall, as though it had a window with a view. “I grew up thinking it was just for fun, you know?”

“What was all for fun?” Liam pressed. 

“That I could sew clothes to help people, like make them confident. Secure. Able to think clearly.” She glanced back and forth between Liam and Anna. “And to keep them safe.”

Liam stared. “That’s it?” 

His aunt shrugged. 

“But how did you do that thing on the carousel, with Elia on your lap? Opa Fritz yelled at his carousel to fly us away. Did you yell anything?” 

She shook her head. “It was like my jacket knew what to do. Like it could read my hopes or what I wished for. My prayers.”

There was a knock at the door and when Britta opened it, Max and Elia stood in its threshold. Elia clutched her toy horse against her chest and suspicion oozed from Max’s stare. “What ya talking about?” he asked.

“How my Oma somehow taught my mom how to put magic into her clothes.” 

“Like Opa taught me to make toys to play with!” Elia threw both hands up in the air.

Damn! I should’ve looked for Elia, Liam chided himself, spying her toy. She made that thing so it could run. Or at least Opa Fritz did. But I bet she probably knows more about magic than Tante Britta could explain!

“Oma Irma said we can eat now,” Max said. 

“That means it’s time we can get answers,” Liam said. He swept into the hall and heard everyone’s footsteps follow.

Their meal’s aroma reached them as they poured down the stairs. He pushed through the swing doors dividing the kitchen from the public pub located at the front of the half-timbered structure.

Oma Irma, with her usual smile that made her round, pudgy face even more round, motioned toward the enormous dining table consuming an alcove lined with benches. Liam remembered many meals there and never recalled there not being enough space for everyone. He sat and slid into one of its corners.

Dark, stained beams framed the stucco walls and played host to gothic iron sconces mounted at each end, loops and twists collecting dust in their edges. Their bulbs flickered yellow-orange light, doing their best to imitate real candles.

Oma Irma brought two heaping trays of hot, ham sandwiches and hands greeted the trays as soon as she set one down at each end. Opa Siggy brought a tureen of soup that he set down between two baskets of fresh, baked Brötchen. Britta helped Irma fill ceramic bowls, and they passed them around until everyone had a dish of steaming Goulash before them.

No one spoke, too emersed in the joy of eating the delicious food.

But there was so much to talk about! And yet, Liam lifted one spoonful to his mouth after the other. 

Wait. A. Minute. 

He watched their hostess, half sitting and half standing as she ladled a second helping into Markus’s bowl. When finished, she nestled back in her seat with a pleased, accomplished smile. 

Oh my gosh, Oma Irma’s an Innkeeper! The food’s magic! Or was it the cooking?

The swinging doors burst apart and Reuben Büchholtz, Siggy and Irma’s grown grandson, barged inside. “Ya might wanna see the news,” he said as he punched on a power button to a small TV bolted to a corner near the ceiling. 

Reuben disappeared into the pantry as the ancient TV sputtered into black and white footage of München’s convention center. The news anchor, mid-sentence, rattled his report: “ ... after the explosive blasts forced thousands of visitors to evacuate. Authorities do not believe this was a terrorist attack.”

The camera switched to the worried face of a witness. “Alarms went off and we fled the building as fast as we could.” She glanced fearfully over her shoulder.

View of the news anchor again filled the screen. “No injuries were reported, however, eye witnesses claim they were exposed to fumes that caused them to hallucinate—a symptom that dissipated outdoors. Authorities are continuing their investigation to determine what caused the blasts and the hallucinations.” Finished, the newscaster laid his papers flat on the console before him. “We’ll be right back.”

“Hallucinogens!” Opa Siggy blurted, slapping his leg and rousing Liam’s attention from the commercial’s jingle that played next.

Reuben returned from the pantry, pushing a hand truck weighted down with a fresh keg. He punched the TV’s power off. “I wish you’d get a new TV with a remote,” he quipped, adding: “Did you catch that?”

Liam’s Opa moaned. “I didn’t think about the news media. They’re making this an even bigger problem to handle.”

“Problem to handle?” Liam snarked.

“That’s a nice way of putting it,” Markus said.

It felt nice knowing Markus thought as he did. Liam gave him an approving nod. 

“I’m outta here.” Reuben steered the keg through the swinging doors, as if more eager to face a busy pub than their conversation.

Didn’t he want to hear about what happened?

Wait. A. Minute. Does Reuben already know about what happened to them that day? About TradeMagic?

Voices spilled over the table, everyone’s questions overlapping into a verbal assault over the dirtied dishes and wadded napkins. Elia’s high-pitched voice made Liam cover his ears, but even her excited bantering didn’t keep him from saying a thing or two. But then he noticed only the kids, Markus and Tante Britta were in an uproar: his Opa and his old friends bit their lips while eyeing one another.

Markus slammed his stein on the table, commanding their attention like a judge with a gavel. “I have questions I want answered,” he said, “but let’s get something straight first ...” 

Liam grinned. They can’t possibly refuse answering him. He’s a grown man! An educated, successful software engineer ...

“Elia has a toy that can run. It helped me find my kids when alarms went blaring. I find Max and Elia—and you” —Markus pointed at his dad— “flying on your toy that changed into a life-sized carousel. Britta’s clothes held my daughter into the seat, so she wouldn’t fall to her death. All this because you and your friends are magic? And now there are gangsters who know your secrets and are willing to beat you up to get their hands on them?” 

“Well,” Opa Fritz said while squirming in his seat and adjusting his flat cap, “when you put it like that, it sounds quite bad, doesn’t it?” 

Liam couldn’t tell if he was serious or being funny. Seconds passed and no one laughed, so Liam didn’t, either.

“Maybe there were hallucinogens at the exhibit,” Markus groaned.

Opa Siggy ripped into laughter again. Irma poked his arm before he finally stopped his chortling. 

“Aw, Markus, I apologize ... You’re obviously surprised by all this,” Siggy said. 

“I think we’re all surprised,” Otto interjected. “It’s not like any of us thought we’d be seeing TradeMagic today.” 

“About that,” Liam interjected. “TradeMagic. Real. Why have you kept it secret from us?”

“It hasn’t exactly been kept secret from you,” his Opa answered. “It’s been kept secret by trade Guilds and all their members.” His Opa held out an annoying palm to stop him from asking another question. “Liam, let the adults talk. Markus has questions. I think it’d be best if you and the kids listen.” 

Oh. My. God. Liam pushed up his sleeves as if that would cool him down. It helped a little to see Tante Britta stir with a similar reaction. A sideways glance told him she understood.

“Like Liam was asking,” Markus cut in, “what are you keeping secret? Magic can’t possibly be real.”

Liam shook his head. Doesn’t he believe magic’s real? After everything we just saw?

Oma Irma leaned forward, a caring hand resting on Markus’s forearm. “Explaining why things were kept secret might be a good place to start.” Markus sat back in his seat, apparently willing to listen to her. “The world had seen so much turmoil due to TradeMagic being misused. After the last world war, Guilds decided to let TradeMagic die once and for all. The magic was supposed to become extinct so it would never be perverted and misused again.”

“Back up,” Markus interjected. “Let’s talk about this so-called magic first. How can something like this be real?” 

“You need more proof?” Opa Fritz asked, hiding a grin. Liam had to agree with the absurdity of Markus’s question.

“Seriously. Magic.” Markus seemed annoyed. “How did magic come about?”

Opa Fritz shook his head. “It just exists.”

“Since when?” Markus demanded.

Opa Fritz shrugged.

Markus huffed. “Who invented it?” 

“It’s not something invented. It just is.” Opa Fritz glanced at his friends around the table. “First written accounts of it date back to around 40 AD, I think. The earliest of tradesmen discovered it in things they created ...” 

Markus huffed again and Liam couldn’t figure out why. Markus maintained an air of disgust like what they were being told were lies. Why wasn’t Markus more interested in the existence of magical powers? Who cared where they come from?

Liam leaned into the table. “Who wanted the magic to die? The war was ages ago. Were you guys even born?” Liam glanced at the elders around the table. “How come you can make magic if it’s all secret?”

Markus shook his head, diverting everyone’s attention again. Liam wished he wouldn’t. It made Opa Fritz not want to speak and Liam knew the Toymaker had a lot more to share.

Of all people, Liam’s Opa cleared his throat. “Throughout history, renegade artisans and tradespeople kept hijacking TradeMagic to use in perverted ways. They ignored the magic’s rules and founding principles. They used it to benefit themselves, to gain power and control, always resulting in turmoil and havoc in the world.”

“But what did that mean for people who used magic appropriately?” Tante Britta asked.

“Yes, well, Guilds were charged to steward its use,” Oma Irma said. “Their stewardship was supposed to protect TradeCrafters and TradeMagic, but obviously, their efforts were never good enough. After the last world war, world Guilds finally reached an agreement: Rid the world of magic, and never will it suffer from its misuse again.”

“Guilds is another word you guys keep throwing out there,” Liam said.

“It’s like an organization,” his Opa answered. “A governing body, with a membership who elect its leadership.” 

Liam didn’t so much as nod—resentful that his Opa knew so much yet never shared any of it before.

“Is there a Guild today?” Markus asked. 

“There is, and an elected Council seeing to things,” Opa Siggy answered.

Oma Irma continued, “It was our grandparents’ generation who voted for the end of TradeMagic. Our present-day Council is a formality, really, to see the tail end of the decision through.”

“But it seems like this isn’t the tail end of TradeMagic at all,” Tante Britta cut in. She glanced at her sleeves. “I know magic. If the Guild’s plan stuck, none of us should.”

“Not all Guild members agreed with the vote. But they stayed loyal to the Guild, respecting the decision,” Oma Irma continued. “I’m sure some artisans simply couldn’t help themselves. One teaches baking, sewing, woodworking ... magic spills over with one’s joy and passion, even if they don’t intend for it to.”

“So was magic passed on by accident, or was it intentional?” Britta asked.

“I imagine both,” Irma said.

“They say creating and one’s magic within are one in the same,” Opa Fritz said in a hushed tone. “They say, to be a TradeCrafter, making something unmagical is like living life without a soul.”

Liam wished he’d continue. He leaned in, his ears peaked, like his mind was a sponge needing to be filled with understanding.

“We taught our children,” Oma Irma said. “Both our son and daughter decided on other things in life; much like you, Markus. But our son let us teach Reuben.” 

“Reuben’s magic?” Anna took the words right out of Liam’s mouth. 

Liam found himself hopeful, sitting high in his seat. 

Oma Irma chuckled. “Yes. And his new bride is too.” 

Wait, both Reuben and his girlfriend—I mean wife—know TradeMagic? Liam thought of their wedding they attended last summer. He always thought they were a cool couple. They seemed eager to run the Büchholtz Inn. Now Liam knew why.

“For the record,” Irma said, folding her hands before her, “we never use magic outside this Inn’s walls.” 

Liam wished his Opa and Oma had been as liberal concerning this incredible, magical world.

“But you broke the rules,” Britta said. “And so did my mom.” She gawked at her sleeves.

“Like us, your mother didn’t think teaching you would do much harm.” Irma smiled. “Just like you, Otto. You didn’t believe it hurt to train Verner.”

“Verner’s trained?” Britta blurted the same thing Liam was thinking about his father. 

Liam never had a clue

“I wasn’t planning to share that,” Otto countered. He looked shocked, as though Irma divulging the truth surprised him.

Oma Irma sheepishly looked down at the table. “Oops,” she murmured. 

Liam tried hard to hide his smile; he bet she revealed the secret on purpose. “You taught my dad?” Liam repeated. “So he and Tante Britta know?”

“Opa didn’t know Oma taught me,” Britta interjected. “When I was little she told me our magic sewing sessions were secret and not to tell the boys.” A faint smile came and went. “It hardly seems like I was taught anything at all. We sewed together because we both loved it.” She held out her hands. “I—I’m still not sure how I managed it.” 

Anna reached over to touch her mom’s sleeve.

“Does that mean Anna knows?” Liam barked when a tinge of jealousy crept in. 

Both Anna and Tante Britta shrugged, glancing around the table for an answer. 

“What are you looking at them for? Either Anna learned magic when she sewed with you or she didn’t!” He glared at Anna. “Were you trained?”

Anna’s eyes opened, round and wide. “N—no. I mean, I don’t think so.”

“You either were or you weren’t! Yes or no?”

“I—I don’t know! I’m thinking of all the times I sewed with them.” Anna glanced at her mother.

“I think you might’ve been,” Tante Britta’s voice sounded as uncertain as it did innocent. 

The thought of her having taught Anna and not him felt infuriating! 

“Don’t blame Anna,” his aunt interjected. “She can’t possibly have answers I don’t know myself.”

Liam sat back, crossing his arms much like Markus. 

Anna squirmed in her seat. “Mom and Oma told me to imagine things,” she told him. “To say stuff ... To tell the things I made what I wanted them to do. Like that old saying: ‘Made with love.’” She sighed as she looked away. “I only thought it helped me concentrate.”

With a sense of betrayal, he let out a “Pfft.” And yet, something seemed true about how Anna described her experience.

His mind went back, to the summers and winter breaks he spent working for his Opa’s business. When the foremen taking him to roofing and tiling jobs told him to have certain intentions when he performed tasks for the job. To funnel water this way or that, to protect the home and its rooms from any damage ... 

Otto broke into his thoughts: “In hindsight, it’s a good thing Moni taught you. Your mastery in sewing is what kept Elia from falling when we were whisked away.” He chuckled. “Moni, that stinker.”

Markus set his empty glass on the table much louder than necessary. “Stinker. I put you in that category.” He pointed in the middle of Opa Fritz’s chest. “You mind telling me why my little girl can make toys with magic?” 

Opa Fritz reached for his flat cap and smoothed his scalp before placing it back on. He took a deep breath. “Guilty.” 

“That’s all you have to say for yourself?” Markus pressed.

“I don’t think you want to hear what happens when I carve with the kids—”

“It’s not up to you to teach them such things. They are my children!” Markus shouted.

“Stop yelling at Opa!” Max’s voice cracked with emotion. “It’s not his fault!”

“We like making toys with him,” Elia added, then hunkered back into the bench as if to avoid her dad’s reaction.

“Markus, stay calm.” Oma Irma’s voice seemed to sooth the tension that befell the group as she stroked the surface of the massive dining table. “It’s almost out of a TradeCrafter’s control to withhold the magic within when they work with an eager pupil. It’s like flowers blooming after receiving water and sunlight.” Markus rolled his eyes, reaching for his empty glass. 

Opa Siggy filled it again.

“I can understand how Opa Fritz made his carousel do what it did, but how did Elia make her horse run?” Tante Britta asked. “Fritz is a master. Elia is a pupil. Is she supposed to be able to do stuff like that?” 

“Mastery like that typically requires years to acquire.” Oma Irma smiled at Opa Fritz. “It’s truly a blessing, am I right?”

Opa Fritz’s smile vanished when Markus cut in: “You must’ve helped Elia make that toy.” 

“Of course I helped her,” Fritz retorted. “I was with her, giving my guidance. But she made it herself, to be what she wanted.”

I wish my Opa was like Opa Fritz. Liam folded his arms and leaned back against the alcove.

Markus took a deep breath. "Elia, did you make your horse with magic?" 

"I don't know." Elia lifted the toy to the table, Liam unaware she’d kept it in her lap this whole time. 

“It ran to me,” Markus said. “And when it found me, it led me to you. How did it do that, Elia?”

“I lost my horse!” Elia exclaimed, her face worried, as if the toy was missing that very minute. “I think that rude man who knocked into me made the ribbon come undone!” 

“It was tied around your neck?” Markus asked. 

Elia nodded. “The next thing I knew it was gone! All I wanted was to find it—and you. Remember? You left to look at the modern things.” 

The old people murmured and Liam scanned their faces, finding hints of greater understanding than he had. 

“Why are all of you having ah-ha moments?” Markus asked the same thing Liam was wondering. “Her distress. Her wishes made the horse find me?” 

“Elia,” Oma Irma asked, “what did you make your toy horse for?” 

Elia resumed petting the toy. “I always wanted a pony. One with wings, but I know those aren’t real. A Pegasus pony could take me any place I want. So I pretended that she could.” She stared at the mare. “I guess I made it wrong. It didn’t get big enough for anyone to ride.”

“You made it perfect.” Oma Irma smiled at her. “But instead of taking you to your father, it brought your father to you.” 

“So her daydreaming made the toy do that?” Markus asked skeptically. 

“Her intention made it do that,” Opa Siggy said.

Elia set the horse on the table before her. "Come alive again,” she said, staring into the horse’s face. “I wish you would come alive again. Did you hear me? I wish you would come alive again!" 

The horse just sat there. 

Liam was glad she stopped shouting but hated seeing her burst into tears. 

“Elia,”—Opa Fritz sighed—"it doesn't work that way. There’s a difference between demand and command.”

Markus shook his head. “She’s just a little girl; how can she do this magic that Irma says takes years to master?”

Fritz’s eyes clouded over as he took a deep breath. “I trained her and so did Oma. We gave her a mighty conduit.”

Markus’s bewildered expression faded as he reached for his hind pocket and pulled out his vibrating phone. “It’s Margot,” he announced. “I’m gonna take her call. And a walk.”

“A break would do us all good,” Oma Irma said as she pushed herself from the table. 

Wait, what? Stop talking? Now? Liam wasn’t the only one frustrated. Max voiced his objections and the girls groaned in protest. But the group broke apart anyway. Tante Britta was the only one to at least give him an understanding lift of her eyebrow.

“We’ll talk more when he gets back,” Tante Britta said under her breath. “I still have questions myself.” 
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CHAPTER 6
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FRITZ FOUND BRITTA and the kids in the backyard where Britta stood on the deck, overlooking the lawn where the boys played with Max’s slingshots and the girls scavenged for rocks suitable for slinging. 

“That was a bold move to command your carousel like that.” Britta nudged Fritz when he came up alongside her.

How true that was. He let out a chuckle, despite his response: “I felt it necessary.”

Britta shifted to look him in the eye. “What does all this mean?”

She clearly hoped he’d be forthright with her. He found the invitation to give her answers irresistible. While his own son didn’t want to hear anything about magic, Otto’s daughter was different. “Magic, hidden and kept secret all these years, now exploding all around us in public like that?” Britta said.

He hadn’t had a chance to speak privately with Otto, Siggy, or Irma and it was difficult keeping his thoughts to himself. 

Britta watched him, eager for him to answer.

“I made the carousel to save its passengers from danger,” he told her. “Particularly to escape if there was ever ill intention to misuse TradeMagic.” 

“You thought there might come a day you’d have to use it?”

“I hoped not, but I provisioned for it just in case.”

She squinted and Fritz had to admit, his answer was confusing. He never realized how much his beliefs contradicted themselves.

“Opa Fritz?” Britta continued. 

Preceding his name with “Opa” made him remember times Britta wasn’t much older than Anna, who’s cheering cut between them as Liam and Max hit targets with their stones in the garden. And now, Britta was grown. He was so glad the kids carried on the tradition of calling him “Opa Fritz.” 

“I hope my instincts are wrong and it’s not as bad as I think.” He took a breath, thinking of what using the magic carousel meant for the Unwissender—those not aware of or believing in magic. “I knew people would witness my magic. But I called on it anyway. Oath or not, how can I not protect my loved ones? It’s like the magic within me, the carousel, wants to live. An urge.”

Britta nodded. “Yes, that’s it. An urge. That is how it feels.” 

She must’ve sensed the magic within her jacket when Elia was at risk of falling. The magic within her own creation.

Britta stepped closer and spoke more quietly, “It seems something much bigger is going on.” Britta paused. “So, those strangers lurking around the exhibit don’t belong to your Guild group, do they?” 

Fritz shook his head. “I doubt it.”

“So, that means TradeMagic isn’t all that secret after all.” 

“Exactly,” Fritz answered. “When Benny gets here, I hope he’ll shed some light on this.” 

Britta shook her head, prodding him to explain further. 

“He’s on the Guild Council. He’s privy to the state of TradeMagic, I’d presume, given his role in Security.”

Elia bounded between them, Anna in close pursuit. 

“Sorry,” Anna said as she tried pulling the girl back onto the lawn.

“Let go, Anna Banana.” Elia wiggled free and peered up at Fritz. “I’ve got a question. You and Oma taught us that we need a conduit to make magic.” 

It wasn’t exactly a question, but there it was. 

The boys stopped shooting their pebbles. It didn’t look like he would be able to dodge the topic of conduits any longer. 

“That’s right,” Fritz said. "Every TradeCrafter has one.”

“Do you make conduits or buy them?” Max said. He and Liam inched closer. 

“Either, but as you can imagine, it’s better if a TradeCrafter makes it with intention of harvesting magical power.” 

“So, if you have a conduit, you can make things with magic in them?” Liam asked Fritz. 

“They fill with magic as you practice your craft,” Britta whispered. “Oma taught me to think of my conduit like it was a well.” 

Britta seemed perfectly comfortable talking this way in front of her daughter and nephew and Fritz felt better about divulging more. 

“That’s right,” Fritz said. “Mastering craft fills it. One way is when an apprentice and Master work together. This is the most powerful magical accumulation one can manifest,” Fritz went on. “A TradeCrafter fills their conduit as they work alone as well, with their own learning. The stronger the conduit, the strong the magic available. It’s very much like collecting water from a well.” 

“Do I have a conduit?” Max asked.

Fritz nodded. “It’s your woodworking hammer.”

“Do I have one?” Elia chimed in. 

Fritz winked. “Of course.” 

“What is it?” 

“You wear it every day,” Fritz teased. 

Elia’s fingers touched the clip holding her hair in place. “This?” 

Fritz nodded. 

“Oma gave it to me,” she said. “It used to be her jewelry.”

“That’s right. It used to be her broach. A jeweler made it into a hairclip for you,” Fritz said. “You had the tendency to take off your jewelry and play with it. As well as lose it. Oma thought a hair clip would be a better idea.”

The girl laughed. “This is the best clip I have—it never falls out.” 

“It was made not to.”  

Images of Rosa’s sleeping face struck him, and Fritz looked away before Elia could see his grief hit. How unexpected her passing was! He had arrived at the nursing home like he did every morning, bringing her happy news that Markus, Margot, and the grandkids would take her for a walk in the gardens that day. 

Rosa had broken into a smile when he’d spoke, and a tear had spilled from the corner of her eye. As he’d wiped it away, she’d told him, “Ich liebe dich.”

“Not as much as I love you,” he had whispered back. 

Her eyes had closed, and she’d looked far too peaceful to rouse her awake 

He recalled the feel of her frail, wrinkled hand as he took it; when he discovered Max’s hammer and Elia’s hairclip pressed underneath it against her body. The sight of their grandchildren’s conduits became blurred as he’d wept. Before long, a nurse entered the room and realized what had happened.

“So, do they work?” Max broke into Fritz’s memories.

“Of course they work,” Liam quipped. “How else would Elia have made her horse run like it did?” His eyes shifted to his aunt. “Tante Britta, what’s my conduit?” 

“Our crucifixes,” Anna answered, all eyes landing on her. Her fingertips skimmed the gold cross hanging near her collarbone. 

Liam reached under his shirt and pulled out his own. 

Britta nodded, turning away and disappearing into the kitchen, taking her mix of amazement and worry with her.

“Oma told me she got each of us one when we were baptized,” Anna told him.

Liam stretched a stone in his slingshot. “And Oma made sure your mom could sew with magic—even though it’s clear Otto never wanted that.”

Calling his Opa by his first name didn’t go unnoticed. Fritz wished Liam wouldn’t be bitter about his grandfather’s decisions but understood his frustration as well. 

Anna, meanwhile, tried comforting her cousin by placing her hand on his shoulder. He pushed it off.

“Oma made sure we all had conduits. Isn’t that cool?” Anna said. 

Liam stomped back into the Inn.

“Indeed it is,” Fritz acknowledged her. 

She flashed him an appreciative smile.

He hadn’t been the only one making secret provisions. Rosa, Siggy, and Irma had as well. And now Fritz had come to learn that Moni made sure her grandkids had conduits and Britta had been seeded with the magic within.

Irma popped her face out the back door. “Markus is back.” 

No more needed to be said. 

Fritz followed the others indoors. Liam held the door open and closed it behind him. The teen took a deep breath and headed for the table where Otto sat with Siggy. It looked like the boy wanted more answers, and Fritz couldn’t wait for him and the other kids to hear them. 

***
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An iced pitcher of Oma Irma’s homemade lingonberry juice awaited Liam and the kids when Markus returned from his walk. He’d announced that he wanted more answers. Thrilled with Markus’s demands, Liam sat at the table, ignoring the puzzle Oma Irma set out for the kids. 

Fresh pours of Büchholtz Bräu awaited the adults. Markus accepted one and leaned against the kitchen island. “What about Reuben?” he asked Opa Siggy, nodding at the double swing doors where, beyond, Siggy and Irma’s twenty- something-year-old grandson tended their small pub. “He accepts all this old-fashioned, Brewer-magic stuff?”

Siggy nodded with pride. “That Bräu you’re drinking?” He pointed at Markus’s glass. “He made it, complete with its helpful properties.” 

Liam sat straight; his interest peaked. “Helpful properties?” Liam repeated. “Do you mean magic?”

Opa Siggy chuckled, nodding toward Markus’s glass and the pitcher of Bräu on the table. “It’s Relaxant Bräu.” 

“Feeling relaxed is a common side effect of beer drinking,” Markus said.

“This Bräu has no alcohol,” Siggy said. “And being drunk is a distinct sensation than what you feel now ... am I right?”

Liam watched Markus study his empty glass where residual amber liquid pooled at the bottom. 

Opa Siggy poured him another glass. “Just try getting drunk!”

“You’re on.” Markus took several healthy gulps but paused to salute his glass in Liam’s direction. 

Liam wished he could try it. If there wasn’t any alcohol, why couldn’t he? He motioned for the pitcher and Oma Irma waited for Otto’s nod before pouring him a glass. 

Liam took a few sips and fought back the urge to burp. He hated carbonation and didn’t much like the taste. He burped into his sleeve when he finished his glass. 

Siggy lifted the pitcher, offering only Markus some more.

“I’ve had four pints; I should feel it,” Markus said. 

Opa Siggy poured him another anyway. “You will sleep peacefully tonight!” the old Brewer teased.

“Another common side effect of drinking beer.” 

Oma Irma shook her head. “Honestly, Markus, you’re stubborn as a goat. Got that from your mother, God rest her soul.” 

“Funny, I thought I got it from Dad.” 

Liam laughed and Opa Fritz, with a full mouth of drink, sprayed droplets over the table.

“See?” Liam’s Opa grinned. “That didn’t even hurt Fritz’s feelings. The Bräu works.”

“Another side effect of drinking beer. By the way, you’ve had plenty.” Markus set Opa Fritz’s beer glass in the center of the table. 

Fritz grabbed it back again.

“There were explosions,” Markus ignored him, changing the subject. 

Finally, Liam thought. He didn’t want the beer—or Bräu—to distract them from talking about what had happened. Markus’s questions were his ticket to getting answers. “What caused them?” Markus continued. “Your carousel that you let loose in the place?” 

“Those booms weren’t my doing,” Opa Fritz clarified. “It’s a type of Time Magic called Location Transfer.”

Markus tipped back his head as if annoyed to hear magical terms, almost as if he didn’t want to hear his father speak at all. 

Opa Fritz poured himself another pint. “Maybe you should take over,” he said, glancing at his old friends around the table. His gulping left a foamy mustache behind. 

Max laughed at him, then pointed at his own purple-stained mustache from drinking Oma Irma’s Lingonberry juice.

“I’ll explain,” Liam’s Opa said. “Magical transport combines time and space, so it causes a sound like the boom we all heard. It’s a matter of physics, like breaking the sound barrier.” 

Liam let out a huff. “You sure know a lot about different kinds of magic, Opa. Yet you never bothered sharing any of it with us!” Liam was beginning to understand why Markus might find Opa Fritz’s answers annoying. Maybe it was a father-son thing.

“If it’s any consolation, I don’t think Tante Britta ever heard of this type of magic, either.” Otto met Britta’s stare. “Your mother didn’t tell you about Time Magic, did she?”

“No.” Britta’s tone was sharp. “How many types of magic is there, anyway?”

“Good question!” Liam said. “What say you, Opa?”

Max lifted his face. “Why does everyone sound mad? Magic’s real! For the last time, this is awesome, isn’t it?”

“Magic.” Markus exhaled. “It can’t be! Unless, of course, you have magic wands.”

“We don’t have wands, we have conduits,” Opa Siggy clarified. 

Markus let out a “Pfft” while squirming in his seat. “Let me get this straight: You’re all magicians or a buncha wizards with magic wands?” he blurted.

“Not wands. Conduits.” Siggy reached under his shirt and held out a bulky bottle opener that hung from a thick leather strap tied around his neck, much like how Elia carried her toy horse. 

Irma reached into her apron pocket and showed off a skeleton key. 

“Can’t make magic without one,” Siggy added.

“So that’s why those bad guys went after that Glassblower’s magnifying glass? Because it’s a conduit that makes him ...” Markus trailed off as he shook his head.

“Magic!” Anna cut in. 

The kids looked up from the puzzle, their purple mustaches stretching wide with their smiles.

“I have a question,” Tante Britta said. “Herr Spiegel mentioned seeing those strange men in the Tapestry booth before.” 

“That’s right,” Otto answered. “They approached Heinrich while he and Vera set up their booth. Heinrich told us it was an uncomfortable, troubling conversation.”

“Why were they wearing disguises?” Anna blurted much like Elia would.

“Yeah!” Elia chimed in. “If you’re a pretty lady with long mermaid hair, why would you want to disguise yourself as a man in a scary black jacket?” 

“His jacket wasn’t scary,” Max said. “Their slinking around between the hanging tapestries made them scary.” Max hunched over, mimicking someone sneaking around.

“Wait, I want to know what they talked to the Spiegels about,” Tante Britta said. 

Me too, Liam thought. Finally, someone demanding answers!

“They wanted to hire people like him. To make magical things.” 

“Here we go again!” Markus waved his hand as if everything he heard was nonsense, chortling as he took another sip from his glass. His mood had shifted, from ticked off to easygoing. 

Drinking Relaxant , Liam expected different results. But at the same time, Liam noticed his cheeks didn’t flare up one single time, even when his Opa annoyed him, giving Markus answers without offering Liam the same courtesy.

“Do you think magic carried on, outside the Guild’s radar?” Opa Fritz asked, his question worrisome yet his face relaxed.

“That would be a nightmare.” Otto looked down at his half-empty glass. “To think that the likes of those hooligans possess TradeMagic, now, after all these years”

“It certainly can’t be good,” Oma Irma added, her tone grim as she sipped on her drink.

Markus shook his head as if he was still having trouble making sense of things. “Why are these people so interested in chasing some sort of trade hocus pocus that’s on the outs?”

“Um, because it’s cool?” Liam fired back. 

“TradeMagic isn’t something cool,” his Opa retorted. “TradeMagic is a responsibility. Believe me, when not used as it should, it’s far from anything cool.”

The phone rang, interrupting Liam’s initial intention to harrumph, cross his arms, and turn away from his Opa. Instead, he watched Opa Siggy lumber his way to the olive green phone mounted on the wall. Its coiled cord bounced and dangled when he pressed the receiver against his head. 

“Büchholtz Inn, Guten Abend, Benny. You’re missing all the excitement!” Siggy, chuckling, turned to a concerned silence as he listened. “Ja, okay,” he said several times before ending the call. He glanced at Liam and the kids before addressing the adults. “Maybe the younger ones can go to their rooms? We grownups need to talk.” 

Tante Britta got up and motioned for Liam, Anna, and the Schenk children to get up as well. "I’ll watch them in my room,” she told Markus. “We’ll have fun,” she soothed Max and Elia’s protests. “It’ll be like a sleepover.” Their feet scurried over the wood floor, Anna’s as well, but Liam locked his in place.

“Good night, Liam,” Otto said.

So, he’s not even willing to hear me out. If it wasn’t for the small amount of Relaxant Bräu he drank earlier, he was sure his cheeks would be on fire. He didn’t so much as clench his fists. 

Opa Siggy held his hand in front of Liam’s chest. “If you have a mobile phone, leave it here.” His Opa, nodding, gave Liam no choice but to hand it over. 

“Danke. It’s for the best, young man.” Opa Siggy’s eyes looked apologetic as he pointed at the doors. 

Liam stormed through them, one of them bashing against the wall before flapping closed behind him. He marched toward the staircase, but, at the foot of the stairs, Reuben stood next to an intercom mounted against the stucco wall.

Well if it isn’t Mister Magical ...

Oma Irma’s voice could be heard, even louder when Reuben twisted a metal knob. “What else did Benny say?” she said.

“To stop using the telephone, particularly mobile devices,” Opa Siggy’s voice came through. “He says he’ll be in touch with us in the morning.”

“But he was supposed to arrive tonight!” Irma said.

“He and his family won’t be coming at all,” he heard Opa Siggy say with a sigh. 

Liam heard shuffling sounds over the intercom’s speaker and Liam imagined Opa Siggy sitting back down at the table. Then, his gaze met Reuben’s. 

“Something big is going on if old Benny puts off this reunion,” Reuben said. He clammed up when Opa Siggy’s voice churned through the plastic-slotted speaker again. 

“Their shoe store was broken into. Benny says everything was stolen if not vandalized. Worse yet, their factory and warehouse were burned down.”

“Oh no!” Irma cried. 

“There's more,” Siggy said. “He’s meeting Gerda and Walter now, at Guild headquarters.”

This one caused Reuben to pop his head back and stare at the intercom’s speaker. “That means the Guild Council is meeting!”

“I guess you’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?” Liam asked. 

Reuben put his finger to his lips. 

He and Reuben had been childhood friends his whole life like he and Max had been. Why didn’t Reuben tell him about magic or this so-called Guild?

“What does all this mean?” Markus’s concern came through clearly. No matter how skeptical the software engineer was about magic earlier, he was taking these latest developments seriously.

“Benny—and Gerda and Walter—are Guild Council members,” Opa Fritz answered. “If the Council’s meeting, something big is going on.”

“Benny said he’ll contact us in the morning,” Opa Siggy said. “I guess we have to wait until then.” 

“I don’t believe it,” Oma Irma mumbled. 

“Glad I’m not the only one.” Markus’s sarcasm had returned. 

“Believe in magic or not, the Guild has been called to action,” Liam’s Opa said. “They’d only get together if there was some sort of problem.”

“I need some air.” 

Scuffling over the speaker sent Reuben pushing Liam into the pub and behind the bar as the swing doors opened. Liam ducked behind its spigots of drink and shelves of glasses. 

“Where ya off to, Markus buddy?” Reuben called out. 

“A walk,” Markus replied. “Have more of that Relaxant Bräu ready for when I get back, will ya?” 

The tinkling of the bell on the door told Liam he was gone and he rose from behind the bar. A farmer sitting on a stool directly in front of him tipped his glass before taking a swig. 

“Better go upstairs,” Reuben whispered. “They’ll be expecting you there.” 

“Not so fast!” Liam glanced at the farmer, annoyed that he couldn’t speak openly. He pushed Reuben back to the hall by the stairs.

“You’re upset. Please understand: Oma and Opa, not to mention my parents, swore me to secrecy,” Reuben said.

“So, you’re really magic, like Opa Fritz?” Liam whispered. 

“I’m not a Master Brewer. Yet.” 

“How long have you known about all this magic stuff and this Guild Council?”

Reuben grimaced before answering. “My whole life.”

Liam didn’t know whether he should feel impressed or jealous.

“It was never enjoyable keeping it from you—I’m really sorry about that.” 

Honesty hit Liam as hard as Reuben’s confession and apology. 

“Look,” Reuben moved Liam closer to the stairwell, “I’m on your side, but I’ve got to balance things so I don’t tick any of our grandparents off.” He glanced over his shoulder at the kitchen doors. “I don’t want to cause any problems between our families.”

“But it’s not fair that this was kept from me!” Liam’s voice sounded like a little boy’s. Like Max’s. He cringed.

“Look, what matters is you’re learning about it now. Just,” Reuben glanced over his shoulder again, “help me honor the secrecy I promised to keep. I’ll help you as much as I can, but don’t make me break one promise to make one to you.”

“By help, do you mean you’ll teach me things, or not?” Liam asked. 

Reuben looked away, his expression miffed. 

“C’mon, Reuben!”

“I’m a Brewer. You wanna learn how to make beer, then okay, I suppose I could teach you—”

“At least tell me everything you know about the Guild and stuff?” Liam prodded.

Eight years Liam’s senior, there was always a big age gap, but they’d been friends for as long as Liam remembered. Reuben was like the big brother Liam never had. Reuben was the dependable, older kid Liam tried to be for Sophie and his cousin, Anna. Heck, even for Max and Elia.

“I have a feeling you’ll be learning a lot in the next few days with or without me,” Reuben answered. “Everything’s blowing up in everyone’s faces right now. But when the dust settles, I’ll be there for you. You can count on me.”

The kitchen door swung open and the Toymaker froze in his tracks. A smile spread over his face as the kitchen doors flapped closed behind him. 

“Opa Fritz,” Liam said, unable to hide his surprise. “Reuben and I were saying goodnight.”

“And talking about other stuff, I hope.” Opa Fritz lifted one of his eyebrows. “Don’t worry. I won’t breathe a word of your alliance to anyone ... so long as you let Anna and the other kids in on whatever it is you’re sharing about all this magic hoopla. Now, I want to make sure Markus is okay.” With a wink, he left them, the bell on the door tinkling when he opened it and stepped outside. The door slammed shut and the bell jingled again.

“Looks like we have an ally.” Reuben grinned and pat Liam on the shoulder before going back to the pub.

He would tell Anna about Reuben—and Opa Fritz’s comments—straight away.
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Liam knocked on his cousin’s door as Otto crested the stairs. 

“Britta,” Otto said, “keep the kids with you tonight.” 

She nodded before ducking back inside.

So much for filling Anna in on Mister Brewer full of Secrets.

Liam’s thoughts were interrupted by what his Opa did next: Otto stood before the door, his hands held high when Liam saw the wainscoting, filigree wallpaper, and crown molding shift over the door until it was covered. 

“They’ll be safe,” Otto said, “but I can create another illusionary barrier closer to the stairs to keep anyone from even coming back this far.” He made his way down the hall and planted his feet in a broad stance.

What his Opa never told him about was, again, on full display: cracking and tearing sounds filled the hall. Building materials obeyed his Opa’s conductor-like motions and stretched across the wood floor, dividing the hallway in half. The illusionary wall took shape; thicker than the covering over his cousin’s door. Once complete, the added wall would hide all the back bedrooms from view.

Markus crested the stairs, winded from his walk and his sprint to the second floor, his eyes wide when he spotted them. “What the hell is going on here?” he snapped.

The walls almost met and a narrow gap remained between them. Otto stopped but didn’t answer him. “I take it Markus will bunk with you?” he asked Opa Fritz once he crested the stairs, a surprised yet knowing smile on his face.

“Good idea, Otto,” he said.

“Oh no, I won’t!” Markus stepped closer but didn’t dare stick his nose between the two rough edges of the magical wall. “Where are my kids?” 

“With Britta in the back bedroom, safe and sound,” Otto assured him.

Markus stood on his tiptoes, looking for the door Otto had concealed moments before. Markus looked ready to argue but took a step back when Otto resumed his wall melding. Liam and Markus’s gazes met before it finished fusing together. Liam couldn’t help himself from smiling. How could Markus not believe what he saw?

“You haven’t lost your touch, Otto,” Opa Fritz said from the other side, his voice not in the least bit muffled.

“Totally,” Liam agreed. After what he’d seen—and the fact that his Opa didn’t deny him the opportunity to witness it—Liam couldn’t harbor any bad feelings. For the moment, anyway. “That was awesome!” Liam scanned the seamless barricade, somewhat afraid to touch it. 

“And how will I get my kids out?” Liam heard Markus’s voice through the magic wall.

Liam didn’t expect his Opa to laugh, but he did. “It’s a lot easier to get out than you might think!” He disappeared through the wall after taking a big step through it. “Liam, come on through.”

Liam held his breath and stepped through it, then spun around. He just walked through a wall—it was a wall, wasn’t it? It didn’t feel like one, but it certainly looked like one. Anyone not familiar with the place would assume the hallway ended then and there, and would remain unaware of its full length and the bedroom doors lining both sides of it beyond. 

“What did you do to the hallway?” Markus asked, pointing at the wall that was, but really wasn’t, there.

Amazing as it was, Liam still thought it was the dumbest question he’d ever heard—hadn’t Markus just seen Otto make it?

“Protection,” Otto answered with what Liam would describe as a smart-alecky grin. His Opa’s spunk made him grin himself.

“Someone’s casing the place outside.” Markus wiped sweat from his brow. “I think he’s one of the guys who tackled me at the exhibit. He tried to avoid me after I noticed him on my walk.”

Otto surveyed the magic wall. “I doubt he’ll be able to get inside the Inn, let alone climb the stairs—which I’m sure were built to deny intruders access. But, just in case, we have this illusion to thwart off any trespassers. I promise you; Max and Elia are safe.” 

Opa Fritz, meanwhile, had gone inside his room and was rummaging through a small suitcase sitting at the foot of a bed. He emerged with a wood-carved nutcracker in hand, winking as he set it at the top of the steps. 

Markus pointed like the eighteen-inch soldier was a ghost. “What ... what’s that for?” 

“I bet that thing is capable of standing guard,” Liam said, his heart racing.

“Right, you are. You’ve got a smart grandson, Otto.” Opa Fritz rubbed his hands together. “Shall we call it a night?”

“Not until you tell me what that nutcracker’s for,” Markus said but followed him into their room nonetheless. 

“I can, but would you believe a word I say?” 

Liam grinned at Opa Fritz’s sass as their door closed. 

“Come on, Liam, let’s go to bed.” 

Liam followed his Opa through the magic wall. Before closing their room’s door, he took one last look at the secured hallway and the hidden doorway, where Anna and the kids were spending the night. 

He hadn’t had a chance to tell Anna about Reuben’s secret. In the morning, he’d have even more to share.
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CHAPTER 7
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FRITZ FOUND BRITTA watching the children on the back deck the next morning. The rising sun illuminated Britta’s short and stylish blonde hair into golden strands that reminded Fritz of his Rosa’s golden locks. 

“Good morning,” they exchanged. 

Britta’s hands nuzzled a steaming mug of coffee and her shoulders hosted a throw blanket to ward off the morning chill. He too cradled a cup of liquid warmth and took a hearty slurp. Irma’s something. Best cup of coffee I’ve had in quite a while.

Elia and Anna blew bubbles over the deck’s railing as Max aimed his slingshot at a tin watering can in the distance. Liam counted to three and their stones bulleted across the yard. One stone hit, producing a hollow clang and the can teetered. The other stone landed in the wet, dewy grass about a foot short. Liam boasted while Max admitted defeat.

“We've been up since the crack of dawn," Britta announced, winking at Fritz. 

“Oh boy. Thank you so much for watching after the children.” He held out his mug. “You might need this more than I do.” 

She laughed and he did too. 

The strange man Markus reported seeing on his walk hadn’t caused them any grief that night. Their ordeal at the exhibit, news of Benny’s ransacked shoe shoppe, and knowing that strangers were hunting down TradeMagic made it seem strange that they were so jovial. 

Irma’s doing. A marvelous Innkeeper, Fritz thought. He sipped his coffee that was, without a doubt, magically made.

“When we got up, the kids were excited to see the illusionary screen across the door and hallway,” Britta said. “Liam demonstrated how we could walk right through them. As you can imagine, the kids rattled questions faster than I could keep up.”

“Oh boy. And before you had any coffee?” Fritz half-joked.

But Britta didn’t laugh. She shook her head. “My mom taught me things while sewing, but I never experienced magic the way I’ve seen it used here, now. Never thought my dad could make illusionary walls. Never knew woodcarvings and fabrics could move without touching.” She sighed. “It feels surreal. I’m so overwhelmed.”

“So am I,” Fritz admitted. “Although from a different perspective.” 

Britta faced him. “You’ve kept the magic secret for your whole life.” 

“For decades. I tried teaching Markus. Both Rosa and I did. 

“Markus didn’t like it ...?”

“It excited him when he was little, but he never really took to wood carving with as much gusto one would need to become a TradeCrafter. In his early teenage years”—Fritz looked at the children playing, his gaze landing on Max—“Markus lost a good friend while they were riding together—hit by a car on his bike while Markus watched from the safety of the scooter he’d made. After that, he didn’t want the scooter I’d made him, nor any other toy I made. He started hanging out with kids who had video games at home.” Fritz shook his head, aware that Britta was watching him. “Could I blame him? All kids wanted to play them. Doesn’t seem like it’s going to change. Eventually me and Rosa let go of this dream that he’d take over our Toy Shoppe. For a while, we thought he might oversee it as a manager. From a business standpoint.” 

“But he didn’t,” Britta finished Fritz’s thought. 

“And we were okay with that. One should have passion for anything they do in life.” 

“He makes computer games,” Britta said, “so he’s kinda making play things like you did. Even if they’re on a computer.” 

How, Fritz wondered, can Britta compare what Markus does to his craft? Markus sits at a computer all day, pushing plastic keys with his fingertips while he chisels away at wood...

“Max and Elia are passionate about woodcarving,” Britta said. “And TradeMagic.” 

“That they do...”

The kitchen door opened and Markus stepped outside, putting an end to their discussion. No way was he about to start the day with his son mad at him for talking about how much Max and Elia liked carving toys.

“Guten Morgan!” Markus said as he slurped from his mug. “Man, that’s good coffee.” 

Fritz smiled, relieved by Markus’s good mood. 

Markus pointed above their heads. “What the hell is that?” 

Elia scolded him for saying the H-word as Fritz scanned the skies. A tan-colored bird fluttered in circles and descended toward them. It landed on Fritz’s outstretched hand before transforming into a cut-out cookie in the shape of a bird. 

“What in the world?” Markus crinkled his face and scoured the sky as though a flock of cookies was coming in for a landing. 

The others circled around Fritz as he inspected it. Baker’s TradeMagic! The cookie snapped when he broke it in half, revealing a thin vial baked into its center. Crumbs sprinkled away as he pulled the vial free. 

Anna dove in to retrieve it. 

“Open it,” Fritz said. 

Its tiny cork fell to the deck and bounced between the gaps, out of sight.

“Oops,” Anna said, her curls covering disappointment that may have appeared in her expression as she gawked at the deck’s planks. 

“It’s okay,” Fritz said. “We want the note inside, not the container.”

“It’s like a flying fortune cookie!” Elia jumped in place. 

“In a way you’re right; it’s a messenger,” Fritz explained.

“But it is a cookie, right?” Max grabbed the biggest morsel from Anna’s hand. “If I eat it, will it make me fly?”

Markus snatched the piece of cookie away and threw it toward some shrubs.

Anna tapped the vial and Liam caught a tiny roll of paper.

“This handwriting is too hard to read,” Liam said after unrolling it. “Frau Spiegel’s magnifying glass would be handy right now.” 

“I remember seeing a magnifying glass by Oma Irma’s cookbooks,” Anna said. 

Everyone followed her inside where they found Otto, Siggy, and Irma drinking coffee at the table. 

Anna retrieved the magnifying glass and held it in front of Liam’s face as he read:


Achtung, Guild Members! 

Formidable dangers have arisen.

Adversaries are once again misusing what we’ve

sworn to protect.

We are called to its defense.

Gather at midnight tomorrow.

Rendezvous point “Erwachen.”

Wiedervereinigen,

B.H.

Done



The writing faded and the paper dissipated into tiny gold droplets, much like the traces left behind by Fritz’s fleeing carousel.

Liam moaned. “I take it done is a magic word that sets it up to self-destruct?”

“It’s okay,” Fritz assured him. “We all heard the message.”

“Erwachen,” Irma repeated with her hands covering her mouth. “Erwachen!”

“What does that mean?” Liam asked. 

“It’s a code name for a secret location,” Otto muttered. “Do you remember what this one means?” He scoured Siggy’s and Irma’s faces. 

They nodded. 

Fritz remembered too. He was taught three code names and secret locations in the unfortunate event that TradeCrafters were ever in danger; their situation dire.

“Secret location, for what?” Markus mumbled. “Wiedervereinigen means reunite.”

Fritz and his older friends nodded, but the last thing Fritz wanted to do was explain this to him. Markus wouldn’t take it well.

“After all these years,” Otto said in a hushed voice. 

“We were trained in secret,” Siggy blurted. “If it hadn’t been for our generation, TradeMagic would be gone by now.”

Fritz took a deep breath, feeling a little assured that he wasn’t the only one with a sense of disbelief. Had their worst fear come to pass? Had TradeMagic somehow survived, in the hands of others with seemingly questionable ambitions? And was what happened at the exhibit not an isolated incident?

“Reunite for what?” Markus asked, his voice rising.

Otto took a deep breath as if he, too, was afraid to deal with Markus’s reaction, but spoke anyway, “The Guild is activated, and it’s calling on its members to reconvene.”

“They wouldn’t do so if it wasn’t necessary,” Siggy added. “Something big in the TradeMagic world is happening.” 

“TradeMagic world?” Markus said. “It’s a world now?”

Irma faced him. “It always was.”

The double doors swung open and Reuben burst inside, his young wife, Paula, right behind him. Ringlets of hair, dripping, dangled next to their faces as if they’d showered and left the house before drying it. 

Reuben shoved a damp newspaper into Otto’s chest. “They put that Glassblower friend of yours in jail.” 

The newspaper featured a photograph of the Convention Center and Otto read the headline aloud, "Suspect of Exhibit Mayhem Arrested.”

Paula continued, "They’re saying his firing stoves leaked fumes that caused explosions and hallucinations."

“No,” Siggy protested as he reached for the paper and propped his glasses on his nose. He scanned the article as if Reuben and Paula had not read it correctly. 

“But that makes sense, doesn’t it? A kiln could’ve caused fumes, and those explosions,” Markus fired. 

“Those thugs caused those sounds—using Location Transfer!” Otto snapped. “No one was hallucinating. You saw it yourself—Fritz made his carousel fly.”

Fritz felt as impatient as Otto sounded. He didn’t want Markus agitated, but this was no time for stubborn denial. For God’s sake, didn’t he at least believe what Otto and the others told him?

“We’ve got to help,” Markus said with surprising readiness. “But how?”

“We get the Spiegels a good lawyer.” Otto glanced at Britta.

“My thoughts, exactly.” Britta had already grabbed the phone on the wall and began dialing. 

Yes, Fritz thought, Rudy is an attorney.

Fritz caught Anna shaking her head, worry riddling her face. 

She stepped by her mother’s side. “There’s no way Herr Spiegel should go to jail,” Anna said. “Those bad guys in the Tapestry booth, who beat Herr Spiegel up and pushed Opa to the ground ... They’re behind this. I just know it.”
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CHAPTER 8
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AS THE TRAIN SPED THROUGH the countryside between München and Frankfurt, Anna watched cozy, small villages pass. Liam sat in the opposing seat, listening to music through his earphones, offering occasional eye contact but no conversation. Just as well: they couldn’t very well talk about magic or anything that happened in earshot of other passengers.

He had told her about how their Opa created an illusionary wall. Reuben told him he’d received magical training, sworn to secrecy. After all that had happened, would secrecy continue?

Anna used the train ride to let it all sink in. She and Liam could agree on one thing: They wished their family had been as open-minded as the Büchholtzs had been with Reuben. Would their own family be more transparent about things moving forward?

But their shared opinions on things ended there. Liam, ticked off that he hadn’t been trained, blamed their Opa for it. Anna was less upset about that than Liam and felt somewhat in the minority for thinking that their Opa and Oma’s reasons were understandable.

“The same choice Opa Siggy and Oma Irma had,” Liam told her. “But that didn’t stop them from teaching their kids—or Reuben.”

It was not an argument worth pursuing. Once her cousin made up his mind, he was too stubborn to change it. To Anna, if TradeMagic had repeatedly caused trouble in the world, the decision to get rid of it made sense.

At least his cheeks weren’t red anymore, Anna observed from across the seats. They hadn’t been since leaving for the train station—and leaving their Opa behind.

He’ll help the Spiegels, she thought. Opa will do whatever he can.

Her mom, in the seat beside her, bit the inside of her lip, which meant she was entertaining troubling thoughts. Anna was sure the Glassblowers were among her worries. Poor Herr Spiegel! her mind raced again. Those bullies who pushed him and stole his magnifying glass should be in jail, not him! 

Anna counted red-roofed houses pass—one, two, three—to keep her mind off the old Glassblower, battered and bruised, thrown in a jail cell.

Her mom was glancing out the window as well and gave Anna a reassuring smile. 

Anna’s mom had called her dad, and he was meeting Opa in München to help. They’ll go to city hall together and clear this mess up. The Glassblower will be released and everything will be okay ... 

It wasn’t always nice having a lawyer for a dad who worked so many hours including the weekends. But that weekend, Anna was glad for it. 

They arrived in their small town, just outside Frankfurt, around noon. A quick drive got them to her Oma and Opa’s three-story townhouse—a place that seemed like a second home to her. Conversations coming from the back of the house quieted as Anna and Liam spilled through the front door. Yapping from a happy, chubby chihuahua filled the hall as Anna’s dog, Strudel, greeted them.

“Britta? Kids?” her Oma called. Moni Kraus, hair still black like Snow White’s, appeared in the hall. Outstretched arms drew Anna and Liam into a tight hug against her plump frame. "So glad you’re back. Come, there are friends I want you to meet.” 

More people than she expected stared back at her when she reached the back of the house. “You have visitors?” she heard her mom ask.

Sophie, Anna’s thirteen-year-old cousin, hugged her in greeting. “I heard what happened,” she whispered before breaking away. 

Their eyes met, eager to talk between themselves—but their Oma introduced a guest standing in the room.

“Let me introduce you to the Hoffmanns," her Oma said. “This is Yannet, Benny’s daughter-in-law, and her son, Jakob.”

A handsome teenager rounded the kitchen island and waved his hello. 

Sophie nudged Anna’s arm and raised her eyebrows to relay the isn’t-he-good-looking signal. 

“Anna!” Yannet pulled Anna into a hug as though she’d been longing to meet her for years, sandwiching Strudel in the middle. After breaking away, she pet the dog. “So glad to finally meet you. What a beautiful girl you are.”

Anna giggled, joking to herself about whether Frau Hoffmann meant her or the dog. She liked Yannet instantly—the compliment helped but it was more than that. The same chocolate-brown eyes Jakob inherited smiled at her. Her smooth voice and dark skin were as warm as her vibe. Anna’s grandparents had been friends with the Shoemaker family since the dark ages! If Yannet and Jakob were part of their Oma and Opa’s friend group, why were they only just meeting now?

“We’re so sorry to impose on all of you like this,” Yannet said. 

“Nonsense,” Moni said and faced Anna’s mom. “Britta, the Hoffmann’s business was robbed and destroyed in a fire. Poor things, didn’t know where else to go that would be safe. Benny sent them here so he and Patrick—that’s Benny’s son and Yannet’s husband—tried to settle things.”

“I heard about that,” Anna’s mom said, offering further condolences. 

Anna stepped farther into the room, a sewing project luring her attention. It wasn’t like her Oma to keep a messy house when company was over. The sofa was pushed against the wall to make room for two folding tables. Patterns pinned to wool yardage covered one of them. Piles of folded fabrics sat on top of the other. Anna reached to touch them. Two sewing machines, one at the end of the table and the other on the kitchen island sat in wait, their bulbs casting light on fabric that spilled from under their needles.

“We can use your help,” her Oma said. “Ah, but first, if you’re hungry, Jakob made lunch.”

Jakob showed off his perfect teeth. “Wurst and Sauerkraut, anyone?” 

While everyone poured into the kitchen, Anna’s mom pulled Moni back into the hall. Anna lingered, hoping to listen in.

“What’s going on with all the sewing?” Britta asked. 

“After Otto called, telling me about the Guild’s Erwachen, I thought it best everyone is protected when we go.” 

“Go? Protected?” Britta shook her head. 

“Yes, to the Guild meeting tonight ...”

“Wait. One thing at a time,” Britta said. “Do you know about what happened at the exhibit?” 

Moni nodded feverishly. 

“Mom, my sleeves. They stretched over my hands and wrapped around me and Elia when we flew—”

Moni leaned in. “Yes. That’s protection. We’ve always put protection in the clothes we made.”

“But, Mom, I can understand you having magic. You’re a trained Master Seamstress. A TradeCrafter. But, me?”

Moni continued with her insistent nodding. “Of course you!" 

“So, magic is really real then?” 

“Of course it’s really real,” Moni said as if insulted. “You think teaching you how to sew was a fairy tale?”

“Sewing, no, but ... powers? I thought they were fantastical elaborations. But placing intentions in things we sewed is really a big deal?”

“Oh, it’s big. Biggy big.”

“How can something this grand be kept secret? Buried away and forgotten?”

“Now that you’ve seen what TradeMagic can do, you should understand. Can’t you see how it could be misused?”

Anna gulped. Using magic for harmful pursuits had occurred to them. Anna, Liam, and the Schenk kids had talked about those ideas back at the Inn with her mom. They brainstormed about all sorts of terrible, magical misuses: clothing nabbing people, and holding them for ransom. Or,  toys leading criminals to valuables they could steal. Anna’s mom had to lull Elia down with a more pleasant bedtime story about flying carousels to get both her and Max to sleep.

“Mom, this whole Guild thing,” Britta continued. “A bird cookie—a cookie—delivered a message. You told me this Guild didn’t exist anymore.”

“Well, I might’ve fibbed about that. They’re nearly extinct, at any rate.” Moni answered. “Yet here we are reuniting. Erwachen! That’s why we need to get busy sewing.” She turned to leave but Britta caught her arm.

“What are we making?” Britta asked.

“Invisibility garments.” 

Anna gasped. Her mother tipped sideways, against the hall’s wall. Framed school pictures of Anna and her cousins rattled and one of them crashed to the floor. Her Oma and mother ignored it. 

“I can’t sew things to make us invisible,” Britta whispered hoarsely. 

Anna’s Oma leaned within inches from Britta’s face. “Yes, you can.” 

“I barely understand how my jacket stretched around Elia like it did. How can I possibly sew something to make someone invisible?” 

“You can.” 

“I’m not so sure ...” 

“I’m sure.” Moni, again, stared Britta in the eye. “You can. I saw to it that you could.” 

“So, when I was a fashion designer, and I tailored clothes for clients to look professional and exude self-confidence ...” 

“Your TradeMagic helped foster that success for them.” 

Britta took another shaky breath. 

Almost mesmerized, Anna discovered she had crept close and was now standing next to them. She didn’t want to miss a word, gasp, or any of it.

“Mom,” Britta’s voice cracked, “this is overwhelming.” 

Anna pressed her face against her arm as Oma kissed the tip of Britta’s nose. 

“You worry about something that exists inside you,” Anna’s Oma told her mom. “You don’t have to understand it as much as you have to trust that it will work.”

“I don’t know,” Britta whispered.

Oma now smiled at Anna. “You mom spent her whole childhood afraid of the water and swimming. There was a time when she wanted to swim with her friends but was so afraid she’d drown! This, even after years of lessons. Not even my standing right beside the pool convinced her to let go of the edge. I knew she could do it, but she never trusted herself. Then, while on a family vacation when she was around fifteen, I literally had to jump into the deep end with her in order to finally prove it.”

Anna’s jaw dropped. “You did?”

“Clothes and all,” Anna’s mom interjected. 

“Your mom quickly learned I was right,” Anna’s Oma winked. “Did you know that your mother ended up being the best swimmer on her school’s swim team?”

Anna’s jaw dropped again. She never knew her mother did any sports in school.

“So, you’re saying I can swim,” Britta whispered.

“Yes. You’re a TradeCrafter and it’s time for you to know that for yourself.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Britta asked. “That it was more than pretend?”

“I always felt sorry I had to be so cleverly secretive with you.”

Laughing from the kitchen reached them, giving them a moment’s pause.

“You told me to never talk about it with others. Does everyone here know?” Britta asked, glancing at the back room.

“Pretty much. And those who don’t”—Moni nodded toward Anna—“should. Erwachen! Come. We need to get busy. Anna, can you attach buttons? Britta, I’ve cut out several coats that are ready to sew together.” 

Moni sat at one of the sewing machines where a woolen garment was held in place by its foot and needle. She placed a pair of narrow glasses on the tip of her rounded nose. “Remember to focus all intentions on protection and invisibility as you work.”

Britta made her way to the other machine. What appeared to be a lightweight trench coat lay ready for stitching. 

Anna watched her Oma’s needle bop up and down as the fabric scootched underneath. 

“Invisibility. Conceal ...” Moni repeated, much like Opa had said “Erase” as they escaped on the carousel. 

“She’s been sewing since last night,” Sophie said. She had come up beside Anna, the smell of lunch on her breath. “Frau Hoffmann knows a little bit about hand stitching. She’s a beader, but I think it’s a good thing you and Tante Britta are here. There’s a lot to do before the meeting tonight.”

Liam neared as well. “So, you heard about everything?” he asked. 

Sophie nodded. “Did Opa Fritz’s carousel really give you a ride?” 

He and Anna nodded.

“Anna, grab those special buttons there, in that jar, and start putting them on that bomber jacket I finished, please,” her Oma said.

Sophie grabbed the jar of metal buttons as Anna grabbed her Oma’s sewing box and took it to the couch. 

Liam grabbed the coat and plopped it on Anna’s lap. “You can stitch with invisibility?” he asked her.

“No,” Anna answered. Any resentment she’d detected in his tone changed into a disappointed expression. Anna shrugged. “I have no idea what I’m doing.” 

“Liam, Sophie, you can pray over Anna’s work. For goodwill that will benefit anyone wearing that cloak,” their Oma said as she continued with her own sewing. “Protect the wearer, provide invisibility,” she chanted.

Invisibility? Good will? Anna was scared to touch the jacket, worried she might do something wrong by fastening the button incorrectly. She was a novice. Sewing was only a hobby! Besides, clothes weren’t her thing. She preferred sewing practical things for her room, like pillows and table runners. There was no way she had any sort of powers like Opa Fritz or her mom.

“Remember the deep end, Anna,” her mom murmured from across the room. 

Images of her fifteen-year-old mother, panicked and splashing in deep water, came to mind. Anna could imagine her Oma standing along the pool’s edge, confident that her daughter could swim. 

“What’s she talking about?” Sophie whispered. 

Anna shrugged, despite knowing full well what it meant. It was time for her to kick. To see if she had what it took to break the surface and not drown. Swim, Anna, swim, she told herself.

Her mantra changed to “Invisibility. Protect the wearer,” as she threaded a needle and went to work.
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CHAPTER 9
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MARKUS EASED HIS FOOT off the pedal, no doubt fighting the temptation to speed just to make better time on their drive home. Max and Elia remained quiet in the back seat as if sensing they should not cause any more stress than their father was under.

Fritz did the same. 

They arrived at his home shortly after noon.

“I’ll help you with your bags,” Markus said after parking alongside the curb in front of Fritz’s house. 

The wheels on his carry-on rumbled along the driveway and thumped loudly over creases leading to the front porch. Markus stopped short of the door, pointing at the lace curtains in the front window. “Dad, did your housekeeper come while we were gone?”

Fritz frowned. Sure enough, the drapes were parted halfway. He always left them closed. “No, she comes on Wednesdays.” 

Markus glanced over his shoulder as if expecting to find people in disguise loitering nearby. Fritz looked but saw no one. He eyed his luggage, the box holding his carousel sitting atop his carry-on. 

Beeps sounded when Markus locked the car and shoved his keyring into his pocket. Max’s and Elia’s faces pressed against the back window as if wondering why they were locked inside. 

“Honk the horn if anyone bothers you!” Markus called out. 

Max gave him a thumbs up. 

“Let me go first,” Markus said.

Disarray welcomed them: Overturned furniture littered the floor, the upholstery cut apart to expose their stuffing. Wall hangings torn from the wall left tears in the wallpaper. Chests and table drawers were ransacked.

Intruders didn’t limit their invasion to the living room. Fritz followed his son to the back of the house, cringing every time his foot crunched atop his broken belonging: One of Rosa’s favorite porcelain plates. Antique doilies her mother had hand-stitched, embedded with bits of glass from the broken side table. 

They found the adjacent dining room and kitchenette in the same disorder. Kitchen cabinets were pulled off their hinges, drawers out of their tracks. Even the refrigerator door was left ajar, its motor humming, doing its darnedest to keep the food inside chilled.

Strangely enough, out of all the chaos, Markus made his way to the secretary's desk and punched at the blinking button on the answering machine. 

“You have seven messages ...” its robotic voice echoed through the room.

“I doubt anyone is still here, but I’ll take a look upstairs to make sure,” he told Fritz. Markus dashed away, two steps at a time. 

Then Fritz saw it: his wedding picture, slightly torn amidst the cracked glass and bent frame, barely sitting upright next to the telephone where the robotic voice continued.

My Rosa! He raced over and grabbed it, somehow landing on the small desk chair nearby. The recorder continued playing and the voice filled the room but made absolutely no sense to him. He clutched the photo next to his chest as he surveyed the debris lying everywhere. Everything Rosa had done to decorate their home had been ruined. 

Upstairs, the sound of Markus’s footsteps pounded overhead. The final message ended with a long beep. Did he hear right? The police called? But how could they know his home had been burglarized?

Markus returned and knelt next to him. “Dad. It’s okay. Take deep breaths and try to relax.” 

Fritz found it difficult to do. His chest seemed tight and he struggled to inhale. 

“I think I should call for an ambulance,” Markus said, his hand on the phone. 

“No,” Fritz managed. “No.” His eyes roamed his broken belongings scattered on the floor. Did they take my wares? My collections? “I need to figure out if anything’s missing.” He glanced at the photo again, his bride smiling at him, and his breathing steadied.

“Listen, Dad. All these messages are from the Aschaffenburg Police. An Officer Weiss. Maybe there’s been more break-ins in the neighborhood. I’ll call for you, okay?” 

Fritz thought he nodded but it hardly mattered; Markus was already making the call. 

“This is Markus Schenk calling for Officer Weiss on behalf of my father, Friedrich Schenk. Yes, we’ll hold.” He set the receiver on the desk and pushed another button, the call now on speaker. 

Fritz kept staring at his wedding picture, broken glass from its shattered frame glistening on its surface. Markus snatched the photograph and shook it off before handing it back to him. 

“Herr Schenk?" a woman’s voice came over the speaker.

“Yes, this is Markus Schenk, I’m here with my father, Fritz Schenk,” Markus said. 

“We called to let you know that there was a disturbance yesterday at the cemetery where a member of your family, Rosa Schenk, is buried.”

“Can you repeat that?” Markus asked, his tone shocked. 

“I’m sorry to relay such terrible news, but her grave was unearthed. Rest assured, the site was put back in order within hours after we completed our investigation.”

Fritz gulped but couldn’t keep from crying. 

“What has happened to my mother's grave?" Markus asked.

“Strangely, her grave was the only burial site targeted. Was she buried with anything of particular value? A family heirloom or jewelry?” 

Fritz shook his head as the officer continued. “A crucifix necklace and a gold wedding band were accounted for. The police report will describe the possessions found with Frau Shenck’s remains. The office at the cemetery also made a report that includes an inventory. You’re welcome to come by the station to pick up the documentation, but I must warn you: some of the photographs might be disturbing.” 

“We’ll be in touch.” Markus hung up the phone.

“Markus,” was all Fritz could say as his throat tightened and he broke into heavy sobs.

“Dad, this is terrible, but please try not to get too upset. Mom’s wedding ring and crucifix are still there with her. It’s okay, Dad. It’s okay.”

Where was his handkerchief? He searched his trouser pockets for it when Markus retreated to the kitchen, yanked a paper tower off the roll, and handed it to him. He pressed it against his soaked eyelashes. 

“Did  you hear me? She still has her wedding ring ...”

Fritz’s body shook, he couldn’t stop weeping.

“Why wouldn’t they have taken her wedding band? Or the crucifix? They’re made of solid gold ...” Markus stopped. 

Fritz sensed his stare right beside him, where he remained, kneeling next to his chair. 

“They were looking for her conduit, weren’t they?” 

Markus was right. Fritz managed a hoarse “Ja.” 

“They’re hunting magical items, aren’t they? At the exhibit. The Inn. Your house. Mom’s grave.” 

Fritz nodded, still finding it difficult to speak. His mind raced: Their circumstances seemed to be escalating.

Fritz didn’t know how long he’d been sitting there when Markus gently slid the wedding picture from his hands. 

Markus stared at it, the edge of his thumb caressing Rosa’s image. “Dad. All this TradeMagic business. This awakening. How dangerous is it?” 

Fritz let out a heavy sigh. “I think it’s bad. Really, really bad.” 

If a group existed, capable of scoping out so many different places within days—hours—of one another, Fritz imagined it was a group with considerable manpower. Judging by the methods employed to track down TradeMagic, Fritz assumed it could only be fueled by ill intentions. 

“We’re in for a big fight.” Fritz tried desperately to swallow his emotions. His home that his Rosa cleaned and decorated for them, that she loved so much, now ransacked. The harrowing ordeal they’d all just been through. The uprising he and his generation hoped would never come to be.

Markus patted Fritz’s knee. He handed him back the picture and rose to his feet. “I’m coming with you to this secret meeting of yours.” Markus pulled him by the arm and Fritz staggered into a standing position. “I don’t understand what all this is all about, but I know one thing: what they’re doing is wrong. You can count on me to help you. C’mon ... I want to get back to the kids.”

***
[image: image]


Fritz swallowed pangs of guilt as the train pulled away, taking Max, Elia, and their mother to Heidelberg to stay with the in-laws.

They’ll be safe there. Hopefully.

Fritz removed his flat cap and ran a hand over his scalp before setting it back on.

“Is the rabbit still there?” Markus asked. 

Fritz found Markus grinning. Fritz couldn’t fathom his son joking after everything they’d been through. Their latest trauma of finding Markus’s own home ransacked left Fritz feeling miserable. What have I gotten my family into?

“Never mind.” Markus shook his head as if realizing that joking was in poor taste. “I used my mobile phone in München before we left. Wanted to let Margot know we were coming home early.” His face looked weighted with concern. “I’m glad she was out for a jog when those scums broke in.”

Small sums of cash and Margot’s jewelry box were taken, but both Fritz and Markus knew more about what the intruders were after than what they shared with Margot—or the police.

“They took all the tools you gave me,” Max had cried earlier, into Fritz’s lap as they’d huddled in the front yard and their parents spoke with the police. 

The boy’s T-shirt with the cheerful colors of a caped superhero had been a stark contrast to the defeated, sobbing youngster wearing it. Elia had clung to them as well, sobbing herself. Fritz had done his best to maintain his composure even though he’d wanted to break down and cry with them. 

“I’ll get you new ones,” Fritz had told him. “Besides, you still have your hammer, which is the most important.” 

Max had nodded, gripping his conduit in his hand after he’d pulled it and a couple of slingshots out of his back pocket. “Good thing you told me it’s my lucky charm. I take it with me everywhere.” 

Lucky charm, indeed, Fritz thought.

More than an hour later the police had left and Markus and Margot had announced that she would be taking the children to Heidelberg to stay with her parents. 

“No!” Elia had wailed. 

Fritz had patted her shoulder. He’d known the kids didn’t like how strict their other grandparents were. 

“They don’t even keep toys at their house for us to play with,” Elia had said, something Fritz had heard her say on several occasions. 

“You’ll be safe there,” Markus had muttered, eyeing Fritz for validation. 

He felt bad for nodding—unsure he could guarantee their safety at all.

The train and their family gone, Fritz and Markus made their way back to the car. 

“So, the bad guys want magical items and conduits,” Markus said, watching him. “Am I right to think that without conduits, you can’t do anything magical?”

Fritz hoped Markus wouldn’t come unhinged when he answered him ... His seemingly open-minded question wasn’t anything like his disbelieving attitude the day before. “We can still use magical items, but if we don’t have a conduit, we can’t make new magic things or call on Illusionary Magic.” 

Markus remained silent, without agitated reaction, so Fritz continued. “Like what Otto did last night to close off the hall. It’s possibly the greatest defensive ability we have. Without conduits, our defenses are greatly minimized. We’re much less a threat.”

“Threat? How are you a threat?” Markus puffed. “You’re a bunch of old guys—no offense—who made a living working old trades. And it’s all almost gone from the world.”

“Is it?” Fritz said. 

Markus frowned.

How much TradeMagic did still exist in the world? Fritz had been wondering this since their experiences unfolded at the exhibit. Truth was, Fritz still held out hope that TradeMagic was near extinct. That these thugs wouldn’t find much magic left that they could corrupt and unleash on the world. “I don’t know how many hooligans there are, like the ones we’ve run into, but they possess magic somehow, and we must stop them.”

“Stop them from what?” Markus asked. 

Fritz didn’t want to answer. 

Markus didn’t press it; maybe because he, too, dreaded its implications. “Were all of Max’s tools conduits?” he asked instead. 

“No,” Fritz said. “My guess is the robbers stole them because they didn’t want to take any chances of leaving something magical behind. Or, maybe the thieves are hired henchmen and they don’t even know the difference.”

“What is Max’s conduit?” 

“His woodcarving hammer.” Fritz raised a hip and pulled out his own hammer from his back pocket. “I have one too.”

“And Elia’s?”

Tears welled and fell without warning. 

Out of nowhere, Markus managed to hand him a paper napkin from a fast food joint he’d kept inside the car. 

“Sorry,” Fritz said as he dabbed his face. “I think I used up all my keep-emotions-under-control coupons this weekend.” 

Markus’s hand rested on Fritz’s leg. “It’s her hair clip, isn’t it? The one you and Mother made from her antique broach.” 

Fritz nodded, still dabbing his eyes. “It would be a shame for them to be stolen. Not just for sentimental reasons, but because they have Echo Power and—” 

“Echo Power?”

“A conduit contains its owner’s experiences like skill and passion. But they also hold energy from TradeCrafters who trained them. Magic sort of spills over from master to apprentice as they work together. Abilities, skills ... they somewhat photocopy themselves onto the Apprentice’s conduit. These generations of power’s called Echo Power.” 

Markus nodded. 

Fritz continued. “It can add up over time, over multiple generations. The more Echo Power in a conduit, the more effective the pupil and the more powerful his or her magic. Max and Elia have a great head start.”

Markus pinched the bridge of his nose. “So, is that why Elia could make her toy horse run and find me? Or did you send it to come after me?” 

“It was all Elia.”

Markus twisted the key and put the car into gear. “Where to?” He backed the car out of the parking space.

“Erwachen.” Although alone in the car, Fritz spoke in a low voice, “Awaken is the code word for Nürnberg.”
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CHAPTER 10
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BY LATE EVENING, THE women finished sewing eight coats to wear to the Guild meeting. Men’s and women’s styles, fully lined with fabrics his Oma said would regulate temperature, lay on the table and over the backs of chairs in the formal dining room. 

Liam hoped one would be his. God knew how badly he wanted to put one on to give its magic a try.

The room’s curtains were drawn and the crystal chandelier lit the room with a splattering of rainbow reflections. 

The sound of a key slipping into the front door drew their attention. His Opa and Onkel Rudy, a tall man with salt-and-pepper hair and mustache, stepped inside. Tante Britta threw herself into her husband’s arms. 

Anna crashed into them next. “Dad. Mom.” She exhaled as if everything was right in the world.

The sting Liam had known since childhood stabbed inside his chest and would’ve gone unnoticed if it hadn’t been for his sister. Sophie brushed up against him and they exchanged glances. Normally, he would’ve brushed Sophie’s hand away, but instead gave it a quick squeeze before letting go.

“You’re back earlier than expected.” Liam’s father, Verner Kraus, crossed the room. “I take it things worked out back in München?”

“Herr Spiegel was released,” Rudy said. “I’m sure the charges will be dropped.”

“They had no evidence to warrant his arrest in the first place,” Otto said with a scowl. “His arrest was preposterous!” 

“We made sure Herr Spiegel and his wife were settled in their home before we left.” Rudy glanced toward the dining room table. “Wow, look at all those!” 

Otto approached the table. “You’ve been hard at work.”

“Everyone pitched in, in one way or another,” Liam’s Oma answered. “The gray overcoat with the high collar is for you, Otto dear. Should we hand out the others?” 

Everyone nodded. 

“The one next to it—the black peacoat—is for you, Rudy. Verner, I thought you’d like the black trench.” 

“Is one mine?” Liam asked as chill as he could, even though he thought he’d go crazy waiting any longer.

“Your Tante Britta made the bomber jackets for you and Jakob.” 

Jakob, standing closest to the brown one, grabbed it. Liam tried not to show his disappointment and grabbed the navy, denim-like version. 

It doesn’t matter what color it is if I’m invisible, Liam tried to convince himself. 

Moni pulled a silver raincoat onto her lap as she took a seat, then pointed at two bulky cloaks that remained on the table. “I made this raincoat for myself. Britta, Yannet, the cloaks were intended for you.”

“But I wasn’t planning to go,” Yannet said. 

“We can always use a spare,” Moni answered.

“I adore this purple,” Yannet said. 

“Please, take it,” Britta said and pulled the gray one over, exposing its green lining. “I was hoping for this one.”

Moni put her trench on. “Now, when wearing one, simply say conceal.” 

His Oma vanished and Liam broke into awe-filled chuckles as Anna and Sophie shrieked.  

“Say reveal for the reverse effect.” 

Moni Kraus reappeared once again.

Liam broke into awe-filled chuckles.

“Use caution when in public. You don't want to disappear or reappear in the middle of a crowd.” She eyed Liam as he swung the coat around his shoulders, stopping him in his tracks. He knew her look meant she didn’t want him messing with it right then and he begrudgingly set the coat back down. “There’s also a command to destroy it,” she continued. “Hold it to your mouth and tell it to, well, I don’t want to risk saying it. Just give it a command saying as much. Your intention will allow for it to work.” 

“Why would anyone want to destroy one of these?” Liam blurted before realizing the answer. “Oh. To keep a bad guy from getting hold of it.” 

Moni nodded. “The fabric used for the lining regulates temperature, but you don’t have to tell it to do so. The buttons were created with the intention to provide its bearer help. Simply speak onto its surface, giving the command, help me. It will respond favorably to your request.”

“We brought something to help as well,” Yannet Hoffmann announced as she made her way to the front window. “Appear.” 

A leather suitcase materialized and she knelt before it. She removed a pair of leather shoes from a fabric sack. More bulking sacks like that one filled the suitcase. 

“We kept these hidden at home, so they weren’t stolen and didn’t get destroyed in the fire.”

Jakob and Otto, standing closest, helped her unwrap the rest. Soon the tabletop was filled with pairs of leather shoes in both styles for men and women and in an assortment of sizes. 

“They’re Jumpers,” Yannet said. 

“What are Jumpers? ” Liam, Anna, and Sophie chorused. 

“It’s fun finding out by wearing them.” Jakob laughed. “Put ’em on and, well, jump. ” 

Frau Hoffmann winced. 

Somehow Liam understood that the boy’s tutorial was all too brief. 

“I haven't worn a pair in ages.” Moni clapped excitedly. “You can run and jump at the same time, high in the air, faster than a train. ”

That was enough to convince Liam he wanted a pair. He leaned over to grab one but the table became a wrestling match of hands and shoes when everyone else had the same idea. 

“Kids!” Otto spoke up. 

Dang. 

“Please, let the adults pick. Britta? Go ahead and take a pair, but I thought that maybe you should stay behind tonight and watch over the families.”

Liam noticed a look of confusion on Britta’s face as she held a pair of shoes in her arms along with the gray cloak. “Shouldn’t I go too? ” she asked. 

“You could,” Otto said. “But I’m concerned about not having enough magical protection here at home.”

“Mom’s here. I would guess she can protect everyone better than I can.”

“But how about your house?” Otto said. “There’s room for Moni and I to accommodate our house guests, but you and Rudy need to take the kids to your place.” 

Tante Britta nodded, but not without a sigh. “I suppose Verner’s going.” 

Liam heard sarcasm—or was it resentment?—in her voice.

“Of course I’m going,” Verner said after glancing back and forth between Otto and Britta. “It makes the most sense. I assume those most informed should attend.”

“Thanks for the salt,” Britta snapped.

“I’ve always known about TradeMagic and the Guild, Britta,” Verner added.

“And you’re gonna rub it in. Nice.” 

Yep, that’s resentment all right. 

“Oh c’mon,” Verner carried on, “the kids need watching after ...”

“Verner, you gotta get your brain to accept what century it is.” 

Yannet cleared her throat and stared in the corner at nothing. Jakob grimaced. Liam didn’t know the Hoffmanns too well yet, but he could tell they were uncomfortable.

“Of course,” Britta said after a long pause. “Dad, your plan is reasonable. I’ll stay. I’ll do anything to protect my family. But I’m keeping a pair of Jumpers anyway. And the cloak.” She pat the magical items sitting before her at the table.

“Liam,” Otto said. 

Liam knew it couldn’t be good since he started by saying his name. 

“I don’t want you going, either.” 

Frustration surfaced, making Liam’s cheeks hot, giving his reaction away. 

“Only adults will go,” Otto continued.

Liam stormed toward him in protest. Verner stepped between them like some sort of referee at a boxing match as if he’d be able to stop a brawl if fists started flying.

It didn’t stop Liam from voicing his objection. “That’s not fair!” he yelled.

“Has nothing to do with fair. Has everything to do with safety,” Otto said.

Liam grit his teeth. “You never let me do anything!” 

“That’s not true.” 

“It is! Wait, you’re right. You let me stay with Tante Britta and the kids when you chased after those stalkers at the exhibit. You let me leave the room when conversations get interesting at the Büchholtz Inn. You let me give my phone to Opa Siggy—which, by the way, you still haven’t given back to me.” Liam realized he had started pacing the floor. “And now you won’t let me go to the Guild meeting!”

“You’re far too young. It’s dangerous.” 

Making a sincere effort not to scream, Liam let out something that sounded like a growl. 

To his side and slightly behind him, Jakob squirmed. 

“Are you going?” Liam asked. 

Jakob answered with a nervous glance at his mother. Yannet cocked one of her shoulders as if worried about how Liam would react—then gave a slight nod. 

Liam grabbed a chair and pushed it over onto the floor. “Jakob’s just a few months older than me!” he roared. “Explain to me why he gets to go and I don’t!”

“It’s his parents’ decision, not mine,” his Opa answered.

“Verner’s my parent.” He pointed at his father. “What do you say about this, parent of mine?”

Verner gave Liam a stern look of disapproval before speaking. “Jakob’s been trained as a TradeCrafter and knows about the Guild. He’s in a better position to understand what’s taking place—not to mention, he’s used to magic and can probably protect himself.”

“I don’t believe I’m hearing this! How much longer will you keep all this from me?”

Liam caught Tante Britta glaring at his father and Opa as well, surely in agreement. Oma, too, was staring Verner and Otto down.

Liam’s dad stiffened as if the weight of everyone’s stares and heaviness in the room had made him uneasy. His stare shifted to Otto.

King Otto. Patriarch of the Kraus Kingdom...

Moni’s chair creaked when she leaned back into it, staring at Otto with a now-see-what-you’ve-done look.

“I think it’s best if you stay here.” With that, Otto turned toward the stairs.

“Son,”—Verner touched Liam’s elbow—“a large group could draw too much attention. We’ll tell you everything that happens when we get back.”

Liam scoffed. “Yeah, sure. A large group wearing invisibility coats might draw too much attention.” 

Otto ignored them and disappeared upstairs. Yannet skirted the room and almost dragged Jakob into the kitchen after her. Anna grabbed Sophie’s hand and scurried out of the room as well.

“I deserve to go, and so does Tante Britta!" Liam yelled extra loud to make certain Otto heard upstairs. 

His dad and Oma disappeared to the back of the house, leaving him alone with Tante Britta. Despite her being the only one who seemed to care at all about how he felt, he couldn’t help but sound angry toward her. “I should be able to make my own decisions! Opa shouldn’t tell me whether I can go or not,” he yelled.

“Maybe, for security reasons, the Guild decided to only include official members,” Tante Britta said. His pouting made her stop.

She had a good point, but she wasn’t helping. “Opa should let me take that up with them. I want to be a member. I want to be involved!”

“You are involved! We both are. Maybe not in the way we’d like—” 

“Put up with being left out if that’s okay with you, but don’t speak for me.” Liam climbed two steps and stopped. “Opa and all his friends whine about how no one wants to learn their trades these days because they’re too much hard work. I want to learn! The truth is, they want their trades to die. They don’t want any of us to have them.”

Tante Britta caught his arm before he was able to climb another step. He saw how much she cared in her eyes. “I’m upset that they’re not letting me go too,” she said.

He was still too mad to be nice to her. “Why not stand up for yourself?”

“After I thought about it, keeping you and Anna and Sophie safe is far more important than going to a meeting Opa can fill me in on later.” 

He shook his head. “That’s lame.” 

“I don’t think so.” She shrugged. “Sometimes you gotta do what needs to be done. Do what’s best for everyone. That’s being an adult.”

He stomped up the stairs, slamming the bathroom door for added drama. 

Afterward, his heart felt like it was bleeding. 

She’s only trying to help. Tante Britta had always parented him fairly like any good mother would—unlike the one who birthed him but didn’t stick around for the job.

Guilt settled in his gut, and he hoped his aunt wasn’t too disappointed in how he behaved that night, especially with her.

***
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Fritz and Markus spent the evening roaming Old Town Nürnberg to pass the time. The medieval clock tower, once the gate that surrounded the city in the fifteenth century, faced a brick-laid square within walking distance of small streets etched between half-timbered and quirky-shaped structures—Fritz’s favorite kind of architecture. 

They were lucky enough to find the Büchholtz’s—Siggy, Reuben, and Paula—before any of them had eaten dinner. They agreed on one of the many bustling pubs nearby, one with outdoor seating where they could sit under geranium-filled planters clinging for dear life in window boxes overhead. 

Their waitress had brought them their beers but Paula insisted on pouring them herself. Miffed, the waitress strutted away. Paula proceeded to empty them in a planter and took out bottles from inside her Rucksack that she poured instead.

Markus hesitated. “Am I being poisoned?” 

Everyone laughed. 

“Good to see you lightening up,” Reuben told him as he clinked Markus’s glass. “This concoction is called Reality Bräu.”

“So, it’ll make me wake up from this nightmare?” 

Everyone, even Markus, laughed.

“It will let you see what’s really there—whether something is magical,” Reuben said. “Disguises, for example.”

“Are we staking out the place or something?” 

“Absolutely,” they chorused. 

Reuben added, “We don’t want anyone stalking us like they did at the exhibit.”

Minutes later, Markus noticed more bottles of brew glowing from within Reuben’s and Paula’s Rucksacks, as well as Siggy’s conduit he had hidden in his shirt pocket. Then, Markus pointed at a glowing blanket swaddling a baby in a stroller. “Why would someone make a baby a magic blanket?” he asked.

“To promote calm and sleep. To protect it against illness. Against items falling on and hurting it. There are a lot of possibilities,” Paula explained like such facts were common knowledge.

Their food arrived and everyone waited for the waitress to leave before continuing their conversation. Markus, chewing his food, struggled to swallow as if longing to fire another question. Fritz was grateful he wasn’t critical or combative like he’d been the night before at the Büchholtz Inn. In fact, Fritz would venture to say his son seemed genuinely intrigued. Fritz ate his Schnitzel and warm potato salad in silence, thinking it best if the Büchholtz’s field his questions. 

“If this is all true, why aren’t baby blankets more in demand?” Markus asked. “Once parents knew what they’re capable of, babies everywhere would have blankets like that—” 

“Blankets are mass-produced now and are readily available at affordable prices,” Paula said. “What parent out there spends the money on such a common item? Artisans can’t charge what they need for their materials and time to make a decent living these days.” 

“But if consumers knew what they were getting—” Markus interrupted. 

“What do you suggest?” Reuben asked. “That they advertise magic blankets? That I advertise the Bräu I make? That Otto promises magic structures safe from break-ins and fire?”

Markus leaned into the table. “If magic is real, why not?” 

Siggy chewed his food and, like Fritz, stayed out of their discussion. Perhaps he thought it best if the Software Engineer hear it from Reuben and Paula’s perspectives as well. 

“What do you suppose would happen to people who can make magical things?” Reuben asked. He leaned in as if accepting Markus’s challenge. “Would they be burned at the stake? Forced into making things that will help governments gain power and control? Oh yeah, wait.” He smirked. “All that happened.”

“Over and over again,” Paula added between bites of food.

Markus shook his head. “But who determines who gets to know about magic or not?” 

Reuben frowned. “TradeCrafters and the Guild did their best to do right by it.” 

“We’re talking about protecting innocent babies here, not blowing up the planet.”

“Oh, but we are. TradeMagic can do both.”

That one quieted him. Markus watched Reuben’s serious expression as Siggy bunched up his napkin before tossing it on top of his half-eaten food. It wasn’t like the old Brewer not to finish his meal—nor have watery eyes. 

“The Guild follows laws that have been passed down through centuries. This entails making and using magic only for the goodwill of all mankind. Anyone taught about TradeMagic made an oath to abide by those ancient principles. But that never seemed to work. It didn’t work in times before our own, and it wouldn’t work now.”

Reuben chimed in: “Whenever TradeCrafters fall away or ignored the oaths they made, magic runs terribly askew.”

Markus shook his head. “Seems crazy to me to try to police good versus evil.”

“That’s exactly what the Guild thought,” Siggy added, “and why the Guild decided to let magic die.” 

“So, what’s gonna happen now?” Markus leaned forward. “Magic is obviously being exploited again. And now this dying Guild or old TradeCrafters like my dad are supposed to stop it?”

Fritz threw down his napkin, his eyes wide. “Who ya calling old?” He smirked.

“You make fun when this is serious.” Markus looked away; his arms folded. “Hey, look,” he said, watching a group of people passing by. Two wore rings, illuminated. One carried a rounded trinket in a jacket pocket, illuminated. Another wore a belt with an illuminated belt buckle. They waved as they strolled by.

“Conduits,” Markus said.

Paula whispered, “I wonder, how many TradeCrafters like us are out there?”

“Maybe a lot,” Reuben said.

“I hope so,” Markus added.

I hope so too, Fritz thought to himself. I hope so too.
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CHAPTER 11
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ANNA’S WORRIES KEPT her from falling asleep—or maybe it had more to do with her narrow twin bed and the fact that her cousin and pet, Sophie and Strudel, were taking up over half the space. Sophie wedged herself up against the wall while Anna teetered on the bed’s edge. Her pudgy little dog, snoring and lying horizontally between them, using more space than a chihuahua should. 

Upstairs, in the spare attic bedroom, Liam had his own room.

The clock on her nightstand glowed a green eleven and sixteen. A mix of concern and curiosity got Anna to get up; Strudel stirred and inched over into Anna’s warm spot she left behind. 

That was a terrible fight he had with Opa, she thought as she grabbed her robe and snuck up the stairs, seeing his room’s light shine under the door as she crested the stairs. "Liam," she whispered. 

No answer. 

“Liam,” she whispered again just as the light underneath the door shut off. Didn’t he hear her? He must have. Tapping with the tips of her fingernails against the door, she called again, “Liam, it’s me.” 

Nothing. 

Is he ignoring me? To heck with him if he doesn’t need someone who cares, Anna thought, ready to turn right back around and leave the guy in his misery. But she knocked at the door again, calling his name once more, far less friendly this time—to let him know she was losing her patience.

He still didn’t answer or open his door. 

What a jerk! I mean, if you’re undressed or something, tell me to go away, but don’t pretend you didn’t hear me ...

A sudden draft whooshed under the door at her bare feet. Without thinking, her hand reached for the door’s handle. Locked!

Sounds of someone rummaging inside the room reached her ears, and she imagined Liam lifting the window having caused the sudden breeze under the door. 

Or, maybe someone’s breaking in.

Convinced Liam needed her help, she twisted the knob as if she’d somehow jiggle the lock out of position and miraculously gain entry. Something swatted her hand aside and Anna jumped backward. “What hit me?” she asked aloud. 

Seconds passed. Agitated, Anna jiggled the knob again, wishing she had the magic touch to somehow get inside the room. Her robe’s belt yanked out of its belt loops and stretched to the floor. Like a fluffy pink snake, it disappeared under the gap in the door.

Anna shrank to her knees in disbelief as the doorknob jiggled from the other side and the door flung open. Liam, halfway out of the room’s open window, locked eyes on her. The belt retreated and wrapped around her waist once more as she scrambled to her feet. 

“What are you doing in my room?” Liam charged. 

Anna stumbled inside, patting her torso as if the fluffy fabric really was a slithering reptile she wanted to peel off. His question stumped her and she gawked. Didn’t he see my belt slink under the door and let me in? 

“Get out!” he whisper-yelled and peered over her shoulder, afraid, perhaps, that her parents would come racing up the stairs. 

“You’re sneaking out, aren’t you?” Anna asserted despite feeling dumbfounded.

“Let’s just say I’m getting some fresh air,” he answered.

She noticed he was wearing the bomber jacket her mom and Oma made. “With one leg out the window and wearing that invisibility coat?”

“Observant. Maybe I am sneaking out,” Liam answered. He placed something he’d been clutching in his hand into a pocket.

“To go to the Guild meeting?” Anna asked. 

He glared at her. “Yes, to go to the Guild meeting,” he repeated with a squealy, annoying voice that brought Anna’s hands to her hips in offense. 

“I’m here to check on you,” she scolded, “and you mock my concern when all I want to do is help?” 

“Help? You want to help me, Anna?” he countered, still seated on the sill with one leg on the slanted rooftop and the other in the room. “Then come with me.” 

“You don’t even know where the meeting is!”

“The old gate tower clock in Nürnberg. If you didn’t have googly eyes for Jakob, maybe you would’ve talked with him and found that out for yourself.” 

“How would Jakob know?” 

“His Opa and father let him in on Guild affairs. Unlike mine.” Liam tucked his other leg through the window. “C’mon, my magical little cousin,” he snarked. “That moving robe of yours might unlock some doors, like the one to the Guild meeting—” 

“You saw it too?” Anna asked, relieved he’d noticed. Her heart raced as she rushed to his side, holding the end of the belt. “I’m not sure how—”

“Sure, you aren’t,” Liam cut her off. “How long have you known about TradeMagic?”

