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Chapter One




I pierce the linen with my needle, sharp as a hawk’s talon, and slide the thread through the tiny space between the warp and weft. Slowly, a wing takes shape, spreading as wide as my thumb across the cream-colored cloth, and the fabric and thread in my hands transform into something new and useful: an embroidered handkerchief.

The Aschenbrandts’ parlor is full of young women, all of us holding onto the comfortable pattern of the sewing circle even as the other parts of our lives threaten to unravel. A few weeks ago, we could hear the rumble of artillery with the windows shut.

The front has moved further off from our city since then, and some of those who fled have returned, but we need the distraction of sewing for our hands and stories for our thoughts. It’s too much to always be thinking about what might happen next with the war.

This morning, Florina Hatt has been telling a tale about a peasant with three sons, each of whom went out to seek his fortune in the world and met an old man who offered them gold, silver, or the chance to learn an art. When Florina finishes, Petra Aschenbrandt lays down her pen and comes to me.

“Marie, I have something for you,” she says, leaning close to keep her words just between us.

I look up into her eyes, wide and blue and smudged with nights of restless sleep. I doubt my appearance is any better. The war has changed everyone in the city. We’re all hollow these days. Hollow-eyed, hollow-cheeked, hollow-hearted with missing the men who’ve gone away and missing meals as the supplies into the city grow scarcer.

I tuck my needle safely into the half-finished handkerchief. “What is it?”

“Step out with me,” Petra says.

Laying my needlework aside, I follow her from the parlor into the hall. She leads me to the drawing room. The space is wide and empty, with no party to fill it. The drapes are drawn, but the summer sun and heat seep in anyway, making the air thick and stifling. In the parlor, at least the windows were open for a bit of a breeze.

“Here,” Petra says, holding out a folded sheet of paper. “This is for you. I got a letter from Ernst, and it was enclosed.”

I recognize my name on the outside and my brother’s handwriting. It’s unsealed. “I didn’t read it,” Petra says as I take the letter from her.

From the gleam of curiosity in her eye, I can tell it’s the truth. Still, she suspects it must be something important, or she wouldn’t have called me away from the others to read it.

I open the paper and read the lines within. 




Carville has given Lang over to the von Kamptz side in an exchange of prisoners. He was worth a marshal, to everyone’s surprise. I know this news will hurt you, Marie, but don’t waste your tears for a spy.




A spy. Given over to von Kamptz. I stare and stare at the paper, but it doesn’t change its message. My brother has a very neat hand. The letters line up as orderly as soldiers on the parade ground, at complete odds with the chaos of the information they bear.

I knew Lang had lost Carville’s trust, but I never suspected that Carville would give him over to von Kamptz, especially once he knew the king was Lang’s uncle.

King Karl killed the rest of his sister’s sons. I don’t expect he will welcome his last nephew with a loving embrace.

Petra puts her hand on my arm. “Is it bad news, then?” she asks softly.

At her touch, I realize I’m shaking. My blood has run cold, even on this warm summer day. “Yes,” I say. “It is bad news.”

It’s a death sentence for Lang. And even worse, it’s not just that he’ll be killed, but that he’ll be killed by the very enemy he’s been working to exact his revenge upon.

“Do you want to sit down?” Petra asks.

I shake my head. I don’t want to sit. I want to fly straight to Lang and pull him away from danger—if it’s not already too late. “When did you receive this?” I ask.

“Yesterday,” she says. “I’m sorry, Marie. I thought it would be a message from your lieutenant.”

No wonder she had such a sparkle in her eye before. She thought she was giving me a love letter. “No,” I say. “It’s from Fritz.”

I take a breath and try to settle my thoughts. Ernst must not have written of Lang’s supposed betrayal to Petra, but in all likelihood, someone else in the regiment will find the news interesting enough to pass on. Fritz has made sure that the information reaches me quickly, but Petra is only the first of many who will ask me about it. There’s no point in dissembling.

“My lieutenant has been traded away to the emperor’s enemies,” I say.

Petra’s hands fly to her face and she gasps. “Oh no!” she says. “But why?”

