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German to English Translations

Ach du lieber  means oh my goodness

Aufwiedersehen  means goodbye

Bräu (pronounced broy) means beer, brew  

Frau    means Mrs. or Ms.

Fräulein   means Miss

fröhlich    means joyous, happy

Guten Morgen  means good morning

Guten Nacht   means good night

Guten Tag   means good day

Herr (Herrn=plural) means Mr. 

Köln    means the city of Cologne

Licht Brief   means Light Letter

München   means the city of Munich

Nürnberg    means the city of Nuremberg  

Oma    means grandma

Opa    means grandpa

Onkel    means uncle

Polizei   means police

Pomfritz   means fries

Prost!    means cheers!

Rathaus   means city hall

Reichstag   means parliament

Rucksack   means backpack

Tante    means aunt

Unterrichten   means lessons

wunderbar   means wonderful

Find Character Family Trees at the end of the book!
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​September 2007, The Hidden City (Nürnberg)

––––––––
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PERCHED ATOP HIS stool at his woodworking station inside the Hidden City’s Stables, Toymaker Fritz Schenk guided his chisel along a cylinder-like chunk of maple that would become his new carousel’s center column.

A toy swing carousel with intention to fly, of course.

A lamp clamped to a shelf over his head shined down on his work like a spotlight, as if knowing how big a star the new carousel would become.

The pale wood begged to be painted. Yellow? Red? He hadn’t made up his mind and besides, perhaps Max or Elia would like to choose.

Perhaps they’d even like to help him paint it! But for now he’d concentrate on his magical intentions as he carved. He imagined it growing into life size, carrying anyone who needed help to safety—or wherever TradeMagic needed its passengers delivered. He smiled at the thought of it spinning around, sending its seats whirling through the air. Faster than the first. More agile...

It would be just as wonderful as its predecessor. In ways, better. 

But there was one thing he couldn’t improve. He would not be able to make it withstand a crash landing like the one that destroyed its forerunner.

Fritz set his chisel down to wipe the sting in his eyes, wishing fatigue could be stripped away as easily as unwanted splinters from the creations he made. He glanced at his watch; the approach of the one o’clock hour surprised him. He slipped from his stool, knowing better than to stay up so late. He had been asked to give a lecture at the Hidden City’s magic school that next morning and the kids, no doubt, would arrive with energy levels that he, at the marvelous age of sixty-seven, wanted to keep up with. 

He placed the completed column inside a box under his workstation that already held the new carousel’s pieces—its base, canopy, and many intricately-designed seats. “Guten Nacht,” he said as if they could understand. “See you again tomorrow.”

As he pulled on his jacket, the towering heights of the structure caught his attention. Layers of open lofts clung to the steep-pitched roofline for three additional levels overhead—space that, centuries ago, stored feed for creatures like horses and oxen that were typically kept on the ground floor. The structure, still to this day, was coined “the Stables.”

The ground floor was now covered by workstations of all trade sorts, within booths amidst shelving and work stuffs—or at least the version of “the Stables” inside their magical realm was, anyway.

In the real world, the structure had been converted to a youth hostel. Fritz giggled. How fun it would be to stay in such a historic place while so young and traveling the country!

Fritz walked into the aisleway leading him to an exit, leaving his workstation lamp burning so as to help him find his way past workstations and to the door. Dim reflections from a couple of resident, non-living apparitions known as Echos, landed on his path from between laden shelves surrounding the work areas where they busied themselves.

Echos needed no sleep. At some level to be envied, he thought.

Reflections of the TradeCrafting souls they’d once been, now living on in their magical realm to carry on with their TradeMagical abilities that they, the living, could glean from. Fritz stopped to view one such Echo, Lapidary Horace Blumengartner, who sat stooped over his Gem Cutting table, no doubt concentrating on his intricate work. The cheerful Potter Echo Hannelore Birkhoffer putted about her booth, reminding him of his Rosa as she stacked her beautiful glazed wares in neat groups.

There were brief moments Fritz wondered what it would be like to have his late wife with him there in the Hidden City as an Echo. To see her again—at least in magical form. To work with her. Laugh with her.

Hannelore clanked a pot as she slid it onto a shelf against another, the sound putting a stop to his dreaming. Rosa had chosen another path, and he was proud of it. She instead used her conduit and the Magic Within in another way— 

The sound of metal toppling over, rattling within the Gem Cutting booth, drew his attention. Fritz turned just in time to see a bright flash of light in the middle of the space. Then, darkness. 

“Everything all right over there?” Fritz asked and waited for the EchoMaster to answer. Silence continued. The Gem Cutting booth remained blanketed in darkness until the Pottery Echo crept closer to peek over Fritz’s shoulder. Her glow cast shadows within the space.

The grinding tool atop the table, softly spinning, sat unattended. The EchoMaster’s metal stool lay on its side on the wooden floor.

Another flash shot from inside the booth, this time in a starburst pattern, with beams reflecting off the walls and ceilings of the lofts overhead. Its brightness left Fritz squinting.

The light’s origins came from the center of the booth, from a mysterious airborne tear that was discovered months ago and had, until now, seemed dormant. 

Fritz stared at the hair-line fissure, once measuring eight jagged inches but looked to be larger now. It hovered in mid-air, as if somehow able to cling to oxygen like a scar would to skin. The anomaly that the Guild Council had accepted as a flaw in their realm’s structure seemed far more ominous now. Deathly gray light glitched from it like a light bulb putting up its last fight before finally burning out. But it didn’t burn out. It pulsated, as if raring to burst brighter.

“Horace Blumengartner is gone!” Echo Birkhoffer cried. The Pottery Master pointed her shaky hand toward the anomaly. “Horace was sitting right there,” she stuttered, “then that thing sparked to life, and he became part of it!” 

Fritz glanced at the empty chair, finally comprehending what might’ve happened to the bearded Gem Cutter. 

Hannelore tried gripping Fritz’s arm, and her hands traveled through him despite the effort. “I saw the whole thing happen,” she said. “He went inside it!”

Aside from the Guild’s concern that the fissure might somehow weaken the realm, Fritz’s mind raced with more possibilities now. Was the tear some kind of opening? He knew the Guild wondered, if it were bigger, than it could somehow allow trespassers to gain entry to the safe refuge that was their Hidden City. But could the tear be an opening, one that could allow exit as well?

Shots of gray light exploded from the rift in a starburst pattern. Their beams hit the walls and low-lying ceilings, casting streaks of light like thin laser beams. Fritz had to look away. It subdued, and Fritz could stare into it once again. It tore open wider, by about six more inches, reaching for the wooden floorboards below. Its light sparked again, but Fritz willed himself to watch despite its brightness. It silently tore at its top, but Fritz imagined that if it had sound, it would be like heavy canvas ripping apart. As haphazardly as it flared to life, it suddenly came to still but continued glowing as though its energy had somehow turned itself to a simmer. 

Fritz and Hannelore both stared at the cracked opening. It hung in the air, almost twice as large as it was before, gray and white segments like static on a TV stirring in its narrow gap. 

“What do you mean, Horace Blumengartner became part of it?”

No sooner did Fritz ask his question did the crack spur to life again. Beams shot from it in every direction. Light streaked into all corners and heights of the massive Stables. A rushing sound like the seashore rumbled from it that made the hairs all over Fritz’s body stand up straight. Fritz ignored the light’s glare and strained to watch. A ghastly white face stared from within the anomaly back at him. It leaned in, as if peering through parted curtains and out a window. Graying fingers tried desperately to separate its opening wider. The obscure shapes of the gray and white static shifted aside as Horace Blumengartner’s angry face pressed forward. His lips parted, aged teeth showing, as if letting out a scream. Some sort of shield or barrier kept the Gem Cutter from climbing through. His bearded face continued pressing against the gap, his fingernails next to his cheeks as he pulled at its edges.

Hannelore took a step back, hiding her face in her hands, her scream piercing Fritz’s ear. Despite the horror of seeing the old Gem Cutter’s face within the tear, warped by rage and his snarling mouth letting out what appeared to be screams, Fritz couldn't take his eyes off the sight if he tried. 

The Gem Cutter’s raging expression suddenly changed into desperation. His face sank into the static as if drowning in a vat of sand. Horace’s hands shot forward again, frantically grasping the narrow opening, but the window-like barrier prevented his fingers from grabbing hold. Without thinking, Fritz lunged forward, his hand projected as if he could grasp the EchoMaster and drag him from within the anomaly’s staticky depths. Hannelore let out another terrifying scream, and Fritz hesitated. 

A vacuum-like sound whooshed toward the rift, cutting off suddenly when the rift clamped shut.

The anomaly went still, sealed so tight that its scar-like surface was barely visible once again. Silence followed, eerie and forlorn. Fritz and Hannelore stood there—for how many seconds or minutes, Fritz didn’t know—unsure whether the rift would act up once more. But it remained still, hovering, just like the obscure distortion it had always been since it was first discovered a couple months ago. 

Fritz let out his breath, unaware he’d been holding it. Hannelore turned, as if suddenly wanting to run away. “We must advise the Guild Leader right away!” Fritz called. “But one of us should keep their eye on it!”

“I don’t want to be left alone with it!” the Pottery Echo whelped.

“Then you go. Quickly! Get Walter Schwartz!” he told her.

“I will!” Hannelore had already made her way out the door, disappearing into the night where a moonlit brick path led to the first block of their Hidden City. The door wafted closed behind her, leaving Fritz in darkness. 

He eyed the anomaly, the hairline tear sending goosebumps over his arms. He could hardly blame Hannelore for wanting to get away from it. The sheer thought of turning his back to walk away left him feeling vulnerable. Exposed. In danger.

He backed up, the hair on the back of his neck standing on end as he crept to his Woodcarving booth, only then turning his back on the anomaly. One quick peek over his shoulder revealed the Gem Cutting booth to be silent and dark, an assurance he’d made a clean getaway.

He raced for the adjoining Clockworks booth, then rummaged through shelves containing miscellaneous parts and pieces. Finally, he found a bin filled with what he was looking for: cuckoo clock birds in every shape, color, and size, ready to carry messages to whomever he pleased. 

He whispered names into several of them: the names of two New Elects he had a hand in establishing onto the new Guild Council, as well as those of retirees with a lifetime of seasoned experience.

This new situation, Fritz knew, could use a well-rounded group of TradeCrafters to sort out.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

[image: ]




THE LAST AND only time Anna Beck had ever made fabric move was before she came to the Hidden City, on her Oma and Opa’s rooftop when Liam ran away. And that was before she knew anything about TradeMagic or anything about how her sewing hobby could afford her such abilities. 