“I was ... I was never told anything about TradeMagic.”

“Liar,” Liam said. 

Anna’s mind raced. Liam didn’t believe her and she didn’t know how to convince him. What, exactly, was she taught? She didn’t even know. But she knew one thing: She made that robe. Could she be magical without even knowing, like her mom, with sleeves of a jacket that held Elia on the flying swing seat?

She took a nervous breath. “They told me to think about why I wanted to sew something.” Anna wished she knew how to explain what she didn’t understand herself. 

Liam sat on the window sill with an out-with-it expression on his face. 

“Like this robe. I wanted the belt to stay tied around me. Like Strudel’s bed. I made it so she’d sleep well at night. They told me to keep things like that in mind whenever I made anything.” 

“That’s stupid. Of course a belt will hold your robe closed and a dog’s bed will let an animal sleep.” Liam now stood on the pitched, tiled roof. “You made a robe with powers to unlock a door. You know how to make fabric move like your mom! You were taught TradeMagic.” He turned away. “I’m outta here.”

“Liam, don’t go!” 

“Watch me.” 

“It’s too dangerous—” She clutched one of his arms.

“Then come with me.”

“But we’re just kids."

Liam leaned into the window’s opening. “Speak for yourself.” 

He stepped out of reach and her belt stretched again, as if made from an endless spool of soft velour. It wrapped around Liam's arm and he squirmed. 

“See! You know exactly what you’re doing!” 

She was clueless about how she was making the belt do that, yet relieved it kept him from running away. “I’m sorry! Actually, I’m not!” 

Liam lunged for her and the belt. She backed from the window before he slammed it closed with the belt in its tracks. The belt let go as if the life had been pinched out of it.

Determination took over and Anna pounced for the window, opening it again while pleading for him to stay. The belt bolted forward again. One end wrapped around Liam’s arm, the other his leg. He tried wrestling away, all the while staggering dangerously on the high, second-story rooftop. 

“Let go!” he cried. His footsteps rattled the roof tiles. He froze and stared down at them. “Free me!” he shouted. 

Several tiles wiggled before jerking loose. They pinned the belt down and the fabric loosened its hold. Liam bolted for the edge of the roof, pulling something from his pocket and throwing it into the air. “Let’s ride!” he called.

Whatever it was, it grew as it hurled through the air, taking Anna back to Opa Fritz and how he tossed his carousel into flight at the exhibit. Whatever Liam had thrown into the air expanded into a skateboard. Anna gasped as it flew in a loop. Liam leaped to intercept it, planting his feet squarely on its center before zooming away.

Horrified as well as awestruck, Anna leaned out of the window to see him disappear into the night. She ran downstairs to wake up her parents but found them already standing in the hall outside her bedroom door where Sophie held Strudel against her chest.

“What’s going on up there?” her father asked, glancing toward the attic.

“Liam,” Anna said between breaths, "left.”

“What do you mean?” her mother asked, heading for the stairs.

“He’s not there,” Anna said, then told them what happened. To Anna, her words sounded like a jumbled, hurried mess. She worried that none of it would make sense. They hardly made sense to her. How did her belt move? How did the tiles move? She believed in TradeMagic, but she didn’t think either Liam or herself had any of its powers. Or did they?

“Liam threw something in the air that grew like Opa Fritz’s carousel?” her mom asked. 

Anna nodded. If her mother hadn’t been at the exhibit, Anna was convinced her mom would’ve thought she was nuts. 

But she responded with understanding nods.

“Liam made something fly?” her father asked. “How is that possible?”

“I don't know.” Anna’s mother paced the small hall. “He hasn’t been trained in toy making. But I do keep a lot of games and a few toys upstairs. Maybe Liam found one Opa Fritz made?” 

Anna’s dad glanced at his watch. “It’s eleven thirty-seven,” he said. 

“The meeting starts at midnight,” Britta added.

“You think that’s where he’s going?” Rudy asked.

“It is. He told me so,” Anna said.

“I don't know if Liam can get there on time,” Anna’s mother said. “Does he even know where the meeting’s being held?” 

“Jakob told him it’s in old town Nürnberg, at the old clock gate tower,” Anna told her.

There was a short pause as Anna’s parents looked at each other. 

“We should go after him,” they chorused.

“Those shoes ... the Jumpers,” Rudy said. “Can they get us there on time?”

Britta stared at Anna’s dad. “Rudy, we’ve only got one pair.” 

He swallowed. “Go,” he told her moments later. “You can do it—just be careful.” 

***
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As the skateboard whisked him away, Liam didn’t know which exhilarated him more: Using the toy Max had given him and flying on it, or that he had made roof tiles move! He laughed while soaring through the air, whooping and giggling like a child. Feeling so joyful was a welcomed relief after all that had happened. 

His Opa’s—and dad’s—secrets were only part of the problem. In normal households, the eldest kid, especially at his age, was allowed greater freedoms. Most of his friends could stay out past midnight and even drive their own cars. But no—his dad denied him those rights of passage. And, Liam knew, it was because Otto didn’t approve. 

Was he that irresponsible? Undependable? He knew he wasn’t the greatest student, but weren’t Cs good enough? Didn’t they realize he could be getting Ds and Fs? Was he such a loser who needed protection from the chance of failure?

But this was more than staying out late or getting his driver’s license. It wasn’t about not being trusted to get his mobile phone back. It wasn’t even about always getting grouped with the younger kids as if he was a child like Elia.

There was a world of magic he hadn’t been allowed to know. Otto and his own father had gone too far keeping it from him.

He’d made up his mind: He’d go to the Guild meeting and pound on the door until officials let him inside. He’d plead his case. Maybe Jakob would put in a good word for him. There was a magical world he’d insist on being part of!

It wasn’t until the lights of Frankfurt were behind him that his anger began to wane, replaced by a marvelous sense of awe and joy.

Here he was, soaring through the air, about thirty feet above the Autobahn, faster than any of the cars below. Atop Max’s carved toy ...

Max gave him the toy skateboard several summers ago, excited to pretend their superhero toys had a way to fly. Liam recalled how Max held the skateboard and action figure in the air as he ran around. “See? Now flight is one of their superpowers!”

The last thing Liam had wanted to do was trot around the yard with with the boy, holding his muscular green action figure atop the board, pretending it was on some sort of flying apparatus. He’d thanked Max for carving him the toy and promised to put it on display in his room, but Liam had no intention of playing with it. Ever. 

Liam remembered the disappointment on Max’s face, even after he’d handed him his prized action figure and told Max he could have it. Back then, at fifteen, Liam hadn’t understood why Max had looked so glum. Liam realized maybe Max had recognized what had happened before he had himself. It was the point in their friendship when Liam had felt too big to play with toys and Max still longed to. He’d experienced it himself with Reuben. 

Liam had completely forgotten about Max’s toy skateboard until that night when he spotted it on the shelf in his attic guestroom. 

Finding it seemed magically coincidental.

An idea had struck him instantly: If Max’s baby sister could make her toy horse run, maybe Max’s toy could move as well. No way could Elia out-magic her older brother. Or, at the very least, Opa Fritz’s magical mastery had spilled over into both their creations.

Anna interrupted him before he could experiment.

When he had the chance to throw the toy skateboard into the air, he took it. His theory proved correct: The toy answered Liam’s bidding, carrying him away to save the world, like the superhero it was created for—just as Max had intended. 

Does Max even know what he’s capable of? Max envied Elia’s ability to make her toy horse and, at the Inn, Max told Liam he wished he could carve magic like she could. Liam could only imagine Max’s face if he saw the skateboard come to life the way it had. He’d beat his sister: His toy grew to life-size while Elia’s toy horse stayed small. 

Liam frowned at the notion of Max’s father finding out. Opa Fritz would get the blame for sure. Maybe he and Max still had something in common that transcended their age difference and could bond them closer—fathers who didn’t want them knowing TradeMagic perhaps.

Liam leaned from side to side and the skateboard smoothly changed course in whatever direction he wished. It maneuvered seamlessly, even when a gust of wind whipped against him. Leaning forward made him go faster, leaning back, slower. Liam cheered into the night air.

City lights illuminated the night sky to the east. Judging by his inner compass, Liam estimated it must be Würzberg. More southeast. Nürnberg isn’t far now!

He skimmed over a cluster of houses, then rose higher in the air when he noticed a silhouette in a window. What if someone saw him? 

Oh my gosh, I totally forgot about my coat!

“Conceal,” he said. He looked down at himself. His legs and the board vanished. “This is some crazy-cool magic. And don’t forget, you made roof tiles move.” He talked aloud to himself, realizing that everything he said sounded shocking. 

He remembered how his grandfather made the walls within The Büchholtz’s Inn mesh together. The realization that he possessed something similar was unbelievable. How? After a few years of working part-time at his Opa’s contracting company? There had to be some mistake.

Memories of Anna making her belt hold him came to mind. Maybe she was taught by accident. Kinda like me.

He thought back to the look on her face as they clashed on top of the roof. She looked as shocked as he felt, almost to the point of fearing the belt that stretched between them. Maybe, like with the Schenk kids, their Oma or Opa’s abilities spilled over into the robe and the roof tiles?

He had to believe that his own cousin—who was more like a sister—wouldn’t keep something so phenomenal from him and Sophie. They were too close to keep secrets like that from one another.

Lights of Nürnberg came into view. The skyrocketing telecommunication tower blinked to the right while the castle’s large rock walls lit up with a warm golden hue to the left, making it easier for him to tell where the city’s Old Town was located. He leaned forward, eager to reach his destination. 

He soared over the castle, where he spotted Elisabethkirche’s monstrous green copper dome beyond, illuminated by dozens of spotlights. The old clock tower was next to it. He spotted an area several blocks away, outside the Old Town’s medieval walls, with more trees and fewer street lights. 

Not sure how he was supposed to go about landing without tumbling to the ground, he proclaimed his wishes like he’d done before with the roof tiles and the invisibility coat. “Land there!” he ordered. 

The board brought him to a smooth stop on a dimly-lit sidewalk meandering through the park. The wheels spun on the concrete and once Liam touched down with his foot, the toy changed back to its original size and form. 

A man strolling by glanced in his direction but kept walking. 

Liam shoved the toy skateboard in his pocket and headed for Old Town. My plan worked ‘til now, he thought. But this is where I start winging it.
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CHAPTER 12
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“HERE WE GO,” FRITZ said with a smile, despite the seriousness of the situation. He cast a sideways glance at Siggy as they made their way to the old clock tower. 

“My grandfather went to meetings regularly,” the Brewer said. “This is like the good old days.” 

“Indeed.” 

Reuben, however, leading the group while holding Paula’s hand, stopped suddenly, his eyes studying the roofline overhead. Fritz followed his gaze, finding two glowing shapes peering over before backing away. 

Misgiving hit Fritz’s stomach like a sucker punch. Had their meeting been found out?

“Could be Guild Security, keeping an eye on things,” Siggy suggested. 

Markus didn’t seem to believe him. He checked their rear. Seemingly clear. They proceeded, converging on the brick-laid square and the gate tower where the clock ticked its way to midnight, along with other groups of people obviously there for the same reason. Glowing outlines revealed that some wore invisibility gear.

How Fritz wished he’d had a chance to visit with Moni. Surely Otto and his family would be wearing such protection.

“Be cautious after we are transported out of here,” Siggy whispered to his daughter-in-law. “Stay with Markus. When we return, we might need to get back to the van quickly.”

“Were those bad guys up on the roof?” Markus asked. “How do we know who’s who around here, and what side they’re on?” 

“If they stir up trouble, they’re not friends,” Siggy answered. 

Markus clenched his fists at his hips and ground his jaw, all the while surveying the rooflines around the square.

“Be ready to defend yourselves,” Siggy told Paula.

Markus gulped. 

Maybe he was beginning to realize that Paula was there to protect him rather than the other way around?

“Don’t worry,” Paula said, patting her backpack. “We’ve got Bräu.”

Reuben kissed Paula goodbye and everyone made their way into the crowd. He thought he saw Otto’s illuminated profile off to his right but didn’t weave through the crowd to stand nearer. 

I’ll see him there, Fritz thought. He gazed up at the clock instead, like Siggy and Reuben were already doing, prepared to let Location Transfer take hold. In his peripheral view, he saw rooflines and shadows where stalkers could lurk. He kept telling himself, Markus and Paula will be all right. Surely, other Guildies attending the meeting would have friends keeping watch as well. They’d take care of each other, as Guildies had done for centuries. And, like Siggy said, Security was likely in the vicinity.

He did not dare take his eyes off the clock, missing the brief instant in time when magic blinked him away. The hand on the clock ticked and they vanished. 

***
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Liam jogged toward the Old Town square with a feeling he was late. He couldn’t know for sure. His Opa never did give him back his phone. When he and his dad found out that Liam ignored their instructions and went to Nürnberg on his own, Liam wondered if he’d ever get it back.

Rounding a corner, the clock at the top of the cylindrical stone gatehouse came into view. Eleven minutes past midnight.

Liam spat a curse word aloud and continued cussing out his grandfather inside his head for not allowing him to come along in the first place. He made a fist with his hand and punched it toward the ground. 

“Tsk tsk,” came a woman’s voice from nearby.

Liam spun around. A redhead and a man in black jeans and a leather jacket stood about a dozen feet away. Hadn’t Elia described one of the men loitering in the Tapestry booth as having a scary, black leather jacket?

“Did you miss your important meeting?” Her voice was flirtatious—even sly. She stood, smirking, her boyfriend at her hip. 

She’s talking to me. But how? I’m invisible.

The pair approached and stopped within arm’s reach. 

“Yes, we're talking to you, Mr. ...?” the woman continued, her perfectly painted eyebrows raised.

“Me?” Liam asked.

“Yes, you,” she purred. 

He couldn’t take his eyes off her petite figure, enhanced by a well-fitted black dress. 

She pointed a red-manicured fingernail at the center of his bomber jacket and winked. “Mr. ...?”

“Um ... Kraus. Liam Kraus,” he stuttered, then cringed, wondering if telling her his name was a good idea.

“Mr. Umkraus,” she repeated. “I’m Zelinda Vogel, and this is my husband, Uwe.”

Husband? They hardly seemed old enough to be married, but then again, neither did Reuben and Paula. 

The man extended his hand and Liam hesitated before shaking it. 

“How do you do,” Uwe said. He placed a cigarette between his lips and let it dangle.

“I can understand how upsetting it must be to miss the rendezvous for your meeting,” Zelinda continued.

“Well, I’m only late. The others must have moved indoors somewhere. I’m sure I’ll find them. See ya.” Liam chided himself for saying too much despite knowing those two were bad news. Maybe they weren’t the type to mug him like those thugs who pushed Herr Spiegel or his Opa around, but their vibe gave Liam the creeps. He had turned away. 

The pair chuckled. 

“Do you even know where to find them?” Zelinda asked.

“Do you?” Liam asked, annoyed by their behavior. He waited for an answer, but after several seconds of smirking back at him, Liam decided to let ‘em have it: "Stay outta my business!” 

“Your business, Mr. Umkraus? And what exactly is that? Attending a meeting that no one from the Guild arranged for you to join?” Zelinda sauntered forward until she stood awkwardly close. “Surely you must’ve been told. To gain access to their secret meeting by Location Transfer, you need to be here on time and with your conduit.”

Why was she talking about his conduit? The answer terrified him. Liam didn’t respond but his pulse did—he worried whether she saw his temple pounding with every, rapid heartbeat. 

Uwe had since lit the cigarette and exhaled into the tight space between them. Liam coughed—more so to display his disgust rather than to avoid the fumes. Liam took a step back to walk away. 

Zelinda wrapped her arm around his skinny bicep. 

How can they see me? Maybe she used something magic?

“Where did the Guild tell you to meet?” she asked. 

“They didn’t.” Liam was surprised he answered. He should be the one asking the questions. “How is it that you can see me?”

Zelinda smirked. Uwe took another drag and exhaled into Liam’s face. 

“You mind, dude?” Liam complained, waving his hand. 

Zelinda landed a hand on her hip. “Would you like to attend one of our meetings?”

“What meeting?" Liam asked.

“First, why don't you take off that silly invisibility coat so we can discuss this face-to-face." Zelinda curled her other hand under his chin—his chin that he realized was baby smooth compared to macho Uwe’s stubbly one. 

Liam squirmed away. “What meeting of yours?” he repeated.

“Meetings about our youth’s education,” she said. “We believe our youth is our future and it would be silly not to teach them TradeMagic. We welcome young minds to the mix. Not so with the Guild, I hear.”

Liam didn’t think he could walk away if he tried. Paralyzed with both interest and attraction, he wondered what he should say next to keep the woman talking. He wanted to know more! 

“Disengage the invisibility,” Uwe urged, the cigarette clamped in his teeth. “We’ll show you where our meetings take place.”

How can they be looking right at me? They want me to disengage my bomber jacket’s magic! The coat must have been giving him more protection than invisibility. “No, thank you,” Liam answered.

“Don’t you want to meet our youth; see how we teach them?” Zelinda asked.

A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead and into Liam’s eye. He blinked. “No.”

Uwe backed off, flicking the cigarette to the ground before stomping it out. 

“Very well, Mr. Umkraus,” Zelinda said. “Just know that our invitation is always open to you.” 

Liam stumbled away, not daring to look over his shoulder. He glanced left and right. Everyone’s gotta be around here somewhere. He spotted two rounded doors at the bottom of the clock tower, to the small gatehouse as the clock ticked to twelve-twenty. His hand gripped the heavy brass door handles. They were locked. 

He stepped into the center of the courtyard, studying the nearby buildings. Zelinda and Uwe were gone. Or, at least, out of sight. But a strange feeling told Liam he wasn’t alone.

***
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The last thing Fritz remembered was the big hand ticking into position and finding himself standing somewhere else.

A high, domed ceiling towered more than eight stories above his head. He was in a cathedral. Darkness shrouded tall, ornate pillars. Marble statues of saints and apostles stared at them from alcoves in the walls. 

Like Fritz, everyone remained still as though they were somehow incapsulated by Location Transfer’s motionless delivery. Amidst the crowd, Fritz sensed Reuben and Siggy still standing next to him.

A glow from each side of the church drew everyone’s attention. People passed candles deeper into the crowd and Fritz watched as the illumination slowly revealed the cathedral’s architectural beauty. Ach du lieber! This is the Frauenkirche, Fritz realized. 

They were transported to their secret meeting location only a few blocks away from the gatehouse clock tower. While Fritz expected the meeting would take place much farther away, he grinned at the notion that anyone spying on the group would not expect them to be a mere handful of blocks away. 

Otto, Verner, and much to Fritz’s surprise, Jakob—the young Hoffmann grandson—had made their way over to them.

“Guten Abend, Guild TradeCrafters,” a woman’s voice projected over the crowd. Fritz recognized his old friend’s voice immediately. “I’m Gerda Winkler, lead Council member of the Guild. Let the record show the date and time. Kindly form rows to make the task of taking attendance much easier.” 

An older, skinny man holding a tablet stood atop a spiral staircase leading to the pulpit. He brought a fountain pen to his face and spoke to it before it darted away through the air, skipping above people’s heads. It flew back to the man and scribbled as though writing each of their names. 

A Master Scribe!

Gerda Winkler continued her address. “Thank you for coming. For now, I will turn the floor to Bernard Hoffmann, Shoemaker, Head of Guild Security.”

“Damen und Herrn,” Fritz’s old friend, Benny, greeted everyone. 

Benny stood stiff, his lips thin and straight rather than smiling. Fritz wanted to see his eyes, but his metal glasses reflected the candlelight back at him instead. 

“We’ve been monitoring TradeMagic activity of great concern outside our membership. Another organized group, calling themselves the Legion, consists of many TradeCrafters, and is operating outside the ancient protocols we’ve been charged to steward.” 

The room stirred and whispers echoed through the space. 

“In recent weeks their use of magic has become far more aggressive against those who are not in its alliance. They’re hunting down and stealing conduits belonging to Guild members, both living and deceased. There are some within the Legion who do not appear to be TradeCrafters or magically capable at all, but they are using magically-created items to inflict harm on others. In some cases, their actions have caused fatal injury."

Fritz shifted his flat cap. Around him, attendees rustled and whispered their concerns. But the room grew silent again as the Shoemaker continued detailing their awful circumstances.

“As I’m sure you’re well aware, stealing conduits results in the inability to continue making anything magical,” Benny said. “It also disallows a master to call on some of the most effective means of protection possible.” Benny took a deep breath. Fritz had never known Benny to carry such a weighted expression before. 

“They are disarming you, and they are preventing Guild members from training others from carrying on our magical legacy, completely ensuring themselves a future where our goodwill use of magic no longer impedes them.”

The room rumbled in a mix of hushed voices.

Benny continued. “Prior to being robbed of their conduits,” he said, “our members are asked to join the Legion. In essence, to defect from the Guild. They are offered large sums of money to do so and promised high salaries or lump-sum severances. Complete exclusivity is expected. TradeCrafters must agree to provide magical goods and services only to benefit the Legion.” 

The room erupted with louder reactions. Siggy and Reuben grumbled to one another. Otto and Verner did the same. Young Jakob caught Fritz’s eye, and by the youth’s look of surprise, Fritz could tell this was all news to him despite his grandfather’s and father’s positions in Guild Security. 

“Money. They sold out,” a man behind Fritz spat with disgust. 

Boy, did he sum it up right, Fritz thought as he adjusted his flat cap. How can any TradeCrafter put a price on what they’ve been blessed to do for their life’s work?

Voices subsided when Gerda Winkler lifted her hands. "The Guild’s priorities are three-fold,” her voice boomed into the cathedral. “First, to help you, your families and closest allies be safe; second, to preserve what remains of the Guild and our duty to carry out its purposes; and third, to determine our future course, which includes our response to the Legion’s pursuits. 

“In order to protect everyone from the Legion’s harmful advances, we are asking all Guild members to retreat into our Hidden City and remain there indefinitely.” Gerda could barely finish the sentence as people reacted with outbursts of disbelief. 

Fritz let out an astonished “Oh!” himself. 

“Order, please,” Gerda called, her strong voice echoing into the ceiling overhead. She held her hands in a gesture for the crowd to quiet. “The choice, of course, is yours,” she continued as the crowd quieted. “Remaining in union with the Guild is, as it always has been, voluntary. However, we adamantly encourage you to take our recommendation. Refuge in the Hidden City is the only way we can guarantee your safety.

“If you choose to stay behind, do so knowing the Guild cannot prevent members of the Legion from finding you, nor can we guarantee any aid in the event they do. We highly suggest that if you choose to stay in the real world, you surrender your conduits to the Guild for safekeeping, lest they fall into the hands of this Legion.” 

A sort of excited panic broke out all around Fritz again. The mumbling was almost deafening. Fritz grabbed at his flat cap again and almost angrily set it back on his head. He saw Reuben’s profile, his Adam’s apple rolling up and down as swallowed.

Most certainly those hooligans at the exhibit were part of the Legion. How many brutes did this Legion have? How many other places besides the exhibit had the Legion staked out? Just how many graves like Rosa’s had been unearthed and disrespected, all for the acquisition of TradeCrafters’ precious conduits?

Fritz didn’t know how many, but he knew the number had to be bigger than Guild Security could handle. Otherwise, the Guild wouldn’t be asking them to run away and hide in, of all places, their magical realm they coined The Hidden City.

The Hidden City was a place as obsolete as the world’s remaining TradeCrafters and the magic they once taught from generation to generation. One of Fritz’s teachers—the master carpenter who had finalized Fritz’s training and gave Fritz his first job—had told him what he knew about them. Hidden Cities were, at one time, all over the country. They were realms, blanketing places in the real world. TradeCrafters brought apprentices there for continued training. There, TradeCrafters and apprentices alike had access to other masters, workstations, and tools, as well as vast documents and resources concerning trades, the Guild, and TradeMagic. 

But from what Fritz had been told, only one hidden realm remained. From what Fritz understood, it was inhabited rarely, by Guild Council members monitoring the tail end of their plans to dissolve the organization, TradeCrafters, and TradeMagic.

“The Hidden City hasn’t been occupied for almost seventy-five years,” Otto muttered. 

Fritz showed his agreement with a distressed nod. 

“Gather your families and collect allies closest to you. Make provisions and get your affairs in order,” Gerda concluded. She held up her hands as she clutched a round, golden timepiece in her fingers. “The Guild will send you notice of our—your—next steps. Now, on the count of three ...”

Fritz didn’t hear her countdown, but the dimly lit church was gone in a blink.
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CHAPTER 13
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A CROWD APPEARED AROUND Liam, knocking him to the brick courtyard; old people his Opa and Oma’s age. Guild members! Who else could reappear outta thin air like this? What was it that Zelinda Vogel told him? Something about Location Transfer?

A gray-haired man landing on top of him apologized before waddling away. Liam peered over the crowd, looking for his loved ones.

People wearing black poured out from side streets, converging on the square and blocking anyone’s path as they dispersed. As the Guildies scrambled in different directions, their frantic screams matched Liam’s sense of dread. An ambush!

From somewhere within the crowds, his dad ran toward him. “What are you doing here!” his dad yelled on his approach. Without waiting for an answer, he pulled Liam into a bear hug, squatted deep, and catapulted them into the air.

Whoa! Up they soared, Liam breathless at the sudden surge of their jump. They landed and his dad rocketed them into a second jump. 

Jumpers! His dad was able to carrying him away like that because he was wearing the Jumpers!

They landed on one of the rooftops overlooking the square. Below, skirmishes continued. 

Verner fell to his knees and pulled Liam down with him while spying on the attack below. “What are you doing here?” he asked again.

“Dad, what’s happening?” Liam asked instead. 

“The Legion. They must’ve known about our secret meeting.” 

The Legion?

Liam spotted his Opa, his white hair making him stand out from the crowd, running for a side street. Liam and his father scampered across the roof to the other edge, keeping their eyes on him. People in black surrounded a group below: Tante Britta, Markus, Reuben, and Paula. Reuben and Paula strangely toppled over, as if frozen and unable to move to catch themselves. The attackers met Otto’s advance, and Otto toppled to the ground. 

“Tante Britta brought you here?” his dad asserted.

“What? No!” Liam yelled. But his eyes were still glued to the street below. 

Thugs tugged at Reuben and Paula’s Rucksacks, but Britta shot stretches of fabric from her sleeves to snag them back. 

“She’s doing it again! Making her clothes move like Opa Fritz made his carousel fly!” Liam blurted. 

The Rucksacks flew in her arms, knocking her into a backward stumble. Meanwhile, Markus doused their attackers with pointed beer bottles he’d been shaking. Frothy spray doused over them.

It must be magic Bräu! 

Their attackers froze, falling over like lifeless mannequins next to Otto, Reuben, and Paula. More brutes ran up, exhaling white puffs of smoke that wafted into Markus’s space. He froze, standing. The bottles he’d been holding smashed to the ground, into puddles of foam and shattered glass. 

“Oh no! Are they dead?” Liam shouted.

Liam’s dad grabbed his head and made Liam face him. “Liam! I want you back home. Now!” 

His father’s orders made no sense. “But we have to help them!”

Men screaming below drew Liam and Verner’s attention once again. Tante Britta whipped several spewing bottles around like a sprinkler and her enemies fell, frozen to the ground. Two more ran up. She tackled them before they reached her. They tried scrambling backward to get away. She clawed after them, always on top, relentless in her efforts to rest her hands on their legs, hips, chests, wherever she could land her hands. Liam witnessed her spectacular mastery over textiles again: Their limbs scrambled but in slow motion until finally motionless.

She made their clothes stiff! 

“She encased them!” his father yelled as if he, too, was surprised by her abilities. 

Tante Britta sprang to her feet, rummaging through Rucksacks and pulling out green bottles. After shaking them, she sprayed, aiming at Otto, Markus, Reuben, and Paula. They began moving again and Liam breathed his relief.

“Liam, I want you to get out of here!” his dad yelled again. 

Liam cowered away, refusing to obey. How could he leave now, when everyone was in so much trouble? There wasn’t anything he could do to help. He wasn’t magical. 

He swallowed hard and stared into his father’s eyes. “If you’re magic, you’ve got to help them!” 

His dad’s face fell, but Liam knew instantly it wasn’t because of what he said. Liam spun around. 

Triangular shapes, airborne, lowered from the sky behind them and converged over the square. Within seconds, the objects dive-bombed toward those fighting below. Verner pulled Liam low, next to the roof’s parapet. 

Liam studied the flying shapes, squinting. “What are those?”

“They’re boats!” Verner yelled, his tone both angry and awestruck. 

Liam pushed his dad’s hand aside and leaned over the edge to see for himself. They were boats all right: sleek, modern crafts with room for three or so passengers. They dipped and soared with an agility that surpassed the abilities of Opa Fritz’s carousel. Liam gasped, and from the corner of his eye, caught sight of half a dozen more rolling in like foreboding clouds ready to release a downpour of doom. 

One, with two men inside, plummeted into the side street toward his loved ones. Liam and his father twisted to get a better view. One man jumped out as it passed near the ground. Tante Britta sent her cloak into a billowing wave that somehow slapped him away. The attacker’s hair came undone. Long, blonde locks cascaded from her head, down to her hips. 

It’s a woman, not a man, Liam realized. Not only that, but memory of Anna and Elia’s description of one of the strangers at the exhibit echoed in his memory. The woman matched: shampoo model, mermaid hair.

The blonde jumped and spun, sending her leg into a whirl to strike the side of Tante Britta’s head. Britta’s arm lifted to block the kick and her cloak wrapped around the blonde’s leg that flipped her onto her back.

Whoa!

The boat returned with a swoop and the man flying it pulled the blonde aboard and zoomed away. Verner rose as the boat soared over their building and away, his hands outstretched in a strange position that reminded Liam of an archer with a bow and arrow. But Verner eased his stance and glanced down at the square once again instead.

Other boats dove toward the ground, running into the backs of Guild members and causing them to fall. Some men dragged Guildies aboard. Once captive, the goons flew the vessels into the air. Moments later, the boats returned. On their way down, the goons threw their prey overboard. Arms and legs fluttered, as if doing so could prevent them from falling to their death.

Liam screamed. His heart pounded at the thought of finding dead Guildies below. Instead, he spotted Tante Britta, sprinting into the square, using strips of fabric from her clothes to catch those who were falling. A gray-haired woman with a huge purse kept reaching inside her bag, throwing pieces into the air that took flight. 

Small, ivory-colored angels grew life-sized and spread their majestic wings. The human-like shapes flew to the rescue and caught people before they hit the ground. Some thwarted boats from nabbing more victims. One rose right next to Liam, its stare landing on him as its massive wings flapped gusts of air that blew into Liam’s face. As if knowing they didn’t need help, it soared away. It caught an old man, thrown from a boat, who would’ve surely died had he not been rescued. 

Verner, again, jerked Liam around to face him. As he was about to speak, his gaze traveled beyond Liam’s shoulder. 

Oh no, what now? Liam was too scared to ask aloud. He looked: one of the boats had crested the edge of the roof. Inside it, the blonde snarled at them. 

His father assumed an archer’s stance. “Stay down!” he yelled.

Liam shielded his eyes when bolts of blue light snapped by him. They cracked into the boat’s hull. The force of it sent the boat spinning before crashing at the other end of the roof. Its passengers cursed and scrambled out of its scorched remains. Liam’s dad bounded forward, still with one hand pointing forward and the other arched back. Another streak of blue light flashed by, landing on the smoldering boat and causing it to shatter into bits.

Holy. Crap!

Liam covered his head as charred scraps landed everywhere. Those who had been in the boat vanished with a resounding Boom! after fiddling with devices around their wrists.

Liam’s dad—the master Electrician—faced him. “I’m done telling you to go home!” Verner yanked a button from his coat. “Help me get ...” 

Liam snagged the button away before his dad could finish. “Send my dad away!” Liam yelled into its surface. 

It started glowing and Liam let go. It circled his dad’s feet so fast that Liam saw comet-like streaks behind it.

His dad, furious, glared at Liam before his Jumpers bounded him away. 

Liam gasped for a breath with his palm against his chest, hardly believing what he’d just done. The sound of his father’s protests became more distant as the button’s magic—and the Jumpers—carried him away.

What did I do? Pangs of regret churned in his gut. From behind, a shadow cast over him, and it wasn’t in the shape of an angel. Liam was certain it was another boat. Tension landed on his shoulders. They could spot him despite his invisibility coat like Zelinda and Uwe had, and Max’s skateboard could never outrun one of those boats. He hunched his shoulders lower. I’m dead.

“Liam, what are you doing here?” Opa Fritz, topped by his wonderful flat cap, sat inside the craft. “Hop in, my boy,” Opa Fritz said.

He didn’t have to be told twice. Liam leaped inside, relieved it was one of their own commandeering one of the vessels. With his dad cast away, Opa Fritz would protect him. 

“What happened to your dad?” The Toymaker glanced westward, where his father had disappeared. 

“I accidentally ...” Liam didn’t know how to explain himself. 

Opa Fritz almost didn’t seem to mind. Instead, he glanced about in the skies overhead.

Fewer angels and boats remained. Some of the crafts lay in splintered heaps on the square’s brick ground. Others had been dragged away, by the oversized porcelain angels and, for whatever reason, hadn’t come back. Liam wondered what had happened to all the heavenly rescuers. Had their attackers managed to steal them away or destroy them?

Opa Fritz steered the boat toward the roofline and they peered over. Their family and friends were surrounded in the narrow street. Thugs lined both ends of the narrow street.

“Hold on tight!” Opa Fritz said. 

He dove the boat toward them, barely giving Liam any time to prepare for their surprising movement. One moment they were vertical, then horizontal as Fritz brought them to a sudden stop. They hovered a few feet above the ground. Jakob and Reuben sprang inside, hauling a wounded Opa Siggy with them. They dumped him in the boat. Reuben jumped back out.

“Dad, take Siggy and the kids someplace safe,” Markus ordered with a slap against the back of the boat as if he could make it move.

“No!” Liam yelled. 

To his relief, Opa Fritz shook his head as well. It was clear the old Toymaker had no intentions of abandoning their friends. They remained, and Tante Britta drew near. Liam let out a short sigh of relief. He followed everyone’s concerned stares: At both ends, a line of thugs awaited their attempt to escape. 

With Siggy still lying on the floor in a fetal position, there was no more room in the craft. Liam’s mind raced: Someone could use his flying skateboard to get away. Who had Jumpers and who didn’t? Certainly not everyone.

There was no way everyone could fly, or jump, out of there. 

Their foes faced them as if enjoying watching them squirm. They were greatly outnumbered, almost six to one. I don’t have any magic. How can I help fight them off? 

From the corner of his eye, he spotted Reuben, Paula and Markus clenching multiple bottles of Bräu between their fingers, their thumbs positioned on their toppers, ready to take aim. Tante Britta held out her hands, visible through openings in her cloak. His Opa—Otto—gripped the edge of the boat.

Would his group be able to fight them all off? How he wished his dad was still there, with his bolts of electricity that could zap their foes out of the way.

“Verner! Create a barrier!” Otto called. He glanced when there was no reply. “Where’s Verner?” 

“He’s okay!” Liam blurted, unable to let his Opa worry. 

His Opa gawked in return. “What are you doing here?”

“Never mind,” Opa Fritz said. “We have other problems!” 

The line of thugs began their approach. Liam looked behind him, where the other foes stayed put, enjoying the show. Liam’s friends shook their bottles of Bräu, ready to fire once their enemies were in range. Fritz hunkered low as if aiming the craft at their stalkers. 

He can plow through them, Liam thought. But those they didn’t bulldoze to the ground would surely pounce on the others as they raced by.

Their foes crept painfully closer as if savoring the fact that they were trapped. His Opa dashed in front of the boat, his legs spread and his arms in the air before pulling his hands toward himself as if motioning for forces to draw near.

Their foes stopped. Cracking sounds lured Liam’s attention to the nearby structures. Wood siding curled away, each board snapping once free. Their enemies exchanged quick glances as if contemplating whether to continue forward, wait, or retreat. 

His Opa lunged, his hands pushing at the air before him. The wood swept forward at his command, with an intense, invisible strength Liam never could have imagined. Their foes turned away in a futile, last-minute effort to flee. The wooden net caught up to them within seconds, filling the air with their painful cries. Some tripped and remained pinned to the ground. Others were pressed against nearby buildings, their arms flailing for a way to escape their grip.

Liam gulped in the air. He hadn’t been breathing. One breath wasn’t enough. His Opa spun around, taking his breath away once more. The look of determination—no, confidence—on his face was a look Liam would long remember. Liam leaned into Jakob for balance and tried hard not to step on poor, injured Opa Siggy at their feet as Opa Fritz spun the boat around.

Again, his Opa’s arms lifted and waved. Again, wood cracked and splintered when it became airborne and swept toward the line of thugs blocking the other end of the block. They’d been foolish enough to linger—like Liam, engrossed with the Builder’s magic. A few ran but it was too late: wooden planks toppled over them and pinned them to the ground. 

Liam let out a triumphant hail, reminding him of Max as he swung from the flying carousel after he saved Elia’s toy horse.

“This way!” his Opa called as he led them down the street. The injured moaned and cursed as they passed. Panting and running footsteps filled Liam’s ears as they made their way through the rubble. Foes who managed to free themselves foolishly limped after them. Pleas from their injured comrades, still trapped by his Opa’s magic, went ignored.

“Liam Kraus!” a woman’s shrill voice called after them.

Liam’s Opa, in the lead, came to a stop, a questioning expression plastered on his face. When Liam glanced over his shoulder. A petite silhouette emerged from the settling dust. 

“Liam Umkraus!” she called again.

That’s Zelinda!

“Liam?” his Opa asked, his voice oozing with wonder.

Zelinda was so bold as to walk closer, as if she had no fear of magic Otto could unleash against her.

“How does she know your name?” Opa asked him.

“Our invitation still stands! Hide away with their dying magic, or come with us to discover its future.” 

Her words set his thoughts ablaze. Liam gulped, wishing he could swallow the temptation to understand her offer. Who was this Zelinda and all these people, attacking Guild members—decent people like Tante Britta and his Opa? Sabotaging their return from their secret meeting as if hoping to nab them or do them in?

Liam couldn’t help himself from standing up, as if doing so might make things clear. 

“Don’t listen to her, Liam!” he heard Opa Fritz say. “We’re going to the Guild’s Hidden City. You’ll learn about magic there!”

I’ll learn magic where? What’s Opa Fritz saying? Liam glanced toward Zelinda again. They include their youth, he remembered Zelinda telling him. Was there another group besides the Guild that had TradeMagic? And, unlike his own family and their friends, did they teach their kids?

“With them, secrets, lies, and exclusion! With us, opportunity to claim magic’s future for yourself!” Zelinda yelled.

“Let’s get out of here,” his Opa said through gritted teeth. 

Markus pushed on the back of the boat as if doing so would move it along. 

Opa Fritz sailed it alongside their retreating group, but Liam peered over his shoulder and kept his eyes on the mysterious woman who had invited him to ... was it a meeting like the Guild’s?

Tante Britta cut off his view by jogging behind the boat. Liam could read the wonder in her eyes as she studied him. She wanted to understand why Zelinda called out to him.

How he wished he had engaged in more conversation with Zelinda and Uwe earlier when he had the chance.

“Ignore her,” Otto panted as he raced next to the boat and they made their getaway.

Like you ignored telling me about TradeMagic? 

Hidden secrets and even their dangers—nothing but answers mattered to Liam anymore. Zelinda promised the Legion would tell him anything.

With an urge he could no longer contain, Liam jerked to his feet and cleared the boat with one leap. “Let’s ride!” he said, leaving Tante Britta’s screams behind. 

A strip of fabric almost snatched his arm after he fled atop Max’s toy skateboard. 

Within seconds he was beside the mysterious, red-headed Zelinda, catching the skateboard as it shrank back into shape. 

Zelinda held out her forearm and fondled a watch on her wrist. “Grab my arm!” she told him in haste. 

He did, and the street rubble and screaming disappeared in a blink.
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CHAPTER 14
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LIAM FOUND HIMSELF in a marble-walled lobby, next to Zelinda, beyond a glass barrier separating him from entrance doors and partitioned pass-throughs. A security checkpoint. He patted his torso, from his chest to his hips. He hadn’t felt Location Transfer at all.

They stood on shiny marble floors, beneath a modern dial clock hung by a thin rod. Colorful flags, one for each of Germany’s states, draped against the surrounding walls. He had a sense that he was far away from Old Town Nürnberg.

Zelinda motioned for them to walk—actually, for him to follow. She must be bringing me to their group’s meeting. His heart began thumping, the impulsivity of his decision settling in. 

Zelinda poked her watch’s screen as they went. 

Was he out of his mind? To hope that Zelinda—no, this group, the same one that attacked his friends and family—would share their magical ways? Even if they did, would he choose to take part? Tante Britta looked so worried when he ran away. He could still hear her screams—everyone’s screams—when he jumped from the boat.

“Where are we?” he asked, ignoring his gut-wrenching worries.

“Welcome to our Reichstag Building,” Zelinda answered.

They entered the building’s modern centerpiece, a mirrored atrium of sorts, where a metal ramp spiraled to the huge windowed dome overhead. The walkway ended in its heights, where landings provided sky views. Although he’d never been there before, he recognized the iconic structure instantly. 

He gasped. “This is the Parliament Building in Berlin.” 

She seemed far less impressed than he was, as though walking into such an important place in the dead of night was something she’d grown accustomed to. She led him through a wood-paneled door, into a hallway. 

Liam couldn’t keep himself from sounding nervous. “Are we supposed to be here?” 

Zelinda laughed. “Of course we’re supposed to be here,” she answered. 

They passed closed doors that appeared to be offices for important people. 

“Our Legion houses its head officers here.” 

“And that’s all right with the government?” 

Zelinda snickered. “Our residency has no effect on them. We make it our business to be of service to them, not a hindrance.”

“And what kind of business is that?” Liam asked, remembering the battle scene in Nürnberg. “Attacking innocent people.”

Zelinda smirked, pulling out a slender stick and a cigarette that she plugged into its end. “Take a seat,” she said, motioning at a sleek leather chair. 

Sets of double doors with gold lever door knobs faced a sitting area, all of them closed. 

“In a moment, I’ll introduce you to my grandfather, one of the higher-ups in our organization.” She sat in front of him, inhaling and exhaling her cigarette that, strangely, smelled only mildly of tobacco.

Liam caught himself staring at her. He’d almost forgotten she hadn’t answered his question. “I take it those were your guys,” he said, “in the boats, nabbing people and throwing them overboard.” 

“Not exactly. Security hired them to ... to try and find out what the Guild was up to.” She took another drag. 

“They pushed people out of the boat!” 

She gave his knee a playful slap, exhaling into his face. “You saw it yourself: Guildies used magic to save themselves. Everything’s fine—no one died.”

She has a point. Wait. I should be more upset. “What if there wasn’t enough magic to save them all?”

She laughed. “That wasn’t the case, was it?” 

Streams of smoke wafted eerily between them. 

“It’s the Guild’s fault we keep such extreme tabs on them.” 

Liam pinched his face together, perplexed. 

Zelinda continued, “Listen, your Guild folks are the ones who police TradeMagic and keep it from the rest of us. What right do they have to decide whether we have magic or not? Just because they gave it up shouldn’t mean the rest of us should have to.” 

Liam agreed. Wait. Why am nodding? He forced himself to shake his head. Remember what Opa said. What Opa Fritz said. What they all said! The Guild kept magic secret to prevent its misuse. “But my Opa says—”

“Oh?” Zelinda perked upright on the edge of her seat. “Your Opa tells you things about TradeMagic? That wasn’t my impression at all.”

The surface of Zelinda’s watch blinked and Liam’s stare shifted to its square shape. It was unlike any watch he’d ever seen: like something from a science fiction movie. Its surface relayed more than the time; Liam was sure of it. Tiny metal buttons lined both edges. 

She lifted her petite nose. “It shouldn’t be much longer.” 

Worry seeped in. Even if her people didn’t kill anyone, there was no denying how aggressive and menacing they behaved. No one reacted to the attack like it was easy to handle. And now he was inside the Parliament Building, on his own, with this alluring woman who made promises that her group educates their youth about TradeMagic.

It wasn’t even business hours. Would it be possible to get past the closed security checkpoint if he changed his mind and wanted to leave? After running away and exploring what he wanted, he hadn’t expected to feel like a captive. He rose and paced the room. At least he was able to escape Zelinda’s annoying, second-hand smoke. 

“You gave me the impression that you aren’t secretive and mysterious like the Guild,” he asserted. 

“Whatever do you mean?” Zelinda said in a fake, surprised tone. 

He might feel like a captive, but he didn’t have to act like one. “Secrets and mysteries,” he huffed. “I could’ve stayed with my family for this.”

“Fair enough, Mr. Umkraus—”

“And stop calling me that!” he snapped. “My name is Liam Kraus. Show some respect and use it correctly.”

“Wow.” Zelinda pulled her sleeve over her sci-fi watch. “All righty then, Liam Kraus.” 

“What’s the Legion and what do they do?” He glanced at their surroundings, wondering what her answer might be to shed light on why they were officed in such a prestigious building. 

“The Legion is a small, discreet group that makes up a larger organization. My grandfather, Horst Vogel, is an executive officer. He oversees our magical Education Division and Security ... or, we prefer to call it Recruitment.” 

Liam shook his head. “Is it like the Guild?”

“No.” She laughed. “The Guild’s old-fashioned, outdated. Practically signed its own death sentence, robbing future generations of a wondrous inheritance.” She looked at him with pity before lifting her chin. “But don’t worry, young Liam Kraus. The Legion is making sure TradeMagic survives. We’re educating students on how to meld magic with today’s professions so they have a magical future.”

“How come I never heard of this Legion before?”

She shrugged her shoulders as if annoyed. “For the same reasons your grandparents didn’t tell you about the Guild? Because they didn’t want you to know?”

Liam sighed.

Zelinda stared at him with pity again. “I feel sorry for Guild-affiliated kids like you. Liam, Legion kids are well on their way to being trained by your age. Tell me, Liam, wouldn’t you like to learn more than just a job? A career where TradeMagic is possible?” 

Liam hoped his interest didn’t show. Of course he would! Sophie, Anna, and even though Max and Elia had their Opa who carved with them, he was sure the Schenk kids would as well.

Zelinda folded her arms and glanced toward the pair of closed double doors. “All you have to do is impress the Educational board so they, like me, think you’d be a great addition.” 

“Wait. You told me I was invited to one of their meetings. Now you’re telling me I have to be interviewed to be let in?” 

“It’s more like a meet and greet,” she winked. “My grandfather and his advisors will decide whether you can stay—” 

“Stay?” Liam nearly coughed. 

“At one of our magic schools. You didn’t run away, expecting to be home by morning, did you? To find your mother’s breakfast waiting for you at the table?” 

My mother never left breakfast for me at the table. She just left.

His worry about what he was getting himself into was replaced with anger. Maybe it was disgust? The feeling matched how terribly upset he was at his family for never telling him their magical secrets.

“If you want to learn about the Legion’s TradeMagic,” she said, “it’s going to take longer than one night, one meeting.” 

“I came here to learn what this whole Legion was about and what you have to offer—”

“And I told you. Keeping TradeMagic alive. Teaching it. Your next step is becoming a student. We can teach you what your family and the Guild never did! Isn’t that what you want?”

“Of course it’s what I want—”

“Magic is what all you kids want. You have a chance to study under our watch. Do you appreciate the opportunity or not?”

Liam’s head buzzed and so did Zelinda’s sci-fi watch. She glanced at her wrist. “My grandfather will see you now. Are you going to give this a try or go back to your family and the Guild who don’t tell you anything?” 

Liam’s gut churned, his mind still racing. Could this be? A chance to learn TradeMagic?

Zelinda put a hand on her hip with an air of impatience. Liam pushed back doubts about who he was getting himself involved with and nodded.

She headed straight for the double doors. “Be warned, young Mr. Kraus. Don’t think my grandfather can be fooled. If you think you can come parading in here and learn all the secrets to the Legion, you’re an idiot. We don’t recruit idiots. I bet you’d be a great addition to our future, but my grandfather needs to think so too.” She pushed through the doors. A large office lay beyond. Liam hesitated, spotting a button on his jacket. 

He whispered a few words, “Help me,” into its surface. The button began to glow and Liam pressed his hand against it. Oh my God, why is it doing that? The office beyond was dark and anyone would surely see it glow if he didn’t hide it.

Liam heard a loud voice call from inside, “Enter!” 

He turned the edge of his coat inward, the button now concealed next to his chest. 

A massive, red carpet snuffed the sound of his steps. Up ahead, a glass lamp the color of clover lit the surface of a huge desk, the only light in the room, except for the ones out in the lobby, that created a long shadow of his approach. 

A huge man sat before him, the whites of his eyes staring.

A movement to his side drew his attention. Built-in bookcases lined the darkened room to his right while heavy curtains covering windows lined the wall to his left. A shadowy silhouette of a man sitting in a wing-back chair by the curtained windows crossed one leg over the other, but dim lighting made it impossible to distinguish his features.

Liam stopped several feet in front of the desk. 

“Liam Kraus, this is Horst Vogel, President of our Education Division.” Zelinda skirted away, back outside.

What? She’s leaving?

The doors rattled closed. He was scared he’d look worried if he looked after her so he kept his eyes on the huge Horst Vogel instead. He was a savage, bitter-looking old man, the whites of his eyes matching his remaining hair. Deep wrinkles etched his face. He peered at Liam, with eyes so stand-offish that Liam’s urge was to step back. 

Some meet and greet.

A bodyguard wearing an expensive suit stood behind the massive Horst Vogel and crossed his arms. A bodyguard? Who’d be crazy enough to take on this huge ogre?

A slender woman trying very hard to look more youthful than her years slinked from the shadows, landing her hand on the back of Vogel’s chair. Her short, royal blue hair was curled into a strange hairdo. But it was a man’s stern voice calling from the window side of the room who addressed him first.

“Good evening.”

Like a mouse in a box, Liam spun around. How many others lurked in the room’s shadows? 

The man by the windows rose from the wingback chair and stepped into the light, stroking his meticulously-shaven beard. “I understand you are the grandson of Otto Kraus.”

How do these people know his Opa, and why bring him up? It was the last thing Liam thought they’d talk about. “Grandson of Otto Kraus, yup,” Liam answered. “And whose grandson are you?”

The man stiffened. 

Liam didn’t intend to sound like a smart aleck, but that’s how the bearded guy took it. 

“Great, he’s got an attitude,” he mumbled and sat back down.

“Don’t act so offended.” This voice came from the side of the room with bookshelves. A lady with a thin-lipped smile framed by long gray hair tip-toed closer. A strip of burgundy-dyed hair cascaded next to one ear.

What is it with these ladies and weird hair colors? Liam wondered. Come to think of it, Zelinda’s red hair was a little unorthodox as well.

How many more people would pop out to speak to him? 

“My name is Ursula Bergmann, Principal of Materials Mastery School,” the burgundy-strip lady said. She waved her arm toward Vogel’s bodyguard. “My son, Vincent Bergmann.”

He’s someone important? Liam scanned him with curiosity. The dude’s slick black suit and hair made him look like a secret service agent. 

Ursula Bergmann faced Liam expectantly. “Tell us what training you’ve received. What trades interest you.” 

“Um,” he stuttered. He’d never realized before meeting Zelinda that he said Um a lot when nervous. “Aspects of building.” Liam glanced about, unsure who to look at. Should he look at this Bergmann lady, who asked the question, or Horst Vogel behind the desk? “For the last couple summers, I worked in roofing and tiling, so I guess that.”

“Is this work connected to Otto Kraus’s construction team?” Ursula Bergmann asked.

Opa again? “Why are you asking?”

“Have you been taught how to create magic in the things you construct?” Ursula Bergmann went on.

“Have you been trained to fuel your conduit?” the blue-haired lady next to Horst Vogel added.

Don’t think my grandfather is easily fooled, Liam remembered Zelinda’s warning. He answered with a shameful shake of his head. Zelinda’s grandfather sat quietly behind the desk, awaiting his response. Liam wished he could say yes, but thanks to his Opa, nobody had taught him specifics like that.

Liam didn’t expect anyone in the room to be pleased with his response. 

Blue Curls clapped her hands. “Why are we risking everything to do away with those old farts? They’re hammering the nails into their own coffins.” 

Blue Curls and Burgundy Strip cackled in laughter.

“Silence!” Horst Vogel banged his fist on top of the desk. 

Liam jumped to attention. 

The blue-haired woman waved him off. “Ask him if he can do anything magical!” she said with a mischievous giggle.

“Ask him yourself!” Ursula Bergmann shot back. 

“I can,” Liam interjected, remembering the roof tiles warding off Anna’s belt.

The women gasped before melding together like Siamese twins as they giggled some more. 

“Give us an example,” Ursula Bergmann asked.

“No, you answer my question first,” Liam said. 

“He asked a question? What question?” one of them babbled, both looking over their shoulders. 

Horst Vogel’s deep voice rumbled through the room, “He wants to know why you ask if he worked for his grandfather.”

“Right,” Ursula Bergmann acknowledged. “We need to assess if you’re suitable to receive our training at one of our TradeMagic Schools.” 

Liam’s heartbeat quickened. 

“At your age, we have little interest in newbies with no hints of magic at all.”

“In other words,” Blue Curls shuffled forward, “tell us what you can do.”

“I can get tiles to help me.” It only happened once, but Liam made it sound like he’d done it millions of times.

“You’ve had no training, but you can make resources move?” Blue Curls asked.

“What did you do, exactly?” Ursula Burgmann cut in.

Liam glanced at the ceiling as though it was tough to narrow down his choices of examples. “Just last night, I used roof tiles to attack my cousin so I could sneak out of the house.” 

They raised their inked eyebrows, urging him to continue. 

“My cousin has this robe that I think is magic.” Liam swallowed. Maybe he shouldn’t have told them that.

“Yes?” they coaxed.

There was no getting out of his explanation now. “The belt held me by my ankles and wrists when I wanted to leave. I made roof tiles pin down the fabric so I could break free.” 

They gawked for several seconds. 

Ursula stroked her burgundy strands. “You commanded tiles to overpower other magic used against you?” she asked. 

That sounded true enough, so Liam nodded.

Blue Curls cupped her hand over her mouth. 

What did he say? 

“Herr Vogel, I approve,” Ursula Bergmann said.

Horst Vogel sat back, his chair creaking in protest. He held his hands under his giant nose as if in prayer. “Objections to his enrollment?” he barked toward the bearded man in the wingback chair.

Liam swallowed. What am I thinking? Am I seriously hoping I’m accepted into their school?

Horst Vogel’s gaze shifted to Liam. “Do you have your conduit with you?” 

Liam resisted the urge to touch his necklace, as if doing so might tempt someone in the room to snatch it. He had to remember that these people were probably connected to the guys harassing them at the exhibit and who attacked Guildies in Nürnberg. But it also occurred to him that if they wanted his conduit, they could’ve taken it already. Yet here he was, standing before them without being frisked or harmed, only questioned.

Liam nodded.

For some reason, they were intrigued that he was Otto Kraus’s grandson. They were impressed that he could move tiles and ward off his cousin’s attempts to restrain him. And, almost impossible to deny, they were willing to teach him magic when nobody else would.

“Would you like to learn more about mastering tiles?” Horst Vogel asked, interrupting his thoughts.

I wish Opa would’ve taught me. But that was never an option and it probably would never be. This might be his only chance! Liam shook off his disappointment and gave Horst Vogel a single, firm nod. 

“Do you willingly choose to join us, the Legion, and freely choose to receive our training?” Horst Vogel asked.

Hairs on the back of his neck stood up. “How will doing so obligate me?” he asked with caution.

The others watched their huge leader for his answer, as if curious to hear it themselves. His answer was blunt: “No obligation. Students attend our schools under their own free will, and that offer is being extended to you. However, if your heart isn’t in it, or you so much as dream of leaving, you will be expelled and your memory erased. Answer now. Yes, or no?” 

Erase my memory? Liam wondered how these people could do it. But after witnessing clothes that could alter appearances, toys that flew, and clocktowers that transported, he figured there were magical methods to accomplish such things. 

Liam nodded. Vogel stared. 

“Okay, yes,” Liam said.

Horst Vogel rose—well over six foot four, maybe six-six. The chair creaked its relief. He extended his massive hand and Liam shook it. 

Ursula Bergmann gripped Liam’s shoulders and spun him around, then escorted him from the room. “Come, I’ll take you to our school campus.” 

They passed the waiting area, Zelinda nowhere in sight. Down the hall they went, back to the building’s domed center, then to the security checkpoint where the suspended dial clock displayed the hour. 

Just after one in the morning.

“Watch the hands of the clock,” Frau Bergmann told him.

He did, wondering where Location Transfer would take him next. 
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 15
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ANNA COULDN’T MOVE, her arms pinned by Sophie’s embrace as they huddled on the couch, listening to the worried exchange between their fathers. Rudy and Verner spared as their Oma tried navigating the feud.

“He snuck out! How were we supposed to know he’d do that?” Rudy yelled. 

Anna lost count of how many times her dad told her Onkel that. 

“Britta had to give him an invisibility coat.” Verner paced the floor. “She had to put him in the guest room where she stored some of Fritz’s flying toys ...” 

“Now you’re making things up. If you’re gonna rant nonsense, I can’t reason with you,” Anna’s dad said and left the room. 

“I gave Liam the bomber jacket,” Moni interjected. “And you heard the same story from Anna that we all did. I’m sure Britta never imagined there was a toy upstairs that would have magic in it ...”

Verner pointed at Yannet. “The Jumpers!” He pointed next at his mother. “The buttons! Liam used one of them to overpower the Jumpers. How could a boy command a button to overpower shoes the Hoffmanns made? Mom, you must’ve used faulty buttons. Who is this button maker, anyway? Are you sure he’s part of the Guild?” 

Moni burst into tears. After spending what seemed like hours, it seemed to Anna she’d finally reached a breaking point. 

As if capable of having an instant change of heart, Verner draped an apologetic arm over his mother’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, Mom. I know this isn’t your fault.”

“It’s not Britta’s, either!” Moni yelled through her sobs.

Sophie cried harder and clutched Anna, rooting her to the couch. 

Frau Hoffmann cleared her throat, having overheard the Kraus family war from the kitchen. The smile in her eyes was long gone. “Enough is enough! Look at the girls.” She pointed at Anna as Sophie continued hiding her face in her lap, as if Anna’s cousin hoped closing her eyes would make them stop arguing. “They’re emotional wrecks! And now Moni’s upset.” She walked into the room and slid her arm over Moni’s shoulders to take Onkel Verner’s place. “Enough blaming! If you don’t have something constructive to say, don’t say anything.” 

Verner backed away, cupping his face in his hands. “I’m, I’m sorry.” He shook, and Anna thought he might be sobbing.

“Pointing fingers isn’t accomplishing anything,” Yannet continued, despite Verner’s emotional reaction. “The fact is, your son ran away.” She glanced at Anna and Sophie again. “Britta left her own daughter to chase after him! I hardly think she deserves any blame.” Yannet pressed her mouth closed, as if willing herself not to say anything more that she might regret later. 

“That’s right. Thank you, Yannet.” Anna’s dad had returned to the room and stood in the doorway. He checked his watch. “It’s two thirty and no one else is back yet.”

He was right. Her mom, Opa, and Jakob hadn’t returned yet.

Anna’s gut twisted with worry, reflecting on Onkel Verner’s account of the attack. How long could their loved ones fight against those thugs who belonged to some crazy group called the Legion? Verner had told them how he tried protecting Liam from being carried away on one of those horrible boats that nabbed Guild members and threw them overboard. The thought of anyone she loved falling to their death was too much. Her mouth tasted sick. Puking was a possibility.

Yet it sounded like her mother could protect herself. Onkel Verner had described her mother fighting and how she used fabric to help her. Anna could hardly imagine the sight of such a thing! But what of her Opa? He was an old man. And the others? Sophie nuzzled in, clinging tightly to Anna’s waist now, her scalp perched beneath her chin. At least she was peaking at the others in the room again.

They heard the front door open and a rush of footsteps enter the house. First around the corner was her Opa, who whisked Moni into his arms. Yannet leaped toward her son, smothering Jakob with kisses that he looked happy to receive. Anna’s mom came in last. Anna tried leaping from the couch but Sophie was still hanging on ... Before she knew it, Britta was on her knees, embracing them both. 

“Oh Mom,” Anna sputtered. 

“I’m okay,” Britta kept repeating. Anna’s dad landed on his knees next to them, his arms enveloping them, his hand landing on Anna’s curls. 

“Where’s Liam?” Verner broke the silence, only to find the room filled with silence again. 

The hugging stopped and Otto, Jakob, and Britta avoided making eye contact. 

“Where’s Liam?” Verner said again. 

“He disappeared,” Otto finally said. “With them.” 

Otto continued with the account—the last moments when he and the others were with Liam—then how he dashed away and disappeared with a Legion woman who used Location Transfer.

Location Transfer? 

Wait. Liam disappeared. 

Anna’s dad held Britta as she wept. Sophie buried her teary face into Anna’s chest as if watching everyone’s reaction was, again, too much.

Jakob relayed more astonishing details. He spoke a mile a minute, inches from his mom’s face as Yannet cupped his checks and listened with an alarmed expression. 

Anna’s Oma wailed when Jakob told everyone that a Legion woman knew Liam’s name and that he ran to her as if she were an old friend. To Anna’s complete shock, her Opa burst into tears too.

It began sinking in.

Liam was gone.

And he went willingly.
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Liam arrived on a sidewalk between various stone buildings and a small cathedral. The church almost seemed abandoned, save for a dial clock at the top of its steeple.

Frau Bergmann took off walking and he followed. She pointed at a two-story building across the way as they passed. “That’s the Administration Building,” she told him the obvious—metal letters over its doors spelled out the same thing. “You’ll report there tomorrow. For now, I’ll take you to the boy’s dormitory.” She pointed at a cluster of buildings up ahead.

Paved walkways stretched in all directions, evidence that the campus sprawled amidst giant maples, oaks, and cedars. Buildings looked architecturally boring and rather nondescript; their construction intended for function more than aesthetic. 

Once inside the dormitory, they passed a large common room with a fireplace in its center. Numerous couches and end tables were arranged in clusters throughout the space. Lamps lit the surfaces of a few of them, even though the room was deserted.

At that time of night, it made sense.

She led him down a beige hall—institutional but cozy enough. Closed doors lined the hallway like the Reichstag Building but with much less opulence. I bet they’re dorm rooms. There’s so many—how many students live here?

She pulled out a large key from her pantsuit’s breast pocket. “That door we passed, next to the fountain, is your wing’s bathroom.”

She unlocked a door—presumably his room—and held it ajar. He entered, passing a closet. A padded chair and floor lamp crowded one wall while a twin bed with blue sheets took up the other. They sat atop a burgundy rug covering the concrete floor. Curtains at the far end lent promise for a window. A desk, table lamp, and wooden chair sat directly under it. 

Frau Bergmann slid open the closet’s doors to reveal a narrow set of built-in shelves. Towels, a change of bedding, and a bin with toiletries were neatly placed there.

Is this really happening? Is this going to be my new home for... For how long exactly? 

“I’m sure you’ll find everything you need to be comfortable?” She read his forced smiled as an acceptable response. She crossed the room over to the desk. “This will help you feel more settled in, I’m sure.” She lifted a lid from a large tray to reveal a dish of hot food and a wedge of dark, rye bread. “Your dorm room’s key is in the top drawer of your desk. Don’t leave without it.” She made her way back to the door. “Sleep well. Someone will come get you shortly after the morning bell.” 

With that, the door closed behind her.

Now what?

The smell of beef and warm spices drew his attention back to the food on the desk. Steam rose from the ceramic dish in the warm glow of the desk lamp and Liam plopped himself onto the chair and began eating.

From the looks of it, the Legion thought he’d be sticking around for at least a few days. Would he? 

He was expecting cafeteria food quality, but the stew was delicious. He dug in for another spoonful as his mind raced with memories of the evening—from sneaking off to the secret Guild meeting to the battle with these people calling themselves the Legion. How lucky was it for him to have met Zelinda and Uwe Vogel before all hell broke loose? 

Zelinda’s words played over and over in his ears: Isn’t that what you want? The magic? she’d asked him. 

Yes, it was. It seemed like an opportunity ridiculous to refuse. 

And, he swallowed the last spoonful of Goulash, maybe joining the Legion won’t be such a bad thing after all. Ice cubes crashed into his lips as he chugged the glass of water.

Liam thought back to Nürnberg, when his father, Opa, and other Guild members returned from the meeting only to be ambushed by Zelinda and her Legion cohorts. He’d never forget what he witnessed from that rooftop—particularly the many different magics. His father, an electrician, zapped lightning through the air and took down a flying boat. Tante Britta fought like some kung fu fighter, with fabrics whipping around like a superhero!

And it was all kept secret from him.

Liam’s face flushed. He sucked on pieces of ice left in his glass.

The clock on his desk ticked to the next hour. It’s so late. When’s the morning bell? If he was lucky, he’d get a few hours of sleep beforehand.

Fat chance, with the images replaying in his mind.

Liam stripped down and crawled into bed, punching his pillow before bunching it into a ball. I’ll learn what I can. If they’re willing to teach kids like me, maybe I’m better off here. 

At some point, he drifted asleep. Tears wet his pillow. He dreamed of Otto, commanding wood that flew through the streets. The dream relocated them inside the Büchholtz’s Inn, where his Opa shifted, extended, and warped walls in every room Liam chased him. Each time Liam got near, another wall blocked his way.

“Opa, why didn’t you want to teach me?” Liam yelled.

Otto’s face appeared but faced away. He was shaking his head as more walls appeared between them. 
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CHAPTER 16
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IT WAS AFTER 2 A.M. when Markus pointed out the roof belonging to his in-law's apartment building. Fritz had commanded the rowboat from Nürnberg to the suburbs of Heidelberg as Markus gave instructions to get there: a challenging task given their airborne perspective.

At first, Markus gave Fritz a lot of grief for convincing him to leave his car behind, but several minutes of swift flight made Markus change his mind. He did, however, cup his hands in front of his face and blew into them. Meanwhile, Fritz’s hands, clasped around the edges near the boat, radiated with warmth by the magic’s passing between craft and master.

They skidded to a halt when Fritz landed them in the alleyway behind the building. Porchlights, in Fritz’s opinion, felt much more like spotlights. He and Markus quickly retreated into the shadows. A cat peered at them from underneath a car’s bumper and a dog barked in the distance. 

“The boat could give our location away,” Fritz said. 

Markus looked around worriedly. “Let’s stash it back there.” He pointed toward a carport facing a brick wall where a light bulb had burnt out.

Fritz didn’t have the heart to tell him the carport would hardly shield its discovery if their foes were capable of detecting its magic, but he moved his hands and commanded the boat to lean on the wall under the roof anyway. Markus scratched his head and let out a groan. Fritz reinspected the boat’s placement and found it satisfactory.

“You all right, my boy?” Fritz asked.

“You remind me of a hairy little green guy in a swamp who moved things around by pointing his hand is all.” 

Fritz chuckled. “So, tell me, is TradeMagic easier to believe if you liken me to a space creature in some made-up movie?” 

“No. It doesn’t.” Markus left it at that and tromped away, leading Fritz around the building. “Büchner,” Markus muttered his in-law’s surname as they stood at the front door and scanned a panel of doorbells. “Where’s Büchner?”

He finally found and pressed it. They waited, knowing full well that whoever answered their call would need time to collect their thoughts and make their way to the intercom before buzzing anyone inside. 

“Ja?” came a man’s frog-ish voice.

“Herr Büchner, it’s Markus. I’m here with my father, Fritz Schenk.” 

A buzz sounded, followed by a click.

“Herr Büchner?” Fritz questioned his son’s formality. “Haven’t you been married long enough not to call him that anymore?” 

Markus gave Fritz a dismissive wave to enter, but Fritz lingered next to the grid of nameplates and doorbells. Some, covered with penned corrections, were the easiest names to tear away. Fritz removed a small carving tool from his pocket and pried several of the engraved plates away, including the Büchners’.

Markus nodded. “Good idea, Dad.”

When they arrived at the Büchner apartment, Margot flung her arms around Markus’s neck. Meanwhile, Margot's father held a stern expression and her mother pulled at her robe to keep anyone from seeing her floral nightgown. 

Fritz extended his hand. “Karl, sorry to disrupt your sleep. Thank you for receiving us at such a late—or is it early—hour?” Fritz smiled. 

He was met with a stern, lifted eyebrow. 

“I assume,” Margot cut in nervously, her pretty eyes blinking, “you both, um, finished up business and, um, tied up all the loose ends?” 

“We did,” Markus answered. “Mother, Herr Büchner,” Markus smiled awkwardly at his in-laws, “we’ve disturbed your sleep long enough. Shall we say, Guten Nacht?” 

His in-laws nodded. Frau Büchner showed Fritz to the living room and pointed at the couch. She delivered a blanket and pillow and deposited them on the narrow coffee table before disappearing down the hall with her husband. Markus and his wife waved before stepping inside their room. 

Fritz lowered himself onto the sofa as he gazed into the darkened hall. Max and Elia were in one of the rooms, safe and asleep. He sunk lower into the cushions and exhaled. He didn’t realize how exhausted he was. And yet, his heart did a flip. The Hidden City!

He leaned back on the throw pillows and promptly fell asleep before covering himself with the blanket Frau Büchner laid out for him. 
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The aroma of brewed coffee and clangs in the kitchen stirred him awake. Fritz blinked, finding Max and Elia kneeling next to him.

“He’s awake! He’s awake!” Elia said excitedly.

“No kidding, Einstein," Max answered. “Hi, Opa.” 

Fritz gingerly swung both feet onto the floor, ignoring his stiff muscles, to a sitting position on the coach.. He managed a tired smile despite his bumps and bruises. “Guten Morgan, you two.”

“Opa, are you all right?” Max rested his hand on Fritz's forearm. 

Elia sat on his other side. 

“Ja,” Fritz answered. He looked for a clock and found one hanging on the wall. It was seven. 

“Papa is with Mama in the guestroom,” Elia announced. “Mama’s the daughter and not really a guest, right?”

“Never mind that, Elia.” Max rolled his eyes. "Did you go to the secret meeting?” 

Fritz put his finger to his lips, motioning for the kids not to talk too loud for either of their other grandparents to hear over the gurgling coffee pot. 

“But I want to know what happened,” Max said with a sigh.

“I think after your parents wake up, your papa can tell you," Fritz whispered. “But first, coffee.”

“I’ll get you a cup,” Max announced, already on his feet and scurrying into the kitchen.

At that moment, Markus appeared in the hallway and motioned for him to come to his room. Elia ushered him there, Max on their heels. The coffee in the cup and saucer had sloshed everywhere in his haste. Half a cup was still left so Fritz took it and slurped away.

"I told Margot what the Guild announced at the secret meeting, and I filled her in on the chaos afterward,” Markus said.

Margot sat on the bed. “I think we should follow the Guild's advice,” she said. “It seems like the safest thing to do concerning the children.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Fritz said as Elia grasped his hand. He squeezed it back. He hadn’t been sure how Margot or Markus would respond to the Guild’s invitation to go to the Hidden City and had worried they may dismiss the seriousness of the situation. “Until it’s time to go, you’d be safer with the Winkler family in Freiburg,” he added.

Markus nodded. “I told her Gerda Winkler is the Council lead, and that her adult daughter, Rita, would welcome us.”

“Do you think they can keep us—the kids—safe?” Margot asked, wide-eyed and hopeful. 

“If anyone can, they will,” Fritz answered. “Gerda Winkler is a Clockmaker ...” Fritz stopped when Markus crinkled his face. 

“Margot is getting used to this whole TradeMagic thing,” he said. “But she understands, things are dangerous.”

“Very well.” If fear was enough motivation to convince Margot to let her family hunker down with the Winklers, then that worked for Fritz. “As the saying goes, there’s safety in numbers,” Fritz concluded.

This resulted in a more authentic smile on Margot’s worried face.

“I’ll meet you there after I wrap up a few things at the Toy Shoppe,” he added.

Elia’s grip tightened around his hand and he squeezed it. 

“Wait!” Max darted into his room and returned with the box and the carousel’s canopy poking out the top.

“I won’t be using that,” Fritz winked. “I’m traveling alone, you see, and there are far too many seats.”

“How will you get there?”

Markus piped in, “Opa has another means of transportation.” He grabbed the carousel. “Besides, I think Opa wants this to travel with us—just in case.”
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Fritz’s Toy Shoppe was situated in a cluster of other small businesses, on a single main street in a rather minuscule suburb of Frankfurt. It was early Sunday morning, and the sidewalks were deserted. He used the roof entrance that led down a flight of steps to his workshop at the back of the store. 

Fritz inhaled the fragrance of it as the door swung open. Wood was everywhere, from the room’s paneling and shelves to pieces he’d collected to carve. Toys in various stages of completion lay everywhere. They seemed to greet him as he stepped inside. He flicked a switch and ceiling lamps with warm light illuminated the space. 

One of Fritz’s stools sat before a working station near his painting supplies. Several newspaper clippings pinned to the wall waved in the breeze as he moved by. Next to the clippings was a framed ten-by-fourteen sketch of Mister Geppetto in his marvelous workshop, hunched over the lifeless Pinocchio. The toymaker’s hand held the puppet as he pointed a red-dipped brush at the puppet’s lips. 

Fritz made his way to a large wooden cabinet and pulled open its doors. Getting down on his knees, he removed files and trade books from the lowest shelf before reaching farther behind. Beyond its illusionary backside, his hands found a metal case and he dragged it onto the floor. He reached again, farther this time, and found the other. 

This would be all he needed from this place he loved so much, where he had spent so many years practicing the craft, making his toys. He didn’t want to tell it goodbye, so he didn’t. His tools and supplies would remain behind, and if he beat all odds and returned, they’d greet one another again. Or, more than likely, Fritz wondered what other loving, masterful hands would work with them next. 

After loading the metal cases into the boat, Fritz commanded the vessel to take him to his townhouse. Luckily, a chilly, morning drizzle kept most people indoors and, for the most part, flew undetected. Just in case, Fritz whispered an occasional “Erase” and gold droppings rained in his wake. 

Fritz tried not to let his home’s ransacked condition get the best of him. He stepped carefully between belongings that his wife had so lovingly cared for that now littered the ground. A part of him wanted to pick the things up and at least set them in a way that looked more respectful to how Rosa liked them to be.

He skimmed his hand over the bricks of the fireplace and found the gap his Mason friend had created. He pressed beyond its illusionary magic, into the hiding place beyond, pulling out various old trinkets: rings, a glass paperweight, eyeglasses, and a pocket knife. He used an empty basket lying on the floor to stash the knickknacks inside. He smiled, pleased that the magical hiding place kept the items secure and undetected by those who had broken in before. Good old Bricklayer, Fritz thought back to the tradesman he’d hired to build it.

Pinning the basket under his arm and grabbing hold of the metal cases, Fritz lumbered his way upstairs. He barely made it to the bed before dropping everything. 

He found his largest suitcase and heaved it onto the disheveled bedspread, filling it with clean cloths he found lying about the ransacked room. He wrapped the things from the basket using some of the socks and undershirts.

Things rattled and shifted in the metal cases he’d brought with him, and he wondered if he should insulate some of those things as well. Fritz opened one of the lids and admired the dozens of small toys—planes, blimps, rockets—packed inside. 

After all this time, it’d be a shame if some of them broke.

After showering, he found clean clothes and put them on along with his lightweight summer flat cap. Ready to go, Fritz exhaled as he sat on the edge of the bed with nothing else to look at but the untidy floor and surrounding mess. A tear fell despite his efforts to refrain from crying.

He had hoped such times would never come, but perhaps it was best they did while he was alive. While he was around to call on his magical creations.

Adjusting his cap, he patted the breast pocket of his jacket, the stiff paper of his wedding photo underneath. He was ready to go. He had everything he needed to go to the Hidden City.
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CHAPTER 17
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LIAM SPOTTED A JAGGED crack on his dorm room’s ceiling when voices in the hall woke him up. Why are kids up so early? Isn’t it Sunday? Daylight streaked through a gap in the curtains and Liam rose to peel them apart. His dorm’s window was slightly higher than the tops of people’s heads as they walked by. Where are they going?

He got dressed, wondering when someone might stop by as Frau Bergmann said would be the case. He slipped into his shoes and noticed a black safe inside the closet. 

Good to know. He fumbled for the pocket of his bomber jacket. The bulk of Max’s toy skateboard left him wondering whether he should stash it inside the safe or keep it with him. 

He decided on the latter. 

A navy blazer he failed to notice earlier hung inside and he pulled it closer for inspection. Metallic, bronze thread, and other colors making up blocks underneath were stitched alongside its lapel. A school uniform? Seriously?

Three brisk knocks at the door made him jump and he swore before opening the door. Two boys stood outside: A teen around Liam’s age and another several years younger. Their similar thick dark hair led Liam to think they were brothers.

“You the new kid?” the older one with the crisp, boy-band hair asked.

“I suppose,” Liam answered.

He held up a slip of paper: “Says here we have to escort a Liam Kraus to the Administration Building. Is that you or not?”

The smaller kid with messy, unkempt hair rolled his eyes. “We’re going to breakfast first, wanna come?” he said, his goofy overbite pronounced as he grinned. 

“Breakfast sounds good,” Liam said. He grabbed his bomber jacket before leaving.

Buildings along the way seemed brighter than their gray-beige stain ought and overcast skies left him wondering why they seemed somewhat illuminated. 

“The colors,” Liam started, looking around. Shrubs along their path were brighter green, as though wet. “Does the lighting around here seem weird to you?”

The older boy gave him a peculiar expression, but the younger boy laughed. 

“Of course. It’s our realm, right? I’m Stefano, by the way. That’s my brother, Martino.”

They entered a school-style cafeteria. Rows of benches attached to long, lacquer tables covered the floors. At the far end, windows hosted a buffet line where kids loaded their trays with breakfast foods. Colors everywhere seemed artificial. 

Stefano mentioned something about being in a realm ...

Once through the food line, Liam followed the boys to a table. Neither boy bothered introducing him to the other kids, and no one seemed to care that a new kid sat down with them.

Their uninviting mannerisms made it hard for Liam to ask his questions about the realm. 

“Let me have your sausage,” said an older teen with wavy film-star hair who aimed a fork at Martino’s tray. 

Martino guarded his plate with his arm. 

Another boy laughed at their antics. Despite laws of gravity, his sandy moussed curls stayed put as his face tilted toward his breakfast. Liam could only see his forehead and nose, where freckles sprinkled his skin like blots of cinnamon on his oatmeal.

The rest of their group were girls. Three pretty blondes giggled at Sausage Boy’s nonsense. They nibbled on bits of fruit held by their salon-manicured fingers. Thoughts of Anna and Sophie came to mind and Liam smiled, thinking of the times he saw them paint each other’s nails. He swallowed the notion of missing them, along with a bite of scrambled eggs that had already gone cold.

“Who’s he?” the freckled boy with sandy curls asked out of nowhere, pointing at Liam with his spoon.

“Liam Kraus, I presume,” Sausage Boy answered.

Liam stared but said nothing. Why repeat his name when Sausage Boy already said it? 

Sausage Boy and the others, again, didn’t bother introducing themselves.

Stefano rolled his eyes before grinning at Liam with his bucked teeth. He gestured toward Liam’s plate, encouraging him to eat. 
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Martino and Stefano escorted him to the Administration Building after their quick breakfast that, to Liam, felt like an eternity. He wondered how many new kids had sat next to him at school in the past, who he had paid no attention to. 

When they entered the building, a receptionist primped herself in a narrow mirror mounted behind her cluttered desk. She caught their reflection and spun around, her bright pink lipstick enunciating her smile.

Martino left without saying goodbye, but Stefano took a moment to wave before tripping out the door.

“I’m Ali,” the receptionist told him. “Principal Bergmann wants to introduce you to the Head of Schools prior to any enrollment.” She escorted him down a hall and through an open door where several people waited. 

Frau Bergmann tucked her burgundy hair behind her ear and motioned him inside.

The office was quite a contrast to Horst Vogel’s. It smelled pretty like someone wearing perfume all the time sat inside it often. A picture window allowed daylight to shine inside. White paneling and shelving gave the office a far less stuffy vibe. He hoped his shoes weren’t soiled as he stepped upon the spotless ivory rug straddled by the desk. 

A white-haired woman sat behind it: not white, as in old, and by default like his Opa, but white, as in intentionally, with stark lines used around her eyes and on her brows to make it stand out. She stared at him, much like Vogel had the night before, only without as much intimidation. The lady with blue curls was there too, standing in the corner. The bearded dude—the one who asked if he was the grandson of Otto Kraus—sat on one of the chairs facing the desk. He seemed as disinterested in Liam as the first time they met.

What’s going on?

Blue Curls cocked a hip and put a hand on it, reminding him of Zelinda. “Herta Brandt, we have Liam Kraus.” She swept an arm in his direction. “Liam, may I introduce Herta Brandt, the Head of Schools.” Her arm swept toward the white-haired lady behind the desk in a grandiose fashion. 

With an introduction like that, Liam didn’t know if he should bow or what. Frau Brandt was beautifully elegant—she could’ve been a movie star ages ago. Women his Oma’s age didn’t look nearly as glamorous. She seemed important, in charge, like Horst Vogel.

She rose, straightening her white double-breasted suit, reminding him of his Opa and how he always did the same thing with his waistcoats. 

Liam extended his hand, remembering his manners. “Nice to meet you, Frau Brandt,” he said.

She shook his hand before sitting back down in her tufted armchair. The bearded guy crossed his legs, much like he did in the wingback chair the night before. Liam couldn’t help but notice his shoes—so expensive that the ivory rug practically begged for their tread. 

Liam resisted the urge to stir awkwardly as he thought back to how that guy seemed to disapprove of him the night before. Was that why they were meeting again? Did he tell the Head of Schools that she ought to reconsider Horst Vogel’s decision?

Liam held his breath, trying to bottle his nerves. He didn’t want to have to prove himself again, particularly to some snobby man with nice shoes who hastily judged him. 

“All the way from Berlin, just to see me again?” Liam asked him.

Josef’s jawline clenched. Apparently, he came across as a smart aleck again.

“He did,” Frau Brandt answered. “How nice of you to remember him.”

“He was in Herr Vogel’s office last night, but we weren’t introduced.” 

“Josef Brandt,” she told him. 

Brandt. They’re related! 

“He tells me you are the grandson of Otto Kraus.”

Again, reference to his ancestry? At least he learned something in the exchange: Josef Brandt’s mommy was the Head of Schools. It could explain the man’s arrogance.

“This is the second time you bring up my grandfather. Why?”

“Do you know where you are, Liam?” she asked instead.

“I was told it’s rude to answer a question with another question.” Liam’s voice cracked but he willed himself not to show his nerves. Josef’s jawline clenched again but Liam ignored it. “Why do you want to know if I’m related?”

Josef stopped stroking his meticulously-shaven beard to watch his mother answer.

“Your grandfather’s reputation proceeds him,” Frau Brandt continued. “He’s one of the best masters in the industry.”

“You mean he’s one of the best TradeCrafters who knows TradeMagic.”

Her eyebrows raised. “Indeed, that is exactly what I mean.”

“What does that have to do with me?” 

“You must have magical gifts as well.”

He didn’t answer, worried she might be disappointed if he told her the truth about how little he actually knew. 

“Relax.” She seemed to read his mind. “We know the extent of your training—or should I say, lack of it? We know your grandfather was part of the Guild’s efforts to allow magic to fade from the world. That will happen soon enough. What matters to us here and now is whether you have potential. Tell us, young Mr. Kraus, why did you come?”

“Because no one’s teaching me about this whole TradeMagic thing. Zelinda said you guys can.”

“What do you know about the Guild’s Hidden City?” she asked.

“Hidden what?” Liam asked. His mind raced, remembering Opa Fritz saying something like that in the boat before he ran to join Zelinda. “Nothing,” he spat. “It’s apparently one more thing my family didn’t tell us about! My family didn’t tell us anything! I snuck off to a meeting to figure things out on my own when Zelinda told me the Legion invites youth to their meetings. She told me the Legion considers their youth their future.”

Liam caught Josef giving his mother an irritated roll of the eyes.

“Since you like people to be forthcoming with you,” she continued, “you should know that some people have reservations about you. Others are convinced that the reasons you left your family are sincere enough. Before we invest in your education, I want to know where your loyalties lie.” 

Liam’s throat tightened. He found her reservations about him understandable. When it came to loyalties, Liam wasn’t sure of his own. Was he willing to call himself loyal to the Legion rather than to his own family? What if the Legion trained him? Would that make a difference?

“What can I do to prove myself?” Liam said, seemingly out of nowhere. He covered his mouth, unable to hold in his surprise at his sudden words.

Blue Curls grinned as she stepped closer. “He wants to be one of us,” she said. 

Liam shivered: Someone her age, with blue hair and so much makeup, should never smile like that. She looked like a sinister clown ready to feast on innocence. 

“If you know where the Guild’s Hidden City realm is, tell us! We wouldn’t need further convincing.”

The Hidden City realm?

“Frau Vogel!” the Head of Schools spat.

Vogel? As in Horst Vogel? Zelinda Vogel?

“I can talk to Liam without your help,” Frau Brandt continued. “When it comes to enrollment at our schools, you and Frau Bergmann can have your say, but when it comes to recruiting someone from the Guild, you best leave that to me.” 

Liam breathed relief when Blue Curls—make that Frau Vogel—stepped back.

Horst Vogel might be the head of the Education Division, but this Herta Brandt wears the crown here.

“I swear, I don’t know where it is,” Liam answered, then tried to change the subject by pointing out the window. “Am I in yours? Is that why this place looks so strange?”

“We don’t call this a Hidden City, since it isn’t a city at all,” Frau Brandt said. “It’s a hidden realm and the reason for our environment’s atypical coloring.” She spun around to look outside the large picture window. “It takes extraordinary skills for master TradeCrafters to make a realm like this. And to think”—she shook her head—“Guild youth don’t know of such wonders.”

She was right. How could his family have kept something like a hidden, magical realm from him? Why would they not want him, Anna, and Sophie to know of TradeMagic and these wondrous realities? 

“Think, Liam. Did you overhear anyone at all mention where Guildies might be going next?” Frau Bergmann pressed.

Liam cringed, worried that not having answers might make his admission to the Legion school a no-go. Even if he knew the answer, would he tell them? The Legion would surely go after the Guild if they knew where to find them!

“If you can’t tell us anything to prove your loyalties,” Josef Brandt chimed in, “maybe you can do something.” 

Herta withdrew a cigarette from a fancy tray on her desk and plugged it into the long stick. Josef pulled a lighter from his suit pocket. Once lit, she came around the desk and faced him.

“What can you do to assure me of your allegiance?” Herta asked. She exhaled as she spoke, much like Uwe Vogel had done in Nürnberg’s Old Town square. 

What’s happening? Liam held his breath as he backed away, but Josef pressed his hand against his back and kept him in place.

Liam surprised himself by suddenly speaking aloud: “If you’re looking for kids with magical grandparents to join your school, I can probably convince Fritz Schenk’s grandson to come here.” 

What’s going on?

Herta’s lifted eyebrow gave her eagerness away. “Does the Schenk grandson know of the magic or of the Guild’s Hidden City?” 

“I think he does. His grandfather has been more open about the magic than my family has.” 

“Why do you think this boy would join us?” Josef asked as his mother exhaled into Liam’s face.

“We’ve been friends our whole lives and he looks up to me. I can probably talk him into it,” Liam said, again surprised at his own words. “I think he’s jealous and resents his baby sister. She can make magic and now she’s getting all the attention.”

Josef patted Liam several times on his back. “Interesting. A prospect worth exploring.”

“I agree,” Herta Brandt said as she snuffed out her cigarette. “Josef, oversee a small party to recruit the Schenk boy, say, by Friday. By then we should figure out where he’s located. Obviously, take Liam with you.” 

A huge lump plugged Liam’s throat. He tried swallowing it away. 

“Meanwhile, I expect you to apply yourself here at our school this week,” Frau Brandt told Liam. “Convince me you will be a successful addition—magically, academically, and socially.”

Her last request seemed strange. “Socially?” Liam croaked.

Ursula Bergmann stepped in. “The last thing we want is to add a bad apple. It’s up to you to be a good fit.”

Frau Brandt waved them off. Josef disappeared into the hall, Blue Curls—Frau Vogel—right on his heels. Frau Bergmann took Liam by the arm and escorted him to Ali’s desk. Ali scribbled notes on a tablet as Frau Bergmann skimmed through a booklet and rattled off what sounded like class offerings.

“See to it that his instructors are informed of their new pupil,” she told Ali. “Get him his text books and assign him a locker. Allow him to select additional personal belongings for the week.”

With that, Frau Bergmann disappeared down the hall where Liam assumed she, too, had an office.

Am I really doing this?

Ali continued with the tedious paperwork. 

How cool that I don’t need my dad’s permission to enroll in a new school!

Her desk was missing a computer, and Liam thought it strange she was doing so much by hand. An electric typewriter sat nearby and an eighties-style telephone sat next to it. Ali wrote on individual slips of paper and didn’t so much as look up until Liam asked if they opposed using technology for their enrollment process.

“You know we can’t use web-based services here.” She laughed.

That seemed strange. It was 2007! If this Legion and its education were preparing their youth for the future, why weren’t they using computers?

Ali rose, the sound of her tearing the sheets from the tablet breaking into his thoughts. She stopped at the mirror and smacked her still-painted lips. “All right,” she said, “off to the library.”

Liam struggled to keep up; although wearing high heels, Ali raced through the campus like she wore sneakers. Beyond the dorms and cafeteria, they entered a two-story building. He followed her downstairs to the basement where a wide hall led to a pair of fancy mahogany doors, propped open and inviting them inside.

It seemed a strange place for a library—not that he’d spent much time touring many. The basement’s ceilings were far too low. Short chains suspending art deco light fixtures that seemed far too bulky given the low ceiling.

No one was staffing the counter and Ali gave the room an impatient scan. Bookshelves blocked the bulk of its length. “Can we get some help?” she called. 

No one came. 

“C’mon.” She motioned for Liam to follow.

Up and down the rows they went. She handed him textbooks as she pulled them off the shelves. They returned to the counter where a girl was now ready to assist them. Liam recognized her from breakfast. 

“Hello, Ali,” she said. Her dimpled cheeks ballooned when she smiled. “New student?”

“How smart you are.” Ali pushed the stack of books toward her. “Please assign these to him. Make him a temporary card—we don’t know if he’s staying.” 

The girl pulled out a box of plastic cards and a permanent marker. “Sign,” she told Liam. 

He did. 

“That’s right, you’re Liam Kraus,” she said. “I’m Gabriella Streicher.” Her dimples showed themselves again as she studied the books. “A Construction and Engineering major, but, entry-level? You seem older ...”

“His age is none of your business,” Ali told her.

“Kraus ...” Gabriella continued nonetheless. She tapped her finger against her lips. “You don’t happen—"

“Your job is to check out books, not act as the welcome committee,” Ali said.

Gabriella winked before pulling index cards from the back of each textbook, then stamped them along with the ledgers inside. 

For real? Liam thought. They use the old card catalog system? Sophie would love this! Sophie did a lengthy report about the Dewey decimal system and its archaic method of keeping track. She was the only reason he recognized what Gabriella was doing.

As she tended to his books, he noticed a silver bar on her school blazer and a bright yellow block stitched underneath it as she pushed the stack of books toward him. 

“Welcome to Materials Mastery School, and ... good luck.” Dimples, again.

“Thanks, err,” Liam stuttered as Ali took off. 

She rounded the mahogany doors, not waiting for him. Liam hurried after her and blushed when he caught Gabriella winking after him. 

Once beyond the Administration Building and cathedral with the clock tower, Liam could see the other buildings on campus much better than the night before. Lettering hung above their doors. Ali led him to a building at the far end of the campus with a sign that read, Construction and Engineering.

A wide hallway with narrow lockers on each side stretched before them. Ali’s heels clanked against the tiled floors and stopped at locker 303. “Place your books in here until classes tomorrow.” 

The books clattered when he dumped them inside. 

“The slip on the top shelf has the locker combination,” she said. 

Liam grabbed it before slamming the door and making sure it was secure. Ali darted away and he chased after her, shoving the combination into his pocket.

What’s the rush? If Liam didn’t know any better, it seemed like Ali resented her job.

Back through the campus they marched. This time, Liam looked more carefully at the signs on other buildings. One read Textiles and another read Gemology and Smithing.

Ali brought Liam back to the dormitory building where more kids were mulling about its common room. Ali showed him through yet another door that led him to a large servant’s utility room. Ali hit a metal bell sitting on the counter.

“Thanks for doing all this for me,” he told her, feeling a little guilty for causing her so much work on a Sunday. 

She seemed indifferent and slapped the bell once more. 

Liam studied her as she crossed her arms. Ali had seemed friendly before, smiling and having introduced herself on a first-name basis—God knows the kids there didn’t do as much. 

She dinged the bell again and this time began tapping her foot. 

“How many schools are there?” Liam asked despite Ali’s aloof attitude. 

“What?” Ali dinged the bell five times straight. 

“How many schools does the Legion have?” he asked again. 

“We oversee three of them ... the magic ones,” she answered. 

“What are their names?” 

Ali looked over like it was the dumbest question she ever heard. 

“Gabriella welcomed me to the Material—”

“Materials Mastery School, yes,” she interrupted him. “There’s also Consumables Mastery School and the Time Mastery School.” 

“Those are mouthfuls,” Liam mumbled. 

She huffed. “That’s why we refer to them as MMS, CMS, and TMS.” She stretched her neck toward the back room with obvious irritation. Still, no one came to assist them.

“TMS,” Liam repeated the last acronym: this one intrigued him the most. What in the world kind of magic did they teach kids there? “Maybe I should look into studying there ...”

Ali laughed. “You haven’t even been accepted here yet. At your age, you’ll be lucky to apply to TMS when you’re in your twenties.”