“They think he was a spy,” I say. I know he didn’t betray the emperor’s cause, so the words aren’t too bitter in my mouth. The bitterness is in knowing that Lang wouldn’t have had to expose his connection to von Kamptz if it hadn’t been for me.

It’s bitter, too, for Fritz to call Lang a spy. He should know that Lang wanted nothing more than for the Grand Army to bring about King Karl’s downfall. I thought that Fritz saw Lang as a friend. Even after all that’s happened, they were still comrades at arms. How quickly people can change their ideas about each other.

Petra has recovered a little from the shock. “Oh,” she says softly. “I’m sorry, Marie. Truly, I am.”

She squeezes my arm, and I let her hug me. We’ve never been as close as I am with Trudy, but she is a friend. As she pulls me close, I resolve that one day I will tell her my story, my whole story. There’s not time today, though.

“Thank you for giving me the message,” I say. “I hope you’ll understand if I leave early today.”

“Of course,” Petra says. She hesitates, then asks, “Would you like me to fetch your things?”

I nod with relief. The thought of returning to the parlor with everyone else seems overwhelming right now. I need to concentrate on how I’m going to get to Lang.

Petra leaves me in the drawing room, and I sink down on one of the chairs.

I should never have left him—but I couldn’t stay with him in the spring. I didn’t know how to fly yet, and I needed the time over the summer to practice my skills.

Since the spring, I’ve become adept at using my wings and at traveling back and forth to the dream world. Neither skill will help me find Lang in a von Kamptz dungeon, though. I can only travel through the Kingdom of Dolls to a place that I can picture. I’ve never visited anywhere in King Karl’s realm, and I can’t hope to fly so far.

It’s an impossible situation, but I’ve found my way through more than one impossible situation before. I unfold Fritz’s note again. Don’t waste your tears for a spy.

On a second reading, it seems less callous and more like a message within the message. My brother knows me well. He knows I won’t sit around and weep, and I certainly won’t weep over Lang being a spy, for I know he’s not.

The letter was unsealed, even if it was hidden within Ernst’s letter to Petra. Petra might not have read it, but anyone else along the way could have. Fritz wouldn’t have written anything that would get him in trouble as well.

“Marie?”

I look up. Petra has returned, with my best friend Trudy at her side.

“I’ll walk home with you if you want,” Trudy offers.

I nod, then take my sewing bag from Petra and tuck it under my arm.

“I’m sorry,” Petra says again.

“It’s not your fault,” I say. “And I’d rather know, so thank you.”

Trudy follows me out. We stand under the shade of the apple tree beside the Aschenbrandts’ front door. “Petra told me they say Lieutenant Lang is a spy,” Trudy says. “But that can’t be true, can it?”

“Of course not,” I say.

Sudden, swift anger rolls through me. How dare Carville trade Lang away? He should have trusted in Lang’s loyalty. He would have, if I hadn’t gone into the camp and raised too many unanswerable questions. But I wasn’t a von Kamptz spy any more than Lang was. I don’t know if I care particularly for the emperor, but as long as he seeks to crush von Kamptz, I would do anything in my power to assist him and his army. 

But I’m only one woman, and even if the war has come uncomfortably close to my home, there’s little I can do to influence the general, let alone von Kamptz or the emperor.

“What are you going to do?” Trudy asks. “I know you’re going to do something.”

“Come with me out of the city,” I say. I don’t know yet what I’m going to do, but I can’t stay within the walls for another minute.








Chapter Two




Trudy and I walk together out the eastern gate. The guards give us the usual warnings about wandering beyond the city walls, but we all know that the front is far to the south now.

The most pressing dangers of the forest are the wild boars and bears, and the count’s hunting parties have already killed most of them. If we happen to find a boar who’s been crafty enough to elude the hunters, or a deserting soldier who’s made it away from the army without being scooped up and returned to the front—well, we’ve been warned.

As we head away from the city, we pass farm women and small goat carts going the other direction. The Grand Army has requisitioned the horses and the oxen from all the surrounding countryside.