But that had been months ago. Since then, Anna and all the kids had attended school in their Hidden City where Echos and EchoMasters agreed to teach them magic in secret. Still, nothing. Shouldn’t she have figured it out by now?

Despite everything she’d learned since moving to the Hidden City, she still wasn’t able to repeat that wondrous magical stunt to make fabric move again.

No matter how hard she tried.

Her Oma, Moni Kraus, sat with her almost every night to sew together, promising Anna that she could sew bags to keep items inside safe and secure, pants to keep her from losing balance and tripping, and coats with pockets that refused pick pocketers from stealing her things. All the while, her Oma assured Anna that she was funneling her own mastery into Anna’s conduit, giving her expertise in the form of Echo Power.

So why wasn’t any of it working?

Anna sat up in bed, pressing a hand against her bare collarbone. My conduit! She glanced over at the nightstand where her crucifix sat on the nightstand shrouded in midnight shadows coming in through the window. She’d forgotten to put her necklace back on after her evening bath.

Dang! Anna flung herself backward into bed, her brown curls landing on the cotton-cased pillow. Hours of trying to make the hand-made quilt atop her bed move had been for nothing. One of the most basic magical principles was that no one could perform Illusionary Magic—like that of making a TradeCrafter’s resources move—without the possession of their conduit.

With a huff, she snatched the necklace and put it back on.

A familiar pecking sound on her window offered a welcomed distraction from her brooding. Anna bounded from bed and yanked the drapes aside to open the second-story window of her Old Town Nürnberg townhome. As expected, one of Tobias Winkler’s wooden bird messengers fluttered inside. Chilly night air entered with it. With a shiver, she slammed the window shut, her gaze darting from the cute little wood carving that had landed on her disheveled bedding to the clock that read two in the morning. 

What did Tobias want her to know that couldn’t wait until school?

She fussed with a tight knot holding a roll of paper under the bird’s neck. She far preferred the talking birds he typically used to deliver such messages. His sending her this one gave her a clue: Tobias was likely not able to speak aloud and risk being overheard.

Hopefully nothing’s wrong. Maybe it’s about Liam. Or Mom? She’s been gone for almost two months ... it’s about time Frau Winkler loosened the reigns and let her come home! Or, Anna thought just as the knot finally loosened, maybe it’s about Dad. Anna’s father, Rudy Beck, had been overnighting in the real world more often than not since he began working with a team to handle real-world legal and financial affairs for the Guild.

She closed her eyes as if the messenger carried with it a free wish for anything she wanted. If she could wish for anything, what would it be? Mastery to make fabric move?

No, that wouldn’t be her first wish at all. “Mom coming home,” she said aloud.

Britta Kraus had been traipsing around the world with Gerda Winkler, the Guild’s former Guild Council Leader, long enough. Anna scowled. Frau Winkler can ask any of her old lady TradeCrafter friends to help her find lost conduits that the Guild supposedly, so desperately, needs. She doesn’t need my mom to do it with her! In Anna’s opinion, her mom had served long enough and was due to finally come home.

Maybe she could explain something about Seamstressing and making fabric move—something Anna’s mom did all the time—that Anna’s Oma hadn’t been able to get across.

Anna used both hands to unroll the tiny, coiled scroll that had been tied around the bird’s neck and peered at the tiny handwriting on the piece of parchment:


Banana,



She cringed. She didn’t like “Banana” as her code name. Why others in her friend group thought Elia’s “Anna Banana” nickname was cute, Anna didn’t know...


This just in: The Pottery Echo from the Stables came to my house and woke up Walter Schwartz ...



Tobias had been living with Opa Walt, the Chimney Sweep, ever since his Oma, Gerda Winkler, dragged Anna’s mom into the real world on the crazy hunt for lost conduits. Walter Schwartz became the Guild’s interim Council Leader until the New Elects could reach a consensus as to who would assume the post officially.

Opa Walt had become Tobias’s link to all the insider Guild information. Tobias had a knack for overhearing all sorts of things the kids would otherwise not be aware of...like the fact that her mom and Frau Winkler were tracking down old conduits, as well as making sure no one on the Council had a clue that magic was being taught at their school.

Anna and all the kids believed that if anyone on the Council were to find out, the Council would have no other choice but to put an end to their magical training.

Teaching TradeMagic was still, technically, outlawed.

She continued reading...

––––––––
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EchoMaster Blumengartner—you know, that Gem Cutter—disappeared from his work area in the Stables tonight because of some sort of mysterious disturbance. Herr Schwartz looked beyond stressed after hearing the news. He mumbled something about having an emergency Guild meeting at five. That’s well before school starts. Find out what’s going on!



Tick



Erase





She reviewed the message several times before whispering, “Erase.” The words began to disappear before her eyes, and Tobias’s codename “Tick” was the last to vanish. The parchment dissipated into golden droplets, raining down on her rumpled bedsheets where Strudel, Anna’s chihuahua, tried biting them before they disappeared. 

Disappeared. 

It wasn’t unusual for Echos to appear or disappear whenever they decided to tune in or out. Yet this report left Anna believing “disappear” meant something strange—even perhaps dangerous.

Thoughts of the cranky old EchoMaster came to mind as Strudel stretched closer for a scratch behind the ears. After Anna kneaded her neck, collar and ears, Strudel trudged away toward a pillow and flopped onto her side, eager for more sleep.

The big hand on Anna’s alarm clock ticked to two-ten. Five o’clock seemed an eternity away. Strudel didn’t have a care in the world, but how was she supposed to go to sleep after reading that?

Anna imagined the Stables: the huge structure on the castle grounds where most TradeCrafters had their work areas and created their wares. She imagined the place in quite a state of excitement given the news Anna just learned.

With any luck, folks’ll still be mulling around the Stables, trying to figure out what happened or at least looking for that grouchy old Gem Cutter after his so-called disappearance.

And Anna knew she could be right there amidst it all, listening in on their chatting. Not to mention that she could see for herself the aftermath of whatever happened.

Anna slipped on sneakers and jeans and yanked open her wardrobe to find the purple invisibility cloak her mom and Oma had made all those months ago. With her mom gone, no one seemed to notice that Anna had adopted it as her own...

She swung it over her shoulders and crept toward her bedroom door. Her Oma, who frequently overnighted with Anna whenever both her parents were away, would be fast asleep in the other bedroom, like always. Anna was sure her Oma wouldn’t hear her carefully tip-toe down the stairs and sneak out. God knew she never seemed to wake up all the other times Anna took Strudel outside to take care of business in the middle of the night.

Anna took each step slow and steady to be quiet. Guild meeting in the morning or not, it was important she spy on things now. Guild leadership probably wouldn’t share everything with everyone who gathered at five o’clock. Going to the Stables herself would guarantee hearing all the unfiltered tidbits.

Anna landed on the ground floor and made her way through the dark for the front door.

“What are you doing up?” 

Her Oma’s voice felt like an announcement blared over a loudspeaker. Anna jumped, catching her breath. “Taking Strudel out to pee,” Anna lied. 

Moni Kraus rose from a wingback chair by the fireplace, where embers barely let out glimmers of fiery warmth. She carried a ball of yarn and a crochet needle with her. Anna’s Oma eyed the purple cloak, the floor by Anna’s feet, then the stairs. “Is Strudel aware of your intentions?” she asked.

Anna stammered, the air knocked out of her. Not only was she caught red handed but in a lie she was sure her Oma could detect. “I thought she’d follow me down here. She woke me up and seemed eager to go.”

“Uh-huh.” Her Oma just stood there, looking. 

“You’re still up?” 

Moni grimaced, then shook her head. “I got up when I couldn’t fall asleep.” She stepped toward the kitchen table and set her crocheting down.

“Is everything all right?” Anna asked.

Kind of a dumb question. Members of their family were scattered between places in the real world, carrying out tasks for the Guild. They themselves were hiding out from the Legion, in a magic realm. Liam was gone. Anna sighed.

Moni wrapped Anna into a blanket-like hug. “It’s normal for Omas to worry about their kids. Then, when grandkids come along, Omas have even more to worry about.” 

“You don’t have to worry about me,” Anna answered. She sunk deeper into her Oma’s embrace. As always, the loving comfort radiating from her felt so good.

“I just caught you trying to sneak out of the house in the middle of night. So yes, I’m worried about you,” Moni said. 

Anna’s eyes widened, but she was sure Moni didn’t see—unless she was using something remarkable like “magic reflection abilities” stitched into her bathrobe. 

Moni gently pushed Anna away and stared into her eyes. “I heard you talking, all night, upstairs. Tell me, is Strudel such a conversationalist?”

Anna laughed, and she was glad her Oma did too. “No, Oma. To tell you the truth”—Moni cocked her head a smidge—“I was trying to command my quilt. I’m still trying to make fabric move.”

Silence. Moni stared. Several more grueling seconds passed. Would Anna’s attempt to change the subject work? 

“It will one day be second nature to you, Anna. Believe me. When you—or others—really need it, magic comes through.” Moni made her way to the stove, lit it, and put on the kettle. “Tea?” 

Anna shook her head. “If I do, Strudel won’t be the only one needing to potty tonight.” 

Moni removed the kettle and blew out the flame. “Good point. You’re a good thinker, my wonderful Anna.”

Anna shrugged. “I dunno about that.” 

Moni cast her a sideways glance. “You don’t know just how smart you are. How capable you are. And, sadly, how magical you are.”

Chills ran up Anna’s arms—but she crossed them, willing them to stop by rubbing them with her hands. She wasn’t eight years old like Elia. She shouldn’t let her Oma’s exaggerated compliments take hold of her like a childish dream or wish. She was turning sixteen in a month! Her new life—their new magical reality—forced her to grow up and be real. The truth of it was, she couldn’t even make fabric move again. 

“You’re just saying all that because you’re my Oma, but it’s nice of you, and I love you for it.”

“I say it because it’s true.” Moni stared awkwardly at the door and back at Anna again. “Now, if I go to bed, can I trust you not to sneak out into the dark?” 

It was said in such a way that it allowed Anna to giggle. “We’re in the Hidden City! What could possibly happen if I did?” 

“Your father can lose trust in me, not to mention your mom,” she answered, taking Anna by the waist and marching her up the stairs. “They asked me to watch over you, and that’s what I’m going to do. Until my last breath!”

Fine. Anna stomped her steps, quite a contrast to how she descended them earlier.

“Where were you going, anyway? And at such an ungodly hour?” Moni asked.

Anna bit her bottom lip as they crested the stairs. “I’d rather not say.” Anna cringed, letting her Oma see her confliction.