A humming, plump elderly woman finally emerged from the back of the room. She had a round face and heartwarming smile, reminding Liam of the hospitable Irma Büchholtz—only she seemed to glow. 

“Guten Morgen,” she said. “Sorry for the wait. I was way in the back, folding laundry—"

“No need to bore us with your responsibilities,” Ali cut her off. “This is the new student you prepared a room for last night. He needs personal supplies to last him a few more days.” 

“I’ll see to his needs,” the old woman answered with a smile. 

Ali jetted out the door. 

The old woman scanned him from top to bottom. “Size medium shirt, average to small waist ...” she talked to herself as she gauged his measurements. 

Liam was glad no one was around to hear his less-than-buff sizes. She mumbled shoe sizes while encouraging Liam to follow to the back of the room.

“Pardon me,” Liam asked, “what is your name?”

She stopped, as if surprised. “I’m Gertrude Schlossyoder.”

Liam extended his hand. Frau Schlossyoder looked at it before giggling. She extended hers but Liam’s passed through it.

“Silly young man.” She laughed heartily, again reminding him of Irma Büchholtz.

“Why can’t I touch you?” Liam asked, surprised.

“I’m an Echo,” she answered. Her nose inched closer. “Why didn’t you recognize me as one?”

Liam didn’t know how to reply. He took a step back, taking a better look at her. Like their surroundings, she seemed glow-ish like the paint on the wall, wet like the leaves on the shrubs...

She waved her hands toward the floor. “Follow me, you polite young man, you. You can pick out whatever you want.”

Nylons scratched as she walked. Swollen ankles and purple veins made Liam guess she was much older than his Oma. 

She gave him a pair of jeans, trousers, shorts, pajamas, a couple of tee shirts, along with two button-up shirts, socks, and underwear. Liam followed her to another row where she pulled out a pair of dress shoes. They fit perfectly.

She stacked a coiled-up leather belt on top of the stack he was balancing. She held her finger up to her lips before leading him to a bin heaping with miscellaneous items. 

“These have been in the lost and found for years,” she said, taking the stack from him and setting it on a chair nearby. “You’ll find expensive, brand names in there. I’ve washed everything. Don’t be shy, take what you’d like!”

Liam found a jersey with his favorite soccer team’s logo as well as a brand-new aluminum water bottle and athletic-brand duffle bag. 

“I’m sure you’d like to put all your new things away in your room. Good luck with the rest of your orientation,” she told him, her eyes smiling at him. “Come see me if you need anything else.” 

Liam thanked her as he backed out of the room with his things. “An Echo?” Liam mused as he made his way toward his dorm room. What, exactly, was an Echo? Was she a magically-made person, like Herr Schenk’s toy carousel or Elia’s horse? No, she had to be a human. She was too real not to be.

Happy to have more clean things to wear, he changed into fresh underclothes and put on the jeans and a T-shirt. Liam unscrewed the water bottle’s lid and sniffed the inside. It was clean all right. Liam returned to the hall and filled it at the fountain.

“Hey, Liam!” Stefano bounded over with his goofy overbite.

Liam grinned. “Hey, Stefano.”

“You wanna meet up again at lunch?” he asked. 

“Sure.”

“The other guys won’t mind,” Stefano went on.

“They shouldn’t,” Liam answered dryly. “They didn’t say a word to me at breakfast, I’m sure ignoring me at lunch won’t be any trouble.”

Stefano’s laugh was the genuine type that made it impossible not to crack a smile. Another boy stepped between them and lowered his face into the fountain. Liam recognized his freckles and curly hair instantly. 

“Hey Ludwig, this is Liam,” Stefano said, revealing his name.

Ludwig wiped his wet chin with his sleeve. “I know. He was at breakfast.” 

“Right,” Stefano answered. “But you haven’t told him your name yet.”

“Oh right. I’m Ludwig Streicher.” Ludwig held out his hand for a fist pump. 

Liam wondered if he was related to the dimpled Gabriella Streicher from the library. Probably, families seem to be a thing here. 

“What’s your major?” Ludwig asked, interrupting Liam’s thoughts.

“Contracting,” Liam repeated the name of his building where Ali gave him a locker, somewhat unsure of his answer. 

“Cool,” Stefano answered. “You might be in the same classes as Ludwig except I’m sure you’re Gold.”

“Gold?” Liam asked. 

“Gold level,” Stefano repeated.

“I don’t know what gold level means,” Liam admitted. 

Stefano leaned into Ludwig. “He’s new here. He’s also new to The Legion.” Stefano faced Liam again. “Bars on our school jackets tell what level you are. Bronze is beginner, silver is mid-level like me and Ludwig. Gold is advanced. Most kids over sixteen are gold.”

“I’ll be gold level in the fall,” Ludwig touted. “If my test scores are high enough.” 

Liam was too busy thinking about the jacket in his closet and its bronze bar. Beginner level? Seriously? I’m almost eighteen! “A blazer in my closet has a bronze bar on it. Maybe the kid living there before left it behind?”

The boys snickered. 

“Sure,” Ludwig said.

“I’m sure there’s some mistake ...” Liam stammered. 

Stefano jabbed Liam in the ribs. “Right. Or it could be some sort of placement thing they do with Guild kids until we know how smart you are.”

The sound of high heels approaching made them stop. Liam expected to find Ali but saw their Principal instead. 

“Guten Tag, Principal Bergmann,” the boys chorused as she tucked her burgundy strands behind her ear.

“Liam, you will meet your homeroom teacher Monday,” she told him.

“Okay, but,” Liam said, “I have a question about my blazer. Don’t I qualify for gold-level classes?” 

Principal Bergmann lifted her chin. “We’ll leave that for your homeroom teacher to decide, whom you will meet on Monday,” she said, then glanced at the other boys. “You have the rest of today off. I trust you will find ways to pass the time?” She glanced at Stefano and Ludwig before clicky-clacking away in her shoes. 

Stefano slapped Liam on the chest before mimicking her walk. He stood on his tiptoes, lifting his chin and swaying his hips. Ludwig laughed and Liam couldn’t help but join in.
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CHAPTER 18
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BREAKFAST—AND ARGUMENTS—WERE served up hot at the Kraus household the following morning. Blame surrounding Liam’s disappearance flung back and forth, leaving Anna torn between taking sides with her mother, uncle, and Opa. Onkel Verner’s last remark, that Britta hadn’t watched Liam well enough, left Anna’s mom dashing from the room in a fit of tearful frustration. Anna’s father faced Verner, his expression so angry that even Anna wanted to run from the room herself. Her Opa stepped between them and Anna worried that if either men threw a punch, he’d receive the brunt of it.

Moni exploded; emotion Anna was not used to seeing her Oma try so hard to reel in: “Nothing good is coming out of this senseless blaming!” she screamed. “Now you listen here! Britta’s not at fault for Liam sneaking off to Nürnberg. She had nothing to do with his running off with those monsters.”

Strudel shivered where she lay, next to Anna’s lap, clearly not cold but stressed by the arguing that even Oma lent vocal cords to. Verner buried his face in his hands to hide whatever feelings he didn’t want everyone to see, but Anna guessed he was crying. Her own empathies swung in the opposite direction yet again, landing smack in his court. Sophie lifted her head and wiped her face. 

Anna’s dad breathed deeply before landing a hand atop Verner’s shoulder. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through, but if you calm down, we can talk about what we should do. We all love Liam and want him home as much as you do.” 

“I know you do.” Verner took in a deep breath. “Okay, let’s think. What can we do?” 

“You can apologize to your sister,” Moni said, still upset. She gestured down the hall where Britta had retreated.

Verner rose but, to everyone’s surprise, Britta appeared in the doorway. 

“I’ve got an idea,” she announced.

Just when Anna thought her uncle would say something to redeem himself, he folded his arms and waited for Britta’s idea rather than offer any apology. Anna’s emotions shifted yet again; from empathy to disappointment.

Britta continued, “Dad, if Frau Winkler and Herr Schwartz are in the Guild, why don’t you call them? Maybe they know the Legion’s got Liam. Maybe other Guild members were taken away by these Legion people.” 

“Taken? You told me Liam ran away,” Verner interjected. 

Britta nodded. 

“Dammit, Britta, you can’t even communicate clearly!”

Anna heard a whoosh and saw a stream of white fabric zip across the room. The sleeves on her mother’s white, button-up shirt had stretched, much like Anna’s fluffy belt had done when it tried to hold Liam. Each sleeve pressed against the sides of Onkel Verner’s head as if to make him pay better attention. 

“Stop picking on me!” she said between gritted teeth.

Otto and Moni reached for the fabric. 

“No, Britta! For defensive purposes only!” Moni screamed.

“Britta, let go!” Otto ordered. “Your anger is a misuse! Your anger is a misuse!”

Moni pushed Britta away, somehow turning the fabric on Britta instead. Britta stumbled backward into the couch, Anna and Sophie parting just in time to make room. Her shirt returned to normal and Moni landed on her knees before her. 

“Don’t command magic with anger,” she said with urgency. “Never use magic to act on rage!”

Everyone was on their feet by then, panting like they needed to catch their breath after the display of magic they’d just seen. 

“I’ve had enough of him!” Britta glared across the room at her brother. “Get off my case! If I feel attacked, the line between defense and offense is too close to call.” 

Otto leaned into Moni. “Didn’t you teach her not to command magic when angry?”

“Of course I did!” Moni snapped. “Didn’t you teach our son to treat his sister with respect?”

“Obviously not,” Rudy interjected. He wedged himself next to Britta while giving Verner a look of disgust that rivaled Moni’s.

Verner’s face disappeared behind his hands as he let out a bereaved moan. “I’m an idiot. Britta, I’m so sorry. I keep blaming you. There’s no excuse.” 

“Right,” Britta mumbled. “Just remember: We’re on the same side.” 

Anna’s mom smoothed out her shirt as if keeping wrinkles in check might make its fibers stay put.

“Britta suggested we try calling Gerda Winkler or Walter Schwartz,” Yannet said from the kitchen. 

Anna had almost forgotten she and Jakob were there. Gee whiz, the Hoffmanns probably think my family’s a bunch of psychopaths.

Otto pulled on his waistcoat. “Why didn’t I think of that? I imagine Gerda’s quite busy with Guild affairs, but if I call the house, I’m sure her daughter, Rita, could at least get a message to her.”

“That’s right,” Moni added. “I know Gerda would help if she knew how desperate we were!” 

“I’ll call from my office, in private,” Otto said and exited the room. 

“Coffee anyone?” Yannet asked in a forced, cheerful tone and the others crowded into the kitchen as she poured fresh mugs. 

In private. Hadn’t he kept all this magic business private long enough? Liam would’ve been irritated that their Opa retreated to his office to make the call. If he was there now, he’d be elbowing her in the ribs, just to let her know he wanted to listen in. She’d fight a stomach ache from worrying about it until he returned without getting caught. Then she’d be excited to hear what happened. 

But Liam wasn’t there and if she wanted to know how the call went, she’d have to find out for herself. She ignored the knot in her belly and slipped into the hall. 

Otto had already crested the stairs and had just closed his office door, and she tiptoed to the second floor. Her grandparents had a phone in their bedroom and Anna was determined to listen in. 

Anna shut the bedroom door behind her, made her way around the bed, then snatched the phone off its perch and pressed it to her ear. She heard her Opa’s voice on the other end. 

“Hello?” he asked. 

Anna worried whether he’d hear the pounding inside her chest. The call continued ringing and Anna held her breath. 

“Guten Abend.” a woman’s voice answered.

“Guten Abend. Otto Kraus. Is this Rita?”

“Herr Kraus, what a surprise!” 

“I’m sure it is. I probably shouldn’t be using the landline to call.” 

“Too late to consider that,” the woman chuckled. “I’m sure you’re calling for my mother? I’m sorry, she’s not here and isn’t expected back any time soon. Certainly, you can assume why.”

“Of course I can.” Otto sighed. “Is there any way you could get her an urgent message?” 

“Actually, there’s someone here who might. May I put him on? However, it be best if we don’t say his name.” 

Don’t say his name?

“Understood,” Otto answered. 

Whoever Rita was set the receiver down. Anna heard her move away from the phone and her Opa exhale into the receiver in the other room. Moments later, a man’s cheerful voice bellowed over the telephone. “Hallo!”

Anna recognized Opa Walt’s voice instantly: Walter Schwartz was an old Chimney Sweep in her grandparents’ friend circle. Sadly, he didn’t come to functions that often. She liked him as much as she did Opa Fritz and Opa Siggy; always armed with a joke and willingness to laugh loudest after sharing it. The last time she’d seen him was at Reuben and Paula’s wedding. She had been looking forward to seeing him at the exhibit that weekend.

“It is not a good idea to talk on the phone like this,” he said. “Our line on this end is likely clear of any issues but I can’t say the same for yours.”

“Understood, but it was too urgent not to call.” Otto gave a brief account of Liam’s disappearance. “We’re beside ourselves with worry. Please, Walter ...”

“Don’t say my name!” 

But it was too late. Anna cringed into the phone and imagined her Opa doing the same in the other room. “I’m sorry,” Anna heard Otto say with exasperation. “Do you have any idea where they might have taken him?” Otto persisted.

Prolonged silence made Anna wonder if their call had been disconnected. Finally, Opa Walt let out a heavy breath. 

“I bet they transported him to their headquarters in Berlin. But we wouldn’t know where they took him next.”

“Berlin?” Otto asked in alarm.

“Listen, I’ll make sure our people know your concerns, but I’m afraid there’s little else I can do.”

“Do you mean our Security?” Otto said. “Surely our old friend would help if he knew my grandson was missing...”

Our old friend? Anna thought. Who was Opa talking about? Maybe Jakob’s dad or Jakob’s Opa?

“Of course he’d help if he could. That’s not the issue. If the Legion has him, he’ll be hard—if not impossible—to find.” 

“But what if Liam changed his mind and doesn’t want to stay with them?”

“A better question would be, would they let him go?” 

Anna’s heart plunged into her stomach and onto the floor and her legs gave way soon thereafter. 

“He’s smart. What if he managed to escape?” 

Opa Walt took another deep breath, making it sound like a windstorm was blowing into the phone. Never had Anna known him to be so ... Was it pessimistic? 

“On the off chance Liam is wandering the streets of Berlin, I’ll let our people know.” 

“Berlin,” Otto repeated. “Maybe I should go looking for him?” 

“Absolutely not,” Opa Walt said, his voice rising. “Don’t walk into enemy territory, making it easy for them to get their hands on you. Our people are already stretched thin! Don’t add another rescue to their to-do list.” 

Anna gulped so hard she thought that, for sure, they could hear it.

“I’m sorry.” Opa Walt’s tone turned gentle. “This may not be of much comfort, but I understand what you’re going through. Let’s hope Liam, as you say, does change his mind and our folks find him.” 

Their topic of conversation shifted. He told Otto, using choice words, that “the Toymaker and his kin” were staying at the Winkler’s home in Freiburg.

Max and Elia. Opa Fritz.

“They’re safer here,” he said. “I’m returning to you-know-where tonight to help organize our affairs and I’ll relay your concerns.”

After saying their goodbyes, Otto hung up. 

Anna heard her Opa’s steps tread down the stairs. 

The Legion has a headquarters? How big is this Legion thing? Anna stretched her legs out on the floor before her, exhausted by what she learned. Her mind raced. Berlin. What if Liam’s there now? By Opa Walt’s account, he wouldn’t be telling others of Liam’s circumstances until later that night. Maybe that would be too late.

What if Liam changed his mind and ran away from the Legion? What if he wants to come back home? Other worries crossed her mind: Did he have money? His transit pass? His phone so he could call for help? Just then her eyes landed on the device sitting on the nightstand. Liam’s phone! Now she was more worried than ever. Why didn’t Opa give it back to him earlier?

Her Opa’s voice traveled upstairs. Realizing someone might notice she wasn’t there to hear his report, Anna headed down. She found her parents at the foot of the stairs, engaged in an intense discussion.

“Anna,” they chorused. “Your father and I need to talk,” Britta said as the pair of them passed her. “We’ll be down in a few minutes. 

Anna nodded, hardly believing she didn’t get questioned about why she’d been upstairs. She headed toward the living room when the bathroom door slid open and a teary Sophie yanked her inside. 

“Sophie, what’s wrong?” That’s a stupid question: Liam ran away with the Legion... duh. 

“Opa says the Legion probably took Liam to their headquarters!”

Anna acted like she’d just heard the same news. “I know!” 

“He says its location is secret. How can we get Liam back if we don’t know where he is?” 

“I dunno,” Anna stammered. Bits and pieces of the telephone conversation swirled in her mind. “If the Legion has a headquarters, wouldn’t it be too dangerous to snoop around?” 

“Opa has magic to fight if he has to.” 

Anna shrugged.

Sophie backed away. “My dad isn’t scared either.” She pointed toward the door. “I even think your parents went off to talk about looking for him.” 

“How could they if they don’t know where to look?” 

“Oma asked Frau Hoffmann if she knows.” Sophie’s tears were now long gone, wiped away by a determination in her voice. “I saw the look on her face. She. Knows. She’s just not saying.” 

A knock at the door before Jakob slid it open startled them both. 

“Sorry,” Jakob said but came inside anyway.

“The darn lock on this pocket door never did work right,” Sophie muttered as she slid the door shut and tried latching it. “Remind me never to pee in here.” 

“What are you to doing?” Jakob asked.

“Do you know where their headquarters is?” Sophie asked him. 

He shook his head. Somehow Anna could tell he was telling the truth. She squirmed. She knew—was it considered lying if she didn’t fess up? 

“Does your mom know?” Sophie pressed him further. 

“She might,” Jakob whispered. “My dad probably wouldn’t tell her though—he doesn’t share things that can be used against her or get her into trouble. Comes with him being in Security. Besides, even if he did, I don’t see her betraying his trust.” 

“Great,” Sophie said, tears falling again. 

Anna couldn’t stand it. “I know where.” 

Sophie and Jakob stared. 

“Berlin. Liam was taken to Berlin.” 

“How do you know?” they asked in unison.

“I ... might’ve overheard a conversation.” 

Anna’s explanation didn’t raise more questions but did set Sophie into motion. She tried squeezing past them, as if ready to blab her discovery to everyone on the other side of the door. 

“Sophie, stop!” Anna held her.

“I’ve gotta tell my dad. He and Opa can do something!”

“No,” Anna said. 

Was it selfish of her to be concerned about being found out? Or was it a nagging feeling that she didn’t want her Opa, Onkel, or anyone else in the family to face a frightening ordeal like the one they barely survived after the Guild meeting? 

“Opa will wonder how it is you know,” Anna blurted. “He’ll get mad if he finds out his phone call was listened in on.” 

Sophie’s mouth fell and Jakob’s spread into a grin. 

“You listened in on his call?” he said. “Right on!” 

“So, Opa knows?” Sophie’s mouth was still hanging. “He knows, and he chose not to tell us?”

For a moment, Anna thought it fascinating that her cousin was surprised that their Opa was keeping a secret.

“I’ll tell my dad,” Sophie stomped her foot with resolve. 

“That won’t work either,” Jakob said. “Seems to me like your dad and Otto work hand-in-hand. It’ll still get out.” He turned to Anna. “You afraid you’ll get in trouble if anyone knows you know?” 

“I ...” Anna couldn’t answer. She didn’t know what she was afraid of. 

Would she get in trouble? Maybe. She remembered Opa Walt’s tone when he told Otto not to go looking himself. Otto must’ve pretended not to know the location because he trusted Walter’s judgment. Anna knew others in her family would throw caution to the wind and pursue the lead if they knew it. 

Now the question was: Should she divulge this to Sophie and Jakob?

Sophie crossed her arms and glared at Jakob. “Yeah, she’s worried,” Sophie snapped. “She broke the rules by listening to Opa’s private phone call. Miss Obedience wouldn’t want to get caught doing something wrong.” 

“That’s not it at all,” Anna fibbed—slightly. She calculated that, in earnest, getting into trouble was about twenty-five percent of her reason. 

“Then why?” Sophie’s finger now pointed at Anna’s chest. 

Anna swatted it away. “Quit doing that! It’s annoying when your dad does that to my mom—don’t you take on his stupid habit.” 

Sophie harrumphed before bursting into tears again; and, again, Anna’s heart sank. Liam was Sophie’s brother. She couldn’t blame her cousin for having the reactions she was having. Anna pulled her into a hug. 

“I’m thinking is all.”

Jakob caught her eye. “About what?” 

“Liam managed to sneak away in the middle of the night.” Anna could hardly believe she was telling them about a crazy idea that had occurred to her. “Maybe we could try.” 

Sophie jerked away, her mouth hanging open again. Anna couldn’t tell if Sophie thought she was foolish or brilliant.

“No one would notice we’re gone if it’s when everyone’s sleeping,” Anna added. She knew they probably thought she’d thought things through, but in truth, she was still debating the idea herself.

“With the Jumpers and the invisibility coats, it could work,” Jakob added. “But it’s risky. And I’m not talking about our parents finding out. I’m talking about stepping into the Legion camp.” 

Anna swallowed. Why did she share what she did? Jakob sounded like he was on board.

To make things worse, Sophie squeezed both her and Jakob’s arm with excitement. “You’d do that for me? For my brother?” 

Would I? Anna asked herself. If Liam needed help, it could be the only way he’d be found. And yet, Opa Walt’s warning rang in Anna’s ears. Think, Anna, think! If it would be me out there, would I want my family to come looking for me? 

The answer was yes. 

She nodded, albeit with hesitancy. 

Jakob nodded too.

“Really? You’re not even family,” Sophie whispered. 

“Our grandparents are as good as,” Jakob answered. “Besides, I can’t let you go by yourselves.” 

A rapping at the door made them jump. 

“Is whoever’s in there okay?” It was Oma.

“We’re just talking,” Anna said. She heard her walk away. “We wouldn’t be able to sneak out ‘til tonight,” Anna whispered. “That leaves the whole day to think about this.”

They poured from the bathroom, misgivings sinking in as Anna ignored Sophie’s optimistic skip in her step. 
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CHAPTER 19
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FOR THE FIRST TIME ever, Liam felt excitement to go to school: he was about to find out what this Legion school had to offer. 

He skipped breakfast, telling Stefano he’d overslept. With everything on his mind—not to mention his nerves—Liam couldn’t imagine woofing down a meal on top of listening to the gang’s teasing and boasting.

Liam was beginning to think proving himself magically and academically was going to be the easy part, but socially? Another story: Those kids calling one another ‘friends’ was something else.

He put on his embarrassing school blazer with the bronze embroidered bar. Even though the weather promised sunshine and warmth, he stuffed the bomber jacket into his Rucksack and headed for the Administration Building. 

Ali, noticing his arrival, hit a button on the phone and announced, “He’s here.”

Ursula Bergmann emerged and motioned for him to accompany her outside. “I had you arrive prior to class so I can personally introduce you to your homeroom teacher. It is very important you make a good first impression.” 

Liam nodded as they walked toward the Construction and Engineering Building. 

“However, meeting him may be a shock to you.” 

“A shock? Why?” Liam asked. 

“His name is Gunter Kraus. He’s Otto Kraus’s brother.”

Liam came to a stunned halt. Did he hear her right? Principal Bergmann stopped as well but remained blank-faced. 

“I figured your family kept him a secret from you. This must be difficult for you to learn.” She exhaled and took several steps as if to urge him to move along. “It would be a good idea to get over your shock before you are face-to-face with him. Remember: first impression.” 

“Sure,” Liam managed to say, despite the air having left him. “I’ll just brush off the news that I have a great uncle I never knew existed,” he added with sarcasm.

“Liam,” Frau Bergmann said with what appeared to be a forced frown, “I don’t know how to say this delicately. The fact of the matter is, your family kept you in the dark about a great many things. I hope that inspires you when forming your alliance with the Legion.” She climbed the stairs and held the door open for him. “At least now you won’t be completely blindsided when introductions are made. You will, obviously, be better able to maintain your composure.”

An uncle?

She marched up a flight of stairs. One side of the vast second floor was a large lobby surrounded by office doors which Liam assumed had window views. Massive, lab-type rooms took up the other half. The nearest of four doors was open and Liam spied a large workshop-type classroom beyond. Several students were working independently inside, with supplies and materials spread out on long countertops.

“Labs open two hours early for anyone needing extra time with their hands-on TradeCraft practice. Most days start downstairs where you will take Construction as well as general study classes,” she explained.

“So, do we get to make stuff with magic?” Liam asked.

“Whether you ‘make stuff with magic’ remains to be seen,” she huffed, “but yes, our labs are where you’ll be carrying out such assignments.” She led him across the room, through the maze of chairs and end tables. “I cannot stress enough that your general studies are equally as important. Our students pass state tests with the highest marks, and we expect that trend to continue.” Her face was stern as if her words were also a warning. They stopped outside the closed door of what appeared to be the corner office. “Ready?”

“Sure,” he barely managed as she rapped on the door.

“Come in!” a man’s voice rumbled from inside. “You don’t have to give me a heart attack!” 

Inside, a grumpy old man scowled at Frau Bergmann when they entered. 

She seemed unmoved by his agitation. “Master Contractor, it’s my privilege to introduce you to Liam Kraus. Liam, this is Gunter Kraus.”

Herr Kraus lumbered to a stand, his expression now a tad less grumpy. His lips parted, the narrow opening showing yellowed teeth as he met Liam’s extended hand. “It’s fine to meet you.” 

“Nice to meet you too, Herr Kraus,” Liam answered, although uncertain whether addressing him as Herr Kraus was appropriate given he was family.

They stared quietly. He resembled Otto, only angrier and without the facial hair. Liam wondered if his Opa’s mustache covered droopy frown lines and non-existent upper lip as well. 

“You may go,” Herr Kraus barked when Frau Bergmann was already leaving. He motioned for Liam to sit; hospitable enough yet still looking grouchy, as if his face was stuck that way. 

“My grandfather didn’t talk about having a brother. I’m a little surprised to learn about you,” Liam admitted.

“Blah!” The old man swatted his hand between them as if a fly was in the room. His lower lip protruded over his mouth as he clenched it shut. 

Liam’s gut told him this man harbored resentment toward his Opa — perhaps they had that in common.

“I’m not surprised Otto never mentioned me,” he said after a pause. “But that’s not your fault. It’s probably more about his own jealousy.” He leaned forward. “I was told you were brought before Horst Vogel before coming here. The fact that the big brute didn’t scare you away tells me a great deal about you.”

“He is kinda scary,” Liam admitted further. He wiped the smirk off his face when his uncle showed no sign of finding humor in his statement. 

“I also hear that you annoyed Josef Brandt, that arrogant brat,” Herr Kraus said. “Josef is easily annoyed but the fact that he couldn’t keep his reaction in check also tells me a great deal about you.”

What does that mean? Liam had no clue, but his uncle said it like it was a good thing so he went along with it. He lifted his chin with pride. 

“They tell me you want to attend Materials Mastery School. Tell me, what do you want out of all this?” 

Liam didn’t want yet another interview about his enrollment, so he decided to give a personal reason—one that might resonate with the man who was his kin. It took a few moments for Liam to formulate his answer, but his uncle waited patiently for it. 

“I’m fascinated by TradeMagic, but my Opa and dad don’t want me to be a part of it. I’m hoping my desire to learn will be accepted here.”

The old man nodded as he listened. “Go on.”

“I can’t understand why my family chose to keep the magic from me. I feel like my family didn’t trust me to keep it secret and maybe even my abilities. Meanwhile, the Legion has schools.” Liam heard himself babbling and hoped his uncle would hear something he would like—without sounding too pathetic.

“What do you want, Liam?”

Liam sat quietly for a while. Is this another test, like with Horst Vogel and Herta Brandt? How on earth was he supposed to prove himself? Liam had no clue. He finally decided on: “I want to learn about TradeMagic and I need an expert master willing to teach me everything.” 

“Everything?” Herr Kraus drew the word out and made it three times as long than as one normally said it. 

Oh no, he didn’t like my answer. And before Liam knew it, he started explaining himself, “I saw my Opa make wood on buildings fly through the air and sweep people aside so they couldn’t attack us. You know, I haven’t even been formally trained, but I can make roof tiles move. What does that say about me? I can’t help but wonder what I’d be able to do if I had been let in on this earlier! You guys teach this stuff—and I want to learn it.”

“I’m sure this school seems impressive to you, but don’t be disillusioned by its mere existence. Yes, we teach our students about trades and the magics they foster. But to become a TradeCrafter requires a long commitment. It takes years of practice to possess even the smallest amounts of magic—such as moving tiles at one’s touch. It takes decades to do what Otto can do.” The old man leaned forward. “Decades. Do you understand?”

Liam nodded even though he thought the man was exaggerating. He had moved roof tiles and Elia and Max could make toys that run and fly. It probably didn’t take as long as he was saying.

“I want a chance. I believe I could be a great TradeCrafter, like my grandfather.”

“You can,” Herr Kraus agreed. “If you have the drive. The dedication. Seems like you do.”

“Will you teach me?” Liam asked. 

Herr Kraus sat silently. Liam refused to feel awkward having asked for what he wanted. He’d wait all day for his answer, and if the answer was no, he’d ...

“Yes.” 

Herr Kraus’s answer almost knocked Liam off his chair. He was so used to hearing no all the time. 

“Otto’s loss will be my gain,” he added, his lower lip covering the top one again as some sort of testimony that Liam guessed was dignity.

***
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His morning classes, to his disappointment, were like regular school. Not only that, but the instructors were older than his Opa and Oma and eccentric beyond words. Frau Flugblatt, their History and Literature teacher, had a face so heavily wrinkled Liam wondered if her age spanned well into the triple digits. She lectured through pink-painted lips that clashed with her purple hair. 

Liam would swear to a jury that Frau Mandelbaum, their Math and Science teacher, was deaf: She kept her back facing them as she etched equations on an ancient chalkboard and never bothered turning to address questions. Raised hands went unnoticed. Classmates provided one another assistance; Mandelbaum none the wiser about what happened in the classroom behind her.

After four continuous hours of pure torture, Liam wasn’t the only one eager to get out of there. The bell sounded and everyone shot from their seats. Liam threw his things into his Rucksack and trailed out of the classroom with the masses, along with Martino, Ludwig, and Shareece. 

Stefano met them by their lockers, with his goofy smile that made Liam felt he had an old friend for company. “How’s your first day going?” he cared enough to ask. 

“Terrible.” 

His answer made Martino and Ludwig laugh. 

“It’s like school back home,” he added.

“Only because Mondays kick off with general studies,” Ludwig piped in.

Liam huffed as they made their way to the cafeteria. “I thought this was a magic school.”

“They teach magic,” Stefano said. “When they’re not teaching regular stuff we’re tested on in the real world, that is.” 

“So when is that?” Liam asked. 

“At the end of each term—”

“Not testing,” Liam said. “Magic classes.”

“Didn’t they give you the schedule?” Martino snapped over his shoulder.

“Obviously not, or he wouldn’t be asking,” Stefano snapped back.

“Never know, he might be stupid and didn’t look over the paperwork they gave him,” Martino went on. 

“They didn’t gimme any paperwork,” Liam answered. 

“I’ll give you my schedule,” Stefano whispered under his breath. “I have it memorized. Don’t need it anymore.” 

“General studies are Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday mornings plus Wednesday and Friday afternoons,” Martino rattled. “Trade lectures and lessons take place Monday afternoons and Wednesday and Friday mornings. Labs are—” 

“If you’re the know-it-all, why don’t you give him your copy of the schedule?” Stefano barked. 

“Threw it out,” Martino said and shrugged at Liam. “Sorry, bud.” 

“I’m sure you are,” Liam muttered. 

Liam sat down at their regular table and couldn’t help noticing Martino’s blazer had a blue and black square with a brilliant gold bar stitched above it. It looked far more impressive than his own. A quick scan had him noticing royal blue squares that matched his on Stefano, Ludwig, and Shareece’s uniforms. Silver bars accompanied Ludwig and Shareece’s school while his was bronze. So, they’re in Construction and Engineering school, at different levels. What does Martino’s extra, blue block mean? Lemon yellow squares peeked from behind Gabriella and Isabella’s long blonde strands but Liam tried not to let Gabriella notice his curiosity. 

Shareece nibbled at her food while her friends compared manicures. She looked like she wanted to hide from the group as much as he did. 

“Shareece,” he said, “what do the different colored squares on our jackets mean?” 

Shareece wiped at her mouth as she finished a bite of food, giving Gabriella the millisecond she needed to butt in. 

“Our majors.” 

Shareece resumed eating. 

“Blue is Construction,” Gabriella stated the obvious. “A black square is by the blue one if the major is Engineering.” She pointed at Martino. “Purple is Jewelry; along with black if one’s major is Smithing.” Gabriella rattled off something about yellow representing Textiles school as he spied Nikko’s blazer with a prestigious-looking gold bar, purple square, and a black one next to it.

Purple and black. Jewelry and Smithing. Dang it if Nikko didn’t look like the highest-decorated officer in the bunch. 

“Shareece used to be yellow, like us,” Gabriella kept blabbing. The ends of her curly hair skimmed the dressing on her salad when she leaned forward. “But she left Textiles to pursue an education in an area more, let’s say, male-dominated.”

Liam shot his eyebrows in the air at her implications. He turned away, ignoring the girls’ giggles. “You mentioned earlier that you’re interested in architecture?”

Shareece smiled. “I do. I find beauty and creative expression in architectural design. I’ve always liked old buildings.” 

Liam nodded like he agreed even though he didn’t—he far preferred modern architecture and always thought old buildings smelled funny. “My grandfather’s a contractor. He employs several architects who are amazing.”

Everyone looked over. 

Liam worried that maybe he sounded like he was bragging. “I guess that’s why I want to study Construction and maybe get into the same line of work he’s in,” he tried to smooth over. He coughed awkwardly. “How ‘bout you? Is Construction or Engineering something your parents do?”

“No,” Shareece answered, wiping her lips with a napkin even though there wasn’t any food to wipe away. 

He hoped he didn’t come across as too pushy—or interested. Her hair was naturally straight and much less primped than the other girls—he liked that. But that was beside the point. He far more preferred talking with her. 

“My mom’s background is, well, in a trade no longer offered in the Legion school system. My stepdad owns a watchmaking company.” She glanced down the table toward Nikko. 

That’s right, Liam remembered. Nikko and Shareece are stepbrother and stepsister.

“I wasn’t interested in pursuing either of those career paths,” she added.

“Breaking away from family ties, huh?” Liam prodded. He could understand why kids might want to do that. He wondered why he didn’t want to himself, sometimes.

“I guess so.”

Gabriella laughed. “You guess so? Who’d want to be a Chimney Sweep?”

Wait ... her mother’s a Chimney Sweep?

“Yeah,” Isabella chimed in, holding her hands out like that of a scale. “Study a trade that can make you filthy rich, or just filthy? Hmmm, I wonder.” 

Isabella and Gabriella laughed, reminding Liam a lot of how Ursula and Gisela’s mannerisms.

Schwartz, he thought. Her last name. Why hadn’t he picked up on the coincidence earlier? Liam remembered old Opa Walt, one of his Oma and Opa’s friends, with the same last name. Could they be related? he wondered.

“So, I take it you’re not breaking from family ties when it comes to trade?” Shareece interrupted his thoughts.

“Well ...” That was a good question with an answer that could put him into a lot of hot water. “My Opa’s work, construction, is lucrative and interesting. But that’s about all I admire about it—or him,” he added that last bit in case any of them doubted where his loyalties lie. His stomach instantly felt like lunch didn’t agree with him.

A hush fell over the table, making Liam feel worse.

“Look, Kraus. Everyone here knows that Construction is on the outs.” Nikko’s elbow propped up his hand, along with a brat impaled with a fork. He was living up to the nickname he had given him the first time they met: Sausage Boy. 

Liam’s nerves gave in to a snicker.

“Something funny?” Nikko fired.

Liam wiped the smile from his face with a napkin.

“Construction and Engineering school offers nothing,” Nikko added. He shoved the wurst into his mouth and chewed obnoxiously. “If that’s all you’ve got to offer, do us all a favor and go back to wherever it is you came from.” 

Like at a tennis match, the kids turned toward Liam’s end of the table. 

Liam pointed at the many blazers depicting royal blue insignias. “What are you even talking about? Seems like a lot of kids here are enrolled in it.”

Nikko flashed a coy smile. “The remaining slots in those dying fields are filled by the people sitting around this table. Building, architecture, all of it is on the outs—there isn’t room for you. So tell me, why are you even here?”

Liam stuttered. 

“That’s right, Kraus. There’s no place for you here.”

Again, faces watched for Liam’s response. 

“The Head of Schools and our Principal don’t agree,” Liam countered. “Maybe you should share your infinite wisdom with them and tell them they’re wrong.” 

Nikko laughed. “You think my grandmother and Frau Brandt took you into our school—into our group—as an equal?”

That’s right! Frau Bergmann is his grandmother.

Nikko shook his head. “Keep your enemies closer, as the saying goes.”

Liam swallowed as everyone waited for his response. Unfortunately, he couldn’t think of one. What did Nikko mean by “Keep your enemies closer?” Do they consider me an enemy?

When it became apparent that Liam was at a loss for words, everyone started eating again. Stefano caught Liam’s stare, raised his eyebrows, and let out a deep breath. Liam chided himself for not being more quick-witted. Without appetite, he ate his chicken soup, hoping it would at least settle his stomach. 
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CHAPTER 20
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CONTRARY TO WALTER Schwartz’s advice for all of them to stay put at the Winkler house until further word from the Guild and what they needed to do to prepare for their departure to the Hidden City, Markus, and Margot planned on leaving—to check in with their employers and plead their case to their bosses, in person, for their sudden and much-needed time off.

“Our managers deserve at least that. We’re asking for a sudden leave of absence,” Markus said after countless attempts to persuade them to stay and call their employers on the phone instead. But nothing seemed to change Markus’s and Margot’s minds. To boot, when Fritz tried convincing them he ought to go along to provide magical protection, they refused even more vehemently.

He simply couldn’t help stubborn! 

Rita Winkler, who had listened to their back-and-forth the whole while, interjected her support for Fritz whenever she could. But she, too, lost the fight and begrudgingly handed them her car keys along with a delicate anniversary clock. “If you run into anyone giving you trouble, throw it against the ground,” she said.

Margot eyed the clock with misgiving. 

“Thanks, Rita, but maybe you should keep that handy to protect Max and Elia while we’re gone.” Markus pushed the clock back into Rita’s chest. “We’ll be fine. We’re not magical so they won’t waste their time with us.”

Margot isn’t magical but that didn’t stop the Legion from breaking into your house before, Fritz wanted to say.

Rita set the clock on the entry table by the door before leaving the room, as if hoping they might change their minds and take it anyway.

But they didn’t. 

Fritz spent the rest of that day and the next trying not to worry.

He focused on Max and Elia instead as they got to know Tobias, the Winkler grandson in the house. Between Max’s slingshots, which Rita only let them shoot in the backyard, and Tobias’ clockmaking workstation hidden within a large wardrobe in his room, they filled their hours with chatting and activity. The boys didn’t even seem to mind Elia hanging around.

Eager for their Opa to see Tobias’s clockworks in the wardrobe, the kids sat him on the bed to watch—getting so lost in their own discussions that they seemed to forget he was there. Tobias showed them his latest project—a clock repair for a lady down the street. 

“She’s gonna pay me twenty bucks!” he boasted. 

The kids, especially Max, widened their eyes. 

“You could go into business!” Max said.

Fritz chuckled, rousing their attention. He told them how Hans and Gerda Winkler studied Carpentry in the same town he had before eventually running their own clock shop in Freiburg.

“You know, Tobias,” Max said as the three of them explored Tobias’ collection of metal parts, gears, and clockmaking components, “I can build the wood parts. I’m a Woodcarver like my Opa.” 

“And I can carve the birds that pop out,” Elia added. 

Tobias seemed convinced. “You can create the housing, you can create the decorative parts”—he pointed at Max and Elia in turn—“and I’ll make the insides. But I want to make other types of clocks too.” The boy rattled off a long list of clock styles he liked the most and ended by showing them a carriage clock he was repairing.

Without a doubt, the boy had been apprenticed. So, Tobias is well on his way to taking after Hans and Gerda! Fritz liked the idea of magical Clockmaking surviving into the future—the idea of his grandchildren partnering up with the boy, as friends and TradeCrafters, filled him with promise and a sense of excitement.

Fritz left them and found Rita, Hans and Gerda’s grown daughter, in the kitchen making another pot of coffee. Fritz eagerly accepted a refill by holding out his mug.

Oma-age herself, Rita moved in with Hans and Gerda after her sister and brother-in-law died tragically in a car accident. She retired from a career in nursing to help raise the orphaned Tobias, who she considered the child she never was blessed to give birth to herself. Memory of Britta, doing the same thing when Sophie was born and Verner’s wife left, came to mind. He saw first-hand how good it had been for Liam and Sophie to have a motherly figure to look up to. Plus, he smiled, it seemed young Anna enjoyed having her mother at home too.

He sipped the coffee, hoping he could wash down regrets of not staying in better touch with them over the years. If he had, perhaps Max and Elia would already know Tobias.

“The kids are getting on great,” Rita said after sipping from her own steaming mug. “I’m so glad. Tobias would’ve enjoyed siblings, in my opinion.”

Fritz nodded. “Too bad the kids hadn’t met until now.” 

“Well then, we’ll place a checkmark on the good things coming out of all this, won’t we?”

He rather liked that idea and took another sip of coffee after they clinked their mugs together.
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Anna couldn’t stand it. She decided to tell her parents where the Legion’s headquarters was and, just as she knew they would, they decided to try and find him on their own. Jakob, although disappointed that he and Anna wouldn’t chase down Liam themselves, finally agreed their plan was probably too dangerous. Sophie didn’t care that Jakob and Anna didn’t go and her Tante Britta and Onkel Rudy went instead—so long as someone tried to find her brother.

Anna’s parents told her Oma, Opa and Yannet that a valued client needed Rudy to appear on his behalf in court. When Otto pointed out that it was risky for Rudy to go alone, Britta slyly announced she was going with him. The story was so believable that even Anna gawked at her parents’ ability to pull one over her Opa and Oma.

But while Anna was no longer worried about sneaking from the house and hunting down Liam herself, she was instead worried for her parents. It took everything she had to get visions of flying rowboats divebombing into them out of her mind.

As the first day stretched into the second, Anna’s nerves grew more intense. She hated not knowing exactly where her parents were—especially, for some reason, her mother. She stayed home to raise me, Anna kept telling herself. You’re used to having her around babying you all the time. It’ll be all right: millions of kids deal with it and you can too. She just needed her feelings to catch up with her logic. All while acting like nothing could possibly go wrong. 

Her parents’ made-up story about helping an old client in court meant Anna had to go along with the lie, which she quickly discovered tore at her insides and left her anxious beyond measure. Jakob put on the best poker face Anna ever saw and acted more ‘normal’ than she and her cousin. Sophie was as bad an actress as she was: Anna’s cousin always seemed a tad bit too upbeat given the fact that Liam was missing. 

“Remember,” Jakob warned Sophie during one of their private huddles, “you’re supposed to be worried about your brother, not hopeful that he’ll be found!”

Sophie agreed but then carried on with that stupid smile of hers, reading her books as if it was easy to take her mind off things. 

Many times throughout their days, Anna caught herself wringing her hands or muttering giveaways like, “I hope they’re okay” that left Sophie and Jakob glaring in warning.

Still, it was impossible not to worry. Jakob and his mom were staying with them for added protection. The Schenks were staying at the Winkler house for the same reason. Obviously, risks were serious.

Harrowing stories about the Legion attack after the Guild meeting haunted Anna’s imagination. Anna couldn’t help but picture her parents being thrown from flying row boats or frozen in place without the ability to breathe.

She wanted Liam to find his way home. She wanted her mom and dad back. And she wanted all of them to hide away in the Hidden City where they’d all be safe.

During one of her, Jakob’s and Sophie’s private huddles, Anna confessed that maybe she shouldn’t have told her mother about Berlin. “Maybe we should’ve listened to Walter Schwartz’s advice. I knew my parents would take off looking for Liam the minute I told them.”

They shook their heads. 

“You pointed out it wasn’t a good idea for us to go,” Jakob reminded her, “and we hoped your mom and dad would go instead, remember?”

“This way we have a chance to get Liam back,” Sophie added with her stupid, hopeful smile.

“I can’t help worrying. If a Guild Council member doesn’t recommend Opa go looking for Liam, what kinda danger are my parents in?” 

“Your mom’s literally so good in a fight. I saw her,” Jakob insisted. 

“Why aren’t they back yet?” Anna cried. “It’s been two days!”

“All the more reason going ourselves would’ve been a bad idea,” Jakob answered. “Everyone would’ve gone ballistic if we were the ones missing for days.” 

True. Anna took a deep breath. “Right, but what’s taking them so long? What if the Legion took them like they did Liam?” 

“Or,” Jakob said, “what if they’re following clues to find him? You said Herr Schwartz didn’t know where the Legion might take him next. Maybe your parents are tracking him down.”

He made good points and Anna forced herself to be more optimistic. 

She left them for the bathroom—the one upstairs with a lock that worked. Hopefully, if she cried long enough, maybe tears would cleanse her of all misgivings she was keeping inside. Anna splashed her face with cold water to mask evidence of her breakdown before coming back out.

Sophie jumped to her feet when Anna opened the door. Had she been waiting for her to come out all that time? She gave Anna’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “Thanks for telling your mom where their headquarters is. If anyone can find my brother, it’ll be your parents.”

Anna didn’t know what to say. 

Sophie pulled her into a tight squeeze. “Your mom and dad being away must be scary,” she whispered. “But I think they’ll be all right.” 

Sophie, two years younger than she was, never had—let alone knew—her own mother. Yet here she was consoling her because her mom and dad were gone for a few days? Her cousin’s empathy almost made Anna burst into tears all over again. 

“Thanks, Soph,” her voice squeaked. “I know it’s early, but I want to go to bed.”

“I’ll get my book and go to bed too,” Sophie said. 

They crawled into the makeshift bed their Oma arranged for them in the office. Strudel popped her head from the sprawl of sofa cushions, spare pillows, and blankets. Anna’s head landed on a pillow and she closed her eyes. She knew she’d fall asleep soon.

“Good night,” Sophie said. She sat with a thick, hard-cover book spread open between them. “I need the light on. Will that bother you?” 

Anna shook her head. 

“Love you like a sister,” Sophie whispered.

“I love you too.” She did. She really did. And Liam as well, like a brother. 

With her dog curled against her chest and her cousin close, Anna fell asleep. Slumber brought visions of her mother and father coming home, their arms opened wide and ready for her embrace. Liam was there too, jerking his bangs from his eyes, smiling at her and saying, “’Sup.”



***
[image: image]


Nighttime afforded Liam solitude. He needed to think. To do so, he had to turn off the pressure of proving himself to those around him.

Maybe even to himself. 

He had gone to the cafeteria for dinner but ate quickly while the older boys carried on with their silly antics and the girls went about their gossiping. 

He’d only been at MMS for a few days but was already sick of them. 

Stefano and Shareece were the exceptions. Stefano continued helping Liam learn more about the school and who was who, plus seemed genuinely interested in being friends. He had a sense of humor, which helped Liam laugh throughout his days. Plus, Stefano seemed to dislike the other kids’ snottiness as much as he did. They exchanged silent glances often, along with facial expressions that risk their laughing out loud. 

Shareece, the only girl in the group Liam thought was legitimately kind, seemed like she wished she could lay claim to a better friend group herself. Sadly, getting to know her was tricky: Martino and Ludwig usually sat nearby and dominated any conversations to be had between their shared classes.

On the extreme bright side, however, Nikko, Gabriella, and Isabella weren’t in any of Liam’s classes. 

If Liam could ditch the kids he disliked the most, he’d stuff them into boxes with tight lids and lock them away. Their labels would read:


Gabriella, aka Dimples. Textiles major. Big mouth. Brandt descendent. Crushing on me HARD, or at least, flirtatious. Befriend with caution.

Isabella Brandt, Gabriella’s bestie. Textiles major. Replica of her grandmother. Judgmental. Befriend with caution.

Martino Ghorbani, Stefano’s older brother, Engineering major. Jerk. Unjustly athletic. Star goalie on their school’s soccer team. Hates me; befriend with caution.

Ludwig Streicher, Gabreilla’s younger brother. Engineering major, yet dumb. Follower. Also on the soccer team. Friendship material? Questionable.

Nikko Bergmann, gang leader, unfairly good-looking. Smithing major. Bossy, egotistical, arrogant. Hates me but I don’t care. School Principal’s grandson. Liam had crossed out Befriend with caution and wrote: Don’t bother.



“Pretty much all of us are cousins,” Stefano summed up that evening as they dumped their trays after dinner. “Except Nikko and Shareece.”

“Right,” Liam said, picturing the kids on the convoluted family tree in his mind.

“When your grandmother’s Principal, you get favored here,” Stefano said. “That’s why everyone around here treats Nikko like a god when he’s actually a pompous ass.” 

Liam laughed at his remark. Still, things didn’t add up. “If your grandmother’s Head of Schools, seems to me like he should be kissing up to you. His mom’s only Principal.”

Stefano shrugged. “My grandmother deals with big-picture, Legion-education stuff. She might stop by from time to time but, really, MMS is Bergmann turf. CMS is Frau Vogel’s turf. My grandmother’s more involved with TMS, even though my Onkel Josef is its Principal.” 

He could always count on Stefano to paint a good picture of who was who and family politics. 

“So long as you’re at MMS, it’s best to stay on Nikko’s good side,” he added. 

Why he was lumped together with the big family names he didn’t know. Liam lay on his bed, staring at the crack in the ceiling. The clock on his desk caught his attention when it changed to eight o’clock. He knew he couldn’t make it a habit to alienate himself this way, but resisted the temptation to take a long, hot shower for fear of running into one of the other boys. Principal Bergmann and Frau Brandt made it clear they expected him to mesh with the group, but he simply was too exhausted and not in the mood. He turned to his side, still thinking things through. 

At least school was going reasonably well ... the magical end of things, anyway.

For several days now, Liam had spent half his school hours in TradeMagic Lectures and labs. His uncle, who taught a bulk of their lessons, began a two-week course on something called Echo Power and its influences on an apprentice’s conduit. If left Liam feeling pretty certain that the Roofer and Tile Setter at his Opa’s work were, indeed, TradeCrafters. If their mastery had spilled Echo Power into his conduit, it could explain why those roof tiles helped him escape Anna’s belt. 

To Liam’s greater satisfaction, his uncle met with him after school for more ‘hands-on’ training. His uncle, although maintaining his gruff nature, answered his questions with an air of excitement. 

“A TradeCrafter can contribute to the structure’s overall purpose,” he told him. “Our goal will be to deflect water, of course, whether it be weather or plumbing related. But we can also promote the essence of the gymnasium’s purpose: to promote athletic excellence and achievement.”

When Liam made a funny face as his uncle explained further.

“We do more than build sound rooves, Liam. Let’s say your job is putting a roof on a building that will house a bank. Any TradeCrafter on the job can instill an essence of accuracy, so money is accounted for or invested well. Or we can infuse the structure with intention to ward off dishonesty: keeping thieves from carrying out a hit, or to keep employees from slipping a few twenties into their pockets.”

The thought of it blew Liam away. Even now, while resting on his bed, Liam couldn’t contain his excitement. Liam sat up in bed and fondled his crucifix which hung between his collarbones. 

His Opa’s Construction business was known for his state-of-the-art medical facilities, including retirement homes, hospitals, and rehab centers. Was there an underlying, magical reason he was so successful? Residents and caretakers gave rave reviews for facilities Otto Kraus Construction built. Cities and counties postponed projects for up to a year, willing to wait for his Opa’s schedule to clear so he could do the work. Were his Opa’s employees TradeCrafters who laced their work with powers that promoted healing?

Liam also realized that maybe his grandparents’ roof was built by a master who placed intention into its installation. Like to deter water damage as well as provide injury prevention for anyone climbing up there to maintain things. Liam remembered stumbling atop the roof and how he worried he’d fall off—but didn’t. Was it a roofer’s magic that kept him from falling during his and Anna’s sloppy, magical wrestling match?

Could be, he surmised.

Memories of his Opa commanding building materials to ensnare Legion thugs surfaced. Memories of Opa Fritz flying the rowboat—a wooden rowboat—came to mind. Memories of his aunt swirling fabrics around herself that kept attackers at bay were so vivid he held out his hand, hoping to touch flashes of her garment’s billowing folds. 

He didn’t know, but the thought of wielding roof tiles, any tiles for that matter, invigorated him. Could he someday make tiles replicate or grow as his Opa did inside the hallway at the Büchholtz Inn? He could literally construct steps and race anywhere he wanted. Or create walls between him and anyone he wanted to keep away ...

He pictured himself like a superhero, making his way from point A to point B by mere placement of tiles that served him like stepping stones. 

It was far more than anything he dreamed possible.

The men showing Liam how to do work told him things. Like applying as high a work ethic as possible, to place each tile perfectly to prevent water damage and to weather years of wear and tear—but nothing like this. 

Otto probably insisted that they not tell him anything. Keep the magical aspects of their trades secret. Like his family kept the truth about a great uncle from him!

At least my Onkel’s teaching me. He’s not keeping things secret. Liam forced his eyes shut, resolved to fall asleep early, and start the next day fresh and well-rested. He’s my new family now. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 21
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MARKUS AND MARGOT RETURNED Thursday. They offered less than cheery hellos as they came through the door. 

Fritz asked, “Everything go all right?” Margot forced a smile. “You run into any Legion brutes?” Fritz continued.

“Matter of fact we did,” Markus said, grim-faced as he took a seat on the sofa. 

Margot climbed the stairs with their overnight bag. 

“They’re staking out our house,” he continued. “I don’t get it. How is it they have enough men to cause us this grief? I mean, how many of them are there?”

“I imagine quite a few. It might be part of the Guild’s reasoning for wanting us to retreat into the Hidden City.” 

“‘Retreat into the Hidden City,’” Markus recanted. “Margot will lose her job if she takes more than two weeks off. So will I, by the way. Only, they limited me to one week.” 

“Oh no.” Fritz sat on a chair facing him across the oak coffee table and fiddled with his flat cap. 

“Oh yes.” Markus shook his head and held out both hands. “I have a mortgage, Dad. I have bills to pay. I’ve got two kids to raise!”

Understanding, Fritz nodded.

Markus let out a laugh, but it was obvious to Fritz that he didn’t think anything was funny. 

“All you can do is sit there and nod?”

Fritz stared. “I’m empathetic toward your situation ...” 

“By nodding your face off?” 

What did I do wrong now? “Am I to blame for something, here?” Fritz asserted. 

Markus let out a forced huff. 

“I guessed correctly then.” Fritz looked away in leu of saying anything he might regret.

“Somehow I don’t think this Guild group of yours is gonna settle things in a week or two,” Markus finally said. 

“No, I don’t suppose they will.”

“So, I guess we’ll lose the house and the car,” Markus carried on. “Oh that’s right. I already forfeited my car back in Nürnberg when you insisted on flying that crazy row boat to Heidelberg. The impound bill will be a doozy, I’m sure!”

“We can sell my townhome,” Fritz suggested. “That money will last you quite a while. It’ll catch you up on all your bills and then some.”

“When we get back from this so-called Hidden City, you mean?” 

Fritz nodded.

“There you go nodding again.” 

“I’m sorry, I like to nod. Is that so bad?” Fritz retorted just as snarky as Markus’s sarcasm. “I also like to scratch my chin and dance a jig when I’m happy.” Fritz removed his flat cap and wiped his head before—defiantly—setting it back on.

“And you do that,” Markus’s voice rose along with his hand and an accusatory pointed finger. “You do that annoying hat-off-head-swipe thing.” Markus mimicked the motion above his head.

The nerve! Fritz felt his mouth quiver and saw that Markus noticed. His son cocked his head in surprise. Or was it regret?

Fritz willed his hurt feelings to simmer. My habit didn’t annoy my Rosa. Memory of her delivered a calm. Fritz could almost hear her cute giggles when she watched him fiddle with his hat, then remove it again so she could plant a kiss on the top of his head before placing it back on. “You forgot to tuck a little love away for later,” she used to say.

“We want nothing to do with this magical world of yours,” Markus said several moments later. “We’re not happy that our kids are all caught up in this, either.” 

Fritz nodded and abruptly stopped himself. He had to remember he wasn’t allowed to nod anymore.

“I don’t want your townhouse,” Markus continued. “I want to make my own way in life. You know that.” 

“I do, Markus, my boy. And I’m so proud of you,” Fritz added, intentionally pushing his hurt feelings aside and remembering what mattered most. “But I don’t need the townhouse. You might as well have the money to help set your affairs straight once we’re done dealing with all this.” 

“Where will you live?” Markus interjected. “Wait. Are you planning to live in this Hidden City the rest of your life?”

Fritz kept his head perfectly still. Markus watched expectantly for some kind of acknowledgment, but due to sheer stubbornness, Fritz didn’t nod, scratch his chin or dance a jig. 

Markus rocketed off the couch. “You think it’s okay to live with all your old friends in a fantasy world?”

“I guess you can say I want to make my own way in life.” Fritz lifted his chin in sheer defiance, then closed his mouth to keep it from quivering again. 

“What will happen if you need care? Are there even hospitals there?”

Offended, Fritz crossed his arms. “I’m sure there’s a place to bury me if I keel over. Don’t you worry about this old coot. I bet I’m out of your hair before too long.” 

“Daaaaaaaaaad,” Markus drew out. “Margot and I—we have to come back. Two weeks, maximum. Maximum!” Markus took a breath. “And, obviously, we’re taking the kids back with us. Will it be safe when we do?” 

“Not if there are Legion thugs staking out your house—or anywhere—hellbent on finishing off anyone Guild-aligned or magical.” 

“I was afraid you’d say that.”

Fritz sighed. “Elia has proven herself magical. The Legion knows this. No, you can’t come back until it’s safe again.” 

Markus wandered the room, finally coming to a stop beside the coffee table. “Dad, you have to insist that your Guild settles things immediately. We can’t abandon our real lives for some magical adventure.” 

Fritz winked despite himself. “We can’t?” 

“Did you hear me? We don’t have time off from work! We can’t be expected to hide away in some alternate world until this Legion thing is resolved. We have responsibilities!” Markus was now facing him. “Promise me you’ll make the Guild and all your friends understand. Tell them to handle this Legion thing quickly so everything’ll go back to normal.”

Normal. Fritz resisted the urge to fiddle with his flat cap.

After everything that had happened, what will any of them consider normal again?

Fritz knew it was about time he considered TradeMagic as normal as the air he breathed. He’d lived most his life without sharing it, and going back now seemed as abnormal as it would to carve toys out of thin air.

Markus stared hard, waiting expectantly for a nod.

He wasn’t gonna give him one. How does he expect the Guild to settle all this in a lickety-split?

Fritz didn’t know what to say. Markus watched him, but he held still—astutely aware not to nod. But that didn’t please Markus in the least. He made a face for him to acknowledge him somehow. With a deep frown, Fritz relented with a wave of his hand. Markus left him, springing up the stairs two steps at a time.

Fritz adjusted his flat cap—purposefully—as his mind raced. I cannot control these circumstances!

He rose, only to crack his leg against the corner of the coffee table. He paused to massage what would surely become a bruise. That’s life, isn’t it? We hit bumps. Only choice we have is how we move past them. How we move on.

The table, a sturdy thing, gave him an idea. He kicked off his loafers and stepped on top of it, then pulled up his pant legs and danced a jig. I’m going to the Hidden City. I’m going to the Hidden City! he sang to himself.

What Markus and Margot ended up doing, he couldn’t control—but he was going to go to the Guild’s magical realm. After that, he hoped he’d never have to come back to a world of keeping his passion secret—ever again.
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CHAPTER 22
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A PADDED ENVELOPE SHOWED up in the mail that afternoon. O & M Kraus and the address was written in loopy, cursive longhand by someone using a splotchy fountain pen. Anna and Sophie knew right away it was something special. They ran back to the house, where Verner watched and waited. He held Strudel’s leash and the dog greeted the girls with playful prances. 

“What’s the rush?” Onkel Verner asked. “Enjoy the fresh air while you can.” 

He had a point. They’d been cooped up in the house for days, with the exception of daily mailbox runs and periodic ventures into the small backyard. Opa and Oma didn’t want any of them outdoors unless it was completely necessary. 

Sophie showed her dad the package and his eyebrows lifted. 

“That looks very interesting.” He glanced up and down the street as he ushered Anna and her cousin through the front door, then locked it behind them. 

Anna thanked him. His protective nature soothed her, especially after all the bickering they’d endured that week. Onkel Verner still seemed worried about his son but, at least he’d put down his boxing gloves and wasn’t picking any more fights. Since her parents left for Berlin—or Anna had to be careful to always say Hannover—Onkel Verner watched over Anna and Sophie like a Rottweiler. 

“A package,” he announced once inside.

Moni peered over her reading glasses. “I bet it’s something Otto ordered.” 

“It’s handwritten, and it’s postmarked München,” Anna added and dangled the package in the air for everyone to see by pinching one of its corners. 

Moni pushed away from her stool and came over to inspect it. “Well now,” she said. “This does look interesting. Sophie dear, get Opa. He’s upstairs in the office.” 

“I’m here,” Otto appeared with an empty coffee cup in hand.

“It’s a hand-written envelope from München but with no return address,” Moni said.

Otto’s eyebrows lifted. “By all means, open it.”

Moni tore its end and reached inside, pulling out a white, taper candle with a long wick hanging from each end. It looked rustic and homemade.

“A candle?” Anna blurted. “Why would someone mail us a candle?”

“If I’m right, it’s no ordinary candle,” her Opa said.

“I think it’s a Licht Brief!” Moni covered her girlish smile with both hands. 

Yannet Hoffmann drew closer. “My husband received some of those before. Usually Security business.”

“We should light it right away,” Moni said. 

“It needs to be dark, or we won’t see it,” Yannet added. 

“I can arrange that.” Moni grabbed the candle and hustled to the front room, pointing at shades and curtains over the windows that swiftly moved to blot out the daylight. “Everyone in the dining room. Otto, Verner, get the doors.”

The stampede of footsteps made Strudel scuttle nervously into the room with them. Anna scooped up the dog and sat at the table. The pocket door between them and the kitchen closed, pinching off the only crack of daylight let into the room.

“Anyone have a light?” she heard her Oma ask. 

A lighter flicked and Jakob extended a flame over the table. 

“Why do you have a lighter?” his mother asked him. 

“No reason,” he stammered.

Verner snickered.

Otto held the candle over the flame. The wick ignited and wax underneath melted, looking shiny, wet. Thin lines fanned outward from the flame, etching letters then words in mid-air, as if a hundred fire-tipped pens began writing all at once. It freaked Strudel out, so Anna set the dog on the carpet, too transfixed to take her eyes off the magical display or to care about her shivering chihuahua. Soon, blocks of paragraphs took shape and a floating, candle-lit letter hung over the dining table. 

The letter read:

––––––––
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Greetings Guild Members:



Ever since TradeMagic was discovered in the world, renegade artisans broke away from the Guild to form their own groups with purposes of hijacking magic’s power and using it outside the scope of its original intent. 

Such is still the case, despite the Guild’s effort to put an end to such from ever happening again. Attempts to rid the world of magical misuse failed.

Another group not in alignment with the Guild has risen and, once again, TradeMagic is being hijacked and misused. 

This group, calling themselves The Legion, has recently become emboldened in its pursuits to disarm Guild TradeCrafters. Their goal seems clear: to put an end to all magical abilities not affiliated with its movement by destroying what remains of the Guild and its dwindling membership. 

If we allow this to happen, the Legion will continue forward with its ill-intended agendas. Our extinction allows the Legion to succeed by mere exclusivity over all remaining TradeMagic powers. 

The Guild, entrusted for centuries to safeguard TradeMagic, must act. This threat must be absolved.

All Guild members and their affiliates are strongly encouraged to come to our Hidden City so we can better guarantee your safety as well as devise a strategy to carry out our bestowed obligation to cleanse all magical misuse. 

We encourage you to bring along all those who you may have trained, as well as their families, to safeguard their magical knowledge and keep their abilities from the Legion’s treachery.

Join us as we rise against The Legion, and as we remain loyal to the centuries-old legacy of craftsmanship and principles with which we have been entrusted.

Blessed be the Magic Within.



Godspeed and dutifully yours, 

The Guild






The candle spewed another paragraph, making Verner back away. “What does that part say?” he asked. “It’s a bunch of scribbly, glowing lines.” 

“No, it’s not,” Moni answered, pointing at the bottom of the airborne letter. “It says the dates, times, and locations to meet in order to transfer.” 

Anna squinted. She didn’t see any such information.

“I can read it too,” Otto announced. 

“I think only Guild members are able to see that part,” Yannet exclaimed.

“Clever,” Moni muttered. “There are two options when we can leave for the Hidden City: this Saturday evening, or next Saturday at the same time,” she summarized. 

The room fell silent but the Licht Brief continued sizzling like the sound of hot oil in a frying pan. 

“Did everyone read it thoroughly?” Otto asked as he pressed the light switch and the chandelier flipped on. “I believe it would be best if we delete it when we’re done.” 

After saying his last word, the floating letter began fading away. Golden, leafy flakes rained onto the Kraus formal dining table and disappeared, leaving no trace. “Oops.” 

Verner snickered again, followed by a supportive pat on Otto’s shoulder. “It’s okay. I think we all got the information.” 

They remained at the table, some of them taking seats, everyone deep in thought. Anna looked around, wondering what her family would decide to do next. She peeked over at Sophie. Her hair concealed a trepidatious expression. 

She’s worried about Liam. Should I be worried about my parents? They’ll come back before we leave, won’t they? The Hidden City sounded like a safe place, but would they go if some of them were still missing?

“What about Liam?” Sophie blurted. 

“If he doesn’t return in time, will he find us?” Verner continued.

Anna could tell Sophie was fighting back tears and reached over to squeeze her hand.

“I don’t know,” Otto spoke, words Anna hardly ever heard come from his mouth.

What does he mean he doesn’t know? Anna gulped, willing herself not to panic. 

Sophie wiped at her cheek as she faced the floor. 

Mom. Dad. Please come back and say you found Liam.

“How about Benny and Patrik?” Onkel Verner faced Yannet. “I know you’d probably tell us if your family contacted you—”

“Of course. But they haven’t.” Yannet wrung her hands in her lap. “I’m surprised. Patrik usually sends messages when he’s away on Guild business. But”—she glanced about—“these times aren’t usual, are they?” 

Her eyes saddened and pulled at Anna’s heart. Moni made her way around the table, wrapping her arms around Yannet’s shoulders. “There, there, Yannet. I’m sure they’re all right. You said it yourself; they’re unusually busy right now. These are extraordinary times.” 

“Besides, if anything happened to them, I’m sure the Guild would send an officer or someone out to give us the bad news,” Jakob blurted. His mom covered her eyes and Jakob sank back in his seat. “Sorry, Mom. I can’t believe I just said that.”

Sounds in the entry hall drew barks from Strudel as well as everyone’s attention, and when Otto flung the dining room door open, Britta and Rudy smiled in at them. 

Anna couldn’t help but squeal as she rounded the table and ran into their arms. 

“Boy, do I have a story to tell you,” Britta whispered as they broke their embrace. 

Anna scoured the entryway. Liam wasn’t with them.

The look on her face must’ve told her parents everything she was thinking. Her dad patted her shoulder before making his way to the dining chair where he peeled off his shoes. He looked exhausted. 

“How’d your business trip go?” Anna heard Otto ask him. 

Britta, meanwhile, tugged Anna’s hand before heading up the stairs. “I have to use the lady’s room. Anna, come keep me company.” 

Anna didn’t need a clearer invite. She bounded up the stairs after her. Sophie and Strudel followed. 

“Did you find him?” Sophie blurted in a whisper as they all crammed inside the bathroom. She jumped up and down on her tiptoes, reminding Anna of Elia.

Britta shook her head. Sophie crumbled to the floor and cried, Strudel now shaking.

“Mom, we’ve gotta do something,” Anna said. “We got a letter from the Guild saying we need to leave for the Hidden City Saturday.”

Her mother looked up. “I’m not going without Liam.” 

Sophie lifted herself from the bathroom rug, wrapping her arms around Britta’s stomach. “Thank you, Tante Britta!” 

“But where is he?” Anna demanded. 

“They say he was taken to one of their magic schools.”

Did she hear right? Sophie even stopped whimpering to stare Anna’s mom down. 

“The Legion has schools.” Britta exhaled. “In hidden realms, like the Guild’s Hidden City.” 

Anna’s own knees hit the rug. Sophie scooched over. Floor space seemed tighter with the three of them kneeling in a huddle. 

“Now listen to me, girls,” Britta said, tone serious and firm. “You have to be brave and realistic when you hear this: Liam seems to have gone away willingly. We have to accept the possibility he doesn’t want to be found.” 

Sophie wailed and Anna shook her head. It didn’t matter, she said to herself. Didn’t matter if he went willingly or not. He needs to come back, and he needs to come back now.

Sophie’s crying continued and Britta cradled her head in her lap. She stared at Anna over the top of it. “You will go with the rest of the family to the Hidden City. Dad and I already discussed it. I’m staying here.” 

“No!”

Britta nodded. “Yes. Anna, you have to go. I can’t watch out for you while I continue looking for Liam.”

Sophie’s wet, ruddy face appeared again, now imploring Anna with desperation. Strudel tried licking Sophie’s wet cheeks.

“You’re staying behind, all by yourself?” Anna’s voice cracked. 

Britta shook her head. “I’m pretty sure Onkel Verner will stay behind too.” She paused. “Anna, you have to go. Oma and Opa need to go, and they won’t if you or Sophie stay.”

“I don’t care—they should stay! They’re magical and can help you find Liam.” Anna cried like a baby now. She couldn’t help it. 

This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. Her parents were supposed to find Liam, bring him back, and all of them were supposed to escape to this wonderful place called the Hidden City where they’d be safe and ... and ... 

And what? Hide forever? 

“You’re going,” her mother repeated, her eyes still loving but her voice firm. “All elders are needed for the Guild to pool their magic together. Opa Fritz, Opa Siggy, and Oma Irma—Oma and Opa—all need to go. This Legion threat is for real and, well, those with magic have to figure out a way to handle all this.”

“I don’t care! I don’t want to go to the Hidden City without you!” 

“It’s the safest place for all of you. Anna, you can help Sophie, Max, and Elia adjust. They’ll need you: they don’t have Liam to depend on like they always have. Anna,” —her mother forced her to stare into her eyes— “I know you’ll do great.”

A soft knock at the door drew a piercing yap from Strudel and Anna scolded her due to sheer loss of patience. 

“You girls okay?” she heard her dad ask. 

“Yeah.” Anna’s mom sighed. “As well as can be expected.”

“Verner and I are in the office. Let’s say we talk when you’re ready?” 

Anna’s mom smoothed Sophie’s hair away from her tear-streaked face. “I’ll ... I’ll be all alone at the Hidden City if my dad doesn’t go with me,” Sophie whimpered. 

“No, you won’t,” Anna’s mom said. “You’ll be with Oma and Opa, Onkel Rudy, and Anna. And all our friends: the Schenks, the Buchholtzs, the Hoffmanns ...”

Sophie nodded as if this settled all her concerns, but Anna’s hands wouldn’t stop sweating and her stomach tightened further. She burped and tasted a disgusting kind of sour. She eyed the closed toilet seat, glad she was right next to it. 

Strudel wedged herself between them.

“And Strudel’s going,” Britta added. Her mom smiled warily, clearly hoping her humor went over well. 

It worked on Sophie, but Anna wasn’t about to smile back just to make everyone else feel better. Going to the Hidden City without Liam was one thing but without her mom? She understood her Onkel Verner was powerful, but would he be able to protect her if the Legion came around? 

Anna let out a disappointed breath. What could I possibly do to help if I stayed? 

Nothing. She couldn’t do anything. In fact, her mom was right: She would only be in the way when her mom needed to work. Track Liam down. Wherever he was. At some magic school? In a Hidden City like the Guilds? 

What was Liam thinking? Did he honestly think we’d move on, like we didn’t care about him? Anna pressed in tears by covering her eyes with clenched fists. Liam’s so selfish and never thinks things through! What am I supposed to do? Assume all the responsibility like I’m the big brother in the family?

“I don’t wanna be in charge of Sophie or any of the kids,” Anna blurted. “Liam’s bossy and likes being the oldest. Just because he’s gone doesn’t mean I should have to take his place.”

Her mom pulled Anna’s hands from her eyes and stared at her with a surprised expression. “I don’t want you to take his place.” Her hands cupped Anna’s face. “I want you to be Anna.”

“Why can’t Liam just come back? Everything’s changing and I want things to be the same again,” Anna spat.

“Nothing will be the same again, Anna. Magic didn’t stay hidden in the past and we can’t either. At least, I don’t want to; do you?” Her mom let go of her face and folded her hands in her lap, still watching Anna’s stunned pause. “All I know is, I need to help Onkel Verner find Liam. We all want him back. You need to go to the Hidden City with everyone else so you can be safe. There’s no doubt in my mind you belong there. I wish you believed that. This is a new life for all of us, Anna.” Her mother rose. “I better help your dad field Verner’s questions.” She smiled at Anna before closing the door behind her.

Anna grabbed Strudel and hugged her pudgy body, wishing she could hold on to her mother in much the same way. All Anna knew was, she didn’t want to be without her mom when she left the real world and went to some magical place called the Hidden City. 

The past couple of days of worrying about her parents were practically torture. While she had spent her life used to her dad working many hours, she wasn’t used to her mother being away so long. How long would it be before she and Onkel Verner tracked Liam down and they’d be reunited again? 

Anna sat against the wall with her legs before her. The toilet paper roll sprang from its holder when her head bumped it, clanging as it landed on the tile floor.

“So, you’re coming to the Hidden City?” Sophie asked. 

She met Sophie’s gaze. It seemed like a stupid question. As if I have a choice, Anna thought to herself. 

“Well?” Sophie rested her hand on Anna’s knee. 

Oh my gosh, Soph. Leave me alone. 

“I—” she started. Her cousin looked mortified—as if Anna was about to inform her she was running away like her brother had and she’d never see her again.

“Yes, Sophie, I’m going,” Anna relented. 

The corner of Sophie’s mouth began to curl into a smile. Anna covered her face and cried.
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THE TOYMAKER WOULD never forget the kids’ reactions to the Licht Brief, their oohs and aahs, like they had just seen a firework display like no other. The fiery letter delivered vital details concerning their departure for the Hidden City, but a deeper sense of their plight as well.

Markus and Margot exchanged looks of misgiving while the kids danced about in eager anticipation of their departure. 

Funny, he thought. One generation clings to the letter’s dire news while the other to its hopeful possibilities. Fritz accepted both, with the belief that good would, somehow, prevail. Still, a part of him wished it was nothing his family had to contend with.

The Guild always comes through in the end, Fritz thought back on history. This time would be no different. 

The rest of their summer evening was spent on the patio in the Winkler’s backyard garden, filled with a variety of small trees, shrubs, and vines that afforded privacy despite other residences to either side. Fritz was grateful everyone made the best of their situation, indulging in Relaxant Bräu that finally calmed doubts and lifted spirits. Margot played guitar and Rita played her piccolo while Markus sang out of pitch, putting Elia into fits of giggles.

The boys engaged in a playful competition of target shooting with Max’s homemade slingshots. They took aim at various broken flower pots dispersed throughout the edge of the garden Tante Rita had set out for them. The occasional shattering of landed shots and the boys’ triumphant cries added to the music of Markus’s singing.

Max took aim next, but his stone whizzed past its mark. Max pouted, but when Tobias elbowed him good-naturedly, they laughed and sang along with the music. 

“More, more!” called Elia as the song ended. 

Debate over what song to play next as well as a debate between the boys ensued. 

“C’mon, trade with me,” Tobias moaned, reaching for Max’s oldest, beloved slingshot Fritz had shown him how to make years ago.

“This one’s mine!” Max answered and held it behind him. 

“Mine’s newer and yours is ratty—maybe that has something to do with how lousy a shot you are,” Tobias counted.

“Mine’s not ratty, it’s just old,” Max told him, still keeping his slingshot away. 

Tobias relented. “Maybe you’re better at making these things now and that’s why mine works better. But have it your way.” Tobias took aim once again and nailed yet another small flower pot, causing it to crack in half. 

The sound of it splintering in two caused the boys to roar with glee.

Nighttime and a moonless sky snuck in and the boys could no longer see targets tucked between foliage throughout the yard. Much to the boys’ and Elia’s protests, they moved indoors. The noise traveled inside with them: Tobias blew the piccolo, Max strummed the guitar, and Elia danced while all three sang at the top of their lungs. 

“Why don’t you all enjoy your evening outside?” Fritz asked Rita, Markus, and Margot. “I’ll watch the kids and have them in bed in an hour or so.” 

The adults scurried out the door, carrying glasses and a fresh bottle of wine. 

Fritz managed to save his eardrums by coaxing them upstairs and playing a board game before bed instead. They sat on Fritz’s overnight accommodations in the loft-like hallway leading to the bedrooms, on its couch that flattened into a bed. 

Long after washing up and brushing their teeth, he heard the kids stay up talking into the night. Like the nights before, Markus would find Elia sleeping next to her brother, and he’d carry her to the other room where Tante Rita made her a bed of cushions on the floor. 

Fritz nestled under the covers, crossing his arms under his head to perch his ears higher when he heard the kids' voices. They were talking about Liam.

“It sounds to me like he ran away to join them,” Tobias said.

“It does not!” Fritz heard insistence in Elia’s voice. “He was probably captured!”

“He wasn’t captured,” Tobias interjected. “I heard Opa Walt tell Tante Rita about it before he left for the Hidden City. Liam ran away from the group and joined the bad guys who were attacking them.”

“You don’t know him like we do,” Fritz heard Max defend Liam. “He’s not one of them.” 

“Sounds to me like he ran away, at any case,” Tobias said

“Is everyone going to the Hidden City without him?” Elia said next, desperation in her voice.

Silence.

“Maybe someone will leave a magic message for him, so if he comes back he knows where to find everyone,” Tobias said.

“Yeah, like the bird cookie that came to the Büchholtz Inn,” Elia said.

“What bird cookie?” Tobias asked.

Max filled Tobias in—in Fritz’s opinion, with far too many interjections on Elia’s part, God love her.

“Clockmakers use messages similar to that,” Tobias said, “but a Candlemaker made the Licht Brief.” 

“Maybe I should be a Candlemaker someday,” Elia’s voice sounded dreamy. “Maybe I can send my horse to deliver messages,” Elia’s voice rose a notch and was followed by the boys’ warning shushes.

“Did you make this?” 

It sounded to Fritz like Tobias was inspecting Elia’s toy. 

“With magic?” 

The kids relayed how the horse found Markus and led him back to Elia.

“You mean, the toy horse came alive like your Opa’s carousel?” Tobias asked, his voice filled with surprise. 

Fritz imagined them huddled together: the awe on Tobias’s face as Elia nodded. Tobias insisted they tell him the entire story from the beginning, so the storytelling ensued. Fritz laid back down, smiling as he listened. 

The kids covered it all, from the Spiegels’ magnifying glass to the strangers in disguise bullying all the Opas and, finally, the flying swing carousel. The story ended with Max telling about how he swung from his seat and grabbed the horse before they flew outside. 

“Wow!” Fritz heard Tobias. “So, you made this without knowing you even had magic?” 

Fritz imagined Tobias inspecting the carved horse. 

“I suppose you could try to make the horse do it again,” he suggested, “to go get Liam and lead him back to you like it did for your dad.”

Fritz sat up, his bare feet planted on the floor, willing his ears to hear better.

“Wait,” Fritz heard Max say. “Lemme get the door.” 

Fritz heard steps and then the sound of their door shutting completely. The door must’ve been cracked before. He could no longer hear them as clearly and couldn’t make out their mumbling. 

Elia isn’t sending the horse, is she? he wondered.

Would she even be able to? She had not been able to make the horse move again since the exhibit. He wondered if Elia had the ability to call on the magic now, in the calmness of Tobias’ room, in the peacefulness of the Winkler house, to repeat her miraculous calling on the magic she needed when things were desperate.

The mumbling stopped. Silence followed. Minutes later, Fritz rose to his feet. I should check on them. Make sure she’s not trying. Quiet was never good—particularly when Max and Elia were involved.

He tip-toed to the door, feeling the smooth finish on the wood floors under his feet. The floorboards heeded his command, not giving his eavesdropping away by creaking under his weight. He pressed his ear against the door.

“Horsey, get Liam.” 

Excited exclamations followed, along with tapping sounds like footsteps. 

“Get Liam! Get Liam, and bring him to me!” Elia called out. 

He barged into the room as Max yelled, “Let it out!”

The kids tore through the Jack and Jill bathroom and neighboring bedroom where Rita slept.

Are they chasing the toy horse? Fritz chased after them.

The kids were so fast. Fritz stumbled over the sprawl of Elia’s makeshift bedding on Rita’s floor. Somehow Fritz managed to stay upright as he darted after them. 

Tobias, Max, and Elia raced down the stairs. 

“Let it out! Let it out!” Max yelled again. 

The front door flung open as Fritz headed down the steps, clutching the railing and hoping he wouldn’t fall and break his neck. 

The children paraded out the front door. 

They’re chasing the toy horse!

“Elia, you did it!” Max roared.

Fritz finally reached them, clustered together on the walk leading up the house where they leaned over the short fence dividing them from the sidewalk. They all jumped and pointed down the street. In the distance, at the corner, a small, glowing ball of light pounced away and out of sight. 

Fritz shot out his hand, willing the wooden creation to return; to obey his mastered hands and long to rest in them instead of seeing the purpose of its creation through.

But it did not. Out of sight and much too far away, Fritz gave up.

Markus brushed up against him and gazed down the street with concern. “What’s going on?” he yelled.

How will I explain this?

Fritz stuttered. Any words he chose would not sound good. 

Max and Tobias stopped congratulating Elia and answered for him: “Elia sent her horse to find Liam!”

“What?” Markus asked and the boys repeated themselves. 

Margot and Rita joined them. 

Elia began tugging on Fritz’s tee shirt. “Did you see that, Opa? I made my horse go after Liam, just like I sent it to find my papa.” 

“You what?” her parents chorused. 

Tobias began to answer but Rita clumsily covered his mouth. 

“Why is it” —Markus glared at Fritz— “that whenever I leave my kids with you, Elia ends up making toys come to life?”

Elia carried on, oblivious to her father’s anger. “Now Liam might get back in time to go to the Hidden City with us!” she declared.

Rita cast Fritz a concerned expression as she corralled the kids and led them back inside. He was sure his expression shared the same opinion.

Markus demanded Fritz’s attention by tugging on his arm. “The horse might lead someone other than Liam back to us,” Markus whisper-spat. 

He’d already considered that same possibility. 

“I guess we better take the first transport then,” Margot said in a hushed tone. “Maybe we can be long gone by the time that toy leads anyone back here.”

Fritz shifted his flat cap. “That would probably be best.”

And just like that, the excitement Fritz had felt to go to their magical realm had now shifted to desperate necessity.
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STRUDEL POPPED HER head up from the sprawl of cushions and blankets that made up Anna and Sophie’s sleeping quarters in their Opa’s office. 

“Ya think your parents will tell us—or at least you—what happened?” Sophie asked, sitting criss-cross applesauce.

Her mother hadn’t rallied them together to tell them anything more about their travels to find Liam. 

“The only thing my mom said when I hugged her at the door,” Anna said, again for the umpteenth time, “was that she had a lot to tell me.” But then you fell apart in the bathroom. Anna wanted to add. All her attention went to making sure you were okay—and informing me that I had to babysit you when we go to the Hidden City. Remember?

But Anna bit her tongue. 

“The Licht Brief and the news about the Hidden City has them all distracted,” Sophie went on. Her gaze drifted out into the hallway. 

Voices of the adults having further discussions carried up the stairs. 

“What do you think about Liam being at one of their magic schools?” Sophie asked. 

I dunno cuz I haven’t had a chance to talk to my mom.

“Like, do you really think there’s such a thing as a magic school?”

I dunno cuz I haven’t had a chance to talk to my mom. 

“If they have a hidden realm with a magic school in it, do you think our Hidden City has one?”

I dunno cuz—now there’s a good question. “Maybe,” Anna answered, her mood shifting. 

“Do you think that’s what they’re talking about down there?” 

“No.” Anna took a deep breath and willed herself not to lose her patience. “No one knows the truth about where my mom and dad went, remember? Only me, you, and Jakob know. Oma and Opa wouldn’t know anything about where Liam’s at—or anything about a magic school.” 

“Right.” Sophie’s book lay open, her hands fumbling with its edges.

“Look, Soph, I know you’re anxious to hear more about what my parents found out. My mom said she’d talk to us when as she can.” 

She gave Anna a slight smile. “If there is a magic school, that would be great, wouldn’t it?” 

Okay, I’ll pretend our life is like one of her favorite storybooks if it makes her feel better. “It sure would,” Anna said. If she asks me if I think there’ll be a castle and a talking hat, I’m putting an end to it.

“Would you study sewing?” 

“What?” 

“Sewing.” 

Anna crinkled her face. 

“Sewing, so you can make clothes move or make yourself invisible,” Sophie rattled. “Or belts that move and can hold people down.” 

“You know I haven’t been able to make my belt move again after that one time.” Anna rested her head in her hands. “I’m still not sure how I managed that. Maybe Oma or my mom’s magic spilled over into it our something ...”

“Right. Maybe that’s how Elia’s horse worked.” 

“I guess.” 

Sophie sighed. “I wasn’t trained in any sort of trade. I’ll never do magic like you, like Liam, or like Elia. I’m the only one, Anna.” 

“What do you mean?” The conversation took a turn Anna hadn’t expected.

“I’m the only one left out.”

“That’s because you never liked to sew with us, right? And, I mean, would you have wanted to work at Opa’s construction sites?” 

“You don’t get it,” Sophie said. “You like sewing. Max and Elia like carving things. Jakob likes Tanning. You all have something.” 

“They’re kinda like our hobbies, Sophie.” 

“Right. And I don’t.”

“You like reading and playing the piano ...” 

“Stupid lessons.” Sophie groaned. “If it wasn’t for that stupid recital I could’ve gone to the exhibit and seen everything myself. It made me miss out on everything. I didn’t get to fly on Opa Fritz’s carousel, and I never saw Elia’s horse come to life!”

“Those were the cool parts. There’s nothing to miss about the scary parts.”

Sophie rested her head in her hands, only she pouted. She took a deep breath. “I don’t know what I’d do.” She paused. “You heard what Oma said when you guys were working on more invisibility coats. She said that for someone to place magic into something, they have to be passionate about what they’re making.” 

That’s right, Oma did say that. Frau Hoffmann said the same thing when she told Anna about the Hoffmann family and their Shoemaking. Creative passion: it’s what makes the magic in Jumpers possible. It’s what makes a difference between a master at a trade and a TradeCrafter capable of TradeMagic.

“I don’t have anything,” Sophie continued feeling sorry for herself. “Here we are, facing something as amazing as going to a magic school, and I probably won’t qualify.” 

Strudel left Anna’s lap to lick Sophie’s cheek and Sophie hugged the dog while looking up at the window with a dream-like expression. 

Don’t tell me you’re watching for an owl ... 

“I’m left out.” 

Anna wasn’t sure what Sophie meant by being left when there’d been plenty of chances for her to join her and the other ladies in their sewing. Anna was sure the Schenks and Hoffmanns would carve or work leather with her, if she wanted them to.

But that was all beside the point: Sophie’s glum mood made her heart tug. Her brother was missing. Suddenly, Anna felt more empathetic. “Piano. Playing piano is your passion. And you’re awesome at it.” 

“Stupid piano is why I didn’t see Opa Fritz’s carousel and Elia’s toy come to life.”

“That’s beside the point. Stop calling piano stupid. You love it.”

“Playing piano can’t make magic.” 

She’s got a point. Stumped, Anna couldn’t think of anything she could say to make Sophie feel better, so she squeezed her hand.

“I can’t even practice because my piano’s back home.” She yanked her hand away and punched a pillow. 

Strudel scurried away, under the covers. 

“Oh good, you girls are still up,” her mom said as she and Anna’s dad entered the room. They crawled onto the floor, onto their makeshift bed. 

“We wouldn’t be able to sleep without hearing what happened,” Anna said. 

Anna’s dad yawned. “It’s getting late and we’re exhausted, so let’s make this quick. We drove to Berlin and got there early the next morning. Everything was fine until we got to the Reichstag Building. We bought tickets for a tour—”

“Why would you buy tickets for a tour?” Sophie said. “You’re supposed to find Liam.” 

Rudy massaged his eye sockets. “You can’t interrupt testimony. You might miss something important.” 

Britta took Sophie’s hand. “No more outbursts or you might be held in contempt.” 

They laughed. 

“We bought tickets for a tour of the building, thinking we might find clues about the headquarters inside,” Britta continued. “While waiting for the doors to open, Dad took a short walk. There was a clock on a building, which turned out to be a transport. Only it was a Legion transport.” 

Anna’s heart thumped faster. 

“Some men came through and spotted us.” 

Sophie raised her hand. “How could they see you if you were wearing invisibility coats?”

Good question. Anna watched her parents for the answer. 

“They had magic that could see through our magic,” Britta said.

Strangely, she and Sophie nodded in understanding. Understanding? How could ‘magic’ be a satisfactory explanation about anything at all? But after experiencing how Frau Spiegel’s magnifying glass worked helped everything make sense.

“Then, the chase was on,” Rudy resumed the story. “Britta and I raced for the nearby blocks, where a whole bunch of other pedestrians crowded the sidewalks and gave us some cover.”

“But more of them showed up,” Britta added. “We noticed them in front of us, across the street, behind ...” 

“We couldn’t go back to our car,” Rudy took over. “I figured they’d surround us in the confines of the parking structure and capture us or something.”

It was all sounding like an action movie her dad and Onkel Verner liked to watch. 

“So we split up—” 

“You split up!” Anna blurted. Number one stupid thing to do in an action movie. She glared at her dad. He should’ve known better.

Her mom’s hands waved between them. “It’s not as bad as it sounds. We were wearing Jumpers, you see? So, he went one way and I kinda went the other, but we stayed close and bounded down several blocks—with a plan to meet at the zoo park near the Reichstag Building. Remember, Anna? We went there once.” 

Anna’s dad stared at her mom as she talked. Anna wondered if her mother’s ‘testimony’ hid something ‘important’ like her dad referenced earlier. 

“So, what happened next was,” her dad was back to telling the story, “we got intercepted, by Guild Security.” 

Anna cast a sideways glance at Sophie. Her cousin’s mouth had dropped open. Sophie believes him, but something’s not right. “What happened to the Legion guys following you?” Anna asked.

“Well, I don’t know,” he answered with a shrug. 

“So, what happened then?” Anna prodded. “Did you tell Guild Security why you were there, and did they join forces with you to find Liam? Or maybe gang up on the Legion thugs who were chasing you?”

Her parents looked at one another but said nothing. 

“Something’s missing in your story.” Anna folded her arms. 

“Anna, stop it,” Sophie said. “You’re getting us into trouble. If you make them mad they won’t finish telling us what happened, and they won’t tell us how they found out Liam’s at a Legion, magic school.” 

Anna nodded and landed an expectant gaze on her parents, willing them to continue.

“Okay, so what happened is,” her dad was back at it, “Guild Security kinda captured us first. They threw bags over our heads and drove us away in a car.”

Anna and Sophie gasped and Britta was back at waving her hands to calm them down. 

“Because they couldn’t give away their secret location, a safe place where they took us,” her mom added. 

The girls let out relieved breaths. 

“That’s when the Guild Security guard supervisor guy told us everything.” 

Guild Security guard supervisor guy. That sounded strange. “Told you what?” Anna pressed. 

“Told us that our coming there, onto Legion turf, wasn’t the smartest idea ever, and that Security personnel are already stretched thin. That we weren’t helping,” her dad answered. 

“But they know you were looking for Liam, right?” Sophie demanded. 

Obviously, whatever rules there were about interrupting and being in contempt no longer applied. 

“We told them,” Anna’s mom came back into the mix. “They already knew what happened with Liam. And you’ll be happy to know, the guard guy showed everyone on his team a picture of Liam so they could look out for him. He’s the guy who told us that the Legion probably took Liam to one of their schools.” 

Anna’s mind spun. She believed Sophie’s was spinning as well by the way she was gawking at her parents.

“Look. That security guard guy did us a big favor,” her dad cut in. “He saved us from being captured or beat up by those Legion goons. He told us he’d keep trying to locate Liam and wouldn’t tell Guild authorities about our stupid attempt to do this on our own. We don’t want Oma and Opa to get into trouble with the Guild Council.” He glanced at Britta. “The Legion is stealth. Their people were on to us as soon as we showed up in Berlin.” 

They sat quietly for what felt like minutes, but Anna had watched the clock on her Opa’s desk and saw that it had barely been one.

“If this Guild Security guy says it’s so dangerous and they’re watching out for Liam, why are you” —she looked at her mom—  “and Onkel Verner staying behind to look for Liam?” Anna hoped her question might actually change their plans for her mom to stay behind. 

“Guild work is their priority, as it should be, not Liam’s whereabouts,” Rudy answered. “We all know Verner won’t leave without Liam. He and Mom will join forces.” 

“I’ll be all alone,” Sophie whimpered.

“You will not.” Britta poked Sophie in the knee. “Your Onkel Rudy is going with you. So are Anna and Strudel. And Oma and Opa. “The Guild’s got a job lined up for me and everything.” 

Anna’s face wrinkled as she shook her head. “But you’re not magical, are you?” 

He laughed. “Hardly. Although, a few clients have sworn that I performed miracles for them in court.”

Her parents rose to their feet. “We think it’d be better to spend the night here. We’ll sleep downstairs, on the couch.”

“Is there enough room for the two of you?” Sophie asked. 

“We’ll cuddle like we did before Anna came along.” Rudy chuckled. 

