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c h a p t e r 

O N E

June 28, 1914

Deep inside, Felix knew something was wrong. A pinch had 

settled in his gut from the first moment he and his father 

stepped off the train in Sarajevo. It was the same feeling he’d 

had before his grandfather died last year.

“Are we safe here, Papa?” he asked.

But his father didn’t answer. Instead, he was staring at a 

crowd that had gathered nearby. Felix arched his head in the 

same direction.

“Look there.” Papa pointed to the man at the center of the 

crowd. “Remember this moment always, my son. Be proud of 

our empire.”

Of course he was proud. Austria-Hungary was one of the 

largest and oldest empires in the world, and there, only meters 

away, was its future emperor.

Archduke Franz Ferdinand was square faced with brown 
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hair combed straight back and a wide mustache that turned up 

at the ends. He wore a high-collared light blue uniform dec-

orated with more medals than Felix had ever seen before in 

one place. His wife was just as elegant, wearing a pale brown 

traveling coat, with her brown hair, the same color as Felix’s 

mother had, swept up beneath a wide hat.

Papa leaned in close to Felix. “If our day begins with 

this much excitement, imagine how it may end! Shall we  

go now?”

The walk to their hotel would take less than an hour, 

though Felix was soon distracted by crowds of people lining the 

road, waiting for their own opportunity to see the Archduke 

and his wife.

The pinch in Felix’s gut returned. He looked over at his 

father. “No one looks happy to be here.”

Papa nodded. “They are not happy at all. They came to see 

their conqueror, not their future emperor.”

Felix already understood that. Sarajevo was the capital city 

of Bosnia, which the empire had annexed into its territory six 

years ago. Bosnia had not come willingly.

Mama had warned them to postpone the trip. “Bosnia is 

not a safe place these days,” she had said. “Sarajevo might be 

the most dangerous place in all of Europe right now!”

“The Archduke and his wife will be on the same train as 

us,” Papa had said. “Do you really think they would go to 

Sarajevo if it was not safe?”

But Mama was insistent. “There are a lot of angry people 
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in the area. The Black Hand will be in Sarajevo! You should 

not be there too.”

Those words replayed in Felix’s mind as they continued 

walking. He looked up at his father. “What is the Black Hand?”

Papa glanced around them, then said, “Austria-Hungary 

is the finest empire in all of Europe, are we not? Yet Bosnia 

was not happy to be brought into the empire. Even angrier is 

its neighbor, Serbia. And why? Because Serbia wanted Bosnia 

for itself, to build their own empire. The Black Hand is a small 

group of Serbians who want to take Bosnia away from us, at 

any cost.”

“Do you think they are here today?”

After a heavy sigh, Papa only said, “I did not think so 

before. But I do now. Come, let us hurry to our hotel.”

Yet within another minute, they heard the rising sound of 

motors. Felix turned to see a black limousine slowly headed 

toward them, the first in a long line of fine automobiles.

“There is the Archduke again!” Felix pushed through the 

crowd to get a better look. The top was down on the limousine 

and the Archduke and his wife were waving at the people as 

they drove past.

Papa pulled Felix away from the side of the road so they 

could continue walking, following along with the limousine. 

“The Archduke is not wise to be so public. They would be 

honored in Vienna or even in Lemberg, but nobody here is cele-

brating.” By that time, they had reached a bridge across a wide 

and shallow river.
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Felix climbed onto the ledge of the bridge, where he could 

have a better view of the limousine. How happy the Archduke 

and his wife looked, so different from those who stood beside 

the road to watch them. Did the Archduke know how unwel-

come his visit was? From where he sat, he couldn’t have heard 

the way the people on the streets spoke his name, with sharp 

voices that dissolved into angry conversations. But surely he 

saw their expressions, the stiff wave of their hands as if a pup-

pet master were lifting their arms on command.

That’s when Felix saw the man with the grenade.

He was in a rumpled suit and wore an old cap over a head 

of thick black hair. The man pushed through the crowd, pulled 

the pin, and threw it at the Archduke’s car.

The limousine driver must have seen the grenade too, for 

he sped up the car, although now the grenade headed directly 

for the Archduke. In one sharp, swift motion, the Archduke 

swatted it behind him just before it exploded.

The car that had been following the limousine was caught 

in the explosion. The force of the blast knocked Felix off his 

perch and he fell onto the bridge, even as others went running 

in all directions.

Papa gave Felix a quick glance before racing into the 

street to help those who had been injured. That’s where he 

needed to be; Felix understood that. His father was a reserve 

soldier in the army, one of the rare people of the Jewish faith 

with the rank of Sergeant. Of course he needed to help in  

any emergency. Yet Felix was trembling so much, he wished 
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Papa had run to him instead. Wasn’t he part of the emer-

gency too?

Felix was still on the ground when his father finally 

returned. He helped Felix stand and brushed him off, then 

asked, “Is your leg all right?”

Felix looked down at his pants, now with a wide hole 

revealing his badly scraped knee. Until now, he hadn’t even 

realized he was injured. He continued staring at it as he asked, 

“Where is the man who did this?”