“Very well then.” Moni scuttled toward her parents’ room where she always stayed when watching her, but turned to face Anna before going inside and closing its door. “I know secrets can be important. I also know they can also fuel loneliness. Remember that.” She paused before closing her door.

Anna could hardly believe she would consider closing it after having just caught her trying to sneak out in the middle of the night. Didn’t her Oma know she could go right back downstairs and try sneaking out again? 

“But I can understand why you’d want to keep them,” Moni added. She started to close the door but yanked it open once more. “You’ve made good friends here, Anna. Important ties that can last beyond your lifetime.” She chuckled, more to herself, it seemed. “Night, Anna Dear.” She winked and shut the door.

What was that about? Standing alone on the landing, Anna glanced at the stairs that led to the front door. Should she go? Hesitancy—no, it was guilt—kept her feet rooted. Her Oma rattling on about her parents trusting that she’d watch their daughter hit Anna straight between the eyes as she gazed down the steps and considered going downstairs again.

She didn’t want to disappoint her parents.

Or her Oma.

Oma trusts me; that’s why she closed the door and left me alone. She knows I could sneak out if I wanted.

But sneaking out would jeopardize her Oma’s trust. How many times did her Oma and mother tell her that character is how one acts when no one’s watching?

Anna let out a sigh as she went into her room. One of the lumps amidst the blankets was her dog, and through the parted drapes, a navy sky shrouded the outline of ​Nürnberg Castle, perched atop its cliffs. Further up the street, upon the castle grounds, lights in the Stables were probably still spilling from its windows as Walter Schwartz and other Council members contemplated what had happened there.

So much for spying on them tonight. Anna wouldn’t do anything to get her Oma into trouble with her folks—or betray her trust. 

But when morning came, all bets were off. She’d set out early to spy on the Guild meeting Tobias told her about, and lie about what she was up to if her Oma asked where she was going.
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Chapter 2
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ANNA CREPT DOWN the stairs, her Rucksack bulging thanks to the invisibility cloak stuffed inside. Instead of finding her Oma, she found a note at the kitchen table: 


My Dear Anna, 

Had to leave early.



That was an understatement. Anna had run into her at two in the morning, and here it was shortly before 5 a.m.—and she had already started her day?

Poor Oma! She didn’t get much more than a couple hours sleep! Anna continued reading her Oma’s note:


There’s oatmeal on the stove – it should still be warm!

Love,

Oma



Anna found the promised meal inside a pot, and upon removing the lid, a plume of steam smelling of cinnamon and apple hit her face. She grabbed the wooden spoon to indulge in a taste when Strudel pranced more insistently by the front door. 

“Okay, Strudel,” Anna said, disappointed. It was best she got a move on anyway.

She waited on the front stoop as the dog grazed their tiny front yard with curious sniffs, no telling how long it would take the dog to complete her morning routine. Luckily, Strudel found a place to squat and followed Anna back inside. 

“Sorry, I have to leave, and you can’t come.” She took a hurried mouthful of the delicious oatmeal, left a serving of kibble for the dog, then headed back outside after initiating the cloak. 

“Anna?” Sophie’s voice—and the sound of footsteps next to her—made her stop in her tracks. “Anna, where are you?” 

So, Tobias sent Sophie a message as well. “I’m here,” Anna said, holding out her hand just in time to keep Sophie from passing by. “What coat are you wearing?” 

“It’s new,” Sophie said. “I don’t think Oma even noticed that I took it; she has so many stacked up in reserves all over the place.” Holding hands, they jogged up the street. “I thought I was late—Opa left the house when I wanted to. I had to wait until he was gone before I could head out!” 

Anna quickened their pace. “Let’s hurry. We should get there right on time.” 

The gas streetlamps and sun cracking over the horizon lit their way. Clear skies promised decent weather, but the chill left Anna mourning summer’s end.

“I wonder if this is about Liam,” Sophie said.

“It’s something to do with EchoMaster Blumengartner disappearing from the Stables. Didn’t you read Tobias’s note?” Anna replied.

“What?” Surprise riddled Sophie’s voice, and Anna wondered whether Tobias hadn’t relayed as much—or maybe he hadn’t sent her a bird messenger at all? 

Anna stopped, facing Sophie despite being invisible. “What are you sneaking to the castle for?”

“An emergency Guild meeting they wanted Opa to go to, that I wanted—wait a minute!” Realization coated Sophie’s words. “Tobias sent you a message about it, and not me? Liam’s my brother!”

Anna pulled her into a light jog to continue their hurried trek toward the castle. “You know Tobias always tells me about meetings. And I don’t think this is about Liam. Something happened at the Stables.” 

“Then why would they ask Opa to show up?” 

“Because he’s a Builder, Soph, and Builders obviously have amazing magical powers. You know they rely on him for all sorts of things.” 

“Kinda like Tobias relies on you to sneak in on all these interesting meetings!” Sophie’s sarcasm came through loud and clear, but at the same time, Anna couldn’t help but feel frustrated over Sophie’s narrow perspective. Why did she always think everything the Guild dealt with had to do with Liam?”

“Soph, the Guild’s got a lot goin’ on. The Legion is on the rise, and now something happened at the Stables that sounds like quite a mystery.”

Sophie harrumphed, but Anna ignored her, stopping short at the end of the Old Town city block as three adults made their way up the brick slope leading to the castle.

“Council members,” Sophie whispered.

The adults spoke between themselves as they made their way toward the castle. Anna recognized one of them: Marcel Heigl, a younger, newly-elected Council member who hung out with Reuben Büchholtz a lot. He was a chimney repairman also trained as a magical Chimney Sweep like Opa Walt. The other two were Council New Elects as well.

Once clear, Anna tugged Sophie’s hand and resumed their walk up the ramp and to the castle courtyard. Light shined down on them from the tall and narrow, second-story library windows.

The Guild always held their meetings in the library; that morning was no exception. The girls slipped inside, beyond a wide and heavy, hinged door. Candle-lit lanterns mounted to the walls lined the hall and spooky flickers from their flames teased them from every corner. The girls scuttled upstairs, their passing causing mysterious shadows to dance along with them.

Voices escaped the library through its propped-open doors. The girls darted inside, tiptoeing along the checkout counter and everyone seated at tables, waiting for the meeting to start.

Huge iron chandeliers designed with circular loops hung overhead, holding dozens of pillar candles. Anna always wondered how they didn’t drip wax on their heads or onto the floor. And somehow, this archaic method was always enough to bathe the room with light.

Walter Schwartz’s voice called out his welcome and quieted the room. He stood behind a podium with a green, glass lampshade. At the back of the room, Bruno Neumann, the Scribe, took roll of those in attendance. His pen soared back and forth between him and where they sat at tables, the pen bobbing up and down over each person’s head before soaring back to his tablet to scribble the names. One of the Guild’s New Elects stood next to him and wrote on her own tablet. Frau Raumhaus was the mother of one of Anna’s newest friends, Mia, whose parents ran a paper mill. When Herr Neumann’s pen dove at the woman’s tablet, brushed her hand away, and scribbled on the paper itself, Frau Raumhaus glared at her mentor.

Sophie snickered. Anna clamped her cousin’s mouth with her palm—the last thing they needed was to get caught!

Spying on Guild meetings was the one sure way they could monitor whether the Guild was on to them and their secret, magical training. Although they were there for another reason that morning, they couldn’t get caught and blow their cover.

Suddenly the Scribe’s pen soared toward the check-out counter and stopped where Anna and Sophie were standing. Anna swallowed hard and swore she sensed Sophie do the same. Had the pen discovered them? The pen hung in midair wasn’t dipping down to count their heads like it did with people seated around the tables... 

A sharp-pitched whistle echoed through the room when Herr Neumann beckoned the pen to return. When it didn’t respond, the Scribe let out another piercing whistle. People around them plugged their ears and shot him cold stares as the pen finally returned to its master. 

Anna exhaled and sank to the floor with Sophie. They’d stay right there; she didn’t dare move and risk attracting the pen’s sensors again. 

The library doors swung closed after Anna caught sight of Opa Fritz whisking his hand in the air. He sat back down at his table, alongside her Opa, Otto Kraus, and the resident Pottery Echo, Frau Birkhoffer.

A lot of Echos were in attendance—unusual for most Guild meetings that were typically only attended by living Guild members. Anna surveyed the apparitions, most of them quietly hovering at the edges of the room. Each looked concerned, if not worried. Again, unusual. Anna was used to seeing them happily showing off their trades and how to imbue their creations with TradeMagic.

“Last night in the Stables, Fritz Schenk and Hannelore Birkhoffer witnessed a disruption with the rift,” Walter Schwartz announced, getting the meeting started. 

Rift?

“EchoMaster Horace Blumengartner disappeared within its flashing matter. He hasn’t been seen since. The phenomenon left the rift larger than it was before.” 

People whispered between their seats and tables. Sophie squeezed Anna’s hand. This thing they called a “rift” led Anna to wonder if it was a coincidence that, in the very same booth Gem Cutter Blumengartner worked, she’d witnessed something strange happen earlier that summer. She’d seen a mysterious kind of static, flashing in mid-air as well as across Blumengartner’s chest. The strange occurrence made him drop his headgear and a gem he was fashioning. When she’d asked him about it, he’d denied that anything was wrong, but to that day, Anna knew what she saw.

“Where did he go?” Frau Raumhaus asked. Herr Neumann covered his face with his hands, as if a Scribe making comment during a meeting was against the rules.

Herr Schwartz said, “We don’t know. All we do know is that he is no longer anywhere within the Hidden City.”

Gasps filled the room. The events sounded scary, but Anna couldn’t quite understand the type of shock she sensed from everyone around her.

“That’s not possible,” EchoMaster Gertrud Klammer, their school’s Librarian and Principal, called out. “EchoMasters are bound to the realm they create. We cannot exist anywhere but the realm of our manifestation!”

That explained their shock. So what did the EchoMaster’s disappearance mean?

Another familiar voice called out, “That’s right!” It was Manfred Weber, the Wheelwright who always stopped hammering in his Metalworks booth to greet her when she visited the Stables. “EchoMasters can’t leave, so what’s going on?”

“Good riddance!” Sophie whispered next to Anna. “He’s a grump and the Stables will be better without him!” 

Anna smashed her cousin’s mouth closed again. How foolish for her to speak when they had to stay hidden! If Sophie was the one in charge of spying on Guild meetings for their friends, she surely would have been found out by now!

Walter Schwartz waited for everyone’s shock to simmer. An older Guild member asked what Fritz Schenk and the Pottery Echo had seen, and Frau Birkhoffer had already begun answering his question. “After all the flashing, Horace was no longer in his workspace. We saw his face inside the rift! He looked terribly disturbed as the rift swallowed him up. It looked like he was screaming, but we couldn’t hear him!” The Echo glanced at Opa Fritz, and he nodded his support. Saying no more, Frau Birkhoffer ended her story with suspended tension by wringing her hands in her lap.