Anna pressed her hands against her ears and yet, her chest warmed. She was glad her parents were so good together. Sophie glanced away as if embarrassed to hear such a thing.

“We’ll go to the house in the morning and pack,” Britta said. “And you’ll have a chance to go back to your house too,” she told Sophie. “Everyone downstairs is taking the first transport to the Hidden City Saturday night.” 

Everyone except you, Mom. And Onkel Verner. And Liam.

Anna didn’t want to stay behind and be in danger or hinder her mother’s goal to find Liam, but she didn’t want to leave either. She was sure that no matter how hard she kicked, she’d never break through the surface like her mother could at her age, to breathe easy again. It seemed no matter the choice—if she really had one—worry would drown her.  
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AFTER SCHOOL, LIAM reported to the gymnasium to meet his uncle and carry on with the task of rebuilding a roof. But Liam’s mind was distracted: His mission to get Max that night plaguing his thoughts. 

Herr Kraus noticed Liam’s lack of concentration. “Focus on your intentions, Liam. Place them in your craftsmanship!”

Liam took a cleansing breath to refocus, only to revisit his worries minutes later—it wasn’t the first time that week that Liam regretted making the stupid suggestion to bring Max to their school.

What on earth was I thinking? 

There was something about that cigarette smoke in Frau Brandt’s office when she and Josef drilled him. Why else would these people always blow it in people’s faces? Liam figured they probably had some kind of powers to force people into making promises they had no choice but to keep.

It was like brainwashing people. Mind control. That smoke made me offer up such an impossible task. Or maybe it wasn’t the smoke at all. Frau Brandt’s cigarette holder looked hand carved...

Liam was making himself crazy. Regardless of which item held the magic, the fact was that it had worked. Words came out of his mouth without his even thinking. Frau Brandt latched onto his offer and Josef Brandt was eager to make Liam keep his word. Liam saw no way out of it now.

“Your intentions, Liam,” Herr Kraus rumbled again. He pressed his hands over Liam’s as he slid another tile into position, mumbling like he always did. Like his Oma had while sewing invisibility coats including his bomber jacket. Herr Kraus chanted without pause, for his own skillsets to carry over to Liam and his conduit. Echo Power.

There were times Liam wondered why this man was doing so much for him. Was it because he was a long-lost, distant great nephew? But he was the grandson to a brother Herr Kraus clearly disliked. Liam caught the man’s grumpy profile, noticing many features like Otto’s, drawing on a deep temptation to let himself grow fond of him like he had his Opa.

The mission to find Max resurfaced. Would his uncle put up a fight to keep him at the school if his mission failed? He wasn’t sure. Gunter Kraus didn’t seem the understanding type. Besides, Liam wasn’t even sure if Herr Kraus knew about the mission in the first place.

It was something Liam had wanted to ask him for days.

The old man interrupted his daydreaming by pointing at the work in front of them, huffing impatiently with an expectation for Liam not to dawdle.

A couple hours passed and, without a moment that seemed right to bring up the subject. If he did and his uncle asked him why he made such a stupid promise, what would Liam say? Herr Kraus would probably get frustrated and stop training Liam at once.

If he only had a magic button left! He could’ve managed to get his uncle’s support and maybe even advice that would afford his mission’s success. Maybe he would’ve got his uncle’s blessings, with assurance he’d take Max under his wing. But Liam only had one button left, which he believed he should keep for the mission itself.

“Pay attention!” Herr Kraus barked again. “Oh never mind. Obviously, you’ve got your sights on the weekend. Like all the other kids around here. Too tired for work yet somehow ready for weekend play.” 

“Sorry, Herr Kraus,” Liam mumbled as the old man made his way down the scaffolding. 

“Blah!” His white-haired head was below the roofline but Liam still heard him. “I’m expecting you to put in a full day’s work tomorrow even though it’s Saturday. You best show up on time.”

***
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Despite his worries, Liam had an appetite and he headed straight to the cafeteria. Stefano slid over on the bench as he greeted him—Liam hoped his eagerness to scarf his food might serve as a barrier between him and the other kids. No one said hello but no one razzed or gossiped at him either. He began eating. 

After word spread that the Master Builder and Construction School instructor, Gunter Kraus, was his great uncle, he noticed a higher level of respect in all his classes and from neighbors in the dorm. Even instructors had become a smidge less rude to him.

Liam still couldn’t figure out why Nikko was so popular. Sure, he was their team’s good-looking goalie and, from what he heard, awesome at it; but there had to be more to it. He was a jerk! 

Names carried importance—a reputation—of who you were and where you were going in the organization of the school. Maybe even beyond, with the Legion. For some reason, the Bergmann name trumped them all. 

Then it occurred to him. Max Schenk. Did the school’s officials hold the Schenk name in high regard? 

Liam struggled not to show the surprise of his revelation on his face. He put on a cold, hard stare. 

Stefano nudged Liam in the ribs. Liam expected to find his goofy smile but instead saw his friend motion down the table. Nikko wanted his attention. 

Nikko kept grinning, chewing his food, despite Liam’s continued glare to see why he wanted his attention. Finally, Liam shook his head and raised one of his eyebrows. 

“What, Nikko?” Liam laced his words with arrogance. He’d learned he could get away with as much because he was a Kraus. 

“We’ll find out tonight if you succeed or fail, Kraus.”

There it was. Nikko wanted to let Liam know he knew about his mission that night.

Calling him by his surname was no coincidence. He had to prove himself. As a Kraus, he had to prove himself ...

Liam found it hard to swallow. 

“You ready?” Nikko prodded.

Liam’s memory flashed back to walking alongside Opa Fritz, carrying his magic carousel when the old Toymaker asked him that same question. But Opa Fritz’s question was powered by encouragement while Nikko’s was ... Well, Liam wasn’t quite sure. 

Martino and Ludwig lifted their heads to butt in: “For what?” they chorused. 

The girls looked over for Liam’s answer.

“I’m sure you’re hoping I fail,” Liam murmured, trying to act like Nikko’s opinion didn’t matter to him.

“On the contrary,” Nikko quipped, “I put my money on you.”

Nikko put his bet on him? “How big’s the pot?” Liam retorted, trying not to show his surprise. “You’re in for a windfall and you can thank me later, cuz I’m not gonna fail.”

Stefano winked at him when Nikko looked away. In a show of trust, Liam had told Stefano about the mission to get Max. Stefano had assured Liam that he would befriend Max once he came to the school, doing anything he could to help him fit in. “Any friend of yours is a friend of mine,” he’d said without hesitation.

Liam gobbled down more food, along with the morsel of optimism he found by knowing he had a trusting friend.

***
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Later in his room, Liam waited for time to pass. He hung the bomber jacket, resolved not to wear it in case its magic could somehow be detected. He stashed Max’s flying skateboard into the safe rather than in the waist of his jeans. What if Josef Brandt frisks him before setting out on their mission? He’d hate to have the flying toy confiscated! 

Then he prayed his room wouldn’t get searched while he was gone.

Liam held his very last button against his lips and whispered, “Help me get Max. And help keep my magic stuff hidden.”

Liam didn’t know if his secondary request would go through, but there was no harm in trying. No doubt the buttons were powerful. Liam had thought long and hard back to the battle in Nürnberg and how he used one to send his dad away. The button sent him home, seemingly overpowering the Jumpers he was wearing. He had come to believe there were more magical abilities in the molded, metal pieces than his Oma had told them about.

It wasn’t long before another thought nagged him: Maybe I should’ve asked the button to make Max excited to come here? He shook his head, pushing worries out of his mind. After a week at the school, Liam had come to enjoy many aspects of the school himself. True, most hours were spent in classrooms with crotchety teachers imparting boring academia. Max wouldn’t care for that part, either. Would Max think the few hours spent each day on TradeMagic or in lab was worth it?

He checked the clock on the desk and sighed. He was told to meet Josef Brandt in the Administration Building at a quarter before midnight. It was almost time.

Liam had the distinct impression he’d only be allowed to stay if he demonstrated, in earnest, that he was aligned with the Legion. Whether that meant they expected Max to join him at the school, Liam wasn’t sure.

He heard two soft knocks on his door and he sprang to see who it was. Stefano waited for no invitation and stepped inside, helping himself to a seat on the bed. 

“How ya doin’,” he asked.

Liam sat on the padded chair and shrugged. 

“You said you meet at twelve?”

“Quarter ‘til,” Liam said. 

“I found out that Nikko’s stepmom is going on the mission with you,” Stefano said. Liam raised his eyebrows. “Shareece’s mom, Samantha Schwartz,” he gave further clarification. 

He still wondered if the last name was connected to old Opa Walt, the Chimney Sweep. The coincidence of last names and family trades were uncanny. But Liam had asked Stefano if he knew anything about Shareece’s extended family, and all the kid did was shrug. “Any idea who else will be there?” Liam asked.

“Probably the Lügners or Vogels,” he answered. “They’re assigned missions like this.” 

Memory of Zelinda Vogel and her husband resurfaced. Who were the Lügners? Yet another name in the Legion family tree. He was about to ask when ... 

“What’s that?” Stefano asked after getting up and roaming around. He pulled the wooden toy skateboard from the safe he hadn’t locked up yet.

Liam took it from his hands. “C’mon. I’ll show you along the way.” 

They left the room, Liam locking the safe as well as the door behind them. They made their way outside, into the cool night air. 

“Let’s ride,” Liam commanded. 

The toy stretched into life-size as he tossed it into the air and it completed its transformation. 

“Holy cow!” Stefano yelled as Liam jumped on top of it and motioned for the boy to climb aboard. 

Stefano didn’t hesitate and wrapped his arms around Liam’s waist as the board took off. He laughed as Liam steered them into a loop before coming around full circle. When Liam approached the steps leading into the Administration Building, Stefano misjudged the movement and stumbled off as they landed. 

“That was cool!” Stefano said as the board shrunk to its original size. “Did you make that?”

“No, Max did.” 

The boy’s eyebrows raised. “So, he’s pretty good at magic already? How old is he again?”

“Twelve,” Liam said. “I’m sure he wants to learn more. At least telling him about this place will give him an option.”

Liam approached the glass doors but Stefano held him back. After glancing over his shoulder, Stefano pushed something into his hand. 

“Good luck tonight,” Stefano said. “I was debating whether to give this to you.” 

“What is it?” Liam asked. Stefano had given him a piece of chocolate, wrapped in wax paper. It looked handmade.

“If you need extra help convincing your friend to come back here with you, eat it,” Stefano said. 

“Where’d ya get this?” Liam asked.

“Someone I know over at the Consumables Mastery School,” Stefano said. “Don’t worry, I didn’t give her details about your mission. But even if I did, I guarantee she can be trusted.” He eyed the candy. “And so can her chocolate.”

Liam put it in his pocket. “Thanks, Stefano. Do me a favor.” Liam handed him the toy skateboard. “Keep that safe for me while I’m gone.”

But Stefano shoved it back. “You better take it. If the mission botches up and you need to escape, it could come in handy. Not that I think you’re gonna botch things up.” 

Liam chuckled at his friend’s vote of confidence but appreciated his reasoning as well. “Good advice, thanks.”

“Sure.” Stefano skipped down the steps. “I better get outta here. I don’t want to run into my uncle. If you get caught with the chocolate, don’t tell them I gave it to you.” 
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CHAPTER 26
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SAMANTHA SCHWARTZ LET go of his arm once they arrived at their location. “Where are we?” Liam asked. “This isn’t Frankfurt.” 

“The Schenks aren’t in Frankfurt,” came Josef’s gruff response. 

Liam didn’t know where they landed and he couldn’t see the others in his group, either; they were out of view, their invisibility hats initiated. Liam heard Josef Brandt and his crony, Lars Lügner, shuffle their feet on the pavement up ahead. 

“We tracked them to Freiburg when your grandfather was stupid enough to call Gerda Winkler’s house using his phone,” Josef went on. “Come on. It’s not far.”

Freiburg? That was miles from Frankfurt!

“Who’s Gerda Winkler?” Liam asked despite the name being familiar. His grandparents had friends with that last name. But hadn’t the man died years ago?

No one answered his question. Frau Schwartz tugged at his arm as they walked through the cottagey Bavarian neighborhood.

After several blocks, Lars Lügner came into full view when he disengaged his invisibility. He opened a junky car door and sat in the driver’s seat. The engine rumbled to life with a plume of smoke from its muffler. 

“Why walk when you can drive,” he sneered. 

Liam climbed into one of the back seats. As if by themselves, the doors shut as the car’s invisible passengers pulled on their handles. Lars drove away, seemingly confident in his directions. He stopped the car along a quiet street where generous-sized lots were separated by cottagey, multi-story houses several centuries old. 

“Put this on,” Josef said. He shoved velvety fabric into Liam’s face. 

He unraveled it, finding a wristwatch between its folds. Liam slid it on his wrist, clamping it on tight.

“At one-o-five sharp, pull the left knob. You will have up to fifteen minutes to convince your friend to come with us. Bring him to the backyard where the rest of us’ll be waiting. We must press the knobs simultaneously when you return, at exactly one-twenty. Got it?”

“What will all this button-pushing do?” Liam asked. 

“It makes time stop around all of us, if we do it right. Hopefully, you paid attention.”

Liam’s heart pounded in his ears. “We’re going to make time stop?” 

Josef didn’t entertain his query. “Lars, you go with him, and don’t let him out of your sight.” 

“Wait. Lars is going with me to talk to Max?” Liam interjected. “That’s not a good idea.”

“It’s a great idea,” Josef barked. 

“No, it isn’t. Max saw Lars in disguise at the exhibit.” Despite their invisibility, Liam glanced to his side where he imagined the younger brute was standing. “That was you spying on us at the exhibit, wasn’t it?” Liam didn’t wait for his answer. “Lars will scare the hell out of him. Max thinks the Lügners are ‘the bad guys.’”

“I like the sound of that,” Lars bragged. “The Bad Guys,” he repeated like it was a name of a movie title. With a look of satisfaction, Lars initiated his hat’s invisibility and vanished from sight. 

“Max will never agree to go along with Lars.”

“Fine!” Josef fired back. “I’ll go.”

“No!”

“This isn’t a debate!” 

“You aren’t the most friendly-looking dude,” Liam snapped back. “You’re intimidating, and I can’t imagine my friend’s reaction if he wakes up to find you in his room barking orders!”

Josef chuckled. “I don’t care if I scare the brat.”

“Do you want me to be successful here or not?” 

“Your success doesn’t matter to me,” Josef grumbled. 

Lars Lügner snickered.

Liam mustered up a smug response. “But it matters to your mother. I’m sure she’d be interested to learn how disenfranchised you are with this mission’s success.” 

Liam could almost hear Josef’s teeth grind. “Samantha,” Josef snapped, “go with our annoying negotiator here to collect the runt.”

“I told you I should go with him in the first place,” she retorted. 

Next thing Liam knew, Samantha’s passenger-side door opened, she exited the car, and her hand landed on his forearm. With more strength than he thought she would have, she yanked him across the seat to exit with her. 

“The house across the street, to the right,” Lars told them. “The one with the short, faded fence. They have a back door.” 

They found a stone path alongside the house between a hydrangea the size of a tree. Suddenly the sound of someone scurrying about filled the air and someone struggling gripped Liam’s arm. 

“Dammit, look!” Lars spat. 

What appeared to be a wooden nutcracker pointed a musket at the path, possibly stabbing Lars who had led them alongside the house. The wood creation suddenly lifted into the air and broke into bits, arms, and legs falling to the ground. 

“Useless decoy,” Josef said between grunts as the sound of him stomping on each destroyed piece filled Liam’s ears. 

That had to be Opa Fritz’s creation! The sight of it being destroyed crushed the excitement in Liam’s chest.

“For God’s sake, be quiet!” Samantha Schwartz whisper-yelled.

Opa Fritz must be inside ...

Someone pushed Liam from behind and forced him into the backyard, where a large patio hosting a square picnic table sat just outside the back kitchen door. It was an amazingly private backyard despite the density of the neighborhood, with foliage clinging to lattice fence toppers blocking neighboring windows. Samantha and Josef disengaged their invisibility and Liam did the same. As soon as he did, Josef snatched the magic hat from Liam’s hands, wadding up the knitted beanie and shoving it into one of his pockets. 

Liam wished he could have kept it. “Won’t I be needing that?” he asked.

“No,” Josef answered curtly and without further explanation. He seemed more perturbed with Samantha Schwartz’s loitering than Liam’s question, and he sneered in her direction as she wandered onto the patio while holding out her hands.

“Magic was ignited and burned here,” Frau Schwartz said while standing next to a patio table. 

“Please be more informative than that, Master Chimney Sweep,” Josef mumbled. 

Lars snickered. 

“Correspondence from the Guild. It mentions a future meeting, including the date and time.”

“Meeting? When ... Where?” Josef demanded.

“I’d rather deliver that information to Herta myself,” she replied. 

Liam didn’t have to see Josef Brandt to imagine the vein on his temple bulging. He hid a smirk.

The group stopped next to the back door and faced one another with their watches ready. 

“Get ready. Five minutes past,” Josef commanded. “Three, two, one, now.” 

Liam pulled at the tiny metal knob on the side of his watch and noticed that the small hand counting the seconds stopped moving. 

“Go. You have fifteen minutes to get the kid,” Josef said.

Next thing Liam knew, the back screen door opened and Lars picked the door’s lock. The door swung open, and Samantha pushed Liam inside.

Liam didn’t realize he would be in a strange house, looking for Max in the dark. He roamed through the first level and found the stairs. Hopefully, he would figure out where Max was sleeping once he climbed them. To avoid making any noise, Liam pulled off his sneakers, and proceeded with socked feet.

To the left, Liam found a loft where he observed someone asleep on a couch, covered by a blanket. He reached for the nearest closed door, assuming a bedroom lay beyond. He spied a race car poster and a soccer ball on the floor. Bingo! This has to be it. Liam crept inside.

Liam found Max sleeping in one of the twin beds, nearest the door. Another boy slept in the bed by the window, his face concealed by rumpled blankets. How can he talk to Max without this other kid waking up? 

“Time is stopped.”

Liam jumped as Frau Schwartz spoke aloud from behind him. 

“They can’t hear us.”

“What?” 

“They can’t hear us.” She laughed at him. “It’s amusing, though, watching you be so careful, removing your shoes and all.”

Liam resented the glee she found at his expense. She snickered as she followed him into the room. Max was fast asleep.

Who’s he? Liam wondered, eyeing the bed. 

Frau Schwartz pulled a cigarette from a small case she kept in her pocket somewhere, lit it, and exhaled the smoke into Max’s sleeping face. 

Liam frowned. How did she know which boy was Max?

Max squirmed under the sheets before blinking his eyes open. He looked about in a slumbered daze as he perched himself up with his elbows.

“Hey, Max.” Liam sat on the edge of the bed next to him, smiling warmly. 

“Liam?” Max sat up straight. “Liam!” 

Liam couldn’t help but chuckle as the boy scrambled forward and wrapped his arms around his neck in a friendly hug. 

“Elia’s horse. It must’ve found you!” he said. 

“Max, I need you to listen to me,” Liam said.

“The horse led you here, didn’t it?” Max continued. “Wake up, everybody. Liam’s back!”

“Max, be quiet and listen to me a minute.”

Max looked over at Samantha Schwartz. “Who’s she?” 

“That’s Frau Schwartz. She works for my school where they teach me and other kids about TradeMagic.”

Max scanned Samantha up and down. “Are you related to Walter Schwartz?” 

Liam cut him off, “Max, I’m here to get you. The school I’m going to is awesome. I’ve been learning TradeMagic and how to be a TradeCrafter. They’re training me and other students so we can make magic when we grow up! Doesn’t that sound cool?”

Max looked skeptical. “You mean ... you’re with The Legion? They’re the bad guys.”

“No, Max, they aren’t,” Liam said, shaking his head. “We had it all backward before. They aren’t bad guys. They’re like our grandparents and the Guild, only they’re organized and working hard to make sure the magic carries on into the future.”

Max listened but showed no change in his demeanor. Liam sensed skepticism. 

“They’re good to me. They invest in kids with magical potential. That’s why I came back to find you.”

“Like, what have they taught you?” Max asked, interested. 

“Anything I want to know about roofing, becoming magical in the trade, how to increase my conduit’s powers,” Liam answered. “No secrets. They want to teach their kids. And Max, the good news is they want to teach you too.”

The boy sat, stunned. 

Frau Schwartz checked her watch, then mouthed the words, Five minutes.

“Look, your Opa and parents are cool and all, but your mom and dad don’t want you to learn magic. And now your Opa is probably more interested in helping Elia after she did that thing with her horse,” Liam reasoned. “My school will teach you magic. My uncle’s a teacher and he said he’d teach you more about woodworking and how to become a TradeCrafter.” 

“I can get my Opa to do that.” 

“Can you? The Guild has outlawed it.”

Max crinkled his face. “I’m sure they will. We’re going to the Hidden City. What else will they do with us kids there?” he stammered. 

“Oh?” Frau Schwartz spoke up. “When?”

“Tomorrow ni—” Max’s answer hung incomplete, as if he realized giving away this information wasn’t a good idea. 

“Where?” Frau Schwartz persisted. 

“I don’t know,” he seemed relieved to say. “No one told me.”

“Right.” Liam nodded. “Our folks don’t tell us important information, like where our Hidden City is, do they? Well, we want to take you to the Hidden City where I’m staying,” Liam continued. “Only it’s a Hidden School. A Hidden School to teach kids like us magic.”

“A Hidden School?” Max sat up. “Where?”

Liam had praised the Legion’s forthrightness as a reason why Max should run away with him, and he was eager to hear the answer to that question himself. 

“Well?” Liam asked Frau Schwartz. 

After some pause, she answered curtly, “In a village in Nordrhein-Westfalen.”

Liam checked his watch. “Get your conduit and come on. We only have a few minutes before we have to leave.”

The boy pulled out a small hammer from under his pillow along with a couple of his homemade slingshots. 

“When can I come back?” Max asked.

“You won’t want to come back,” Liam said. “But you need to decide. Our window for Time Stop or Location Transfer or whatever magic they’re using to make this visit possible is almost up.”

Frau Schwartz roamed the room, glancing curiously at the sleeping boy who rolled over. His blond curls framed a face Liam had never seen before, but Frau Schwartz’s stare lingered. Liam took the moment to snag the chocolate from his pocket and shove it into his mouth while she wasn’t looking. He made his way for the door.

“You coming?” Liam asked. “It’s your choice, but you’d be a fool not to take advantage of this opportunity.” The last trace of chocolate melted inside Liam’s mouth. 

Max was out of bed and standing in indecision before he bolted toward the closet. “I’ll get dressed.”

“We don’t have time for that. Grab your shoes and let's get going.”

“Can I at least say goodbye?”

“No,” Liam’s voice rose now, his patience growing weary. “You know they’d never let you make a decision like this for yourself, and they would never allow you to leave. Plus, they’d probably nab me and keep me from being able to go back myself.” 

His shoes were on now, and he faced Liam with a resolved nod. Liam recognized the determined look on his face: Whatever Liam was up to, Max had made up his mind to do the same. Liam led the way downstairs and into the kitchen, with Max and Frau Schwartz following.

“Max, close your eyes, and I’ll take you to the school.” 

Liam covered Max’s eyes as if leading him outside was part of a surprise along their journey. Liam was relieved to find Max pinching his eyes shut on his own accord when Liam found the knob on his watch. Josef counted aloud, down to three, and they pressed the buttons on their watches. 

In an instant, they transported away, leaving a resonating Boom! behind.
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Fritz awakened with a start, Rita calling his name and turning on the light. She wrapped her robe around herself as she made her way down the stairs. 

Fritz swiped his bald head but took no time grabbing his cap from the end table. Something was wrong. 

At the bottom of the stairs, Rita held up a pair of well-worn sneakers, its sporty logo still bright with dye. Fritz had seen these shoes before, but where? 

“Someone was here,” Rita told him, wide-eyed.

The door at the top of the stairs opened and a sleepy Tobias stepped into the hall. “Is there thunder outside?” 

“No, Tobias,” Rita answered. “Go back to bed.”

“What’s the matter?” 

Rita pointed behind the boy. “Go back in your room and stay there.” 

The boy slid back behind the door and closed it behind him. 

“Rita,” Fritz whispered down the stairs but was cut off by her placing a single finger over her mouth. 

“Someone was in the house,” she said. 

She wandered into the living room and Fritz climbed down the stairs as fast as he could. She studied the grandfather clock on her way to the dining room and kitchen. 

Fritz eyed the front door, and even though the deadbolt and chain were still locked, opened each of them before swinging open the door. Aside from the porch light, darkness. At his feet, the wooden soldier he’d left there was now gone. 

I knew I should’ve set him inside the door, Fritz criticized his earlier decision. He glanced down the walk and side to side along the shrubs but didn’t see it. 

He backed up into the house and relocked the front door. Fritz made his way to the kitchen where he ran into Rita, her nose high in the air like a hunting dog on a trail. 

“Someone was here,” she whispered as fact but as though it couldn’t be true. 

Fritz stared at the floor, not seeing his wooden soldier anywhere. Had it been taken? How about the others outside?

“Did the clock next to your bed give you any warning?” Rita asked and Fritz shook his head. “Neither did mine!” 

He spotted the carriage clock on the table next to his lamp. He’d noticed it before and thought nothing of it. But, of course, it would’ve been Winkler-made. Made to do something to afford well-intended help.

Rita pointed at the clock on the stove. “It’s more than fifteen minutes behind.” Her concern changed to fidgeting.

“What happened?” Fritz asked, his mind racing about what the implications were.

“Intruders.” Rita steered him out of the kitchen. “We best make sure everyone’s okay.” 

Fritz made his way through the living room and up the stairs. Tobias seemed fine, Max must be as well, he thought as he raced to the main bedroom. Elia must be okay—Rita just came from there ... he raced toward the last door at the end of the hall. I’ll check on Markus and Margot first.

Lumps, like the one stuck in his throat, showed evidence of their bodies sleeping soundly in the large bed. He raced back to the other end and plunged into Rita’s room. Elia rolled onto her back in her sleeping area on the floor, wedged between pillows and cushions that were supposed to be underneath. 

Rita’s small bed sat empty, her blankets strewn to the side. On the nightstand, an antique table clock clicked the seconds away. 

Fritz left to check on the boys. Through the Jack and Jill bathroom he dashed, finding one bed disheveled and empty. 

Tobias sat up in the other, silhouetted by the window behind him. “Max has been in the bathroom a long time,” he said. 

No one had been in the bathroom. Fritz flipped on the light switch and, to his dismay, still found the bathroom vacant. “Max?” he called out.

He walked into the other bedroom beyond, where Elia still lay sprawled and asleep. None of the cushions around her looked like they’d be large enough to be Max, but he checked nonetheless. “Max. Max!”

Elia woke up. “Max sleeps in the boy’s room with Tobias,” she whined.

Fritz stopped rummaging through the cushions and straightened himself, the blood draining from his head, dread flooding his heart. “Max!” he shouted. “Maximillian, my boy! Where are you!”

His lightheadedness and waddle knocked him against the walls as he tore from the bedroom and into the hall. He almost fell down the stairs, but Rita met his stagger and she pushed him into the wall instead. 

“Fritz!” she said, panicked.

“Max! Where’s Max?” Fritz yelled. 

The kids and Max’s parents converged upon them in the hall. Markus rushed into the boys’ room where he called his son’s name over and over and over.

Fritz slid into a heap onto the floor. “Oh Max.”
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CHAPTER 27
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LIAM LOOSENED HIS GRIP on Max’s arm when they arrived at the Materials Mastery School. 

Max’s eyes were big and curious. “Is this the school?” 

“This way,” Josef said with a sharp voice. He and Lars led them from the clock toward the Administration Building.

Liam answered Max with a reassuring nod. “Don’t mind him. That’s Herr Brandt and he can be rude.” 

Josef sneered as he held the door open for them to enter. 

“Offices are in here,” Liam told Max. “I’m guessing you’ll meet the Head of Schools and our Principal, like I did when I got here.” 

The front desk where Ali normally sat was empty, but loud voices drifted from Herta Brandt’s office as they approached. 

“My son is dying!” Liam heard a woman’s shrill cry.

Liam heard multiple people respond; their words, however, were not as clear. But it was obvious, something was wrong.

Liam assumed Max sensed it as well when he had to force him to move along. 

It was like walking into a fog of tension. Conversation stopped when they rounded the corner. Herta Brandt stood, poised and with unspoken authority, behind her desk. She cracked a fake, Ali smile when she spotted Max. 

Samantha brushed passed Liam’s arm as she stepped closer. “What’s the matter?” she asked.

A distraught Ursula Bergmann stiffened before turning away. Liam was sure she had been crying.

“Mother?” Josef stepped toward the desk. “Is everything all right?”

It was evident that he, too, sensed something was amiss.

“Josef. You’ve returned,” Herta Brandt answered. “You were successful, I see,” she added, eyeing Max. 

A woman with wavy blonde hair stepped from the back of the room and surveyed Max from head to foot. She smiled slyly. Max pointed at her, recognition in his stare. Her long hair reminded Liam of the woman karate fighting his Tante Britta when the Guild was ambushed after their meeting. Liam remembered Anna describing someone lurking in the Tapestry booth as having long, blonde hair. She was likely the same woman, and the possibility of Max freaking out was no joke. Liam gripped the bend of Max’s elbow in warning as well as to, hopefully, keep him calm. To his relief, Max’s pointed finger lowered.

“Frau Brandt,” Liam began, eager to ignore the tension between Max and the blonde. “This is Max Schenk, my friend I told you about who is magically talented and is interested in learning more about TradeMagic at a school like ours. Max, this is our Head of Schools, Frau Herta Brandt.”

Max squinted his hesitancy. It took a nudge from Liam to get him to step forward and extend his hand in greeting. “Nice to meet you,” Max said rather coldly. 

He’s lying. I can tell it in his voice. He’s not finding these people nice at all ... 

“Likewise,” Herta answered with a polite smile. “If our Principal has regained her composure, I’d like to introduce you to Frau Bergmann.” 

“How do you do?” Frau Bergmann said but kept her back turned.

Liam wondered why she was so distraught—far more than the others.

The blonde woman stepped between them with an extended hand instead. “I believe we’ve met before but weren’t properly introduced. I’m Regina Lügner.”

Max ignored her extended hand. Lars came up alongside her, more like a bodyguard than a husband, and Max’s eyes almost popped out of his face before he glanced at Liam with misgiving. 

This couple was obviously the ones in disguise that Max, Elia, and Anna had seen through that magnifying glass.

Dang! Max, don’t freak out. It was a lot to hope for, especially when memories of the thugs pushing down his Opa and Herr Spiegel came to mind.

“I’m sorry for your less than hospitable welcome, Max.” Frau Brandt smiled at Max suspiciously. “However, we will have to postpone our initial visit. Other circumstances demand our immediate attention at this time.” She shifted her fake smile toward Liam. “I trust you’d be willing to escort Max to the boy’s dormitory. Your room is equipped to accommodate Max’s stay. We thought he’d be more comfortable in your company—until he feels more acclimated to our school.” 

Liam nodded. 

“Someone will call on you to proceed with admissions later.” She motioned them toward the door.

They left and Liam wrapped his arm over Max’s shoulder to keep him from running from the room. Samantha Schwartz pulled the wide double doors closed behind them, then stood guard in the hall. A murmur of voices faded as they made their exit. Two figures approached them outside, on the steps. Max hunkered back in fright and Liam gripped Max’s elbow. 

“Herr Kraus?” Liam asked, surprised to see his uncle at that hour. 

“Liam,” Herr Kraus said. He studied Max. “I see you were successful in recruiting the talented Schenk boy to our school. I’d love to chat, but not tonight.”

The other person with him was a crotchety teacher Liam recognized as the Precious Gems Master, Celia Hagmeister. She followed Gunter Kraus into the building, her layers of beaded jewelry clacking as she moved. Both disappeared inside. 

“Come on, let’s ride,” Liam said. He pulled the toy skateboard from his pocket and threw it into the air where it transformed. It soared toward them and aligned itself next to their feet. 

“Is that the skateboard I made for you?” Max exclaimed.

“It sure is,” Liam answered. “Get on. You’re gonna love this.” He was glad to see Max’s mood shift to something more lighthearted.

“Oh my gosh, I can’t believe it can fly!” 

The board soared above the sidewalk and through the campus. Max, laughing hysterically, held his arms out like an airplane as they flew. Liam flew them into wide, smooth turns before zooming up to the dormitory. Once safely deposited at its steps, the board shrank to its original size and Liam placed it back into his sweatshirt pocket.

Wait. The bomber jacket! With it and the skateboard, Liam figured he could spy on the meeting in Herta Brandt’s office.

Liam couldn’t hold in his excitement. “Hurry,” he said as they made their way down the dimly lit hall. Inside their room, Liam tried getting Max to stop talking about the skateboard he had just learned contained magic like his sister’s horse. “I need you to hold tight right now. Something’s going on and I’m gonna go back to Frau Brandt’s office to listen in on what they’re talking about.”

Max shook his head, fear in his eyes. “I don’t wanna go back there.”

“You don’t have to. Stay here and I’ll be back in five, ten minutes, tops.”

Max glanced about. “Here, by myself?” 

“This is my dorm room. It’s safe here.” He noticed a bunk bed was added while they were away. “You can have the top bunk, okay?”

Max nodded, but it was obvious he didn’t want Liam to leave him alone. 

“Look, we’ll talk when I get back ...”

A soft knock at the door cut Liam off. Liam opened it to find the plump, smiling Frau Schlossyoder standing there with a tray of food.

“Perfect,” Liam exclaimed as he let the Echo caretaker into his room. 

She shuffled passed the boys, humming as she went, and set a small tray of steaming soup and fabulous-smelling rolls on the desk. 

“Max, this is Frau Schlossyoder.”

Max smiled up at the grandmotherly woman and extended his hand. “Nice to meet you ... Um, why are you all kinda sorta shiny like that?” She laughed as she went to shake his hand and laughed louder at Max’s reaction when her hand passed through his.

Max’s jaw dropped with awe. 

“Would you please stay with Max?” Liam asked. “Maybe you can explain to him what an Echo is.”

“I’d love to get to know our new student better.” She smiled. 

Max smiled back at her. He looked comfortable enough and Liam took the moment to bound out the door. He had to hurry. No telling what he missed already ... 

With his bomber jacket’s invisibility initiated, Liam flew to the back of the building where Herta Brandt’s large office window overlooked the fields and outlying campus. 

He hovered outside the glass, glad he could make out the conversation taking place inside. 

“Figuring out whose fault it is isn’t important right now!” Ursula Bergmann yelled. “My son is dying!” She covered her face and cried.

Whoa. Her son’s dying?

Memory of his first encounter with his school’s leaders, at the Reichstag Building, flashed back. Liam could picture the greasy-haired man wearing a black suit standing behind Horst Vogel. He had thought he was Vogels’ bodyguard. Then Frau Bergmann introduced him as her son in grandiose fashion, as if he were as important as the big boss sitting behind the desk. Association began adding up. 

That would make the man Nikko Bergmann’s father.

Still, Liam didn’t know what his role was within the Legion, but he did know he was dying ... Why?

Arguing inside simmered. Celia Hagmeister comforted Ursula Bergmann as she wept on Herta Brandt’s shiny desk. 

Liam’s uncle and Josef Brandt sat in wingback chairs in the back of the room, their faces concerned, but not saddened or distraught like Frau Bergmann’s. The Lügner couple leaned against the built-in bookcase, nuzzled together like lovebirds. This seemed disrespectful, given the tone of things. Although Liam could only see the back of Frau Brandt’s head, she sat with perfect posture and didn’t seem emotional at all. 

Liam flinched when Ursula Bergmann lifted her head. He had to remind himself that he and his hovering skateboard outside the window were invisible. “Frau Brandt. Herta. Please. Do something,” she stuttered. “The machine ... there must be a malfunction. He can’t go through it again.”

Comforting the woman as if they were close, caring friends, Celia Hagmeister scolded her. “Our TMS staff already determined there’s no malfunction, and I assure you there isn’t one in the crystal I fashioned for the timepiece, either.” She resumed stroking Frau Bergmann’s back.

“It is the effects of time travel,” Gunter Kraus roared from the back of the room. He shook his fist into the air as he spoke. “This constant travel back and forth; our bodies were not meant for such strain!” 

The room remained silent before Liam’s uncle spoke up again. “Celia is correct. There is no malfunction. The Time Placement Vessel and its components are perfect. Perfect!” 

Ursula whipped around to face him. “If it was built perfectly, why is it killing my son?” she demanded.

The doors to the office burst open and Samantha Schwartz stormed through. “Someone else stand guard!” she yelled. “I should know what’s happening to my husband!”

Deeper realization sank in: Samantha Schwartz was the man’s wife and Shareece’s stepdad.

With a brisk wave, Herta Brandt had Regina and Lars Lügner darting for the doors to take Frau Schwartz’s place standing guard outside. The couple pulled the doors closed as they left.

“It is not any fault of the device!” a louder voice closer to the window thundered after the office doors closed. Liam recognized the voice immediately. Still, the sight of Horst Vogel stepping in front of Liam’s view caused Liam to jerk in surprise. “The device is perfect, as evidenced by all our successful deliveries and returns thus far,” Vogel continued.

This must be a big deal if the head of their Education Division came in to discuss it ...

“You have an interesting definition for ‘success!’” Ursula shouted as she stood. “Time travel is literally eating my son alive. And you stand there and say the device is not faulty? What do you plan to do to stop this madness?” 

“Nothing,” Horst answered in a gruff but solemn tone moments later. “We will see the mission through.”

Ursula threw herself onto the floor, on the other side of Herta’s desk where Liam could no longer see her. Old Frau Hagmeister lumbered to her knees to console her.

“We must carry on,” Herta announced coldly. “Our mission is still a success if our efforts bring down the Guild’s Hidden City. Unfortunately, it’s at the cost of losing one of our most skilled masters.” 

Liam could hear Ursula wail in response. Samantha Schwartz swayed before falling back into a chair. 

“Regina! Lars!” Horst’s voice boomed. 

The couple reappeared. 

“Has the additional payment been procured?” 

Regina offered him a proud nod. “It has, sir. It’s ready for transport whenever it’s needed.” 

“Very well,” he answered. 

The others rose to their feet. Celia Hagmeister assisted the weeping Ursula onto a nearby chair next to Samantha.

“The cost of the gems is the least of our worries and is truly not the highest price to pay for the success of our mission. We owe our future success—the downfall of the Guild’s damn Hidden City and their future with TradeMagic in it—all to Vincent Bergmann. Long live the Legion!” 

Their voices repeated his words like a kind of mantra. 

Shivers covered Liam’s skin, despite wearing the bomber jacket with its temperature-controlled lining his Oma had made. 
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CHAPTER 28
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THE DOG LAY CURLED in her cushioned bed, on Anna’s lap as the car sped down the Autobahn toward, of all places, München. 

Where it all started. 

With any luck, her mom and Onkel Verner would track Liam within a week, before the next and last transport into the Hidden City, but that didn’t do much to help the sick feeling in Anna’s stomach.

Jakob’s hand reached over, his fingers kneading Strudel’s pudgy body like she was bread dough. Strudel groaned and leaned in and he and Anna laughed.

Their eyes met. 

“I’m glad I ended up in your car,” he said. 

Anna’s dad glanced in the rearview mirror while zooming down the freeway—at, like, 120 kilometers per hour. Anna blushed. 

“Anna, does Jakob know what me and your mom did when we went to Hannover?” Rudy asked, emphasizing the fib part of her parent’s mission to try and find Liam.

Anna felt the color drain from her face. She wasn’t expecting to get in trouble for having told Jakob about her parents’ escapades to Berlin. “Yeah.” 

Her parents glanced at one another. 

“Okay,” her mom took over, twisting in her seat to face them. 

Anna could never stand riding in the car backward like that. Even the thought of doing so made her feel carsick and wasn’t helping with the stomach ache she already had due to nerves. 

“We want to let you in on one more thing.” 

“About Berlin?” Anna asked. 

Britta nodded. “About the Guild Security Supervisor. The person we really ran into was your Opa.” Her eyes landed on Jakob before darting back to Anna. “Benny Hoffmann.” 

“My Opa?” the seatbelt jerked Jakob back into his seat. “So, he’s okay? We haven’t heard from him—”

“He’s fine,” Britta answered. 

“And my dad? What about my dad?”

She nodded. “He wasn’t there. We only saw your Opa. I’m sure he would’ve told us if anything was wrong.”

Jakob let out a breath and sunk back into his seat, coddling Strudel again.

“He gave us strict instructions not to tell anybody that we saw him or that we were in Berlin,” Anna’s mom said. 

“Okay,” he exhaled. “I wish I could tell my mom, but I get it.” 

Anna’s mom turned back around in her seat. 

“Is that everything?” Anna prodded. 

Her dad nodded in the rearview mirror. 

Anna wasn’t convinced. 

“You think we’re keeping something from you?” he asked, his eyes locked on hers.

“Well,” Jakob coughed more than said, “you fibbed to everyone about going to Hannover.” 

“We didn’t fib,” Rudy retorted. “We drove straight there, got out of the car, then continued on to Berlin. But we did not lie about going to Hannover.” 

“You know,” Britta mumbled, “you being a lawyer can be scary sometimes.” 

They laughed. 

Anna’s parents did a quick, nodding exchange before Britta spun around in her seat to face them again. “There is one more detail about Berlin,” she said. “Reuben and Paula met us there.” 

Jakob sat up in his seat, exuding an air of excitement—or maybe admiration. It seemed he knew the Brewer and his new wife; maybe even looked up to the Brewer as much as Anna and her cousins always had.

“I want you to know they helped us in a very sticky situation. Me and Dad believe you kids can always count on them.” Her gaze drilled into Anna’s. “If you ever need anybody, you can trust them.” 

This aligned with what Reuben had told Liam back at the Inn when Liam found out their older friend had always know about, and had been trained in, TradeMagic. Reuben had promised to help her cousin with their new magical reality any way he could. 

Anna watched signs pass the window as they drove by, biting her lip, determined not to reveal anything about what Liam told her that happened between him and Reuben back at the Büchholtz Inn. Without Liam there to lean on like she always had, like a big brother, it was nice to know she could do the same with both Reuben and Paula and that her parents trusted them.

“So,” Jakob broke the silence, miles later, “why was your brother taught about TradeMagic and you weren’t?” he asked Britta. 

It was a question Anna hadn’t been able to get her mother to answer, but she was hopeful that by Jakob asking, her mother wouldn’t brush it off.

“Because Otto is a patriarch and wanted the eldest, who conveniently was a son, to at least know of the legacy.” 

Anna watched the back of her mother’s head as she gave her answer.

“As backup, I think. In case things ever went awry.” She paused. “My mom taught me without Dad knowing, always in very loose terms. In a hush-hush sort of way. She almost made it seem like a game that only me and her were privy to when we sewed together. I think she taught me for ‘just in case’ just like my dad did Verner.” 

“It was smart of her to teach you despite Otto’s wishes,” Rudy said. 

“It was. My father’s agreeable to it now—in hindsight, of course.”

Anna’s thoughts stayed with her Onkel. She had never considered his profession whimsical like a Carpenter or Seamstress could be, let alone magical. Somehow it was easier to believe Opa Fritz, a Toymaker, could be a TradeCrafter—but an Electrician? She’d heard Jakob’s accounts of what he’d seen the night of the secret Guild meeting when everyone was ambushed, and how Onkel Verner used electric currents to zap boats and keep them from attacking. 

It would be nice to get her mom’s account, though, so she asked, “What kind of magic can Onkel Verner do?” 

“It’s incredibly powerful. Electricity and people don’t usually mix well,” her mother answered. 

“He can toast someone?” Jakob asked.

“Let’s just say he has to be extra careful. Using magic to kill makes one lose the ability to make magic.”

Anna couldn’t imagine her mom or Onkel fighting to such extremes.

“Destruction, especially killing someone, diminishes magic,” Jakob said. “Using magic for evil erases magical ability.” He glanced at Anna as if speaking to her benefit. “Murder drains a magic wielder of magical abilities entirely. Damaging magical items can mean losing various degrees of magic.” 

Anna knew Jakob’s family didn’t keep magic secret from him, but it seemed like he sure knew a lot. “Then why are all those Legion bullies still powerful after killing Guild members?” Anna asked. 

“Those thugs aren’t TradeCrafters,” Britta explained. “They’re a bunch of hired hands doing the dirty work. They have nothing to lose.” 

“If that’s true, the TradeCrafters who made those flying row boats should be losing power, right?” Rudy asked.

Britta shrugged. “The TradeCrafter of those boats probably intended to transport people by way of flight. To transport them fast. They probably don’t know that Legion thugs would use them for such horrible intentions.”

“How about Onkel Verner?” Anna interjected. “If he zapped down a flying boat that was magically created, did he lose powers?” 

Her parents shrugged at one another while exchanging surprised expressions, as if that had been the first time they thought of the possibility.

Just how much magic could her Onkel be missing? Anna wondered. Did he still have enough powers to protect her mom now that she was staying behind with him to look for Liam?

The car fell silent. Bumps from raised reflectors sounded beneath the spinning tires as Anna’s dad changed lanes. 

“I thought the Guild’s purpose was to ensure proper, goodwill use of magic. Obviously, the Legion is misusing it now. What did Oma teach you about the Guild?” her dad asked.

“The term Guild is vaguely familiar to me,” Britta answered. “She taught me that old TradeCrafters like she and her friends would become obsolete and that they didn’t need to be in an organized group anymore.” Britta paused. “I thought she meant old crafting trades and the old ways of doing things were becoming obsolete, but now I realize she was talking about the magic. It all sounded so much like a fantastical story that I think I just played along like it was make believe. She taught me how to put magic in the things I made, and I thought it was all just for fun. To think well wishes, or,” she glanced back at Anna, “like you said it once: made with love.” Britta chuckled to herself. “Growing older, I guess I thought my mom had an over-active imagination! I mean, c’mon: cloths protecting me or the person who wore them? I went along with it. Doing so passed the time, and it made sewing playfully fun.”

Anna’s mind raced as fast as their car did down the Autobahn. Reflectors on the highway gleamed bright orange and white as they traveled. She had studied plenty of history in school and wondered how TradeCrafters or the Guild may have impacted the world throughout time, particularly any renegade groups who used the magic in ways they weren’t supposed to. Did renegade groups have a hand in building the atomic bomb? Weapons? How about Greek temples, Egyptian pyramids, the Great Wall of China, or Roman aqueducts? Could TradeMagic have influenced times like the Industrial Revolution? How about building ships that helped the Europeans sail to America, or the original astronauts fly to the moon? 

“I understand that Otto and Moni’s forefathers voted to dissolve magic, hoping it would not live on only to be misused in the world again. But maybe, if there was a vote today, Guild members would decide to keep magic alive,” Rudy suggested.

“A little late, isn’t it?” her mom answered. “The Legion seems to be quite the force to contend with. Almost all these old-world professions are obsolete and kids probably don’t want to learn them anymore. These hands-on trades are of no interest to young people. It’s hard work and requires a lifetime commitment to become a master, let alone a magical TradeCrafter.”

“Are you kidding?” Anna popped her head toward the front of the car between her parents as far as her seat belt would let her. “If kids knew what kind of magic they could do, they’d all want to learn a trade.” 

Britta shook her head. “Maybe that was what the Guild tried not to let happen again.” Her voice sounded pessimistic. “I think a true TradeCrafter wants to master their craft and a way to funnel their creative passions. They don’t want to learn trades so they can do magic.”

“What do you mean?” Anna asked, confused and a bit taken aback. 

Her mother paused. “Seems like a motivation like that could lead to trouble—to learn a trade just so you’re powerful.”

Her mother’s reasoning felt like truth hitting her upside head like some sort of spiritual two-by-four. She’s probably right. That desire, purely to learn magic because of what it can do, might be the motivation that leads to people misusing the magic in the first place. 

Anna sank back in her seat, rubbing the goosebumps on her arms that prickled her skin despite the warm sweatshirt she wore over her tee. They all stayed quiet. It seemed like she wasn’t the only one in the car letting what her mom said sink in.

***
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They arrived in München shortly before their designated departure time and parked in an underground parking garage within walking distance of the City Hall’s square. It was occupied by families and elderly people that Anna imagined rather untypical for that hour.

Obviously, they’re there to transport to the Hidden City, Anna thought. 

The Büchholtz family greeted them when they reached the square and its amazing Glockenspiel clock. Opa Siggy and Reuben offered them bottles of brew that Anna rejected, quickly regretting her decision when she realized they were probably magical and could calm her nerves. 

She wasn’t the only one a little on edge. 

The Schenks, nearby, seemed tense. 

An older woman Anna didn’t recognize held Elia by the shoulders. She was unusually quiet and made no effort to greet her with typical bounciness and lavish hellos. Meanwhile, a boy around Max’s age stood next to them. Where was Max?

Walter Schwartz—Opa Walt—stepped forward. The smile Anna remembered, and the usual twinkle in his eyes were missing. He spoke quietly and urgently in her Opa’s ear. 

“Where’s Maximillian?” Anna’s Oma seemed the only one brave enough to ask aloud. 

Sophie clung to Anna’s arm as everyone began talking at once. Over everyone’s voices, it was hard to hear what had happened, but Anna’s stomach dropped at a few key phrases: Max is gone. Liam must’ve taken him.

Liam took Max?

Tante Margot whimpered as she clung to Markus. Opa Fritz spun his flat cap in his hands and shook his teary face while the older lady consoling Elia kept repeating: “Intruders entered the home, one of them was Liam, and took Max.” 

Liam, an intruder?

The older lady spoke up again: “How could anyone enter the house? It was protected!” 

Never mind that, Anna thought, how could Liam do such a thing?

The older lady kept repeating herself while Opa Walt spoke over the top of her, saying, “A Chimney Sweep, a Chimney Sweep.” 

Anna’s thoughts switched over to, Max is gone? Then they raced with: Liam came back but left again? 

Sophie buried her face into Anna’s neck, almost choking her, mumbling Liam’s name.

The Toymaker looked as though he might collapse from an emotional breakdown. “Maybe I should stay behind and help Markus look for him,” he muttered. 

“No,” Markus countered. “Go to the Hidden City and keep Margot and Elia safe.”

Onkel Verner stepped into the conversation. “Me and Britta are staying to look for Liam ... and now Max. You don’t need to stay.” He pressed a compassionate hand atop Markus’s shoulder. “We’ll work together.”

“I’m staying too,” Reuben Büchholtz announced, his wife and grandparents nodding in the background, albeit with worried expressions. 

“Very well,” Opa Walt said, glancing up at the Glockenspiel clocktower. “Everyone should say their goodbyes. We transport in ... sixty seconds.” 

Onkel Verner yanked Sophie into his arms and Anna threw herself into an embrace with her mother. She broke away, watching her parents kiss each other goodbye. Her mother backed away. “Hold Dad’s arm, Anna. Watch the clock.” 

Anna clutched her Chihuahua as her father clutched their luggage. 

In a blink, Anna suddenly felt a different kind of brickwork beneath her feet, made of larger bricks with deeper spaces between each. Sight of München’s Glockenspeil clock tower, and her mom, were gone. 

No!

They stood outside the fortifications of a castle, near a turret where a different clock told the time from halfway up its blockish heights. 

I didn’t even say goodbye. Or I love you!

Anna shivered. Was it cold? 

It wasn’t. 

Her dad wrapped her in his arms, asking if she was okay. Anna nodded and nodded but he kept asking. She resorted to burying her face into her dog’s neck as unfamiliar voices around them called out their welcome. A sort of welcoming committee greeted everyone and welcomed them to the Hidden City. They called out family surnames and asked travelers to follow their guides to their assigned residences. 

She heard Opa Fritz’s name called as well as Onkel Markus’s. They led Opa Fritz in one direction while directing Margot and Elia in the same direction as she and her dad. The sight of the Toymaker walking away, amidst a crowd and yet all on his own, was the final crack that broke her to pieces.

He has no one to live with, she thought as her dad fumbled with all their luggage. Anna numbly followed beside him, toward city blocks where rows of old-town buildings faced narrow streets.

But Liam! Max!

Mom.

“You hear that, Anna?” her father asked with forced assurance. “They’ve got a place just for us. We’ll be in our new, warm beds in no time.” 

Anna could hear his voice twinge. He was fighting back tears as well.

Someone placed their hand on her shoulder. She peeked and saw Paula. 

“You’ll be okay,” she said. 

Anna spotted her Oma and Opa, looking about at their surroundings with expressions of intrigue as well as unease. At some point, someone helped them with their luggage. 

Her dad let them take their baggage but also told whomever it was, “No, thank you, we’ll hold the dog.”

He held Anna’s arm and guided her steps as she kept her face pressed against poor Strudel’s wire-haired fur. Narrow, half-timbered buildings and gas-lit lanterns lit the street. Lanterns? They reminded her of the set in a theater for a Christmas play she’d once gone to. It seemed charming enough but her head pounded. Her fight to hold in a runny nose made her sinuses clog up to a point that she could hardly hear or keep her eyes open.

It didn’t take long for them to be brought to a house and let inside. She and her dad collapsed onto a chair and couch. Strudel, satisfied with a shaggy rug in the middle of the floor, laid down with a groan and closed her eyes, ready for more sleep. 

How Anna wished she could fall asleep just as easily, wishing that everything that transpired that night was all just a bad dream.
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CHAPTER 29
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THE ALARM CLOCK RANG, rousing Fritz from a restless night’s sleep. He’d spent his first night in the Hidden City tossing and turning, his worries about Max nightmarish. He lifted his troubled head from the down pillows, getting his bearings as he surveyed his well-equipped, albeit small, studio apartment. Sunlight blazed through a side window, making his head hurt.

He figured he’d only slept a couple hours.

He could only hope Markus and the others would track Max down quickly, not to mention Liam. That the team would bring them both to the safe confines of their realm soon.

It would be foolish to expect news or even an update about that. The day ahead would be long if he spent it worrying himself sick. What would that accomplish, anyway?

He swung his legs over the bed and plopped his bare feet onto the wooden floor. He’d venture out of his new Hidden City home and see what was going on in the town. Maybe he could even manage to find out about the Guild’s plans. Those escorting him last night mentioned there would be information for the Hidden City’s new inhabitants up on the castle grounds come morning.

He dressed quickly, the few changes of clothes he packed making decisions about what to wear easy. Clean trousers, a pressed, plain shirt, the belt from the pants worn yesterday, and, of course, his summer-weight flat cap.

The brick street in front of his building faced the entrance to the castle grounds, and he embarked on a broad walkway that led up to Nürnberg Castle. Many other medieval buildings lay within its fortifications as he made his way up the ramp, the morning sunlight streaking through leafy trees between him and the sun rising from behind. Official-looking Guild members, who Fritz guessed might’ve been Council members, greeted him and others, then pointed him toward a gigantic barn-like building on the grounds that they coined “the Stables.” Originally used for housing animals and grains in medieval times, the grand building was now used in the real world as a hostel and meeting venue. A cobblestone path led him to it. Its steep-pitched, red tiled roof was embedded with round-topped windows to suggest up to five floors of attic-living space inside. Barn-like doors were opened wide at its end.

Fritz felt the presence of magic when he entered. Workstations, divided into booths, covered the building’s ground floor.

To his left, a Blacksmithing Echo—a magical apparition reflecting a master TradeCrafter who lived long before—wearing a scorched leather apron was the first to greet him. He tipped his dirty, soot-stained hat but didn’t bother getting up from his seat atop a wooden barrel. Behind him, a side door stood open to reveal an anvil and fiery forge.

To his right, a glass working booth stood empty. In the next workstation, a Lapidary Echo cranked an old-world, gem-cutting tool into motion. Its chord traveled around, stretching to a table where a current-day Gem Cutter held a semi-precious stone against its spinning blade.

“Take the steps up one level, if you would,” he heard instructions called over the other people arriving.

He glanced upward into the towering, slanted ceilings. Tiers of metal lofts clung to the roof’s sloping perimeter. Fritz spotted many other people already seated beyond its metal railings, waiting for the Guild meeting to start.

I’ll find Otto and Siggy, he thought, anticipating that they’d surely save him a seat. He climbed the steps, studying the ground floor from the bird’s-eye view.

Shelving, heaped with tools and supplies, sectioned off large work areas for numerous trades and lined each side of the building. Metalworking and Casting, Tanning and Statuary consumed one side, while Glassworks, Lapidary and Silversmithing, Clockmaking and Carpentry took up the other. Pottery and Tile Working claimed spaces in its center. Outside, visible through smaller open doors, Fritz spotted stockpiles of all sorts of supplies like lumber and bricks.

“Right this way,” a Carpentry Echo wearing a ragged leather tool belt told him as Fritz crested the stairs. The Echo stopped when he did. “Ah, a Master Carpenter,” he said, glancing at Fritz’s woodworking hammer in his shirt pocket. “I’m Harold Hammerschmidt. Pleased to make your acquaintance!”

“Likewise,” Fritz said, a thrill chasing away the heaviness he felt earlier. He’d heard of Echos before, but to actually see them? And to be able to speak with one? What a delight!

Moni waved him over to an empty seat next to Otto. She asked how he was doing, concern painted over her face.

“He looks tired, like the rest of us old coots,” Siggy quipped. He broke into a yawn, making no effort to conceal his jaw-opening noises.

Irma nudged him in the ribs and giggled, telling him to practice better manners.

The room went quiet. Council members sitting at a long table stopped their own whispering as their old friend, Gerda Winkler, came to a stand.

Fritz heard the whizzing of a familiar maroon antique fountain pen fly over his head before returning to its Scribe owner.

“Welcome, Guild members.” Gerda scanned their faces. “You represent a little more than half of all Guild TradeCrafters choosing to come to the Hidden City, who we know are still considering themselves affiliated with the Guild.”

Fritz gasped, as did most everyone in the room.

“About another three hundred members will arrive next week.”

The crowd did little to hide further gasps of surprise. Fritz scanned the crowd and began crunching the numbers. He estimated that less than four hundred people had packed into the space. Another three hundred means seven hundred or so members.

Otto and Siggy’s befuddled stares met his.

“That can’t be right,” Moni whispered in Irma’s ear.

He agreed. What happened to them all? Of all the TradeCrafters in every town and village, from every state across the entire country...

“More than we expected forfeited their conduits,” Gerda continued, “turning away from their TradeCrafting gifts completely. However, several hundred remain undecided. We hope they choose to join us.” Her face grew even more grim. “Upwards of two thousand have not responded to our queries or are not accounted for.”

The room flooded with murmurs as people shifted in their seats.

“We will continue to extend our invitations to everyone, nonetheless, in case anyone changes their minds before the second transport.” She took a sharp breath before continuing. “As it stands now, counting all TradeCrafters, their families and associates who remain affiliated, the population of our Hidden City will rise to two thousand six hundred.”

“Frau Winkler?” A man in the back of the room rose to his feet. “May I ask, is there another Hidden City somewhere else in the country, hosted by, perhaps, another Guild, where there are more TradeCrafters?”

“No,” came her immediate answer. The room stirred again. “There are other remnant Guilds throughout the continent and the rest of the world; however, we are one of the largest—even after our recent shift in membership. These small remnant groups have, from what we can tell, not been pursued by the Legion. It seems that we are the ones the Legion finds as a threat.”

“Will these remnant TradeCrafters join us?” the man asked.

“Oh yes, they will and they already have!” Gerda answered. “Most helped us by equipping transports to get our residents here into our Hidden City. Many helped ready our realm for your arrival. Most joined our security forces to better survey the real world and help protect those not scheduled to join us until next week.”

The man sat back down.

“We outsize other remnant Guilds by almost fivefold. It will be up to us to respond to the threat of the Legion.”

“With less than seven hundred magic wielders?” a voice called from the back of the room. “How big is this Legion?”

That was Fritz’s question. Silence hung in the air, like the lofts did to the massive slanted roof.

“Members of the Legion most certainly outnumber us,” Gerda said, “but it does not mean they surpass our powers.”

“And yet we run and hide!” shouted someone.

“How can you be so sure?” shouted another.

“We are the TradeCrafters carrying TradeMagic’s original intent,” she said.

“We’re old!” another voice cried. “How are we to fight back?”

“We will stand on TradeMagic foundations, on the MagicWithin!” Gerda yelled back. “Our numbers and our age have no bearing on how powerful goodwill TradeMagic is!” Their Guild Leader scanned the room while taking pause. “Who here was taught the difference in magic created and used for good versus evil?”

No one answered, but Siggy raised his hand. Fritz raised his, and others followed suit.

“Well, thank goodness.” Gerda smiled. “So, your conduits are, in fact, charged by the most powerful magic of all: Goodwill. Care. Love. Prayerful intentions to help others, as TradeMagic was designed to do. TradeMagic’s original intent. Its purest form of power, the MagicWithin.”

She looked at her fellow Council members seated to each side of her before addressing the crowd again. “Friends, you possess the powers of goodwill intention. One of us can face twenty, thirty, forty who are in opposition of goodwill. Our seven hundred is enough.”

Stillness swept over the space—even the Lapidary’s tool downstairs had stopped its spinning. Some of the Echos down below stood on the stairs not only to listen but to observe the crowd. The burly Blacksmith broke into applause. A heavy-set Echo with her hair in a bun joined in. Fritz clapped as well, and within seconds, the room filled with optimistic applause.

Echo Hammerschmidt stood at the end of his row and clapped, too, and the memory of the master TradeCrafter who trained him came to mind. Tischler Meister Knischewski taught Fritz and Otto principles of the goodwill intentions the Guild Leader, Gerda Winkler, made mention of.

If a magic wielder of ill intent challenges a well-intended TradeCrafter, the TradeCrafter would not be overtaken. The same was true for an Apprentice: although not yet masters in their trade, a student with goodwill intentions, dedicated to using magic to help the world be a better place, who promotes harmony and peace rather than spurs danger or harm, would be more powerful than a fully trained master fueled by selfish, ill intent.

Max crossed Fritz’s mind as he thought back to times he had carved with the boy, wishing—silently—he could tell him and Elia those very words. Instead, he prayed them, over and over again, every time he carved. Max, what little I taught you included the truth. You possess magic’s original intent. It’s enough to shield you from harm!

The applause subsided, and another Council member took to the floor. “Ladies and Gentlemen, we have what we need to reclaim the Guild’s ancient role as TradeMagic’s steward. Together, we will find a way to blot out the Legion’s aggressions!”

Gerda stopped everyone from erupting into another round of applause by raising her voice along with one hand. “Do not applaud our necessity to address the misuse of TradeMagic! Everything that generations tried to prevent from ever happening again has failed.” Gerda’s voice cracked, and she swallowed. “This is not a moment of celebration. This is a moment to decide on our will and which path we walk on.”

Another hour of presentations by Council members followed, leaving Fritz mentally exhausted while at the same time invigorated.

Gustav Zieglar, Bricklayer and Cobbler, headed up efforts to establish businesses and services within the realm. This included a rally for volunteers, magical and not, who could help with set up as well as staffing.

Fritz’s friend, the Shoemaker, Benny Hoffmann, overseeing Guild Security in the real world, would supervise the second transfer into the Hidden City. Anyone interested in joining his ranks was to report to him immediately.

Fritz crossed his legs. No, thank you, he thought. Leave that for the younger ones! The harrowing ordeal at the exhibit had given him enough sore muscles and bruises!

His friend, the Chimney Sweep, Walter Schwartz, would oversee the handling of real-world business affairs like managing or liquidating assets that could increase funds for the Guild to have at its disposal.

Fabricator and Tailor Elke Graf was establishing a summer school for all school-aged citizens in the Hidden City and said she could use volunteers herself. Fritz’s heart raced—he’d thought about teaching before, long ago when extracurricular classes like woodworking were offered in schools. He had always wondered if his interest in teaching might have come from his avoidance of taking on apprentices.

Last but certainly not least, the Guild would address the Legion. Details about the Council’s strategies would be shared next week, after the second group of Guild members arrived. In the meanwhile, TradeCrafters could lend their skills and expertise by way of applying their TradeMagical talents. Stockpiles of magical items were low and needed replenishing.

Fritz imagined he’d be spending the coming days creating many vigilant, watchful nutcrackers for the Guild’s disposal. Heck, he’d even make more carousels if they thought it would help!

When the meeting adjourned, the Kraus and Büchholtz families bid quick farewells and scurried away to sign up for openings they desired: Otto and Moni wanted to question their leader, Gerda Winkler, about what could be done to help find the boys. Siggy and Irma wanted to catch Gustav Zieglar to propose establishing a pub in the Hidden City for locals to enjoy.

Fritz was left to his own devices. He tipped his flat cap at Echo Hammerschmidt as he left the Stables, letting him know he’d come back and help him with whatever the Guild or their Hidden City’s Carpentry team needed his help with.

But first, he would check to see how Elia and Margot were getting on. They would be, no doubt, worried about their missing Max and Markus, who remained behind to find him. He’d offer as much reassurance and support as he could.
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CHAPTER 30
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NÜRNBERG? WE’RE IN Nürnberg?

“My and Mom’s room is right next door,” Anna’s dad said, leaning against Anna’s door to her bedroom in their Hidden City townhouse.

Mom.

Anna joined him in the upstairs hall—if you could call it that—careful to avoid falling down the steep stairs. The wood shined with layers of paint that Anna presumed had accumulated over decades. “How old is this place?”

“Rebuilt in the late forties, early fifties maybe,” her dad said.

The space included a cozy loft to one side where her mom’s sewing machine and a sewing table were pushed under the angled ceiling. Her dad followed her back into her room, where she plopped back down on the bed, not at all motivated to start the day.

A nightstand and wardrobe wedged the bed between the room’s tight walls. Half its headboard covered the room’s only window.

The room was about a quarter the size of her room back home.

Her dad pointed past the lacy drapes. A block away, rising from behind the rooftops of buildings directly across the street, an ancient curved wall atop a cliff spread across the horizon. Narrow windows with pointy tops and a medieval blocked tower to the right left no question that it was a castle.

Nürnberg Castle.

“That’s not a view you see every day, is it?” her dad teased.

Anna let out a sigh. At least they weren’t too far from home. She’d been in Nürnberg plenty of times for the Christmas Market, and the view from the window looked pleasantly familiar. Anna got up and peered outside. A cobbled street below and numerous front porches, including some ground-level storefronts, spread left and right.

“Our front stoop ends at the sidewalk, and there’s a small patch of grass where Strudel can go,” her dad continued. “We’re pretty lucky. I didn’t see any other houses with the same set up to accommodate a dog.”

Anna glanced at the bed, where a homemade quilt served as a bed spread. “Nürnberg’s not far away. Does Mom know where we’re at?”

He squeezed her arm. “No, I don’t think it works that way. We’re in a realm, remember?”

Oh yeah.

But what did that mean, exactly? Nürnberg looked very real outside.

“Everything’s kinda...stuck in the last century.” He glanced at the ceiling’s beams and stuccoed, half-timbered walls. “No cars outside. And get this, no electricity.”

What? Anna’s eyes landed on her bedside table, where the top of a hurricane lamp stuck out from behind its milky glass shade.

“Yeah,” he chuckled. “I’m kinda miffed they didn’t tell us to bring lighters.” He pulled the nightstand’s drawer open. A cardboard box with line art depicting a match skid to the front. “Here are the matches. See?”

You’ve gotta be kidding.

“It’s different but cool in a way, don’t you think?”

She felt his expectant stare as she continued to survey their accommodations. The rag-rolled carpet consuming most of the bedroom’s old wooden floor seemed brighter than it should. Wait, so did the gold-painted florets around the edge of the side table’s drawer and—she spied the wardrobe—yep, around the mirrors on the wardrobe’s doors.

“Things look brighter,” she said.

“I’m glad you’re feeling better. You seemed down last night—”

“—No, I mean, things look brighter.” She pointed at the rug, then the bedspread and its fabric blocks popping with color.

“I think that’s the realm.”

Anna held out her hands. Her pale skin seemed normal. Her white nail polish, normal. Denim jeans, normal. But the pillow was brighter. It illuminated, like a teddy bear she had when she was little, which lit up when it was dark so long as the batteries weren’t burnt out. The pillow looked like the battery was running low, and its brightness didn’t come from inside—it was more like a layer on the outside.

“Anna, we missed church this morning at the little Chapel up at the castle grounds. It would’ve been nice to go. There’s a welcome reception at noon. I’d guess they’ll be serving food.”

Still groggy, her mind and emotions weighted, she forced herself to accept the news. An old-fashioned alarm clock, displaying the coming of the eleventh hour, sat on her nightstand.

He handed her a crisp leaflet that looked like it was a hundred years old, where details about the day’s events were printed in old-type font printed on an ancient press. “Are you hungry? I’m starved. Let’s take Strudel out so we can head up to the castle?”

Knocks downstairs and Strudel’s yipping made them both jump.

“Sounds like we have visitors,” he said while going down the stairs.

Anna followed but studied the short hall and sighed with relief at the sight of a bathroom. “In a sec!”

A hurricane sconce hung near the sink and mirror, its candle ample light to see the toilet, its overhead tank and chain dangling from it. For fun, she gave it a yank, and sure enough, the toilet flushed. At least they had running water!

Her reflection in the mirror stared back at her as she washed her hands, and when she was done, she leaned closer. Her curls were bent and flat, and her face—Whoa, what’s up with my eyes?

Pink edges along her lids and puffiness all around reminded her of the time she had pinkeye. Oh my God. I look terrible!

“Anna! Come down! Sophie and Elia are here!”

Makeup wouldn’t help, but even if it could, there wasn’t enough light to see what she was doing. She crumpled her hair into a messy bun and avoided tripping down the narrow stairs.

Sophie and Elia—as well as Jakob and a teenage girl Anna didn’t know, along with the same boy Anna saw with Elia the night before—stood in their kitchen-dining-living room square footage of the house downstairs.

“Anna Banana!” Elia tiptoe bounced with Strudel held against her chest.

“We’re going to explore the castle grounds before the welcome reception.” Sophie’s voice sounded like she was trying hard to sound upbeat. Her eyes were swollen like bees had stung them, too. “Wanna come along?”

Anna pulled her into a hug. Thanks, Anna mouthed when they parted.

“This is Vendy Markova,” Jakob announced, pointing at a girl around Anna’s age. “Our families are business partners.” He stuttered. “Well, I mean, we’re friends, too...”

Vendy snickered, her teeth bright white and as pristine as her complexion. Her hair seemed as shiny as her smiling lips. She reached out her slender hand. “Hi, Anna!”

Holy cow, she’s gorgeous. Anna said a friendly “hello” but wished she could’ve met her on a better hair day, at least. Sophie fidgeted with her long ponytail before letting it fall limply behind her neck. It looked like Sophie felt just as lacking as Anna did in the pretty department at that moment.

“By the way, I’m Tobias. Tobias Winkler.” The boy who reminded Anna of Max stepped forward, his hands in his pockets, offering only eye contact.

Winkler. The Guild Leader’s last name...

His bulky silver watch kept one of his hands from tucking into his jeans completely. “I guess our grandparents have been friends since forever. Kinda feels like I should already know you.” He glanced at Elia. “I’m her friend. I was friends with Max, too, before your brother took him.”

Oh yeah, that.

“Cousin,” Anna corrected. “Liam’s my cousin.”

“He’s my brother,” Sophie said.

“He’s my brother-cousin, too!” Elia said.

Tobias pressed his hand to his forehead. “I thought I was finally getting it until you said that, Elia.”

They laughed. When done, Anna’s smile remained. Being around Sophie and the others made her feel much more...at home. Anna’s dad assured them he’d be fine on his own, saying he’d find Paula and Margot to make sure they had company on the day’s tours and festivities. He seemed happy to see Anna’s shift in spirits.

––––––––
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The group made their way down the block, up to the castle. Aside from a vibrant layer over their surroundings, the Hidden City didn’t seem much different from the real world. Anna kept her disappointment to herself, thinking back to the time her family vacationed in Florida and she got to go to a huge theme park. It felt more magical a place than this. But Anna had to agree with Sophie: the castle’s sprawling fortifications and spiking turrets did look like they were in one of her favorite story books.

Beverages, grilled brats, and freshly baked rolls were served in the castle courtyard, where adults and children mingled, waiting for tours of the castle, its grounds, and nearby city blocks to start. Anna and her friends overheard their grandparents talk about what happened at the Winkler house and Max’s mysterious disappearance as they ate.

Anna didn’t want to hear anymore and suggested that she and the other kids go on their own self-guided tour. Sophie instantly agreed—as if she’d heard enough about Liam’s brief return only to depart once again, allegedly taking Max with him. They set out for the nearest entrance into the castle, passing Opa Fritz along the way. Elia skipped up to him with a roll and brat in one hand and Strudel held by her leash in the other.

“I see you’re enjoying the food.” He winked at Elia. “And it looks like you’re enjoying Anna’s dog and your friends, too. And not necessarily in that order.”

Anna giggled, and so did the other kids, although she detected many of their snickers were courtesy laughs.

“We’re going on our own tour inside the castle!” Elia announced and took a big bite of her lunch.

She skipped inside as Jakob held open a door, but Opa Fritz caught Anna’s arm before she could go inside herself. “Seems she’s not too troubled about her brother, then,” he whispered.

“It doesn’t seem like it,” Anna said, only then realizing that perhaps Elia should be showing more concern about her missing brother.

“I know you’ll be there for her if she needs someone,” Opa Fritz said.

“Absolutely,” Anna said. She loved that little girl! She added a nod for him to see that he could count on her. He smiled despite his face looking worn. “How are you holding up?” she asked.

“I’m sad,” he described while glancing at their surroundings, “but happy, too.”

Huh. It was kinda how she felt: missing her mom, worried about Liam and now Max. Yet she also wanted to enjoy this whole Hidden City thing.

“Go. Have fun snooping around.” He winked. “Keep your eyes open for magic!”

“Anna Banana, c’mon!” she heard Elia call from indoors, her voice echoing as if from a distance.

She and Opa Fritz smiled as they waved goodbye, and Anna ran inside after her friends.
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GRAY STONE BLOCKS MADE up the corridors. They peeked into rooms if their doors were left open, finding offices or single, hostel-like accommodations. Larger rooms had long tables for group meetings. Other rooms had desks and chairs, set up like a classroom.

“You think these are part of some sorta school?” Sophie mumbled beside Anna.

But, for some strange reason, the other kids seemed more interested in a small broom closet from which Tobias had emerged.

Cobwebs stuck to his blond hair, but he didn’t seem to mind as he held out an old broom and smiled from ear to ear. “Have you ever seen one of these?” he boomed. “Watch!” he said without waiting for anyone’s answer. He leaned the broom against the stone wall. “Sweep.”

The kids stared at the broom, then Tobias, and back again. Nothing happened. Anna snorted, holding in her laugh.

“You laugh, but you won’t in a sec,” Tobias told her. “Watch. These are cool, but I’ve gotta say the right command before it’ll work.” He concentrated on the broom again, its straw-like bristles bending against the stone floor where it rested. “Clean.”

The broom jerked to life and began waving back and forth as it swept the floor. Anna’s jaw dropped as exclamations filled the room and Elia jumped up and down, clapping. The broom made its way around the room, expertly reaching every edge and corner, chasing the kids out of the way as it worked.

As if unimpressed by the sight, Tobias checked his clunky watch and made his way for the door. “It’s almost one thirty. I told Frau Klammer I’d help unpack boxes for her in the library.”

“There’s a library?” Sophie blurted.

“Yeah.” He shrugged. “Wanna come? I’m sure Frau Klammer could use more help.”

Sophie was already standing next to him, staring expectantly at the others to follow. Reluctantly, the rest of the kids obliged. Anna didn’t mind; she’d always liked libraries. This castle was awesome, and she was sure its library would be too.

“Who’s Frau Klammer?” she asked as Tobias led them down the hall, through a door, and into a darker windowless passage. Lit torches, somehow spiked into the walls, lit its lengths.

“She’s an Echo,” Tobias answered.

“A what?” several of them asked.

Tobias answered with a wave that encouraged them along. “C’mon. You’ll see!”

Tobias led them to the second level, where they found the library’s rounded double doors perched open. Sophie plunged inside, and the group stopped behind her.

A handful of other kids stood by the checkout counter, staring at them. Neither group offered the first hello, so Anna smiled before letting her eyes roam the room. Its heights soared into vaulted ceilings more reminiscent of a cathedral than what one would see in a library. Some of the narrowest, tallest windows Anna had ever seen lined each side of the room’s stone walls.

Afternoon sunshine poured inside, casting shadows made by rows of tall mahogany bookcases that spanned their way back to the other end of the room. Tables and chairs filled the space between the library’s entrance, the checkout counter, and empty shelves beyond.

An elderly woman wearing a long but plain skirt zoomed toward them from between the rows. She glowed, almost iridescently, captivating Anna’s stare. Was she floating? Anna crouched to look at the woman’s feet, but her long skirt concealed them.

“Tobias!” the old woman exclaimed. Her huge smile welcomed them all. “You brought friends to help us?”

Tobias nodded while glancing at their group and then the others who had arrived before they did. “Well, I brought my friends, but I don’t know who they are.” He pointed at the foursome still hanging out by the checkout counter.

“We came to help set up the library,” the eldest one said. His sidekicks nodded agreeably.

A girl around Sophie’s age, with messy, unkempt hair dangling over her face, pushed her glasses onto her nose despite them already being perfectly in place. A pair of boys, one of them with eyes open so wide, made Anna think he might’ve just seen a ghost. The third kid, a boy, snickered awkwardly.

“Wunderbar! If that isn’t the Guild spirit!” Frau Klammer’s face wrinkled with dozens more friendly creases than the ones already embedded into her profile.

Anna studied the old woman as she whisked over to a shelf, her feet no doubt racing under her long skirt. Her glowing long skirt. In fact, her skin, hair, and everything about her glowed. Almost as much as the rug or quilt in Anna’s new room.

Frau Klammer reached into a box filled with hardbound books. She inspected one before placing it on an empty shelf right behind her. “This”—she faced them again—“as you probably already know, is our library! Now, we could use magic to stock these shelves, but I think it much more fun when people get to work together!”

Anna tried not to seem rude with her staring. The old woman was human, but then again, maybe not. She radiated an opaque type of energy that...

“She looks like an avatar, only much more life-like,” Jakob whispered behind her into Vendy’s ear.

That’s it. Jakob described it perfectly.

Frau Klammer cupped her hands like one does when praying. “Forgive me. I have to admit, I’m excited to get our books situated, but let’s get better acquainted first. Let’s introduce ourselves, shall we?”

She motioned toward a nearby rectangular table. Everyone’s chair rumbled over the wood floor as they claimed a seat. Anna’s group sat on one side while the other group took the other. Frau Klammer stood at one end, like a hostess ready to give a toast at an awkward dinner party.

Anna could hardly keep her eyes off the glowing woman.

“I’ll introduce myself first: my name is Gertrud Klammer. I was a Master Writer and published Author when I lived in the real world. Now I am one of the realm’s EchoMasters. I may look old-fashioned to you; that’s because I appear as I did during the height of my craft’s mastery.”

“So,” one of the boys in the other group stuttered. “You’re de ... de ... dead?” He gulped.

Frau Klammer laughed. “Well, the human that I was is dead, but my passion remains, as an EchoMaster—living as a sort of reflection of who I was. What is your name, young man?”

The boy squirmed. “I’m Isaac Guertler.”

Frau Klammer bowed her head. “Nice to meet you, young Herr Guertler. Will everyone please share their names when they speak so we can learn them? I want to get to know each of you!”

Anna smiled. This lady’s so cute! I want to call her Oma Klammer. Oma...Gertrud, was it?

Anna raised her hand. Frau Klammer nodded to accept her question. “My name is Anna Beck. You said you were an EchoMaster, but Tobias says you’re an Echo.”

“Astute observation. The term Echo is fine. There is little difference between an EchoMaster and an Echo.”

“How did you get to be here as an ... EchoMaster?” Anna asked.

“My conduit is part of this realm’s Super Conduit, making this realm possible,” Frau Klammer said. “If a TradeCrafter’s conduit is in a realm, their reflection of talents, knowledge, and magic can carry on inside it. We’re here to serve and bring whatever wisdom we can to help the Guild and its members.”

“Y-you said ‘w-we’? There are mo-more of you?” Isaac asked.

“Yes. There are other EchoMasters and many other TradeCrafters who left their conduits behind in order to become Echos.”

“So, you are gh-ghosts?” Isaac stuttered again, his eyes wide.

Several kids snickered at his obvious fear of the unliving.

“We are not ghosts,” Frau Klammer answered firmly but with the same friendliness as before. The children in the room finally quieted their laughter. “The definition of ghost means the soul of a person, wandering or haunting the living. I assure you, we are not merely wandering your Hidden City, and we most certainly aren’t haunting anyone! And our souls are far, far from here. It is our passion for what we did in the real world that lives on in this place.”

The teenage boy in the other group raised his hand, his fingers woven around a fountain pen. Frau Klammer called on him next. “I’m Benjamin Liebman. I write. I mean, I want to be a writer someday, if I ever get published. Would you read some of my stuff and give me advice?”

The pen didn’t seem so out of place anymore. The teen pulled one side of his shoulder-length hair behind his ear as Frau Klammer responded.

“Being published doesn’t make someone a writer. If you write, you are one.” The EchoMaster leaned forward. “And to answer your question, I’d love to read your work! Perhaps I will make you my apprentice.”

Benjamin sat taller in his seat, beaming as if he had made friends with someone famous.

The girl in the other group peeked from behind her messy bangs while raising her hand. Frau Klammer nodded toward her. “Hi, my name is Mia Raumhaus, and I read a lot, and I mean a lot because, well, I love reading, but I don’t recognize your name, so I assume, well, you must’ve used a pen name?” She somehow had air left to exhale. She emptied her lungs and took another breath, as if speaking aloud had taken an extraordinary amount of bravery.

Anna held her own breath, hoping this girl named Mia Raumhaus wouldn’t pass out. She felt Sophie’s knee nudge her own, but she didn’t look over. She’d most likely laugh out loud if she did, and she didn’t want to make fun of Mia’s demeanor.

“I wrote books well over a hundred years ago. It was a different time. In those days, women were not published. If women authored anything, we either used a pseudonym or were ghostwriters.” Anna noticed Isaac stiffen, and Sophie nudged her knee again. Again, she didn’t look over for the same reason. Frau Klammer continued, “My stories were published under well-known male author names.” A twinkle in her eye almost made her look mischievous. “I’m certain you’ve at least heard of my stories.”

“What are they called?”

“What are the titles?”

Mia Raumhaus and Sophie blurted, competing with their questions.

“Please, please,” the EchoMaster said. “I am content with my wonderful stories and my work. They will outlive me and will continue to bring joy to all those who read them. That is what matters most to me.”

Mia Raumhaus sat back in her chair, as if disappointed she didn’t learn what the mysterious EchoMaster’s pen name was. Sophie folded her arms as if disappointed as well.

“However, what I won’t keep secret are the things I mastered in the craft of writing. I’m eager to mentor the next generations of writers, to help them make magic with words and to have a positive effect on all who read them, even if for the mere but extraordinary goal of warming their hearts.” She clapped her hands. “Enough about me! Please, go in a circle and introduce yourselves!”

Kids shared their names and bits and pieces about their backgrounds, particularly whether their magical reality was something they were aware of before or not. Most had TradeMagic grandparents who were affiliated with the age-old Guild, but less than a quarter of them had known of TradeMagic before recently.

“Isn’t it delightful to learn more about one another?” Frau Klammer exclaimed. “You are all on your way to making new friendships, and that is one of the best things about being part of the Guild.” She clapped her hands together once as she scoured their surroundings. “Now then. We should get to work. Shall we?”

Kids rose from their seats as Frau Klammer pointed at boxes sitting along the inlaid floor at the foot of each row of shelves. “Let’s take rows in teams of two. Place books on the same shelf as where the boxes are located, but please be gentle. Some of the books are extremely old! Leave plenty of empty space between volumes on the shelves. I expect more books to be delivered as well as Unterrichten to appear soon.”

“Unter ...” Anna stuttered as Elia yanked on her hand, insisting that they be partners. “Yeah, okay, Elia, but...Unterrichten?” Anna wanted Frau Klammer to elaborate, but, unfortunately, the Echo librarian had since scurried away, directing pairs of kids down each row.

Mia Raumhaus was left without a partner. Poor girl, Anna thought...No wait. Lucky her!

Frau Klammer asked Mia to pair up with her. Mia’s face glowed almost as bright as the EchoMaster herself. Anna was a little jealous she wasn’t the one spending more time with the amazing apparition.

She joined Elia in the next row over, where the girl handed her a book from a box at their feet. “You’re taller. Maybe you can reach the top shelves? I’m short. Reaching inside the boxes will be easier for me.”

Anna agreed. A stepping stool barely allowed her to reach the highest shelf. After a quick survey of the boxes, Anna realized the books would never fill all the space available. She kicked the stool aside. There’s plenty of space, she reasoned, if I start at the second shelf from the top.

The boxes contained cookbooks about the Baking trade, particularly breads, in alphabetical order. From simple titles such as Baking Bread to Yeast Dough, Anna kept them in batches that made the most sense to her, in five—to six—volume collections throughout the case.

Elia handed her books painfully slow, one at a time, smiling up at her as she did. When they finished shelving several boxes, Elia stood up to admire the first finished case.

“It looks nice and neat,” she announced, “just like they ought to.” Her small fingertips traced circular designs etched into the face of each shelve. “Look.” The tip of her small finger traced one of the repetitive three-petal flowers overlapping a circle’s edge. “It’s so pretty.”

It was the same pattern, Anna noticed, that was inlaid into the floor. While she agreed about the woodwork, she didn’t agree about the shelves. They looked far too empty, as though all the good books had already been checked out and only boring reads remained.

She pointed at the next pair of boxes by the next section of shelves. “Ready to unload some more?”

Elia nodded. “These ones are about cakes and baking!” she announced while reading their spines.

Anna glanced farther down their row and toward the far end of the room. Judging by how long it took them to unload the first set of boxes for the first case, the rest would take them up to an hour.

Too bad there aren’t any sweeping brooms that can help unpack them, Anna joked to herself as Elia, again, handed her one book at a time. But she wasn’t about to boss Elia around to work faster. Hadn’t Frau Klammer said she could do the work herself using magic but that it was more fun when people worked together? Anna’s young friend was clearly enjoying herself. The task might go slower than Anna wanted, but she also had to admit that it was endearing to listen to Elia hum while they loaded up each shelf. The girl used such care to make sure Anna gripped each book securely before letting go and watching it get stashed on the shelves above her head.

Elia started singing a song—an old German folk tune—and Anna started singing it with her. Voices from the next row joined in.

Corny, Anna thought. But maybe Frau Klammer was right: Maybe it was more fun.
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LIAM HATED THE NONSENSE of jigsaw puzzles, the patience to recreate a picture already visible on a box. But that’s exactly what his circumstances felt like after spying on all the muckety-mucks in Herta Brandt’s office.

Their discussion left Liam intrigued but mostly frustrated. It would take him time to put this picture of the Legion’s business together. At least their mission—the big Legion picture on the cover of the puzzle box—had become clearer: They were hell-bent on seeing a mission through that would bring down the Guild and its Hidden City. The Guild would die, and TradeMagic would live on—only in Legion hands. But there were missing pieces that kept Liam from understanding everything. How? What were they going to do to achieve this?

He knew the Legion had some sort of Time-Travel magic that would help them pull it off.

Liam sighed. At least he found that out on his own, by his own wanderings. It was more than what his family knew before he left them. Did the Guild know as much? He sighed again. Was the Guild big enough, strong enough, to fight back? How about to win?

The Legion seemed ruthless. They wouldn’t stop until they had the success they desired.

The Legion’s cold handling of Vincent Bergmann’s fatal outcome proved how heartless they were, and Liam shuddered. He had to remember: These were the same people who hired thugs to fly rowboats, nab poor old people, and hurl them overboard to their deaths.

His family and friends could very well be just as unfortunate someday.

What had he gotten himself into? What had he gotten Max into?

Stefano brought Liam back to reality with a bullseye shot landing on one of their aluminum water bottles, evidenced by it tipping over and rolling across the pavement with a crunching clang. Liam took aim at his bottle and missed, cursing the slingshot Max let him use.

It’s this lame slingshot’s fault. I bet Max made it. Opa Fritz probably made the one Stefano’s using!

Liam stretched. “My arms and back have been hurting,” he said, almost convinced with his own excuse.

“Probably because Herr Kraus is making you do all his hard work for free,” Stefano said through his goofy grin.

“It’s not like that,” Liam said, quick to defend. “He’s teaching me TradeMagic.”

Max whooshed by on the enlarged skateboard, Ludwig, his passenger, clutching Max’s legs and hanging on for dear life as they made a wide turn and flew back toward Martino at the other end of the soccer field.

Skateboard rides were a hit, and Liam was glad he had kept the skateboard’s magic secret until then. Kids were impressed by Max’s magical abilities and seemed far more welcoming to the boy than they had been to him. Or maybe they were nicer because only Max and Liam could make the toy fly and give them rides?

“Something big is happening over at the Time Mastery School,” Stefano blurted.

“Oh?” Liam asked casually, taking aim and missing again.

“The whole Bergmann family is there. You notice Nikko’s not around?”

“I thought it was because he was butthurt about not being able to fly the skateboard on his own.”

Stefano laughed but shook his head. “It’s because something happened to his dad.”

Stay cool, Liam repeated. Pretend you know nothing.

It pained Liam not to tell Stefano what he knew from spying outside Herta Brandt’s office. But Liam had made up his mind that he couldn’t tell: he couldn’t risk Stefano blowing his cover. Stefano had a soft heart, and there would be a chance he could mention something to Shareece. She, in turn, could go running to her mother, Samantha Schwartz—then Liam’s undercover spying talents would be discovered.

“What’s going on?” Liam asked.

“An accident or something.”

Liam finally landed a shot on his bottle. It remained upright after teetering slightly.

“How many tries did that take you?” Stefano asked.

“Lost count.”

Stefano giggled but turned serious again. “Whatever’s up, it’s not good. My brother was hanging out with Nikko when his stepmom barged in, frantic. Seems to me it’s something serious.”

“Serious like...?”

“Something bad, like he might be gravely injured.”

Liam paused. He glanced across the field again, beyond where Martino and Ludwig all tried clinging to the board as Max hovered several feet off the grass. The girls sat in the distance: Gabriella’s head of curly hair alongside Isabella and Shareece.

“Why would Shareece be here if there’s a family emergency?” Liam asked. “If her stepdad was gravely ill and her mom frantically upset, shouldn’t she be with them?”

Stefano squinted across the field. “You’re right. That’s kinda strange.”

Was Shareece not close to her stepdad? Even if she wasn’t, wouldn’t she want to be with her mom at such a time?

His thoughts shifted. Who was this Vincent Bergmann? He was important enough to stand at Horst Vogel’s side that night he was interviewed in the Reichstag Building. What was it that he did for the Legion?

“Who is Herr Bergmann, anyway?” Liam prodded.

“He teaches part time at the Jewelry School with Frau Hagmeister,” Stefano answered.

Gems! Liam thought, reminding him of what he overheard in Frau Brandt’s office. “Our Jewelry School?” he repeated.

Stefano nodded. “He’s a Silversmith. He runs the advanced classes for kids gunning for TMS. He inherited his family’s watch company. Nikko must’ve bragged to you about that by now. They’re rich as all get out.”

Nikko, indeed, had mentioned as much. “I try to ignore him when he talks.”

Stefano laughed, but Liam scolded himself. He had to keep his ears open, even with the kids he couldn’t stand. Liam was certain, though, that Nikko never told him anything about his father’s affairs. Why would that be? Liam asked himself.

It then clicked, like a four-sided puzzle piece sliding into each hole with perfection: Silversmithing. A watch company. TMS. Time-Travel magic!

That’s why the Bergmann’s are high in the ranks! They possess powerful TradeMagic! They probably make their Time Mastery School possible! The Bergmann’s are involved in the Legion’s Time Travel pursuits. Nikko will one day inherit his family’s business! That’s why Herta Brandt’s grandkids take the backseat to the Bergmann heir!

“Keep thy enemies close,” Liam muttered, thinking back to Nikko’s own use of the cliché.

“What?” Stefano asked.

“Just something Nikko said when we first met.”

Stefano pressed his mouth together, hiding his buck teeth. “He said that? It suggests hidden objectives. Ulterior motives.”

Surprised by Stefano’s candor, Liam homed in. “That’s conspiracy thinking against one of your own.”

Stefano shrugged. “I’m always wondering what everyone around here’s up to.”

“But you guys are all friends?”

“We’re in school together, and our families are business partners,” Stefano answered. “What do friends have to do with it?”

Liam’s shock must’ve been easy to read. Stefano smirked. “You, me—we’re friends. I don’t trust these kids.” He glanced across the field. “Heck, I’m not even real friends with my brother!”

Max zoomed up on the skateboard, his face sweaty but his smile wide. “The girls want their turns.” He reached for Liam’s water bottle and let out a disappointed yelp when he discovered it empty.

“Can you fly them around?” Liam asked. “Me and Stef—”

“I don’t want a buncha girls putting their hands all around my waist and my legs when they hang on.” He stuck out his tongue. “Besides, I’m too thirsty.”

“Then fly over to the fountain and refill my bottle along with yours.”

Max zoomed away, both bottles pinched under his arm.

“So, lemme get this straight,” Liam said. “You and your family don’t actually like each other?”

“Pfft.” Stefano swatted his hand to the ground. “Maybe, at times. We like what we do for one another.” His last line ended on a chipper note. “Why?”

“Well, it’s weird is all.” Liam didn’t know what to say. Did the kid really not know how awful their relationships sound? “I mean, me and my family, we have our problems...”

“Your family keeps secrets from you, and your Opa is a control freak and doesn’t let you do anything...” Stefano started listing all the things Liam had griped about since arriving.

“Yeah, but,” Liam interrupted, his throat tightening as thoughts of Sophie, Anna, and the rest of his family surfaced, “we have each other’s backs. We treat friends like family. Max is like a brother to me.”