If I hadn’t left my father’s gelding, transformed into a wooden toy by Lang’s magic, in the dream world, then he would’ve been taken by now. My father would’ve given him up gladly, but we live within the city and don’t miss the horse. For the farming families who’ve lost their livestock, though, I don’t know how they’ll work the fields. A goat can pull a cart, but not a plow.

Starvation in the coming winter seems a far larger threat than bandits or wild animals in the woods, and Trudy and I aren’t the only ones who’ve started going out into the forest to search for what might feed our families. I’m the only one who hunts with wings and talons, though, and Trudy is the only one who knows it.

She takes my hand in hers as we walk. “We’re almost to the trees,” she says.

Almost out of sight of the walls. Almost to where we’ll turn off the path and into the forest. Almost to a place where I can change my shape without anyone seeing it. I glance up at the sky, the deep flat blue that shimmers in the heat, as if it were some brightly glazed bowl overturned above us. I want to fly up and shatter it, let hot shards rain down until there is nothing but cold night.

I need to be off the dusty ground and up in the air. I need it so badly. My heart aches with worry for Lang, and my head is thick with tangled thoughts. My bones are heavy. As soon as I can take flight, the wind will—

I stop short so suddenly that Trudy is caught off-balance by our linked hands and stumbles against me.

“Marie?” she says uncertainly.

“The wind,” I say. “She promised to tell me. She promised.” I let go of Trudy’s hand and lift my skirts, hurrying into the trees. It would’ve been more convenient if I’d gone home to change into a pair of Fritz’s old breeches, but when I have my wings, it won’t matter. First, though, there’s someone I need to talk to.

“Southwest!” I call unceremoniously. “Mademoiselle Southwest!”

I pause in the sun-dappled shadows, listening. I hear my breath, and Trudy’s. The chatter of a squirrel tells the other forest animals of our presence. The air is heavy with the scents of pine sap and dry earth. Warm sweat slides down my spine.

“Southwest!” I yell again.

Trudy looks at me, alarm moving over her face. We’re far enough away from the road that no one will see me transform into a hawk, but not so far that no one will hear me yelling for the wind and think I’ve taken leave of my senses. “Mariechen,” she begins, but then the warm air stirs, and she goes wide-eyed and silent.

There’s a thunderclap out of the clear blue sky and then the sound and the air coalesce into a young woman. She wears a loose white shift and her curling black hair is unbound. The swirl of hair doesn’t hide the annoyance on her wide face, though.

“Well?” says the Southwest Wind.

“You promised to tell me if any harm came to Dietrich Lang,” I say. I should curb my emotions, but Lang is in danger, and that’s worth annoying the winds for. “He’s been taken prisoner by his uncle, and the news has come to me by letter from my brother. Why didn’t you tell me?”

She draws her dark brows together. “But no harm has come to him,” she says. “There’s nothing to tell.”

“Have you seen him? Where is he?”

The Southwest Wind shifts on her feet. In a human, I might think the movement a nervous one, a sign that she is less than truthful, but she is a wind. She simply cannot be still. “I have seen him,” she says. “He is unharmed.”

“King Karl will kill him,” I say. As soon as I say it, the anxious fear I’ve been resisting since I read my brother’s note bursts open in my chest. It squeezes my heart and coils around my lungs. I can’t breathe. I can’t think of Lang as anything other than alive. It hurts too much, and I want to flee from the pain.

I turn away from the wind and bend my legs, looking to the sky. I will fly and fly, crisscrossing every land in this world until I find him.

“Marie! Wait!” Trudy grabs my arm before I can jump into the air.

I settle back onto the ground, but the fear still grips me. What will King Karl do to Lang? I have to get to him, but what if I can’t find him until it’s too late? What if it’s already too late?

Trudy takes my face in her hands, forcing me to look at her. “Marie,” she says. “You’re panicking. I’m going to count, and you’re going to breathe with me.”

The world has gone black and fuzzy around the edges, but Trudy’s blue eyes are bright and calm before me. “In, one,” she says slowly. “Out, two.”