“I saw him reach for the rift’s edge, trying to cling to its opening like he didn’t want to be sucked inside,” Opa Fritz added. “Static flashed and swarmed all around him, overtaking him!”

Shivers worked their way up Anna’s spine. Overtaking him? Swallowing him up? That was different than what she’d seen that summer. She’d seen static cover part of the man’s chest, but nothing that made him vanish.

Opa Walt cleared his throat. “We unearthed our realm’s Super Conduit,” he continued. “We can still see Blumengartner’s conduit melded together with the others, but we cannot sense his mastery or magic in the piece anymore.”

The room was quiet before, but now the hush felt heavier. Ex-Council members wore grim expressions. Echos looked befuddled if not horrified. New Elects looked about inquisitively, if not with expressions of confusion. Anna related most to the latter.

“What does that mean?” New Elect Daniella Bauman asked. 

Dani was the Baker in town who baked the most amazing cheese Danishes, and there were always broken cookies and desserts she refused to sell but was happy to pass along to kids in the neighborhood. Anna swore she’d hug her extra tight the next time she handed out treats, to thank her for asking the very question that was burning inside her too. 

“I don’t know anything about Super Conduits,” Dani went on. Me either, Anna wanted to say. “What does this mean?”

“It means his portion of magical powers binding the Super Conduit is no longer there,” Walter answered. “The absence of his magic impacts the stability of the realm more so now than ever. I’m afraid to report that the stability of our realm is at greater peril than we previously thought.”

Again, murmurings traveled between those seated at the tables. Opa Walt didn’t let that keep him from speaking further. “Since this incident left the rift larger, we don’t want to take any chances. A protective barrier has been built around the anomaly. The Stables are off-limits, especially for any Echos.”

So that thing I saw in the Gem Cutter’s booth is what’s making our realm weak—and now it’s making Echos disappear! Anna realized she was covering her own mouth to contain her shock.

Sophie gripped Anna’s other hand so hard she grimaced. Her cousin didn’t need to say anything to let Anna know she was shocked as well—maybe even scared.

A man rose his hand. “If you’re right about the EchoMaster exiting the realm through the rift, isn’t there a possibility something—or someone—can enter our realm much in the same way?” 

His question left Anna gaping. Could a weakened realm only be half the problem? Her Opa headed the team in charge of finding a solution for the breach, and they hadn’t figured out how yet. Now it sounded like they had to come up with a solution quick or things might get even more out of hand!

Just how safe were they? Hiding out in the Hidden City was the only way for all of them to stay out of the Legion’s grasp. Now their refuge seemed at risk!

“There’s further news about last night’s incident,” Walter Schwartz spoke again, his tone even more foreboding. “Artur Reinwald was trained in Blumengartner’s direct line of apprenticeship. We asked him to craft a gem for us”—his voice drifted off, and Anna knew that whatever he said next wasn’t going to be good—“but the gem doesn’t have any magic.”

Anna caught sight of Artur Reinwald sitting at a table in the distance, looking down at his lap as if somehow ashamed.

“Does this mean that if an EchoMaster vanishes through the rift, all his magic leaves with him? Including magic that was passed on to his pupils?” This time it was her life-long family friend, Brewer Reuben Büchholtz, asking the question.

No, this doesn’t sound good at all!

“Our Unterrichten must shed light on this issue,” Scribe Raumhaus suggested. “They contain our history and an abundance of training references. All things TradeMagic. There must be something about dangers that could threaten a realm’s stability. About repairing damage to Super Conduits!” 

Anna’s gazed over her shoulder at intricately carved mahogany shelves laden with Unterrichten. These volumes were only the ones they—Hidden City inhabitants—had access too. The boxy, glowing magical texts contained holographic-like training inside them. Anna remembered how empty the shelves were when they first arrived at the Hidden City and helped Frau Klammer set up the library. Now, most of the empty gaps were filled.

Glowing like Echos themselves, they opened in a sort of page-layered display, then projected memories of hands-on, trade work as if on a little mini stage. Anna loved studying them. Their visual display actually made learning fun.

But then there was the private Guild Council library. Anna peered down one of the rows, to the far end of the room where the Council-related texts and Unterrichten were housed. These contained details about how to run the Guild, from its history to its laws, customs, and procedures. She hoped Frau Raumhaus was right; maybe the answers they needed were written somewhere and all they had to do was find them.

But she heard there were hundreds if not thousands of them, and it took a large boardroom lined with high shelves to hold them all.

Opa Walt had been slow to answer. “Teams have been combing through them. We discovered a lot in the new Unterrichten generated by the conduits Gerda Winkler tracked down, but nothing about rifts or breaches, let alone how to fix such a thing,” Walter Schwartz said. Anna’s heart thumped at the thought of her mother helping with that quest. “They’ve shed light on important history and knowledge, but nothing about SuperConduits or things of this nature.”

Anna’s Opa nodded in agreement, his face more troubled than Anna cared to admit. He always had answers. He always knew what to do. However, that morning he looked dumbfounded. 

She didn’t much like that look on him.

Opa Walt straightened his shoulders in a show of resolve. “But you’re right, Frau Raumhaus. With any luck, we’ll find more ancient conduits that might reveal such knowledge.”

An Echo that Anna recognized as a Tanner rose from his seat. “What made the rift? It first appeared in Horace Blumengartner’s booth. Does that mean he created it?” The Echo glanced back and forth between several Echos next to him. “What if one of us create another rift by some sort of accident? How do we ever escape it to avoid disappearing?”

Anna’s eyes widened. Other Echos responded with mixed reaction: some looking more frightened, some put off as if the Tanner’s imagination were more a nuisance than something to seriously consider. Anna didn’t want other Echos to suffer the same fate as Echo Blumengartner. Most teachers at their school were Echos, plus no one needed to be a rocket scientist to understand that more EchoMasters disappearing and their SuperConduit getting weaker wasn’t a good thing.

“We have no reason to believe Horace Blumengartner created the rift, and Otto Kraus and his team have contained the only rift we’ve ever seen inside our realm. We will stand guard of it twenty-four seven. If the rift becomes active again, the Stables will be evacuated of what few occupants are inside. Arrangements are being made for Echos and TradeCrafters to set up workstations elsewhere within the castle grounds to work from instead.” 

The Echo put down his hand but didn’t look confident their plan would keep him and other Echos like him safe. Anna wasn’t convinced, either. 

“Speaking of standing guard twenty-four seven,” Herr Schwartz added with a forced grin. “Consider yourself warned. You may be asked to staff a shift.”

Anna was certain his statement was intended as a joke, but no one laughed.

Poor Opa Walt. She’d always known him as a fun-loving gentleman, but it had been a while since she had seen his jovial personality. Since arriving at the Hidden City, Anna had only seen him carry hints of seriousness in his eyes, especially since assuming the position of interim Guild Leader. Anna’s childhood memories of the man’s silly jokes and puns seemed long lost.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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SOPHIE TUGGED ON Anna’s sleeve but Anna wasn’t about to bail from the meeting now. “I’m hungry,” Sophie whined. 

Anna didn’t care. Hearing what her Opa and his friends wanted to share after the main meeting was going to be the good stuff. Without everyone else around to overhear, they might even talk about Liam.

The doors swung shut in Reuben Büchholtz’s face. Anna caught the tail end of Opa Fritz’s gestures that made the doors close when they did. “Come join us, Reuben,” Opa Fritz said.

The Brewer needed no convincing. He joined the others just as Opa Fritz folded his arms over his chest and directed a question to Walter Schwartz. “Why didn’t you have Echo Birkhoffer speak?” 

Opa Walt shifted his weight and pressed his lips together. “I didn’t want her story to cause more worry or trouble. We don’t need a bunch of speculation out there. I only want to share information we know is certain.”

“Now I’m intrigued,” Reuben said, staring at the Echo.

Frau Birkhoffer sat more erect in her seat. “I’m certain everything Horace shared with me is true,” she said, passing a stern glance in Opa Walt’s direction. “And I’m sure what he told me has everything to do with his disappearance!” Echo Birkhoffer began kneading her hands in her lap. “I’m telling you these bribery shenanigans are the reason for his disappearance!” 

Bribery shenanigans?

“How could something that presented itself way back when, decades ago, have anything to do with what happened tonight?” Opa Walt’s question—or was it a counter offense?—made no sense. Anna wrinkled her nose.

“Start at the beginning,” Reuben said, “for my benefit, please.” 

“He told me about times, back when he was a young man first employed as a Master Lapidary,” the Pottery Echo said, “of people coming around, interested in hiring him to do magical work.” Her wide eyes roamed their faces like she was telling them a ghost story around the campfire. “But he never accepted those offers; Horace Blumengartner remained true to his convictions and the Guild his entire life—perhaps grew even more dedicated to the Guild’s cause. He chose to become an EchoMaster, after all, just so that our last remaining realm could survive!” She glanced up into the tall cathedral ceiling beyond the chandeliers. “Where would we all be now if it weren’t for this place?”

Anna’s Opa folded his arms. “What’s this about bribery?”

“Come now,” she answered with a nervous giggle. “We all remember being warned, don’t you?” Anna’s Opa tugged at his waistcoat, but the Pottery Echo seemed unfazed by his apparent indignation. “The possibility of people out there, not affiliated with our Guild, hunting down our abilities. Using them for their own gain—or for purposes far more sinister than that! Jeopardize everything the Guild sacrificed to keep from happening again.” She sat straighter in her seat with a sort of new-found confidence. “I know you were around back in the day when we were trained in secret but were still cautioned to avoid offers. Such temptations. Such bribes!”

Her Opa only stared, as if stunned. Anna wasn’t used to seeing him speechless. Why didn’t he have anything to say about that?

Opa Fritz watched him carefully like she was, only he was spinning his flat cap in circles in his hands as he did. Opa Fritz only did that when he was anxious.

“He was bribed?” Reuben’s question called Anna back to attention. “What does that have to do with the rift or Blumengartner disappearing into it?”

Herr Schwartz patted his hands midair as if to calm them down. “As compelling it may be to speculate, hunches can be farfetched and make us stray way off target.”

“Not all that farfetched to me,” Echo Birkhoffer murmured under her breath, her hands wringing in her lap once again. “What if the bribe worked after all? You have to admit that would explain his disappearance.”

Reuben stood upright, his gaze landing on Otto Kraus and Walter Schwartz. 