He stared after Max in the distance, by the water fountain, ashamed of tearing up. Liam blinked them away and, luckily, managed not to let one of them fall.

“Yeah,” Stefano answered. “You do seem close. It kinda reminds me of...”

His voice trailed off when Max returned, bottles filled. He pushed Liam’s into his hands.

“What’s wrong?” he asked Liam.

“Nothing,” Liam answered, gulping from his water bottle and hopefully hiding the tears he refused to let out.

“He misses his family and friends,” Stefano answered.

Liam choked on the water, surprised Stefano gave him away.

Max nodded. “I can relate.”

Stefano let out a forced laugh. “You just got here. You’re homesick already?”

Max crinkled his face. “Uh, yeah? Everyone was worried about Liam, and now they’re worried about me too.”

“Worried?” Stefano asked, as if the possibility of it was unimaginable.

“Liam ran off with Legion people after they attacked our families and Guild members! They woke up Saturday morning to find my bed empty. What did you think, they’d throw a good-riddance-they’re-gone party?”

Stefano laughed, and Max did too.

Even Liam smiled. True, his and Max’s families would be worried about them, but at the same time, Liam knew his they all made it out of Nürnberg all right. Max told him as much, plus he learned that everyone would retreat into the safety of the Guild’s Hidden City that weekend.

In fact, Sophie, Anna...everyone should be there right now. But how safe would their stay be? Knowing the Legion’s mission to bring the Guild and their Hidden City down made him uneasy.

If only he could get word to them. Warn them. If only he hadn’t used up all the buttons!

Hands came around him from behind and pressed against his eyes, followed by Gabriella’s voice. “Guess who wants her skateboard ride?”

Oh, God. Max was right. The thought of her clinging to his legs to hold on seemed as unpleasant as the face Max had made. He forced a smile.

Max gave him the toy and a “lucky you” face before sitting on the lawn next to Ludwig and his brother.

“Hop on,” Liam said with forced enthusiasm.

Once aboard, his mind plotted. “So, tell me” —they soared over the grass— “what is it you wanna do for the Legion after you graduate?”

He’d make the time bearable by trying to dig up more missing puzzle pieces.
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HIDDEN CITY KIDS, INCLUDING Anna, converged on the castle grounds the next morning, eager for their own Guild meeting to start. Elia walked next to her, mesmerized by Strudel’s head sticking out of Anna’s homemade backpack.

“Will she stay in there?” she asked. “The whole time?”

“We’ll see,” Anna said, draping its canvas straps over her shoulder. “That’s what I made it for. Hopefully it’ll work.”

“If it does, we can literally take her everywhere!” Her arm waved a half circle, and she was back to her bouncing.

They met the rest of their friends under the arched opening that led to the inner courtyard, its huge rectangle stones suspended overhead and trusted not to collapse. Nonetheless, Anna found herself walking more quickly under them. Mossy growth wedged between decorative brickwork comprised the open courtyard, no longer covered with numerous tables serving refreshments for the prior day’s welcoming festivities. The heights of the castle’s structures surrounded them. A thick wood door with iron hinges to their left, Anna remembered, would take them to a stairway leading to the library on the next floor.

Elia helped her stuff the dog inside the bag before going inside.

The door creaked as it opened. The hall beyond, lit by hearty flames within square iron sconces, led them up the stairwell lined with bulky torches that spewed dark smoke to the ceilings overhead.

Outside the library doors, a crowd that included Sophie, Tobias, Jakob, and Vendy waited for it to open. Kids were chatting, their voices low but loud enough for Anna to hear talk of something called an Echo.

“It’s so good to see you!” Frau Klammer announced as she pushed the doors apart.

She warmly greeted each person when they entered. Benjamin Liebman, the writer excited to have met the Echo before, extended his hand and reintroduced himself. The EchoMaster’s hand passed through it, leaving Benjamin, Anna, and anyone else who saw it astounded.

“Handshakes, I’m afraid, are no longer something we can enjoy,” she said. “But I appreciate the courtesy!”

The library looked more set up than it did the day before. Boxes needing emptying no longer littered the floor. The wooden floors now shined, with its panels and beautiful insets more noticeable now that the boxes were gone.

The tables and chairs were neatly positioned between the massive rows of shelves and the checkout counter, providing plenty of seating for groups as large as this one. More than half the seating was taken, leaving Anna to wonder how many more kids would come the following weekend when more Guildies from the real world arrived.

A woman around her mother’s age stood with a man behind the checkout counter.

“He’s a Scribe,” Jakob told Anna as they claimed seats at one of the smaller tables at the far end. “He took attendance and notes at the secret Guild meeting.”

“Who’s the lady?” Anna asked.

“A Guild Council member,” he answered but didn’t say her name.

Anna set her backpack on the floor between her and Elia’s seats.

Anna studied the room. She always loved libraries—more than she did reading, but that was beside the point. They always seemed peaceful and safe, and this one was no exception.

Plus, this one looked like it belonged in a castle.

Eight iron chandeliers sprawled from rustic chains, suspended from the beams overhead. They hung in pairs from the front all the way to the back, breaking up the cavernous space where high, pitched ceilings made everything below it—even the massive mahogany bookshelves—seem small. Along each outside wall, half shelves in the same dark wood provided a contrast to the light gray stone used in the fortress’s construction. The tall, narrow windows were softened by yard-long curtains. Heavy, forest-green fabric hung on massive rings affixed to fat metal dowels, which had been parted to allow daylight to shine inside.

Her mom would like them. That deep green color was her favorite...

Her gaze landed on the amazing EchoMaster, Frau Klammer, shimmering like the realm’s magical layer over the Hidden City. She wore a different long skirt, her feet hidden as she seemed to hover at a stand.

“First, for those I haven’t met before, my name is Gertrud Klammer. I have been given the distinct honor to not only serve as an EchoMaster for this wonderful realm but also as its Librarian.” She waved her hand toward the woman and Scribe, ignoring the children’s confused whispers about what she meant by ‘EchoMaster.’

“This is Council Member Elke Graf. Frau Graf is a Fabricator and teacher in the real world.” When the woman bowed slightly, the children offered a polite but short applause. “This is Bruno Neumann. Herr Neumann is also a Council member as well as the Guild’s Scribe. In the real world, he was a historian and teacher. Herr Neumann, I understand you’ll be making the announcement to our Hidden City’s youth this morning?”

Announcement? Anna’s ears perked up. She absentmindedly participated in the next round of polite applause.

“Danke schön, Frau Klammer. Young citizens of our Nürnberg Hidden City—” He spoke with both hands as though he were conducting an orchestra. “The Guild welcomes you. I’m sure the Council will be pleased that most of our youthful residents decided to come.”

A couple kids in the front clapped twice and tripped the rest of them into another round of polite applause.

“It’s nice to see so many of our young citizens interested in our Hidden City and our resident Echos.” Herr Neumann motioned toward Frau Klammer. “But we are also wondering if you had an interest in education, like a school?”

Kids sat up in their seats. Magic School? Anna watched the Scribe with more interest than before.

“The Council is greatly concerned that you may be bored, or worse, fall behind with your real-world educations,” Herr Neumann continued. “Therefore, we will offer a summer school!”

Moans rumbled throughout the room. “But it’s summer!” someone called out.

Tobias crinkled his face at Anna. “He’s talking about teaching us magic, isn’t he?”

“There are many retired teachers here in the Hidden City willing to teach different classes...” Herr Neumann continued as whispered protests reached Anna’s ears.

Some kids sat back in their seats, pouting with their arms crossed.

This can’t be right. He means that they’ll teach us magic now that we’re here, with everything that’s going on with the Legion!

Anna punched her hand in the air. “Herr Neumann?”

The kids’ protests continued.

She rose and made a single jump, much like Elia would. “Frau Klammer!” she called, raising her hand higher. “EchoMaster Klammer!”

The room quieted, all stares landing on her. As fast as she’d punched her hand in the air, she jerked it back against her leg. She looked down at her feet where Strudel wiggled inside the bag, hell-bent on coming out at the sound of her voice.

Oh no! Thank God for Elia; the girl bent under the table to handle her.

“Yes, Anna Beck, isn’t it?” Frau Klammer asked.

Oh boy, she put my whole name out there, didn’t she?

“Um ... you told a group of us yesterday about Echos. You told us...”

She stuttered after making the mistake of looking around. Everyone’s eyes were still glued on her.

Tobias nudged her and mouthed, “Say it!”

She closed her eyes, wishing the moment was over with. The only way that would happen was if she said her peace.

“You told us that EchoMasters and Echos contain mastery of your trades and its magic and that you exist in the Hidden City so you can put your trade skills and wisdom to good use. So, when Herr Neumann talks about a summer school, do you mean this knowledge about becoming a TradeCrafter? Because I don’t think the kids here realize you mean to teach us magic.”

She landed hard in her seat, her eyes squinting more from embarrassment than the pain from hitting her elbow on the table on the way down. A roar of the children’s excitement filled her ears. Kids stood up to clap, some of them bounding like Elia always did. Boys gave one another high fives.

The commotion caused Strudel to squirm halfway out of her bag, and Elia dove under the table to keep her from escaping. Strudel’s yipping, blended with the whoops and cheers, went undetected. Elia somehow managed to stuff the dog back in the bag.

The room simmered down, and kids returned to their seats.

Unfortunately, Anna found Frau Klammer’s typical smile replaced with a slow shaking of her head, and Anna’s heart dropped.

The Scribe cleared his throat. “No, Frauline Beck, that is not the kind of school we’re proposing. As Guild law stands, no TradeCrafter is allowed to teach magic.” Kids squirmed in their seats, and moans filled the room once again. “We are thinking of hosting camp-style workshops, though. We have a multitude of amazing arts and crafts that might interest you all, from pottery to glassblowing...”

“So, we would be learning trades like apprentices!” a girl sitting in the front row said.

“No, you will not be apprentices. You are school children from the real world, and our summer school will keep you occupied as well as practiced in your writing, reading, and arithmetic while taking fun craft-style classes like I mentioned.”

Silence landed sticky and thick over the tables.

Frau Klammer clapped her hands together for their attention. “Luckily, this library has many books about different trades. You can find all sorts of texts, and you are encouraged to study on your own!”

“But to get back to the subject at hand,” Herr Neumann interjected, “there is something else the Guild asks of you. We’d like to know what summer activities would interest you most.”

Anna shook her head—more so to herself than for anyone else to see. Activities that interest you most...? Anna repeated the Scribe’s words over and over in her head.

She wasn’t the only one to find irony in them.

“Learning how that clock tower transported us here interests me,” a boy at the next table murmured.

The Scribe and Frau Klammer passed out boxes of pencils and quarter sheets of paper to each of their tables. They instructed children to write down types of crafts as well as outdoor activities they’d like to do. She promised them that organizers would create a summer school program with plenty of options for them to enjoy and pass their time.

Tobias nudged Anna in the side, directing her attention to Council Member Elke Graf. She stood behind the library checkout counter, with one hand pointing a finger alongside her mouth, resting on her chin.

Max always did that pose when he was thinking.

Frau Graf scanned the room and the children’s faces, landing on hers next. Anna gulped, but she held her stare.

What was Frau Graf thinking?

Frau Klammer wafted in the space between them, the Echo’s poufy blouse and long skirt blocking her view. With a point of her hand, sheets of paper spat out and landed in front of each of them. She lobbed the box of pencils, and they landed softly on the tables with not even a bounce or a clatter. Her friends oohed with interest, but Anna looked up at her face. Frau Klammer grimaced before floating away.

“What are we even supposed to write on these?” Tobias grumbled.

Jakob shook his head in disappointment.

Anna didn’t know what to write down herself, but an idea occurred to her.

What do I have to lose? She wrote it down:

I want to learn TradeMagic.

She pushed her paper into the middle of the table and tossed the pencil back into the box for added sass, folded her arms, and sat back in her chair.

We deserve to learn! After all that had been kept from them!

It was the root of why Liam ran away. Anna was sure of it. She didn’t say as much to Sophie, her mom, or her dad, but somewhere in her mind and heart, she knew it was true.

Liam ran away because he wasn’t taught magic, and now Max was gone too.

How many other kids in the library would run away if it meant they could find out more about it?

Elia grinned before writing the same thing on her own piece of paper. Sophie wrote the same.

The others did as well.

“What now?” Jakob asked.

“We wait to see if we get in trouble?” To her surprise, her stomach wasn’t tied up in knots. The notion of not learning TradeMagic was what really made her feel sick.

“Trouble for what?” Tobias said. “Writing down what we want? That’s no crime.”

“Yeah, but if it rocks the boat, Anna might worry,” Sophie said.

Anna glared at her, somewhat surprised that she would make fun of her quirks in front of the others. “Surprise, Sophie,” Anna retorted instead. “I don’t care if they get mad. Maybe I’m mad!”

A grin spread over Sophie’s face. “Cool.”

“When you’re finished, you may leave! More tours are scheduled for around the castle and the city blocks, and our library will remain open until Thursday, when we plan to start our new school!” Herr Neumann announced.

“I’m offering a tour of the Stables today,” Frau Klammer added. Kids stopped before exiting the room, seemingly interested in her offer. “I’ll introduce you to more Echos. You can see their workspaces and learn what they do here in the realm.” She pulled a time piece from a pocket in her skirt. “At the top of the hour, that’s in thirty-five minutes!”

Anna’s friends wanted to go, and she agreed.

“I guess we can pass the time until then looking at some books?” Sophie suggested. “This is a cool library, and it’s not like we had time yesterday to look at any when we stocked the shelves.”

The group agreed and made their way down a row along the windows. Halfway down, a fireplace hosted a small seating area.

“Let’s hang out here,” Jakob suggested. “If you don’t want to look at books, I mean.”

Anna nodded. “Okay. I’ll be right back. I know where to find you. I think I better let Strudel out first.” Anna made her way past the tables and out the open doors, surprised to find Opa Fritz. “What are you doing here?” she said, smiling. “This is supposed to be the kids meeting!” she added as a joke.

He pressed his finger to his lips. “I was too curious not to eavesdrop.”

“You didn’t overhear anything exciting, that’s for sure.”

“They’re forming a summer school for you kiddos?” He said it as a question. She couldn’t help rolling her eyes. “I heard your question.” He leaned closer, his face curious. “Asking if they planned to teach magic.”

She couldn’t deny it—and she wasn’t sure she wanted to, anyway. Not with Opa Fritz.

“I thought, after all that has happened, now that we’re in the Hidden City...” She let her words trail off, keen on Opa Fritz’s reaction.

He twisted his flat cap with both hands as if it had come loose. “I wondered the same thing. Alas, I guess we were both wrong.” His gaze landed on the library doors. “I’ll tell you a little secret. I’m glad you, Elia, and the other kids are safe here in the Hidden City, but I’m worried about Max and Liam.”

“So am I.” Although busy exploring their new community, whenever she had a free moment, her thoughts usually fell back on the missing boys. “Opa Fritz, do you think my mom and the others will find them?”

“I bet they will. Your mom doesn’t know the word quit. She’ll keep trying until she reaches her goal. And now that she knows how to wield TradeMagic—”

It was like he forced his words to stop. He let out a fake cough and fumbled for his flat cap. Don’t stop! Keep talking! Anna wanted to say.

“Opa Fritz, my mom’s magic! I made my belt move! Back when I tried keeping Liam from running off to the Guild meeting...”

His nodding cut her off. “I know. Your Oma mentioned it,” he said.

“But I haven’t been able to do it again, and now it doesn’t look like the Guild even wants to teach me—us—how. Do you think I’ll figure it out?”

His gaze landed on the library doors again. “Not if our summer school will only keep you kids occupied with nonsense!” He bit his lip, but Anna appreciated him saying that.

“I wish we’d learn stuff like what you taught Elia and what my Oma taught my mom,” Anna said. “The kids in there were all hoping they’d be taught the same.”

“I guess that’s not the Guild’s plan.” He sighed. “The Council is busy handling their affairs. I’m sure taking time and allocating magic wielders to educate all you young folks...”

Anna swallowed, not wanting to hear Opa Fritz give any more excuses.

The Toymaker stared back at her as if aware of her frustrations. “I’m sorry, Anna. What was it you were saying before I went off on a full rant?”

She shook her head. “I wish they’d teach us magic, that’s all.”

After a long pause, he tapped the end of her nose with one of his fingers—something he always did with them years ago when they watched him in the workshop, and he wanted them to pay extra attention to how he was carving. “Wishing is nice, but doing makes wishes come true.”

She liked what he said, but she also had to be real: it didn’t look like there would be much “doing magic” at their lame summer school.

“Doing,” the Toymaker repeated. Anna eyed him with curiosity. It was as though he’d repeated the word like he hadn’t heard himself say it before. “Maybe we need to give that some thought.”

What does he mean by that?

Her dog’s timing was impeccable. Strudel shifted inside her backpack, her bottom paws poking into Anna’s back. She let out a yap much like a dog herself, and Opa Fritz cocked his head. She flung the bag off her shoulders and opened it.

“I’ve gotta let her out.” Anna sighed. “But please don’t tell. I’m sure dogs aren’t allowed inside the castle.”

His belly shook as he laughed. “Your secret is safe with me!” He swiped his fingers over his lips like a zipper. “C’mon. I know a patch of grass that’s not far.”
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THE SOUND OF THE MORNING bell was a welcomed one as Liam sat up in bed, careful not to hit his head on the upper bunk. Max draped his feet over the edge, inches from Liam’s face, before heaving himself off and landing with a loud thud on the floor.

“Morning,” Max said as he scrambled for the door. “I gotta pee.” He tore into the hall, letting their door close slowly behind him.

“Morning,” Liam answered, even though his new roommate was well out of range to hear.

Liam’s feet found the rug, and he rested his elbows on his knees.

He and Max had heard nothing further from the school’s leaders about Max’s enrollment the entire weekend. It was Monday and he was about to find out: Would Max like it at their school? Liam brushed his hair back with his fingers, the stiff strands still kegged with mousse from the day before. Everything still seemed in place.

Good. He didn’t feel like redoing it that morning.

So, Liam wondered. Am I supposed to bring Max to class with me, or what?

He could send Max to class with Stefano—they were the same age—but would that be wise? Liam imagined he might need to explain a few things, especially when Max met their homeroom teacher or the Building EchoMaster.

The thought of the two grouchy coots made Liam decide to keep Max by his side.

Frau Bergmann was probably preoccupied with whatever plight befell her son, Vincent. Liam half expected Ali to have let him know what he and Max should do about the start of the school week, but she hadn’t. Maybe he gave Ali too much credit as an efficient secretary. But still, I could stop by to see if Ali knows what I am supposed to do with Max.

Liam selected fresh clothes, along with his embarrassing, bronze-labeled school blazer. Why hadn’t they replaced that yet? And shouldn’t Max get a blazer too?

Max burst back inside the room. His pajamas were wadded into a ball under one arm as he clung to a large bath towel wrapped around his waist. Water dripping from his hair had Liam wondering if Max bothered drying off before wearing his towel as a kilt. Max grabbed a small stack of clothes from one of the closet shelves and motioned for Liam to turn around. Minutes later, Max was dressed and they grabbed their Rucksacks after getting ready and headed out for breakfast. Stefano and Shareece joined them for the walk. The boys chatted up ahead as Shareece slowed her pace next to Liam.

“My mom told me she went on a mission with you Friday night,” she said. He was surprised, having figured she’d have other family matters on her mind. “She told me you passed a big test.”

“I did?”

“That’s what she told me.”

“I didn’t realize I was being tested,” Liam fibbed.

The girl nodded. “My mom says you’re a good fit. She can detect things, you know. She’s a Chimney Sweeper.”

Detect things? Liam’s heart flipped at the thought of Frau Schwartz being able to read his mind or something equally creepy, if not invasive.

Samantha Schwartz had monitored him on their mission closely. He remembered the warning she gave him, gesturing that Time Stop was running out, and how he pressured Max with an ultimatum after eating the chocolate.

... If you need help convincing your friend, eat this, Stefano had told him when he gave the candy to him. Did the chocolate help coax Max to come along, or did it help convince Frau Schwartz about Liam’s desire to please the Legion?

“You’re relieved?” Shareece prodded.

He shrugged. “I hope she’ll give Frau Brandt and her son the same assurances. It’d be nice if Josef lightened up with me a little.”

Shareece laughed. “Don’t hold your breath.”

They entered the cafeteria and joined the food line before finding the rest of their group at their regular table.

Max’s inquisitive nature soon led the conversation, his upbeat personality showing off his excitement about being there. His authenticity left Liam to decide that the chocolate had very little to do with his coming here and perhaps had more to do with the Chimney Sweep’s “read” on his intentions to please the Legion. After Max said he was looking forward to learning more at their magic school, he started rattling off questions like how many kids went there, what kinda trades they taught, and the like.

Everyone wanted to show off what they knew and eagerly answered Max’s questions. Their responses overlapped as they all kept talking, hoping to make themselves sound more knowledgeable than the other.

Liam had to give Max credit. The kid was getting the others to blab about the Legion’s organization—at least the school’s organization—like Liam hadn’t managed before. Maybe Liam had gone about things all wrong and needed to act more naive so the others would want to show off how smart they were.

Gabriella, with her know-it-all tone and loud voice, quickly overtook the conversation. She explained that students at the three schools were studying a narrow selection of trades for select industries that the Legion was involved with in the real world.

“Here at our school, kids are educated for professions that use steel, lumber, high-end textiles, and materials that are mined, like gems, silver, and gold.”

Liam was sure she described textiles as high end because that was her area of study.

Isabella took over when Gabriella made the mistake of taking a breath. “Students who excel in our Jewelry program graduate into the Time Mastery School,” she said. “There, students are prepped for positions at the Legion’s prestigious and extremely successful wristwatch company.”

Stefano, sitting across the table from Liam, projected his “I told you” face as he slurped the remaining milk from its carton.

Martino was the next to jump in. “Consumables Mastery School teaches perfumery, tobacco, and edibles like candy. My sister goes there—she wants to be a Chocolatier.”

Surprised, Liam glanced at Stefano. “You never mentioned you had a sister.”

“Francheska never came up.” Stefano shrugged.

Martino poked at food on his plate, and Stefano made like the mention of Francheska was no big deal. Liam let it slide—perhaps Stefano didn’t want the others to know of his access to magic chocolate? Stefano’s secret was safe with him!

Max leaned into the table, beaming as he spoke. “Building is like Carpentry, so I’m in the right place then. I want to make toys. My material is lumber...”

The kids burst into laughter, and Max’s face fell.

“The Legion considers return on investment when it comes to professions with the greatest earning potential.” Martino suddenly sounded like a businessman with an impressive vocabulary to match. “The Legion invests in industries that are lucrative, not to mention powerful. Students with promising futures are wise to study along those paths.”

He sounded like Josef Brandt. Maybe his parents spoke this rhetoric, and he merely replayed their phrases from memory?

“Making wooden toys has no future!” Gabriella said, her dimples glowing. “Who plays with wood toys anymore?”

“As if,” Isabella muttered.

“You do. Didn’t you like the skateboard rides this weekend?” Max said with his hard-hitting honesty.

His comment made Stefano and Ludwig laugh. Gabriella’s dimples disappeared.

“You gotta admit that making flying skateboards isn’t a real job, let alone one that can make money,” Martino snapped almost too defensively.

Were his defense feathers ruffled due to his own opinions or because Dimples got duped by a twelve-year-old?

“What do you mean?” Max asked with sincerity.

“People in the real world can’t have magic like that!”

“So, the Legion keeps magic secret too?” Max asked.

“To anyone on the outside, yes.”

Max’s eyebrows pinched together. “Right, but skateboards still have magic in them to help people, even if they don’t technically know about it. Like, skateboards that keep kids from falling off and hurting themselves?”

“Why would you waste any time doing that?” Martino fired, and Max’s face fell again. “Magic is ours!”

“Right,” Gabriella and Isabella chorused. “Besides,” Dimples continued, “the world would be a mess if magic were available to everyone.”

“But that’s exactly what the Magic Within is for,” Max interjected, his voice serious and almost desperate to convince. “My Opa taught me to always put magic in things so it can help others—”

The kids laughed again. Martino’s smirk outlasted them all. “We apply Legion magic all right. To benefit ourselves!” Giggles spewed around the table again.

“Help yourselves how?” Max asked, curious enough but more like he was scared to hear their answer.

“You know. In a way that helps give you the edge. Like, influencing people to buy more of your watches or”—Martino glanced at Stefano—“chocolate. So we can be more successful.”

Max gulped, and Liam did too. He knew Max wouldn’t like hearing how Martino explained things—it was a problem their teachers had too. It was exactly why he needed to accompany Max to class. Liam sighed. He had to keep Max open minded about their school, but Martino wasn’t helping! He’d have to clean up this misunderstanding later.

“Toys are a multi-million-dollar industry,” Stefano interjected, his interest in encouraging Max apparent. “Why couldn’t it be in the Legion’s future?”

Martino puffed. “That’s a dumb idea.”

Stefano ignored him. “Gabriella, didn’t you tell us our school is looking into plastics or synthetics as the next resource to branch into?”

“Yeah, so?” she asked.

“Well, that’s what toys are made of. There’s a huge markup on plastic manufacturing in the toy industry. Toy manufacturers make tons of money.”

“Okay, but how do you infuse things like plastic building blocks with magic?” his brother answered.

“Oh, I didn’t think about that.” Stefano sulked in his seat.

Liam sensed there was more information to be had. “The school is looking into other businesses or industries to branch into?”

“I heard they’re considering synthetics but only in so far as they’re used in medical devices,” Shareece jumped in. “Things like hearing aids and false teeth, even prosthetics!”

Gabriella’s face steamed with annoyance. “Go ahead and tell him like you’re so smart, being that I’m the one who told you about it!”

“Right, you did!” Shareece sat up straighter and continued anyway. “I only mentioned it to point out that many medical devices are made by hand. At least, their components are. Especially dental work.”

“Exactly!” Stefano said, now beaming with his bucktoothed smile. “Hands-on work, like Building or making watches and different things to drink! Think of all the high-end brands out there. Chocolate, coffee, beer ... I bet they’re much more magical than any trade taught here at our campus.”

That was a strange thing to say. Martino, Ludwig, Gabriella, and Isabella thought so as well and made their objections known, defending their Material’s Mastery School and the majors they offered as if the careers they pursued were in competition with the other school.

“You can’t compare a high-rise building that’s occupied by thousands of people having less influence on people eating chocolate or drinking coffee!” Martino said. “Unlike a skyscraper, coffee and food are a one-shot deal. Once swallowed by one person, it’s gone.”

“I think you can,” Shareece countered. “Hundreds of thousands of people drink coffee daily, and people everywhere indulge in chocolates. I bet these magically infused items are consumed by far more people day in and day out compared to the number housed in a magically-made structure.”

“You know, Stefano brings up a good point,” Gabriella said as she rummaged through her Rucksack, “and reminded me that there’s more to consider.” She pulled out a mobile phone.

Figures she’d have the newest, most expensive device that just came out.

“Don’t you go on the web,” Isabella told her.

“I’m not. I’m checking my email files.”

“That’s the web,” several chorused.

“It’s my personal email!”

“You know we’re not supposed to log on from here,” Martino muttered.

Kids at other tables looked over, whispering.

“I’m looking up something I typed about a month ago.” She gave Liam a flirty grin. “I keep copies of everything.”

“What exactly are you looking for?” Liam played along.

“Shut up, you!” Martino fired as Gabriella kept tapping her mobile phone’s screen. The device put Liam’s old flip phone to shame.

“Turn it off,” Isabella said. “It’s against the rules.”

“Here it is.” Gabriella ignored them. She seemed delighted with herself as she scanned whatever it was she was reading. “Our school, Materials Mastery, is looking into synthetics, CMS is looking into pharmaceutical drugs, and TMS is looking into time travel.”

“Are you seriously logged in right now?” Isabella leaned in.

It was unusual for the cordial, poised girl to raise her voice. Isabella reached for the device, but Gabriella tucked it behind her back before she could reach it.

“Relax ... no one’s even around to catch us!” Gabriella said. “They’re all at the Time Mastery School, dealing with the Bergmann blunder!”

Shareece stiffened. Her white knuckles clutched her breakfast tray as she rose to her feet, and without saying a word, she left.

Gabriella zipped her Rucksack closed, pouting as she cast one more round of batting eyelashes in Liam’s direction.

Gabriella’s insensitivity toward Shareece and her stepfather’s situation seemed beyond cruel. Gabriella carried on with her smiling and eating, oblivious. It took every shred of acting Liam had to hide his disgust.

It would take a lot of smoothing over to convince Max that joining the Legion school—let alone hanging out with its students—was the greatest opportunity ever.

***
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Ali’s pretty but fake smile greeted Max when they arrived at the Administration Building. “Oh yes, the new student,” she said. “Frau Bergmann is still out of the office. Liam, Max will shadow you to your classes and activities until further notice. Your homeroom teacher is expecting both of you, so go on and head there now.”

“She seems nice,” Max said as they headed for their building.

Liam laughed, and Max seemed bothered by it.

“I think Ali paints that smile on her face. She always smiles that way, even when she’s rude and putting people in their place.”

Max shrugged his shoulders and trotted alongside. Liam was glad Max didn’t seem too put off after breakfast.

“If people are only pretending to be nice, why did you tell me everyone here is good to you?” Max asked.

Liam shrugged. “Everyone has interesting quirks, you know? It makes knowing them interesting.”

“Even those mean-looking Lügners?” Max said with a snarl.

“They aren’t involved with the school. They’re a part of security or something.”

“They look mean. They act mean too.”

“You have to be tough to be in security. Looking mean isn’t necessarily a bad thing if you work as a sort of bodyguard.”

Max followed Liam into the classroom, and they sat next to Ludwig. Max looked around, and his nose crinkled with disappointment. Liam could tell he wasn’t impressed by their surroundings.

The gray room did seem dull. Institutional. Strict.

Liam was willing to bet that Max hoped their studies would be more interesting than their boring classroom when Max folded his hands on the table and waited for class to begin. Like himself, Max didn’t much care for school. They were in for a morning of lecture and reading from textbooks, but if Max would be patient and put up with it, he’d get to hear more about magical stuff that afternoon.

“Are Stefano and Martino in this class too?” he asked.

“They’re in another homeroom,” Ludwig answered. “They focus on Engineering. Be thankful you don’t have Herr Schiller! Compared to ours, he’s really mean!”

“For real?” Max gulped.

Ludwig snickered as Max cast an accusatory stare in Liam’s direction.

Liam’s uncle marched into the room. “Open your textbooks to chapter seven, and read silently to yourselves!” Herr Kraus’s marching took him to the front of the room, where he continued to address the class like a dictator. “Write a three-page report noting how it’s information will make you a better TradeCrafter ... assuming you will have TradeMagic powers by the time you’re adults!”

He slammed a wire bin on top of the desk as he sat down. “Place your completed papers here by the end of class. Put your name on yours because I will not exert effort to track down an essay’s author!”

Liam covered his face with his hands, horrified by what Max had as a first impression of their school and his uncle.

He saw us the night I brought Max here! Why would he handle class like this when he knew there was a new recruit in the room?

Students moaned their dissatisfaction. Max began raising his hand, but Liam pushed his arm back down. Even though Liam had only been at their school for a week, he learned when it wasn’t a good time to ask teachers questions.

Ludwig noticed Liam’s silent warning and snickered. His snicker, unfortunately, ended with a robust snort.

“Herr Streicher!” their teacher barked. Everyone turned to face them. “Since you’re enjoying this assignment so much, indulge yourself and turn in five pages!”

Ludwig mouthed a swear word as his shoulders slumped.

“The last person to finish is to deliver this bin to my office! Herr Streicher, I expect that’ll be you.” With that, Herr Kraus stormed from the room, barking one more order as he passed through the door. “William Kraus and Maximillian Fritz Schenk! Follow me!”

Max sat upright, eyes round. “What the heck did you get me into?” he whispered.

Liam shoved his school things into his Rucksack, wondering how Herr Kraus knew his real name. He’s my uncle, that’s probably why...

“You like this school? Are you crazy?”

“C’mon!” Liam snapped. Kids giggled as Max reluctantly followed. “And hush,” Liam added. “Let me do the talking.”

“I want to go home!” Max whispered angrily.

They exited the giggling classroom, spotting Herr Kraus heading up the stairs.

Liam pushed Max’s shoulder to urge him along. Upstairs, they caught sight of Herr Kraus barging through one of the doors and disappearing into the lab.

Oh no.

The last place he wanted to bring Max was there, where a not-so-friendly Echo usually grilled students as they worked on their hands-on projects.

Liam swallowed hard. Max noticed and gripped his elbow as Liam led them to the front of the room. Liam’s uncle and the Echo, Hugo Piltz, waited for them.

Piltz was even more stern than Liam’s uncle and far more grumpy. He sat on a stool at a worktable while sanding a slab of plywood. Once a lumber mogul who owned multiple factories, the man now resided at the school as one of its EchoMasters, a reflection of the TradeCrafter he used to be. He instructed students interested in Construction trades, a job, he admitted, that he was sick and tired of.

“You mean to tell me that your nephew convinced the Schenk boy to come to our school?” the EchoMaster addressed Liam’s uncle.

“Seeing is believing, eh, Hugo?” Herr Kraus answered. “It will be good to have some ‘old blood’ in our area of training, don’t you agree?”

“Eh!” The EchoMaster scanned Max’s worried face. “I no longer care what happens with lumber trades at this school! Neither do our students.”

“Oh, come now,” Herr Kraus said. “That’s how you feel, even after working with Liam this last week?”

“One promising student comes along, and you think you and I will have some sort of revival?”

“Maybe we have two,” Herr Kraus said. “But we must ask ourselves, do we want the second to stay?”

“You’re in the Schenk line, boy?” Piltz yelled more than asked as his stare zeroed in on Max. Max’s face went pale.

Max nodded but also shrugged his shoulders.

“Ha! You look as disenfranchised as I am!” EchoMaster Piltz fake laughed while reaching underneath the desk. He produced a chunk of wood and a carrier with several woodworking tools. They rattled when he set it on the table. “Show me, Schenk boy, what you can do.”

Max eyed the supplies before him. “You want me to make something with magic in it?” he asked.

“For starters,” the Echo answered. “Unless you prefer talking. Talk to me, young Schenk. Are you in possession of your conduit? Perhaps it is an antique, with Echo Power from a powerful TradeCrafter?”

Max stared, and Liam could only do the same. He tried ignoring the fear stirring in his gut. What’s going on?

“Carve or talk!” Piltz demanded. “Whichever you prefer is fine with me, so long as it proves to me that you have what it takes to be a powerful TradeCrafter for the Legion someday.”

Max clenched his fists and stiffened as he stared back at the EchoMaster. “I’ll never be a TradeCrafter for the Legion!”

“Why not?”

Max didn’t answer.

“Because he hasn’t been trained!” Piltz answered for him. “The Guild is over!” he added with disdain. “And so’s your grandfather and everyone who never bothered teaching you how to do something like this!” He pointed at the piece of wood he’d given Max, and it began spinning like a top as it transformed into a grotesque gargoyle.

Once formed, it spun to a stop and crouched aggressively. Its teeth gnashed, and its hands stretched out before lunging toward Liam. Liam scrambled backward, and the creature teetered on the edge of the table, salivating like a Saint Bernard.

“Stop this foolishness!” Herr Kraus yelled.

But the EchoMaster laughed. “Maybe the Schenk boy is done talking now. Maybe he’d rather carve instead?”

Piltz pointed once again at the gargoyle, and with a slight twitch of his finger, the wooden gargoyle morphed back into a chunk of wood. It spun to a stop with a clatter on the table’s surface.

“I don’t want to make something for you,” Max whimpered.

The EchoMaster and Herr Kraus glanced at Liam. Herr Kraus lifted his eyebrows.

“Come on, Max.” Liam sensed his uncle’s expectation. “Even Elia can make magic, and she’s a baby. What has your grandfather taught you?”

“I made that skateboard!”

“You made those a while back, probably with your Opa’s help. You didn’t even know magic was in it until I showed you when you got here,” Liam said. “EchoMaster Piltz and Herr Kraus will teach us more about magic than we ever imagined. They’ll teach you so it’s not so ... by mistake.”

“My flying skateboard wasn’t a mistake! My Opa taught me just fine!”

“No, he didn’t,” Liam countered. “He never told you, specifically, that it was a real thing called TradeMagic. He never mentioned the Guild or that people called TradeCrafters can make magic. He was sneaky, teaching you things secretly, like my Oma taught Tante Britta. And so long as your dad wants nothing to do with it, you’ll never be trained ... formally. EchoMaster Piltz and Herr Kraus are willing to teach you everything.”

Liam could see the mix of emotion on Max’s face. He detected a hint of surrender before Max threw his clenched fists toward the floor.

“No! You can’t make me join the dark side!” he yelled.

Liam rolled his eyes. “This isn’t a movie. This is real. Don’t be stupid!”

“I’m not stupid! I made that skateboard, and that’s a fact!”

“Sure,” Liam mocked. “The skateboard’s magic. That’s great, but you didn’t even know magic was in it until now. For all we know, your Opa helped you make it and it’s his magic inside.”

“That’s not true!” Max fired back.

“Isn’t it, Max?” Liam crossed his arms at his chest.

Herr Kraus smiled and crossed his arms, too.

“The truth is, everything was kept under wraps until the exhibit—and you know it!” Liam continued, “The only reason we started learning about this whole magical world is because the Legion exposed it!”

Liam’s heart pulled when Max’s shoulders fell.

Liam hated it, but he had to keep pushing. “We’re entitled to this magical legacy! But our families aren’t even giving us the choice to accept or deny it! I’m lucky. I have an uncle willing to teach me what my family wouldn’t. You deserve to learn the full scope of it too.”

Maybe if he still had a button or a piece of chocolate to help, he could’ve done more, but Liam said everything he could imagine to convince Max to oblige the EchoMaster. Now it was up to Max.

Liam would explain things to Max later. He’d tell him that, yes, EchoMaster Piltz was an old grump. He’d remind Max that lab was only twice a week, and he wouldn’t see the old coot too often. So long as they did their work, Piltz left students alone.

Liam would remind him how his uncle was taking him under his wing, unlike any of the other kids at the school, teaching him whatever he wanted to know. Max could be part of that!

Max sniffed. A couple of tears fell, their wet splatters landing on Max’s shoes. Guilt for putting Max through this spun around in his gut like the gargoyle had moments ago atop the table.

It almost surprised Liam when Max pulled the toolbox closer. He grabbed a chip carving knife and stabbed the chunk of gargoyle wood as if to kill it before carving. Max didn’t look happy at all.

Piltz looked just as dissatisfied. Wasn’t he happy Max was doing what he wanted? But the old grouch scrutinized Max’s handiwork through the bottom of his bifocals, as if ready to bark at the kid if he made any sort of slip.

Eventually Piltz began sanding his plywood again. So eerie was the EchoMaster’s grin that the sound of the sandpaper caused Liam’s hairs to stand on end.

What made Max change his mind and carve? Liam didn’t know. If their roles were reversed, he wasn’t sure he would’ve obeyed. Liam sat on a stool, his hand pressed to his forehead. Would Max wanna stick around after this?

Do I? What am I doing? Learning magic, or trying to figure out what the Legion’s up to?

Yes, that’s it.

However, Liam wondered whether dragging Max into this was the worst idea he’d ever had.
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CHAPTER 35
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ANNA AND HER FRIENDS found themselves waffling between busy parents, grandparents, and other Hidden City citizens, seemingly in a mad dash to carry out various tasks for their realm and the Guild.

Anna’s dad was one of them. He’d unloaded heaps of paperwork and files from two boxes onto a small desk in the back corner of their living room. The piles were so many that he dragged their little kitchen table over to set more paperwork on.

His mind had already zeroed in on whatever Guild work he was assigned before even finishing his first cup of coffee. The cooled, half-drunk mug sat by the kitchen sink.

“Have a good day at school,” he said out of habit.

Only problem with his well-intended wishes, though, was that their so-called summer school wasn’t starting until day after next.

And while they waited for that first day of school to start, Anna planned to get to the bottom of why it was being organized like it was. Why weren’t they teaching magic? Didn’t this rising threat outside the Guild make it necessary for kids in her generation to learn it ... if only to defend themselves in the future?

Anna dumped the remains of her dad’s cooled coffee into the sink, poured a fresh cup, brought the mug to her father’s desk, and wished him a good day too.

She left the house without further delay, with plans to talk to their school principal, Frau Graf, first. Maybe that was a good place to start.

Unfortunately, Frau Graf was nowhere to be found. Anna, Elia, Sophie, and Tobias spent their morning checking on her office several times, always finding it empty. Tobias suggested they hunt down the Scribe instead, but Bruno Neumann was just as elusive. The kids began to wonder if they used magic to keep hidden.

“I’m thirsty. And hungry,” Sophie grumbled.

“Me too!” Elia said, plopping herself on the cobblestones as if it were a seat to sit on.

“It’s about lunchtime,” Anna said. “Let’s go to the Büchholtz’s new place.” Her mom and dad specifically told her how helpful Reuben and Paula had been to them and that she could trust them. “With any luck, Paula might give us some magic to help us find Frau Graf or Herr Neumann.”

Situated at the end of a block in a white half-timbered, stucco building with coffee-brown beams, the pub’s staff was busy setting up an outdoor seating area. Wooden picnic tables with umbrella holes in their center lined the curb in front of the pub’s doors and around the side. A quaint picket fence, propped up by long flower planters on the brick street, enclosed the area.

Paula stopped when they walked up, a yellow and white patio umbrella heaved atop her shoulder. The colors and shape reminded Anna of Opa Fritz’s carousel canopy. “Hey, you! Here to help?”

“Um, sure!” Anna lied. She ignored Sophie’s moan.

Motion from the pub’s front window caught her eye, and Anna waved at Yannet and Margot as they washed the inside of the window with a logo painted in the center. Elia sprang inside to see her mom.

Anna read it aloud. “Büchholtz Bar and Grill, the Hidden City’s first and homiest spot. Nice sign, Paula!”

“Thanks.” Paula leaned the umbrella against her shoulder. She seemed happy to take a break. “We’re about done setting up. Grand opening’s tomorrow night. What’s up with you?”

Anna told her their interest in speaking with their school leaders, particularly Frau Graf, and how hard it was to find her.

“That’s right. You guys are getting some sort of summer school, aren’t you?”

Anna and her friends reacted to “summer school” like it was a bad word.

Tobias chimed in. “My grandmother’s off somewhere on Guild business, so I can’t ask her what this school’s all about. We can’t wait until Thursday morning when it starts!”

“You guys are disappointed that school isn’t starting sooner?” Paula asked with a mischievous grin. “This place really is magic!”

“Very funny,” Anna laughed with her. “About that, though. I’m beginning to wonder if Frau Graf is using magic to avoid us. Would you give us some Reality Bräu? I bet you she’s wearing an invisibility garment and is hiding from any visitors disturbing her in her office!”

Paula’s jaw dropped as if taken aback by Anna’s assumption or her request—Anna couldn’t decide which. “Absolutely not! If she’s dodging you, it’s probably for a reason. She’s an important lady; the Council is super busy right now. I’m sure organizing the school is only a fraction of her responsibilities.”

Anna kicked at the ground. “I didn’t think of it that way.” She’d hoped, after what her mother told her, that she could count on Paula to help her now.

“Leave her a note. Maybe she’ll make an appointment with you.”

Anna shrugged. “Good idea.” That was a lie. She thought her idea to use Reality Bräu and then cornering the woman was better.

“So, your Oma is out and about on official Guild business again, huh?” Paula asked Tobias. It seemed she was prying.

Tobias nodded. “About half the Council and a handful of TradeCrafters are off with her.”

Paula’s eyebrows raised. “At least you know she’s in safe company. You don’t worry for her, do you?”

“Nah,” Tobias said.

Paula nodded. “How are you doing, Sophie?”

“I want my brother back,” Sophie murmured, “so my dad can come home.”

“We all do,” Paula said solemnly. “You wanna sit? If you need to talk, we can.”

Sophie shook her head. “I don’t wanna talk about it, but I’m hungry.”

“I can help with that!” Paula literally threw the umbrella to the ground and ushered them inside.

Margot, Yannet, and Elia were eating themselves, steaming plates of food sitting before them. Margot cut a grilled sandwich in half and handed one half to Elia.

“Sit where you like!” Paula called before disappearing into the kitchen.

Tobias led them to a booth and leaned over the table as soon as Anna and Sophie sat down. “I remembered something.” He spoke low. “I overheard my Tante Rita tell Opa Walt something this morning.” Anna and Sophie leaned in, obviously eager to hear. “Your mom”—his eyes landed on Anna—“sent your Oma a message.”

“What kind of message?” Anna asked.

“A button! You know how Walter Schwartz is a Chimney Sweep, right?”

Sophie scrunched her face, looking as confused as Anna felt. “First off, we call him Opa Walt. Don’t you?” Sophie said.

Now Tobias scrunched his. “No. Ya suppose I could?”

“Yeah, I’m sure he wouldn’t mind,” Anna said. “What does being a Chimney Sweep matter?”

“Just wanna make sure you guys know he can read stuff,” Tobias said. “The button carried a message, and he was able to decipher it.”

Button? Anna searched her memories. Could it be that her mom used a button from her cloak? They were intended to help the wearer, after all.

Paula brought their food and three sodas, balanced expertly in her arms. “If you don’t mind, I’ll be working outside. There are about a dozen more umbrellas for the outdoor tables to unpack.”

They dismissed her, trying not to look too eager for her to leave. As soon as she was gone, Tobias continued. “Your mom asked your Oma and Frau Hoffmann to make something that will help.”

Anna and Sophie shot a glance at Yannet Hoffmann, their sudden movement catching both her and Margot between bites. Elia waved at them and went back to eating food off her mother’s plate.

“You two better start acting a tad bit more coy!” Tobias scolded after the women began visiting with Elia again. “If I say a name while giving you top secret information, don’t look at the person!” He rolled his eyes, reminding her of Max.

“What kinda help? Is my mom okay? Is she in danger?” Anna couldn’t help but string all her questions at once.

“Nah, nothing like that,” Tobias said. “My Tante Rita would’ve been stressed out if there was trouble. Your mom has some sort of idea and needs magical help.” Tobias shrugged his shoulder and took a drink. “That’s it, but the point is, it sounds like things are okay with your mom and the away team.”

Sophie had finished her soda and was now pointing at Anna’s full glass. Anna let her have it. “Thanks, Tobias, it’s good to know. I’m still worried, but maybe not as much.”

“Sure,” he said before biting into his melty ham and cheese sandwich. “So, where do you suppose Jakob and Vendy are off to?”

“I’m guessing the Stables,” Sophie answered. “They seemed pretty excited that there was a leather Tanning booth. All those Echos in there love it when kids come around.”

“Of course!” Anna exclaimed. “Why didn’t I think of that before?” Tobias cocked his head, and Sophie looked at her like she was nuts. “The Echos! We might not be able to find Frau Graf or Herr Neumann, but I know where we could find someone who wants to help us!”

“Who?” they chorused.

“Frau Klammer! I feel kinda silly for not thinking about it before. Frau Klammer obviously loves what she does and being around kids. Let’s find out what she really thinks about our so-called school.”
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CHAPTER 36
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SINCE HIS AND MAX’S experience in the lab with Echo Piltz, Liam spent the next twenty-four hours smoothing over the damage done to Max’s impressions of the school.

The rest of their classes that day and the next went much better. Teachers and their lessons were, well, like regular school. Their general study teachers, as well as another who taught Conduit Fundamentals, behaved much less mean and seemed satisfied by Max’s studious attention and note-taking.

One thing nagged at Liam following their ordeal in the lab with the grotesque wooden gargoyle and Max’s reluctance to carve. Would the Contracting instructors approve Max’s enrollment? Was his own continued enrollment contingent on whether Max worked out or not?

Confident that his uncle—even Echo Piltz—would support Liam’s continued enrollment, Liam wasn’t sure whether they had any clout over the higher-ranked Ursula Bergmann—or even Josef Brandt.

With Tuesday afternoon’s lab time upon them, Liam confided in Max that he felt nervous about it.

Max seemed relieved, as if things seemed better knowing he wasn’t facing anxiety alone. “I don’t like that Piltz guy,” Max said. “His name means mushroom. That’s a fungus, you know.”

They laughed. “At least other kids will be at lab too,” Liam said. “Mr. Mushroom never acted that scary in front of everyone before.” Liam’s name-calling made Max snort after laughing. “Odds are, he’ll probably behave.”

“I hope so,” Max mumbled with misgiving.

“We have each other, and Ludwig and Shareece will be there too,” Liam said. Liam held out his fist for a bump.

Max took a deep breath and pushed his fist against it. “Right.”

Piltz acted grouchy as ever but showed no sign of making any more gargoyles. He gave the class an assignment—birdhouses—along with free rein for the next two hours to work on them at their own pace.

The project was enjoyable, as was chatting with Ludwig and Shareece as they all worked. Topic of conversation stayed focused on their projects, much to Ludwig’s protests. He wanted to talk about how teams were ranking in the real world’s professional soccer leagues. Liam wanted to as well, but Max and Shareece kept shushing them, reminding them to concentrate on placing intention into their handmade structures.

Liam and Ludwig finally relented. To Liam, it seemed Max enjoyed working on his birdhouse so much that he wondered if maybe they could put their nightmarish confrontation with Herr Kraus and EchoMaster Piltz behind them. Even when they put their nearly finished birdhouses away in their bins and Max saw his unfinished project on the shelf that he’d started with Piltz before, Max’s spirits stayed high.

Enjoyment over their lab time was short lived, however. A message arrived later that evening, tacked to their dorm’s door. Piltz expected them at lab first thing in the morning so Max could work on his project before regular classes with “no distractions.” Liam was sure this meant that the EchoMaster didn’t want others to witness his techniques to motivate Max into carving.

“Don’t worry, Max,” Liam said with sincere care. “I’m sure he wants to see you make something magical. The birdhouses were lame. Any birdhouse attracts birds, that’s what all birdhouses do! Hardly a good way to tell if someone’s magical or not.”

He rambled, and he knew it, so he forced himself to stop. He didn’t want Max to catch on to how nervous he felt himself.

“I’m glad you’re going too,” Max said. “I’d be too scared to go there by myself.”

“Just remember,” Liam said, “if I seem like I’m mean to you, it’s all an act, okay? I want him to think I’m on their side, remember?”

Max shook his head but made a funny face. “I get it. But that’s scary too. Sometimes, Liam, I can’t tell what side you’re really on.”

***
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Anna and her friends learned nothing more from the EchoMaster in the library. Frau Klammer acknowledged that their summer schedule would include sports and fun artisan activities but said nothing of her own opinions regarding magic not being included in the curriculum. In the fall, if they were still living in the Hidden City, she did reveal that the school would shift to a more academic schedule to mimic a real-world education.

Anna, Sophie, Tobias, and Elia followed the glowing apparition through the library.

“But Frau Klammer,” Anna said, “kids want to learn TradeMagic!”

“That’s impossible,” Frau Klammer answered.

“It’s not—”

“—It is. The Guild passed a law making it such.” She wafted away again, farther down a row, to return more books to their shelves.

The kids chased after her. “But Frau Klammer...”

“But what?” She didn’t stop or slow down.

In fact, Anna was convinced she sped up. Anna stared at the bottom of yet another long dress that didn’t so much as reveal heels on any shoes.

As if Frau Klammer thought she’d be safe from their hounding on the other side of the checkout counter, she wafted through its pass-through without even lifting it out of the way.

If that Isaac Guertler kid sees her do that, he’s gonna think she’s a ghost for sure!

Frau Klammer sat at her desk and opened a book, her nose aimed at the pages.

Anna and her friends stopped at the counter. She scanned the space beyond, seemingly off limits to kids like them, yet where trollies loaded with books were tolerated.

Frau Klammer looked troubled as she pretended to read.

I get the impression she’d like to help us but can’t!

Anna lifted the pass-through and approached her desk while the apparition kept reading. “Frau Klammer...”

Anna glanced to each side, then behind her, finding only Elia. She had expected—hoped—her entire entourage would follow, but she found Sophie and Tobias’s stares on the other side of the counter.

Great.

“Yes, Frauline Beck?”

Narrow reading glasses Anna didn’t notice before sat on her petite nose as Frau Klammer stared over them at her. Her Oma had a pair that were similar.

“Magic is made by TradeCrafters filling their creations with helpful, goodwill intention, right?” Anna asked.

The EchoMaster pursed her lips. “Yes, but Anna, what does that have to do with anything? There’s nothing I can do if Frau Graf is not setting up your school to teach you such things. She is in charge! And the teachers she chooses ...”

“Well, I’m getting to that.” I think, Anna said to herself. That is, if my understanding of all this is correct ...

The Librarian shut her book and gave Anna her undivided attention.

Here goes.

“TradeCrafters also fill their conduits with intention, and it seems to me you had intended for your conduit to one day be a magical Echo or EchoMaster. Here to serve. To help the Guild any way you could.”

Frau Klammer nodded.

“Echos created themselves to be teachers!”

Frau Klammer sat back in her chair.

“I know you want to teach. You offered to help Benjamin Liebman and even called him an Apprentice the moment he asked for your feedback on his writing. That’s because it’s your nature to pass on your skills and your wisdom.”

The pause that followed seemed like forever. Anna glanced back at her friends. Both Sophie and Tobias looked to be holding their breath; Sophie was biting her lower lip.

“I cannot do this alone.”

Anna thought she didn’t hear right and repeated Frau Klammer’s statement as a question before the meaning of it hit her. “You don’t have to! There are other Echos, like Herr Hammerschmidt and others in the Stables, teaching kids how to make things!”

Tobias passed under the counter and came up alongside. “She’s right. Echos are designed to teach. The ones I’ve seen around the Hidden City want to teach us!”

“They’re literally dying to talk about magic!” Anna flushed and wondered if using the word “dying” was in poor taste. Weren’t these Echos technically dead people, after all?

“What do you mean, dying to talk about magic?” Frau Klammer asked.

Anna cringed. “I’m sorry. That was insensitive.”

Frau Klammer laughed. “Dying! Oh dear, that’s funny!”

Anna breathed her relief but wanted to drive home her point. “The Echos love teaching how to make things! And they don’t hold back making anything magical when we’re around. It’s what they exist for!”

Frau Klammer slid her reading glasses into a small pocket on her blouse.

“That’s what was intended when TradeCrafters left their conduits behind to create Echos, isn’t it? So they can go on, forever more, teaching.” It all added up clearly to her; was she right?

Frau Klammer looked away, her face serious. So uncharacteristically serious.

It even looked as though Anna had struck a nerve. To boot, Frau Klammer didn’t tell Anna she was wrong.

“My Oma taught me that not teaching TradeMagic is like denying the very purpose of one’s creation, and that’s why it’s been so hard for TradeCrafters to stop training Apprentices,” Tobias said. When he was done, he had the audacity to nudge Anna to take a step closer to the desk and the speechless Frau Klammer. “And for a TradeCrafter turned Echo, it would be like denying their very existence.”

Even Anna gulped. His statement might’ve been on point, but it could also come across as rude. Anna wasn’t interested in upsetting the EchoMaster Writer turned Librarian, and Anna found herself squinting so hard as she grimaced that she couldn’t see. She dared open her eyes, just a bit, to catch Frau Klammer’s reaction.

Seriousness had turned to sorrow. The elderly apparition’s wrinkled face now looked downtrodden and weary. She blinked as she shook her head, painting on a brave expression by lifting her chin.

Anna gulped, hoping she could make some sort of compassionate recovery. “So, those decisions to stop training just might’ve been wrong, don’t you think, Frau Klammer?” Anna asked warily. She let out a desperate sigh. “TradeCrafters kept magic secret in the real world—and now look at what we’ve got ourselves into. But if you think about it, was the decision ever made to force Echos to stop teaching? They can’t exist in the real world, can they?”

Frau Klammer’s stare could’ve drilled a hole through her head. Anna was done with seeing her without a smile, as if Echos were masterfully made to always be joyful and happy, not worried. Her frown continued to be difficult to witness.

We crossed the line. Anna looked back at Sophie, way over on the other side of the pass-through and checkout counter. She didn’t give Anna any reassurance by way of expression. In fact, she cringed.

Frau Klammer came to a stand, her hands wringing as she stared into space. Was she nervous?

Anna hated the idea of upsetting the Echo. She hated the idea that her hounding might’ve jeopardized any chance of them having a fun and interesting friendship. Giving up on any help from Sophie, Anna used her eyes to plead with Tobias. He always seemed to have a few tricks up his sleeve...

“Frau Klammer,” he said after long last, “it would make sense for Echos and EchoMasters to run the summer school. The people volunteering for the school have skills that would maybe better serve the Guild with all its other priorities right now. Don’t you think you can persuade Frau Graf to, well, maybe hand over its responsibility to you?”

Oh my gosh, why doesn’t Tobias do more of the talking?

Frau Klammer took a heavy breath. “I can appreciate your desire to learn more about TradeMagic. It touches my soul ... if I had one,” she added. She chuckled to herself, which allowed Anna to let out a relieved breath. “It’s been lonely here in the Hidden City for a long, long time. Perhaps too long.”

Frau Klammer glanced up at the iron chandeliers, smiling at their decorative curves. “With so many people back in the realm, it’s like there’s life in the Hidden City again. It feels like the Magic Within was never missing! I have to admit, the urge to create has rekindled in me.”

Anna watched her wrinkled face crease as she smiled again—her wonderful, age-old wrinkles that made her look like she had been one of the greatest Omas to have ever lived.

“I know I’m not the only one who has missed teaching. Sharing. EchoMasters cannot go against Guild laws. When we were TradeCrafters, we took an oath to carry out the Guild’s wishes for however long this wonderful realm exists. But”—she nodded with care—“you’ve reminded me of the truth. TradeCrafters intended to leave their conduits in our realms, to later manifest themselves as reflections of their wisdom—for future generations to use. Do you know how many EchoMasters made this realm?”

Anna found her question unexpected as well as odd.

“Seven,” Tobias answered.

“Correct. There are six others like me. Our conduits have been fused together to make a Super Conduit. We keep other conduits here in the Hidden City as well, and these are what form Echos. Do you have any idea how many conduits we store here?”

“It must be hundreds,” Tobias answered.

Frau Klammer didn’t keep the answer from them for long. “You’re right, Tobias. Many hundreds!”

“Well, where are they?” Sophie called over the counter. She looked about, and Elia started doing the same as if wondering why they couldn’t see more glowing anomalies like Frau Klammer everywhere.

“You can’t see them because they don’t wish to be seen,” Frau Klammer answered.

“That’s terrible! I wish they’d all come out ... I’d love to see them!” Elia blurted.

The EchoMaster nodded. “I would as well.”

“Why don’t they reappear?” Anna asked. “The Hidden City is inhabited again. You’d think they’d want to come out and interact?”

“I think it might be because they want to live their purpose, but they haven’t been able to.” Frau Klammer rose and scooted through the counter, headed for the double doors that led to the hall. “That is merely my assumption. I have to ask them to know for sure.”

She disappeared through the doors without opening them. When Anna and her friends raced after her, the glowing apparition was gone. Fire within the lanterns along the wall flickered, as if her passing had caused their flames to dance.

“Where’d she go?” Sophie asked.

“To talk to the other Echos,” Tobias answered. He hovered his fist in front of Anna for a bump. She obliged. “Where’d you learn so much about Echos?” he asked.

Anna shrugged her shoulders. “She told us most of it, and Herr Hammerschmidt and your Opa Echo. You were there.”

Tobias cracked a smile. “I was, but I don’t listen to people like you do.” He glanced down the stairs where Anna, too, assumed the EchoMaster disappeared. “People talk, and my mind runs away with ideas I have. But you? You really hone in. That’s why you’re so smart.”

“Anna, smart?” Sophie said. Anna shot her a piercing glance, and Sophie quickly corrected herself. “Well, Cs and a few Bs every now and then isn’t stupid.”

Sophie got straight A’s but had never used that against Anna before. Why start now?

“You don’t need high marks in school to know how to work with people,” Tobias answered. “Anna’s gifted with that. I think she figured out a way for us kids to learn TradeMagic at our school. But” —he let out a deep breath— “it’s all up to Frau Graf now.”

“Frau Graf?” Sophie asked, her tone confused.

Tobias nodded. “I say the odds are good, thanks to the points Anna made.” He nudged Anna in the side. “Good idea hunting down Frau Klammer. You reminded her why they exist. There’s no way Echos can’t refuse the call, and I bet Frau Klammer will shout it from the rooftops.”

Anna wasn’t so sure, but she wanted to believe him. All they could do now was wait and see. 
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CHAPTER 37
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THEY FOUND THE GLOWING EchoMaster at the front of the lab, seated behind his worktable. Liam’s stomach twisted. When Max waited for him to step inside first, Liam knew his friend felt trepidation as well. How ominous the room felt at that moment compared to the day before, when it was bustling with everyone’s excitement to work on their birdhouses.

The EchoMaster asked Max to collect his work bin as he set a bucket filled with small pieces of wood on the table. Liam eyed them, knowing full well that an army of frightening mini gargoyles could spring to life within seconds.

“Take what you need, young Schenk boy,” Piltz grumbled, although it wasn’t nearly as menacing as he’d been the first time he’d met Max. “And here.” He set a large wooden toolbox containing various-sized gouges next to Max’s work area.

Max selected a gouge but pulled out his own wood-carving hammer from his back pocket. As he began working, the Echo uttered suggestions to focus on what he wanted his creation to do.

“Tune everything else out,” the Echo instructed. “Think only of channeling immense power into the piece and what it is you wish for it to do.”

“That’s what my Opa would tell me.” Max scraped the wood’s surface. “But he’d also tell me to enjoy the stroke of my carve, to smell the wood, to listen to its response. If I was doing it right, the wood would let me know, like a cat does with a content purr. He’d tell me to pray for pleasure to be had by anyone who used my creation.”

There was a long pause.

“Yes,” was the Echo’s simplistic and still somewhat grouchy response a few seconds later.

Liam could see that Max was making a toy airplane, but after Max worked on it some more, he could better distinguish the shape of the plane’s fuselage and cockpit, plus its two main wings. Its front had a place to attach a propeller. Its rudder had carved notches for affixing rear stabilizers. Judging from Max’s progress, Liam figured he would complete the piece in not much more than a few hours.

It seemed any tension Max felt previously had been chiseled away like the scrapings of wood as the plane took its form.

Piltz kept them longer than two hours, but Max seemed more than amicable. Piltz said he would have their homework from their missed classes waived, and Liam found himself more able to cheerfully encourage Max in his work.

Max smiled—Liam guessed not because of their pass on the homework but because the kid truly seemed to be in his element. Liam even caught Max smiling at the EchoMaster as he attached carved landing gear, however brief an acknowledgment it was.

The bell marked the end of morning sessions, and the lunch hour rang. Echo Piltz looked Max straight in the eye. “Next session, you’ll complete your work,” he declared rather than asked. “Then we’ll see what magic you hoped to demonstrate.”

The pleasure Max had on his face was replaced with a seriousness that was hard for Liam to read. Piltz leaned back on his stool as a sort of signal that it was okay for them to go.

Max isn’t worried his plane won’t fly, is he? Liam wondered as they made their way to the cafeteria. Max made the flying skateboard! He had only made up the idea that Opa Fritz was the one who placed magic in it to try to get Max to prove himself. But maybe he had been right?

Liam and Max entered the food line, where Max skipped the main meal and loaded his tray with three different desserts: pudding, cookies, and apfelstrudel. Echos behind the counter scolded him for breaking the rules.

Liam grinned. Nikko and Martino broke the “no more than one dessert” rule all the time. Maybe Max was adopting the Legion school way of life more than Liam realized?

Ludwig, Martino, Stefano, and the girls were already at the table. Nikko—and Shareece, now—were absent. Liam guessed Vincent Bergmann’s health must’ve taken a turn for the worse for Shareece to be gone. No one else at the table, however, brought them up and were giggling and chatting as if they weren’t even missed.

Aren’t these families close, and wouldn’t they at least seem a little worried about Nikko and Shareece as they deal with things?

Apparently not. Ludwig ranted on about his five-page essay and how unfair it was and blamed Max for his fate.

“What did I do?” Max fired.

“You made me laugh! That’s why Kraus gave me the extra work!”

Max shrugged as he gobbled down the apfelstrudel. Ludwig nudged him as though indicating he was only kidding.

“Leave me alone,” Max mumbled instead of laughing.

“What’s with him?” Stefano whispered from Liam’s other side.

“I’m not sure,” Liam whispered back.

Liam and Stefano watched Max eat huge mouthfuls of pudding as Ludwig carried on with his complaints about the essay.

Max rolled his eyes.

Liam wanted to do the same. Instead, Liam changed the subject. “Anyone hear from Nikko and Shareece or how things are going?”

“Ongoing family emergency,” Gabriella answered all too eagerly. “We’re supposed to keep it quiet. My grandmother doesn’t want other families to know what’s going on.”

Liam smirked at the notion of Gabriella keeping something secret. Normally, he’d consider Frau Brandt a smart woman. Certainly, she must know Gabriella was a gossip?

“And ... what’s going on?” he prodded.

The kids glanced at one another, then concentrated on their plates of food without answering. It was obvious that something was known between them but that they had no intention of letting him in on it.

Liam stood up. “I’ll ask my uncle.” Liam nudged Max, encouraging him to come along.

“I’m not done yet,” Max said with half a cookie in his hand as he chewed.

“Then stay and enjoy Ludwig’s further rants about his stupid essay.” Liam left the table—and his dirty tray—behind.

“Aw, all right,” Max groaned.

Max shoved the second half of his cookie in his mouth and brought his carton of milk with him. He left his tray at the table too. Somehow, Liam felt emboldened that he didn’t bring it back to the kitchen.

They heard Gabriella call after them. “Hey guys, wait up!” Liam and Max stopped outside along the walkway. “You want to know what’s happening?” she asked, her dimples deep.

Liam shook his head.

“Herr Bergmann died!” she announced. He and Max stared at her, Max no longer munching his cookie. “Well, he may not have died yet,” she continued.

“How’d he die?” Liam asked.

“All I know is, he returned to Time Mastery School deathly ill—or wounded—days ago.”

“Returned from where?” Liam asked.

“From the past, using the Time Machine,” she blurted. “You know how I told you about the school exploring Time Travel?”

Liam nodded.

“The Legion can actually travel back in time?” Max exclaimed.

She nodded, all smiles—even though the latter part of her gossip included Herr Bergmann’s grim condition. “Time Mastery School has been working on it for decades! But it hasn’t been until recently, with Herr Bergmann and my uncle—Josef Brandt’s my uncle, you know—that they got it to actually work. Well, for the most part, it works. It’s the getting them back that’s touch and go ...”

The girl couldn’t keep herself from talking. “Well, they think others didn’t show up again because they chose to stay,” Gabriella corrected herself. “Herr Bergmann came back, though. He’s gone back and forth plenty of times. And now his organs have aged, or something, beyond his years and are pretty much fried.”

Max groaned, and his mouth hung open after spitting chewed cookie toward some grass. But Liam didn’t want Gabriella’s loose lips to tighten up now.

“Efforts to master some sort of Time Travel haven’t been successful?” he asked with excitement.

“It doesn’t mean our affairs haven’t been successful,” Gabriella countered. She sighed, and Liam thought she might actually look sad. “Poor Herr Bergmann doesn’t have long. That’s why Shareece is gone. She went to be with her mother, you know, cuz Frau Schwartz is married to him, and he’s, well, Shareece’s stepfather.”

Liam stood solemnly. “How sad for them. That’s terrible.”

“I only told you because I know you and Shareece are good friends. Be sure to let her know I told you so you can support her as much as possible.”

“Of course.” Liam went along with her pitiful attempt to cover up her gossiping. “Thanks, you’re so thoughtful.”

Gabriella winked before heading toward the girl’s dormitory.

Max waited for her to be out of earshot before speaking. “Did you hear that?” Liam nodded. “When I was at the Winkler’s house, Tobias told me what kind of magic his Oma can do as a Clockmaker. He specifically told me time travel is forbidden!”

“Who’s Tobias?” Liam asked.

“He’s a kid. Gerda Winkler, the Clockmaker, is his Oma. Don’t you know them?”

“You mean old Frau Winkler?” Liam’s mind raced.

Yes, he knew of her. She was one of his Opa and Oma’s oldest friends. He had heard she was going to meet up with them at the exhibit, along with Benny Hoffmann and Walter Schwartz. He’d seen his Opa and Oma talk with her at big occasions before, but that had been years ago when he was a kid.

If Liam remembered right, Herr Winkler had been a Clockmaker too. Didn’t he die some years back? Liam searched his memories. While his grandparents had always been close to them, they were people he hadn’t crossed paths with often—certainly not in recent years.

“Time Travel. I can’t believe it,” Max mumbled.

Why was Max hesitant?

“Right!” Liam exclaimed. “See? These guys are cutting-edge. They’re exploring magic when the Guild hides it. The Legion wants to teach us!”

“You’re wrong.” Max shook his face at the ground. “This has nothing to do with whether the Guild teaches us magic or not. It’s about whether what the Legion’s doing is right...or wrong.”

Liam laughed. “How can you say that? At least the Legion’s keeping magic alive. Imagine what influence magic can have on our future! On society! It blows my mind!”

“Exactly,” Max whispered despite them being alone. “And maybe letting some magic die out is a good thing. Especially if it causes death.” Max frowned. “One of their guys is dying. Liam, this Herr Bergmann is someone’s dad. He’s real, and he died using magic. That’s not supposed to happen.”

“Where did you learn that?” Liam snapped.

Max crinkled his face. “It’s being a decent human being, Liam. Nobody taught me. Maybe my mom taught me good manners, but it’s pretty basic.” He glanced over their shoulders toward the cafeteria. “They don’t even seem upset. Opa always told me you aren’t supposed to make magic that harms anyone. Not even if there’s a bully at school and you want to clobber him with a paddle.” Max sighed and stared at the ground. “Opa would never make a paddle or anything to hurt anyone.”

“He makes toy soldiers that hurt burglars who break in,” Liam quipped half-heartedly.

“Not hurt, thwart! To trip a robber up, make him scared, so he runs away! To protect property. To ward off danger,” Max said. “Opa mumbled instructions like that when he carved them.”

Liam took a breath. “It wasn’t intentional, Max. They didn’t mean for Herr Bergmann to end up dying. They didn’t make this Time Travel thing hoping to kill anybody.”

“But it does kill! TradeMagic isn’t supposed to kill!” Max gulped.

Liam believed Max was scared and knew he had to rid him of his misgivings if he would ever see the Legion in a more favorable light. “Accidents happen. Who knows why he was traveling back in time? It could’ve been to save someone’s life or to help correct something gone wrong in the past.”

“You actually think the Legion travels back in time to help others?” Max asked pessimistically.

Liam shrugged. Liam wanted to believe his own words but had to agree with Max. Liam didn’t know what the Legion’s intentions were with time travel, but to believe it was for the purpose of helping others was a stretch.

Just what was the Legion up to by using, as Max described it, some kind of forbidden magic? He wanted to find out. But, in order to do that, he’d have to be allowed to stay at the school.

Liam wrenched his face. He knew Max was watching him and could probably tell he was conflicted. Could he carry out his objectives and ignore the disturbing revelations about the Legion’s doings?

“Remember what I said to you earlier?” Max mumbled as they entered the building and approached Liam’s locker.

“Remember what?”

“That sometimes I don’t know what side you’re really on.” That said, Max trudged into the classroom without him.
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“Your essays were far from satisfactory. Most of you missed the most crucial point! Perhaps it was silly of me to expect you to grow more intelligent after attending our school!”

Herr Kraus combed the room, his expression grouchier than normal. To Liam’s horror, EchoMaster Piltz sat on a stool, arms folded and watching Herr Kraus as if there to make sure the instructor did a good enough job. If Liam didn’t know any better, the apparition was probably wondering why his uncle was being so light on them.

“Contractors are essential in making realms like the one we’re sitting in, and the Legion needs contractors to make more in the future. As a TradeCrafter in any profession, it is imperative you realize your worth by way of potential!”

Students sat silent as Herr Kraus continued scolding them. Max sank low in his seat, hunched as if wishing he could disappear behind the table’s surface. How will Liam convince Max that it was a good idea to stay at MMS when such a hothead was their homeroom teacher?

He couldn’t imagine Max wanting to spend one-on-one time with him, no matter what kind of TradeMagic wisdom he was willing to bestow.

“How does one better fuel their conduit, even while crafting the most mundane item, so that one can grow more masterful and one day create great magical feats—like a hidden realm?” Liam’s interest peaked. “Will and intention are the essential magic ingredients to fuel—and strengthen—your conduits. Anything you hope to achieve in your career as a magic-wielding TradeCrafter must include preparation of your conduit. Clear, pointed, and calculated thoughts telling it and yourself exactly what magic you want your creation to possess, is crucial. Even if it’s something obvious, like a block to hold a pencil or a birdhouse to hold nested eggs. So, while here at this school, as pimple-faced teenagers, you must use every opportunity you have to build your conduit. Years and years of this practice is the only way you’ll ever possess the mastery needed to make things like hidden realms. You,” he said with emphasis, scanning the room and the faces of his pupils, “are lucky Apprentices studying in the Construction trades.” When he finished, his gaze landed on Liam and stayed there.

Will and intention were stuff Herr Kraus had taught before, but it was still fairly new to him, and Liam hadn’t heard it taught quite like this before. Liam thought back to his own essay and cringed. Herr Kraus was probably disappointed in his paper as well. Liam grimaced and looked down at his desk, but when he looked up again, Herr Kraus had moved on.

“And don’t think that because you’re involved in trades that are key to making hidden realms that you’re somehow better than other students.” Herr Kraus added, “Other trades are extraordinarily beneficial—and necessary. They, too, have vital roles to play. Combined, we can create powerful magics. Now, some basics I believe the bulk of you failed to emphasize in your poorly written essays. I suggest you take notes.”

Sounds of kids taking out notebooks followed, but Herr Kraus didn’t wait with his lecture of pouring out details. Liam scribbled notes as quickly as he could when Ludwig, sitting next to him, nudged his forearm. Ludwig moved his mouth to mimic their teacher, and Liam hoped his uncle didn’t notice. It was a bad day to make their teacher go ballistic over such silly mockery.

“TradeMagic is most successful if the crafter’s will and intention are for growth. Betterment. Success,” Herr Kraus said. “Always, for the powerful advancement of the Legion.”

Hairs on Liam’s neck prickled. He stopped taking notes but quickly resumed when his uncle kept lecturing.

“Will and intention must remain in alignment with what you want to achieve. A precise, focused goal to achieve excellence will fuel anything you create, and your conduit, with powerful magic. This takes years.”

Moans echoed through the classroom.

“I will tell you about someone successful who produced TradeMagic. Her conduit is one of the most powerful. It may be of interest to you, as well, that this TradeCrafter is not a Contractor. It would serve you to consider her reputation as you set your own goals and become a master at your Construction specialty if you care to climb the ranks within the Legion. I speak of Celia Hagmeister, Master Gemologist and Jeweler, who teaches here at our Jewelry School.”

To Liam’s dismay, several boys snickered. Herr Kraus pivoted on his stool to scowl at them. “Frau Hagmeister is not only a successful TradeCrafter, but is one of the richest, most successful businesswomen in the world.”

The boys quieted down.

“Ah, now you’re all suddenly impressed?” EchoMaster Piltz rose from his stool and hovered next to it. “That’s right, she got where she’s at because she mastered her trade and TradeMagic,” he spat.

“If you don’t mind,” Herr Kraus interjected, “I’m the one teaching the morning homeroom class.”

The Echo sat back down, his arms folded but not without spewing a sarcastic mumble. “Obviously, you’re not teaching them well enough for them to miss so much vital information on their essays.”

“You care to take over?” Kraus thundered back at him in response.

The Echo rolled his eyes but remained seated, showing no indication that it wanted to stand before the class and take over Herr Kraus’s job.

Herr Kraus continued, “Frau Hagmeister built a reputable and lavish jewelry company on a lifetime of diligent, motivated TradeCrafting that fueled her conduit. The goal behind her exquisite jewelry was always to make her clients feel rich, beautiful, powerful, and admired. She designed each and every piece to bring their owners complete satisfaction in these mindsets.

“Frau Hagmeister spent her lifetime putting this will and intention into all her pieces. To boost one’s self-assurance, worth, and morale. To heighten their reputations, self-esteem, and all levels of regard on their ventures and with the public. Anyone wearing her pieces came to crave them, not only for their quality and beauty but for what they attracted into their lives!”

Herr Kraus took a few steps forward, the room silent so his leather soles could be heard coming to a stop on the concrete floor before he continued, “Today, Frau Hagmeister’s gem and jewelry empire has brought her immense prosperity and fame.” He spoke softly now. Liam and the other kids leaned forward, eager to hear more. “Her clientele includes royalty, the famous and elite, the wealthiest in the world—people whom society makes successful and now idolizes and adores. Her work has brought a wealth of goodness into her life as well as the lives of many, many other grateful clients.”

“Persistent practice of such intentions is what you must all embrace!” Echo Piltz suddenly shouted from his spot on the stool. “As you study Building and Construction, you must always think of your ultimate goal! Power! Influence! Success! Think of achieving not only a great lifestyle but the best lifestyle! Place will and intention into your work so its recipients will enjoy life with the same results!”

Liam gulped but found it hard to swallow. Ludwig, sitting next to him, actually ripped open his notebook and took notes.

Liam’s uncle took over again. “Students, think of being the best in your trade. Every little thing you make today will equate to power in your conduit. With astute trade mastery, there are no limits to what levels of extraordinary magics you can do.”

EchoMaster Piltz stepped alongside him with his fist lifted. “You have the power to build and construct impressive structures where inhabitants feel powerful and respected in their professions! Place intention for inhabitants to gain validation in the work they do, so they feel proud about their accomplishments and find no other way to reach happiness in life! Build buildings that attract the most ambitious, career-centered people. Saturate their walls with power to award success, success, success! Build them with the intention of drawing consumers, making them want to patronize or invest in businesses housed within them. Engineers”—the Echo’s gaze landed on several of the kids’ faces as it roamed the room—“build bridges to impress, for drivers to enjoy as they commute to their rewarding, important jobs...”

“I think they get the picture,” Herr Kraus mumbled.

“Let’s hope so!” The Echo faced the students again after saying as much to Liam’s uncle. “Students, this is important for you to understand: with magical power like this, you may lead within the ranks of the Legion. TradeMagic will make you powerful and capable in whatever you want to accomplish!”

The room erupted into applause, but Liam sat motionless, awestruck. Students threw high fives and whooped in approval while Ludwig nudged him and demanded a fist bump. Liam only stared, knowing full well that swallowing was futile: his throat was parched. A sick feeling had landed in his stomach.

“Who needs you,” Ludwig said with a snarl. Ludwig left his seat and high-fived others who were more than willing to celebrate.

Liam found Max’s stare. Max’s brows were furrowed, and he held Liam’s gaze like he was to blame for...for what exactly? A chance to learn TradeMagic?

Liam, however, never thought the splendors of their magical world would be taught with ideology like this.

Liam crossed his arms, his school blazer doing nothing to rid his arms of the goose bumps giving him chills over his skin—nor to ward off Max’s icy cold stare.
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AS THE SUN SANK INTO the horizon, festivities at the grand opening of the Büchholtz’s Bar & Grill grew livelier. Most guests sat outside to enjoy the summer evening weather. Picnic tables Anna had seen the day before were now draped in blue and white checkered cloths, the yellow and white umbrellas sticking through their centers.

Indoors, a row of barstools lined the well-stocked bar. From behind it, Siggy greeted patrons, his welcoming smile luring guests to belly up to the counter and request a fresh pour.

Booths lined the walls, and a row of tables filled the floor, with candles burning within wrought iron holders at each spot. Anna studied the holder at their table, where a rounded sphere and three narrow leaf-like loops propped the holder several inches from the table’s surface. They matched the medieval wall sconces around the room, reminding her of the Büchholtz’s large dining table back home.

Anna sat between Sophie and Elia at the restaurant’s front window table—the largest one in the place—along with her other friends. It seemed all the indoor seating was taken up by teens and kids, happy to have the restaurant to themselves while adults conglomerated outside.

An accordion player ripped into song and waltzed through the restaurant. Conversations were drowned out by its noise—kids waved their sodas in the air as though they were steins. The musician managed to tiptoe between tables before dancing his way out the front door to the picnic-tabled outdoors.

“Anna, catch!” Mia Raumhaus called.

A paper plane flew at her, over the platters of Pomfritz, cola, and milkshakes crowding their table, and bobbed its way into her hands.

Sophie leaned over. “How did she make it fly like that?”

“Her parents are papermakers. Mia likes making homemade paper too. They must put magic in it to do that.”

“How do you know all this about her?”

“By talking to her.” Anna’s sarcasm drew out a smile. “I bet you two would get along. She likes reading as much as you do.”

Sophie rolled her eyes.

The note read “open,” and Anna found a message inside:

Do you like Tobias Winkler?

__ Yes __ No

“She’s so immature!” Sophie mumbled.

“She’s not immature,” Anna whispered. “She’s awkward. It’s nice of her to ask, don’t you think? We’re always hanging out with him. Maybe she likes him but doesn’t want to get in the middle of anything.”

“Whatever.” Sophie grabbed a pen from the table and jammed it into Anna’s hand, urging her to answer Mia’s note. “Well, do you?” she pressed, grinning.

Anna marked “Yes,” and Sophie’s jaw hung until Anna added “as a friend.”

Anna refolded the plane and took aim. Mia snatched it midflight—she and a girl next to her blushed with relief after reading it.

The boys, meanwhile, entertained themselves with their own conversations at the opposite end of the table. Tobias jerked forward and back as the legs on his chair ran forward and back under his command. “You can make them go up and down, too!” he exclaimed.

Jakob Hoffmann and Benjamin Liebman, sharing a two-person bench, gave theirs a try.

“Up!”

“Down!”

“Up higher!”

“Down!”

“Up!”

“Down lower!”

“Up...”

As each of them spat opposite orders, one side of their bench either went up or down. They roared with laughter as the boys held on for dear life.

Isaac Guertler, the boy afraid of ghosts, sat on a chair like Tobias’s, but when he gave a command to lower him to the floor, the chair tipped sideways and dumped him on his rear.

Anna was caught laughing when Tobias suddenly appeared next to her, eager to whisper between her and Sophie’s ears. “Hey,” he said from his own four-legged chair that had apparently trotted him over. “I’ve got an update from the real world. About your mom.”

They leaned closer to hear Tobias’s whispers as Anna blurted, “Is she okay?”

“And my dad?” Sophie added.

“Yes,” he quickly answered.

“You sure?” the girls echoed.

Tobias nodded. “The conversation I overheard would’ve been more tense if something was wrong.” He leaned into Anna. “There’s some sort of plan to find Liam and Max, and I found out that your Oma is helping now. Frau Hoffmann is too,” he added, his eyes darting in Jakob’s direction without stopping his rundown. “Some Echos and TradeCrafters here in the Hidden City are making magical things so that some sorta rescue plan can work.”

Paula Büchholtz delivered more platters piled high with Pomfritz. They said hello but waited until she left before talking some more.

“What sort of things?” Anna whisper-blurted. “And what kind of rescue plan?”

“That’s all I was able to find out, but I got the impression that your Oma—and Jakob’s mom—is going to help with their rescue.” He glanced back and forth between Anna and Sophie. “Maybe even going to the real world to do so.”

Anna sat straighter in her seat. She’d been so busy lately brooding about their summer school that she hadn’t visited her grandparents in a while. She was used to seeing them for hours almost every day.

“You live with them,” Anna said to Sophie. “Do you know what’s going on?”

Sophie shook her head. “Opa leaves early and is gone a lot, attending Guild meetings about building stuff. I don’t know what he’s doing, but it seems important.”

“How about Oma?” Anna pressed. Sophie had been living with their grandparents ever since her father, Onkel Verner, stayed in the real world to help track down the boys. “At home, sewing all the time. Sometimes she goes up to the castle for whatever reason.”

“You haven’t bothered asking them what they’re working on?” Anna tried not to let her frustration show in her tone.

“They asked me what I’m up to, and I forgot to ask them after talking about myself,” Sophie said as she cringed. “That sounds really selfish when I hear myself say it.”

“We’ve gotta find out more,” Anna said. Tobias sat back in his chair as if he were about to scoot back to the boys. “Thank you” was all Anna could say before he galloped away on the four-legged chair.

“Maybe keep an eye out,” Anna suggested. “Wouldn’t hurt to ask her if she’s heard from my mom.”

“Why would I ask about Tante Britta? Wouldn’t it make more sense to ask about my dad?” Sophie asked.

“Ask about both of them,” Anna said. “But act natural. Remember, we can’t let her know that Tobias is telling us stuff.”

“Telling you what?” Elia’s smiling face poked into Anna’s personal space by wedging herself next to her.

The accordion player waltzed his way back indoors, loud music filling the room and saving Anna from having to fib. The musician stopped at their table, and the kids playfully swayed in their seats while singing along.

Anna, now distracted by what Tobias had told her, kept messing up the words and began humming instead. Hopefully, her mother’s idea to find the boys was making progress—wait, Tobias used the word rescue. Should she be worried?

If Echos and TradeCrafters were making things to help, and Frau Winkler was talking about it with Tobias’s Tante Rita, it meant the Guild Leader was in on whatever rescue plan it was. This made her feel a little better about it.

I’ll pick up Sophie at Oma and Opa’s place tomorrow morning, Anna thought, before school, and Sophie can fill me in on what she found out.

Could she wait that long? Anna glanced out the window and leaned to get a better look out the door. She hadn’t seen her Opa or Oma arrive yet. If they did, she’d talk to her Oma straight away.

The accordion player ripped into yet another song, and the boys grabbed several other girls to dance. Benjamin pulled her from her bench. She took his hand and draped the other over his shoulder, his longer hair tickling her skin as he swung her around.

Glancing out the window, wondering when her Oma would get there, proved a dizzy undertaking. She stumbled over his feet, and he playfully yelped while keeping her from falling. They broke into fits of giggling as he spun her around some more. They bumped into Jakob and Vendy and switched partners.

The night grew late, but the fun time exploding around her left Anna thinking of nothing more than dancing between the tables in the Büchholtz’s new Bar & Grill, along with her so many new friends. 
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CHAPTER 39
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IT WAS TIME SHE FOUND out what their Oma was doing to help her mother and the rest of the away team to find Liam and Max. Anna rapped on her grandparent’s front door the next morning, and Strudel jumped on her back legs as she barked. The leash yanked with every leap, the yapping continuing.

“Strudel, stop. It’s us at the door!” Anna told her.

The door swung open, but instead of her Oma or Opa, Sophie let them inside. Strudel’s tail wagged, and the dog licked Sophie’s face when she fell to her knees to greet her.

“Did you ask Oma about the rescue mission?” Anna said. Sophie ignored her, nuzzling the excited dog some more. “Sophie, did you?”

“She left early,” Sophie said. “So, no.”

In the kitchen, she handed Anna a note.


Sophie dear,

Working for the Guild today.

I’ll be home after school.

Oma



Anna looked up at Sophie after reading the note aloud. “How about last night, when you got in, before you went to bed?”

Sophie had since opened the door to the ice box between them as if its retro curves might shield her when she answered. “I couldn’t figure out how to ask her without being too snoopy.”

Anna pressed both hands on her hips. “Seriously?”

Sophie cringed.

“How about Hi, Oma, what have you been up to?”

Sophie brought a pitcher of milk to the counter. “It’s not that easy, and you know it. Oma’s smart. It’s like she can read our minds or something.” Sophie stopped drinking, a strange look on her face. “Maybe there’s magic, and she can?”

Cuckoos sounded the half hour, snapping Anna’s head around where she spotted Oma’s old cuckoo clock on the opposing wall.

“Yeah, can you believe she dug that thing out and actually brought it here with her?” Sophie said. “Guess she figured it would fit into this old-fashiony place...”

Anna tuned out her rambling. Sophie should’ve been able to get information out of their Oma. “Soph, how are we supposed to figure anything out if we don’t chase down information to be had? Tobias gave us an amazing lead!” Anna sucked in a breath, knowing full well that she better stop her scolding. Sophie would only get defensive if she felt she was being blamed for doing something wrong.

Too late.

Sophie faced her, both hands on her hips. “If you hadn’t kept dancing with Benjamin last night, maybe you could’ve stopped by at a decent hour and talked to her yourself since you think digging for information is so easy!”

“You live with Oma, Sophie,” Anna huffed. “My coming by to prod her shouldn’t be necessary.”

“Really, Anna,” Sophie went on, “you hogged Benjamin. A lot of girls wanted to dance with him too, you know.”

No, she didn’t know. She bit her lip. While the boy was nice and okay in the looks department, she wasn’t interested. Still, she found herself smiling.

“It was so much fun. I stayed until after eleven when my dad insisted we go home and get to bed.” Anna admitted.

“Eleven!” Sophie’s jaw dropped.

None of their parents ever let them stay out that late on a school night. Opa came indoors around ten only to escort Sophie out the door so that she would be home at a decent hour.

It made no sense arguing about something they couldn’t change now, so Anna dropped it. She’d go to school and, afterward, would make it a point to hunt her Oma down.

They made their way to the front door.

“We’ll ask Oma later today,” Sophie said, as if she was thinking the same thing Anna was. “Why did you bring the dog?” She collected Strudel and helped dump her into Anna’s backpack.

“My dad left this morning too—meetings up at the castle. He didn’t know if he’d have a break to let her out.”

Sophie nodded as they left. They stopped to pick up Elia along the way, then found Tobias waiting for them farther up the street, outside a bakery where a window displayed a smorgasbord of tantalizing treats on tiered plates. Anna and her friends watched for longer, guessing what kind of treats the Baker, a nice lady named Daniella Bauman, would put out next. She didn’t let them leave until she motioned them inside and gave them a bag filled with day-old baked sweets. The kids quickly gobbled them up.

At the end of the next block, an Echo wearing an old-fashioned suit and necktie swept the stoop of his soap and candle store. Scents of lavender and lemongrass reached them from inside, tempting Anna to shop there soon and replace the basic white bar of soap in their shower with something far more exotic.

He tipped his bowler hat as he wished them a good morning.

“There are suddenly more Echos around,” Anna said as they marched up the ramped, cobblestoned entry leading to the castle grounds.

“And they’re all so nice!” Sophie added.

By now, more kids were headed to the castle for their first day of school as well, some of them familiar faces, making it less awkward to exchange hellos. Frau Klammer greeted them at the library doors and pulled them closed as the clock tower outside struck the ninth hour.

Jakob and Vendy had saved seats at a round table, and they packed into chairs around it.

Anna barely took a moment to thank them, excited to see Echos lining the windowed walls and rows of shelves surrounding the table seating area. Among them stood Opa Fritz, his leather tool belt strapped around his belly. He tipped his flat cap at her.

“Look, it’s Opa!” Elia pointed. It took Anna and the others saying that yes, they saw, to get her to stop pointing and telling them to look. “I’m gonna take Opa’s class for sure!” she said, taking Anna’s backpack. When she peeked inside, she whispered, “Strudel Noodle!”

“Please take a seat so we can get started,” Council Member Elke Graf told them.

Anna and Tobias exchanged glances, There she is! written on their faces.

“Guten Morgen!” Frau Graf called. “As you all may remember from our meeting earlier this week, my name is Elke Graf, and I’m the lucky Council member selected to organize your summer school.” A lackluster response followed. “Now that you’re all settled in the Hidden City, we don’t want you to get bored! I have a feeling you will all be pleased with how our curriculum came together!” She waved her hand over the checkout counters, where clipboards and pens were laid out in a row.

Silence followed. One kid clapped, and several others awkwardly copied him.

“Are they class sign-ups?” Sophie whispered, glancing at Anna.

How was she supposed to know?

“Before I continue, I want to acknowledge our resident Echos, who came together to make this all possible.” Frau Graf’s hand waved from one end of the room to the next. “Our Echos will lead classes that I’m sure will teach you many things. This includes the extraordinary skills of EchoMaster Gertrud Klammer, who I’ve decided to name as your school’s principal!”

Frau Graf erupted into her own rapid applause. Frau Klammer glided across the floor and stood next to her. “Congratulations, Frau Klammer!” This time, kids clapped more eagerly, including Anna. “You have my full support to oversee the school and its students. I know I leave the responsibility in excellent hands.”

Frau Graf turned to leave. She waved back at the kids before exiting the library and closing the heavy doors behind her.

Tobias nudged Anna in the side. “Anna, I think we did it!”

“Did what?” Jakob asked.

No one answered him because Frau Klammer rose into the air with her arms extended. They can fly? “Echos! Are you ready to teach the Hidden City’s new generation of apprentices?”

The other Echos around the room rose into the air in response, their old-world clothing changing to forest-green scholar robes, pressed and new, before landing again on the inlaid floors.

“Welcome, students,” Frau Klammer continued, “to your first day of TradeCrafter school!”

Kids burst from their seats, whooping and hollering their cheers. Some Echos clapped above their heads, their wide sleeves waving like a team flag in a sports arena.

Was Tobias right? Did their talk with Frau Klammer work?

“We did it, Anna! We did it!” Tobias told her as kids around them clapped.

Anna thought it too daring to believe. Was the Guild suddenly allowing for magic to be taught? Or, Anna thought, catching Tobias’s hopeful glance, did her and Tobias’s coaxing somehow work? Again, Anna stared at the closed doors to the library. Frau Graf had named Frau Klammer their principal. Was that the reason things were taking on a different light?

She spotted Opa Fritz sticking his fingers in his mouth to produce jovial whistles that piped through the library’s tall ceilings. Elia laughed as she held the Rucksack against her chest, Strudel’s head peeking out as excitement boomed around them.

Anna took a deep breath, wanting to believe Tobias’s affirmations as he kept mouthing, “We did it!”

She glanced at Opa Fritz again, clapping as Echo after Echo approached him like he was some kind of rock star, and all the applause was for him. An impression hit her: Did he do something behind the scenes, with Frau Graf or perhaps the Echos, so that they’d teach magic?