She counts, and I breathe. My heart slows, and I can see the forest clearing around us again. The Southwest Wind is watching us, her face smooth and unreadable.

“You saw Dietrich Lang,” I say to her when I feel steady enough to speak. “Where was he?”

She tilts her head to one side and purses her lips briefly. “He was with King Karl,” she says. “But you already know that. Why does it upset you so?”

I take another deep breath and remind myself that she isn’t human. She and her wild siblings don’t seem to understand the kind of emotions that make a whirlwind inside my chest. “Because it will be the end of his story.”

The Southwest Wind opens her mouth and laughs. “Oh, I don’t think so,” she says.

I stare at her, unable to form my reaction into words. Not polite ones, anyway.

She leans close and pats my cheek, a whisper of cool air running over my heated skin. “There is so much of his story left to tell,” she says. “And yours too.”

“Can you take me to him?” I ask. The winds helped me travel to the army camp before. They could do it again. But in the spring, I made a bargain with their mother and traded three stories of my life for her assistance. I don’t have a new story now, and I’m not surprised that the wind is already shaking her head.

 “You’re not a fledgling anymore,” she says. “And neither is your lover. You’ll find a way to him, and later you’ll come and tell Mother how you did it. But I won’t take you. None of us will, so don’t bother calling on any of the others.”

“But do you know where he is?” I ask. “Can you describe it?”

“No,” the Southwest Wind says. “I can’t tell you.” She smiles, her mouth just a little too wide. Her face is so close to mine that I should be able to see my reflection in her pupils, but I can’t. There is only darkness at the center of her eyes.

A chill goes through my body, and I’m the one who steps back.

“When you have a tale for Mother, we can take you to her,” she says. “If you don’t finish it yourself, we’ll tell her what we can. That is what we offer.”

I swallow hard to clear the dryness in my throat. “Very well,” I say. “Thank you for your information, Mademoiselle Southwest.”

“We’ll always be with you when you fly,” she says. “And I wish you luck, Marie Stahlbaum.”

She sounds friendly again, almost teasing, but I can’t forget that glimpse of the nothingness in her eyes. She’s not human. She may have taken a human form to speak with me, but at her core she’s still an elemental force of nature.

Even as I think it, she spins away, losing shape and becoming an invisible rush of moving air again.

I turn to Trudy, who is wide-eyed. She’s seen me shift my form, and she’s listened to my story of meeting the winds, but this is the first time she’s personally encountered one.

“She was…interesting,” Trudy says. “But not particularly helpful.”

“Yes,” I say. I smooth my hands over my skirts. “Thank you for helping me breathe.”

“It’s something Father has me do,” she says. “When a patient is too upset to calm themselves.”

She looks around the forest again, as if the Southwest Wind might whirl back into existence. I don’t expect the wind to return, but she did at least provide a little bit of information. If no harm has come to Lang yet, then I still have time to get to him. The winds believe that I’ll be able to find my way to him, so I must believe it too. The alternative isn’t worth considering.

My body is jittery with emotion, though. I remember the reason I was running into the forest, before I thought to call the wind. “I still need to fly,” I say to Trudy. “I’ll catch something so we don’t return empty-handed, and then I’ll figure out how I’ll get to Lang.”

She nods, then turns her back to me. She watched me transform once, but only once. Even for the surgeon’s daughter, who’s seen blood and bone since her earliest years, the sight of my body changing from one thing to another is unsettling enough that she avoids watching if she can. Still, she always offers to come with me into the woods, and we’ve become adept at working together on the hunt.

I can’t see myself when I transform, but I can feel it. Only the changing shape of my mouth prevents me from crying out as my body shifts. My bones and skin and everything between reform, until I’m no longer a woman standing in a forest clearing.

When the transformation is complete, my first thought is to get off of the ground. I hate being so low. I can’t see what is happening, and anything might trap me. I flap my wings, and Trudy turns around.

She knows my feelings and crouches to let me step onto her hand. I perch on her fist, taking care not to sink my talons into her skin. When she feels me settle, Trudy stands again, lifting me up: I spread my wings and take the momentum she gives me to launch into the sky.