“There are plenty of TradeCrafters who leave the Guild,” Herr Schwartz continued. “Plenty who defected to join the Legion. But never have I known their magic to simply disappear after they’ve left.” He looked at Fritz, his longtime friend.

“But what if a dead TradeCrafter changes allegiance?” Reuben asked. “What if their goodwill nature while they were once alive is somehow snuffed out and the being’s will shifts toward dark, evil things?” He shook his head. “Seems like maybe magic could back track and reverse like that.”

Anna bit her lip.

Opa Fritz’s twirling of his hat stopped. “But Horace denied the bribes. You said so yourself.”

“All I know is Horace Blumengartner was a good man!” Frau Birkhoffer exclaimed. “He denied the bribes to branch away from the Guild!” She lifted her chin in a way that reminded Anna so much of Sophie and how she stood up for Liam, convinced he hadn’t switched sides. “I think he was sucked into the rift unwillingly! Fritz, you saw how his expression changed from anger to fright! He wanted to get back into the Stables!”

“Which contradicts your hunch that bribes he’d received in his past life have anything to do with his disappearance now!” Herr Schwartz countered. It was the first time Anna ever heard the friendly Chimney Sweep yell. She leaned back on her knees and could swear she felt her cousin jerk with the same surprise.

“Discussions like this are helpful, but I must remind you this is all speculative,” Herr Schwartz continued, his calm voice returned. “We shouldn’t discuss unproven hunches with the masses. That is why I didn’t want Echo Birkhoffer to share her story today. I’d rather this discussion stay between us.”

“I suppose it’s probably not always a good idea to share everything in the name of transparency,” Reuben added.

Opa Walt exhaled a heavy breath. “I’ll encourage the Unterrichten Team to comb through all materials again in case something was missed. I’ll dedicate a second team to focus on the Unterrichten generated by the latest deposit of conduits,” he continued. “They belonged to age-old Council members who planned to become EchoMasters. They may contain information about realm creation. That includes SuperConduits.”

“I’ll join that team,” Anna’s Opa added.

The grownups rose to leave and they shuffled out of the room slowly. Soon, Anna and Sophie were alone.

“Hours before school starts. Reveal!” Sophie made herself reappear. She wadded up the navy trench before shoving it into her Rucksack. “I’m starved. Usually Oma fixes me breakfast, but she spent the night at your house.”

Anna headed for the doors after removing her own invisibility cloak. “There’s a pot of hot oatmeal at my house, and Strudel needs a longer pee break than the one she got her earlier.” 

Sophie followed her out of the library and down the stairs. End-of-summer sunlight greeted their escape into the courtyard in a noble attempt to ward of the morning chill.

“I can’t believe they didn’t mention anything about the Legion or their schools or something that has to do with Liam,” Sophie murmured as they went.

“Seriously, Soph,” Anna started but bit her bottom lip. “I agree it’d be nice to know what’s up with Liam, but you heard what’s going on. The Guild’s really got their hands full!” Why her cousin thought everything the Guild ever worried about had to do with her brother, she didn’t know.

“You gotta admit it’s weird not hearing from him, right?” Sophie asked. “And that we never hear anything about our supposed Onkel Gunter.”

Yes, that fact was weird. No one wanted to talk about him. Anna tried getting her Opa and Oma to tell her more about it, but all they’d say was that he wasn’t a very nice person. That her Opa parted ways with him early on once Opa could support himself, which was around the time he met Oma and married her.

Trying to get her Opa to tell her more about Gunter in recent months had always scratched some sort of sore spot. It was obvious to her and Sophie that Opa didn’t want to talk about it. There had to be some sibling rivalry; what little she’d learned said that her estranged uncle had wanted Opa to work for him rather than start out on his own as a Carpenter.

Their Oma was no further help. She’d murmured something about how it was “interesting” to find out that the man got himself involved with the Legion, then warned the girls to steer clear of the subject and drop it entirely.

“You’d think the Guild up and decided to move on without him,” Sophie continued.

“Who, Liam or Onkel Gunter?” Anna asked.

“Either! Both!” Sophie retorted. 

Anna did her best to hide her eyeroll by peering into shop windows as they passed through Old Town, but Sophie grabbed her elbow. “You’re acting like you’ve moved on, Anna!”

Anna stopped dead in her tracks. “What else are we supposed to do, whine and cry all day because Liam ran away?” Sophie’s face fell, and Anna instantly felt horrible for being so harsh. “Look, Soph—”

“Don’t ‘look Soph’ or ‘seriously Soph’ me! You say that whenever you want me to stop talking!” She stomped down the road toward home.

“Soph!” Anna said, chasing after her. Once alongside, Anna continued, “I’m not your enemy. I’m upset Liam ran away too, but what can I do about it? What can any of us do about it? I’m sure the Guild doesn’t like it either, but what do you expect?”

“That they keep looking for him.”

“Everyone knows where he is. No one needs to look for him.”

“Maybe Liam’s happy there,” she pouted. “Maybe this Onkel Gunter is nice to him and now Liam has all the family he needs!”

Sophie quickened her pace again. Was it because Sophie wanted to be alone, or was she just trying to lose Anna? Stubbornness took over and Anna raced alongside her, the girls now competing who could get to the house first.

As soon as they reached the door to Anna’s townhouse, they trampled up the cement steps and Sophie let herself inside.  Anna barged right in after her, ignoring Strudel’s welcoming jumps and excited tail wags. 

Sophie had found the pot of oatmeal, removed the lid, and peered inside. “It’s cold.”

Any other time, Anna would’ve assumed Sophie meant she was being cold, not the temperature of the food. “We’ll heat it up.”

Sophie sighed, motioning at the ancient gas range. “I don’t know how to light one of these things.”

Anna handed Sophie Strudel’s leash and pointed at the door. “I’ll worry about the food; you take Strudel out.”

Sophie stood there for a long moment as if not able to comprehend how to hook the leash to Strudel’s collar. The dog whined and pranced on the hardwood floor, urgency in her tail wag.

“Take her before she pees on your shoes,” Anna said.

Sophie headed for the door but not without grumbling under her breath. “I’d just feel better if I heard some news is all.”

Anna nodded but left it at that. How many days in a row, for months now, had she listened to Sophie go on and on about her brother being gone and no one doing anything to get him back? Her patience was wearing thin, and it had nothing to do with being insensitive or not caring, as Sophie always accused her of.

Liam ran away, landed himself in a Legion school, and wanted to stay there. He refused to come home when her mom and Frau Winkler went after him to break him out of the hidden realm campus. When would Sophie accept the truth?

Anna grabbed a matchstick and lit the burner’s flame. “One bowl of Oma’s yummy oatmeal coming up!” she called. “But only after you let the dog out.”

Sophie disappeared out the front door, dog in tow. Anna stirred the oats. The flame, roaring under the pot, soon caused steam bubbles to pop through the cereal and send plumes of cinnamon apple goodness into the air. This’ll get Sophie’s mind off things and make her feel better. 

Knowing her Oma, that was exactly the type of magic she’d put into the meal.
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LIAM KRAUS BROKE into a sprint, trying to get to class before the bell rang. He’d wasted his entire morning waiting outside the dormitories where he’d ask Samantha Schwartz to meet, only for her to not show up.

Again.

His requests going ignored ticked him off. They had a deal and, as far as he was concerned, she wasn’t living up to her end of it.

He had yet to learn how the Legion planned to take down the Guild’s Hidden City—an impending reality that left him feeling worried and twisted, agonizing over the wellbeing of his family and friends, not to mention how he could possibly be of any help to Gerda Winkler if he didn’t manage to uncover something worthy of relaying to her beforehand.

Samantha must know something! That would explain why she keeps ignoring me!

Liam dashed inside the Construction and Engineering Building as he cursed Samantha’s name. His so-called ally wasn’t working with him at all, and he feared being taken for a fool. 

He raced through the locker-lined hall for the classroom, its door ajar. Relief came over him as he made it inside before the bell rang; Frau Flugblatt was not a teacher who took kindly to tardy students. The last thing he wanted was for her to come unglued with him in front of the entire class. 

Liam settled in in seat, catching his breath after his hustling. Several friends—if he dared call them that—glanced over and gave him their “Dude, you almost didn’t make it” looks. But before Liam had a chance to give any kind of response, classmates and so-called friends, Ludwig Streicher and Martino Ghorbani, turned their attention to the front of the class.

He would’ve liked to tell them to mind their own friggin business and maybe even have shown them the finger.

Frau Flugblatt clapped her hands for their attention. The efforts made her thick layers of beaded necklaces click and clank together. “Guten Morgen!” she said through her fuchsia, lip-sticked mouth surrounded by wrinkles.

Students chorused “Guten Morgen” like robots.

“Homework assignments! Now!” she ordered, clapping her hands together one more time with a certain air of definitive completion.

Liam dug inside his Rucksack to pull out his homework. He’d spent hours finishing it the night before and was, dare he think it, proud of completing it all. Whether he’d receive a decent grade or not was beside the point.

The papers ripped from his hands and soared through the air toward a metal bin at the end of his row. It traveled from row to row, yanking homework from students’ hands until it brimmed with everyone’s assignment and, eventually, flew to the teacher’s desk. Somehow the loose sheets never wafted overboard during their airborne delivery.

“Fräulein Schwartz! How nice of you to join us when it was a convenient time for you,” Flugblatt bellowed. Heads spun around, eager to see the unlucky student who had the audacity to show up late.

Shareece Schwartz. She looked mortified and quickly scampered over deposited Rucksacks and discarded coats to take the only remaining seat in the back row next to Liam. Martino spun around again, lifting his eyebrows up and down. Why Martino and the other guys in their group thought Liam had a crush on her, he didn’t know.

“Detention, Fräulein Schwartz,” their teacher called out. “Turn your homework in after school. Your paper will be considered late and I will mark it down such.”

“Yes, Frau Flugblatt,” Shareece answered. 

Giggles rippled across the room as Shareece took the seat next to Liam. She leaned over to set her Rucksack on the floor and whispered, “My mom will meet you after morning classes, behind the cafeteria by the dumpsters.” She sat upright in her seat as Flugblatt’s shrill voice cut through the room.

“We’ll begin with literature and finish with history!” Students groaned and Liam did as well. He hated literature and history in the morning—or any time, really. “We will break in two hours.”

“But I have to go to the bathroom,” a boy on the other side of the room complained. 

“You should have peed, picked your nose, farted and done whatever you needed to do on your time, not mine!” Flugblatt retorted.