Anna’s gaze shot over to the checkout counter. Had Frau Klammer convinced the Echos to come out of hiding so they could teach young pupils again, like in the olden days? Frau Klammer winked in Opa Fritz’s direction, and Anna turned just in time to see his eyes twinkling in return.

He did do something to convince them!

When the room finally quieted down, Frau Klammer introduced Echo teachers along with their areas of expertise regarding aspects of TradeCraftery: will and intention, conduits, and types of magics best suited to different trades.

“You’ll spend time doing hands-on work as well. You will work in an apprentice-like setting, both in the Stables and classroom locations.” Again, Frau Klammer had to wait out the children’s excitement as they talked between themselves.

It took a number of the older children to urge the younger kids to quiet down.

“As you begin learning TradeMagic, you must have a conduit,” Frau Klammer continued. “Anyone in need of one is to report to the center of the courtyard after our meeting this morning. You will be taken to the basements, where numerous new and antique items lie in storage, from which you may choose. For those who already have one, I suggest you use our short lunch break to return to your homes here in the Hidden City if you have to, so it will be in your possession as we start lessons later today.”

Again, students clapped. Tobias nudged her, his smile broad, watching as if not understanding Anna’s blank stare.

She absolutely couldn’t believe it.

But, then again, she could.

Frau Klammer clutched her hands under her neck, against the top of her chest. Her gaze landed somewhere on the floor. The room, eventually, turned very still. “Technically, magical teaching is against Guild rules. The Guild is extremely busy right now. To organize a vote and overturn such a ruling is simply not a priority, as it perhaps ought not be, given our circumstances in the real world. But so long as I’m Principal and Echos are instructors here in the Hidden City, we will teach you, as our legacy always intended.”

Frau Klammer held out her hand when students wanted to clap again. “It is wonderful that you’re delighted to learn magic, but this comes with responsibilities. You will learn real trades along with real magic intended within them. You’ll learn the TradeCrafter’s goodwill purposes so that you create and wield its powers appropriately. So you can discern magic’s perversion and misuse.”

Silence hung in the air between their seats and the wrought iron chandeliers, with their mysterious candles flickering in the air’s quiet stir.

“TradeMagic is fueled by a TradeCrafter’s God-given abilities and their passion for their art. For their desire to serve others. Having an ultimate objective to help people live joyful, healthy lives. This is TradeMagic’s original intent. You will learn about our Guild’s history and its charge to serve and protect these founding principles. How to steward our amazing, wondrous legacy.”

The kids were all ears. Silence blanketed the room, and even though it was a library, it was the quietest Anna had ever heard within a library.

“Students, choose a trade that interests you. Intrigues you. Inspires you. Then, we will help train you. Together, we’ll pour our hearts into the practice of your craft and into everything you make.”

Frau Klammer’s smile lit up the room. It was a stark contrast to the worried expressions the Echo had had days before when Anna and her friends cornered her behind her desk and confronted her. Anna felt her lips part; she was smiling now, too.

“Stitch blankets to soothe and calm precious babies! Bake bread to boost immunity! Make clocks chime when danger threatens! Build tables to foster harmony as families share a meal!”

Anna swiped her hands over her arms to ward off the chills.

But she wasn’t cold.

She caught sight of Opa Fritz as the children and Echos erupted into applause again. She longed to go over, but a sea of kids celebrating and scattered wooden chairs seemed too difficult to navigate.

Her friends hugged and high-fived her, and she happily returned each gesture.

She was ready to learn, and so were they.

No more wishing.

They were doing.

She and all the kids there had become the next, new generation of Apprentices.

––––––––
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The basement levels of the castle proved to be a wondrous labyrinth of passageways and rooms, filled with eclectic treasures that put antique shops in the real world to shame. Anna, her friends, and other Hidden City kids roamed the caverns, combing through chests and cabinets for trinkets appropriate to claim as conduits.

Like Anna, some kids already had conduits; most of them were gifted to them without knowing anything about their purposes before now. Only a small handful, Jakob and Tobias included, distinctly knew what conduits were since they were young.

Finding aged baubles like rings and money clips, fancy tea infusers, or small trade tools like thimbles and pocketknives almost made Anna and Elia wish they could pick out different ones.

Anna rubbed her gold crucifix between a finger and her thumb, finding new contentment with the one she had. She had come to learn that her Oma had presented it to her when she was an infant at her baptism. The piece, belonging to a set of three, had once belonged to her great-grandmother and her siblings. Liam and Sophie were gifted the others. Anna could hardly imagine what Oma and Opa would’ve done had there been more grandkids to account for.

But along with that morning’s thrill of picking out conduits while exploring the keeps of the castle, kids also talked about their fears. What good was learning magic in the Hidden City when a group in the real world, like the Legion, wanted to do them all in?

Anna did her best not to let this thought taint the moment. She told herself her Oma and Opa’s generation would figure things out and thwart the Legion. Her parents and their generation of grown-ups could help. She didn’t know where she or any of the kids fit into it all, but she sensed hope for their generation. Somehow, so long as she and her friends could learn magic, she thought everything would be okay.

Sophie was the only one who acted like a stick-in-the-mud, wondering how Liam would feel if he knew what they were up to. Questioning whether he’d come back and join them if only he knew of their opportunity.

Anna was done speculating what Liam would do. She never would’ve imagined him running away and ditching their family like he had; she wasn’t about to pretend she could calculate any of his moves now. Others in their friend group, however, seemed to have a soft spot for Sophie’s concerns.

“I saw a Tile Setter and Roofer the other day in the Stables,” Jakob added. “I bet they’d train Liam.”

Anna thought his statement would give Sophie hope, but instead, she crossed her arms.

“What’s wrong?” Elia blurted.

“You all have trades, but I don’t.”

“Then pick one!” Elia answered with a perky jump.

“I’m behind. All of you have had something for years already,” Sophie countered, still pouting.

“Half the kids here are new to magic,” Jakob chimed in. “So, pick one. Everyone’s gotta start somewhere.”

“But so many others will be more advanced than me,” she answered after glancing at Anna, crossing her arms and looking away again.

Anna sucked in a quick breath, a weight of defensiveness overcoming her. She bit her lip to avoid saying anything to give her frustration away.

More advanced? What was Sophie talking about? She hadn’t been able to make her robe’s belt move again since that night Liam ran away. Anna couldn’t figure out why not. Sophie had been hanging out with her several times when she tried. Why Sophie would infer that knowing how to sew would somehow surpass her abilities to learn magic wasn’t something Anna wanted to deal with.

Echo Klammer wafted by, announcing the lunch hour, that sandwiches were being delivered to one of the large rooms downstairs, and that they could go outside to eat them if they’d like. A slew of kids herded toward the doors, no doubt to snag their meals. Jakob roused Sophie to join the progression, and she followed, moping, while Elia skipped behind them.

Tobias punched Anna lightly in the arm, grinned, and told her, “She’ll get over it.”

Anna gave him a smile. He was usually right, but when it came to Sophie’s emotions, she figured he didn’t have a clue.
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MAX SEEMED ANGRY—OR maybe it was stressed?—for lab that afternoon. Understandable.

“I’m gonna work on my plane,” Max said after their morning classes when he and Liam grabbed cold sandwiches for lunch, “whether he wants me to or not.”

Liam worried whether Echo Piltz would let Max work on a different project than the rest of the class—he really wasn’t in the mood for trouble.

Max inhaled deeply as if able to read Liam’s worries. “I don’t care,” Max added. “In fact, let’s get there early if we can.” Max stuffed his fists into his pockets, his face determined. “As soon as I’m finished making that plane, I won’t have that guy stressing me out anymore.”

Liam wasn’t so sure. Piltz had always been a sourpuss, and if Max did what he was told, Liam knew that didn’t guarantee Piltz would lighten up. But he wasn’t about to squash Max’s hopes by saying anything different.

“I’m sure Piltz will appreciate seeing what you’re capable of,” Liam said as they headed to lab, trying to sound upbeat. “And we both know you can make things fly ...”

“Whatever,” Max muttered.

Liam wanted to discuss what happened in their morning class, but Max was obviously not in the mood. What could he say, anyway? It seemed impossible to give his uncle’s eerie lecture a less sinister spin. No matter how Liam tried explaining, he competed with Max’s memories of his Opa teaching him wood carving as they made toys together.

Since Max’s arrival, more memories of Opa Fritz had resurfaced, including something he’d told him in Nürnberg: “We’re going to the Guild’s Hidden City. You’ll learn magic there!”

Was that true? He didn’t know Opa Fritz as a liar. There seemed to be vast differences between Guild- and Legion-aligned magic. Would the Guild teach them magic, even after keeping it all so hush-hush for years?

His uncle, Gunter Kraus, was definitely teaching him. Liam had to remember that his Opa, Otto Kraus, never wanted to. Even if the Guild would do so again, would Otto or his own father allow it?

Learning here was a guarantee. Learning at the Hidden City was only wishful thinking.

He and Max found the lab’s door open and the room empty. Max collected his bin and brought it to their regular seats in the second row. Unfortunately, seconds later, EchoMaster Piltz glowed into view on the stool behind the worktable in front of the class. He wore a grin that could be interpreted as either playful or menacing.

Max grew pale.

“Eager to finish what you started?” Piltz said. He used his foot to push out a stool from under the table, its metal legs screeching over the cement.

Max stomped over and slammed his bin on the table. Liam dreaded having to sit so close to Piltz while Max worked but grabbed the stool next to his friend anyway.

But Piltz shook his head. “Sit there.” He pointed at the end of the table.

His other hand twitched, and a large, domed birdcage standing about three feet tall lobbed through the air and landed on the floor next to their table.

Max stopped carving and looked over.

Thin wooden dowels met at a curved point at its rounded top. Their other ends pressed tightly into notches lining its rounded base. In the cage’s center, a rectangular door hung by a pair of hinges. Inside, a chuck of wood, much shorter than a stool, sat in the middle.

“Make yourself comfortable.” Piltz went on with his grinning.

“You want me to sit ... to go in there?” Liam asked for clarification.

Piltz’s grin disappeared. “You catch on quick.” With a flick of his hand, the cage slid around the corner and crashed into the side of Max’s stool. Liam jumped out of the way just in time.

Liam gawked, his heart racing. “Why do I have to go in there?”

“Because I told you to. Because young Herr Schenk’s pass or fail depends on it. You wouldn’t want your friend to fail, now, would you?”

Liam and Max exchanged bewildered expressions.

“Well, since you put it that way.” Liam pointed inside the cage with a forced grin. “I’ll be in here if you need me.” He squeezed himself inside. For the first time in forever, Liam praised his genes. If ever there was an advantage to being scrawny, it was now.

He sat on the squatty block of wood with a few inches to spare to each side of the cage and its curved top over his head, knees to his chin.

Echo Piltz flicked his hand, and the cage’s door swung closed. Another simple hand motion lobbed a piece of wood onto the edge of the worktable, where Liam could see it spin into another slobbering gargoyle. It sprang onto the cage, sliding down its wooden dowels to its door, where it spun itself into a large padlock. It clicked, securing its door and locking Liam inside.

Liam’s fear of the ugly-creature-turned-lock became uncertainty. Why did Piltz find it necessary to imprison him? He pried his finger between the dowels and pushed against them with his feet.

There was no way it would break. The wood felt like steel!

Liam swallowed. It was probably better for him and Max not to complain. Piltz was now watching Max, as if he and the birdcage weren’t even there. Max faced his project as if ignoring what had happened might be the best thing. He got busy with his work, with a look of determination to finish as quickly as possible.

Liam emptied his weight onto his seat and tried to relax. Hurry, Max. Just finish the damn thing!

When the bell noting the end of lunch hour rang, it didn’t look like Echo Piltz had any intention of having Max stop his work ... or of setting Liam free. To Liam’s horror, Piltz welcomed students as they arrived at their regularly scheduled lab time.

“Come in, come in,” the EchoMaster called. His grumpiness was replaced by a strange, cheerful hospitality.

Students exchanged sideways glances while taking their seats. It took some longer than others to notice the spectacle of Liam seated in the silly birdcage. Max, with his back facing the class, refused to look up and instead focused even more on his work.

In contrast, Liam sat facing the class, his cheeks fuming when students giggled and pointed at him. Liam had no choice but to deal with the humiliation face-to-face.

“Thank you for taking your seats,” Echo Piltz said in an abnormally pleasant tone. “You almost have me believing you came here eager to learn something. Alas, I’m sure it’s something else that caught your undivided attention.”

It seemed every student was staring at Liam. He resorted to crossing his arms over his knees and hiding his face against them.

“I have a special lesson for you today,” Piltz announced. “This should be the simplest of exercises, and you all should pass with flying colors.”

Max began affixing carved blades to the airplane’s propeller.

“Some of you may not have met the newest pupil in our Construction school,” he continued. “Everyone, this is Maximillian Fritz Schenk.” A few students acknowledged the introduction with feeble and less than enthusiastic responses. “Maximillian, tell us. What are you making?”

“An airplane.”

The class chuckled.

“An airplane,” the Echo repeated. “And what intent did you place into the carving?”

“Are you asking me what I made it able to do?”

The Echo crossed his arms. “I think we all know an airplane is made to fly.” More chuckling. “What do you think, class? Do you think the young Herr Schenk made this airplane so it would fly?”

Students thundered into a resounding yes, as if this guessing activity was one of their favorite games to play. Liam peeked over his arms. For an instant, Liam and Ludwig’s eyes met, and Liam caught a tinge of empathy in his expression.

The Echo leaned on the worktable and addressed Max. “Did you make the airplane so it would fly, Maximillian?”

Max shifted, folding his hands on his lap. The airplane was assembled now. It tilted to one side, where one of its wings kept the toy somewhat upright. While staring down at the airplane, Max nodded but kept his head hanging low and his face away from the rest of the class.

“Then, by all means, make it fly.”

Max grabbed the plane with one hand. “Fly,” Max told it. The plane didn’t move. Chuckles blasted across the room and hit Liam like jabs in the gut. The laughter grew louder when Max kept holding up the plane and it didn’t respond. “Fly!” Max held the plane higher as if to throw and release it.

Still, nothing.

He yelled again. “Fly!” Max pitched it through the air, only for it to plummet to the floor.

The class laughed even louder. After what seemed to be an excruciating number of minutes, Echo Piltz motioned for everyone to quiet down. Echo Piltz rested his elbows on the surface of the worktable as he studied Max. “Tell us, Maximillian Fritz Schenk. Why didn’t the airplane fly when you asked it to?”

Max kept his head hung low and shrugged, to which the class giggled.

Echo Piltz jerked up and faced the class. “Who can answer this question: Why didn’t the plane respond when Maximillian commanded it?”

Only a couple hands rose, and those that did rose with hesitation. The teacher called on the boy farthest away, sitting in the back row.

“Herr Reinmeier?”

“Because he doesn’t have the skill required, either in himself as a crafter or in his conduit, to create such magic.”

“That is a valid explanation, but it’s not the case here.” Echo Piltz stared Max in the face once again. “Is it?” Waiting for an answer, Piltz stood over Max until Max shook his head. “Why do we know Herr Reinmeier’s answer is inaccurate?”

More students raised their hands, including Ludwig. The teacher called on him.

“Of course, that’s not the case!” Ludwig blurted. “Max has the skill. He made a toy skateboard that flies, and he even gave us rides on it!”

“Yes,” the Echo said. “So, Herr Streicher, why wasn’t he able to command this toy to fly?”

“Because,” Ludwig began his answer but paused as though he’d forgotten what he was about to say. “I don’t know. I know he can make things fly, but I don’t know why he couldn’t do it again with that plane.”

“Humph,” the Echo let out in disgust. He scanned the room for someone else to answer.

Those who shot their hands into the air before now lowered them with insecurity in the same way Ludwig sank back into his seat.

“Very well,” the Echo grumbled. “It’s disappointing that we need to revisit the basic principles of TradeMagic, taught during elementary school years! That said, your homework is an essay explaining what is required for a creation to respond to a command. You are dismissed!”

“Ex ... excuse me ... Herr Piltz?” a student in the front row gingerly raised his hand. “How ... how long is the essay?”

“Your essay will answer the question, and it will be as long as it needs to be in order to fully demonstrate your understanding of the principle!” Echo Piltz yelled.

Kids scampered to collect their things and left the room at lightning speed.

How quickly everyone’s enjoyment of the class changed. Liam shook his head. Now that someone else wasn’t the focus of Piltz’s ridicule, no one wanted to stick around and risk becoming his new target!

Liam caught sight of Ludwig as he flung his Rucksack over his shoulder. Before turning away, Ludwig mouthed “good luck” before leaving.

Alone once again, the EchoMaster sat at the worktable across from Max as the boy wrung his hands together.

“I won’t leave without Liam,” Max said.

The Echo snarled, “You want to leave with your friend? Then get him out of the cage so he can go with you.”

Max’s face twisted in what Liam could only imagine was fear.

“That’s right, Maximillian. Go on and free your friend. Free both of you!”

Liam squinted. How did he expect Max to unlock the cage?

“Go ahead, young Herr Schenk, Master Woodcarver’s grandson. Call upon your toy to do what you intended!”

Max’s hands fumbled on his lap, but it didn’t look to Liam like he wanted to make the airplane perform as asked.

“Command what you created!” the instructor demanded with a drop of his fist against the worktable, which shook Max to sit in attention on the stool. Then, Max’s whole body began to shake.

He’s terrified! Liam’s fingers poked through the cage, and he tried parting the bars to let himself out, but the wood wouldn’t budge, and to Liam’s surprise, Max refused with a shake of his head.

“Do you need motivation?” Piltz extended his hand toward Liam, and his rough, calloused fingers slowly curled into a menacing fist.

Snap, pop! The cage buckled inward as he did, splintering and collapsing around Liam like a deflating balloon.

What is this? Liam held his hands out to keep the cage from crushing inward, splinters piercing his skin. Why is he doing this to me? I’m on his side! The wood continued closing in around him. Does he sense that I’m worried about Max?

Max jumped up, knocking the tall stool to the floor behind him with tumbling clangs. “Leave him alone!”

“I will not!” Piltz continued to curl his hairy knuckles, making the cage squeeze tighter where Liam struggled.

Sweat beaded from his forehead and back, wetting his shirt as he contorted his body. He had nowhere else to squirm, and the snapped pieces of wood poked him everywhere.

Max ran to the side of the cage, grasping at the dowels. He tried prying open its contorted door, but the cage continued to bend inward.

Max punched his arm toward the wall where his airplane still lay on the floor. “FREE US!” he yelled.

The plane rose instantly from behind the Echo’s seat. Liam felt the movement of the cage come to a stop as the plane rounded the worktable. The toy crashed into the cage, jarring its door open and causing several dowels to split apart to create an opening for Liam to break further and squeeze through. Broken dowels scratched Liam as he worked feverishly to escape. His clothes and skin tore. Max grabbed him by his armpits and pulled him out the rest of the way, both falling backward once Liam was clear.

Piltz chuckled as the toy airplane continued circling the room, diving toward Liam and Max before speeding through the lab’s open doors and out of sight.

Liam and Max sat breathless as they watched it, and the EchoMaster laughed. “Your will and intent are to escape this place, and you want Liam to go with you!” Echo Piltz said. Liam gulped. “Foolish boy! Like Liam, you had a chance to learn from me! I’m the most gifted Building TradeCrafter alive! But you don’t want to stay. You want to go and be with your grandfather!”

“My Opa is way more masterful than you’ll ever be!”

“Oh?” The EchoMaster circled the table and loomed over them. Max trembled, shrinking against Liam on the floor. “Since you’d rather learn from him and don’t want to be at our school, I will do you a favor and allow you to return. So, you see? Your will and intent gave you what you wanted after all!”

The Echo grabbed Max’s hammer off the table.

“That’s my conduit!” The boy scampered to his feet and raced after the old man. “Give it back!”

Piltz shot his hand into the air. The worktable flung to its side and blocked Max from reaching him, knocking Max backward. “Go back to your TradeCrafting grandfather. He hasn’t taught you enough—and I, the Legion, won’t fix his inadequacies.”

He stopped at the door and yelled over his shoulder before passing through it. “Liam, bring your friend to the clock tower at nine o’clock. Maximillian is returning to his Guild-devoted family. Old Friedrich Schenk should witness the consequences of not teaching his offspring what is imperative to know.”
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ELIA LIFTED THE DOG and shoved her into Anna’s homemade backpack before entering the Stables.

In the Metalworking area, Herr Weber hammered at the anvil, its bangs echoing through the heights of the Stable’s pitched roof. Kids watching him covered their ears. To the right, in the Glassworks area, Herr and Frau Schimmel dipped the glass into barrels of water, steam billowing as the glass cooled. Kids inside the Pottery booth spun clay, their hands gooey and messy and wonderful—Anna longed to join them. But first, she’d find her friends.

Sure enough, they were in the Woodworking area, Opa Fritz, sadly, absent. EchoMaster Hammerschmidt was showing Elia and Isaac Guertler how to assemble the carved parts of a classroom chair. One booth over in the Clockmaking section, Sophie, Vendy, and Jakob gathered around Tobias, who was receiving instruction from his Opa Echo, Hans Winkler. The inside makings of a clock lay out before them. Anna stopped in the entrance, observing Tobias, sitting on a stool by the apparition of who once was the boy’s grandfather.

Will my Opa and Oma become Echos someday?

Would seeing them as Echos help her miss them less after they died? If her Opa or Oma appeared as an Echo, she couldn’t imagine feeling satisfied to the point of overcoming grief. She’d want to throw her arms around them and feel their embrace. And that, Anna knew, was not how Echos worked.

Anna stepped closer, not wanting to interrupt Echo Winkler’s instruction. He explained how Metalworking and Smithing played a part in the creation of a clock as Tobias assembled gears.

Hammering on the anvil started up again, blasts traveling through the shelved walls laden with supplies, tools, and make-stuffs, providing no insulation from the sounds.

“Honestly,” she heard EchoMaster Hammerschmidt complain, “can’t they take that outside by the forge?”

“They absolutely can!” Echo Winkler huffed. He set down his tools and strode past her, apparently on a mission to tell Herr Weber to take his hammering outdoors.

A flicker of light drew her attention to the Gem Cutting work area across the way, where the resident Gem-Cutting Echo sat on a stool under an intense work lamp. He always worked quietly—and by himself. He hunched over the floor as if searching for something he dropped. A small gem would prove hard to find.

Anna peered through the supply-filled shelves as he scoured the floor. A light flashed again, and this time, Anna saw that it wasn’t from the lamp hung over his workstation but from the center of his booth.

Curious, Anna made her way over. Another flash lit the area, and the EchoMaster’s headset crashed to the floor, tumbling toward the entry as Anna hurried around to get a clear view.

He took a step back, looking down at himself. Oblivious that Anna was watching, he parted his shirt. A line of black and white specks covered the center of his very pale, hairy chest. Anna cupped her mouth with her hand—the movement causing him to notice her standing there. The flash stuttered across his chest again before he angrily closed his shirt, fumbling with its buttons.

He noticed it too!

Anna met his stare, feeling unwelcome in his booth. Kids had mentioned he wasn’t as patient as other Echos—now Anna experienced his personality firsthand. The Gem Cutter sat back down on the stool with his back turned, searching the counter for the gem he'd dropped earlier.

Although hesitant, she spoke. “Herr Blumengartner, what was that?”

“What was what?” he spat.

Anna gulped. Maybe other kids really meant unfriendly when they used the word impatient. “Do you need help finding the gem you dropped?” she asked cheerfully, trying a new approach.

“Who said I’m looking for a gem?”

“I thought I saw you drop something.”

“My headgear! I don’t need your assistance—just leave it.”

She glanced down at it. Obviously, it wasn’t a good idea to keep important equipment on the floor. She respected his request but asked, “Black and white stuff was flashing in your booth, and it was on you too...”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Just a clumsy old man dropping his tools. Go back to your friends—I have work to do.”

Anna took the ticket to get out of there. She didn’t particularly like being around this apparition and, after their exchange, didn’t see her opinion changing any time soon. No wonder none of the other kids want to pursue Gemology!

Anna returned to her friends and Echo Winkler in the Clockmaking area. The newly assembled clockworks ticked away as if they had a heartbeat of their own. It was far more welcoming a booth than the Lapidary’s section!

Another flash came from the Gem Cutter’s booth, and she peeked over, spotting his white shirt through the array of shelving between them. He seemed unbothered and continued hunching over his work.

If he isn’t worried about the flash or losing something valuable like a gem, why should I be?

She watched Echo Winkler help Tobias mount the gears inside a beautiful carriage clock but wished Opa Fritz was around. The static on the Gem Cutter’s body left her unsettled, like something could be wrong with the apparition. There must be some explanation for it ... a tidbit about Echos she hadn’t yet learned. Or, at the very least, maybe he could tell her why he was so grouchy! She couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to work with him, let alone kids. She was sure anyone would rather study trigonometry or even chemistry.

Every time she blinked, the outline of a glowing flash obscured her eyelids, and Anna wondered if that had something to do with why the Gem Cutter seemed so disgruntled or why kids stayed away from his booth.

Whatever the reason, Anna vowed to steer clear of his booth from then on out.

***
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A bit later, Anna burst through her front door, Sophie on her heels, hoping her dad planned something for dinner. She was starving!

Her dad jumped in his seat at the kitchen table littered with hulking files and piles of ledgers when she and Sophie spilled into the room.

“Hi,” she said, dropping to the floor to let Strudel out of her bag.

The dog promptly peed on the floor.

“You were just outside,” Rudy moaned. He pointed under the sink. “There’s a bucket and rags under there. We don’t have paper towels here like in the real world. You gotta clean that up the old-fashioned way.”

You gotta be kiddin’ me. Ew.

Anna handed Sophie the leash. “Take her to the grass real quick?” she asked as she fumbled to fill the bucket with water.

“I’m not picking up anything if she goes,” Sophie mumbled on her way out with the dog.

Anna kneeled on the floor and began cleaning.

“How was your first day of school?” he asked.

“They’re gonna teach us magic.”

He stopped working, looking up. “Really? I thought that was verboten?”

“It is. Frau Graf handed EchoMaster Klammer the role of Principal. I think for that very reason. What the Guild Council doesn’t know can’t hurt, right?”

“Despite everything, secrets continue,” Rudy sighed. “Well, Frau Klammer’s secret is safe with me. I hope parents think like I do, or there might be trouble with the arrangement.”

That gave Anna a surge of anxiety. Oh my God, Dad’s right! Maybe the kids better keep some things they’re learning to themselves. Then again, kids would probably already know whether their own parents or guardians would oppose it...wouldn’t they? The last thing she wanted was for Frau Klammer or any of the Echos to get into trouble.

Sophie came back inside with the dog, wrinkling her nose while holding a knotted plastic baggie. Anna pointed in the direction of the garbage can under the sink, where she got the bucket, which was now filled with dirty water. She hesitated where to drain it. They washed their food and dishes in that sink!

“Empty it in the toilet,” her dad told her.

Good idea. “Dad, you didn’t plan dinner, did you?” Anna said, noticing empty counters and nothing simmering on the stove.

“On the contrary, I thought we’d eat at the Büchholtz’s place. Saw Oma up at the castle this afternoon. She had a busy day herself and told me she wouldn’t have time to fix dinner. You’re coming to dinner with us, Sophie.”

Anna figured her Oma’s busy day had something to do with her role in helping her mom.

A knock at the door set Strudel into a barking fit. Sophie pulled the door open, and a bird swept inside, Strudel jumping on her hind legs to try to catch it.

“A bird message!” Anna gasped with surprise. She held out her hand, and it landed on her finger. “It’s made of wood!”

“Who’s it from?” Sophie asked, standing closer. “Opa Fritz?”

It began chirping—or, make that, speaking. “Anna, your Oma’s working on that project to help your mom find Liam and Max. Go see her right away!”

The bird fell into Anna’s palm, now lifeless.

“What project?”

Anna gulped, daring to glance at her dad, who had heard the whole thing. So much for keeping Tobias’s inside information from him. Awe—or maybe disbelief—riddled Rudy Beck’s face.

He quickly rose from the table and reached for the door. “Let’s go. I want to know if Mom’s okay, and I want to know what Oma is up to!”

Anna did too. She followed him out the door, hoping her dad wouldn’t think of asking who had sent the message. She wouldn’t want to give Tobias away. The fact that the Guild Leader’s grandson informed her of insider information wasn’t something she wanted others to know.

They rapped on Otto and Moni’s door. Sophie ran farther down the street, toward the Büchholtz Bar & Grill, to let Margot and Paula know of possible developments concerning the boys and the away team.

Otto pulled the door open to welcome them inside.

“What’s this about Moni helping Britta?” Rudy asked as they came inside. “Is Britta all right?”

Otto lifted his hands. “Nothing’s wrong, but she sent Moni a message. She’s asked Moni and Yannet for magical assistance is all.”

Relieved to hear that her mother was safe, Anna joined her Oma and Yannet sitting at the oval dining table.

Moni pulled Anna into a sideways hug. “Oh my goodness, I’ve missed you,” she said. “Honestly, you’d think we lived worlds apart when you’re only a few doors down!”

Large trays filled with assorted beads caught Anna’s eye. “What’s up with the beads?” Anna asked.

Her Oma smiled. “Let’s wait for the others before we talk.” There was caution in her tone.

Within minutes, others arrived—including Opa Fritz. He tipped his flat cap at her, but, unfortunately, it was no time or place to have a private conversation. Anna still wondered if he had any part of their summer school’s new direction...

Elia sat on her mother’s lap, keeping her fingers laced together as she fought the urge to touch the spread of beads before them. Paula leaned on the back of Yannet’s chair, admiring the beads as well. Sophie wedged herself between Anna and their Oma.

“This needs to be kept private,” Moni began. “Gerda Winkler has been a friend first, long before she was elected into a Guild Council position. She made an oath to serve the Guild, so now that she’s in that position, her helping us cannot get out.”

Those gathered nodded in understanding.

“Britta sent a button to me and Yannet, asking for help.”

Anna’s heart did a flip at the mention of her mom’s name. It sounded serious. Should she be worried?

Moni set a button on the table: one used when they sewed invisibility garments before coming to the Hidden City. “Security found it outside our Hidden City, unable to get inside our realm. Bless Gerda’s heart, she made sure Walter got it to us.”

“Why would Britta ask you and Yannet for help?” Margot cut in.

“How can we be sure Britta and the others aren’t in danger?” Rudy added. “Those buttons were fashioned to provide their senders help, weren’t they?”

“Walter got a clear indication that Britta wanted me to do something for her that might help them find the boys,” Moni answered. “I dreamed that Britta wanted me to sew something that could help reach Liam and Max.”

Moni shifted in her seat and faced Yannet, indicating for her to continue. “The night Moni had her dream, I had a dream myself. I saw a button in my hand, a message radiating from it, compelling me to talk to Moni right away. It gave me a clear impression to bead something that can help make a bridge into another realm.”

“A bridge?” Paula repeated.

Anna leaned in, intrigued.

“I’m a Beader. It was a hobby for many women in my family, but the craft had its practical uses. We made everything from jewelry to household decorations. Along with it came my family’s somewhat superstitious beliefs: Whenever something was wrong, they had a beaded remedy to solve it.”

“What do you mean?” Margot asked.

Anna remembered Yannet and her mother chatting while working on the invisibility cloaks back in Frankfurt. The story was as creepy as it was captivating, and she was glad she was about to hear it again.

“We beaded something for whatever ailed anyone!” Yannet continued, “If someone was having nightmares, a dreamcatcher to hang by the bed was the answer. But the funny thing was”—Yannet scanned their faces—“it worked! Nightmares stopped.”

“The power of suggestion,” Margot countered like Markus would if he were there.

Elia covered her ears.

“Margot’s got a point,” Anna’s dad spoke up. “They believed it would work. Without the stress, worrying about nightmares, sleep was peaceful.”

“Our home was burglarized, and again!” Yannet continued despite their rebukes. “They created windchimes for the porch to keep intruders away, and it worked. New baby in the family who was colicky? A beaded play mobile dangled from the crib to ward off any pain and to promote soothing. And they all worked.

“There was the time my grandfather was on his deathbed.” Yannet leaned over the table, her face more serious. “His transition wasn’t going as peacefully as we had hoped. The poor man was terrified.” Yannet shook her head as if grief had resurfaced. “Demons, my mother and aunties said. Spirits. They were tormenting him, scaring him, they said. Next thing I knew, they busied themselves with their Beading and Weaving. They made a web-like banner with a crisscrossing of braided yarn. It had colorful wood, glass, and metal beads, spun specifically to ward off—get this—ill intent, they said.”

Again, she shook her head, but this time with a smile. “It had a huge cross in its center, surrounded by blue and white beads that made it look like it was suspended in clouds. It was so beautiful! My mom said it would keep anything evil from crossing over and disturbing his last breaths.”

Her eyes roamed their faces. “I know it sounds kinda weird” —she searched the tabletop as if she was at a loss for words— “but I swear my grandfather slipped away, peacefully, within hours after hanging that thing next to his bed.”

She leaned back in her chair. “I shared these stories with Britta.”

Anna remembered listening in but was now somewhat embarrassed to admit that she’d kind of laughed them off. The last story about evil spirits tormenting her dying grandfather had kind of freaked her out.

Margot glared across the table, her arms wrapped around Elia’s torso as if she would have much rather crossed her arms. “What does all this superstition about evil spirits crossing over from other realms and beading have to do with finding my son?”

Yannet continued. “Britta and I thought that women in my family might actually be TradeCrafters.”

“Then it must be true! That explains everything!” Margot giggle-shouted, clearly at a loss of patience.

Margot reminded Anna of Markus so much at that moment. Elia covered her ears again, and Anna was tempted to invite the girl over to sit in her lap instead. It looked like Margot’s resistance was getting to her.

“Britta asked us to make something magical, similar to the principles of Yannet’s story,” Moni said, her soothing tone somewhat cutting the tension. “Something much like a dreamcatcher. The idea is to create something that, instead of keeping evil from crossing into our earthly realm, helps us cross into a Legion realm.”

Moni fingered some of the beads, skimming the surface and causing them to stir and clink. “Gerda asked EchoMasters and TradeCrafters to make these with that very intention.”

Margot scoffed, and Elia slipped off her lap, crawled under the table, and stood next to Anna.

Anna’s dad broke the awkward silence. “It makes sense, actually.”

Moni agreed with a happy nod. “It does! However, we must be cautious.”

“Cautious?” Paula chimed in.

“These beads were made to break into a secure place. To invade a boundary. It’s always risky to walk this fine line of intention!” Beads in black, midnight blue, and the deepest of purples made of glass, clay, leather, wood, and various metals lay before them. While pretty, they suddenly felt ominous. “Yannet and I must stitch them with the clear intention to deliver us safely into an opposing realm. To find and rescue anyone who wants out.”

Everyone studied the spread of beads.

“I think it’ll work,” Otto said.

Anna almost forgot her Opa was there. His silence when plans of any kind were made was rare, but he seemed to be fine with allowing Moni authority over the situation.

Anna took a deep breath before touching the beads herself. Her Oma had touched them; certainly nothing could be wrong if she did.

“Anna, be careful!” Elia wailed, startling her.

Yannet’s story about evil crossing over into the real world was getting the best of Elia—and her!

“It’s okay, isn’t it, Oma?” Moni nodded.

Anna pinched a metal bead and set it in her palm, its temperature like ice; its surface so sleek that it felt slippery and wet. Their plan sounded hopeful but also dangerous. What could happen to her Oma if their use of the beads was considered misuse? Goose bumps came over her neck, and she dropped the bead back onto the tray.

“Is there such a thing as dangerous magic?” she asked.

Pause.

“Yes, Anna dear,” her Oma answered.

That did nothing to rid Anna of her goose bumps. Did the Legion make such things? Was Liam learning magic this way?

Moni continued, “We want to get our finished project to Britta and the others as soon as possible so we can get our boys back!”

The group gave assurances of their support. “Does this mean we know where Liam and Max are located?” Rudy asked.

Moni shook her head.

“What assurances do we have?” Margot asked.

Moni kept shaking her head. “Sometimes we can only move forward in faith. Let’s trust Britta’s idea and that it’s a good one. Let’s trust that our combined magic will be exactly what’s needed to find our boys.”

Margot’s eyes softened, but she shook her head. “I don’t know. Yannet’s story doesn’t sound convincing to me. Right now, I find it easier to believe in flying toy carousels!”

Moni’s eyes landed on a cabinet behind them. “Lucky for us, we’ve got one handy.”

Otto reached inside the box and pulled out Opa Fritz’s yellow and white canopied carousel. “You ladies best get started. I’ll figure out dinner for a change. Büchholtz Bar & Grill, everyone?” He held Anna’s shoulders as everyone headed out the door. “I’ll bring you both back a hearty serving!” he told Moni and Yannet.

“Don’t forget dessert,” Moni quipped. “It’s not every day you fix me dinner!”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 42


[image: image]


LIAM AND MAX SAT IN their dorm room, waiting for time to pass before Max’s transport back to the real world. They had decided to skip dinner, unwilling to face the other kids with their questions and ridicule. They knocked on Stefano’s door, but there was no answer.

Max let out a sigh of relief. “I don’t want to say goodbye,” he mumbled. “Just tell him for me, will ya?”

Liam nodded, and they spent the later afternoon and evening locked away in their dorm room. Max even managed to nap.

“Good for him,” Liam mumbled in a low voice.

Around eight, Frau Schlossyoder arrived with a tray of steaming mugs and a small loaf of gold-crusted bread. Max woke up at the sound of the knock on the door, and after the Echo set the tray down on the desk, he leaped from his bed to wrap his arms around her. He disappointingly hugged thin air.

“Aw, there, there,” Frau Schlossyoder cooed. “It means so much to me, knowing you wanted to give me a hug.”

She left them, and they ate the delicious stew and bread in silence.

“I’m sorry I brought you here, Max. I thought it would work out for you. I thought it would work out for both of us,” Liam said when they were done eating.

“Why did you think I’d like it here?” he asked. “These people are horrible!”

“I thought you’d appreciate learning more about how to become a magical TradeCrafter. Really, I did.”

“My Opa is willing to teach me,” Max said.

“I suppose you’re right, so long as your dad’s not around and he doesn’t catch wind of it.”

“Is that why you want to stay here?” Max asked. “Because they’re willing to teach you?”

“More or less.”

Max shook his head as if disgusted and gripped Liam’s hands. “My Opa will teach you! I know he will!”

Opa Fritz’s words rang in his memory, but Liam shook his head. “There’s no guarantee of that. Besides, after being here a while, there’s more to it than that.”

“What are you talking about?”

“There are things I can’t really explain.”

Max looked away again. “I’ll never understand why you want to stay.”

“When you get home, tell my family I’m all right,” Liam told him. “Tell them I want to stay, for a little bit longer, anyway.”

“Come back with me and tell them yourself!”

Liam shook his head. “No. I’ve gotta stay here. I’m learning so much.”

“Don’t you think it’s dangerous?” Max challenged. “They attacked our Guild members like they were in an all-out war! You were there in Nürnberg and saw it yourself! They don’t even care that one of their own guys died using their Time-Travel magic! You really want to be a part of this?”

Liam’s throat went dry. What could he tell Max that wouldn’t put either of them in danger? They could force Max to answer questions before they sent him back to the real world. As much as he would’ve liked to, he couldn’t tell Max a thing. He couldn’t tell him he wanted to learn what the Legion’s intentions were with Time Travel. He couldn’t share his curiosity about this large organization that kept TradeMagic alive despite the Guild’s directives. He couldn’t tell him that things he found out might be helpful for the Guild!

“My uncle’s teaching me TradeMagic. How can I say no to such an incredible opportunity?”

Max argued further. “They’re ruthless. I’m afraid if you stay with them, they’ll brainwash you! You’ll turn into one of them!”

Liam placed his hands on Max’s shoulders. He couldn’t lie; he knew the Legion could probably warp people’s sense of judgment—their sense of differentiating between good and bad. “I won’t let that happen. And, Max, I’m sorry I brought you here. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“It’s okay,” Max said. “At least now I can tell everyone where you’re at. And that you’re okay.”

“Let’s hope so,” Liam said. “I think they will erase your memory before they send you back.”

“What?!”

They were interrupted by loud clanking sounds against the window. “What the...” Liam swore as he threw back the curtains.

Max came to his side. “Look! Something flew against the glass!”

Clanking sounds hit the window again, and objects outside, glowing, dashed in and out of view.

Liam fumbled for the latch to open the window, recognizing the flying objects instantly. “Oh my gosh, I don’t believe it!” Liam watched as several copper buttons ripped through the screen and landed with soft thuds on his bedspread. “These are buttons Tante Britta and my Oma used for the invisibility coats!”

“They’re what?” Max questioned.

“I’m pretty sure these ones with hummingbirds were used on the cloaks! Max, do you know what this means?” Max shook his head. “It means someone sent these to help me! I bet it’s either my Oma or Tante Britta!”

“Elia sent her horse to you,” Max said. “Did it reach you?”

“Horse?” Liam shook his head. “No, Max, look at these! They were made to provide aid!”

“Um, okay,” Max replied with uncertainty.

“Max, I had buttons on my coat that helped me since I got here,” Liam continued, “and I used the last one that night I came to get you.”

“You had magic buttons, and you used the last one to get me? Why didn’t you use it to wish your way out of here? Or for more buttons?”

Liam shrugged, smiling rather than explaining the relief and assurance that came over him. Maybe there was a chance for Max to return home with his message for his family intact. Maybe these buttons can help Max retain his memory, including everything that happened while here!

“We have to go to the clock tower pretty soon, but not before we put a couple of these buttons to good use!” Liam handed a button to his friend and tucked a couple of spares into the depths of his jeans pocket. He made his way toward the closet and opened the safe. He placed the three remaining buttons inside.

“You can use a button to help you,” he told Max. “When the Legion sends you back, I’m sure they’re going to use magic to erase your memory. They said they’d do the same to me if I chose not to stay.”

As Max studied the metal piece resting in his palm, Liam stooped forward to get the boy’s attention. “Listen, Max, this is very important. Do exactly what I tell you. Hold the button to your mouth and tell it to help you. Be specific. Think only about it helping you keep your memories when you transport back. Do you understand?”

“I think so.” Max began to raise the button to his mouth, but Liam stopped him.

“I think so isn’t good enough. Be sure. Be completely sure you understand,” Liam said. “Don’t think about anything else.”

Max nodded with confidence.

“Once you’re thinking of that and only that, command the button to help you keep your memory,” Liam told him.

Max concentrated before bringing the button to his mouth and saying the words. The button glowed for a few seconds before returning to its original brass color.

“All right. Put it in your pocket and take it with you. Hopefully it’ll work.” Liam paused. “Tell my family and the Guild everything that happened to you. Tell them I’m all right and that I want more time to learn.” Liam sat back on his bed, thinking back to his exact words earlier. “Tell them they’re exploring different types of magic, like Time Travel. I have to be here to learn about it.”

Max nodded. “Maybe you should write this down.”

Liam groaned. “We can’t! They’ll find any note on you. Now think, Max. You’re smart. You can memorize this.”

“I can’t even memorize words for spelling tests! Maybe I could use a button to help me ...”

“Good idea!” Liam returned to the closet, where he had hidden the rest.

“But that only leaves you three!” Max said.

“It’s okay. We need a button to help you right now.” Liam held a button, and Max took it and placed it in front of his lips. “Tell them I’m all right. I need more time. They’re exploring magic ... in ways beyond the Guild’s rules.”

“Those aren’t the exact words you said before ...”

“They’re close enough. Now, you repeat them as you understand them.”

Again and again, Liam had Max repeat the words until he believed Max had them memorized as best he could.

“Okay, now use the button to cement it all into memory. Tell it to help you remember everything!”

Max meditated and asked the button to do so. Both boys exhaled when it was done.

Liam reached into his own pocket to produce the third button and handed it over to Max. “This is for you to take with you and use later. Just in case. Hide it somewhere they can’t find it. In your mouth or something. But don’t swallow it.”

“Just in case of what?” Max questioned.

“You’ll probably need help finding your way home or to wherever your family is, like the Hidden City.”

Max bent over to put it under his sock, where the elastic pressed against his ankle. “Does erasing memories hurt?” Max asked as they left the room. “It’s not gonna kill me like that poor Herr Bergmann, will it?”

“I doubt it,” Liam answered, but he wondered if there might be danger in doing such a thing.

He thought it best not to voice his concerns and, instead, said, “Come on, it’s time for you to go.”
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FRITZ FOLLOWED HIS old friend across the castle grounds, Walter Schwartz, retired Chimney Sweep and the Guild’s silent, thirteenth Council member in charge of casting tie votes.

So much for silent. He never thought he’d actually have to perform his duties like this, Fritz thought. If he’d known, he never would’ve agreed to do it.

“Ready?” Walter asked, facing a clock on the square tower adjacent to Nürnberg Castle. Fritz watched the clock as well, and within a second, he found himself standing in a small room before an antique grandfather clock.

“Stuttgart’s City Hall,” Walter said and winked. “Good to know people high up in places.” They made their way into a maze of halls and found the exit. “Too bad we don’t know people in buildings with old, magically enhanced clocktowers that are closer to Gerda’s house. We’ll have to drive the rest of the way.”

Or we could’ve used my carousel, Fritz thought. Alas, Moni and Yannet weren’t finished embellishing it yet!

Walter scanned the curb along the street. “We have a vehicle, BWL ...” He rattled numbers that set Fritz on a hunt for a car with matching plates.

“How long have you been aware of the Legion’s uprising?” Fritz asked after they found the Audi and climbed inside.

“For about three years now.”

Three years!

“We learned little by little, month by month.” Walter’s face, wrinkled more by time spent laughing than by age, wasn’t anywhere close to laughing now.

In fact, Fritz hadn’t seen his smile or heard his laugh since arriving at the Hidden City. The last time he’d heard Walter’s unrestrained, youthful chuckles was last summer at Reuben and Paula’s reception. Fritz remembered it distinctly: it was the first time he remembered laughing himself after Rosa passed.

“Three years,” Fritz repeated. “That’s a long time. You didn’t think of reuniting earlier?”

“We’ve only recently learned the full breadth and scope of this group called the Legion. They’re working with others, making their numbers huge. Many in non-magical society.” He started the engine.

Fritz’s neck hairs stood on end. “Who?”

“Politicians. Big business. Education and media.”

Fritz gaped.

“Clues came together only just recently.” Walter checked for traffic and pulled onto the road.

Fritz didn’t speak until they were established on the freeway, en route for Freiberg. “You didn’t bargain for this, did you?” Fritz asked as they sped away for Freiberg.

“No,” came Walter’s answer, along with a long sigh. “You?”

He smiled, but not because he was happy. “I planned for just in case, as you know, with the carousel.”

“And our pact,” he added, still not smiling. “Crazy. I considered our plan for another uprising as an insurance policy we’d never use, yet here we are.”

How true that was. “I don’t think any of us thought things would come down to this,” Fritz sighed. “As the thirteenth, silent member, you’ve been busy,” Fritz pried further. “I thought you served as observer and tie-breaking vote.”

“That’s right.” Walter’s eyes, usually glistening with interest, seemed so serious now. “My vote sided with the Guild and its members to reunite again.”

Fritz’s mouth gaped again as they sped down the Autobahn. “The Council was at a tie? Over this?”

Walter nodded. “I’m too old for this. We’re all too old for this!”

My thoughts exactly, Fritz wanted to say but didn’t. Walter had plenty of Guild troubles to worry about! He didn’t need to hear how Fritz had advocated for magical teaching at their Hidden City school or that Otto and Moni’s granddaughter had rallied her friends to persuade the Echos to make that happen. And he most certainly wasn’t going to mention that he—and Moni Kraus—had a hand in convincing Council Member Graf to turn the other direction while the Echos emerged from hibernation to take over the school either.

The engine revved as Walter pressed the gas pedal low to the floor, nothing but Autobahn ahead. Fritz no longer regretted leaving his carousel behind and relished the next two hours of Walter’s company all to himself.

***
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Walter whistled an old folk tune as Fritz followed him around the house to the backyard. Fritz chimed in, his returning smile making it impossible to pucker and hold a pitch.

Their visit during the drive helped both their moods.

“Dad!” Markus yelled, yanking him into a bear hug. “You’re here!”

They broke apart. Fritz caught himself shifting his flat cap as he smiled in return, radiating his own delight before spotting several small cuts and bruises on Markus’s face. Now close, Fritz saw beyond his polo shirt collar where a huge bandage covered the side of his neck. Markus pulled Fritz into another bear hug before Fritz could ask what happened. Fritz’s arms were trapped by his son’s embrace.

Markus sure wasn’t scolding him for nodding now. He's relieved to see me. He’s truly grateful. He’s letting bygones be bygones, Fritz thought.

“Finally,” Verner’s voice met Fritz’s ears, “someone came.”

The Electrician shook hands with Walter before diving into Fritz for a more personable hug. His hands and arms looked scratched and bruised. What was that about?

“We were beginning to wonder.”

“Wonder what?” Fritz asked.

“Wonder if the Guild forgot about us ...” Verner said.

“On the contrary,” Fritz said. “Gerda Winkler insisted we come.”

Walter cut in. “The Guild has its hands full, but Gerda and all us old family friends...” his voice drifted. “Time might pass, but we still find time for each other. Especially when we need each other the most.”

The screen door opened, and Britta and Reuben came out, surprised looks on their faces. Fritz saw more bruises; Reuben with a hint of a black eye...

Their cheerful greetings subsided when Walter told them how Guild security found a magic button Britta had sent. “I was able to read a message,” Walter said, “asking if Moni and Yannet would make something to help reach the boys.”

Britta’s jaw dropped.

“You sent a button?” her brother asked, his voice sounding irritated.

“I ... I sent a button to my mom earlier this week,” Britta stuttered as if surprised the magical piece had carried out her wishes.

Reuben ushered them inside, where Reuben had food ready on the stove. They dove into the huge pot of goulash and potatoes for an early but welcome meal. With saucers filled, they found seats around the table in the dining room.

“I hoped the button would reach her,” Britta said. “I’m glad you’re here because of it. But ” —she glanced around the table—  “I think we should talk about other news.”

“Other news?” Walter jumped right in, his curiosity obvious by rounded eyebrows arching over his eyes. He studied the men around the table. “Would it have something to do with all your bruises? You all look pretty roughed up.”

Each of them shrugged. Fritz had the distinct impression that they didn’t want to share their bruises’ backstories with Walter now that he was acting like a Council member elect.

“Britta,” Walter began, breaking the silence. “Your mother and Yannet are working on a creation to help us reach the boys. Problem is, we don’t know where the Legion realms are.”

“We do,” Verner interrupted. “We caught a Legion thug. Lars Lügner. He ...” Verner stopped when Walter’s eyebrows popped up again.

“You caught a Legion thug, did you?” Walter said.

Britta leaned forward. “We learned that the Legion School Liam and Max were taken to is in Nordrhein-Westfalen.”

Walter took a breath. “That’s good news, but where’s this Lars Lügner now?”

They exchanged glances again as if deciding who should answer. “We left him on the front porch of the Büchholtz Inn,” Britta said. “We gave him Bräu to erase his memory, then more to keep him put. I’m sure he’s stumbled away by now.”

The men smirked, and Fritz did too. “You went back to the Inn in München?” Walter asked with concern.

What did Walter and Gerda expect? That Markus and the rest of this group sit idle at the Winkler house, wishing Max and Liam would come back?

“We had to collect the Bräu.” Reuben seemed annoyed, as if he, too, wondered if they were expected not to have ever left the house. “We don’t want that kind of magic to fall into enemy hands.” He took a breath. “Did you expect us to stay here, not doing anything at all?”

Walter chuckled. “Hardly. Benny told me about a little excursion you and Britta took to Berlin. Staying put in the house was the last thing I expected.”

What was this?

Fritz wasn’t the only one to sit more upright in his seat. Britta and Reuben pinched their lips closed.

Verner’s face got red, and he pointed at his sister. “What’s he talking about, Britta?” he asked.

Walter waved his hand dismissively and landed his gaze on Britta and Reuben. “As a family friend and a Council member elect, my opinions don’t always align.” He leaned forward. “Either way, I respect the choices you made.”

“Can someone please tell me what you’re talking about,” Markus said.

“I’d rather hear what this Lars Lügner said,” Walter said.

Reuben answered. “He told us Max is in Nordrhein-Westfalen. Not much to go on, but now Britta has another clue to help us.”

They turned toward Britta. “The button I sent for my mother’s help wasn’t the only button I sent away,” she said. She glanced around at her housemates. “Markus thought it would be a good idea to send the rest of them out to help lead us to Max and Liam. To help them if they needed help. Last night, one of them came back. With a vision.”

“What kind of vision?” Walter asked.

“Sights, of a dilapidated compound of sorts, and Max, hidden in their shadows, on a cracked sidewalk with weeds sprouting near his knees. He was crying.”

A lump so large in Fritz’s throat made a horrible sound as he swallowed. Max! Oh, Max!

Britta’s hand landed on his shoulder. “He’s okay.” Her tone soothed him. “He’s scared and alone but okay. Lost, hoping to be found!”

“Where’s the button?” Walter asked with urgency.

She jumped to her feet, and her footsteps were heard racing upstairs. Walter will read it. He can sense Max’s message, perhaps even see what Max wanted it to show Britta...

Fritz wiped his head and slid his flat cap back on. Markus stared, his eyes filled with a mix of fatigue and sorrow.

“I’m sorry, Markus,” Fritz said, worried about doing that silly thing with his hat. “You must be absolutely beside yourself with worry!”

To his surprise, Markus let out a chuckle. “Reuben’s Relaxant Bräu helps. D’ya need some?”

Fritz managed a smile.

Britta returned and plopped a button into Walter’s open palm. “I’m sure Max sent it,” she said as she sat down.

“Yes, a desperate boy sent it,” Walter said. “Not Liam. I sense a more youthful energy, worried about being in a strange, unknown place.”

“Are you sure?” Markus leaned into the table, his stare hard. “How can you tell who sent it, let alone what the sender was feeling?”

“I just do,” Walter answered.

Markus folded his arms. “With all due respect, Herr Schwartz, you’re not a telepath.”

Oh boy, here he goes again ...

“I’m a Chimney Sweeper.”

Markus let out a puff. “I don’t want to cling to false hope. Get excited about something too carnival fortune teller-ish.”

“Walter’s not a fortune teller,” Fritz said. “Chimney Sweeps can detect when and where magic is used and under what pretenses.”

Markus didn’t seem convinced, his poker face remaining. “If Max is lost and scared, why didn’t he send a message to me? I’m his father!”

Fritz wondered how to answer without upsetting him.

Luckily, Britta stepped in. “I think Max knew the button was mine.”

“But I’m his dad! Wouldn’t he call out to me?”

“I’m sure he wanted to! He probably thought the button would work best if he sent it to someone magical.”

That’s exactly what Max thought...that smart boy! It hardly mattered to Fritz who received the button, but his heart ached for Markus nonetheless. Britta laid a hand on Markus’s arm while Reuben landed one on his shoulder, and Markus’s agitation seemed to wane.

“I can detect intention,” Walter continued. “My trade makes me sensitive to residual thoughts, emotions, motivations.” He fondled the button in his fingers.

“It takes years to hone these abilities,” Fritz explained. “Early on, a Chimney Sweep can read basic impressions left in ash and soot.”

“Like a person who used invisibility in a room, or someone sad who burned love letters, or,” Walter interjected, “a family happily singing around the hearth the night before.

“A Master Chimney Sweep can sense things deeper and in much greater detail. They can read traces of motivation, intention, and emotions in burning items as well as magical wares. What it was created for. When and why their magic was used. Reactions, if it was observed.

“Like this button, made by a skilled Caster with the intention of fulfilling a Tailor’s wishes. I sense a Seamstress’s intention”—Walter glanced toward Britta—“probably Britta or Moni, to aid and protect. But I also sense a child, afraid, wanting to be found.”

Walter continued holding the button at eye level. “Using magic is like burning something—it leaves memories behind. I can read it like one can read a book.”

Markus listened respectfully enough, but Fritz could tell he struggled not to laugh.

Reuben left the table, returning with a piece of paper and a pencil. “Write something completely random,” Reuben told him. “Be absurd and off-the-wall if you want!”

Fritz smiled and glanced around the table. This is going to be fun! Britta and Verner watched with curiosity.

Markus scribbled—several sentences—a whole paragraph.

Reuben crumpled up the paper before setting it on the plate. “Anyone got a match?” he asked.

Markus flicked a lighter and ignited the paper, reapplying the flame until a charred heap remained.

Walter held his hands over it, his eyebrows raised. Scorched flakes broke apart as he pinched at the ash and deposited the residue in the palm of his hand. He stirred the charred remains with the tip of a finger, smearing them into his palm.

He broke out into a toothy smile. “You wrote a question.”

“Did I?” Markus cocked his head. “All I want to know, Herr Schwartz, is that I can rely on your magic.”

“I don’t know if the Beatles were TradeCrafters,” Walter said out of the blue. “I don’t know if John Lennon put magic in their music to brainwash kids into buying albums to make them rich and famous.”

Markus’s mouth dropped. Fritz hid his chuckle as Britta clapped her hands, quietly and quickly, in excitement.

“So. About Max’s whereabouts,” she said as if eager to move on to what was most important.

Walter’s fingertips kept pressing into his soot-stained palm. “I sense a longing for someone to find him in an abandoned place.”

“I saw buildings,” Britta added. “Run-down buildings that haven’t been used in years, with windows boarded up and rooves caving in. Grounds, unkempt...”

“I have a sense of that too,” Walter interrupted her. “Many buildings. Vacant, abandoned. Like an old school campus or a cluster of medical buildings.”

“Yes. And there was a church...”

“With a tall, narrow steeple,” Walter finished Britta’s sentence. He leaned back in his chair. “It’s familiar. I think I know that place.”

“Where is it?” Verner asked, his voice eager.

“I think it used to be an old boarding school near Düsseldorf.” Walter’s gaze met the ceiling as he took a deep breath. “It was once used as a sort of medical facility. Not a nice place. It has been deserted for decades.”

“Düsseldorf’s in Nordrhein- Westfalen!” Britta said.

Where Lars Lügner said the Legion had a school!

Verner piped in. “I have a good feeling about this. Maybe we’ll find Max, and he’ll know where we can look for Liam.”

“I agree! It’s the best lead we’ve had since Max disappeared.” Markus slapped his hand on the edge of the table. “Düsseldorf’s not an impossible drive, but it’ll take time...”

Fritz interrupted him. “Markus, my boy, you should know that we won’t be driving. The rowboat’s still behind the shed, isn’t it?”

Markus waved his hands before him. “No way. That thing’s too rickety...”

“That thing is Legion-made,” Walter said. “It might get us into Legion territory without drawing too much attention.”

“But there’s not enough room, and the carousel seems much safer...”

Fritz pushed past a temptation to say, “Now my flying toys are satisfactory to you?”

“The carousel isn’t ready,” Walter said. “It’s being...enhanced. Moni and Yannet should be finished with it by tomorrow morning.”

Fritz stretched a hand over the table, and, almost to his surprise, Markus reached forward to meet it. “The boat is what we have now, and it’ll be enough. I think both of us want to get Max as soon as possible.”

Walter leaned in. “We’ll set out at dark.” 
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THE COMMANDEERED ROWBOAT sailed through the night sky with its determined passengers aboard. Fritz and his party wore invisibility coats for cover. Reality Bräu was drunk beforehand, allowing him to see Markus, Britta, and Walter all aglow. Various bottles of other Büchholtz Bräu rattled next to their feet.

Fritz gripped the edges of the bow as he willed the craft to fly faster.

They soared over townships, connected by stretches of rural highways evidenced by occasional streetlamps and headlights shining beams of light over the pavement. Walter gazed overboard, speaking out highway numbers and village names as he navigated their course.

“It’ll be a relief to find Max,” Britta said to Markus, both seated at the back of the boat. “I hate the thought of him being scared and all alone.”

“Maybe we’ll find Liam too,” Markus said.

It sounded to Fritz more like a wish than a statement of certainty.

“I’m worried about him, but he’s older,” Britta said. “I know he can take care of himself better than your son can.”

Fritz glanced behind, catching Markus giving Britta a friendly pat on her shoulder.

It seemed to him like Markus had grown closer with Otto and Moni’s daughter—and Reuben, for that matter. Perhaps, given the magical world they were facing together, their bonds would grow further, Fritz mused. Perhaps two more generations of TradeCrafter families will form a brotherhood like he had.

“We’re getting close,” Walter announced.

A distance that would have taken five hours to drive took only a fraction of the time to fly. Fritz aimed their flight westward once the lights of Düsseldorf neared.

Walter handed out bottles of Bräu, and everyone drank.

“Keep watch,” Walter said. “With no moon out, we’ll be able to see even the smallest traces of magic.”

Fritz spotted a home with a path trailing from the house to a massive barn, the bricks radiating a muted, pink hue.

“Did a Master Bricklayer do that?” Markus asked. “There must be TradeCrafters everywhere across the country,” he added.

“Single tradesmen like a Mason are hard to come by anymore. Who can make a living that way? It’s no wonder there are hardly any of us left,” Walter said.

“Opa Otto uses magical contractors, then?” Markus naming Otto that way made Fritz smile.

Markus resumed gazing overboard, seemingly unbothered that Fritz didn’t answer.

“We’re close. The buildings I’m thinking of are isolated and abandoned,” Walter said. “It will be dark, except for the presence of magic.” A few minutes later, a slight glow in the distance silhouetted the treetops of a wooded area. “There! Go there!” Walter told Fritz, and the Toymaker steered the boat in that direction.

They crested the tips of tall evergreens. Magical Bräu allowed them to see faint light radiate from fields and a cluster of dark structures, giving the Legion’s hidden realm away. Fritz lowered the vessel into a field of tall grass, several yards from the light’s edge.

“What is that?” Markus asked.

Fritz followed the extension of his pointed finger and stopped the craft. A thin white crack glowed midair, brighter than the hint of magic used to create the hidden realm.

“Britta, does this place look like your vision?” Walter asked.

“I recognize the silhouette of the steeple.” She had pulled out Max’s button messenger, and Fritz watched as it hovered before her, now glowing. “It powered up again, like it senses what it wanted me to find. That means Max.” She pointed to the left of the steeple. “Between those buildings there,” Britta told him. “There should be a sort of paved clearing like a courtyard.”

They sailed farther. Uneven, overgrown grass gave way to crumbling pavement. They passed a building on their left, and a three-story structure loomed to their right. Britta pressed her hand against his back as an indication to stop.

“There!” Britta pointed at a narrow cathedral with a steeple pointing at the navy sky. “That’s the steeple. Take me to the left, into the corner where it butts up with another building.”

Fritz did as she directed. Weeds sprouted through a web of cracks in the sidewalks as window openings on the buildings watched their every move.

Fritz grimaced. They were terribly exposed.

Out of nowhere, a small glowing object raced toward them—and the button darted toward it. Fritz flew the boat and landed it where the two met. Markus hurdled over the boat and stared at the wood—carved toy. Elia’s horse!

“Dad?” a boy’s voice came from the shadows.

“Max?” Markus called.

“It is you!” Max’s voice was clearer now as he entered the clearing.

“Max!” his dad yelled and ran toward him.

Fritz’s heart raced, and he fired the boat in their direction, causing Walter and Britta to fall back in their seats. He scrambled from the craft as soon as he landed, wrapping his arms around his boys in a threesome embrace.

“I’m so glad to see you,” Max cried.

“Maximillian, my boy,” Fritz cried with relief.

Max looked up. “I sent a button Liam gave me! And it worked!”

“You were with Liam?” Britta gasped as she knelt next to them.

“He told me it would help me when they sent me back to the real world. And it did!”

The boy buried his face into the comfort of his father’s neck. Fritz let go and watched Britta fight back tears and smile at him.

But it was joy short lived.

Walter placed a hand on his shoulder that Fritz instantly sensed was not good. With a finger pressed to his lips, the Chimney Sweep gestured toward a nearby building where two illuminated silhouettes watched them from a window.

“Get in the boat!” Britta’s tone denoted the seriousness of their situation. “We need to leave right now!”

Fritz couldn’t have said it better himself. Markus had already pulled Max to his feet. Fritz told them all to hurry—realizing the irony when everyone was already seated and waiting for him to get there himself. Markus pushed Max to the floor as Fritz hunkered into its bow and lifted the craft into the air.

He heard a woman’s voice. “A button helped you, was it?”

The sound of breaking glass reached their ears, and a musky smell of perfume invaded their nostrils.

Worse yet, the fragrance caused their flying vessel to freeze.

The boat landed back on the ground, hard. The sound of its hull smashing against the concrete was earsplitting—and worrisome. Could it still fly and carry them?

Britta and Markus jumped into action, shaking bottles and spewing their magical contents all over the vessel. Markus remained in the boat and doused its hull while Britta leaped overboard and sprayed its underbelly and ground. The perfume’s stench faded, as did its magical hold—overridden by the Büchholtz’s greater mastery of TradeMagic.

“Go! Go! Go!” Britta yelled.

Fritz grasped the rim of the boat, and his intention made the craft rocket upward, leaving Britta,—and Walter!—behind.

The pair held bottles at the ready, prepared to fight off anyone threatening harm. A redhead and a man dressed in black leather approached them.

I recognize her! Fritz recalled. She called Liam’s name. He ran to her!

Fritz inched the boat higher after detecting cigarette smoke, mindful to keep his passengers from any danger—but not without reservation. He peered over the tip of the boat, fearful of what he might see Britta and Walter face next.

The redhead and leather-clad man blew smoke into Britta’s and Walter’s faces. His friends froze like statues as the attackers rummaged through their clothing. The force of their pillaging caused Walter’s stiff body to tip onto the ground.

“Get Freedom Bräu ready!” Fritz called.

Markus knelt over the edge, shaking bottles in each hand. “Fly right next to them!” he ordered.

Markus doused everyone with foamy spray as they sped by. As Fritz turned the boat about, Britta and Walter regained motion. Seconds later, a wave of Britta’s cloak propped the Master Seamstress to her feet. The redhead lunged, and Britta spun into a kick that hit her assailant’s hand. Her cigarette hurled through the air, away. Enraged, the woman stampeded toward her as if to tackle Britta to the ground. Britta darted sideways, but the redhead still managed to grasp the billowing folds of her cloak. She yanked it—and Britta—closer.

Walter could do very little to keep his attacker from wrestling him into a hold.

Markus’s yelling roused Fritz back to action. He had another round of Bräu ready to squirt and wanted him to fly back to the scene. Fritz aimed the boat again but let out a worried “Oh no!” when he spotted Walter lying face down on the concrete, not moving. The brute in leather pulled Walter’s invisibility trench from his body and rejoined the redhead fighting with Britta.

Fritz hovered near Walter’s lifeless body, and Markus leaped from the boat and checked Walter’s pulse. A nod told Fritz that he felt one. Walter’s all right, just unconscious!

As Markus tended to the fallen Chimney Sweep and tried dragging him on board, the redhead and her companion busied themselves with Britta. The man pulled Britta away from the redhead, putting their vicious display of tuck and hit to an end. To Fritz’s surprise, Britta stopped wrestling and instead spun around to come nose to nose with the man—clutching Walter’s coat in the process.

“Your purpose is fulfilled!” she yelled.

The coat fibers disintegrated at the mere announcement of her words.

The man swore as the coat dissipated, and the redhead yelled, “No! She destroyed it!”

The distraction caused them to let go of both Britta and her cloak, giving the Seamstress the chance to enable its invisibility. Britta vanished. The thug, however, guessed Britta’s location and aimed a perfume bottle at it. Up and down and all around he spritzed before throwing the whole thing onto the ground to create a puddle of wet fumes amid the shattered glass shards.

A heavy musk once again filled the air, even to where Fritz watched. He backed the boat away in alarm as he heard Markus scream, “There! I see her!”

The angry redhead and her partner once again grasped hold of Britta’s arms.

Two more Legioneers—another man in leather and a familiar long-haired blonde—raced over from the direction of the steeple.

I’ll ram into anyone who gets close to them!

Fritz faced the boat to keep better watch. Max clung to his hips, fright apparent by the tightness of his shaky grip.

The thugs reached the unconscious Walter first, but Markus had jumped overboard to help. Despite landing hard on his feet, Markus met the goons with shaking bottles. Both assailants froze soon after the sound of bottle caps popped open. The other man left Britta to handle Markus instead, with yet another perfume bottle aimed and ready.

Its spritzing caused Markus to appear. Fists flew, including a hard shove with Markus’s foot, sending his attacker onto his back. Fritz dipped the boat at them. Fritz timed the boat’s arrival perfectly, and Markus dove inside. 

The man cussed at them as they rose into the air, and Max’s middle finger punched over the rim to show him a reply. Markus screamed for Max to duck down, his voice impaired by a fat lip.

Max hunkered lower into the hull, slingshot in hand, as he dumped a pile of stones beside him and took aim.

Markus nodded. “We’ll get him. Dad, go!”

Fritz dipped the boat and pulled up at the last moment like a horse brought to a quick stop. Markus sprang to the ground, hoisted Walter into his arms, then clumsily tripped backward with him into the boat.

Fritz cringed. Walter’s head hit the bench when he landed, and who knew what condition he was in in the first place!

“Dad, we gotta get Britta! Fly real close, and I’ll grab her aboard!”

Below, the redhead and her partner were now tugging Britta closer to their frozen comrades. Britta leaned back in resistance. Shock spread over her face when two more thugs arrived below the steeple—but they were foolish enough to yell “Over there!” and make their arrival known.

That steeple!

Fritz aimed the boat skyward, in a beeline for the clock on the top of the steeple where he could make out a bright dial clock.

“What are you doing?” Markus exclaimed, looking back at Britta’s fight as they soared toward it but away from Britta’s plight.

“Hold on!” Fritz yelled over his shoulder. “Brace for impact!”

Markus fell to his knees and used his body to blanket Max. Fritz rammed the vessel into the clock’s face. Max yelped as the clock shattered. Glass from its surface landed inside the boat. The clock’s hands dangled, broken, as bits of the timepiece succumbed to gravity, shattering when they hit the ground.

The clock’s damaged hands stopped ticking, one of them falling to the ground like a spear.

Fritz grunted his satisfaction. There will be no one else transporting in to help!

“Dad, you’re hurt!” Markus said.

Ignoring him, Fritz steered the boat back toward Britta. A throbbing nose filled his face with pain, but he didn’t dare take his hands off the craft to explore his injuries. The boat rattled, and when he looked down, he found a split in the hull.

Thugs circled Britta, pulling and tugging her. They had forced her toward the cathedral but had since stopped. Their faces studied the broken clock, and curse words echoed between the buildings.

They gripped the Seamstress, wondering where they would take her now that their transport had been destroyed.

The boat, now rickety, could never knock Britta’s attackers over without breaking apart. Doing so could injure Britta, and landing could very well break the craft in half.

He hovered above the scene, willing the grains of wood to mend themselves, the mix of magical misuse now tainting its response. Max leaned overboard, his slingshot firing at the brutes surrounding the Seamstress. One hit a guy on the head. He spun around with his hand pressed against the pain.

Rescuing Max was the priority. Should he leave without Britta?

Max’ll never forgive me if I leave her. I’ll never forgive me!

Fritz lowered the craft over the pavement. He could at least give her a chance to jump inside!

Britta squatted, then popped up with her arms to the sky, causing her cloak to yank above her head. The force of its passing freed her from her assailant’s clutches and pushed them away. The fabrics circled above, like an umbrella caught in the wind, growing larger and larger ...

It rose higher, expanding into the size of a parachute. Britta spun, and the fabric followed her motion. The fabric whirled into the shape of a funnel cloud, with swirls of dark gray and forest green sucking her enemies into the spin of the tornado—like a trap.

Fritz flew the boat low and closer, and Britta ran toward them and then leaped aboard. Away they flew in the shaky boat, with his grandson and the others safely on board.

With nothing but the navy horizon before them, Fritz thought it safe enough to turn and witness their aftermath. His jaw dropped, enamored by Britta as she stretched her arms behind them, over the stern. The funneling garment chased after them in their wake, like long green and silver-gray ribbons unwinding from its spool. Whoever was caught up inside would suffer hard, dizzy landings.

The fabric flew in ripples after them, like a gushing river released from a dam. It shrank as it neared, and when Britta commanded it into the craft, it landed in a puddle and took the shape of her cloak once again. She collapsed on her knees, bowing over it while muttering her thanks.

Fritz felt speechless at the sight of Britta’s profound and awesome use of TradeMastery. How far she’s come! Full command of resources without touch!

Fritz caught sight of Markus, crouching safely next to Max and the folds of Britta’s cloak. He leaned over to tend to Walter, still unconscious and moaning.

Fritz cried and couldn’t bring himself to stop. Wet tears trickled over his face from the force of the wind as they sped away. He wiped at them but grimaced. His face hurt, and he couldn’t breathe through his throbbing, swollen nose.

Britta commanded her cloak to pool around Walter’s body, now lying in a fetal position in the boat’s center, and all their hands touched him to provide what comfort they could.

They were all safe —in a boat made for the Legion that he had overpowered, on a mission where an unassuming Master Seamstress used a magical cloak to defend them and then swaddle a wounded, aged TradeCrafter.

Like the broken boat sputtering through the sky, a new generation of TradeMagic was sputtering to life before his very eyes. 
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LIAM SCREAMED AS SOMEONE grasped him by his T-shirt and forced him into a stand. His dorm’s light flicked on, and Josef’s menacing glare met his groggy yet terrified awakening.

“Wake up, you bumptious, devious mole!” Josef yelled.

For several seconds, all Liam could do was shake after letting out short, panicked cries.

Frau Schlossyoder charged through his opened door. “Must you be so aggressive?”

Josef finally let go of his shirt. “Quiet, pathetic Housekeeper!” He grabbed Liam’s jeans draped over his chair and threw them into Liam’s chest.

“Get dressed,” he heard a familiar voice tell him from the hall.

It’s that blue-haired Frau Vogel! But what was she doing here?

After Liam pulled the pants over his boxers, Josef pushed him onto his padded chair and kicked his tennis shoes toward his feet. “Hurry up.” Josef threw Liam’s shirt on his lap before making his way into the hallway.

Liam’s hands trembled as he struggled to put it on, Stefano’s voice now adding to the mix. “What's going on?” Liam heard from the hall.

“Never you mind,” Frau Vogel answered. “Go back to your room until the bell rings.”

“Is Liam all right?”

“Do what you’re told!” Josef barked.

Finished with his laces, Liam passed the worried Echo Schlossyoder as she wrung her hands and followed him into the hall.

“I’m all right,” Liam assured Stefano as he slid both arms into the sleeves of his shirt.

“What’s happening?” Stefano asked, his expression worried.

Liam sneered at Josef. “Looks like I’m in some sort of trouble with your uncle.”

“What’s happening?” Stefano asked as Josef took off down the hall and ordered Liam to follow. Ordering Stefano back to his room was his only reply. Stefano ran alongside him. “No! Liam’s my friend!”

“No Guild punk is a friend of yours! Now get back to your room!”

Guild punk? Frau Vogel tugged Liam along by the arm, more willing to go along with Josef’s orders than Stefano was.

Liam always doubted whether Josef trusted him, but what had happened to make the guy rouse him out of bed in the middle of the night? Did it have something to do with Max’s return?

“He’s no Guild punk!” Stefano yelled back, his bare feet trampling down the steps onto the paved walkway outside.

“He’s one of them, and I should’ve expected you’d be too stupid not to realize it.”

“I don’t believe it!” Stefano yelled, still trailing his uncle as he rushed through the campus. He slowed to come alongside Liam. “Liam, tell me it’s not true!”

“It’s not true,” Liam answered. “I ran away from the Guild.”

“I said get back to your room!” Josef came to a halt, facing his nephew with a look so snarly that Liam couldn’t believe they were family, let alone that there was any love between them.

“It’s okay, Stefano.” Lie. “Go on back. I’m sure everything will be cleared up.” Hopefully, not a lie.

The boy wavered as Josef spun on his heels and bolted again toward the Administration Building. Frau Vogel hurried after him, almost unaware she had let go of Liam’s arm.

Stefano pushed a wrapped object into his hand. “Eat it, quick!” he whispered before heading back to the dorm.

Liam opened his palm to reveal a loosely wrapped piece of chocolate. Liam popped the gooey candy into his mouth and shoved its wrapper into his pocket.

Worried of leaving any trace of the candy behind, he licked the sides of his mouth.

“What’s wrong with your mouth?” Frau Vogel asked as Liam licked.

“I bit my cheeks when Herr Brandt manhandled me back there. Am I bleeding?” He held out his face, protruding his chin, praying.

She scanned his mouth and shook her head before storming through the lobby, her disinterest in any injury apparent.

“You think my treatment was rough?” Josef whispered into his ear as he “escorted” Liam down the hallway. “You better hope your punishment isn’t left up to me!”

Punishment?

Herta Brandt, as always, stood poised behind her desk like a prestigious trophy. Her face remained calm despite Liam’s obvious look of alarm. He was being brought there to be punished?

“Thank you for meeting with me this evening,” Frau Brandt said, holding one hand on her hip and her slender cigarette holder in the other. Its lit end discharged a narrow stream of smoke.

As if I had a choice! “It’s your son’s doing,” Liam answered. “He broke into my room and wrestled me out of bed like some kind of madman!”

She raised her chin, either because she already knew how her son would handle such a task or because she didn’t care.

“What’s this about?” Liam cut to the chase. “Your son seems to think I’m a member of the Guild. I don’t know where he gets his ideas. Maybe he is a madman.”

Frau Brandt took a long puff of her cigarette, rounded the desk, and exhaled into the space between them. “Your allegiance has been called into question.”

Liam willed himself from shaking as he inhaled the unavoidable, secondhand smoke. “Why?” he demanded.

“How dare you ask the questions!” Josef’s hand drew back as if to strike.

His mother placed a hand against his chest and stopped his advance.

Establish he’s a hot head. Act like I have nothing to hide...

Where did that come from?

“Do you bully all the students here, including your own nephew?” Liam cast Josef a shameful smirk. “Or only those who are magically gifted?”

As Liam hoped, the man’s face reddened. Frau Brandt pushed against his chest again.

Yes! Get his mommy to see what a tyrant he is and to think that anything he reports about me is over exaggerated...like his tender ego!

“Seems I hit a nerve,” Liam continued to egg him on. “My uncle’s a greater TradeCrafter than you, and now he’s training me. I’m a threat, so you’re making up ridiculous accusations so your mommy will question me!”

Josef’s fist drew back, but with an amazing show of strength, Frau Brandt caught it.

“You had better take a seat, Josef!” she yelled.

Josef glared at him with veins bulging at his temples.

Several grueling seconds later, he backed away and stubbornly crossed his arms. “I prefer to stand!” he said between clenched teeth.

“Herta,” Frau Vogel stepped forward now, curling her hands together like her tight blue curls. “Your son’s methods, although effective, do lack a certain...civility. It was my idea to wake the boy in a calm manner and invite him to speak with you. Perhaps my approach would have resulted in a more cooperative attitude.”

“For God’s sake, will you stop sucking up to me?”

Frau Vogel stepped back but not without lifting her chin with an air of dignity. “Josef is simply too aggressive! Can’t you see? The boy is rebelling because he was so savagely assaulted!” She snapped her fingers. “What is it called...fight or flight!”

Josef snarled. “You bumbling idiot! The Schenk boy returned to the real world with his memory intact! It will be us who the Guild assaults!”

Liam’s heart pounded his chest. Max got out! And with his memory!

“Will you two be quiet!” Herta screamed, giving each a stern look of disapproval. “For God’s sake, shut up so Liam and I can have a conversation!”

Perhaps her cigarette smoke was bringing out the truth in all of them? Everyone’s true demeanor? They piped down, but the tension remained.

Frau Brandt took another drag from her slender cigarette. “Liam.” She exhaled with a calm voice. “Max was overheard saying you gave him a button. Is this true?”

Liam nodded. “Did it work?”

Herta cocked her head. “Yes, it did.”

“Good.”

Herta raised her eyebrows. “You admit you gave him a button to use against us?”

“No.” His answer silenced her and left Liam just as baffled.

Seconds ticked into the silence; however, Liam wasn’t discomforted by their awkward passing.

“Perhaps I misunderstand. Explain how using a magically infused button that you no doubt pirated into our hidden realm is something I’m supposed to find acceptable.”

“I gave Max the button to help him get home,” Liam explained. “It was our plan that it either lead him home or get someone to pick him up.”

She exhaled smoke over Liam once again. “Have you been using more of these buttons since coming here?”

“Yes. To help me.”

“Help you do what?”

“To help me at this school. I’m behind. It’s humiliating to be classified as an elementary student when I’m one of the oldest kids. If I can only prove to you I’m worthy of a higher rank...”

Her face twitched. Her thoughts? He stopped mid sentence, distracted by his wonder.

“Did the Guild send you to accompany Zelinda Vogel and spy on the Legion?” she asked while blowing more smoke into his face.

“No. I surprised myself when I joined her.” Liam let out a heavy breath. Everything he said was true so far, yet so unrevealing...

“And the buttons,” she cut in. “You used them only to help you with your schoolwork?” she asked.

“I used one to help me convince Max to come back here with me. I also used a few to help me fit in. Don’t take this the wrong way, but your grandkids and the others in that group are ... cliquey.”

The woman nodded. “Do you have more buttons in your possession?”

“Yes.” He wished the truth didn’t trickle out of his mouth so easily.

“Very well,” she said. “We will take them. Tell me, who made them?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re lying!” Josef barked.

“How can I be lying? Your mom keeps blowing that smoke into my face!”

“You’re using a button now!”

“You roused me awake and threw clothes at me before dragging me here. When did you see me command a button to help me?”

The man crossed his arms, jaws clenching.

Liam faced Frau Brandt again. “My grandmother made my bomber jacket and sewed the buttons onto it. She got the buttons from a friend of hers. I don’t know who he is.”

“Yes, your grandmother, the Master Seamstress. But your auntie is one as well,” Frau Brandt said. “I thought you said your family didn’t teach the next generations about the magic?”

“I swear, I never knew! My aunt studied at university ages ago and then had a career as a fashion designer, but I never knew she could make magic!” He remembered how Tante Britta fought in Nürnberg, yet knew she had just discovered her magical abilities. They were as big a revelation as his own! “I guess my Oma taught her more than even my aunt realized.”

“This auntie of yours is exceptionally gifted, and I find it hard to believe she was taught in secret!” Frau Brandt’s voice rose again. “This is not the first time our people have run into her...her magic’s exceptionally strong!”

Frau Brandt exhaled over him again, this time the release of air filled with frustration. She paced the floor around her desk.

...not the first time they ran into my Tante Britta? Her magic’s exceptionally strong? Liam’s mind raced. Frau Brandt was aware of Tante Britta. How, and why, was that? Was his Tante Britta fighting them? Another thought occurred to him: Maybe they know her because she’s looking for me!

“She wards off our best-trained scouts,” Frau Brandt said, frustration apparent.

Boy, did he know it. Memories of her fighting in Nürnberg when the Legion ambushed their return from the Guild meeting surfaced. Images of her using magic to ward off their attackers plagued his dreams and turned them into nightmares. Did Tante Britta really not know much about TradeMagic before like she had led him to believe after the exhibit? How could a rookie like her fight like that?

“Your auntie has a daughter around your age, does she not? You mentioned her before, when you first stood before Herr Vogel, pleading to join us. You told us you countered magic restraining you. Does that mean your cousin was taught in secret too?”

“I don’t think so,” Liam answered, hoping to keep Anna off their radar. “I don’t believe she knows what she’s doing, if she was doing anything at all. She didn’t manage the magic, it just happened. For all I know, the clothes that moved were something my Oma or aunt sewed to protect her.”

Frau Brandt’s silent stare and Josef’s menacing smirk felt like torture.

“I’m telling you, our parents and grandparents didn’t want any of us kids knowing about TradeMagic!” Liam said with the complete intention of relaying the truth. “The only person in my family trained by my Opa was my dad!”

Would his attempt to cover Anna’s magic suffice? Or would mentioning his dad now put him in jeopardy?

“If you kids weren’t trained, how is it that you can create magic, albeit a minimal amount?” Josef probed.

Liam shouted back, “I’m telling you, my grandfather never taught me! He assigned me to work with a few leads on his crew. Maybe that Tile Setter and Roofer somehow let their magic influence my conduit, or...” His voice trailed off. Now he was worried about his conduit! Would they take it? “Why don’t you tell me how all this is possible and stop pressing me about how much my cousin and I know?”

What if she asked him to fetch Anna now that Max hadn’t worked out? The thought made him sick. Frau Brandt’s latest plume of cigarette smoke dissipated between them. He watched the Head of Schools, her wheels spinning. Was she convinced? Josef's skin tone had since simmered to a lighter pink.

“That’s why I joined you,” Liam said. “You guys promised to teach me about magic.”

“And this desire to learn magic is stronger than ties to your family?” Frau Brandt asked.

“My uncle’s teaching me!” Liam answered. “He’s all the family I need. He never agreed to the Guild’s ridiculous decision to let the magic die! He and I are a lot alike—I want to live my own life like he did.” Frau Brandt folded her arms. “Take the buttons away. I’ll do my best without the help of magic. Onkel Gunter’s a great teacher. If anyone can catch me up, he can.”

Herta’s eyes roamed Liam from head to foot and back again. “I will advise Herr Kraus and EchoMaster Piltz to step up your studies and spend more one-on-one time with you.”

Thank God. Liam breathed with relief.

“And the other students,” she began, her stare shifting to Frau Vogel. “Have a talk with Principal Bergmann. Order the children to be a bit more accepting toward Liam.”

Blue Curls nodded, exuding a desire to please.

“The kids—” Liam sucked in a breath. “Nikko Bergmann said Construction is on the outs. Is that true?”

Herta chuckled before becoming serious again. “It is not. We only instruct those most qualified to become Builders. Herr Kraus has been, let’s say, extremely selective when it comes to enrollment. Construction trades remain one of the most prestigious trades in the TradeMagic world.”

Liam reacted with surprise. “Because it’s lucrative?”

She nodded, alluding that there was more. “Builders are the foremost authority in creating hidden realms. Are you not aware of the influence we can have on people inside buildings constructed with magic?” She sat behind her desk now, looking delighted to be having this conversation. She snuffed out the cigarette. “A Builder can place powerful intentions in their construction.”

“What kind of intentions?” Liam asked, pretending not to have already learned some of what his uncle had taught him. Power to deflect water damage, pests, damage from earthquakes or collision or vandalism...

“Do you not recall how two toppling buildings affected one of the most powerful countries in the world?”

Liam knew shock covered his face, and it was too late to mask it. “That was terrorism. Destruction caused by hijacked airplanes, not magic.”

“But what an admirable result, don’t you agree? It’s nothing magical construction can’t do.”

“But ... that was evil,” Liam continued. “I thought magic could only be made to help people?”

“Who said influencing a world power isn’t, as you put it, helping people?”

Liam resisted shaking. Oh my God, should I pretend to be impressed? Does she expect me to be excited about manipulating magical power that way?

Liam took a deep breath. He was never trained by his Opa, but he knew Otto never built things like that. “I guess there’s lots for me to learn.”

“Yes.” Herta leaned back in her chair.

The memory of Max’s concerns—that he might end up being brainwashed if he stayed at the school—echoed in his ears as chills landed on his neck.

Frau Brandt continued, “More intense, one-on-one studies will start as soon as tomorrow. I will sleep well knowing I gave you this opportunity. If you fail to grow in ability or in Legion ideology, we will have no use for you. We will return you like we did Max, only we’ll make certain your memories are erased.”

The words “Good night” barely escaped her lips when Josef gripped his arm and yanked him out of her office. He’d be lucky if his arm didn’t have any bruises after tonight. He held Liam firmly all the way back to his dorm room.

Liam discovered his bomber jacket missing and the door of his safe propped open. The buttons he had stashed inside were gone. He checked under his mattress, where he hid the buttons he had already used, and they, too, were gone. He raced over to his Rucksack and scoured its side pockets for Max’s toy skateboard. With a sigh of relief, he felt it.

He kicked off his shoes while stretching onto the bed, the crack in the ceiling staring back at him. Homesickness sank in. He hated the view of the ceiling now that Max’s bunk was gone, so he rolled onto his side.

Whatever was in store for him at MMS, he would be facing it without Max. Without his invisibility jacket his Tante Britta had made. Without his Oma’s buttons.

He spread his blanket over himself. He didn’t know if he was shivering from the cold or because of his nerves. At least Max made it back to the real world with his memory. Josef had been foolish enough to reveal as much when he snapped at Frau Vogel. That meant Max would tell his family everything. Maybe when his family got the news, they’d be able to tell that his loyalties hadn’t changed.

Surely someone would get his meaning behind the words he had Max memorize, wouldn’t they? That he wanted to learn magic but also what the Legion was up to, what the Guild was up against.

Who would understand his message? Who would decipher his intentions? Opa’s smart, and so’s Oma. Anna could figure it out if they share the information with her—which I doubt.

Liam rolled over. Tante Britta. If anyone was in the position to figure it out, Liam thought, it was her. His worries settled. Out of everyone in his family, she understood him most. She knows me, Liam thought as his eyelids grew heavy. Tante Britta knows me.
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“HE’S A FAILURE. HE can’t see the big picture beyond his own interests.”

Herta gave no reply. How does that differ from you? she could have asked.

Her son trailed behind her, up the stairs to her private quarters, unaware of her judgment and disappointment.

Liam’s loyalties hardly mattered to her. “We will use his disdain for his family, his resentment for not being trained, to our advantage,” she said.

Would Josef understand? Herta wasn’t motivated to explain. Josef could either reflect on her wisdom or let it fly over his head.

“I hope his being here will serve us,” Josef spat as they crested the stairs.

Herta let out a huff—not of exertion. At seventy, she was more fit than people twenty-five years younger.

“He is serving us. We are keeping him out of the Guild’s hands. Training him as we see fit.” Her key ring clinked against the bronze backplate as she unlocked her apartment’s door. “We’ll cater to his distaste for everything he left behind.” She mocked Josef using his own words but knew they would not be heard that way.

She stood on the center carpet. Fresh ideas came to her as the dimmed sconces on the walls grew brighter. Josef slid the light switch to maximum, and the grand chandelier hanging from the vaulted ceiling filled the room with light. “Perhaps we’ve been going about recruitment all wrong.”

“What are you getting at?” Josef asked.

Although wise to inquire, Herta chose not to answer. She poured herself a cognac, its hint of citrus reaching her senses before its taste. “I’ll visit Horst personally,” she told him. “Tomorrow.”

He stepped close and poured himself his own drink.

“There are thousands of families like Liam’s with disenfranchised offspring,” Herta thought aloud for Josef’s benefit. “Adjusting our recruitment strategy could cement our success—and further sever any hope for any who are Guild aligned.”

Josef downed his drink and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “The most masterful of families have already escaped into the Guild’s Hidden City—”

“The Hidden City that will come crashing down in no time!” she spat. She almost felt embarrassed by his lack of perspective that he accused the Kraus boy of not possessing himself. “There are families who remain unaffiliated in the real world. We aren’t only bringing down their last, hidden realm—we’d be wise to leech off from this passive group and use their apathy to our advantage. Their children are likely desperate to know about magic, like Liam. Once the Guild is no more, we’ll be the only ones left in the game who can show them.” She glanced over at Josef as he smirked. “We will have them under our thumbs. They will serve our children’s generation.”

She, too, smirked. His face looked so handsome when he smiled like that. She released her criticisms of him and instead enjoyed his breathtaking features.

He got them from her.

He poured them another drink, and they clanked their rounded glasses. “Am I going with you?”

Absolutely not. With you there, I can’t twist this plan into something Horst will think was his idea ... “I need you to return to TMS,” Herta said instead. “Our latest time traveler is due back in the morning.”

Josef’s gaze landed on her profile as she sipped her drink, savored its richness, and stared at the painting on the wall. She felt the weight of his stare before he began admiring a painting displayed next to them. A pair of orange poppies flanked by a bud, with an uncanny will to survive, stretched from one side of the vase as a bushel of bright yellow blooms consumed their space. How often Herta had wondered what gave the yellow flowers the right to push such hearty poppies aside...

“Will our clock be repaired by sunrise?”

How was she to know? She hoped for damned sure it would be.

Until a Master Clockmaker installed a new one and paired its magic with a Mason, a Cobbler, or a whatever-the-hell-else TradeCrafter was needed to get the Time Transport working again, they were stuck at the Materials Mastery School.

“Oversee their work. See to it that progress is being made. Then go to TMS—make sure business in the past is on point,” she said. “We cannot allow for a lag in our plan’s timeline.” She drank the last drops of her liqueur. “Nor can we delay. We cannot risk the Guild’s response drawing the Legion’s attention.”

She left Josef in her living room, calling “good night” over her shoulder as she entered her bedroom.

She anticipated sleeping little—but perhaps the spirits she drank that warmed her veins would deliver a tipsy comfort that would prove her wrong.
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LEAVING WALTER IN THE hospital on the outskirts of Düsseldorf wasn’t easy but necessary. After convincing Britta, Markus, and Max to make arrangements for a rental car, Fritz could finally speak with his Guild friend alone—between the comings and goings of nurses as they got Walter situated in his hospital room, that is.

“I don’t think we should leave you—”

“I’ve sent a messenger,” Walter cut Fritz off. His bandaged head and squinting eyes showed proof of a head-splitting concussion. He spoke in a horse whisper, as if raising his voice would raise his pain threshold.

“But if we leave, you’ll be alone,” Fritz said. “What if those goons track you down?”

Walter squinted again at the closed blinds. “We can’t endanger Max nor anyone like you.” The implications of being held for some sort of ransom were left unspoken. “Don’t worry about me. Guild Security will be here in a few hours.”

“We’ll wait with you and return to the Hidden City with them...”

He sank back into his pillows, a groan escaping his lips as if his new position provided relief.

A nurse came and went, and Walter’s hoarse voice whispered again. “For God’s sake, Fritz, do what I say. You know that me, Gerda, and Benny can’t be discovered helping you and Otto’s family like this.”