Papa gestured to the river below the bridge. “He tried to 

jump in the water to escape, but as it’s only a few centimeters 

deep, it was easy for the authorities to capture him.”

“Was he part of the Black Hand?”

“He must have been, but he won’t be a problem for us any 

longer.”

Maybe. The pinch in Felix’s gut was worse than ever. He 

knew this wasn’t over and he wanted to say that, but Papa had 

never been wrong about anything before. So Felix nodded and 

quietly followed his father off the bridge.

Papa said, “We can be grateful that you are safe, that 

most of these people will be all right, and especially that the 

Archduke is safe. Can you imagine the consequences if that 

assassin had succeeded?”

Felix couldn’t imagine anything. What was the point of 

imagining when his mind was already too full of reality?

They continued along the street in the same direction as 

the Archduke’s car had gone after the explosion, Felix limping 

0i_392_9781338620931.indd   5 10/6/21   12:35 PM



6

now to protect his scraped knee. He wished they were walking 

back to the train station instead. All he wanted was to go home.

Papa pointed across the street at a delicatessen. “I will go 

in and buy us a couple of pastries. Then you’ll feel better.”

No, he wouldn’t. A few bites of burek didn’t matter, not 

after what he’d just seen.

“It will all be forgotten in time,” Papa said. “Our hotel is 

not much farther ahead. I’ll finish my business tomorrow, then 

we can take the next train back to Lemberg, all right?”

Felix nodded because that’s what he was supposed to do. 

But he didn’t want a pastry—he didn’t want anything except 

to go home.

“Do you think there are more assassins here?” he asked.

Papa only grunted, a quiet admission that yes, there had 

surely been more than one assassin. But he did say, “They  

had their chance, and that man failed. Besides, the Archduke 

and his wife are long gone by now.”

He went inside the delicatessen while Felix stood outside 

and tried to tell himself that his father was right, because his 

father was always right.

Yet even as he did, he heard a familiar sound of a motor 

and looked toward the street. His jaw fell open as he saw 

the Archduke’s black limousine driving toward him, headed 

back toward the bridge, where the grenade had exploded only  

an hour ago. Once again, the Archduke and his wife were  

in the back, still with the top down so they could wave at the 

people.

Papa hurried outside. He must have already seen the 
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limousine too, for he said to Felix, “Why would they come 

back here?”

The Archduke seemed to be wondering the same thing. He 

leaned forward and said something to the driver, who immedi-

ately turned onto a side road, stopping almost directly in front 

of Felix.

“There, see? He’s turning around.” Papa moved forward 

to hold the crowds back.

But Felix remained where he was, his eyes fixed on the roy-

als directly ahead of him. He was so intent on them, he almost 

ignored the sudden movement in the corner of his vision. 

Sunlight reflected from a glint of metal and Felix turned, see-

ing a man hurrying toward the vehicle. He was young with 

dark hair and a short mustache and wore a dark suit jacket. 

He crossed between Felix and the Archduke, so close now, he 

could reach out and touch the limousine.

Scream, Felix thought. Warn them! But the words froze in 

his throat and the fear flooding through him made it impossi-

ble to move.

The limousine driver began to back up, his attention 

focused on the road rather than on the crowd around them.

He didn’t see the man at the side of the limousine raise the 

gun in his hand. The man fired twice, killing the Archduke 

first and then his wife.

Horrified, Felix dropped to his knees. Papa and others in 

the crowd rushed at the man, but he had already pulled a vial 

of liquid from his mouth and swallowed its contents. If it was 

a poison he expected would kill him, then it did not seem to 
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work. He was visibly ill but on his feet when the crowd dragged 

him away.

Minutes passed, or maybe seconds or hours, Felix wasn’t 

sure. He only knew that at some point, his father pulled him 

back to his feet and told him to begin walking.

Somehow—Felix couldn’t quite remember the details—his 

father got him back to the train station. He was sitting alone 

on a bench on the train platform when he jumped, hearing a 

sound beside him, then felt Papa’s hand on his shoulder. “It’s 

all right. You’re all right.” He held up two tickets. “Wherever 

the next train goes, we’ll be on it.”

Felix shrugged. “Then let’s hope it does not go to Serbia.”

Papa smiled grimly, then sat beside him. “I know that was 

an awful thing to witness today, but you’re safe now.”

Felix nodded, but deep inside, he wondered if it was pos-

sible for his father to be wrong a second time in a single day. 

Was he truly safe?

“I should have warned them,” Felix said. He could have 

done it. He had known what was about to happen, almost 

before anyone else did.

But he hadn’t made a sound. He’d only stood there, help-

less, paralyzed with fear, watching everything happen in slow 

motion. If he had said something, anything at all, maybe 

he could have saved the man who would have been his next 

emperor.

“What happened back there wasn’t your fault,” Papa said. 

“You must not blame yourself.”
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Felix kicked at a pebble along the platform while mum-

bling, “The Archduke and his wife are dead, aren’t they?”

“Yes,” Papa answered. “And the entire world shall pay  

for it.”

Felix lowered his head. He should have warned them.
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