She faced the chalkboard, sending her strands of pearls and large beaded necklaces swinging and clanking some more. Her hand pointed at a piece of chalk and it began tapping and scratching the title and author of a book as well as:

Graded discussion - due Wednesday

Essay, 5 pages - due Friday

Liam swore under his breath. Two days to read a whole book? Oh, how he hated reading. He was slow at it, and he found it impossible to concentrate without getting distracted. He needed quiet surroundings to get the reading done, so he’d have to lock himself away in his small, cinderblock dorm room like a prisoner in cell.

For hours.

Why couldn’t he just become a full-time Apprentice to his uncle? Gunter Kraus was teaching him everything he could ever want to know to be a successful—and magical—Tile Setter and Roofer. As if he’d need literary knowledge to tile a bathroom!

The chalk etched a list of three essay topics to choose from. Each seemed equally boring. Students moaned and Liam joined in, then played Eenie, meenie, miney, moe to narrow down his choices.

“That will complete our literature lesson. That didn’t take long, did it? On to our next subject. Ladies and gentlemen, open your history books to chapter eight!” 

Her necklaces went flying again, rattling against her bosom while seating herself at the desk and opening a copy of the text book. 

Liam groaned. Unmotivated, his attention already started to drift. His gaze roamed the room’s drab gray ceiling, then the gray sky visible through the windows. The air suddenly felt warm and stagnant, and he yawned.

It was going to be a boring morning session, especially since he knew Samantha Schwartz was available to meet with him after class.

There was so much he wanted to talk about—or rather, what he wanted Samantha to talk about: what the Legion planned to do to take down the Guild’s Hidden City. He had a hunch their magical pursuits over at the Time Mastery School and their ominous venture creating a Time Machine had something to do with it. He’d voiced that opinion early on in his and Samantha’s partnership, a hunch she didn’t deny. Dammit, he wanted her to tell him just how the Time Machine worked and just how Time Magic played into the Legion’s strategy!

When was the Legion planning to attack? Could he—or she—somehow warn the Guild beforehand? Wouldn’t she want to give the Guild a chance to ward off an attack and preserve their Hidden City so Shareece would benefit from living in their magical sanctuary? It was the perfect way for Samantha to earn Guild favor. Make it more likely that they accept Shareece as she sought out this sort of asylum for her daughter.

That was his end of the bargain: to escort her there when he left. 

Shareece continued writing notes. As she flipped to a second page, Liam wondered if he had missed important points that maybe he, too, should’ve written down.

He hadn’t even been listening.

While tempted to study Shareece’s notes and copy them, he forced himself not to. He already felt guilty for using Shareece to get her mom to agree to meet with him. He’d been bugging Shareece to help for days—and now it seemed she had come through.

He owed her one.

And he’d get his chance to pay her back when he brought her to a much better place to live. Only once did Shareece tell him she’d miss her mom when it was time to go. She even admitted to missing her step brother, Nikko, even though they had nothing in common. She’d miss this school, the only home she’d ever known.

But she also admitted life might be nice outside Legion influence and control.

That short conversation was months ago, and they never spoke of it again.

Nor did he ever want to.

It was hard acting like he was looking forward to going back. Sure, he’d be happy to see his family and friends again, but what of his TradeMagic education?

There was more he could learn here about TradeMagic. And there was lots more he felt he needed to learn about the Legion before he’d be in any kind of help to Gerda Winkler—or the Guild.
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Chapter 5
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ANNA AND SOPHIE TOLD their friends everything they overheard at the Guild meeting, as well as the private discussion that followed between their Opa and the small group that included Opa Walt, Opa Fritz, Reuben, Frau Klammer, and Echo Birkhoffer.

Their friends didn’t interrupt, hooked by all the incredible news and especially the juicy gossip about suspected bribes and changes of allegiance.

Once finished, the two girls looked at one another as if searching for anything they might’ve missed. Anna hadn’t expected their brief pause to usher in so many expressions of surprise—and far-fetched ideas. Over all their voices, she heard assumptions about portals and doorways, that Echos would disappear and all their magic would as well, and that the rift would continue to get bigger and bigger until it severed the magical hold of the realm and left them all stranded in the real world.

Their imaginations didn’t stop there. Some blamed the grouchy old EchoMaster himself for making the rift a bigger problem, in some sort of plot to leave the Guild in dire straits—that this rouse was just what the Legion needed to win.

Their voices raised, everyone trying to imagine a worse fate than the other. Anna watched as Elia covered her ears and closed her eyes. Anna curls swung back and forth as she waved her hands between everyone, trying to bring everyone’s snowballing ideas to stop. Not only that, but their excitement was drawing other students’ attention as they arrived in the courtyard for another day of school.

What might they overhear? The last thing they needed was for other kids to freak out. Word about things would travel fast, and Anna had no doubt that the Guild would quickly catch on. They’d surely realize information from their private meeting had been leaked, and it wouldn’t take long for them to assume that kids were the ones to spread the stories—and rumors. 

Even kids up in the second-story, open-air walkway glanced down at them as they passed, wonder in their expressions about what it was that Anna’s friends were talking about and that made them all so excited.

“Shush!” Anna said for the umpteenth time. To her surprise, a few of her friends heeded her warning. Tobias glanced nervously over their shoulders and told the others to quiet their discussions as well.

“You guys are totally missing the point of it all!” Sophie interjected. Finally, someone on Anna’s side to help get everyone to calm down! “They said absolutely nothing about the Legion, their schools, or what might be going on for Liam!”

Wait, what?

Tobias gaped at Sophie as well, giving Anna just the motivation she needed to set her cousin straight. “For God’s sake, Sophie! How many times do I have to tell you that the Guild has a lot of other problems than to worry about a runaway teenage boy?”

Sophie sucked in a shaky breath and started crying into both hands.

For gosh sakes! There she goes overreacting again—

Jakob draped an arm over her, concern written all over his face. Vendy handed Sophie a tissue. Even Elia cast an evil glare in Anna’s direction, setting her hands on her hips as she said, “You made Sophie cry!”

“All I did was state a fact,” Anna countered, lifting her chin in the air. “I can’t help it if Sophie keeps making everything about Liam!”

Cringing, Tobias leaned over and whispered, “That’s probably not something you should actually say out loud for Sophie to hear.”

Anna marched toward the building. Why does Sophie always twist everything into being about Liam? She wasn’t about to put up with such ridiculousness—especially now, when so much was affecting their Hidden City home. If her friends wanted to coddle Sophie and dab at her never-ending flow of crying-like-a-baby tears, she’d let them. They literally had bigger problems!

Another kid making his way inside the building stood aside as Anna marched through the door he held open. Down the long stone hall she stomped, weaving in and out of kids who so rudely stood in her way.

To her dismay, she heard hurried footsteps trailing her.

Good God almighty, they’re following me? Anna spun around and faced Jakob, Max, and Elia. Tobias and Vendy stood behind with Sophie, Vendy still cooing about how everything was going to be all right with Liam. 

“You don’t know that!” Anna interjected.

“You’re so cold!” Sophie accused. “I can be upset about my brother. Why do you always make such a big deal when I’m sad about it?”

“I don’t make a big deal about anything,” Anna said. “You make everything about your brother!”

“He’s missing and that is a big deal!” Sophie answered.

“Oh my God,” Anna said, shaking her head. “You need to stop obsessing about it. It only makes you upset! We have other things to worry about.” She roamed all her friends’ stares. “When you’re all done pampering Sophie and her feely feelings, come talk to me. We have to wrap our heads around everything we learned from the Guild meeting.” She turned on her heels, but not without yelling over her shoulder, “Don’t you dare follow me!”

––––––––
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Anna’s homeroom teacher, a Tailoring Echo named Gerhardt Meier, bid the class a good morning from the front of the room. “Let’s get right to it today,” he said.

Let’s, Anna thought. Anything to get my mind off things. Paying attention in class would be a welcomed distraction.

“I have an important announcement,” he continued. “Until further notice, the Stables are closed and off-limits.”

Kids in class glanced about, bewilderment in their stares and mutterings. Anna realized she didn’t look as surprised as one should be if hearing the news for the first time, so she faked an expression and repeated, “Why?” along with everyone else.

“The Guild wants to keep the building safe and secure while they tend to some necessary renovations,” their teacher explained.

It amazed Anna how truthful the Echo was being while also managing not to divulge a single thing about the rift and the chaos it had caused a handful of hours ago.

“I know what you’re all thinking,” he added with a smile. “Where will you practice your trades? No worries! We’re making arrangements for students to be able to practice their TradeCrafts in your classrooms. Until these temporary work areas are set up, I’m afraid you’ll have to do work at home or perhaps in some of our fine business establishments throughout our Hidden City, if businesspeople have the space and patience to have you.”

He made his way around the room. Soles of his shoes scuffed atop the wood floor.

Unlike many of the other Echos in their realm, this one always seemed to “walk.” 

“And, speaking of off-limits, I’m sure you are all keenly aware of Guild rules prohibiting the use of devices you call telephones and, how do you say, mo bill phones?” the Echo continued.

Kids sitting at desks mumbled their displeasure about the mobile phone ban. “It’s a hassle, having to run over to people’s house just to talk to someone,” one boy quipped.

Echo Meier wandered down the boy’s aisle, his white collared shirt ironed with perfection under a buttoned vest layered beneath his tailored suit. “I imagine, in modern times, that must be of the upmost inconvenience,” he continued, a friendly sarcasm trailing his words along with an amused smile. “Consider it a healthy alternative to sitting on the settee during your free time all day, watching that thing you call television.”

“We don’t have those around here neither,” another kid muttered. Snickers erupted throughout the class. A hand rose and Echo Meier called on the girl who raised it.

“We call it cable nowadays, Herr Meier. Sir.”

“Nowadays. Right.” Echo Meier lifted his brows. It was apparent he was having fun with them, but he removed his smirk when he continued, “Remember that this rule about mo bill devices is for everyone’s protection.”

“It’s mobile,” another kid asserted from the back of the room. More giggles.

“Mobile. But more to the point, don’t think about breaking said rule. Violation will ban you and your family from the Hidden City.”

The class quieted. Anna knew of this rule. Their families had been warned before, many times after arriving. Apparently telephone and mobile phone use, inside or out of their realm, could be easily traced, just as use of the Internet. They always alluded that it was a sure way for the Legion to find them.

“These remain serious times. Protecting Guild members is impossible if anyone foolishly opens themselves to being discovered.” The teacher straightened when he reached the end of the row. “However, communication is important. That’s why we’ve decided to assign a school-wide homework assignment that will help us meet this need.”

Anna didn’t much enjoy hearing the phrase “homework,” but in this case, intrigue got the best of her. To announce such a project on the heels of announcing the Stables closure and reiterating reminders about a phone ban, Anna believed there had to be a connection. Tobias, sitting across the row from her, lifted his brows as their eyes met. 