The truth of that statement stung, and Fritz felt as much guilt as he did gratitude for what Walter was doing for them. The last thing he wanted was for his Council member friends to fall under scrutiny for putting personal relationships before Guild duties.

The Guild had much more serious matters on their hands: the fate of all Guild members, the responsibility to combat the rise of the Legion, and the future of TradeMagic stewardship, if there was to be one. Although their missing boys were a big deal to Fritz and his loved ones, their situation was small potatoes compared to everything else.

And yet, there Walter lay, with a concussion. Gerda had given him her support, as mysteriously faceted and layered as it was. Gerda saw to it that Britta’s ideas would come to fruition and made sure Moni Kraus would put the Seamstress’s plans into motion. No doubt, Benny Hoffmann was in on all of it as a sort of plan B that would back them up if their pursuits didn’t go successfully or if they needed rescuing themselves. Walter was right: he and the rest of them couldn’t be found out by whoever came on behalf of the Guild to escort him back to the Hidden City.

Respectfully, he did as Walter asked. Fritz left him his invisibility jacket and the two bottles of Bräu left over from their skirmishes. The nurse let out a harrumph at the sight of them and raised an eyebrow at the bedside table where one of Max’s slingshots sat next to a pile of stones.

Even Max had a feeling that Legion thugs might track Walter down and that Fritz’s old friend might need to defend himself.

Outside, dawn cast orangey rays of sunlight through the trees, promising a warm day ahead. A new minivan idled by the curb, and Max slid its rear door open to let Fritz inside. The boy motioned for the seat by the window and made sure Fritz sat down before sitting down himself.

“Does your nose hurt?” Max asked.

Fritz had forgotten about it. Obviously, the pain meds had helped. Or maybe the distraction of his worries. “I’m fine.” His hand fumbled at the taped, padded bandage that covered his stitches. The gash over the bridge of his nose would surely be a scar he and the kids would tell stories about for many years to come.

“Is Opa Walt all right?” Max continued, his face weighted with concern.

“Yes, he’ll be fine,” Fritz answered.

“I never wanted anyone to get hurt.”

Fritz stroked the back of Max’s head, the thickness of his blond wavy hair sending waves of relief at having him back. “My nose doesn’t hurt at all. I’m worried the bandage might make my eyes stay crossed, though.”

Max giggled when Fritz crossed his eyes and landed them on the white gauze on his face.

“Buckled in?” Markus asked from the driver’s seat.

They answered with silent nods.

Markus nodded as well, as if he needed to convince himself they were doing the right thing by leaving Walter behind. “We’ve got to keep Max safe,” he muttered. He steered the vehicle out of the parking lot and pulled into early morning traffic.

“At least Walter will get word to the Guild that we have Max,” Britta said from the front passenger seat. “I’m sure someone will meet us at the Winkler house to pick him up.”

“They better,” Markus mumbled. “I’d hate to think that I’m driving away from Max’s only ticket into the Hidden City right now.” Markus glanced in the side mirror as if considering turning the car around.

“It’s too risky to stay here,” Fritz said, sounding like Walter now.

They made several turns before landing on the Autobahn. “Too bad the flying boat was destroyed,” Markus said. “It would’ve brought us back to Freiberg much faster.”

“Flying it in broad daylight?” Britta said. “The important thing is that Max is safe. Our drive should be uneventful.”

“He’d be safest at the Hidden City,” Markus said. “I hope the Guild will come get him as soon as we get back. They haven’t checked on us all week ... I hope they don’t continue to be missing in action now that we’ve found my son.”

“I’m sure Walter is doing all he can,” Britta said. “And remember, my mom knows what we’re up against. She won’t leave us hanging.”

Britta said what Fritz wanted Markus to hear. Gerda saw to it that Moni and Yannet received Britta’s message. Her idea to reverse engineer magic and possibly allow access into a realm was brilliant. Gerda ordered a secret collective between Echos and select TradeCrafters to fashion magical beads with specific intent. After modifying the toy carousel, he knew he left the magical toy in the best hands. Moni’s. And as soon as she and Yannet were finished with their stitched, beaded adornments, she would be the one likely to deliver it to him.

“Knowing that Oma Moni is helping does make me feel better,” Markus sighed.

Britta’s stare settled on Markus as he passed cars in the left lane. The look on her face seemed weighted with other concerns. “They tried to catch me and didn’t at all try to get Max back.”

Markus, lulled by Britta’s insinuation, glanced far too often at his passenger as he sped in the passing lane. Fritz leaned forward to pat Markus on his shoulder in warning, but much to his relief, Markus cut over to the right lane and slowed down to listen.

“It seems to me they’re interested in Guild magic wielders, not just their conduits anymore,” Britta continued. “Lars Lügner said they’re recruiting master tradespeople to make magic for them, but this was different. They wanted me. Did they want me for questioning or my magic?”

“Either’s no good.”

Markus is right about that.

“I’m sure Walter picked up on this, too. Maybe he even feared it, and that’s why he got out of the boat with me—”

“He should’ve stayed in the boat if there’s a threat of capture,” Markus said. “Can you imagine someone like him being captured by the Legion?”

“And subjected to some kind of magic that forces him to give up information about the Guild or our Hidden City?” Britta finished.

They drove, and the white dotted lines passing by Fritz’s window made his face throb.

Markus cast a worried glance at Fritz via the rearview mirror. “That means we’re at risk.”

What he really means is he’s worried the Legion might come after us. After me, a seasoned TradeCrafter...

“I don’t trust the Winkler house. It wasn’t safe in the first place when they got inside and took Max!” Markus makes a good point. Why didn’t I realize this before? “I’m not about to believe it’s safe now. Tonight, Britta. The Guild better come tonight! I will not let them take my son again!”

“They won’t,” Max said. “They don’t want me! I got kicked out of their magic school, which is fine with me.”

“So, you didn’t use a button to escape their hidden school?” Britta asked.

Max shook his head. “They used a magic transport by their clock tower to get me out.” Max held out a metal button that he extended over Britta’s seat. “Liam gave me a button to keep them from erasing my memory.” He handed it to her. “Liam gave me another one so I would find my way home. Good thing he did—there’s nothin’ ’round that old school. All I could see was forest and countryside for miles! I had no idea where to go. I figured your button would find you, Tante Britta.”

Britta turned, her seat belt tugging her back into place. “That was smart.”

After wrestling with her belt, she managed to face Max. She handed him another button—the one with hints of soot that Walter poured over at the dining table.

“Liam was really glad you sent them to help,” Max countered.

“That was your dad’s idea, actually.”

Markus brushed it off with a shake of his head. “How magic works, I don’t know, but I’m so glad those buttons reached you.”

“You should’ve seen it!” Max said. “They flew right at the window! They banged against the glass ... ping, ping, ping! Liam’s been using buttons from his bomber jacket the whole time he’s been there,” he rattled with excitement. “But he ran out. He’s glad you sent him more!”

Britta shook her head. “I don’t know how they got into your realm, but I’m glad they did.” Her gaze landed on Fritz, prodding him for an explanation.

He had none. How indeed? “The only thing I can say is, don’t underestimate the power of a grandmother’s or mother’s protective magic. Such will and intention are among the strongest. Moni and Britta made Liam’s coat specifically for him. It’s no surprise to me that their magic was deeper than even they thought possible,” Fritz offered.

“She didn’t make the buttons, though...” Britta said. “A Metal Caster. Herr Messerschmitt.”

“Moni no doubt uses accessories made by skilled TradeCrafters,” Fritz said. “All their magical influence melded together into greater magic.” Fritz paused, his mind drifting to the collaborative enhancements Moni and Yannet were now adding to the carousel back in the Hidden City. His work, Yannet’s beading, Moni’s stitching...

“Do multiple TradeCrafters pooling magic together make magic stronger?” Britta interrupted.

“Yes.” Yes, it does, Fritz marveled to himself.

Britta clutched the button in her hand when Max handed it back to her. “How’s Liam doing?” she asked.

Max shrugged. “I don’t understand why Liam wants to stay—I’m glad I left.” Max glanced out the window as they drove. “Liam said I wouldn’t understand. It seemed important to him that I tell you what happened to me while I was there.”

“What happened?” Markus’s neck stretched to find Max in his rearview mirror.

Max pushed the back of his head against the seat and studied the van’s ceiling as if doing so would allow him to recall. “There’s so much!”

“Can you answer this first?” Britta asked. “Are they forcing Liam to stay?”

“No, they’re not forcing him,” Max said. “He seems to like it there, even though most of the teachers are mean. There are these weird old ladies who color their hair blue and burgundy, like they’re rowdy teenagers—but they’re the principals of the schools! They act nice, but they’re not. It’s a fake nice, like the color of their hair.

“Liam’s mad that Opa Otto and the rest of your family didn’t teach him anything about the Guild or magic,” he said while cringing at Britta. “I wanted Liam to come back with me, but he didn’t. Obviously.” He sighed. “They’re teaching him. He’s willing to put up with how mean they are.”

“Mean how?” Markus prodded.

“The teachers over there are terrible! There’s this majorly mean guy called an Echo who can do all sorts of crazy kinds of magic with wood, but he’s scary. He changed wood into a monster! It almost scared Liam to death! That guy even locked Liam inside a cage.”

“Liam’s locked inside a cage?” Britta twisted in alarm, her seat belt snagging her shoulders again.

“Don’t worry, he’s okay. I got him out,” Max told her. “In the nick of time, too. The cage was being crushed by the Echo’s magic, and Liam would’ve been crushed, too, if I hadn’t made my airplane unlock the door!” Max turned toward Fritz as the others in the van gawked. “I made an airplane when the mean Echo forced me to make something magical. So I made it to help me and Liam get out of the school!” Pride washed over Max’s face but quickly subsided. “But the Echo figured out what I was doing and tricked me into making the plane set Liam free from the cage instead.”

“So, Liam’s not being forced to stay, but he was forced into a cage, and you were forced to make something magical?” Markus asked. “And when you refused, they used magic to scare you into doing what they wanted you to?”

Max’s eyebrows pinched together. “When you put it that way, I guess they did force me and Liam to do some things. Their ways are really confusing. I told you they were mean!”

What was going on at that school? Fritz wondered. And what in the world has Liam gotten himself into?

“You know,” Max continued, “the Legion’s bad news, but I know Liam’s not on their side. He’s not really like them—like one of the bad guys. Although, Liam does act more like a know-it-all than usual, especially when I first got there, and he tried convincing me to stay.”

“Why would Liam make you stay if it’s scary?” his dad asked, Markus’s eyes piercing Max through the rearview mirror. “Why would he even kidnap you and bring you there if they were so mean?”

“He had to get me so they would trust him. Believe him.”

“Believe him?” Fritz asked.

“Yeah. Like, to prove that he wasn’t with the Guild.”

“He isn’t?” Britta muttered. “Is he turning into one of them?” she asked in a way that sounded like she was afraid to hear the answer.

“Nah!” Max waved his hand. “Liam does kinda make excuses for them, like when some guy got killed.”

“Some guy got killed?” Markus jerked his neck to look in the rearview mirror, the motion jerking the wheel and weaving the car from right to left.

Nearby cars honked.

“Markus!” Britta yelled on behalf of all of them. With her feet pressed against the floorboards, Markus swayed the van back in its lane. Cars honked from behind and again as they passed—faces inside, staring.

“Max, explain!” Markus spat.

Max took a breath, as if it was all he could do to recover from his dad’s reckless driving before having to answer. “A guy’s dying. He’s probably dead by now. Liam kinda ignored all that, saying that they probably didn’t mean for him to die when he traveled through time.”

“Traveled through time?” Fritz repeated, his stomach sinking. Fritz was no Time Master, but even he knew the methods and purposes of Time Travel could be devastating. “They’re doing Time-Travel magic?”

The Guild had one rule about that, and even he knew it, despite not being a Clockmaker like his friends the Winklers were. Verboten. Absolutely, positively verboten. There were, simply, reaches of magic that TradeCrafters were advised not to do. Time travel and changing history. Mind control. Possessing the bodies of others. Imposing on people’s free will.

“Yeah.” Max was slow to answer. “A time machine or something is over at their Time Mastery School.”

The Toymaker felt himself go pale, yet his blood pressure made his nose throb even worse. He covered it with one hand. “Time Mastery School?” he repeated, trying not to show Max his alarm. He took a breath and caught Britta’s stare. There was no hiding his alarm from her.

“They’ve got three schools. Three!” Max continued. “All in hidden realms. They train kids for all sorts of different things. There’s Material’s Mastery School, Consumable’s Mastery School, and Time Mastery School. Time Mastery School is kinda like the uppity, advanced one, but if you ask me, it might not be that good a school if time travel makes their people die! You all right, Opa?” Max stared at him.

He'd been patting at his cheekbones, wondering why they hurt so much. No doubt because I bashed my face and broke my nose, Fritz told himself. “I’m fine,” he fibbed. “Trying hard to listen is all!”

“After hearing all this,” Britta said, “I don’t know why Liam wants to be there!”

“He’s impressed with what they’re doing. I think he’s more curious to see what happens than he is scared to stick around. In the meantime, his uncle’s teaching him magic.”

Again, Britta’s seat belt tugged when she tried turning. The loud snap and her grunts of frustration made Max stop talking. “Uncle?” she practically shouted. “What uncle?”

“Herr Kraus. I dunno his first name,” Max said, voice soft. “You...you don’t know him?”

Britta shook her head, confusion blanketing her face as she glanced at Fritz.

Gunter Kraus. Ach du lieber!

Britta watched him. Fritz wished his nose’s bandage covered his entire face. He kept his expression frozen, trying not to suggest that he knew something that he wasn’t in the position to share.

He knew he failed. That was a name he had not heard for a long, long time.

Britta faced the front again and stared out the windshield. “I’ll have to ask my mom about him,” she murmured.

She’s spent her lifetime reading expressions when there were no words, detecting secrets on her parents’ faces. No doubt she could read his expression and following silence as well. If there was a magical trade at reading between the lines, Fritz was sure Britta was a master.

“Don’t worry about Liam,” Max piped up again. “He’s got his uncle, and that’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

Britta kept her eyes on the road.

Didn’t Otto and Moni at least tell Britta that Otto had an older brother? Yes, Otto and his critical, controlling big brother were estranged, but wouldn’t he have at least let his kids know he had had a brother while growing up?

Gunter was the eldest Kraus son, ten years Otto’s senior, magically trained by their Builder of a father. He then went on, as Otto always presumed, to be trained by other TradeCrafters living in the shadows of their legacy’s magical secrets. Gunter eventually abandoned his family for big-time job offers that he moved to the northern part of the country to pursue.

Otto hadn’t minded at all.

Otto never cared much for his big brother. Theirs had always been a difficult relationship. Gunter had always been critical and intolerably competitive. Otto had confided in Fritz that their mutual jealousy and competitive natures spawned a rivalry so devastating that it was likely why his mother and father suffered heart attacks before they were fifty. But there was one thing Fritz gave Otto’s older brother credit for: his pact with Otto, the Brewer, The Clockmakers, the Shoemaker, and the Chimney Sweep.

Because of Gunter, they bonded over their magic.

“His uncle’s teaching him. That’s why Liam said he needed more time.” Max resumed talking. “Can’t blame him for wanting to get to know this uncle he’d never met before, right?”

Britta whipped back around to face the boy in the back seat. “Did Liam really say he needed more time?”

Max nodded. “Yup. We used a button to help me memorize what Liam wanted me to tell you. Let’s see.” Max squirmed into a stiff, upright position and pointed a finger in the air. “Liam wants you to know he’s all right. He told me to tell you what happened when I was there.” He scanned their faces. “I already told you some of it, but I can tell you more later. He specifically wanted me to say, ‘I want more time to learn.’” Max mimicked Liam’s voice.

“More time to learn what?” Britta pressed.

“Time Magic. His uncle’s magic. The Legion’s magic,” Max rattled. “Wait. I memorized more.” He held up his finger again and went back to his deeper, Liam voice: “They’re exploring types of magic and ways to use it that are beyond anything I imagined. I have to be here to learn it.”

Fritz caught Britta’s bewildered expression. “So, is this message good news or bad news?” she asked after a long pause.

If they’re using and teaching Time Travel, it’s bad. “The important thing is we know Liam’s all right,” Fritz said instead.

Britta pressed her face in her hands and sobbed. Whether they were tears of worry or relief, Fritz didn’t know. He wondered if she even knew.

Ignoring his own aching head, he leaned forward, reaching for her shoulder. “We’ll find him. Soon. And you’ll get to ask him yourself.”

She kept her face hidden. “Right.” She sniffed the wet in her nose. “When I see him, I’m gonna wring that kid’s neck.”

He and Markus let out a chuckle despite the situation.

But Max cut in, wide eyed. “Is she serious?”

“No,” Fritz assured him. “What she really means is he belongs with us. With the Guild. Max, we got you back—now it’s Liam’s turn.”

––––––––
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ANNA CROUCHED ON HER knees in the corner of Gerda Winkler’s office, careful to keep the folds of her invisibility cloak as close as possible to avoid anyone stepping on them and detecting her. The floorboards under her knees threatened to creak if she dared move. Not that they’d hear her over their heated conversation.

Anna wondered why she bothered sneaking inside before the door closed; she would’ve been able to hear everything from the hall.

News at the beginning of their meeting was great—they’d found Max! But...

“My wife’s the one who sent a button for help,” Anna’s father said. “If the boys’ rescue was so violent that it landed Walter in the hospital, it makes sense that I go. I’m stronger! Liam’s like a son to me. I should go!”

Violent? Opa Walt’s in the hospital? Liam needs help?

A Council member lady nearest Anna shifted her feet, her foot stepping closer. Anna wrapped the invisibility cloak tighter, pulling any folds off the floor.

“Your wife’s my daughter! Liam’s my grandson!” Otto said. “Moni’s going, so it makes sense that I go!”

“You can watch Anna and Sophie better than I can, with your magic and all,” Rudy said.

“Magic that can protect Moni and Britta if they’re attacked while trying to find Liam!” Otto countered.

Anna’s stomach curled in a knot. She had never heard her father and Opa argue with one another like this before. It made it seem that whatever her Oma and Mom were getting into was dangerous!

“Gentlemen, please.” Frau Winkler interrupted. All attention, begrudgingly, landed on the Guild Leader. “I maintain my decision. Both of you will stay here. Moni will accompany Berndt, Gustav, and myself.”

Berndt Kraftheimer nodded agreeably. Herr Kraftheimer, a Statuarist Anna had seen working in the Stables on numerous occasions, seemed intent on staring her Opa down. His face looked reassuring, as if to say, “Don’t worry. I’ll protect your family!” Gustav Zieglar, a skinny old man Anna knew as one of the Hidden City’s Masons, lifted his chin with confidence.

“Trust my judgment regarding which TradeMagics will best serve us,” Frau Winkler continued. “We not only have Bräu, but Inge has provided us with ample perfumes to counteract any magic used against us.”

“That’s right,” the woman standing nearest Anna said. She placed a chest on Frau Winkler’s desk, flipped open its lid, and everyone peered inside. Anna wished she could look, too, but felt pretty confident guessing that the box contained a stash of the Perfumist’s magical fragrances.

“I need both of you to stay here in the Hidden City,” Frau Winkler resumed after a long pause. “We are increasingly concerned about...a disturbance with the realm.”

“Disturbance?” Rudy demanded.

“Mind you, this is a delicate matter and should not be shared with anyone,” Frau Winkler warned. “If the magic that created the realm of our Hidden City becomes, let’s say, tampered with, it could threaten the realm’s stability.”

“What are you talking about?” Rudy blurted what Anna wanted to ask herself.

Frau Winkler took a deep breath. “This is why your work, Rudy, is so crucial. Liquidating assets is imperative. We need to purchase safe havens around the country that can give Guild members some reprieve in case anything threatens the security of the Hidden City—”

“I thought this magical place was safe?” Anna’s dad fired. Anna’s Opa maintained an expression that he was already aware of the disturbing news. “What’s threatening its security?”

“If magic holding the realm fails, the realm can ... collapse. Max revealed that the Legion is trying to bring down our Hidden City. It would be foolish not to prepare. If the Legion’s successful, we must have somewhere else to go.”

“How can they overpower this realm’s magic?” Rudy demanded further. “Can’t we protect ourselves using magical wares like Frau Richter’s perfume or the Büchholtz’s Bräu?”

“It’s more complicated than that,” Frau Winkler answered. “Of course, we will try to prevent it, but it might be even more advantageous to make other plans. Otto is leading a team to strengthen and refortify our realm. He’s also looking into creating a new one...”

“Another Hidden City?” Rudy asked. That’s what Anna wanted to know...

Frau Winkler nodded. “As you can imagine, these tasks take time. In the event we run out of time, we must move forward with plan B. That’s where both of you come in. Continue liquidating Guild assets so we can procure safe house locations.”

Her dad seemed to settle back into his shoes, no longer leaning forward and drilling the Guild Leader for answers. Anna knew her father was orchestrating work in the real world to steer Guild cash toward real estate. Were these places supposed to be their safe houses?

“We call them Hidden Zones. Clusters of buildings protected by magic. They’re like temporary mini realms, if you will. These will last us until the more complicated task of creating a new Hidden City is complete.” Anna watched her Opa nod as Frau Winkler continued briefing her father. “Your work will allow you to stay here, with Anna and Sophie, while everyone else in your family is in the real world looking for Liam. If something happens to the security of our Hidden City, Anna and Sophie will surely need you.”

“How can I protect them if the realm collapses?” her dad asked.

“We’re working on an evacuation plan that includes hiding protocol,” Frau Winkler answered.

“That sounds serious,” her dad mumbled.

“It is.”

Anna’s stomach ached. What terrible threat existed that could make the Hidden City unsafe? Where will we go if these safe houses aren’t established yet?

“How did this all come about?” Anna’s lawyer dad was back to asking more questions.

How glad she was to be inside the office as the volume of their voices lowered. It would’ve been too difficult to overhear from outside in the hall!

Frau Winkler frowned. “We thought a Super Conduit could never be damaged, but there are mixed opinions about that now.” Her eyes shifted to Anna’s Opa.

“That’s how I understand it. I was taught that once conduits were fused together to make a Super Conduit, that it could never be...undone,” he said. “I was taught that its magic is forever preserved and protected within the magical realm.”

A grizzly-bear-like voice entered the conversation. “So, it’s true?” Manfred Weber, the Metalsmith, had been standing in the opposite corner, only listening until now. Thick, hairy arms crossed over his hulking chest. “The Legion figured out a way? To make it weak?”

To Anna’s surprise, her Opa nodded. “We assume so. We have no other reason but to believe it’s the Legion’s doings. We have no other adversaries.”

“What is the Legion trying to achieve?” Rudy prodded.

“Our annihilation.” Frau Winkler’s answer seemed to stop time in the room, but the cuckoo clocks lining the walls from top to bottom kept ticking.

“The Legion is recruiting TradeCrafters. We fear that they may have swayed those who had a hand in creating our Hidden City’s Super Conduit. These manipulations may be what’s affecting the magic holding this realm together.”

“Our Super Conduit belonged to TradeCrafters many decades ago!” It was Frau Richter who spoke now. The shock in her voice was enough to raise alarm in Anna, even though she had no idea what she was talking about. “How can the intention in those pieces be changed now?”

“How indeed.”

Goose bumps rose on Anna’s neck. Frau Winkler doesn’t know everything?

For the first time since arriving in the Hidden City, Anna felt unsafe. Not only threatened by the possibility of the Hidden City collapsing but more. Like the security she’d once felt was replaced with a blanket of insecurity.

Herr Weber cleared his throat. “I didn’t know magic could be altered. Thwarted, misdirected, diffused, yes. How could a TradeCrafter’s original intent for a creation change?”

“We’re not sure,” Otto answered. “What happens when you or I change allegiances? What becomes of our magic left behind? Does it change along with us? I was taught, as so many of us were, that magic, as created, would maintain its original will and intent. And yet, the magic binding our hidden realm has, from what we can tell, been affected.”

Anna observed the grim looks on everyone’s faces and hunkered lower into a crouch. If her mother and Oma found Liam, what would they be bringing him back to?

Her Opa changed the subject. “Thank God they found Max.”

Frau Richter nodded. “The message Walter sent was, to say the least, fragmented. The boy has information to help the away team find Liam.”

“Is Walter safe?” Otto asked.

Richter nodded. “In our new hospital as we speak.”

Frau Winkler rose to her feet, indicating an end to their meeting. “My team will leave within hours. Otto, the Council and EchoMasters are at your team’s disposal. Get to the bottom of this breach into our realm. Figure out how to thwart, obscure, or stabilize its ill effects. Rudy, I’ll assign more people to help you with your efforts.”

Her voice sounded determined as well as desperate. Anna hugged the cloak tighter around herself as they dispersed.

“You can count on me,” Anna’s dad said. “Tell Britta I believe in her.”

Frau Winkler smiled. “So do I, and I will.”

Otto stopped at the door after everyone exited. “What if you don’t reach my grandson?” he asked, his voice quaking with heartache she’d never heard in his voice before.

“We’ll reach him,” Frau Winkler answered. Sadness washed over her face. “But if Liam doesn’t want to be found or doesn’t want to come back, I can no longer support further attempts.”

***
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Focus on the positive, Anna kept telling herself as she made her way down one set of stairs and up yet another, zigzagging her way through the castle to get to Sophie and Tobias in the library.

Her mind, filled with the Guild’s various plans, raced. She wanted to blab everything she learned as soon as she found them! Hidden zones? Another Hidden City—that her Opa was in charge of constructing? Max found, and now Gerda was heading up an away team that would surely be successful and finally bring Liam home?

That would be the perfect, happy ending! If all that worked out, wouldn’t the future look brighter?

And yet, she dreaded telling her friends. With good news came bad. With hope came worry. With answers came more questions. How much should she tell them?

Anna found it difficult to discern what to share and, perhaps, what not to. Her stomach twisted at the thought of what might happen when a realm collapses. Was it even safe for them to live in the Hidden City anymore? If the problem was remedied, the Hidden City would never collapse at all, and she would be to blame for making her friends worry for nothing.

Her father was establishing safe havens in the real world. How could they do that when the Legion was out there, hunting them down? Was the Guild strong enough to keep the Legion from how—did Frau Winkler put it—bringing them down?

Perhaps all the news would be too much for Sophie. Sophie might even grow more worried when she finds out that Max was rescued but Liam wasn’t. Why weren’t Max and Liam found together? What separated them? Could Frau Winkler’s oh-so-sorrowful hunch, that he doesn’t want to be found, be true? Could Sophie handle hearing all these possibilities about her brother?

Anna stopped outside the library doors, where their elaborate iron strap hinges suspended them into a wide-open position.

Causing worry might just be inevitable.

The last thing she wanted was to make her friends—especially her cousin—more worried than relieved.

And there was one more thing.

Aside from all the news, Anna had a hunch. Could the threat of their realm collapsing somehow be connected to what she saw in the Stables the other day? The flash of light that caused the Gem Cutter’s helmet to fall to the floor? The black and white static that covered his glowing chest? It looked like something went wrong with the EchoMaster...one of seven entities who created their realm’s Super Conduit.

It was more than a hunch. It was a well-established theory she was eager to share. She wished she could at least run it by Tobias first, but she knew, beyond those thick wood doors suspended by heavy iron hinges, she’d find Tobias as well as Sophie expecting an update.

Okay, Anna. We’re obviously far from any happy news that you’d prefer passing along. But it’s okay. You don’t have to figure it all out. Tell them what you know. Three brains are better than one.

With trepidation, she crossed the threshold when the hinge straps on its door caught her eye. The symbol seemed almost hidden within decorative swirls. It was the same three-petaled flower, encircled by a sphere, that was etched into the library bookshelves as well as the library’s chandeliers overhead. She peered up at them as she walked into the room. Perhaps it was some type of symbol for TradeMagic? Or the Guild’s logo?

Tobias and Sophie called for her from one of the tables, urging her to come sit. Sophie allowed Strudel to spring from her lap and onto Anna’s as she sat down. One look at Sophie’s hopeful—yet desperate—face made Anna’s stomach churn. She knew then that the only way she could move forward without carrying anxieties with her was to share everything.

In a messy assortment of run-on sentences, she told them everything. It was mixed up and unorganized but included all the important details—scary parts and all.

When she was done, Anna’s throat was dry, and she massaged her own neck while using the other to pet her dog. So much for filtering the most worrisome parts, she told herself. She did, however, keep her hunch about what she saw in the Stables and the problem her Opa was hired to remedy to herself.

Tobias reached into his Rucksack and handed her his water bottle. “You did real good. There’s promising news, and” —he glanced at Sophie— “I think it’s better having an idea about what’s going on with Liam than to be left in the dark.”

To Anna’s surprise, Sophie agreed. “I do too.” Not a tear in her eyes. She took the news a lot better than Anna thought she would.

“Thanks,” Anna said. “And thanks for sending another bird messenger telling me about the meeting.”

Tobias shrugged. “No big deal. It’s not hard to find out when something’s up. Our apartment is so small, I can tell when someone’s whispering in no time.”

“They talk loud enough for you to hear?” Sophie asked. “My Opa and Oma don’t. I wish they would, especially when I know they’re talking about me.”

Anna giggled.

“I leave my door open when I go to bed. That way, when they’re whispering, I can spy on them. What I don’t hear, I can read on their lips.”

“You should be the one to sneak into these meetings.” Anna realized. “You’re the Guild Leader’s grandson—maybe you should be the one doing it.”

“Me? Nah.” He waved his hand in front of his face.

“Why not?” Sophie asked. She seemed as surprised as Anna. “We could give you an invisibility coat if you want.”

“I think Anna should keep doing it,” he answered.

“Why?” Anna chuckled even though she didn’t find his words funny. “I thought they were going to find me hiding in the corner! Sometimes I don’t think I have the nerves for this. Plus, I was stressed about telling you guys the not-so-good news.”

“You can handle it,” Tobias said. “You care.”

“Of course, I care. We all care.”

“It’s more than that,” Tobias said. “You knew telling us the bad news wouldn’t be easy, but you did it anyway. You have what it takes to care about us and all the kids in the Hidden City.”

“I do?”

“You went to bat for everyone! Talking to Frau Klammer and convincing her to get the Echos to teach magic?”

“You’re the one who convinced her!” Anna pointed at him.

Tobias pushed her finger away with a laugh. “It was your idea! You talked to Herr Schenk...”

“So?”

“He, in turn, motivated you to talk to Frau Klammer! Oh my gosh, Anna, don’t you see? I followed your lead, just like Herr Schenk did.”

Anna blushed. “You’re the one who should lead.”

Tobias shrugged. “I don’t want to.”

“I don’t want to either!” Anna spat.

“You’re a natural with people. They like you. I’m a loner. A Clockmaker. Just let me learn how to make Time Transport and Time Stop and manipulate placement and holding of time in all sorts of different ways, using it in different fashions...” Tobias cleared his throat. “All within Guild guidelines, of course. You lead.” Her poked her in the arm. “Kids like me need a Guild in our future. If the Legion survives the Guild’s plan to rid the world of magic, then more Legions can rise in the future. When that happens again, I’m gonna be a Time Master who can help. The leadership brouhaha needs to be handled by people like you.”

She wasn’t sure she agreed, but Tobias seemed convinced. There was no point debating it right now.

Anna glanced at the large grandfather clock behind the checkout counter. “There’s still time before school starts. Should we try to find the others?”

They rose, Anna shoving Strudel back into her Rucksack. She suspected they’d find everyone in the courtyard. Clear skies promised sunshine that day. Everyone would be outside to enjoy it before school started.

“There’s not enough time to tell them everything,” Tobias added. “Maybe just the Max part? Elia’ll be thrilled!”

“Why don’t you tell her,” Anna suggested. “You were with her when you guys discovered him missing. I bet she’d love hearing the good news from you.”

“Okay,” Tobias said. “We shouldn’t mention the part about you spying on the meeting in my Oma’s office. It’s too long a story to squeeze in before school starts.”

“Right. Let’s tell everyone to meet us after,” Anna said with resolve. “We’ll tell them everything then. No secrets. Good news and bad, we’re in this together.”
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CHAPTER 49
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“I GUESS YOUR UNCLE and grandmother thought I was using buttons against them,” Liam told Stefano.

They finally had a moment alone to talk about the previous night. Stefano didn’t hesitate to ask him questions about his frightening, late-night awakening.

They munched on apples as they passed through campus.

“Why was that such a big deal to drag you out of bed for?” Stefano asked, speaking with a full mouth.

“I think Guild people came to pick up Max after he used a button to find his way home.” Truth was, Liam didn’t know the full answer to that question. He’d thought about it himself. Apparently, his Tante Britta had been part of Max’s rescue party and put on a display of her magical abilities to make Frau Brandt want to question whether he and his cousin, Anna, hadn’t been trained in TradeMagic like she had. After that night, Liam swore to himself that he’d never mention his family again to any of them by name—not only Anna or his sister, but adults as well.

“What did you use the buttons for?” Stefano asked next.

“To help me pay better attention in classes and to learn magic here more quickly,” Liam answered. “My uncle’s pretty demanding when we’re working on jobs together. I can’t help but think that if I don’t show progress in magical abilities, he might report back to your grandmother, you know? And they might agree to send me back like they did Max.” He tossed his apple core to the side of the walkway, and it tumbled under a dried-out azalea bush. “I also used a couple of them to help me fit in,” Liam added with a coy smile.

Stefano showed his goofy grin as he cast a glance over his shoulder and watched their clan approach from yards behind them. “Yeah, it’ll take a lot of magic to get on their good side.” They laughed and kept walking, as if Stefano didn’t want the others to catch up to them either. “Sorry Max left. You miss him?”

“I’m okay with it. He wanted to go back, so I’m glad for him. To tell you the truth, I feel bad for bringing him here. It wasn’t fair. I bet I worried his family—and mine. I wish I’d never done that. I’d rather be at MMS on my own merits, not because of other students I can bring.”

Stefano nodded, but Liam wasn’t sure he understood. It didn’t matter. He hardly understood why he wanted to try so hard to stay himself.

“Have you heard any news about Vincent Bergmann, by the way?” Liam said, eager to change the subject.

“Last I heard, Nikko and Shareece were still at TMS while their father is dying. Apparently, Herr Bergmann’s suffering a miserable, painful death. Maybe it’d be better if he just died already and was put out of his misery, you know? It must be agonizing for Nikko—or anybody—to watch.”

A solemn mood fell over them, and Liam decided to change the subject again. “Is the Time Mastery School far from here?”

“Nah, Miranda Castle is by the Belgium border. At least, it used to be before it was bulldozed down. You realize it doesn’t matter how far away it is, don’t you? I mean, with Location Transfer clocks linking us together and all.” Stefano motioned for Liam’s banana hanging from his Rucksack’s side pocket. Liam nodded—he would’ve given his left arm to keep him talking. “Our transport clock is broken right now. I heard someone on the real-world side busted it!” He laughed. “My uncle and grandmother are livid.”

Stefano took a big bite of fruit, and his munching paused his talking. He swallowed and resumed. “Something on the real-world side busted it. Now, no one can travel in and out of here until it’s fixed.”

Liam couldn’t help but wonder if Tante Britta had something to do with it. Frau Brandt complained that Tante Britta was powerful enough to fight off some of their greatest scouts—he could imagine his aunt taking down their transport device if it meant preventing any more Legion thugs from passing through it!

“How long do you think it’ll take to fix?” Liam asked.

“Not long if Uncle Josef has his say. Apparently, he had to stay the night at my grandmother’s suite here on campus. Isabella saw him before school, but he was too busy to visit. Sounds like my parents,” he added, his tone layered with sarcasm. “Said something about unfinished business to do at TMS and ranted about the broken clock.”

So, it seemed Josef was a jerk to his nephew as well as his own daughter, Liam mused. “You don’t like him, do you?” Liam prodded.

“Uncle Josef’s a total ...” Stefano called him a crude name that made Liam double over. They both burst into laughter. “But believe it or not, he’s not as bad as my own parents.”

That one made Liam’s jaw drop. “You’re kidding. What’s wrong with your parents?”

“You mean besides ignoring us kids and putting us in boarding school?” came Stefano’s sarcastic remark, laced with hurt and resentment. “My mother’s a real estate mogul. My dad’s one of those uppity high-powered politicians. You know the ones: they keep getting voted for but do nothing to improve things?”

Liam smirked. “Isn’t that the thing with all politicians?”

“Anyway, they’re busy people. Important people. The world would fall apart if it weren’t for them doing their jobs that keep the planet rotating and orbiting the sun.” Stefano shoved the last bite of banana in his mouth and mumbled, “They remind us of their importance every time we go home.”

“Wow,” was all Liam could say.

Liam reminisced about sitting around dinner tables with his family. He remembered complaining about the ritual on numerous occasions. If his dad worked late, he and Sophie ate at Anna’s or his Oma and Opa’s house. They always talked about their days, sharing the highs and lows.

“Not a close family sitting around a cozy dinner table, huh?” Liam cringed, realizing his attempt to be funny might be inappropriate.

Stefano kicked the ground. “Hardly. Their own interests and lives are way more important to them than we ever were.”

The pain in his friend’s voice stung even him. Liam couldn’t say any such thing about his own family—except his mother. He barely remembered her from his toddler years, memories more like dreams that he considered nightmares now. He’d much prefer no recollection of her at all. Liam didn’t know why his mother left his dad and abandoned him and his sister when she was only a baby. He had decided long ago to stop giving that wonder too much thought. He didn’t believe his mother deserved any time he gave her.

His Tante Britta quit her job, and Liam quickly learned that she was a better mom than their biological mother could ever be. He didn’t doubt for a minute that Tante Britta loved him like a son and Sophie like a daughter.

His sudden wondering how Sophie was doing made his heart feel like it sank into the pit of his stomach. A sick feeling came over him. Their mother abandoned them, and now he abandoned her as well.

Stefano cleared his throat and sat on the steps outside their building, class not starting again for several minutes.

“How about your sister?” Liam wondered how Stefano felt about being separated from her. Did he miss her? “Your parents placed her at a different school all by herself? And she’s the youngest, right?”

“Francheska wanted to be at the Consumables Mastery School. She begged our parents to let her go. Fran wants to be a chocolatier. She’s lucky she doesn’t have to put up with this school’s faculty, not to mention its kids. I mean, Frau Vogel’s no sweetheart, but she’s a lot more chill than Frau Bergmann and Frau Brandt.”

“Is Gisela Vogel her school’s Principal?”

Stefano nodded. “Oh, by the way, I won’t be able to get any more chocolate until they fix the clock tower and I manage to connect with Fran again.”

“So, the two of you are far more friendly with each other than you are with Martino?”

“Oh, God, yes! She and I are more friends than brother and sister. I mean, we’re siblings, too, but we get along real well like we weren’t, if you know what I mean.”

“I do.” He smiled as he answered, thinking of Sophie, as well as the sibling dynamic between Max and Elia. They did kinda bicker a lot, but Liam was sure that was only an age thing. No doubt the two of them would be friends when they grew older.

“So, you don’t like your uncle, and you don’t like your parents much, and your sister chose a different school.” Liam summarized. “Do you like going to school here?”

Stefano shrugged. “Sometimes I wonder if CMS would be better. More fun. I’d be with Franny. I could learn how to make something fun like chocolate or wine. Consumables, like perfume, have crazy magical possibilities, ya know?” Liam nodded, but truth was, he didn’t realize that. “It almost seems more interesting than what they’re teaching us here. No offense,” he quickly added. “And, from what Fran tells me, the teachers over there are way cooler. She likes it there, even though she’s by herself.”

“Where’s that school? I take it it’s in a magic realm like this one?”

“Löwenburg Castle,” he answered. “Much smaller campus. I think I’d like it, but my parents think consumable mastery trades aren’t for boys.”

“That’s dumb. Plenty of men are chocolatiers,” Liam scoffed. “You mentioned beverages. Men make beer and wine.”

“I know, but I don’t bother pointing that out to my parents. Between you and me, I’ve thought a lot about what it would be like to study something different at CMS.”

“My family wanted me to be out of the loop concerning any magical training, so I made up my own mind and came here,” Liam told him. “Seems you might be passionate about doing something else. Maybe you should decide for yourself what you’d like to do.”

Stefano nodded. “You got a good point there. I’m sure it’d tick my parents off, but yeah, maybe I should be making my own choices when it comes to my future.” The boy smirked. “If I leave, you’d be left all alone. What would you do without me?”

Liam laughed. “Don’t worry about me. I’d figure out a way to get chocolate from you somehow.”

“Is that all I am to you?” Stefano joked.

“The secret’s out,” Liam joked back.

But that wasn’t the truth at all. Liam wondered if he should set that straight. Stefano smiled, and Liam figured his joke was well taken.

But his thoughts spun. Your friendship means a lot more to me than chocolate, Stefano.

Liam rose to enter the building for class, and Stefano followed.
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CHAPTER 50
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AFTER SCHOOL, ANNA and her friends met in the apple orchard, with views of the red-roofed Stables peeking through branches from behind the castle’s north wall. Unlike other places, the orchard provided little risk of anyone walking by or overhearing their conversation.

A breeze stirred the scent of sweet fruit, and Anna hunted for a fallen apple without too many bruises. She found a decent one, wiped it clean, and took a big bite.

Juicy. Delicious. It left Elia regretting her decision to pass one up. As Elia whined, Anna found and cleaned another and handed it over. Anna and Sophie exchanged grimaces when Elia took a bite and let Strudel lick the juice that seeped from it.

Tobias sat against one of the broader tree trunks, where he sucked at his apple’s core, cleaning it completely. Jakob and Vendy arrived moments later, their excitement about their day spent at school apparent. While their class instructors didn’t want to delve too far into magical topics before the second wave of Guild members arrived at their Hidden City that weekend, they did talk about various aspects of magic and its history.

Anna wondered how she could get everyone to quiet down so she could tell them everything she had learned that morning.

It had been a discussion she dreaded all day, yet she was eager to get on with it.

During their lunch break, she told Elia and Sophie that they’d found Max and had a plan to find Liam next. It was enough to satisfy them the rest of the day, putting off the worrying parts that Anna knew would taint their day at school.

As if remembering why they had all gathered, everyone piped down and gave her their full attention.

“What I don’t understand is,” Jakob started, “if they found Max, why didn’t they find Liam too?”

“I don’t know,” Anna said, feeling terrible she couldn’t give them—especially Sophie—more assurances.

Anna gave them the info she knew about the boys, including Gerda Winkler’s team helping find Liam next, then rolled into the Guild’s other challenges. She paused for their questions and found that most of the answers spun into something else she wanted to mention. By the time she was done, everyone had finished eating their apples and sat speechless, staring.

“Wow, that’s a lot,” Vendy mumbled after a long pause. “Hard to keep it straight. All its implications.”

Don’t I know it, Anna wanted to say. She hadn’t even told them about her theory concerning the Gem Cutting EchoMaster and their collapsing realm yet. She’d have to explain a lot to bring everyone up to speed—and like Vendy said, there were more implications to consider. She was beginning to think it would be best if she ran it by Tobias first, just so she could test out all the gaps in the assumption that he’d surely identify.

“Before now, I kinda thought the Hidden City was a for sure, forever thing,” Tobias said. “Now I wonder if the option to live here might not last for long.”

To hear him say that seemed to add weight to the situation.

Another thought had occurred to Anna, and she decided to throw it out there. “Besides everyone’s safety, we have to wonder if we might lose our opportunity to learn TradeMagic,” Anna added. “We gotta take advantage of our time here, while the opportunity lasts.”

Their future depended on it.

It seemed the Guild was up against a monster. A monster that had kept itself secret better than any hidden legacy the Guild tried tucking away into the past, with hopes of being forgotten.

A monster with an army. An army powerful enough to take down their Hidden City and dissolve the Guild. How many Legioneers were there? Thousands? She had no idea. It seemed this monster wanted to do them all in, and there were very few magical grown-ups left who could stop them.

Yes, they needed to learn all they could and not let any opportunity to learn magic at their Hidden City school be squandered.

“I think the Guild’s mighty and the magic is only pretending to hide.” Elia’s voice broke the silence as she played peekaboo with Strudel. She closed the flap of Anna’s backpack once again, the dog hidden inside. “Magic keeps popping up no matter what, surprising us.” Strudel’s nose pushed through a gap so she could lick Elia’s cheek. “Don’t ya think?” Elia asked them, scanning everyone’s faces. “The old magnifying glass and Opa’s antique carousel? Anna’s robe. Tiles under Liam’s feet. Max’s skateboard. My horse. I think the Guild’s mighty—the magic’s hiding, but it comes out when we need it.”

Elia’s brilliant!

“And our grandparents were smart to stick together,” Tobias chimed in.

Anna couldn’t agree more. “That’s right. They trust and confide in one another, even after all this time. And even though the Legion surfaced and the Guild’s numbers might be scarce, their connection and their magics have lasted.” She scanned their faces. “We need to bond like they did, along with other kids at our school. All of us. We need to stay strong so our magics survive, even if this realm doesn’t.”

Her friends agreed. Anna felt goose bumps creep over her arms—it was nice to feel the good kind.

“Max can be a part of our friendship circle, can’t he?” Elia asked.

They laughed and agreed.

“Of course,” Sophie said. “And Liam will, too, when they get him. Which should be any time now...” Her voice trailed off, as if she didn’t really have the hope it took to say what she did with certainty.

“Keep the faith,” Jakob said. “My mom and Oma Moni are making something that will help them find your brother.”

Anna nodded with the rest of them despite her worries. She hadn’t told them Frau Winkler’s pessimistic view that Liam might not want to come back. Why add worry before knowing if that were even true?

Nevertheless, guilt landed in the pit of Anna’s stomach. Maybe she should have told them?

“The fact that they’re combining magic is as strong as magic comes!” Tobias said. “Why, once it’s attached to the carousel, there’s probably no place those swings can’t fly. Why, I bet our Omas are soaring right into the Legion’s realm as we speak!”

Oma!

Anna gasped and popped up to her feet, cutting him off. Why hadn’t she thought this through before? Her dad and Opa argued about going to the real world to help. Frau Winkler said she was leaving within hours—taking her Oma with her. Why didn’t she listen? “I wanted to see my Oma before she left!” She was ready to leave, ready to bolt into the city blocks to her grandparent’s house.

“I bet they’re already gone,” Tobias said, sending Anna into a panic.

“Tobias is right,” Sophie said. “Oma kissed me goodbye this morning, telling me she’d be back tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? Sophie! Why didn’t you tell me?” Sophie cringed while Anna yelled. “Oma’s going on the mission to find Liam, and it’s dangerous! Didn’t you hear how Opa Walt ended up in the hospital?”

“I’m sure she’ll be alright?” Sophie asked more than stated.

Jakob and Vendy avoided eye contact with her.

“See! Even Jakob and Vendy are worried. It’s bad enough that my mom’s over there!” Anna threw her hands to the ground, exasperated. “Now my Oma’s gone!”

Elia threw her arms around Anna’s waist and wailed, “My Opa will protect her! He’ll use his carousel to fly them away if anything bad happens like he did at the exhibit!”

“How could she leave without saying goodbye?” Anna murmured, taking little comfort in Elia’s logic.

Her throat lumped, and she willed herself not to lose it when, really, she wanted to bawl. She wanted her family to find Liam, but not like this!

Anna’s tears leaked down her face.

“Don’t cry!” Elia wailed some more, hugging Anna tighter. “She’s not sick like my Oma! She’s coming back, and she’s not going to die!” Elia added, now crying herself.

Jakob and Vendy draped arms over each of their shoulders.

“Of course she’s coming back!” Tobias said, his voice laced with a tinge of frustration that could’ve easily been misunderstood as insensitivity.

They all—Anna included—paused to make sure it wasn’t the latter.

He crowded into their huddle. “She’s not gonna die cuz she’s with my Oma! Listen,” he said with conviction, “Security guards watch over my Oma like she’s the pope! They’re not gonna let anything happen to her—or anyone in her company. She’s the Guild Leader!”

He leaped in the air and plucked a low-lying apple from a branch. Loose leaves snowed down, many of them landing in Anna’s curls.

“Not to brag or anything”—he slurped and munched—“but my Oma’s a Time Master. She has ways of staying safe. If anyone even thinks about coming close, they’ll be sorry. My Oma’s a badass.”

Anna sniffled the wetness inside her nose. “You sure?”

“My Oma can make time literally stop!” he said. “And with your Oma’s invisibility coats? Pfft!”

“Okay, if you say so.” She had to trust Tobias. There was no reason she shouldn’t. “It still would’ve been nice to say goodbye.”

“That’s another thing.” Tobias’s stare drilled into Anna’s eye sockets. “When our grown-ups do secret mission stuff, ya gotta pretend you don’t know about it! They do. Did your Oma tell you what she was up to or give Sophie a long, gushing goodbye? No. Would you say bye to your parents before sneaking out of the house with your cloak to eavesdrop on a meeting? No.”

I guess that makes sense.

“And speaking of your spying around,” Tobias continued, his eyes still drilling hard. “You’ve gotta remember that you aren’t supposed to know what you know!” His finger pointed at her chest with each syllable. “Ya gotta pretend you don’t know my Oma and Council members are helping your family look for Max and Liam. Ya gotta pretend you don’t know that something might be wrong with our realm and that your Opa’s fixing it. And we’re certainly not supposed to know that your Oma is leaving the Hidden City with some jerry-rigged flying carousel that can rescue your cousin from the Legion!”

He stood back, the apple core now tossed to the side and landing in the dirt. “You get what I’m saying?” His emphatic pointing continued. “You’re not supposed to know what you know. None of you are,” he ended, scanning all of them with his drilling stare.

Anna sucked in the scope of his advice, her understanding now stronger than her worries. “Okay. I get it,” she said with a resolute nod.

Tobias gave her a fist bump and headed for the stone steps leading back up to the castle grounds. They followed.

It felt easier to breathe, her adrenaline waning and her emotions simmering. She chided herself for losing control ... I can’t believe I cried in front of everyone!

“Those apples made me hungry,” Tobias said. “I’m going to the Bar and Grill to get a milkshake.”

Büchholtz Inn and Pub. Somehow, the place brought a comforting sense that there was no reason to feel homesick. She would worry less there.

She needed to trust in her Oma’s magic. That Frau Winkler and Opa Fritz will protect her and the others, Anna told herself. Mom has magic too, and so does Onkel Verner. And Reuben.

I’ve got to trust in all of them and their Magic Within!

She marched behind them, staring at their backs as they talked about chocolate and berry-flavored milkshakes with plenty of whipped cream melting over the edges...

I trust my friends.

She slowed, her friends unaware that she did. They wandered down the cobblestone walkway toward the inhabited blocks, Elia skipping and Strudel prancing next to her, oblivious to Anna’s mind racing with realizations.

Opa Fritz had suggested that a journey lay ahead and asked if she and Liam were ready for it as if it were anything but an easy path. Standing on those cobblestones amid the fortifications of the castle grounds, she realized her journey hadn’t really started—until now.

She never did get the chance to ask him if he had a hand in Frau Graf’s naming EchoMaster Klammer their Principal, but somehow, she had a feeling he had. He wanted them to learn magic.

Elia’s words rang in Anna’s ears: “I think the Guild’s mighty and the magic is only pretending to hide.”

Opa Fritz, working in the shadows, still made it seem like he was hiding. Then again, the kids learning magic in their Hidden City school seemed like hiding as well.

It all felt right to her.

Including her Oma, who departed for the real world to help her mom and the others track down Liam with the adorned magic toy carousel.

“Hurry up, Anna! You coming or not?” Sophie called.

Anna had paused so long that her friends were now quite a distance ahead. While Sophie gave up waiting and chased after the rest of their friends, Elia waited for her to catch up.

This was the journey Opa Fritz meant at the start of it all. This was her deep end that her Oma didn’t need to dive into with her because she and her friends chose to dive into it together.

“Coming!” she called out to Elia as she waited. “I’m here. Let’s catch up to our friends.”
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NO WONDER THE LEGION values my uncle...they’d be idiots not to, Liam thought as he watched his uncle’s hands work, replacing mold-ridden subflooring in an area of a locker room.

“Feel the lumber. Feel your grip on the tools, made for quality handcrafting,” his uncle rattled as he always did when they worked together. “Build, repair with the intention of never allowing water to bypass the tiles laid over the top of this floor again. Repelling water. Of course, the lumber was created for that purpose as well. All work contributes to the same goal. You, the Carpenter’s work. The Plumber’s. The Tile Setter’s. Together, they’re stronger.”

His uncle paused, waiting for Liam to take over. Liam went to work, surprised that his uncle didn’t seem to be enjoying himself.

“Frau Brandt must have told you I’m interested in catching up to other kids my age,” Liam said. “Sorry you have to spend so much extra time working with me.”

“Yes,” his uncle answered gruffly. “My goal for our one-on-one training differs from hers. She wants to see you acclimate with the Legion ways. You will, but only as a byproduct.”

Liam wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but his uncle carried on and Liam chose not to interrupt. “You should know, I’m doing this because you truly have remarkable potential. You are a Kraus. I will train you. You will be the most skilled Contractor this school has ever seen. Other students won’t hold a candle to you.”

Liam smiled. “Thank you.”

Something drove his uncle to outdo the other families. Liam found his jealous tendencies somewhat petty but played along with it since they seemed to motivate him to teach him everything he knew. His uncle began talking about other jobs needing to be finished in the old, run-down gymnasium he seemed determined to refurbish. Liam didn’t even realize this building existed, tucked behind a grove of evergreens and surrounded by blackberry bushes, well beyond any of the more trafficked buildings on campus. Aside from the roof needing complete replacement, the inside was in shambles. They would, his uncle told him, need to refinish its ancient gymnasium floor so it would be beautiful again. He invited Liam in on the job. Liam accepted the offer.

“Your father. He’s an Electrician, is he not?” Herr Kraus muttered as they began packing up for the day.

Liam nodded, wondering why his uncle wanted to bring his father up. “How did you know that?”

Herr Kraus took his time answering. “I think Otto mentioned he’d train Verner a long time ago.”

You and Opa visited? When? Liam wanted to ask. Instead, Liam stared dumbfoundedly at his uncle. No one in his family, not even his Opa, ever mentioned Uncle Gunter. “Did you know that Otto chose not to train me? Chose to keep the Guild, the magic, secret?”

His uncle packed their tools, his silence his answer. Considering his uncle’s willingness to train him now, it seems this might’ve been a point of dissension between them.

“I imagine, if you had a grandson of your own like me, you would’ve trained him?” Liam had wondered now for days, was his great-uncle married? Did he have children of his own who Liam would call Tante and Onkel?

Only a fierce, single shake of the head followed.

Liam wondered, Maybe there’s no one in his life to mention?

There were questions Liam couldn’t figure out how to go about asking his uncle but wished he could ask his Opa now. What was it that made his Opa so determined not to carry on TradeMagic beyond his son and into Liam’s generation? Certainly he had to have a good reason, beyond simply being stubborn and disagreeing with his older brother or going along with the Guild.

His uncle didn’t volunteer any answers. He packed his things, and Liam did the same.

The sun tucked behind the western hills, shade consuming the campus as Liam made his way back to his dorm. As he approached the clock tower, a group of people Location Transferred in, stopping him in his tracks.

The broken clock’s fixed. Josef should be pleased...

Ursula Bergmann, Samantha Schwartz, Nikko, and Shareece stood before him.

“How dare you not go with him!” Ursula yelled at Samantha before marching toward the Administration Building.

No one seemed to notice Liam standing a few yards away in the afternoon’s shadows.

“You expect me to leave my daughter?” Frau Schwartz snapped. “She’d have no one! Both she and Nikko would lose both their parents!”

“I don’t need you!” Nikko yelled in return. The teen caught Liam’s stare. He stormed off, by himself, toward the boy’s dormitory.

Frau Schwartz and Shareece landed their gaze on Liam as if appalled that he’d been standing there, listening in. To pretend he hadn’t witnessed their heated exchange would be absurd, so Liam cringed and bit his bottom lip instead.

Frau Schwartz ignored him and chased after Ursula into the Administration Building. “Shareece, go to your dorm. I’ll be right there,” her mother called out before disappearing inside the building.

Shareece wrapped her arms tightly around herself, as if she couldn’t move.

“Shareece, are you okay?” he asked her.

“My ... my stepdad died.”

“Oh,” Liam gulped. “I’m sorry.”

She shook her head, pressing her fingers against her eye sockets. “I’m crying because...because they wanted her to go with him. How ... how could they want her to do that?”

“Go with him? I thought you said your stepdad passed away?” Liam asked, confused.

She shook her head. “No, no. He was still alive. They wanted my mother to go with him in case he couldn’t see the mission through when he got there.” She uncovered her eyes to look at him. “But that would’ve meant she’d be stuck there! I’d never see her again!”

“Stuck ... where?” Liam asked, even more confused.

“In the past!” The girl put both hands to her face again and cried. “She refused to go! Thank God she refused to go! I’d be left alone with nobody!”

She trembled. More like shivered uncontrollably, so Liam took her hand. “Let’s go inside. Somewhere warm where you can sit down.”

Liam led her to Frau Schlossyoder’s workroom once they saw that the common room was packed with kids.

“Back here, where Frau Schlossyoder stores things. We’ll find you a sweater or a blanket.” He led her to shelves where heavier garments were neatly folded. “So”—he felt mildly bad for prodding but couldn’t stop himself—“your stepdad time traveled even though he was incredibly ill?”

“They couldn’t stop him from dying anyway,” she stuttered as she pulled a hooded sweatshirt over her head. Static and wet skin from her tears collected wisps of her hair that stuck to her face. “It made sense for him to deliver the gems.”

“Gems? Never mind. Why did they want your mom to go if your stepdad went?”

“They figured the trip would be his final one.” She gulped. “That he’d end up dead upon arrival. They insisted my mom go to make sure the gems were delivered to the right guy at the right time. Because our family needed to see it through!” She yelled at Liam like he was at fault for asking, but then she mumbled, “My mom refused. Thank God she refused.”

“Of course she did,” he said, stroking her arm but knowing full well it wouldn’t help her feel better.

“S-so F-Frau Hagmeister went instead!” Shareece was crying so hard she could barely speak. “P-p-poor Frau H-Hagmeister!”

“Wait, Celia Hagmeister, who teaches at our Jewelry School?” Liam asked.

Shareece nodded, and Echo Schlossyoder rounded the corner. “Oh my, what’s happened now?” she exclaimed. “I’ve seen enough upset students around here as of late!”

“Shareece,” Liam asked, his curiosity at its peak, “what mission could be so important that a man had to give his life for it? So important that the Legion would demand that he be escorted by someone who couldn’t return?”

Shareece wiped her nose. “So that we could, once and for all, take down the Guild.”

It felt like Liam’s heart plummeted into his stomach. “By going back in time?” Liam pressed. “How? I don’t get it.”

“I don’t know, I don’t know,” Shareece stammered. “They don’t tell me everything. I pick up things here and there, and my mom tells me what she thinks is okay for me to know.” She covered her face again. “I’m done answering all these questions.” She cried into her hands, the fleece of her sleeves muffling the sounds.

“I’m sorry. I’m curious,” Liam said. “Are you okay? I can walk you to your dorm. Your mom might expect to find you there, and you can rest a little while before she does.”

“Thank you,” she whimpered.

He led her to the adjacent building hosting the girl’s dormitory.

When he held open the door and let her inside, Isabella Brandt popped up from a couch and ran over. “Shareece! Liam!” She gasped with concern. Isabella draped her arm over the distraught girl’s shoulder. “What’s the matter, Shareece? Are you okay?”

“Isabella, maybe you should take her to her room?” Liam asked.

Other girls were glancing over, whispering. She led Shareece away, the sound of the girl’s crying fading as the door to their hall closed behind them.

Once he reached the boy’s dormitory and stepped into the main entrance...

“Pssst!”

Liam looked around. Frau Schlossyoder waved for him to come over as she peeked from behind the cracked door to the utility room.

“Here, I wanted to give you this but in private.” She handed him an ugly brown lump of fabric. “It’s a new coat. That horrible Herr Brandt made me turn in your bomber jacket after they roused you awake and searched your room last night!”

“Thank you,” Liam answered, eyeing the hideous corduroy jacket. “You wouldn’t happen to have an athletic-type jacket, would you?”

“Have I mentioned that my sister’s Echo also works here?”

“Um, no ...”

“She does,” the Echo told him and winked. “She was an esteemed Maßschneider in her day—something few women had the opportunity to achieve. Now her Echo is Frau Brandt’s personal fashion designer. She designs and makes all our Head of Schools’ outfits! She’s made several striking suits for Frau Vogel and Frau Bergmann as well.”

Liam held out the jacket in his hands. God, it’s sooo ugly!

“And now she’s made you this one!” Frau Schlossyoder said with proud excitement.

“How cool! Lucky me!” Liam didn’t know what else to say. It looked gross, like a bad costume for a seventies spoof...

“I think you’ll like it. It’s actually stronger than the one they confiscated, if you know what I mean.” She winked at him. “Just put it on and tell it to do its thing,” she whispered. “Oh, and anyone wearing it shouldn’t be detected. Not even by a Chimney Sweep!” With that, she ducked her head back into the utility room, the door closing behind her.

He didn’t want to wear it, but her insinuations intrigued him. He flung the jacket over his shoulders and pulled each arm through its tight, uncomfortable sleeves. He thought his arms were wimpy, but had they been more muscular, he might not have even fit!

“Conceal,” he said once outside.

He jogged to the Administration Building. Ali, busying herself with a nail file, didn’t look up. When he peeked at her mirror hanging on the wall behind her, he didn’t see his reflection.

As he thought, he was invisible.
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A SNORE CUT THROUGH the Winklers’ living room. Fritz shook his head as Verner’s mouth hung open. His head lay back on Gerda’s couch atop the frilly doily draped over the back of it.

It’s amazing he can sleep right now.

Max, upstairs in Tobias’s room with his father cuddled next to him, napping in safety. Fritz couldn’t imagine Markus letting his son out of his sight ever again. Or, at least, while in the real world. But Liam was still missing. Verner had insisted on staying downstairs as Fritz waited for someone from the Guild or the Hidden City to arrive.

Fritz fumbled with the bandage on his face. Repositioning the gauze from his eyes proved impossible without pressing on areas that hurt. I need more pain medication. He’d grab a slice of bread and swallow a pill with it, and hope he wouldn’t end up with a belly ache...

Verner ripped another chunky-sounding snore as Fritz made his way to the kitchen, where his pills sat on the counter next to his coffee mug. Fritz rounded the corner and jumped when he saw multiple figures standing there.

“Fritz! It’s me!” came a familiar voice. Moni Kraus stepped closer.

“You scared me!” he cried, his hands now pressed against his chest.

“Perhaps we should’ve called out to you when we transported in,” Gerda Winkler said, her fingers busily pressing buttons on an antique stopwatch while glancing at the clock on the stove. “The time is off by over ten minutes!”

The Clockmaker stepped away, leaning over the counter to adjust it.

Moni came in for an eager hug. “Fritzi! Oh dear, what happened to you?” she said as they embraced, obviously referencing the annoying bandage on his face.

“Stuck my nose where it don’t belong,” he joked.

“Thank God you found Max! That makes me so happy!” She hugged him again.

Fritz felt a tinge of guilt. “We didn’t find Liam. Yet.”

Moni bit her lips as she fidgeted with the collar of his shirt. “It’s okay. We’re here to remedy that.”

“And you brought Berndt and Gustav to help!” Fritz recognized the grizzly-bear-like Metal Caster, Berndt Kraftheimer, and the Mason, Gustav Zieglar, from time spent working in the Stables. He shook their hands and nodded his greetings.

Gerda Winkler, now finished adjusting the clock, cocked her head. “I’m glad you’re all alright?” she half stated, half asked.

He nodded. “Bumps and bruises. Broken nose.” He pointed his thumb at himself. “Do you have news of Walter?”

“I was able to visit with him briefly before I left. He rests comfortably in our new hospital annex at the castle.” She winked. “We completed it in his honor. Our official first patient. He’s obviously not too excited about that.” Her dry humor always made him grin. She dove straight into the business at hand. “Tell us, did you discover Liam’s location?”

“Yes. A hidden realm over a compound they use as a school campus. Max was transported back into the real world from there.”

“Yes, but with his memory intact?”

Fritz nodded. “Liam let him use a few magic buttons, and they helped him retain everything.”

Moni jerked to surprised attention.

“That’s wonderful. I’m sure he has things to tell.” Gerda Winkler stepped into the living room, and they followed.

Moni sat next to the snoring Verner and roused him awake. Verner’s broad smile when seeing his mother warmed Fritz’s heart.

“Where are the others?” Gerda asked.

“Napping,” Fritz said. However, Tobias’s door at the top of the stairs opened as he did, and Markus came out. Once downstairs, Fritz introduced him to Gerda and the others.

“Nice of you to finally come,” Markus said, and Fritz detected his sarcasm. “We managed to find Max.” ...on our own, Fritz could imagine hearing Markus’s unspoken thoughts.

“So, I heard, and I’m so glad,” Gerda said with earnest.

Markus motioned up the stairs at the closed door, “Max is in your grandson’s room. With Britta,” he added, glancing at Fritz as if to assure him Max was safe. “I’d like to get Max to the Hidden City as soon as possible,” Markus continued.

Fritz could see the gears in the Clockmaker’s skull spin before she spoke. “I was hoping you’d allow me to speak to your son before he does.” Markus stood there, hands in both pockets, eyes glaring. “We need as much information as possible to find Liam. Is that all right?”

“He’s asleep now,” Markus answered.

“While the boy sleeps, please excuse me,” Gerda said, almost unfazed. “There are a few areas of the house I need to check in on.”

Markus watched her climb the stairs as if offended that she had made herself at home and freely roamed the house.

But this was her house.

Markus had told Fritz about handmade clocks he, Reuben, Britta, and Verner had found, stashed away, literally everywhere. Behind a hidden wall in the attic. Down a laddered chamber, stretching from the top floor to a secret basement. Behind faux backdrops in closets. No doubt magical clocks. No doubt clocks she might want to claim before returning to the Hidden City or to perhaps help them find Liam.

Seemingly relieved that the Clockmaker passed the boy’s door and left Max undisturbed, Markus let out a “pfft” and mumbled something about coffee as he made his way to the kitchen. Fritz followed. It seemed coffee was a good idea for whatever was in store for them later.

***
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Later that evening, everyone gathered to talk.

“We cannot go into their hidden realm with an army,” Gerda stated after there had been some discord. “Only a few of us can go. Please, listen to my proposal.”

They sat around the dining table after their hot meal, including strudel Moni and Max had baked for dessert, using fresh cherries from the Winklers’ garden. The table had been cleared of its dirty dishes, shy of a few wadded-up napkins and their refilled coffee cups.

Fritz’s fabric- and bead-covered carousel now sat at the table’s center.

The lavender toile and ivory lace, stitched with an array of dark but shiny beads, weaved in and out of the carousel’s slotted seats and suspended cords. Moni’s and Yannet’s magical handiwork looked more like Elia and Anna had decked the thing out for another one of their make-believe weddings rather than a mission to retrieve a missing comrade.

The lavender was over the top. Why lavender? Rosa’s favorite color.

Elia’s too.

But Fritz trusted the magic of their work, not to mention the materials they used. This decorated carousel could very well allow them to get inside opposing territory and finally bring Liam home.

Markus, meanwhile, sat back in his chair with his arms still crossed. His eyes stared past him into the adjoining living room, where Max watched a movie on Gerda’s ancient VCR, wearing enormous headphones that practically swallowed the little guy’s head.

Headphones that would block out their conversations, Fritz knew as well as figured Gerda was counting on.

“I’ve asked you nicely,” Markus said, “but my patience is at its end. Do whatever you and your people have to do to find Liam. But I want Max and me to go to this Hidden City of yours where we’ll be safe, NOW.”

“Okay, Markus,” Gerda said. “I’ll do exactly as you say, if you still want me to, after you hear all the details of the plan.”

Markus shook his head but didn’t object.

“We can’t all go,” Gerda continued. Now Verner backed into his chair with arms crossed like Markus. “Fritz will go for obvious reasons, but I’ll say them anyway. He will fly us there with the modified carousel. Plus, his magic will surely come in handy if we face opposition and need protection. I, too, will go. Once inside the realm, I’ll have Time Magic abilities to get us out of there. Plus, I’ll have other abilities that, without a doubt, can practically guarantee Liam’s retrieval.”

“We’ll take one other adult”—she faced Markus—“and Max.”

“You’re crazy.”

Fritz cringed at Markus’s unfiltered words, but he could hardly blame his son’s reaction. A loathing radiated from Markus’s stare. Gerda, meanwhile, seemed unfazed by his judgments.

“My plan, at the onset, includes Max for two reasons,” Gerda continued. “We have reason to believe that he’ll allow for our successful entry into their realm. Once inside, he can orient us on Liam’s exact location within the sprawl of this hidden realm’s campus.”

“My son doesn’t need to be there pointing his little finger, telling you which way to turn left and right,” Markus quipped. “He drew you maps and diagrams. He drew the layout of each and every building on that magical papyrus of yours.”

Before dinner, Gerda had given Max the special paper on which to draw everything he recalled about the Legion school’s layout. His penciled marks shifted into proper proportions on their own.

Markus was right. They had the maps, accurate with magic’s assistance.

He was sure his modified carousel would be enough to get them inside, but what if Gerda was right about navigating the terrain and actually making contact with Liam?

Markus looked annoyed when Gerda continued. “Second, I have reason to believe that Max may give us added surety that we can enter their realm. I believe that he, along with the magical effects added to your father’s carousel, will ensure us getting inside.”

“I don’t care if he improves your odds. He’s just a boy. My dad’s magic, the beading, and Oma Moni’s stitching will have to be enough.”

“I completely understand your concern ...”

“Good.”

“I wouldn’t ask to put Max in this position if it wasn’t necessary.”

Markus shifted in his seat. “It’s not necessary to me. You can count on magic—not Max—to find Liam.”

“His maps show the expanse of fields and open spaces surrounding the campus,” Gerda continued as if she hadn’t heard what he said, and Markus appeared even more annoyed. “We’d let him nowhere near the realm’s buildings or inhabitants. Once inside the border of the realm, Fritz will fly back out with Max immediately.”

Markus watched Max in the other room, his teeth biting the inside of his lips, affirming Fritz’s guess that Markus was fuming inside.

Fritz twisted slightly and looked at Max as well. A harrowing car chase scene held his grandson’s attention as he sat crisscross applesauce in front of the TV. How ironic, Fritz thought. His parents didn’t let him watch shows like that. Too intense, too violent. Yet here they were, trying to convince the boy’s parents to allow him to take part in something of equal measure.

But he’d be with them. He’d watch over Max. He’d never let anything happen to him. Then again, the boy was taken right from under his nose before. From the bedroom upstairs, right next to the loft where he slept on the couch...

“You said one other will go with you,” Verner said. “I take it you mean me.”

“No,” Gerda answered. “Britta.”

Verner’s sister sat up straight as Verner flung himself back in his chair, both their surprise apparent.

“Everyone else will wait at a safe location,” Gerda continued. “Fritz will return with Max, and the bulk of you will return with the boy to the Hidden City. Meanwhile, you, Gustav, and Berndt will stay behind at our rendezvous point where we’ve placed a receptor Time Transport. You three will provide adequate cover for me and Britta when we retreat from their hidden realm ... with Liam.”

“Britta’s going into the realm to find Liam with you?” Verner asked, his voice filled with disagreement. “I should go. I want to go. Liam’s my son!”

“Perhaps Markus should decide who accompanies Fritz and me,” Gerda said, her eyes landing on Markus. “You’re the one who needs to feel more at ease about Max’s safety.”

Markus glared at her. “Did I not make myself clear? You’re not taking my son!”

“I’m not debating this either,” Verner added. “I’m going! I think I can protect Max and the group better than Britta ...”

“You too?” Markus slammed his hand on the table. “Max isn’t going!”

“But Markus,” Verner countered, “what if having Max there better guarantees finding Liam and bringing him home?”

“All of you are off your rockers if you expect me to let Max go.” Markus chuckled, but over nothing at all funny. “About the only thing I agree on is Frau Winkler’s choice of taking Britta. We would’ve been overrun in Nürnberg if she hadn’t been there to protect us.” His glancing around the table was met by Reuben’s insistent nodding. “And she put up an amazing fight that I’m convinced made Max’s rescue a success. I know Britta would put her life on the line to protect anyone, including Max.”

There was a long pause.

“You’re right. If there’s anyone I trust with Liam’s life, it’s her,” Verner said. “So, are you okay with the plan?”

Fritz didn’t believe his son’s face could get any more red.

“No!” Markus fumed. “I support Britta going if she wants to, but there’s no way in hell you’re taking Max!”

“You heard Frau Winkler! Max could be the only way they even get into their realm!” Verner implored.

Markus shook his head. “I’m not convinced. You have his magical drawings on that magic paper of yours! And you have my dad flying his magically beaded carousel!” He glared at Fritz. “I can’t believe you’re listening to all this and not sticking up for Max’s safety!”

At first, Fritz fumbled for his flat cap but resisted. “Max means the world to me!” Fritz croaked. “I know it sounds crazy, but I agree with Gerda’s theory. Listen...” Fritz stopped when Markus let out a huff and shook his head in complete disbelief.

Gerda leaned forward and set down a carved toy airplane on the center of the table. A hollowed-out cockpit, with a carved form of a pilot’s upper body, hunched and determined for flight. A rounded helmet and goggles completed the pilot’s gear.

Markus stared at it, eyebrows furrowed. “What the hell is that?”

“This was found outside our Hidden City,” Gerda said.

Markus flicked the plane. “So? Why are you showing it to me?”

“Walter Schwartz was able to verify that Max made it,” she answered. She glanced at Fritz.

He gulped as he nodded, fearing Markus’s reaction. “With intention to escape the Legion’s realm—with Liam.”

Now Fritz really understood Gerda’s reason for wanting Max to come.

Britta gasped. Moni nodded as if she, too, knew of the toy plane’s deeply embedded intention that could help. He felt sure the carousel would be enough, but what if he was wrong? Leave it to Gerda to think of such a possibility.

“Remember when Max told us they made him carve something magical?” Fritz went on. “And he made something in order to escape? That ended up unlocking Liam from a cage? It flew all the way from the Legion’s realm to the Guild’s Hidden City!”

“Yannet and I embellished the carousel that should let us get into the Legion realm,” Moni said. “But this ...” She eyed the toy again. “This, I think, will help. We could perhaps fasten it to the carousel or, at least, take it along.” She faced the Guild Leader. “Gerda, it would help you exit the realm once you find Liam.”

Gerda nodded.

“By all means, take it along,” Markus said. He gawked once again with misgiving at the hand-carved toy. “But you’re not taking my son.”

“We think, since Max carved himself into the plane, his presence will be required for the reverse magic to work. I believe this plane can show us where it broke free from the Legion realm and into the real world. It may be a weakened spot where Fritz’s carousel will have a better chance of entry.”

Markus rose from the table and parted the drapes, where the unruly hydrangea blocked the entire view of the side yard. “It’s too risky. You’re asking too much! I can’t put my boy in that kind of jeopardy. Maybe Herr Schwartz is well enough to join you, and he can track Liam down with his voodoo, ash-reading magic.”

“He isn’t,” Gerda answered. “He has a concussion. He will need time to heal.”

“Surely there’s gotta be another magical Chimney Sweep out there—”

“I’d like to think so,” Gerda retorted. “Few people master a trade where they are paid pennies these days, I’m afraid. The few that remain are on assignment...”

Verner cut in. “I don’t blame you. I’m not sure I’d want Liam to go along if our roles were reversed.”

“Finally, someone logical on my side!”

“But—”

“There’s no but!” Markus yelled.

“Markus,” Fritz said, his eyes both earnest and moist. “I will be there. We’ll get inside the realm, then I’ll fly Max out immediately. I won’t let anything happen to our boy! I’ll protect him with my life!”

Markus hung his head. “How can I let my son be a part of something so dangerous? Oh my God, what would Margot say if she was hearing all this? I’m his father! I have to protect him!”

“You can trust me to protect him,” Fritz said. “Otto and his family can’t lose one of their children to the Legion. We can’t let that happen!”

“You have my word as well,” Gerda added. “I’ll protect Max with my life.”

Verner stared up at him. “Please, Markus. I’m sorry I have to ask you to do this, but please.”

As if Markus couldn’t stand Verner’s desperate plea, he looked away, out the window, at the hulking hydrangea again.

“Dad, you gotta let me.”

Fritz spun around at the sound of Max’s voice. He stood in the doorway leading to the kitchen.

Max gestured toward the plane on the table, and he smiled with pride. “It worked! You say it landed outside the Hidden City?”

Max stepped forward, but instead of reaching for the plane, he reached for the floor under Fritz’s seat. He lifted a stiff piece of paper. “The picture of you and Oma getting married,” he said, handing it to him.

“Oh!” Fritz shook as he stared at the black-and-white image. “It must’ve fallen out of my jacket pocket.” Confused, he reached for his jacket, now bunched up at the seat of his chair where he had taken it off and hung it. “I need a pocket, Moni, so it will never fall out again!”

Markus swayed, gripping the edge of the table. Verner helped him into his seat as everyone watched with concern.

Max bolted around the table to his side. “Dad!” he cried. “Don’t get upset! It’s just that, well, we’ve got to help them if we can!”

Markus pinched the bridge of his nose, his eyes closed.

“Dad. You gotta let me. I want to help!” Max continued. He wrapped his arms around his father’s neck. “They’re our friends. Helping is the right thing to do.”

“You’re a wonderful boy,” Markus told him. Fritz detected a tightening of his voice as if he was struggling to hold back emotion. After a long pause, Markus nodded. “Okay, Max. Okay.”

They clung to one another as everyone left the table. Fritz played with his flat cap with a mix of pride and worry. Fritz knew sacrifice made TradeMagic perform its greatest wonders.

He knew this firsthand. Now the next generations were learning it as well.
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CHAPTER 53
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LIAM, WEARING THE GAUDY corduroy jacket Frau Schlossyoder had given him, listened from the hall outside Herta Brandt’s office, with a clear view of what was happening inside. If the need arose, a side exit and a staircase gave him options for quick escape.

Lars Lügner monitored the meeting’s privacy, unaware of Liam standing right next to him. Bruises and cuts were all over the man’s handsome face. Liam wondered if someone in the Guild had put them there.

A distraught Ursula Bergmann sat in front of Herta’s desk next to Horst Vogel. This matter had to be a big deal if their head honcho leader came all the way from Berlin to discuss it.

Samantha Schwartz’s poker face confused Liam. Her lack of emotion left Liam wondering whether she was grief stricken at all about her husband’s passing. Josef Brandt, the blue-haired Gisela Vogel, and Liam’s uncle were also present, including Hartmut Schiller, the school’s Engineering teacher.

“The mission was executed, seen through more on luck than skill,” Liam’s uncle spouted. “Luck ran out as the mission progressed. There were absolutely no alternate plans or safety precautions in place. A mission without a well-thought-out plan is doomed for failure. Literally, a suicide mission.”

“You don’t say, Einstein?” Josef said. “And I suppose now, in hindsight, you will make known how you would’ve successfully managed to carry things out differently ... with hindsight, of course!”

“Blah! Both Hartmut and I advocated for our involvement!” his uncle answered. “Our expertise could’ve made all the difference! Instead, you thought you could handle the delicate intricacies on your own with that silly law degree you plan to take over your family’s Millinery business with! How pathetic!”

“What is your point, Herr Kraus, other than to belittle and cast blame?” Herta asked.

“Those in charge should have had the sensibility to have several options that would carry the mission through. These options could’ve been identified with a greater range of experts on the committee. It is your failure”—he pointed his finger at Josef before continuing around the room—“it is Horst’s failure, and it is Vincent’s failure!”

Ursula Bergmann’s tear-streaked face quickly turned to rage. Horst Vogel pivoted in his seat, serious and poker faced. An intense stare down between the three of them ensued. Herr Kraus’s stare didn’t falter. For a moment, pride welled inside Liam. Did his uncle fear anyone?

“Herr Kraus,” Frau Brandt said, the only one daring to cut into the tension, “just how will your accusations help us now? I hardly think that pointing fingers will help change this unfortunate outcome.”

“Spare us your hypocrisy, Herta,” Herr Kraus spat. “You haven’t disagreed with anyone else as they pointed fingers at Samantha. Is your own finger-pointing helping the situation?”

“Ultimately it’s Samantha’s fault that one of our most skilled TradeCrafters had to see our mission through!” Josef interjected.

Hartmut Schiller entered the discussion. “The Bergmann’s lost their son!” He was the only one in the room to cast a mournful glance in Ursula’s direction. “To lose a daughter-in-law as well? And for both those children to lose their only remaining parent?” He crossed his arms. “Tell me we haven’t become this heartless!”

But any show of empathy quickly disappeared when Josef yelled, “Thanks to Celia, our plans for the future didn’t get botched!” And others rallied around him with eager nods.

Reality hit the pit of Liam’s stomach. They didn’t care about anyone’s personal loss over the success of their conjoined goals.

“Did anyone else ... any of you ... volunteer to go in Celia’s place instead?” Liam’s uncle asked. “Josef, what magical mastery do you possess? Why didn’t you go?” Herr Kraus waved his hands, disgusted. “Never mind. We all know how important you think you are by how often you interject your foolish opinions. The fact of the matter is, Celia Hagmeister was far braver and more loyal to the Legion than you will ever be. Losing Celia is a loss that hangs over your head! She was indeed one of our most skilled TradeCrafters; lost, forfeited, due to ill planning. Ill planning in part of all of you who are too narrow minded and proud to include the expertise of others. How foolish you all were to allow Celia to sacrifice herself!”

“You suggest I should have gone?” Josef asked in a snide voice, obvious he’d only heard the first part of his uncle’s rebuttal.

“You’re talking again?” Herr Kraus grumbled. “Will you put your tail between your legs and crawl back in the corner already? Admit you’re wrong?”

Liam snickered, caught himself, and breathed easier only after seeing that Lars hadn’t heard him, far too entertained by their arguing himself.

“You were the expert on the team. You oversaw this!” Herr Kraus carried on, pointing again at Horst Vogel. “What good is a team who, in the end, denies accountability when things go wrong?”

Horst’s piercing stare shot angry daggers into Liam’s uncle, but the Master Builder continued his rant. “Time Magic is magic like no other! There are reasons time travel is verboten! Diligent planning is basic! Rudimentary! I would’ve thought, surely, after discovering the fatal implications of the magic, that the team would have applied recalculations to ensure the mission’s success!”

Herr Kraus landed his accusing gaze on Herta next. “Here we have an army of TradeCrafters in our allegiance. Yet you allowed things to get so carried away that our Celia Hagmeister returned with the ailing Vincent Bergmann to pay off the Lapidary?” Herr Kraus threw his body back into the chair. His hands rose only to be waved back down onto his lap while yelling “Blah!” once again.

The others rumbled into a fit of name-calling, finger-pointing, and arguing, all about why their plan to travel back in time to outdo the Guild had almost gone wrong and ended up costing them their prized Celia Hagmeister. Their voices rose even higher. Loud complaints defending their actions, justifications for not getting involved, and explanations validating their own theories shot back and forth like cannon fire.

Even Lars Lügner stepped onto the blame game field with a ridiculous excuse of his own. “I’m a security officer. I don’t get paid enough!”

“Quiet!” Horst Vogel's voice boomed, his one word lasting as long as it would take to yell an entire sentence. It bulldozed everyone into silence.

But it didn’t stop Liam’s uncle from speaking up again. “And furthermore!”—Damm, my uncle’s got guts!—“I refuse to ignore the idiocy of this mess. We must admit to our mistakes! The plan lacked a full-scope strategy with fail-safe measures. Our leadership cannot lack such strategic foresight.”

“Do you not understand what the word ‘quiet’ means, Master Contractor?” Herr Vogel asked in a low, menacing voice.

“Gunter makes valid points.” Herta Brandt’s statement surprised Liam as much as it seemed to surprise the others. “Aside from accountability, there’s something else to consider: The messier this gets, the longer our mission takes, the more risk there is of the Legion finding out what we’re up to.”

What does that mean?

After Herta chimed in, Herr Vogel finally achieved the quiet he was after. The room was as still as a museum, those gathered lost in their own thoughts and not moving, like wax figures.

Liam welcomed the pause. Cannot allow the Legion to find out what they’re up to? He repeated Frau Brandt’s words. But aren’t these guys the Legion?

“We are left with nothing but hope that our mission goes through successfully,” Gunter continued. “With Celia overseeing that it does, I’ll wager it will produce the results we’re after. However, moving forward, those responsible must take accountability!”

Strangely, Horst Vogel’s Echo nodded agreeably. “Vincent’s untimely death leaves a vacancy in our leadership,” he said. Curious glances traveled around the room as if surprised by the sudden change of subject. “This is a vital opportunity that I suggest we not pass by. I nominate Gunter Kraus to replace Vincent Bergmann’s position on the team.”

“Gunter?” Ursula Bergmann said while tucking her burgundy strand of hair behind her ear. “How dare you nominate ... him!” She pointed at Liam’s uncle like she’d forgotten his name and no one would know who she was talking about.

“You have a more qualified candidate?” Herr Vogel asked. She stuttered. “Does anyone else have a nomination!” the man shouted, phrasing his question more like a declaration.

Herta Brandt threw her chin in the air. “Let the record show that I nominate Josef Brandt.”

“This nomination is for my next of kin on the team spearheading our secret mission, not Time Mastery School’s chain of command...”

“I’m well aware,” Herta asserted. “I nominate Josef.”

“Second in command? Are you serious?” Hartmut Schiller spoke up again. “He failed in his seat while third in command. For that, you promote him?”

“I agree with Herr Schiller,” Horst Vogel roared. “We are not shifting Josef to create another vacancy!”

“I at least expect him to take Vincent’s spot as Principal...” Herta pressed.

“That position belongs to a Bergmann!” Ursula yelled. “As does the position on the team leading our secret Time-Travel mission!”

“We didn’t meet to vote,” Herta snapped. “What’s the point of making this decision now...”

“We have the majority if our vote here is unanimous,” Horst Vogel said. “This can be decided on right here and right now and simply followed up with by a memo.”

Silence followed, Frau Bergmann shaking her head as she took a step closer. “We’re missing one vote. Gisela’s not here,” she corrected.

Horst stared at her. “My wife will vote with me,” he said simply, putting the matter to rest. His piercing eyes roamed the room before his voice rumbled through it again. “I nominate Gunter Kraus. Are there any other nominations?”

The room was quiet.

“Oh, come on!” Ursula gasped. She straightened the bottom of her suit’s jacket. “Fine! I nominate myself.”

“You do? My, what a surprise,” Josef huffed.

She shot her chin in the air. “It is either me or my husband who should assume the role. As I pointed out before, the position belongs to a Bergmann! I suggest Ulrich is named Principal since he’s second in command.”

“Is there a crown and scepter that are handed down, like a royal bloodline?” Herta snapped.

“You were assigned to the Head of Schools when you...” Ursula squirmed before finishing her sentence as if choosing her words carefully. “ ... When your husband died.”

“Don’t go there,” Herta whispered through gritted teeth.

“Herta was the most qualified for the job!” Horst roared in her defense. “Such are the requirements needed with this vacancy!”

“Danke schön, Horst.” Herta bowed her head. “You make a fine point. I second your nomination and vote for Gunter as well.”

“But you nominated your son!” Ursula blurted.

“I selflessly retract my nomination. Horst made it clear that Josef is already on the team and that there won’t be any shuffling around.”

“Very well. We have two nominations,” Herr Vogel interjected, refocusing the group on the matter at hand. “Those in favor of Ursula Bergmann?”

No one responded.

“Those in favor of Gunter Kraus?” Horst asked next.

Hands shot up—even Lars’s, as if he had a say.

To Liam’s surprise, even Josef voted for his uncle. The man began shaking his head, however, and mumbled, “Better that it’s unanimous...”

“It’s settled. Congratulations, Master Contractor,” Horst said with a snide nod. “I expect you’ll put your expansive wisdom to practice immediately.” He faced Herta. “As for the position of Principal at the Time Mastery School, we will vote at our next meeting with educational staff. I’ll put a good word in favor of Josef. In the interim, you’ll fill the vacancy.”

“Absolutely,” Herta said.

Herr Vogel came to his feet. His stature seemed to shove everyone away as he strode toward the door. “This meeting is adjourned.”

Liam sidestepped out of the man’s way as he bounded past. His uncle and Hartmut Schiller followed as Herta barked, “The rest of you, out of my office!”

Liam hurried to the side exit. Once outside, he breathed in the fresh air but caught his breath again when his uncle’s and Herr Schiller’s voices approached. Invisibility jacket still in effect, Liam followed, remaining in earshot.

“...do you think they trust you?”

“Yes,” his uncle answered without hesitation.

“But they don’t trust your nephew.”

Liam wasn’t surprised to hear this. After everything that had happened with the buttons and Max, he knew the school’s leaders must be on high alert regarding his loyalties.

“I know.”

They continued walking, taking hurried steps.

“I’m surprised they nominated you,” Herr Schiller continued.

“They trust me, that’s all that matters for now.”

What does that mean? Is my uncle implying that they shouldn’t?

“What are your intentions in securing Liam’s admittance?”

“Liam’s dismissal would be an outrage—to our school and the Legion’s future!” his uncle grumbled. The men took a narrower, paved path that led past the building where they taught toward a cluster of staff housing. “They need me to feel satisfied with things right now. They’ll need more realms in the future, so rejecting Liam is not an option. I’m sure they’re aware. But they need me to get them out of this mess.”

“Certainly, you cannot continue training him here if he hasn’t aligned with the Legion?”

Liam’s uncle stopped. Herr Schiller faced him.

“Are all our recruits in complete alignment with us, Hartmut? They are not right about everything all the time, as it has recently been proven. In fact, you and I both know they are wrong about a great many things.”

Liam’s uncle stopped to cast a quick nod toward the Administration Building as if to reference the array of shortcomings that had been discussed there moments before. “Liam’s a Kraus. He not only has an insatiable appetite for TradeMagic, he has a passion for it. He wishes to follow in my masterful footsteps. And so he shall.”

The men resumed their walk. Lamp posts lining the path led them to a two-story structure. Is this where my uncle lives?

“Liam’s skills are too valuable for them to let go,” his uncle continued. “At some point, they’ll run out of skilled labor and will be begging for students like him.”

“Once they take down the Guild’s Hidden City, they’ll hunt down remaining magic wielders and collect Guild children. There will be ample pickings,” Herr Schiller said.

“Don’t overestimate the Legion’s ability to select true artisans who have what it takes to be a TradeCrafter. And don’t underestimate the Guild’s legacy of loyalty.”

They unlocked their respective doors leading into their apartments, but the men remained under the porch light as they continued their conversation.

It seems like they’ve got one another’s backs. Didn’t Ludwig say Herr Schiller was mean? After that night, Liam would tend to disagree.

Herr Schiller took a deep breath. “I only mention what I hope you will successfully navigate, my friend.”

“I know, I know.” His uncle answered with a hint of appreciation—and affection Liam had never seen before. “You’ve always been a thorough, critical thinker... and trusted ally.” He stepped through the threshold and slowly closed his door, saying, “Guten Nacht, Master Engineer.”

––––––––
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A bustling common room left Liam wondering if he’d be able to sneak by and make it to his dorm room without his clan’s detection. He wanted—no, needed—privacy.

My brain’s about to explode. I don’t want to socialize with them tonight...

He made a beeline for the door to his hall, but when he opened it, he came face-to-face with Stefano’s bucktoothed grin. “Hey, Liam!”

Why didn’t I stay invisible before coming inside?

“C’mon, we’re sitting over there!” Liam couldn’t reject Stefano’s invitation.

Whatever excuse he came up with now, it would surely come off badly.

Stefano steered him in their friends’ direction, toward the far end of the room. Martino, Ludwig—and a little bit to Liam’s surprise, Nikko, as well as Isabella and Gabriella—hogged three couches that were pushed together in the shape of a U, not anywhere within earshot of the other kids in the room.

Maybe this will be interesting...who knows, they might be talking about what happened to Nikko’s dad...or Shareece.

“Hey,” Nikko greeted him.

Gabriella slid over, coaxing him to sit next to her. She inched her way back after he sat down.

“Hey, Nikko,” he said, trying to ignore her. “I heard about your father,” he disclosed rather than pretending he hadn’t heard it from Shareece. “I’m really sorry.”

“Thank you,” Nikko answered.

But that was that. Whatever the group was discussing prior to Liam’s arrival was dismissed, and the group sat silently now that Liam was there.

“Anyway, as I was saying,” Gabriella said. “It’s the perfect job for me.”

“What job’s that?” Liam fished. His attention made the girl balloon into a dimpled smile.

“A clerical position for the department heads. I’ll see a lot of juicy stuff!” She batted her eyes. “Instructors love students who volunteer.”

“Why would anyone want to work for free?” Martino asked. He resumed spinning a soccer ball on the tip of his finger. “What a waste of time.”

“Did you not hear me?” Gabriella said. “To gain favor from instructors!”

“Like I’m worried what other instructors think of me,” he scoffed.

“Work experience?” Liam suggested. “It would look good on a résumé.”

The others laughed.

“As if our parents expect resumes with referrals when we take over their businesses,” Ludwig said.

“That’s what I told her,” Isabella added before casting judgy eyes in Gabriella’s direction.

Gabriella shrugged. “It’s fun to be in the know,” she said. “I like knowing who’s who and what’s what.”

“You already get that kind of crap by typing up things for Grandmother, don’t you?” Stefano giggled.

Gabriella poked his leg with the tip of her shoe, taking the joke in good spirits. “This stuff should be juicier!”

Ludwig smacked the soccer ball off Martino’s finger, which resulted in a wrestling match on their sofa. The girls, meanwhile, snagged the ball and hid it.

Liam’s head began to throb. It’s gonna be a long night, and I’m not in the mood...

Too bad Gabriella had to start blabbing about her silly volunteer work. Sure, the group was in an awkward pause once he came over, but he probably could’ve stirred the conversation by asking Isabella how Shareece was doing or...

Liam’s heart skipped a beat. Gabriella uses her computer to store notes she types up about Legion meetings! At least those concerning the Legion schools. That was how he first heard about each school’s expanded areas of study, including Time Travel at TMS! Who else in the Legion was stupid enough to do the same work online? Their computer systems might be a goldmine of information for the Guild!

“I’m starving to death!” Stefano moaned. He rubbed his stomach as he stood up.

Other students were clearing the common room, heading for the doors and, presumably, the cafeteria for dinner.

“Six o’clock,” Gabriella confirmed, quickly stashing a watch back into the pocket of her jeans.

Liam had seen that type of watch before, but why have a watch and not wear it?

Then he remembered: Zelinda Vogel has one like that! His heart raced, and he tried desperately not to let his surprising realizations show on his face.

Unfortunately, everyone stared at him.

“I-I guess I didn’t realize the time,” he fibbed. “I-I gotta clean up.”

Gabriella grabbed his hand, holding his dirty fingernails up for inspection. “You guys think my volunteer jobs are bad?” She let go of his hand and trotted away, Isabella right on her heels.

Stefano hustled after them, none the wiser. “We’ll save you a spot!”

Finally, the privacy he craved. Liam darted for his hall and used the bathroom facilities. Now that the masses were feasting on their evening meal, Liam decided to return for a long, hot shower while the facilities were empty. Surely Frau Schlossyoder would fix him a cup of hot soup—maybe that wonderful stew—if he paid her a visit later.

He unlocked his door and pushed his way inside when Samantha Schwartz stepped out of his closet and backed him against the wall. Her palm covered his mouth as she pressed her face against his.

“Shush. Don’t you dare scream. I know you were outside of Frau Brandt’s office, eavesdropping.”

Liam’s gut lurched. Frau Schlossyoder told me the jacket would go undetected by a Chimney Sweep!

“Are you going to scream?” she asked him.

Liam shook his head.

She released her grip over his mouth but hardly backed away. Her expression was hard and serious as she remained face-to-face.

“You broke into my dorm room just to let me know you were able to detect my presence?” he said, shocked that the Echo misjudged the powers of the invisibility jacket and wondered how Frau Schwartz managed to tell that he was there.

“I had to confront you where no one would possibly see me doing so.”

“Why?” Liam asked.

“I have a proposition for you, Liam from the Guild.”

“I’m not here ‘from’ the Guild. I came here on my own.”

“Uh-huh. That may technically be true, but with all your sneaking around, I can tell your loyalties are still ... wavering.”

“I just want to know what the Legion’s all about.”

“Fair enough,” she said.

“What’s your proposition?”

“That I don’t blow your cover.”

“And why would you do that for me?”

“Because you will be doing something for me in return.”

“Oh, here it comes. A pact with the devil...”

“Young Herr Kraus, you already did that by coming here.”

Liam shuddered. Why would one of the Legion’s own say something like that, literally, straight to my face?

“Here’s my proposition,” she continued. “When you return to your Guild, as I’m sure you will, you will take Shareece with you.”

Liam’s jaw dropped without him being able to control it.

“And not only will I not blow your cover,” she added, “I will help you keep your cover. I will hide your traces wherever possible.”

Liam looked at her sideways. “How can you do that?”

“By erasing residual energy left behind by those buttons you’ve been using. And the traces left behind by that new jacket of yours ... God, it’s ugly. And to make sure any candy you fancy eating continues to go unnoticed.”

Liam was proud of himself for not letting his surprise show. “Okay, that would be great,” he continued. “But I want more than that from you.”

“How dare you try to bargain with me...”

“Don’t act like you have all the power here, Samantha.” Liam used her first name with cause; if they made a deal, they’d be equals. No more kowtowing, keeping her in a place of authority and him in a subservient role, calling her “Frau” all the time. “If we’re going to make this bargain, you’ve gotta make it worth my while.”

A single eyebrow lifted. “What do you want?”

“You share information with me about the Legion’s plans.”

She studied him before finally nodding. “I’ll tell you whatever information it is you’re after so you can be done with your little charade and return to the Guild when it’s time.”

Liam stared suspiciously. “Why do you need me? Why don’t you use magic to get what you want?”

“Magic doesn’t always let you get what you want,” she answered impatiently. “The Guild wouldn’t do any favors for me. They will for you though.”

“By favors, you mean taking in Shareece.”

Samantha nodded.

“What makes you so sure I’ll go back?”

Samantha laughed. “I just know. So, what do you say? Not that you have a choice. You say no, and I’ll tell Frau Brandt you crashed that meeting in her office...”

“Blackmail.” Liam sighed. “A great foundation for a trusting partnership.”

Each waited for the other to solidify their pact. Liam could see the benefits of her help, especially now when he was on the cusp of discovering what the Legion had up its sleeves. People there didn’t trust him, and she could help cover his tracks. Without any buttons, sneaking around would be more challenging. Her offer was sounding better the more Liam thought about it.

She’d even pass along insider information. It seemed like a win-win, and all he’d have to do was take Shareece with him if he left. How hard could that be?

“Even if I go back, how can I take Shareece with me? I don’t know how to get out of this place myself.” He glanced about at their oddly illuminated surroundings, trying to think of any other obstacles that might make it difficult for him to keep his end of the bargain.

“Leave that to me,” she said. “You convince the Guild to allow my daughter to live in their care.”

The woman was still standing inches away. Her icy stare softened with a hint of desperation. Sure of his impression, Liam wondered if this was anything like how Chimney Sweeps used magic to read things.

“Okay. I’ll help Shareece,” he answered sincerely.

She took a step back, and they shook hands.

“Deal,” was all she said.

The door floated to a close behind her. Exhausted, Liam slid down the wall, his rear landing on the concrete floor. Now he had even more to think about that evening.
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THEY WHOOSHED THROUGH the air as fluidly as they had when escaping the Artisan’s Trade Exhibit weeks ago.

Strips of sheer fabric with textured, sparkling beads adorned each seat and their suspended chains, rustling in the passing wind as Fritz snaked their flight through the night’s darkness. Düsseldorf was dead ahead; from there, they’d continue eastward to the Legion’s realm, where they had found Max earlier that morning.

He dropped off the others—Markus, Verner, Moni, Reuben, and Council Members Berndt Kraftheimer and Gustav Zieglar—in a quaint township with a lazy riverfront where they would await his and Max’s return before going to the Hidden City.

Max sat in the third seat behind him. If anyone had ever told him he’d be bringing his grandson back to that place again, he would’ve told them they were crazy. But with Liam still out there, and their hopes of being able to penetrate their realm to get inside to find him, it didn’t seem crazy at all.

Gerda and Britta sat in seats in front and behind him, promising Markus ten times over that they’d not let anything harm the boy. Fritz promised the same. He peered over his shoulder, the darn bandage of his nose coming loose and flying off his face as he did.

An outline of the boy riding behind him glowed in the dark, thanks to the wonderful Bräu Reuben had made them drink earlier. Max’s hand let go of one of the fabric-adorned cords to show Fritz a thumbs-up.

He faced forward again, spotting city lights up ahead as he adjusted his flat cap. Unlike his annoying bandage, it clung securely to his head without showing any signs of being blown off by the passing breeze. Düsseldorf. Not much farther to go...

He had no problem finding the outlying countryside again, where the magical glow over the tops of abandoned buildings comprising the Legion’s magical school lay in real-world neglect. They crested the trees before skimming high grass and landing in the same overgrown field as before. A slender crescent of a moon shone in the distance, outlining the church steeple on the campus, pointed at the midnight sky.

“Oh! Oh no!” Max cried. The boy hopped off his seat.

Fritz ran to his side, his carousel now shrinking to its original size before Fritz caught it with both hands like some sort of football.

“Oh my gosh!” Max continued as he wiggled. His hands groped his midsection. “The plane!”

His carved toy airplane emerged, airborne. It flew in circles over Max’s head before darting away.

“Catch it!” Gerda came up behind the boy, stretching her arm out in front of her as if able to pull it back. The Clockmaker’s reach seemed to slow the plane’s escape. “Fritz, help me summon it back!” Gerda insisted.

He objected. “Allow it to go. Let’s see where it leads us.”

Gerda relented and dropped her hand. The airplane soared away, and they raced after it.

Gerda looked over at him as they ran. “Only you can pull that plane back if we don’t want it going farther,” she warned.

Fritz proceeded with a determined but hurried waddle, the carousel clanking like it did at the exhibit when he raced after Heinrich and Otto when they followed those Legion thugs.

The plane veered, doubling back before hitting the hidden realm’s almost unnoticeable border. Gerda clenched one of his elbows and squeezed even harder, as if nervous the toy would go inside the realm without them. Instead, it circled once, twice, over Max’s head.

“Max, stay back from that lighted dome you see up ahead,” Fritz warned. He knew the plane would only go where Max was prepared to follow.

The plane did as Fritz had anticipated and circled over Max’s head as if waiting for his permission to fly farther.

Max and Britta were the first to reach the dome’s edge. Then Fritz saw it, again, upon his approach—the iridescent hairline of a fracture in the otherwise seamless curve.

“There it is, Gerda. You see it?” Fritz asked.

Gerda nodded. “Max, collect your plane,” she said.

Max held out his hand, and the plane landed in it.

“When we’re all flying on the carousel, I’ll tell you to command the plane to enter the realm and help free Liam,” she said. Max nodded. “Everyone, back on the carousel.”

Fritz commanded his carousel to help them. It enlarged once again, its base, roof, and column disappearing and leaving the life-sized chairs hanging in midair. But this time, instead of scooping them up into their seats, everyone climbed aboard on their own accord.

“Now, Max, now!” Fritz said.

The toy bulleted away after Max gave his orders, directly toward the hairline crack Fritz had spied earlier. Fritz steered their seats to follow behind it. The toy plane raced toward the dome and disappeared as it passed through its magical overlay. Fritz pinched his eyes closed but forced them open as he spun in his seat to make sure the others were behind them. They were, and he landed the carousel immediately. His feet came to rest on a landscaped lawn. They made it!

Abandoned buildings in the distance now looked restored and occupied. Several warm lights shone through the windows. None of them were boarded up any longer.

It worked! But there was no time to celebrate their miraculous, magical breakthrough inside the realm...

Fritz heard the whizzing buzz of Max’s toy airplane, and he shot his hand above his head. It practically sucked into his palm like a powerful black hole.

“Whoa! Cool, Opa!” Max exclaimed. “It’s like you’re using the force!”

Gerda’s stern warning followed. “Hush!”

Max covered his mouth to quiet himself but gave his Opa a double thumbs-up and a cheesy grin moments later.

The Clockmaker motioned for them to huddle next to her. “Good job, Max, for making such a magnificent airplane and helping us get inside,” she said. “Can you point out Liam’s building?”

He agreed, still grinning, this time with eagerness. Max scampered over the lawn and they followed him to a cluster of azaleas and a large rhododendron, where he pointed. When everyone caught up to the boy, Gerda motioned for them to hit the ground. They lay down on their bellies, elbows propping up their faces as they spied the building stretched before them.

“That’s the door to the boy’s dorm there.” Max kept pointing. “There’s a big common room when you first go in. The first door to the left, that’s our hall. Remember, Liam’s room is the very last door on the left, where the hall turns and goes the other direction. Don’t go that way, it’s too far...”

“Understood,” Gerda said. “Can we see his window from here?”

“Yeah.” Max kept pointing. Another building overlapped their view of the boy’s dorm. “It’s that last one we can see before the cafeteria building blocks it.”

A small, glowing object ran up from behind, scaring Fritz out of his wits as Britta let out a startled gasp. Oh my word! It rounded Max and stared him in the eye, inches from his face, while standing in the grass.

“Is that Elia’s horse?” Fritz said.

Max reached for it, but it reared up and bulleted away, gaining speed into a full-blown sprint.

“It is!” Max cried.

Britta clamped his mouth shut with her hand. The boy now subdued, Fritz twisted into a sitting position, jetting both hands out to stop the wooden creation from running away.

More than a hundred feet away, it slowed. The toy leaned in. Then—snap!—it was gone. Too far out of his magical reach, combined with magic infused by its creator to “run fast,” as Elia had told them, hell-bent on completing its creator’s mission to find Liam and bring him back home.

Fritz had fallen back on his elbows when he lost his magic hold, and he gawked after it, his gut reeling with remorse. “Gerda, I’m sorry, it got too far...”

“What was that?” she asked, her tone urgent as if communicating that she wanted a quick explanation.

“The children, back at your house—Elia sent the toy away to find Liam and to lead him back home to us,” Fritz told her. “I guess”—he glanced over his shoulder at the edge of the realm where they had entered—“it found its way here. Maybe it was in the field with us and came in when we did...”

“Hush!” she warned again, her hand extending and pushing Max to the ground.

Voices carried toward them. Fritz felt Britta dive her face onto the fresh-cut grass next to him. The people stepped back inside into another building.

The horse continued sprinting. It reached the end of the field, the sound of its small wood-carved hooves tapping against the pavement. It headed for Liam’s window. It leaped, eventually jumping high enough to land its hooves against the glass. A light in the room came on, and the curtains parted.

“I think Liam saw it!” Max whispered.

Figures emerged from between buildings, pointing at the toy. Its glow diminished when one of them stooped to grab it, then disappeared into the shadows beyond the cafeteria.

“Guards,” Gerda moaned. “Fritz, you better get Max out of here!” Gerda said.

She didn’t have to tell him twice, and he lumbered to get up. Once on his knees, Max tugged his arm to “help.” Britta shoved the carousel into his arms, and away he and Max ran.

In the middle of the field again, Fritz whispered, “Carry us away!” And the carousel obeyed.

Max, outlined in invisibility, flew safely in the seat behind him, and faint outlines of Gerda and Britta, stretched in the grass, could be seen in the distance.

He had to leave them. Hopefully they’d find Liam and bring him back. He had to get Max to the safety of the Hidden City.

Through the hairline tear they flew, entering the real world again.
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A LOUD TAPPING SOUND against his window woke Liam up. In a slumber, he first panicked but found his door still shut and no uninvited guests glaring at him. Another set of taps crashed against his window, and with excitement, he turned on his lamp and pulled back the drapes.

Could it be more buttons?

He cupped his eyes and peered out the glass to the ground outside, where something glowed, ran around, and jumped at his window again. It looked like Elia’s toy horse!

“Oh, my gosh!” Liam exclaimed. He pushed the curtain aside and dashed for his wadded-up pair of jeans on the floor. His feet landed in his sneakers, and he yanked his ugly corduroy jacket off its hanger as he opened his door.

“Going somewhere?” Uwe Vogel grinned, perched against the brick wall across the way, smoking a stub of cigarette. It looked like he had been staking out his room for a while.

“What are you doing here?” Liam asked.

“Making sure you don’t decide to be a bad little boy.”

He—they’re keeping an eye on me? “Is it a crime to go for a walk for some fresh air?”

Uwe rolled his eyes. “Let’s say we don’t want you walking around at night when it might be dangerous. I’ll be coming with you.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

“I insist.”

Liam puffed his chest and clenched his fists despite Uwe’s build being far more developed than his own.

Uwe sniggered. “Put your show of muscles away. I’m not thrilled about my assignment either. Go back to bed, why don’t ya, and we can pretend none of this happened.”

Call me stubborn, but I’m not going to make this jerk’s life easy. “I love walks in the moonlight. Shall we?” Liam said.

He heard Uwe groan, and his footsteps followed.

“That’s one of the ugliest jackets I’ve ever seen,” Uwe said behind him.

How was he going to collect Elia’s horse without Uwe knowing? But Liam was determined to get outside anyway. Max had told him Elia had sent the horse after him, and if the toy did, in fact, get into his school’s realm, he wanted to know about it.

Uwe followed him into the night but lingered back a few steps as Liam scanned the sidewalk under his window as inconspicuously as possible. Elia’s horse was nowhere in sight. Maybe it detected Uwe’s presence and morphed back into a lifeless toy to avoid capture? Liam peered into the dark shadows everywhere, trying not to make his search seem too obvious.

The toy wasn’t anywhere!

After several more minutes, Uwe spoke up. “You got enough fresh air yet?”

Defeated, Liam kicked at the ground.

“Just go back to bed already,” Uwe whined.

Reluctantly, Liam made his way back. The doors at the top of the steps opened, and Uwe’s wife, Zelinda, stood facing the pair. Even Uwe appeared to be taken by surprise.

“Uh-uh-uh,” she said as her pointing finger moved from side to side. She took Liam by the shoulders and directed him toward another door at the other end of the common room. “Residence change,” she said as they made their way down another hall. She opened one of its doors. A small, dark room with the same furnishings as his dorm room was inside. This room, though, had no window.

Liam’s throat tightened. “Why can’t I go back to my room?” he somehow managed to say.

“You know why,” she replied. “We’ll let you out in the morning an hour before breakfast.”

Uwe pushed at the small of his back, thrusting him into the windowless room as the door slammed behind him. The sound of a key turning and a metal bolt sliding into position followed.

He punched his fists in the air. If only he hadn’t been so arrogant and let Uwe get the best of him! He could’ve stayed in his room and let the horse in through the window! No one would’ve known. No one would’ve seen.

But someone did see. Like Uwe standing in the hall, there were probably goons keeping watch outside.

Herr Schiller was right. The Legion didn’t trust him.

To make things worse, they probably intercepted Elia’s horse. They would know that his family or friends were looking for him. Trying to help him!

But what they didn’t know was how Liam would respond to such a thing. How should he react? His wheels started turning. He could use this to his advantage! He could use this to demonstrate his allegiance or, more precisely, his “rejection” of the Guild.

***
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Fritz flew Max and his passengers east to Kassel, where one of the Guild’s few remaining Time Transport Locations could deliver them to their Hidden City. The hue from streetlights gave Kassel’s location away. They soared over the green hills of Bergpark, where a huge statue of Hercules watched over the city from its monumental perch. Meanwhile, Verner, Reuben, and Gustav Zieglar remained behind in the small, riverfront village where a wrought iron stand holding a clock rigged with Gerda Winkler’s magic would allow for Gerda’s, Britta’s, and Liam’s return.

Invisible, he landed them in the square facing the clock tower. The sounds of their landing startled a couple smooching on an isolated bench, sending them scurrying away while repeatedly looking over their shoulders.

Berndt Kraftheimer, as if only along for the ride to see that Fritz, Max, and the others returned safely to their realm, huddled them together under the clock. He told them to watch for the top of the hour, now only minutes away.

“You’re not coming?” Fritz asked.

He replied with a shake of his head. “I’ll go back and help escort everyone here. A Mason, Electrician, and Brewer will likely be able to hold their own, but I’ll be able to help as well.”

“But how? I can fly you—”

Berndt cut him off. “Go. Gerda’s orders.”

Max and Markus closed in, each taking one of his arms as if silently communicating that they didn’t want to return to the Hidden City without him. He held the shrunken carousel in his hands, wondering how everyone would get back to the Hidden City if not by way of his swing seats.

The large hand ticked closer to the top of the hour. Only a minute remained as the hand ticking away seconds pointed its way around the clock’s bold roman numerals.

Fine. He’d go on to the Hidden City, but he’d be back.

Berndt was still instructing Max and Markus to watch the clock when, in a blink, Fritz found himself in different surroundings. The clock at Nürnberg Castle faced them, and the sprawl of the old town was behind them. A man approached the Transport platform where they stood.

“Welcome!” Bruno Neumann called as everyone disengaged their invisibility. “I see you found one of the boys! That’s great news!” The Scribe’s eyebrows rose. “Where are the others?”

“With Gustav Zieglar at the intermediary location,” Moni told him. “Berndt parted ways with us in Kassel. Gerda and Britta are still trying to find my grandson.”

“The redesigned swing carousel worked?” Bruno asked with a proud smile.

“Yes,” both Moni and Fritz answered.

The Scribe patted Max on the shoulder. “I bet your mother will be happiest of all to see you.”

“I’ll take you there,” Fritz said. He tugged Max’s hand, and Markus followed.

Lights within the Schenk’s townhouse came on as soon as Fritz used the knocker on their door, and within seconds, the front door pulled open and Margot plastered herself to Max for a hug on the threshold. Markus wrapped them into a hug as well.

Fritz and Moni left them, and the sounds of their happy reunion included Elia’s elated cries. They were safe and happy, and his heart felt at ease.

Now it was the Krauses’ turn.

“I’ll get Otto,” Moni said as she inside her own home.

His carousel rattled as he made his way toward the Büchholtz Bar & Grill. Dark windows and a locked door didn’t dissuade him. Fritz knocked loudly, then stepped back for a view of the upstairs windows. With a point of his finger, he jiggled its frame, and, in seconds, one of them flew open.

Irma’s head, covered in rollers, popped out. “Fritz!” she called. “Siggy will be right down!”

The downstairs light turned on, and the front door flew open moments later.

“I’m going back,” Fritz announced when Siggy faced him. “You want to go with me?”

Siggy cocked his head and gave him a funny look.

Of course he wants to come with me, Fritz thought.

“I’ll get the invisibility coat and my good shoes!” he called over his shoulder as he scuttled away into the back room.

Fritz took a step inside, the empty tables and booths before him already set for the next day’s guests. The sight brought him back to the Büchholtz Pub in München, when their adventure began. He never imagined their circumstances would come this far!

Siggy reappeared with Irma by his side, both of them busy shoving bottles into a Rucksack. “What’s the plan, Master Toymaker?” Siggy asked.

“That’s what I was about to ask,” Otto piped in. He stood behind Fritz in the open door, Moni by his side.

Fritz adjusted his flat cap. “Don’t have one.”

“Plan is like aways,” Otto said as he and Siggy followed him out of the restaurant. “We help one another when necessary!”

They left the pub and raced toward the clock transport, Fritz’s carousel rattling as they went.
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HIS UNCLE WOULD BE hearing about this. Liam bounded up the steps of the Construction and Engineering Building as the sun rose from the west and would soon lay claim to its new day.

He didn’t know how he managed to wake up. His windowless room offered no hint of dawn, and there wasn’t even a clock to show him the time. Saturday, no bell sounded. Without much optimism, Liam tried opening the room’s door. To his surprise, it was unlocked, the hall beyond unguarded.

Maybe school leaders knew of his uncle’s plans to work at the gymnasium early that morning? They probably didn’t want to be blamed for making Liam late!

While Liam wanted to understand what had happened that night and the reasons for it, he decided he’d look at it a different way when he brought it up with his uncle. He’d mention the Lügner’s unreasonable handling. He’d complain about being treated unfairly and maybe even threaten to become disenfranchised with the school because of it. With any luck, his uncle would either tell him their reasons for distrusting him, or he’d get angry. If the latter, Liam assumed Gunter Kraus would either stand up for him or at least scold his cohorts for treating his nephew like a prisoner rather than an esteemed student.

Upstairs, his uncle’s office light spilled from his open door, and Liam charged toward it, pausing only seconds to knock as he stepped inside.

“Guten Morgen, Herr Kraus,” Liam said as he stood before his desk to face him. “It’s a wonder I’m not late. You won’t believe what happened to me last night...Herr Kraus?”

His uncle hunched in a frozen crouch over his chair as if ready to take a seat, only somehow...frozen. Liam whirled around. Was someone there causing him to freeze up like that?

A tall, elderly lady, with short gray hair so thin that Liam could see her rounded scalp, stepped inside the doorway. His aunt followed.

“Tante Britta!” Liam cried. The elderly woman stood aside just in time to avoid being sandwiched between his and his aunt’s embrace. “What are you doing here?”

Britta didn’t answer; he felt her chest shutter in and out and heard a whimper. She was crying. The tightening of his throat nearly made him cough as he fought back emotions of his own.

“We have only fifteen minutes—at the most—and a lot to talk about,” the elderly lady told them as they ended their embrace, and Tante Britta held his face with both hands.

Her eyes roamed his face as her fingertips ran back over his long bangs, now coiffed with mousse that held them from his eyes. She no doubt hates how I’m doing my hair...

“I can see your gorgeous eyes better,” Tante Britta told him as if able to hear what he was thinking. “This is Gerda Winkler.” She waved at the old lady next to them. “She’s our Guild Council lead and a very good, old friend of the family.”

The two nodded their greetings as Liam extended his hand. She shook it as Liam glanced at his uncle, still hunched and frozen. “Is he okay?” If he tipped over, he’d crash into his rolling chair and no doubt glide backward from his desk.

“Yes,” Gerda Winkler answered. “He looks steady, but I’ll make sure he lands on the chair if he falls over.”

“I think I know this kind of magic,” Liam said with sudden recollection. “Time Stop. They used it when I went to find Max. Wait, is he why you’re here? Did Max get back okay?”

“Yes, we found him,” Tante Britta said.

“Did he remember everything? He must’ve—that’s why you were able to find me!”

Britta nodded as Gerda adjusted knobs on a peculiar, old time piece and slid it back into her trouser pocket. “Liam, what is it you are doing here? What are you trying to accomplish?” she asked.

We only have fifteen minutes? Liam wanted to say but didn’t. “I’m learning about magic and the Legion,” he said.

“You can learn magic from us,” Britta cut in.

“Can I? Not if Opa has his say.”

“He can probably be convinced.”

“Probably? I want definitely,” he said. “Frau Winkler, I know I can learn things that will help you guys.”

“So, you came here to...to sort of spy on the Legion?” Britta asked as if confused. “We worried that you came here because you wanted to join them! We thought you might’ve come here because you were upset that Opa and your dad didn’t train you, that even Oma left you out...”

“I was,” Liam answered, “and still am! I still don’t get why no one let me in on it. Even baby Elia knows a thing or two about TradeMagic! But now...” Liam’s explanation waned as he wrapped his own mind around what his motives were. “Now I realize there’s other things to learn about. You won’t believe what the Legion’s doing. I’m gonna learn as much as I can, okay? It’ll help the Guild—then maybe everyone will take me seriously and decide to teach me.”

Britta shook her head. “Liam, no one wanted you to go away, and you don’t have to prove yourself. Just come back...”

“Tante Britta, I’m learning things that might help the Guild,” Liam protested. “Look at me. I’m all right. Just give me more time. I can learn more.”

Britta shook her head in protest before glancing at the Guild lead.

“We have investigative forces in place,” Frau Winkler said. “I cannot allow you to stay.”

“With all due respect, Frau Winkler, what I decide isn’t anything you have control over.”

“Liam!” Britta snapped.

“I’m not a kid anymore! I’m seventeen, and I should decide what I do with my life.” There, he said it. It came out easier than he imagined. Then again, it was to her face and not his dad’s or Opa’s. Deep down, he knew she only followed their strict rules.

“We’re worried sick about you,” she said. “You heard Frau Winkler. The Guild has people trained for this sort of thing...”

Liam lifted his chin, his show of defiance stopping her. “Do they have someone undercover in a Legion realm?” She shrugged. “Do they have someone in one of their schools, finding out how equipped their youth is?”

“We have scouts collecting this very information ...” Gerda said, “but not from inside a realm.”

“Exactly. Did you know the Legion is training kids for magical jobs in the real world? That the Legion is mastering some sort of Time-Travel magic? That they have plans to bring down the Guild?”

His last point drained the color from Tante Britta’s face. He didn’t know Frau Winkler from Adam, but a twitch in her eye told him he hit the mark.

“It was a stupid idea for Oma and Opa’s generation to keep magic secret.”

Frau Winkler’s eye twitched again, and Liam detected a slight twitch in her jaw. Was she stumped or possibly entertaining his opinion?

“What are kids like me supposed to do now? Let magic die? Let the Legion win?”

“I assure you, Liam, it’s not the Guild’s intention to let the Legion win.” Her voice sounded appalled when she repeated his words. The old woman folded her hands at her lap like a serious school teacher. “We will fight back.”

“Then information I discover will be of great value,” Liam said.

Frau Winkler, almost reluctantly, nodded.

“The Legion is planning to take down the Hidden City,” Liam continued. “I’ll find out what they’re up to. A man named Vincent Bergmann died to see a Time-Travel mission through. I think the two might be connected somehow.”

“Time Travel!” Her whisper faded into an air of foreboding. “I’m aware of the name Bergmann,” Frau Winkler said. “He married a woman named Samantha Schwartz.”

Liam cocked his head at the mention of her name. Maybe Guild spies know a few things—or at least who is who—after all. “She seems interested in helping me,” he told her, watching the Guild Leader’s reaction.

“Be wary. She turned her back on her own family to join the Legion and hasn’t always served them with the astute loyalty she’d have them believe. She waffles one way, then the other. She’s very tricky.”

Interesting. Maybe convincing them to accept Shareece when she returned with him would be harder than he thought? But there was little time, and he couldn’t think of that now. Let’s see who else she knows...

“My uncle, Gunter Kraus, was elected to a higher leadership position now that Bergmann died,” Liam said.

Frau Winkler lifted her eyebrows, and Britta did the same. Was the fact that there was a great-uncle in the family a surprise to his aunt as well? It seemed like it. Britta crept closer to the frozen man, studying his face.

“There’s a strange dynamic between him and the other power families here,” Liam continued as Britta stared at her uncle.

Liam was sure she noticed the Kraus family resemblance. He had the same nose and jawline as Otto. Long lines and wrinkles cascaded down the sides of his chin. He was obviously about ten years older than his Opa, but Liam assumed his aging was more so due to his constant frowning all the time.

Meanwhile, Frau Winkler asked, “What families?”

“The Vogels, the Brandt’s,” Liam divulged.

The old woman’s eyebrows lifted again. “Is your uncle good to you?”

“Very,” Liam answered quickly. “I think he’s resentful somehow. For not having more authority within the Legion sooner. Taking me under his wing seems to have him motivated. He’s determined to see me outdo the other kids here at this school.”

Gerda straightened herself, even though she was standing prim and proper already. Her face had become more serious. “Do you want to stay?”

So, I do have a choice? Liam nodded. Britta shook her head.

“That’s possible, but for only a little while longer,” Frau Winkler said. “Continue learning what you can under your uncle’s care and good graces.”

“What are you saying?” Britta argued. “He’s coming back with us!”

“No, Tante Britta. I’m not.” Liam faced her, trying very hard to be respectful despite her resistance. “I want to do this. I’m staying.”

“The realm is a half-hour drive west of Düsseldorf. Here,” Frau Winkler said, handing him a small, delicate hourglass. Its encasement of thin golden bars protecting the fragile glass looked more delicate than the glass itself. Shimmering flakes of sand—or maybe they were sparkling bits of glass—pooled at one end. “This will protect you.”

His Tante Britta looked heated. “You knew this was a possibility? You provisioned for Liam to stay here?”

Frau Winkler ignored her. “It’s activated once you turn it over. It will count down regardless of how you position the device. It senses times when you need magical protection—and favor. When most of the granules have traveled to the other side, the magic is almost used up.”

Liam squinted at the narrow glass holding the granules. “It’s so small.” Liam almost protested. “There’s not even half an hour in this thing.”

“The hourglass doesn’t count time, per se. The diamonds, silver, and glass pass through in instances they sense you require aid.” Gerda took Liam by the shoulders. “You must not wait until the last grain moves to the other side. When a few granules remain, make your way to the old clock tower in Köln. It’s a transport to our Hidden City. Speak of it to no one.”

“Liam, you don’t have to do this.” Britta squeezed her way between them. “You don’t have to take such a big risk for the Guild. You can come with me, and no one will blame or fault you.”

“I’ll come back when almost all the sand runs out.”

“Your dad wouldn’t want you to do this,” Britta added. “Honestly, I don’t want you to either.”

“Tante Britta, I’ll be all right.” He wiggled the delicate hourglass in his hand before tucking it inside his ugly jacket’s pocket. Tante Britta didn’t seem convinced. Liam took her by her shoulders. “Someone taught me what it means to be strong and smart. I learned that sometimes you gotta do what needs to be done. You gotta do what’s best for everyone.”

He didn’t feed her a dose of her own words, her own advice, to be smart or rebellious. He thanked God that he managed to steer his tone with one sounding laden with utmost respect and gratitude. “Please, let me do this. I will, whether you give me your blessing or not. It would mean a lot if you said you believe in me.”

“Our time is almost up,” Gerda said.

“What will I tell your dad?” his aunt said. Her voice cracked, and her eyes glistened with tears that she seemed hell-bent not to let fall. “He’ll never understand. Liam, I do believe in you, but you don’t have to prove anything!” She glanced at Gerda Winkler, who inched for the door as if pressed to leave.

Liam glanced at the Guild Leader too. “There’s a student here related to the Brandt family. Gabriella Streicher. She takes notes for the uppity ups using email. I bet there’s lots of information your people can hack into!”

The corner of Frau Winkler’s mouth turned upward. “We’ll be sure to follow up on that lead. Thank you, Liam.” She motioned toward Britta. “We must go.”

Britta dramatically shook her head. “Liam, you don’t have to stay. Come back with me! We can make sure you learn magic. I’ll make sure of it!”

“It’s not just about that anymore,” he answered. “I want to help.”

She blinked away tears, sniffing the wetness from her nose.

Not able to bear seeing her cry, he pulled her into a goodbye hug. “I love you, Tante Britta. Tell everyone I love them.”

Frau Winkler gripped her arm as if knowing Britta couldn’t walk away from him herself. His and her arms stretched until their fingers let go. Gerda forced her to fiddle with a watch on her wrist, and they disappeared.

Liam spun in place, landing at the front of the desk as if hoping his sudden stop would bring him back to his senses. She looked so worried. He thought of his aunt’s stare as they parted. His uncle, meanwhile, remained frozen.

How much Time Stop remained? No doubt, not much, or Frau Winkler wouldn’t have left without prodding him for more information...

What else could I have told her real quick that would’ve been helpful?

His uncle remained motionless, still hunched over and ready to take a seat.

Liam looked around. How many times had he sat in his uncle’s office and tried studying his dusty shelves without seeming snoopy? Strange square books occupied spaces between normal book spines...all of them as ancient, if not older, than his uncle. What were these peculiar volumes?

Random tins and jars were stashed between the spines. Antique objects filled each of them as though his uncle wanted them out of the way yet still in sight. What were they? Most of the jars held a mishmash of woodworking tools. Oh my God, is that what I think it is? Liam sprang for the top shelf where a jar held what looked like Max’s woodworking hammer.

His conduit! Liam snatched it up and stashed it in his jacket pocket just in time.

His uncle’s chair squeaked and rolled backward as he landed in it. The old man inched his way against the desk and carried on as if no disruption had occurred. Liam didn’t dare glance at the door—giving away any clue that his aunt and the Guild Leader had been there moments before. But oh, if he’d only thought of searching through his uncle’s things earlier! He could’ve given them Max’s conduit, and they could’ve brought it back to him!

Herr Kraus rattled off their day’s work-study objectives as if nothing had interrupted them. But Liam wasn’t listening. He marveled at the Time Magic and about all that had transpired. He had the Guild Leader’s authority to stay—to spy on the Legion school!

He was smiling too much and wiped his delight from his face before his uncle noticed. He had to play cool—and smart. He couldn’t blow his cover.

In the depths of one of his jacket’s pockets, the hourglass lay. He wondered how many granules might’ve slipped through to protect his latest move and give him favor, as Frau Winkler told him it would. Why, with this—and Samantha’s cover and inside information—there was no telling all he could do!

“Is there anything in particular you would like to discuss this morning before we head out to work?” his uncle asked.

Liam snapped out of his own thoughts and took a seat. “Yeah. How exactly does a Builder go about making a hidden realm?”

Gunter Kraus chuckled with an air of pride. “I hadn’t planned to cover that lesson for a while, but since you asked...” His voice trailed off as he rose from his seat to scan the books on his shelves. He pulled at one, a tattered thing with loose threads hanging about its edges. “A Builder is the heart of it all. But there must be six others who lend to the making of such magic...”
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IF HER DITZ OF A SECRETARY asked her to repeat herself one more time, she swore she’d scream.

“Oh...” Ali began asking as she uncrossed her legs and held the expensive leather-bound tablet closer to her perky little nose. “That part about Celia Hagmeister’s departure from the school? How did you want that phrased again?”

Herta’s ability to keep from yelling surprised even herself. “That was paragraphs ago, darling,” she said, allowing her fake patience to ooze from her lips. “After you only moments ago assured me you were keeping up.”

Ali stared back at her. “I guess I...”

“You’re fired.”

Ali’s lipsticked mouth kept smiling back at her. Is this bimbo so dumb not to realize she got canned?

“Very well.” She rose, her petite frame bending gracefully as she left the tablet on the seat where she’d been sitting.

“I’ll leave your final paycheck at the bank where you have an account. I’d rather not see your face around here again.”

Ali showed no sign of disappointment or disgust—or any emotion, for that matter. Herta’s canned secretary simply kept staring as if in a trance.

Motion atop her lacquered desk startled her at first, but Herta recognized the Clockmaker instantly. Old Gerda Winkler, on her hands and knees, pulled on a knob on a silver antique stopwatch hanging from a chain in front of her face.

“No!” she managed.

It was too late. She could no longer move...save for her eyes. She glanced down. Her hand rested on the drop-handle pull of her dresser drawer, where she stored her magic-wielding cigarettes...

“Disengage.”

There are two of them! Herta could speak only to herself, inside her mind.

Another woman appeared; this one blonde, younger, and still pretty. Her shorter haircut didn’t help make her look younger than her forty-something years. The blonde crept atop the desk alongside the Time Master as if it was too much of an inconvenience to walk around it.

“When I say, Seamstress,” the Clockmaker whispered.

Seamstress! Herta’s mind raced with recognition. The Seamstress—Liam’s auntie—held a rounded perfume bottle and took aim.

No!

The Clockmaker twisted knobs on yet another pocket watch with her wrinkled, unmanicured fingertips.

Her ability to take in the sights unfolding before her would only remain for a few more moments. With each twist of the Clockmaker’s hand, she knew the Time Master spun away experiences and thoughts embedded in her mind. The Clockmaker gave her command, and the Seamstress pressed plumes of fragrance into the air...

If she could’ve screamed with her eyes, she would have. The Seamstress flinched when Herta willed hatred into her stare and glared. At least she could still control the movement of her eyes and have them do the screaming for her.

Herta fought the urge to allow her eyelids to close, weighted by a fog that rolled in. In sheer spite she tried not to even let her eyelids flutter. Still, she could sense the invasion of her mind and her memories. The emotions tied to them. Memories, recollections—they began fading, somewhere out of reach. Even her awareness of what was happening had started to be overtaken by a mysterious sort of forgetfulness.

But Herta still had the wherewithal to know she’d been taken by the Master Clockmaker’s TradeMagic.

Minutes, hours, days ... How far will the Time Master spin my memory into obscurity? Memories of Liam, I’m sure!

The Clockmaker spoke another command—what it was, Herta wasn’t clear. But another fragrance filled her senses, stark and sweet and almost something that could be sampled in a candy store...

The fog in her mind dissipated. Clarity returned. Herta cussed, her feeble breath carrying their slurred pronunciations to the Clockmaker’s and Seamstress’s ears.

The Seamstress smirked.

The arrogance!

Herta focused on every angry emotion she had of that moment, hoping at least a trace of her anger might survive—to be recognized later, long after the trespassers in her office leave her.

Hatred, hatred, hatred, Herta repeated to herself...

I hate this woman, this Seamstress, trained when she ought not have been. I’ll hate her until the end of my years. Awareness waned further, but a final oath for revenge did not: We’ll meet again, Seamstress. And the Clockmaker won’t be around to help.
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FRITZ, OTTO, AND SIGGY arrived instantly and quietly, under the clock dial dangling from its wrought iron post, anticipating Verner, Reuben, and Gustav Zieglar’s welcome upon their arrival.

Instead, thugs converged on them the moment they landed—from left, right, and behind. Fritz barely had time to throw his carousel into the air and give it his command. As the carousel spun before having a chance to rescue, folds of fabric billowed around them—letting Fritz know that Britta had returned from their mission. The fabric tossed thugs backward, keeping him and his old friends from harm. Reuben ran past, popping the tops of several bottles and sending them spraying. Thugs froze and tipped over onto the ground. The carousel, now fully enlarged and ready to help, flew its leading seat into Fritz’s backside and whisked him aboard.

He gripped his flat cap, unsure why he did—it never seemed to come off despite any sudden movements! His amazing carousel scooped up his Builder and Brewer friends in the seats behind him. But where were Reuben and Britta?

Down below, a battle unfolded...

Bricks jiggled free from a wall behind Gustav Zieglar as a wall of Legioneers surrounded him and Verner. The Mason punched his hands. The bricks shot like cannon fire. Some managed to dodge the bombardment, but dozens hit their marks. Those hit swore and held their wounds as they fell to the ground or tried limping away.

Where are they? Fritz pondered while scouring the area. Perhaps they’re invisible?

He spotted Britta and Reuben again, riding upon waves of her cloak’s gray fabric. Reuben jumped off to attack another group of foes with his bottles of Bräu. Britta, meanwhile, sent a strip of green lining at a group nearby. The fabric ensnared their arms and legs before whirling them toward the boardwalk’s edge. They fell out of sight, the sounds of splashing water revealing their fate.

Again, Fritz circled the battle below, determined to get carousel seats close enough to help his friends. There was Britta again, bounding atop billowing fabrics that lifted her like the surf and sped her way. She landed in a clearing and pointed both hands in opposite directions. More stretches of fabric lunged to their targets, and as the carousel circled about, Fritz saw Reuben and Gerda caught in their wrappings. Britta sent them into the air, and they landed in vacant seats behind him. Britta cast another stretch of fabric that carried her skyward. Fritz watched in absolute awe as she landed herself on a seat.

“Get us closer!” she wailed, leaning as if eager to lunge yet another helpful stream of fabric to her brother’s or the Mason’s rescue.

Bricks hovered next to Gustav and Verner as a handful of thugs circled them. Verner, standing in a threatening stance with one hand stretched behind him toward the streetlamp and the other directly at his attackers, seemed to ward off further approach.

“Gather them!” Fritz called.

His carousel dove to the rescue. Siggy and Reuben sprayed magical Bräu on thugs as they passed. They froze and fell. Two seats dipped low to haul Verner and Gustav aboard.

“Get us out of here!” he heard Gerda say.

“But Liam!” Fritz heard Verner’s voice.

“Go!” he heard Gerda yell again.

Fritz aimed their flight higher but circled the waterfront once more, hesitant to leave without Liam. Injured thugs had since risen to their feet and scampered below them...but no matter where Fritz looked, he found no one else, only thugs...

“Look!” Verner said, pointing at the park’s clock dangling from the wrought iron post.

There, a group of men climbed on the device, iron clubs banging as they beat its face and dial. Loud pounds echoed in the night as they left dents and damage.

Its Location Transfer magic would certainly be destroyed.

“Britta! Where’s Liam?” he heard Verner call.

Fritz looked behind him and caught Britta shaking her head. Verner’s mouth fell open.

They hadn’t managed to find the Kraus teen? Or, Fritz thought with a heavy heart, they hadn’t convinced him to come?

The swift breeze of their flight blew Fritz’s tears away, damp sideburns absorbing his grief. 
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They raced eastward toward Kassel, where their Location Transfer could deliver them to the safety of the Hidden City, with determination to outrun the Legion so hell-bent on catching them.

Why Liam wasn’t among them, Fritz didn’t know. What happened? Didn’t they find him at the school? Were Gerda and Britta forced to retreat before having a chance to locate him? Or was their mission thwarted, stirring a vengeance from their foes that could explain the mad chase they were involved in now?

A dozen sleek, flying row boats pursued them, each manned by two to three Legioneers. Fritz had no idea what they’d do to them if they were caught. His worries didn’t end there. Even if he were able to outdistance them, the risk was that the Legion would learn the location of one of their Hidden City transports. How many did the Guild have left? He assumed few. It was Gerda’s call. If she doesn’t want to risk giving the location away, she’ll have to direct me to fly elsewhere.

But where? Fritz gripped his flat cap and pulled it down tighter, determined to do his job the best he could. Somehow, they had to escape despite the fact that the flying rowboats were catching up to them. Fritz implored for his creation to fly faster. Their magical flight somehow thrust them forward faster, but only for a mile, as if there was no more fuel to give. His creation was intended to allow their escape and deliverance, not win a race!

The added distance between them gave Fritz a brief sense of security, but a few miles later, the Legion boats once again caught up to them. The boats darted in and out, trying to break the chain of seats and disrupt their stream of flight. His passengers desperately clung to the beaded fabric and cords suspending their seats as they swung violently, sometimes at forty-five-degree angles, to thwart their attacks.

Hundreds of feet in the air, falling meant certain death. Fritz flew closer to the ground, but even then, Fritz knew falling or crashing would have dire consequences.

His passenger’s feet skirted along the tips of tall grass as they crested a hill, and the boats rose higher and slacked behind. They formed a V pattern before the leading vessel dive-bombed toward Fritz in the first seat.

“Land the swings!” Otto called. “Land the swings, or they’ll knock you down and make us crash!”

Fritz was already aware of the strategy against them. If they managed to knock Fritz from the sky, the carousel he commanded would do the same. He spotted a grassy knoll between sloping hills that looked like as soft a landing spot as any...

But the lead boat reached the ropes of Fritz’s seat before they got there. Its collision jarred him violently, and he spilled onto the ground. He rolled over the ground before coming to a stop. Ignoring his pain, he lifted himself onto his elbows to see what befell his passengers.

A nightmare played like a movie before him. Those seated near the front hit the ground first, but the impact caused those still in midair to jounce off their seats. Reuben and Verner were able to run and remain on their feet using the ride’s forward motion. Billowing fabric landed Britta on her feet as well. But the others plummeted into a landing consisting of awful thuds. Some landed on their knees or sometimes hands before flipping into an uncontrolled somersault accompanied by painful gasps and screams as they spun to a stop.

Injuries were certain.

The swing carousel broke apart and collided into a splintered heap of painted wood and wisps of torn fabric.

The Toymaker grimaced at the trail of wounded passengers and pleaded to God to help them all. His younger friends scrambled to help their older friends.

The Legion boats hovered eerily over them. A fragrant, musky smell greeted them like rain but washed away their invisibility, rendering their magical garments useless. The boats circled them like helpless prey. Then, a giant man rose and peered over the edge of one of them.

“Halt!” the giant man roared. His palm thrust forward to convey his wishes. “Take me to the ground!” The craft lowered him, and he disembarked. He walked toward Gerda, still lying on her belly, struggling to look up, the giant man towering over her. “My sweet, little sister.”

Gerda said nothing. She still lay on her stomach, perched up with her elbows. Sister? Fritz rose to his knees, and Otto came up behind him to help him the rest of the way.

“Lift her up!” the giant man bellowed, causing two scrawny men to spring from the vessel to do his bidding.

They hoisted her to her feet, one on each side, facing her toward the giant man.

“Leave her alone!” Reuben lurched forward as one of the men let go of Gerda and pushed the Brewer back to the ground. Britta and Verner hunched next to him, their bodies tense.

“Stay back and shut up, fools!” the giant man ordered.

When Gerda spoke, her voice was bold and steady. “What do you want with us, Horst?”

The man—Horst—laughed. His hand held his stomach as he did, causing his cohorts manning the boats to laugh along with him. The dawn sky filled with the sound of their fake mischief. The laughter, so out of place given the dire consequences of the crash landing, made Fritz shiver. He had no choice but to watch and listen.

“Since you’re family”—he waved his hand toward Gerda—“I will show you and your friends mercy by giving you one last chance to forfeit your TradeCrafter ways and, with it, your Guild’s inevitable doom.”

“You have no authority over us, and we will not give it up so easily!” Gerda retorted.

“Nor will we!” the giant man boomed, the whites of his eyes visible even from several yards away.

Gerda has a brother who had joined the Legion? Fritz wondered.

“Turn over your conduits,” Horst continued. “Formally absolve the Guild, and I will spare you. Our boats will deliver you to wherever it is you wish to go without further harm.”

“We will not bargain with you!” Gerda responded. “The Guild—the Magic Within!—is not ours to absolve!”

“It was never yours to send to its death either!” he yelled. “You need not concern yourself with the Guild’s future anymore, dear sister. We will see to the Guild’s demise for you and claim the magic for ourselves!” His harsh face twisted into a smile. “I would have savored credit for your surrender. Now I must resort to other means.” The man returned to his boat. “Bring her aboard, but kill the others!”

Horror shot through Fritz’s very core as the Legion goons eyed them like vultures ready to feed. They won’t, will they?

“You cannot!” Gerda implored as her brother’s henchmen dragged her away with him. “It is against your TradeCrafter oath to the Magic Within!”

“Ah,” the larger-than-life old man sneered, “but I am not the one who will carry out the deed.”

They dragged Gerda away, her expression terrified. Fritz’s pulse pounded even harder when they dragged her into the boat. He cringed at their heartless mishandling. Siggy and Otto had come up next to him, grave expressions plastered on their faces.

“For the Legion!” Horst bellowed.

The boats revved with energy, vibrating like race cars at the starting line before a race. A race to plow all of them over.

The Guildies backed into one another, forming a circle and bracing themselves for whatever came next.

“We have to do something!” Fritz heard Britta say.

“What can we do?” Verner shot back. “We’re surrounded!”

“Zap ’em or something!” Britta’s voice shook now.

“I can’t!” Verner said. “We’re in the middle of nowhere!”

“I’ve still got Bräu—” Reuben started but was cut off, apparently by the same harsh tremor Fritz both felt and heard under their feet.

Another rattling thump and the echo of its impact caused the ground to shake again.

What is this? Fritz wondered.

The boats hovering above couldn’t cause such a sensation. The first boat attacked, and Britta was the first to respond. Fabrics from her cloak snapped forward and grasped the edge of the boat, pulling it near and causing the two operators to fall backward in a whiplash-like fashion. The boat cracked apart as it hit the ground.

“Don’t destroy them, Britta!” Verner yelled at her—not in anger but in warning.

Her eyes told Fritz that she quickly realized her mistake. She made fabric capsize the next boat, trapping the men on the grassy soil in the cavity underneath it. Reuben, meanwhile, jumped inside another as it flew by, spraying the men inside with beer, rendering them immobile.

More loud crashes came closer, and the ground below them rattled some more as if from an earthquake rolling their way.

The remaining boats hovered overhead, those inside peering over the edge and sneering down at them.

“Give me your coats!” Britta yelled. “Throw them at me. HURRY!”

Fritz already had his off and threw it toward her. Otto and Siggy did the same. Britta stretched her hands and sent them parachuting upward. Three of the boats were caught in the bubble of their forms and landed on the ground.

Again, Fritz felt the ground shake. Stillness. Shake. Stillness. Like monstrous footsteps drawing near...

The handful of boats that remained darted at Fritz and his loved ones as they did their best to dart their assault. Britta now used stretches of her cloak to sweep and push them out of harm’s way. Vessels crashed onto the ground where they had previously been standing. Had they remained, they would have been crushed!

Only a few boats remained flyable, and they dive-bombed after Fritz and his friends, reminding Fritz of the nightmarish scene in Nürnberg not that long ago. Either fabric saved them or they dove aside.

Crashing against the ground became louder and faster, its cause coming nearer.

What magic is this? Fritz wondered again.

The boats again lined up and loomed overhead for their next wave of assault when, out of nowhere, a huge green arm swatted one of the flying vessels away. The men inside screamed as they fell from their heights and landed to their demise. The muscular arm swung again, its copper-green hand bashing the lead boat away. The boat flipped through the air, its pilot landing too far away for them to witness his fatal landing.

“Oh my word, what is that thing?” Siggy screamed as he pulled Fritz and Otto next to him.

But hunkering on the ground would never protect them from the giant, thirty-some-foot statue that joined the battle. Fritz gawked: It’s Hercules! From Kassel!

The giant statue took a step forward, its shadow covering them. Fritz opened his squinting eyes, surprised that he and his friends weren’t squashed under its foot. Instead, its hulking, copper-wrought form hovered protectively over them. Fritz sighed his relief—it was on their side!

The remaining pair of boats backed away to avoid the mythological paragon’s reach. Hercules took another step forward, and the boats backed away some more. Berndt, the Master Statuarist, clung to the statue’s neck, his legs straddling its muscular shoulders like a jockey on a steed.

“Land your vessels!” Berndt called out in warning. “Or you will be hit and destroyed just like your friends!” Despite the warning, the Legion boats continued hovering in the air. “Land your vessels, or Hercules will grab them out of the sky!” Berndt ordered again.

One of the boats descended while the other hovered. With a swift motion, the statue lunged forward. Its arm swept through the air, backhanding the boat that failed to comply. It plummeted to the ground. One of its occupants hurled through the air and landed with large pieces of the broken craft landing on top of him.

The Master Statuary positioned the statue like it was ready to tackle another boat that dared put his warnings to the test.

Behind them, hovering, Horst Vogel had been watching.

Although he couldn’t see her, Fritz knew Gerda was lying, out of view, on the floor of his craft. Fritz leaned forward, willing the boat’s material to obey his wishes over that of the boat’s creator.

“Otto,” Fritz said, beads of sweat rolling from his brow. “That boat, with Gerda—”

Otto nodded. “I’m with you, old friend.”

Together, they pooled their strength, their intention. Their mastery of wood pulled on the vessel like the strength of a magnet.

“Retreat! Retreat!” Horst shouted at the driver.

But his orders were to no avail. As Fritz and Otto's invisible grasp held the boat steady, Britta commanded strips of fabrics to reach inside. The fabric arched, then reached within the vessel. The material bundled Gerda like a treasured artifact and hoisted her back to the group.

Horst roared, his enraged curses thundering through the air. With a lumbering but powerful thrust, Horst stooped into his boat only to emerge upright again, this time pointing a giant automatic weapon at them. Gunfire ripped through the air.

Ach du lieber! Fritz and the others dove into the ground. Fritz wondered if the hammering in his chest and loss of breath were bullets piercing his heart and lungs.

The statue swooped over them in defense. The sound of its metal arm blocking bullets ricocheted away as Fritz and the group scrambled to hide behind the statue’s feet. A moment later, the arm wound back and threw itself at their assailant, smashing Horst’s vessel flat into the ground. The sound of gunfire stopped as abruptly as the sniper’s life. Fritz didn’t want to study the messy remains of the crushed boat embedded into the damp, grassy field and, instead, looked away.

“Everyone, climb on!” Berndt ordered from atop the statue.

Hercules crouched near the ground and rested its forearm on the grass. Fritz and his friends scrambled from underneath and climbed onto it.

“Hang on!” Berndt directed.

The statue moved slowly at first, cradling those seated on his arm against its chest as though carrying an infant.

Britta shot a strip of fabric around the statue’s neck, lifting herself to the opposite side of Hercules’s head. The fabric wrapped her and Berndt against the giant’s mass. Without risk of falling off, the Statuarist commanded the copper creation into a jog across the green rolling hills.

Just last long enough to get us there, Fritz thought. Please, last!

Fritz glanced behind them but could barely see around the statue’s girth. What did he expect to see? The destroyed row boats and the bloodied bodies of all those who were killed? Fragments of his swing carousel, no longer a means for him to deliver them to Kassel himself?

The statue’s bare feet thumped against the ground with every step as its pace quickened. Otto and Siggy held on to the statue’s bicep while Reuben and Verner straddled the wrists and hung on to Gerda at both ends.

Gustav Zieglar pressed against Fritz’s back. “I’m slipping,” he whispered.

Fritz leaned into the Bricklayer and pressed him into the bend of Hercules’s cradling elbow. He would die before he let anyone fall off!

Minutes later, the statue entered the boulevard leading to Kassel’s old town, away from the hills of Bergpark and its empty cement platform on which the Hercules statue had previously stood to watch over the city.

“Erase,” Berndt called out as the statue made its way over the street.

Golden droplets shimmered behind them as the statue carried them. If the sight wasn’t enough to attract the public’s attention, the sound of its heavy tread cracking the pavement as it ran toward the clock tower was sure to.

“Erase,” Berndt repeated his chant.

They had to hurry if the statue would bring them to the Time Transport location on time, at the top of the hour, only minutes away. But the statue slowed. Its agility waned. The statue’s run became lumbered, its creation hardening like molten metal does as it cools.

Their Statuary’s trail of destruction—death in the wake of the damage that it caused—violated TradeMagic’s most fundamental rule. Berndt would soon lose his magic—and control over the resources he’d spent his lifetime mastering.

Tears trickled down Fritz’s cheek, thinking about the Statuary’s magic forever lost after such a long, respectable life of service. The devastation and carnage siphoned away the blessings of magic that took his lifetime to master. Perhaps the number of magic wielders saved far outweighed the man’s loss?

The Legion wasn’t giving up. Word must’ve traveled back somehow, alerting others. People wearing black came into view as the statue became increasingly rigid and, eventually, slowed to a stop. Berndt, dripping with sweat, struggled to keep the statue steady as the Magic Within it drained away. In the end, Berndt made the statue kneel to the ground to release its passengers onto the street.

Britta slid from the statue using her cloak as a sort of slide, then yelled at the others to follow.

Gustav the Mason, as if most eager to finally dismount the mythological ride, was the first to reach the end of the fabric runway. He ran ahead of the group, straight toward the wall of Legion guards waiting for them up ahead. He fell to the street on all fours. Bricks below his hands spanning the entire width of the boulevard jiggled loose and rose from the mortar. The bricks rolled into motion with a loud rumble, like the sound of an earthquake approaching. Their enemies held their hands out as if to brace themselves. A tsunami of bricks, now six to eight feet in height, headed right toward them.

Some tried running away, but the wave of tumbling bricks caught up to them, sending them skyward or causing them to fall. They bounced violently against the street as it crumbled beneath their feet. The road was left in ruin. A narrow clearing provided a route toward their magical Clock Tower. Gustav led them through it.

Berndt Kraftheimer, seemingly exhausted, remained clutched to the bowing statue’s thick neck.

“Britta!” Fritz pointed at him, drawing the Seamstress’s attention.

She grabbed the edge of her cloak. It stretched toward the Statuarist and slid under his body. He allowed himself to topple onto it, softly landing in waves of gray wool atop the street’s demolished surface. Britta and her waves of fabric helped them make their way.

Reuben and Verner helped the exhausted Bricklayer to his feet and ran with him, his arms draped over each of their shoulders. Fritz and Siggy hoisted Gerda between them as they ran. They passed injured Legion members and ignored their painful moans.

“Erase. Erase. Erase,” Berndt and Gustav repeated as they ran. Otto and Siggy joined in.

Fritz hoped that their magical display would be camouflaged by the secret command to banish memory of it. Trails of shimmering flakes swirled to the ground as they ran. They finally reached the building that housed the old clock.

“Keep your eyes fixed on it!” Fritz ordered as he puffed, out of breath from their sprint as well as the aches and pains from everything his body had endured.

The ragged and bruised group huddled as close as possible and stared straight up at the ticking arms of the clock.

With fifteen seconds to spare, Fritz looked over his shoulders, back at the street. Dust from the rubble settled over the debris as well as the motionless copper statue left sprawled on the cobblestones. Its hulking form, with its back facing the sky, knelt on the ground like a servant to his king.

He stared up at the clock tower and, in the instant that followed, whispered his gratitude to the master of old who had created the magnificent Hercules statue. How blessed Berndt had been to find its creation, the Magic Within lying dormant, surviving generations of neglect, pleased to help them now.

“Erase,” Fritz heard the Statuarist murmur one last time as the weakened, once-magical man looked up at the clock.

But no more golden leaves trickled through the air.

Berndt Kraftheimer’s magic was gone. Perhaps some of the Bricklayer’s magic was gone as well.

In one tick of the clock’s hand, they arrived within the welcoming walls of their Hidden City’s Nürnberg Castle. They stood silently as Bruno Neumann, Moni Kraus, and Gertrud Klammer welcomed them with concerned expressions.

The air between them was steeped with relief—but also dismay.

Yes, they were all alive. But for the Statuarist, a lifetime of TradeMagic had just died.
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CHAPTER 59
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HORST VOGEL WAS DEAD.

With this increase in drama, Legion officials will certainly raise a few eyebrows! She lifted the glass of cognac to her lips, the scent of orange inviting her to take a long swallow. If only everything she had to cover up would go down as easily.

We have pawns for these very situations, Herta Brandt told herself. She shook her head. Obviously, she wasn’t the one who needed reminding of that; the buffoons she worked with did! Of all people, their Head of the Education Division and Security had to get involved and step into a big brouhaha, getting himself killed!

Recanting what had happened left Herta draining her glass, slamming it on the bar cart, and pouring herself another. Covering up the increase of magical warfare in the real world and the Guild’s sudden snooping around near the Legion’s magical realms were difficult enough to explain away. Now this?

Horst’s death created a glaring obstacle she simply hadn’t anticipated. Honestly, who would’ve thought there’d be a need to plan for Horst doing something so stupid? Nevertheless, such was the case. There was now a huge vacancy in the Legion’s high ranks, and Herta knew the Legion would want to fill it immediately. The last thing they needed was for someone new to take over.

That simply can’t happen.

She swirled the golden liquid in the glass, much like the new ideas going round and round in her mind. Maybe she could keep the Legion out of their business. Off their backs. Off her turf. At least, for a while longer.

She took another swig. She had to think of something and fast. If Legion officials prodded into their affairs, they could find clues—perhaps completely uncover the full scope of their rogue mission!

They simply couldn’t find out about their plan to take the Guild down themselves. That they decided not to wait for natural attrition but to do things their way. They couldn’t find out that their band had taken it upon themselves to deviate from the Legion’s long-standing strategy by using Time Magic they had not yet shared with the powers that be within the organization.

They simply couldn’t, Herta repeated to herself. Now, with Horst dead, she should assume second in command of the Education Division. She could best cover their tracks. She had to safeguard everything she’d set in motion to enjoy in her lifetime. Everything their next generation would benefit from, or it would all crumble into ruin.

Their family names and reputations would be destroyed.

“We have pawns for these very situations,” Herta said aloud, again thinking of Horst’s stupidity to chase after Guildies himself.

Particularly that Seamstress. Herta hated thinking of her. She cocked her head, thinking instead about becoming the new head of the Education Division instead. That thought left a much better taste in her mouth...

Aspects of a new, modified plan started taking shape. Herta was beginning to think they might even be better.

Herta stood proudly, her chin stuck forward without her even realizing. The last drops of her drink trickled down the back of her throat, savoring the day when they’d be the only ones left to claim TradeMagic as their own. As the smallest sect of the organization, their power would be the greatest. No longer would they serve the Legion; the Legion would bow to them. Each sector, from government to media, would consider them their leader.

We will hold the reins to it all! Her fingers tightened around her empty glass, too thick to crush. Still, she could imagine it breaking into shards, like the ceiling that had been over their magical group’s heads for far too long.

She would lead this mission to its success. The only caveat was time itself. They’d have to hurry.

Herta stared out her picture window, the fields leading up to their realm’s forested border unseen but absolute. Time Travel will unhinge their last Hidden City, and they will have nowhere left to hide!

The Guild’s elders would be denied peace in their deaths that they so carefully orchestrated for themselves and their TradeCrafter ways. The consequences of denying the Magic Within will haunt them into eternity! Herta’s ears rang with the anticipation of victory, almost melding with the chimes of the grandfather clock in the entry of her suite.

She set the glass down and looked. Three o’clock. No doubt, the Legion would convene on Monday to discuss things. She had until then to prepare. But for now, she’d consult with Ulrich Bergmann and her son, Josef, at TMS.

Time. Their greatest enemy. How ironic because time was their greatest weapon, as well.

***
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Nikko invited Liam to his room, where he and the other boys spent their evening listening to a playoff soccer game. Liam, eager to attend, thought the activity could ward off any feeling of loneliness. Since his visit from Tante Britta, he felt like a chunk of his heart had left with her.

Since Max left, Stefano continued to offer friendship, and the boys seemed to step into making efforts to build a friendship themselves. Liam had to remember that the only reason they were probably doing as much was by Herta Brandt’s and Principal Bergmann’s orders.

Liam was okay with that. He’d pretend the social tide was beginning to turn, all the while hoping that doing things like hanging out with the Legion kids could get him some inside information. That evening, hanging out in Nikko Bergmann’s place, Liam hoped to find out what exactly happened to Nikko’s dad.

Nikko’s dorm room was laid out and contained the same furnishings as Liam’s. Unlike Liam’s bare walls, though, numerous posters of his favorite soccer players and team made the room look much more lived in, if not share a bit about the kid’s personality. It made Liam think that maybe he should hang up a few posters himself to make his own room look more like he was staying a while.

Ludwig, seated at the desk by the window, threw a brand-new, rubber-smelling tennis ball to Nikko. Nikko lobbed it in his direction next, and Liam batted it away—toward both Martino and Stefano, who sat on the bed.

“Good one,” Nikko quipped, grinning at the scramble Liam had caused by the move.

They’re eyes locked, and Liam stuttered. He saw something in Nikko he’d never seen before: genuineness. Like the kid was actually enjoying being around him.

Maybe Nikko’s dislike for him actually had diminished somewhat?

Who was he kidding. Liam’s gut told him that, while things seemed like they were improving, he shouldn’t believe everything was unicorns and lollipops. He had to keep reminding himself that Frau Brandt had ordered the kids to lighten up on him. Yet, it seemed possible that Nikko’s regard for the Legion could have changed; they sent his dad on a careless mission that led to his death.

They continued passing the ball, listening to the game from a laptop computer perched next to Ludwig atop the desk. Its sound crunched through the air due to poor acoustics. Liam wished they’d turn down the volume and spare their eardrums the misery, but the boys didn’t seem bothered.

Nikko’s upstairs neighbor pounded on the floor in protest of the noise they were making, but his complaints went ignored. The boys cheered or cussed at announced plays even louder while lobbing the ball around.

The northern team, sadly, won. The boys bounced on the bed in jubilation, and the tennis ball came loose. Ludwig fell to the mattress with it pinned underneath him, and Martino and Stefano pulled his legs and arms to try to steal it away.

Nikko, sitting in the stuffed chair across from the bed, lunged forward. He retracted back into his seat with the fuzzy neon ball in his hand and a triumphant smile gracing his handsome face.

“I hold the ball now,” Nikko announced, his words laced with double meaning as he stared into Liam’s eyes. “See, Liam? So long as I hold the ball, I’m in charge.”

And there it was. Nikko let Liam know his place. There was no way the kid would talk about something like what happened to his dad when Liam was around, and any hope for that idea was quickly erased.

The other boys kept at their antics, oblivious of the double-edged meaning behind Nikko’s words. But to Liam, they cut into the room’s free-spirited moment like a slap in the face. What to do?

“Will you idiots knock it off?” Nikko grumbled.

They ended their wrestling match and sat, winded, on the disheveled bed. They seemed more disappointed that Nikko put an end to their game, unaware of his and Nikko’s power struggle.

Maybe it was Nikko’s smug grin, or maybe it was his own ego, but Liam lunged forward. He had to stand his ground, earn some respect, and do so without Herta Brandt’s or their Principal’s urging.

With a swift, upward swat, Liam slapped the bottom of Nikko’s hand, sending the ball into the air. Liam caught it with the other. “Looks like I’ve got the ball now,” he said, standing over Nikko’s chair.

The others burst into laughter. Stefano “oohed” playfully – or was it tauntingly? Up Nikko stood, pressing into Liam’s face, his eyebrows stern.

“G’night, jackass,” Ludwig kidded, paying no attention to their tiff as he brushed by.

“Jackass yourself,” Martino answered. He chased after Ludwig by stepping between them and disappearing into the hall.

Nikko stepped closer with a puffed chest. Liam willed himself not to blink.

Stefano squeezed between, giggling, with his goofy teeth peeking from under his top lip. He kept glancing back and forth before finally pointing his finger inches from Nikko’s eyes. “You blinked!” he blurted. “You lose!” With that, Stefano pulled Liam out the door as he wished Nikko goodnight.

The kid managed to break them apart while making Nikko believe it was a game of who could stare the longest. Liam marveled at how brave—and clever—Stefano could be.

His friend tromped down the hall toward their rooms. In front of his own door, he spun around. “What was that about?” Stefano fired, his playfulness long gone.

“Nikko acting like he’s my friend when I know he’s not...”

“He was acting like a friend, so go along with it.”

“But I don’t believe it. I think it’s fake—”

“Of course it’s fake! It’s Nikko!” Stefano countered. “If he wants you to think it’s real, pretend it is.”

“But why is he doing this?” As soon as the question left his mouth, Liam had his answer. “He’s keeping an eye on me! That old saying, keep thy enemies close. Maybe he’s keeping an eye on me for Frau Brandt—or no! Your uncle! I know they don’t trust me.” He’d never forget the conversation he overheard between his uncle and Herr Schiller.

“No duh, he doesn’t trust you. No one trusts anyone around here,” Stefano said. He took the ball from Liam’s hand and held it between their faces. “If you wanna keep holding this—being in control of the game—you gotta learn how to play.”

“So, you think I should let Nikko think he has me fooled?”

“Exactly. Use it to your advantage.”

“But what’s his motivation? If he’s spying on me for your uncle or your grandmother—”

“No, no, no!” Stefano shook his head. “A Brandt wouldn’t ask a Bergmann to spy for them. C’mon, Liam. Think.” Stefano tossed the ball and caught it again and again, his eyebrows lifting in time with the ball.

The kid was right. The Brandt’s had a slew of grandkids to do their spying for them. Why ask the deceased Vincent Bergmann’s son to do it? It was hardly conceivable that Nikko would help Herta or Josef Brandt after their lack of respect concerning Vincent Bergmann’s life. It had to be Ursula Bergmann, Nikko’s grandmother and Principal of their school. That made sense. If they wanted to make sure of his allegiance, she’d monitor his activities at the school.

“You get it?” Stefano asked, tossing him the ball with a satisfied grin. “This game isn’t offense all the time. You gotta have a defensive strategy so you can get the ball back.”

“Thanks, Stefano.”

After saying goodnight, Liam headed to his own dorm.

Wait. He stopped. No one trusts anyone around here. Liam sighed. What if Stefano is acting—has been acting—all this time? What if it’s Stefano who can’t be trusted?

Liam didn’t like to even think the words, fearing that doing so would make them true. But he did anyway ... What if Stefano is trying to find out if I’m spying on the Legion?

Dammit!

Liam raced to his room. Would the magical hourglass protect his motives from being discovered by any of his friends? Whether they were authentic friendships or not?

With a sudden sense of dread, Liam slammed the door shut and clutched the sickening feeling that landed in his stomach.

The hourglass.

He rummaged through the depths of his coat’s pockets and pulled out the device Frau Winkler had left him. Only three granules had passed through its narrow channel for the entire day.

His heartbeat pounded in his ears. Surely, if Liam needed protection from discovery, more shiny grains would’ve passed...wouldn’t they?

No, Liam told himself. Stefano isn’t spying on me. He’s always been helpful. He’s always kept so many secrets.

Liam couldn’t afford to freak himself out by imagining things. Especially now. He had work to do and—he glanced at the hourglass—a limited time to do it.

Liam took a deep breath, by himself, between his room’s bare walls. Loneliness crept over him as it had earlier that morning when Tante Britta and the Guild’s leader disappeared.

The pair of them had disappeared as quickly as they had arrived. His aunt’s plea to return with them still rang in his ears. The worry in her eyes still pulled at his heart.

He pulled Max’s conduit out of his other pocket. Like his other gadgets, he didn’t dare leave it behind in his room for someone to find. It made Liam feel even more isolated. He missed Max. He missed all his friends and his family. But just as surely, he felt he made the right choice to stay.

The Legion planned to bring the Guild down, and it had something to do with Time Travel over at the other school. With any luck, information he uncovered might be what saves the Guild from the Legion’s plans. He’d be a hero...but more importantly, his family and their friends over in the Hidden City would be safe.

Liam returned both the hourglass and hammer into the coat pocket before removing his shoes and coat. He covered himself with the blanket after lying down and turning off the lamp. He chose not to undress. Never know if someone will jar me awake and drag me off somewhere.

He closed his eyes, praying that his spying and secrets—including Max’s hammer and Gerda’s hourglass—would not be discovered. He asked that Stefano’s friendship was loyal and true. He prayed his aunt wouldn’t worry too much about him. And as Liam drifted to sleep, five granules moved from one end of the hourglass to the other without him seeing.
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IT WAS THE BIGGEST party Anna had ever seen, much like the country’s worldly acclaimed Oktoberfest celebrations, but with fewer people drinking beer.

An enormous tent consumed the castle’s courtyard. At each of its openings, topiaries stood like guards in large pots anchoring them in place. Each pot depicted a variety of scenes, from bunches of grapes to pudgy cherubs somehow suspended in flight despite their well-fed bodies.

Tables with forest-green tablecloths covered the courtyard’s brick floor like circular islands. The same green fabric draped over rods and lines and almost succeeded in making the space not look like a tent at all.

The last transport of Guild members had arrived earlier that day, and the castle grounds seemed more crowded than ever. But despite their concerns, it seemed like everyone wanted to take part in the festive celebration marking their Guild’s revival.

The air smelled of roasting meat like Schweinshaxe, pork belly, and assorted bratwursts, along with savory side dishes like potato pancakes and Spätzle. The aromas made it nearly impossible to keep Strudel inside Anna’s backpack. She let the dog’s head stick out of its opening; Strudel’s nose twitched in anticipation of being fed a nibble.

The same accordion player who played at the grand opening of the Büchholtz’s restaurant waltzed through the aisles, along with two elderly ladies wearing dirndls and lace-edged, puffy white blouses who swayed and yodeled along with him.

“It’s hard to believe.” Sophie shook her head. Her words were hushed compared to the loud party surrounding them.

Anna took a sip of her Celebration Bräu, a brew children were allowed to enjoy since it only heightened the drinker’s state of happiness—without the alcohol. She cringed at the bitter taste and wondered if she’d finish it; it hadn’t made her feel more upbeat yet. Given Sophie’s gloomy comment, it didn’t seem to be working for her either.

“My mom said she tried convincing Liam to come back.”

Well, that wasn’t the right thing to say. Being defensive hardly ever was. Anna regretted her words the moment they came out. Sophie looked away, and Anna’s stomach sank. She didn’t want Sophie to be mad at her, but most of all, she didn’t want anyone in their family to blame her mother for not being able to get Liam to come back with her.

“Too bad Liam didn’t somehow know about our school here,” Max said. “If Liam knew the Echos were teaching us, why, I’m sure he might’ve come back.”

“Might’ve?” Sophie asked with one raised brow. Seemed she was mad at what Max said too.

“I think he’s still mad at your Opa, but I also think he wants to learn the stuff they’re teaching over there,” Max continued as if not noticing her snark. “I also get a feeling he’ll come back, eventually, after he learns what he’s after. Besides, part of me thinks Liam is spying on them.”

Since Max’s return, he had told them everything about what he experienced at the Legion school, but hearing his impressions about Liam’s motives didn’t make Anna feel any better. Neither did the fact that Liam had some long-lost Onkel of theirs willing to take him under his wing. When she asked her grandparents about him, they told her nothing. Later, in private, it was her Oma who told her not to mention her Opa’s brother again. When she asked why, her Oma said very little, only that he and her Opa never did get along and that she herself didn’t like Gunter Kraus much either.

She was compelled to trust her Oma’s judge of character. But still, she wondered about him. Had Liam become friendly with this old Onkel of theirs that their Opa had severed ties with? According to Max, it appeared so.

“I know your mom thinks he left the Guild to join the Legion and that Frau Winkler thinks so too, but you weren’t there with him,” Max continued. “He isn’t one of them. I just know it.”

“What about this Onkel Gunter we have over there?” Sophie asked.

It surprised Anna that her cousin would give the estranged man such a weighty family title without ever having been an Onkel to them at all.

Her query left Max shaking his head. “Oh my gosh! I’ve told you, the dude is mean!” Max stared deep into Sophie’s eyes. “I’m telling you, Liam’s only interested in learning about magic or finding out something juicy that can help the Guild.” Max took a sip of his Celebration Bräu and made a sour face.

Sophie and Anna managed a giggle.

Greetings nearby and Tobias’s voice lured Anna’s attention from her table. Jakob and Vendy stood with him, and they laughed loudly. How glad she was to have met them and to consider them all friends.

“You’re sure Liam doesn’t like the Legion? That he’s only there to somehow help the Guild?” Sophie asked Max in a low voice, drawing Anna’s attention back to their table. Her face tightened. “I mean, I can’t believe Tante Britta would let him stay there and do that!”

“There’s no way my mom would’ve wanted him to!” Anna retorted. Her cousin retreated into her seat as Anna cursed herself for snapping. She took sips of her drink and set the stein back down. “I told you, my mom’s a wreck. Do you see her anywhere? My dad agreed to stay with her...she doesn’t even want to come to the party today.”

“Well, boo-hoo for you.” Sophie squirmed in her seat and crossed her arms. “She probably feels guilty for failing to bring him home. As she should.”

“How perfectly vengeful of you, Soph, to hope my mom’s suffering,” Anna blurted. The Bräu wasn’t working at all. “And how positively delightful it’s been to hear your dad rant about how he could’ve done the mission so much better than she did!”

Max leaned over the table. “There’s nothing to be upset about. Look, I got out of the Legion’s realm okay, and Liam can too if he wants.”

“So, you’re saying he doesn’t want to? That he’s one of the bad guys?” Sophie snapped.

Max’s head flew back. “Sooophieee! Liam isn’t one of them, ya hear? He’ll never be!”

Anna wanted to believe him, but how could he be so sure? Her mom said Liam absolutely refused to go with her and that Liam insisted on staying.

“I’ll admit,” Max continued, “Liam acted strange over there sometimes, but I don’t think he’s changed so much that he’d join them.”

Sophie clung to his every word, nodding. Again, Anna couldn’t be sure, but one thing she was sure of: she wanted to believe Liam hadn’t abandoned them.

Strudel wiggled from Anna’s Rucksack and stretched to sit on Sophie’s lap. The girl hugged the dog against her chest.

“We gotta believe in the Liam we’ve always known,” Anna added—almost to try to convince herself. “People don’t just change who they are overnight.”

“Promise, you guys,” Sophie said. “We won’t give up on him, even though it seems Frau Winkler, our parents, and grandparents are all convinced that Liam chose the Legion over us.”

She and Max mumbled their promise as Reuben and Paula walked toward their table, but Markus and Margot Schenk intercepted them. Yannet and Patrik Hoffmann burst through the crowd and joined them, causing more outbursts of happy to see yous.

Elia and Mia Raumhaus emerged from between the curtain doorway and sat at their table with giant pretzels in hand. They all laughed when Strudel wiggled from Sophie’s lap and walked across the table to get closer to Elia’s food. Mia, as awkward as ever, held her pretzel away from the dog’s snout while handing another to Anna. “I brought an extra. Because they’re good. Here, have one.”

Anna thanked her as laughter from Reuben and Paula’s group of adults rose. When Anna watched them, she couldn’t help but wish her parents—and Onkel Verner—would put things aside for a short while so they, too, could enjoy their friends’ company.

“If this is what the Guild can do after being dormant so long, we can handle anything!” Markus said.

The other couples toasted their drinks to show their agreement. Margot, in contrast, looked doubtful but lifted her glass in salute anyway.

“Trust me.” Mia spoke more insistently this time and drew Anna’s attention back to their table. She stretched to hold the pretzel closer. “It’s yummy, but you have to eat it to know that for yourself!” Max and Sophie tore off pieces before Anna leaned forward to grab the rest of it. “What’s wrong, Anna?” Mia asked.

Those eating stopped and watched Anna for her answer. “My mom and dad, Onkel Verner. They aren’t here yet. I kinda wish ... well, they’re missing all the fun.”

No one said a word. As if losing her appetite, Sophie set her bite of pretzel back on the table. “My dad said he wasn’t coming.” She glanced warily toward Anna. “He didn’t want to run into your mom.”

“Seems like your family might be upset that Liam’s still gone,” Mia concluded.

“No duh, Sherlock,” Sophie grumbled.

“Well, I’m just saying.” Mia shrugged.

“You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to know that some things shouldn’t be said—”

“Guys, guys,” Max interrupted. “You’re fighting again! Liam wouldn’t want everyone to be upset with one another. Look”—he made a point to glance at each of their faces—“Liam was in good spirits when I left. He’s doing what he wants to do, and that’s learning magic. I think he’s happy, even though he misses everybody.” He sat back in his chair. “It’s okay to miss him and all, but all this blaming about why he’s over there needs to stop. Maybe I should talk to them myself about what I know. Liam told me” —he emphasized by pointing at the green tablecloth— “that he wants more time. I bet he comes back soon.”

“And he would be sad if he came back and found out everyone’s mad at each other,” Elia added. “Wouldn’t he, Maxy-waxy?”

“Don’t call me that.” Max snatched the rest of Elia’s pretzel as if it were payment for enduring her silly nickname.

Anna watched Sophie swallow, as if speaking up was going to be difficult for her. “I don’t mean to fight. I guess I’m upset Liam’s not back, and it’s all just coming out wrong. Sorry.” She glanced around the table. “Sorry, everyone.”

“At least Maxy’s back—I mean Max,” Elia was quick to add. She waved at her brother like he was some sort of prize they’d all won. “You can be half happy, at least.”

Sophie let out a short giggle before lifting her drink. “Here’s to being half glad!” She held up her glass for a toast.

Anna chugged several sips of her own Bräu, determined to let its celebratory magic sink in. She was done fighting herself. Sophie took her eager sips as a signal to race and began chugging her own drink. When they were done, the girls slammed each of their glasses down on the table and burst into laughter while wiping drips off their chins.

Elia clapped. “You know what this reminds me of?” she said. “All these people, happy to be here? When we all met up at the exhibit.”

Elia was right; they were all so happy to see one another to spend the weekend together. Anna remembered everyone’s enthusiasm as they explored the loaded booths filled with handcrafted wares. A similar enthusiasm surrounded them now under that tent, but instead of booths, there were tables, circled by people celebrating the magic that united them.

She and her friends had all learned so much about their real, magical world since then. Somehow, despite the hardships and threats they were facing, knowing magic and being a part of it made everything seem better.

More hopeful.

Instead of being on the outside, unaware of the magical splendors of TradeCraftery, they were now a part of it.

Memories of the strangers lurking outside the Glassblowing booth and their harrowing escape on Opa Fritz’s carousel seemed almost like a dream to her now. More real were the people under that tent, their safety in the Hidden City, and her friends around her table. She scanned the room, sitting tall in hopes of seeing her Opa’s white hair, her dad’s tall frame, her mom’s smile. Whether they came to the party or not, at least she knew they were safe in their hidden realm.

For now.

The festivities around her wouldn’t erase her worries regarding Liam and the rifts that seemed to divide her family, but she sensed the hope. The promise.

That’s what I’ll do, she told herself. I’ll focus on what’s promising. I’ll trust Max. I’ll believe he’s right, that Liam’s happy and doing what he wants, and that magic will protect him too. I’ll learn about TradeMagic—like he’s doing over there on the Legion’s side ...

Tobias, Jakob, and Vendy joined them at their table. Surrounded by these friends, some old and some new, made her wonder if this was the start of lifelong friendships like her Opa and Oma had fostered their whole lives.

She would make sure it was.
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CHAPTER 61
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BRITTA STARED AT THE ornament Fritz handed her, and she blinked away tears.

“Liam bought it. For your mom, remember?” Fritz said.

“I remember.”

“I thought you might want to hang on to it,” Fritz said. The little sewing machine dangled from red twine and spun from Britta’s pinched fingertips. “I think he wanted to give it to her for Christmas. I’ve never known Liam not to follow through with anything he ever decided to do. When he comes back, you can remind him to wrap and set it under the tree.”

She smiled—unconvinced, Fritz could tell. He wished there was more he could do to give her the same kind of hope he had. Max told him about his time with Liam, particularly about Liam’s messages he wanted him to relay when Max got home.

Max’s and Britta’s impressions of Liam didn’t line up.

He figured his Time Master friend, Gerda, had everything to do with that.

No Time Magic could erase his inner knowing, though, that Liam loves his family too much to turn his back on them like Britta was allowed to believe.

There’s no way Liam’s in alignment with the Legion. Horst might’ve been, and Gunter Kraus might be, but Liam? No way.

“You off to the party?” Rudy asked Fritz as he came up behind Britta and wrapped his arms around her.

“Ja,” he said. His body ached, but that wouldn’t keep him from spending time at a party Max and Elia were sure to enjoy. “Not everything worked out the way we planned, but there’s still a lot to be thankful for. Worth celebrating. You?” He landed his eyes on Britta.

She looked away.

“I still might be able to talk her into it,” Rudy said as he stroked her arm. “She doesn’t want to run into Verner.”

Fritz took a deep breath. There was nothing he could do about that. He wished some of Gerda’s Memory Erase had been used on the Kraus family so their finger-pointing and blaming would stop. Or maybe if Siggy could brew up a batch of Communication Bräu, it could help Britta and Verner works things out.

“Have a good time,” Rudy said, his gaze landing behind Fritz and onto the castle that towered over the rooftops of their old town residential block.

With a tip of his flat cap, he left them and headed for the castle. He heard music drift to the city blocks, festivities on the castle grounds already underway. He smelled foods that made his stomach rumble like the hum of a crowd gathered in the courtyard.

A party will do all of us some good.

He stopped for a rest and to watch the sun sink to the west, leaving sherbet hues of peach, pink, and lavender—Rosa’s favorite color. Fritz smiled. Lavender was Elia’s favorite color, too.

He leaned into the stone wall, taking the weight off his left leg that seemed to have landed the hardest when the carousel crashed. He ignored the pain and admired nature’s splendor instead. Reflections of the sunset and sherbet sky mirrored against tempered glass windows dotting Nürnberg Castle. This fortress, built to outlast. To fortify. The Hidden City was once again the stronghold its EchoMasters had hoped it to be. A place of refuge. A place of community, a place for TradeCrafting.

Not only was their realm populated with Guild-aligned citizens calling it home, but with its Echos eager to serve. The Guild Council had outlined their plans for moving forward: For now, they’d resist the Legion and regroup. Strategy to thwart the Legion would come later.

Fritz adjusted his flat cap. TradeMagic’s course had taken on a new trajectory. It would be a part of all their futures!

Many Hidden City residents would help with the risky tasks that would take them into the real world, while others would run businesses and offer services to sustain their community. To produce magical wares to help the Council’s endeavors. And, of course, the children would attend its school.

Fritz volunteered to take on a full-time teaching position there. He’d had enough excitement in the real world, and now that they got Max back, the last thing he wanted to do was leave. With EchoMaster Klammer in charge and Echos on board to teach both academics and magic, Fritz wanted nothing more than to dedicate himself to the cause.

Fritz shook his head, grinning to himself. Markus would not be pleased to know that the kids at the Hidden City yearned for a magical education—including his own.

The sound of someone clearing his throat caused Fritz to spin around. Walter and Gerda, using a cane, strolled up beside him and admired the diminishing colors as darkness took over the sunset.

“Thinking?” Walter asked.

Walter nudged him in the arm—and it hurt. Yet another bruise to add to his list of battle scars.

Fritz smiled nonetheless. It felt good having them near. There was such comfort in knowing he wasn’t alone.

“Yes, about a great many things,” he answered, then leaned into Gerda, “that haven’t been erased.”

Her smile vanished. Fritz instantly felt terrible for bringing her concealment magic up, even by doing so in a lighthearted way.

“I guess I should explain.” Her voice cracked.

“You know the Council makes decisions with discretion,” Walter interjected. He rested his hand on Gerda’s as she clutched her new cane. “It’s not always easy doing what’s best for the Guild.”

But allowing Liam to stay with the Legion? Fritz buried his criticisms deep—they wouldn’t serve him or anyone now. His alternate hunch was just that, a hunch. It was best that he bury such a possibility. Deep. In case it was true.

Fritz took a breath. “Of course I do. Making a joke was in poor taste. I’m sorry, Gerda. I know it brings you no joy to carry out Guild affairs when they impact our families. As if you don’t have your own family hardships. Your brother died—and you witnessed it! I’m so sorry.”

“I grieved the loss of my brother decades ago,” Gerda said. Her gaze landed on the horizon again. “Believe me, I wished, I prayed that he’d choose a different path. I suppose Otto did the same with his own brother.”

“Did you know he was with them?” Fritz asked, glad she brought him up and he didn’t have to. She—and Walter—nodded. “Are you worried that Liam’s with him?”

She shook her head. “What would worry do? I left Liam with layers of protection as well as an avenue of escape. If he chooses to leave, we will unequivocally enable and welcome his return.” She exhaled in a way that left Fritz believing she wished she could tell him more.

Her words gave him some relief. “You told—”

“Of course I told Otto and Moni the same!” Her kind smile returned. “In fact, it was then that Otto reminded me of something.” Fritz stared expectantly. “It’s Gunter Kraus’s defection that inspired our pact. And because of that, we’ve prepared for the absolute, worst-case scenario.”

How true—but also how sad. Still, it was good that the extra precautions they had taken would pay off.

They stood silently together, watching remnants of the sunset meld into a navy sky.

“We were hoping we’d run into you,” Gerda said after a pause.

“Why’s that?” he asked.

“We’ve made mistakes. Years of mistakes.” Strangely, her voice sounded optimistic. He raised an eyebrow. What was she getting at? “The Council made a unanimous decision this morning. It is time for all of us to step down.”

Fritz swallowed his surprise. Now? With all we’re facing? His eyebrows arched higher.

“It is time for a new generation of Guild Leaders to take us forward.”

Fritz removed his hat and fumbled it with his calloused fingers. He didn’t know what to say.

Gerda grinned prudishly. “Now, Fritz, respectfully removing your hat is rather dramatic, don’t you think?”

She rarely made jokes, so her words caught him by surprise. He bent forward, chuckles rumbling from his belly.

“Walter and I wanted to make sure you knew. It’s Guild protocol, if more than half its Council needs replacing, the process is facilitated by an outside committee to oversee the nomination, vetting, election, and exchange of power.”

Fritz nodded as though he understood, even though he never knew of such protocols. Had there ever been a time when an entire new Council was replaced?

“It’s a sudden, drastic change,” he stuttered.

How would new Guild Council members know how to run things, and at such a pressing time?

“A sudden, drastic change is needed to respond to the Legion. We need a change to rebuild the Guild. We must let go of how we used to do things. These are new times.”

New times. Let go of how we used to do things. Fritz repeated her words in his mind, his gut churning with resistance. Something didn’t sit well with him about it. Isn’t that what happened to their trades that made it so easy to shoo TradeCrafters like him out the door?

Fritz took a deep breath. “I can see the benefits of having a new generation of Guild Council, but I think turning a blind eye to who and what we were—who we TradeCrafters are——would be a mistake! We won’t be successful by dismissing everything our generation has come to know! Denying history is denying ourselves.”

Gerda and Walter watched him.

“It’s like giving up on our future! It denies our ability to grow—to reach our fullest potential. It is important for the new Council to understand that this—turning our back to our old history will keep us from bettering our future. Denying history, our elders, is the world’s most dangerous enemy.” Fritz lowered his clenched fist after shaking it in the air.

They nodded, and Gerda spoke. “And you denied a seat on the Council because you didn’t think you had what it takes.” She was back to her dry humor, but this time, only Walter laughed. “That is exactly why we want you involved on the committee’s chair. As the Guild establishes a new Council.”

Fritz nodded but not without a sense of reluctance. He wanted to be involved, but moving forward with an all-new Guild would call for tender steps. Finesse. The next generation would require a willingness to hear what the Guild’s old TradeCrafters had come to learn. Was it possible for such a melding?

Fritz was back to spinning his flat cap in his hands, scanning the sky for a sunset that was no longer there. Who would accept positions on a Council with such challenges before them? To serve on the Guild’s Council during the levity of these times?

Perhaps those old and yet still young. Markus and Britta’s generation.

Gerda and Walter smiled before heading to the castle.

Those two stinkers! Fritz thought, pulling his flat cap back on. Leaving him there with so much on his mind! They knew I’d take on their worries with care and concern! He watched them make their way to the festivities, one painstaking step at a time as Walter helped Gerda limp uphill with her cane. Who made that thing? He could make her one that would do more to help her...or why don’t they call on the bricks to carry them to the castle’s courtyard? Instead, they walked slowly, together, toward the celebration. It occurred to him that, perhaps, the pair didn’t mind how long it took them to get to their destination.

Sounds of running steps neared, and Max and Elia swept past the old Clockmaker and Chimney Sweep, right for him. “Opa! There you are!”

Fritz hunched low to embrace them.

Fritz wiped any evidence of his concerns from his face as Max tugged on his hand, eager to drag him up to the castle.

“You’re gonna love this! Follow me!” Max pulled him along.

Elia grabbed his other hand as she skipped. They made their way under the stone archway and into the courtyard, under the huge tent.

People were everywhere, with smiles showcasing their joy and optimism. The Hidden City was alive! Music spawned cheer. Spirits sparked connection. Tables anchored harmony, and the people—the people lent promise of a bright future.

Elia bounced up and down, yanking his hand as she did. “Isn’t it like magic?” she asked.

“Ah, but it is magic,” Fritz said. “It really is.”

––––––––
[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

German to English

GLOSSARY
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ACH DU LIEBER:  OH my goodness

Achtung:  attention, caution

Apfel: apple  

Autobahn:  freeway

Bayern:  Bavaria

Bräu:  brew

Brötchen:  buns, rolls

Damen:  ladies 

danke:  thanks

danke schön:  thank you very much

Deutschland:  Germany

erwachen:  awakening

Frau:  Mrs.

Frauline:  Miss

Glaswerk:  glass work

Glockenspiel:  Bells, chiming

Goulash:  meaty, gravy-like stew

guten Abend:   good evening

guten Morgen:  good morning

guten Nacht:  good night

guten Tag:  good day

hallo:  hello

Herr:  Mr.

Herrn:  plural for Mr.

Ich liebe dich:  I love you

ja:  yes

Kirche:  church

Licht Brief:  light letter

Maßschneider:  custom Tailor

Onkel:  uncle

Oma:  grandma

Opa:  grandpa

Pomfritz:  fries

Reichstag:  parliament

Rucksack:  backpack

Sauerkraut:  sour cabbage

Schweinshaxe:  Pork knuckle

Spätzle:  drop noodles

Tante:  aunt

Tischlermeister:  master table maker, carpenter

Unterrichten:  lessons

verboten:  forbidden

wiedervereinigen:  reunite

wunderbar:  wonderful

Wurst:  sausage
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