“We will make our own communications devices. Magical ones,” Herr Meier announced.

Kids sat taller in their seats.

“The project will require a lot of effort and concentration, and we want to give every student as much time as possible to finish your work. Projects are due next week,” their teacher said.

Kids stirred in their seats, some of them mumbling that there wasn’t enough time, especially with the Stables off-limits.

“We’ll see to it that you get plenty time during the day in classes to get them done,” Echo Meier said. “Temporary work areas are being set up around the castle as we speak.” He began wandering down the aisles again. Anna kept her eyes locked on the glowing figure in his nineteenth-century suit. “You will each make a Telesphere. Your devices will allow you to communicate with one another much like your mo bill—mobile—telephones allow you to do. You will be able to keep in touch both inside and outside the Hidden City.”

Excitement raced through the room, and while this was intriguing, Anna didn’t want to get caught up in the fantasy of it. Why would the Echos spring such an assignment on them now? Could it have to do with the rift and the information the Guild shared with everyone that morning? Perhaps the Echos worried their realm couldn’t be repaired?

“They can’t be traced like phones?” Isaac Guertler asked after raising his hand and Herr Meier called on him.

“They cannot,” he answered. “Wonderful creations, Telespheres are. Traces of their magic will be left behind while used, but those traces can only be detected by the greatest of TradeMagic masters, and only in the spot where it has been used. The chance of detection—let alone tracing who uses the device—is zero.”

Tobias turned around in his seat, his face set with an impressed frown. Anna knew what he was thinking; he’d warned all their friends that the bird messengers he used left magical traces behind. These traces were like scents, easy to pick up on by anyone who had mastered the same resource used to make the item. “Or by a Chimney Sweep,” Tobias had added. “Master Chimney Sweeps can read anything!” That conversation had seemed so long ago...

“You will each make an item in the trade in which you are already involved and have experience. If you don’t yet have a trade, you will need to pick one. It’s best to pick the one you’re most interested in talented in,” their teacher continued, so it’s fueled with as much passion and willful intent as possible.”

“Are we magical enough to make these things work?” a boy asked without raising his hand.

“Minimal trade skill, hence magic, is actually required for a Telesphere to function,” their teacher said. “You will not be making these items alone. Echos and other TradeCrafters will be lending their crafted wares and magical powers to the cause.”

What was this about Echos and TradeCrafters contributing to their projects? That would mean there were some Guild members aware of making magical things with the kids. Were there some who supported the notion of kids learning magic? That would be a great change in direction!

Herr Meier called on Sophie when she shot an eager hand into the air and waved it around like something sticky wouldn’t let go. “What if some kids have no magic whatsoever?”

“Interesting question, Fräulein Kraus,” Echo Meier answered. “If students follow instructions and apply themselves the best they can, they’ll do fine. Grades will be based on magical ability and more so on effort. Students with strong magical skills will likely be able to produce connections with less static or interference, but I assure you, the device will work well enough for less magically-inclined students as well. Static won’t stop messages from getting through.”

Apprehension filled Anna’s chest: Static. 

The rift.

The reason for their assignment had to be because of the risk the anomaly caused. Maybe the thing was a bigger problem than Anna realized or than Opa Walt let on at the Guild meeting. At least the Echos must think so...

Her Opa had been scrambling with a team of Carpenters and Builders to fix whatever it was that was weakening their realm and could possibly cause it to collapse—now it seemed their problems were way worse. And, with the Legion at large, the real world was still too dangerous a place for them to be. Anna needed no convincing of that. 

This assignment was planned in case their realm was lost. Anna was sure of it!

But at least they’d have these things called—Telespheres, was it? At least, no matter where each of them would hide, they could call each other.

It was like their Echos wanted them to be prepared for that very scenario.

Herr Meier made his way back to the front of the class, where he grabbed a piece of chalk and began writing on the dusty blackboard. Scritch-scratchy, pecking sounds filled the room as he wrote:


Goodwill communication. May this creation be filled with the ability to channel it, carry it, hold it, relay it. Goodwill communication. May my creation connect to all my peers whose efforts contributed to this connection. Goodwill communication. May my creation always serve to keep us informed and in contact with one another. Goodwill communication. May everything be spoken and heard with truth and honesty through the magic placed herein.





Anna’s Oma and mother had taught her to speak instructions into the items they sewed together before, much in the very same way Echos had taught them to do at their school. But this verse seemed very specific. It made Anna believe she had to pay careful attention.

Notebook and pen ready, she concentrated on each word as she made sure to spell them with precision and while using her best penmanship. Writing them so carefully seemed to foster a deeper sense of everyone’s objectives to create the mysterious Telespheres.

Their teacher announced they would spend their time in class that morning copying his notes and practicing reading the verse aloud. “You’ll want to memorize these intentions for when you craft your wares. Clear intentions will make the magic that much stronger.”

Anna focused on her studies, thoughts of the rift, disappearing Echos, and tiffs with her cousin set aside.
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Chapter 6
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SAMANTHA SCHWARTZ STOOD alongside a dumpster, in view of Liam’s approach—as well as other students going to the cafeteria for lunch. Crews busied themselves in the distance on the soccer field. Liam had assumed her arrangements to meet behind the building was to prevent them from being seen together, so why did she bother standing out in the open like that?

Yet another example of how her actions didn’t align with what she said.

Liam’s neck muscles and jaw stiffened as he tried swallowing his bottled frustration.

She mouthed a cuss word when he approached. “You? You manipulated Shareece to get me to show up for you?” 

Was that what Shareece had done? He never would’ve guessed. Maybe he bugged her a little too much, a little too often. He hadn’t meant to put her in the middle.

Liam unloaded his heavy Rucksack, letting it thud against the ground. If Samantha had met with him regularly, kept him informed like she promised she would, it wouldn’t have come to this. He crossed his arms and glared at her.

Weeks. It had been weeks since she last spoke to him, and even then, she hadn’t had more information apart from what he already knew.

She let out a single chuckle that sounded more like a huff, clearly annoyed about being there. She folded her arms and perched her lips tight as she glared at him. “Well? What do you want?”

She’s too young to look so bitter, he thought of the forty-ish-year-old Chimney Sweep. She looked almost vampirish, with heavy makeup and in an ash-gray turtle neck under a black trench, as if being around ash and soot all the time made her love those doomsday hues even more. 

“Are you trying to let the powers that be see us talking?” Her icy stare landed on the corner of the Administration Building in the distance, where school officials resided and staffed offices within the Materials Mastery School’s hidden realm. Their location remained hidden from anyone’s window view from inside.

He felt scolded, like the time he snuck twenty Euro from his Opa’s wallet and Oma’s punishment was a torturous, shaming shake of her head that denounced how wrong his actions were. This time he lifted his chin. “I wouldn’t have to pester your daughter about when and where I might run into you if you’d give me regular updates.”

“I told you, when I learn something significant, I’ll let you know.”

Significant. Who put her in charge of what was significant? All he ever got from her was that the Legion was closer to launching an attack on the Guild. There had to be more! She had to be leaving out details, otherwise, why did she find it so difficult to meet with him? Even now she refused to look him in the eye. 

“I agreed to bring Shareece to the Guild,” he said, “but I owe you nothing if you don’t live up to your end of the bargain.”

She gaped, then glared at him. “I’ve been covering up your snooping around! That damned jacket of yours leaves breadcrumbs everywhere you go, you clueless little weasel!”

“You mean to say you’ve been cleaning up behind me like some mommy picking up a toddler’s socks and playthings?” he quipped. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and pretended to laugh as if he thought their conversation was funny. He didn’t. In fact, he was suddenly worried about how risky it was for him to sneak around their school realm. His hand felt the delicate, slender hourglass Frau Winkler had left him. It had been its magic that afforded him protection, hadn’t it? The hourglass was the reason his spying had gone unnoticed, right? Why else would sands keep moving from one side to the other?

Samantha was bluffing. She wasn’t doing a darned thing for him!

“You gave me your word,” she fired, surprising Liam with the very same look of desperation in her eyes that he’d seen months before when she cornered him into their surprising alliance.

Shareece.

Why would this powerful Legion member want her daughter to be in the care of the Guild?

“And you gave me yours,” he countered. But in the back of his mind he wondered, why was she so desperate? Liam had started contemplating why he would ever go. There was no way his Opa would ever take him under his wing like his Onkel, Gunter Kraus—or this magic school—had.

Samantha exhaled. “I don’t have any news. They haven’t told me anything,” she spat. Again, she looked away, in the direction of the Administration Building where her higher ups supposedly dictated things.

“You must have some idea,” he pressed. “Frau Brandt and Frau Bergmann use you for all sorts of missions; you said so yourself. You mean to tell me they don’t talk about anything worth sharing with me?” 

“There’s a lot more to the Legion than you think,” Samantha said through gritted teeth. “Things you should be thankful you don’t know, because if you did, you’d be dead.” She took a step closer and pointed her finger into his chest. “Thanks to me, I convinced people to meet at other locations, just so you wouldn’t be floating on that skateboard of yours outside the window to listen to it all!”

“So, you have been hiding things from me.” 

A stare down ensued. There had to be a way to bridge their alliance and create more trust. The only way he thought he could get close was to give Samantha what she wanted. “You’ve got to give me something. What don’t you want me hearing when snooping around here on my own? Look, I’ll keep my word and take Shareece with me when I go.” A short breath escaped Samantha’s lips that she tried to hide from him, but he wasn’t finished: “You’ve got to give me something. Now.”

She fidgeted and crossed her arms. “What do you want to know?”

“A couple things. First, why do you want Shareece to go the Guild ... or, should I say, not stay with the Legion?” 

“I’m not sharing personal information with you.” Samantha crossed her arms even more tightly and gave Liam an impatient expression. 

“Fine,” he lied. He couldn’t imagine what her reasons were. Whatever they were, they must be significant. “Answer me this then.” She couldn’t possibly deny him twice, not with his promise to deliver Shareece on the line. “I’m curious about the Legion’s use of Time Magic—”

“What do you want to know?”

“I want to see this Time Transport machine with my own eyes. Preferably while in use.”

“Unfortunately, that would be impossible. What do you want to know—”

“Unfortunately,” —he held his hand up to stop her from speaking— “there’s nothing you can tell me that will satisfy my curiosity, or keep me motivated to continue working with you.”

“You sniveling little rat,” she spat.

Checkmate. Her desperation for him to get Shareece out of there and safely delivered into Guild hands was the ace up his sleeve that Liam realized helped him play. He leaned in, enunciating each syllable. “I want to see it. Until I do, I refuse to keep my end of the bargain.”

Samantha literally snarled, and if Liam didn’t know better, spit when she faced the other direction. Then, almost unexpectedly, he saw her answer with a single nod.

His heart practically did a cartwheel, and he struggled to keep from smiling. Control. The best way to work with Samantha was to act like a bully who was in control.

Turned out he was learning a lot more than Contracting skills and magic at the Materials Mastery School ...

To keep himself from grinning, he concluded their conversation with one more thing. “I trust I won’t need to pester Shareece to arrange our next meeting, will I?”

He grabbed his Rucksack and left. She should’ve known better than to test his patience this way. His Onkel has been training him extra; little did she know she should worry about him losing interest in going back to the Guild! If she wanted her daughter to escape the Legion, she better do something to make his leaving worth it.

If he could discover more about the Time Travel machine and bring that knowledge to the Guild, Frau Winkler would consider him a hero. And Samantha? She’d consider him a hero as well, bringing Shareece to a place that he might just admit is a better place for her to live.

Question was: would it be better for him to go there as well?

Without being taught TradeMagic, he couldn’t convince himself that it was.
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Chapter 7
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SUNSHINE PEEKED INSIDE castle corridors, luring kids outdoors to eat their lunches. Anna wanted desperately to do the same, but when Tobias beckoned her to follow him down another flight of stairs, she obliged. There, the school had transformed a giant assembly room into a student dining area.

Long wooden tables that Anna always thought looked more suitable for a Viking feast stretched over the room’s decoratively tiled floor. The stone walls were covered with cracked, aged wainscoting. One side of the room hosted windows with views of the western horizon. Overhead, four-pronged candle fixtures hung from the ornamental plaster ceiling. Their wax tapers remained unlit. 

Anna’s friends unloaded their brown bags, happily going about their meal and opportunity to hang out together. Anna made her way over, hoping that maybe their earlier squabbles could be put behind them. She and Tobias took seats opposite each other. With most of the other kids outside, they had one of the tables all to themselves.

“Can you believe they assigned us a huge homework project when the Stables are off-limits?” Max was saying. “How and where are we gonna get our work done?”

He glanced over his shoulders, the nearest group of kids several feet away and busy in their own conversations.

“Makes me wonder,” Tobias said. “If Echos can disappear in it, can people?”

Elia dropped her sandwich. “My Opa works in the Stables all the time! I hope he’ll be okay!”

“My Opa constructed a barrier around the thing. Plus they’ll be monitoring it around the clock.” Anna wished she could offer more assurances. Elia didn’t seem to be convinced. 

“I’m gonna try to find out how serious Security is taking this,” Jakob piped in. “Might be interesting to gauge how serious they’re taking it.” His gaze traveled around the table. “I can usually gauge it by how stressed my mom is.”

“I bet they’re totally on high alert,” Max said. “What if something comes through it?” 

“Did they say anything during the Guild meeting about searching for the missing Gem Cutter?” Tobias asked. “If they can just get him back, maybe his magic will return to the SuperConduit and strengthen the realm again.”

The theory sounded good to Anna, but...

“They can’t get him back. He joined the Legion,” Sophie said as she munched, all too certain of herself, in Anna’s opinion.

“Yeah,” Jakob said. “He defected and changed alliances.”

“We don’t know that’s true,” Anna interjected. “You’re speculating from the Pottery Echo’s story. Remember, Opa Walt didn’t want everyone to hear what Echo Birkhoffer had to say, worried it might lead to people making wrong conclusions,” she said. Kinda like you’re doing right now, she was tempted to add, but thought better of it and simply cast a scornful glare in Sophie’s direction.

“We’re not speculating, we’re discussing what makes sense,” Sophie countered.

Anna’s stomach tightened. “Opa Walt said it himself. It’s not wise to speculate. It was an old story about something that happened a long time ago. Don’t let your imaginations run wild,” she said as she surveyed everyone’s faces. “Horace Blumengartner stayed true to the Guild until the end—” 

“When is the end if a person becomes an Echo?” Sophie cut in. “I wouldn’t put it past the Legion to steal one of our most powerful Echos, especially if it weakens magic that holds our Hidden City together.” 

Jakob nodded his agreement. So did Max, Vendy, and Tobias. They all heard rumors that the Legion wanted to attack them somehow. Destroy their realm so they wouldn’t have one anymore. But Sophie’s hunches seemed too farfetched. 

Elia, meanwhile, nuzzled closer to her brother. “Why doesn’t the Legion just leave us alone?” she murmured.

“It’s okay,” Max said, patting her on the shoulder. Anna appreciated Max’s care extended to his little sister, even noticing that he didn’t roll his eyes or make fun of her for being so skittish. “The Stables are off-limits, so you and everyone else around the Hidden City will be safe. Even Opa.”

The mention of Opa Fritz gave Anna a new idea. “Max,” she said, “I know the Stables are off-limits, but what if you and Elia pay your Opa a visit when it’s his turn to take a shift in the Stables? Maybe you could check things out.”

Elia looked even more frightened than she did before and Max looked conflicted. “My mom doesn’t like all the danger TradeMagic put us in,” he said. “She doesn’t like us hanging out with Opa and carving things with magic. If she finds out we went to see him plus went inside the Stables when there’s some dangerous rift in there, she’ll go ballistic!”

“I don’t want you two to get into any trouble with your mom,” Anna was quick to answer.

“We could go see Opa and not tell Mom,” Elia said. “We can say we went to the Bakery—which wouldn’t be lying if we go there after the Stables.”

The group gaped at her as did Anna. She didn’t realize her young little friend could be so sneaky!

“Elia, sometimes you can be very clever,” Max said. 

Elia lifted her head with pride. “And I’ve got another great idea!”

Max smirked. “Okay, Smarty Pants. What’s that?”

“I can make another toy horse—except maybe not a horse this time. I’m kinda tired of horses and I think I’d like to make a dog.”

Max groaned. “Tell us your idea already!” 

“I can make another toy to find the missing Echo. It can lead him back to us, just like my horse found Papa at the exhibit and found Max so he could come home. You said it yourself”—Elia looked at Tobias— “if they found the missing Echo, all our problems would be solved.”

Jakob gawked before muttering, “That’s an amazing idea.”

“It sure is!” Sophie agreed.

Elia pushed her shoulders back and wiggled them proudly, but Anna started shaking her head in protest.

“I say we do it!” Sophie said.

“What? No!” Anna countered. She had a horrible feeling about this. This was meddling where they ought not to—she was sure of it! “That could make the rift open wider! Maybe it’ll weaken our realm even more!”

“We might be able to figure out where the EchoMaster went and lead him back to our realm,” Jakob said as if he hadn’t even heard her. “Boy, that would really help Security!”

“Maybe even figure out where the rift leads to!” Sophie added, stirring robust enthusiasm from the others. 

“Are you guys serious?” Anna exclaimed. “Messing with the rift could make everything worse!”

Girls at the adjoining table looked over. She had spoken too loudly. 

Anna leaned into the table, whispering through gritted teeth, “Opa doesn’t know how to fix the realm or this opening, and now Blumengartner’s disappearance made it bigger! I’m pretty sure sending something through it, even a small toy horse, would make things worse.”

“Anna’s got a point,” Tobias interjected with trepidation.

Sophie lifted herself off her seat and leaned over the table. “What is it with you! Why can’t you be excited at the prospect of this?” 

“Prospect? Excited?” Anna leaned in. “Fiddling with a rift doesn’t sound exciting to me. It sounds dangerous—not to mention foolish!” The girls at the other table stared even more, obviously hoping to eavesdrop.

They probably already got an earful!

“If that Gem Cutter accepted a bribe from the Legion, then maybe that’s why he left the Hidden City!” Sophie’s whisper was like a hiss that Anna was certain reached ears throughout the room. Even Jakob was pulling Sophie back into her seat, encouraging her to hush. Sophie sat but continued whisper-hissing. “If the rift took him to the Legion’s side, that’s where Liam’s at and maybe a toy horse can reach him, too!”

Oh, brother! Why is she bringing Liam into this?

Her friends squirmed in their seats, Anna unsure if they thought Sophie’s hunch was insane or brilliant. Tobias turned to the other groups in the room and told them it was nothing but a squabble between cousins, but that if they wouldn’t mind, they should leave so they’d have privacy to work things out. It was a brilliant plea for diplomacy and she wondered why she hadn’t thought of clearing out the room like that herself.

When the room was clear, Vendy hesitantly said, “The rift ... leading to Liam? That might be a little bit of a stretch...”

Thank God someone other than herself was thinking sensibly! 

Nevertheless, Sophie banged her fists on the table. “If there’s a chance to find Liam, we have to take it!”

“At what expense?” Anna retorted. 

The anger in Sophie’s eyes shifted to desperation. “Expense? You think getting Liam back is an expense?” She shrank into her seat and started crying. “I just want Liam back, and if this is a way I can reach him, I want to at least try!” 

Sophie’s broken heartedness might’ve compelled Anna to offer empathy before, but not that day. The rift sounded dangerous and tinkering around with it didn’t seem like a wise choice. “That is the most outrageous thing I’ve ever heard! You’d put everyone here in danger just to see if your crazy hunch is true?”

“But Anna,” Jakob interjected, “it seems like a decent theory. The Guild did give up getting Liam back. I can understand why Soph would want to try.”

Anna shot Jacob an angry glare. Max grabbed her hand to pull her back into her seat. She hadn’t even realized she got up to face him. “This is all a hunch!” she continued. “With your family’s background in Security, I kinda expect you to know better.” She faced Sophie. “I knew you shouldn’t have come along to the meeting this morning. From the start you were hoping the meeting was going to be about your brother!” Anna faced the group. “If it were up to her to attend meetings and report on them, she’d have all of us running around fretting about Liam all the time!”

“Well, at least she wants to do something about the things we find out,” Jakob countered.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Anna asked. 

“Tobias tells you about meetings so you can keep us all informed, but that’s all you do,” he answered. “We have a chance to actually do something, and you don’t even want to talk about it.”

“Do something?” Anna looked about the room and held her hands out. “We’re studying at a secret magic school, right under the Guild’s noses. That is why Tobias sends me to meetings. That is why I go. To make sure the Guild isn’t onto us!”

Jakob slid from his seat and stood over her. “You know part of it has always been in hopes of finding out what the Legion’s up to. How the Guild is doing in our fight. Getting updates about Liam has always been our hope. Making sure no one’s on to our secret training is one thing, but now things have changed—”

“What changed?” Anna challenged.

“You! You changed!” Sophie spat. “You want to sit idly by when there’s a chance to find Liam!”

Anna ignored her. “What changed?” she challenged Jakob again.
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