Chapter Three




Up, up, I fly, until Trudy is a half-hidden figure within the cover of the trees.

The river beyond the forest glints silver in the sun, but I don’t want to go to the river. There’s a meadow a little to the east of where I left Trudy, the grass burned pale gold in the late summer. 

I look and almost immediately spot the movement of a rabbit. My hawk-self fixes on it. It’s prey, and I’m a predator—but instead of diving at it, I circle in the sky. The warm air currents press against my breast as I mediate the internal struggle between the hawk instinct and my human mind.

It’s a familiar fight, and concentrating on it does just as much to calm me as Trudy counting out my breaths. I want the rabbit, and I want to pause and plan the action of my hunt, just as I must plan my search for Lang. I’ve always been impulsive, but I’m working on it.

The rabbit nibbles the yellowed grass. I take care not to let my shadow cross the animal as I float in the sky above. I don’t want to spook it before I’m ready to chase it, and I’m not ready yet. It’s time to sort out my thoughts while I’m in the air and with a bit of distance from my problems on the ground.

I can’t fly to Lang if I don’t know where he is, nor can I pass through the dream world to find him, so where can I go? My brother might be able to help me, or at least be more willing to try than the winds, but I have no way to find him, either. The emperor’s Grand Army is fighting on multiple fronts. His regiment has probably changed position a dozen times in the last week alone and never been in a location that I could picture and wake myself into from the dream.

The winds could carry me—but they won’t, and I don’t want to be beholden to them, anyway. I wish Fritz had sent me something more useful, like a map of the von Kamptz dungeons. He wouldn’t have such a map, of course, but someone in the Grand Army will.

Someone like General Carville. He definitely has a map. And, oh, but I would like to have a word with General Carville, if I could only get to him.

I think of the general, smug behind the heavy wooden desk in his command tent like a spider in the center of its web. He’s probably sitting there now. Wherever his troops have marched to, the tent and all its furnishings will have been broken down, put into a wagon, and transported with him.

I don’t know where Lang or Fritz are, but I can picture the general in his tent. It doesn’t matter where the front is, what duchy or principality Carville and his command have passed through, what town or village he’s closest to. The general’s tent will be the same—and that’s the solution to the first of my problems.

I can travel through the dream to General Carville. Once I’m there, I’ll get the map from him somehow, find my bearings, and find Lang.

With that course of action settled, I feel much better. I let my attention return to the meadow and the rabbit below. It’s still there, unaware of its approaching fate. First, I’ll get the rabbit, then I’ll get whoever hurts Lang.

I spiral back down to the clearing where Trudy has been waiting with her own thoughts. As I perch on a branch, a squirrel chatters at me and skitters up the trunk into the denser foliage. I ignore it. Perhaps the day will come when I must hunt squirrels, but not today.

Trudy looks up at me. “Are you feeling better?” she asks carefully.

I bob my head. Yes.

She looks relieved.

I lift my wings and hop along the branch.

“Did you find something?” she asks next. “Should I follow you?”

I nod again and lead her to the edge of the meadow where I saw the rabbit. She waits in the shade of the trees, knowing what will come next.

I climb up into the sky again. The rabbit hasn’t gone far. All is still and lazy in the meadow. No soldiers march through to trample the grass. No cannons fire to send the animals scurrying. There’s no hint here of the battles fought between the emperor’s Grand Army and the forces of the von Kamptz king—but there will still be blood and death.

One more circle, then I glide back toward the meadow, fold my wings, and stoop from the sky.

I was careful with my shadow, but still the rabbit senses my approach and bolts. Strong hind legs kick dust and bits of dry grass into the air.

I swoop after it. My focus narrows to the flash of white tail as the rabbit flees before me. The faster it runs, the more urgent my need to catch it becomes. It dashes left, then right, then left again, but I know where the entrances to the warren are and which way it will dodge next. I take the straight path, closing the distance.

I am wings and speed—and then I am talons and tearing. The speed of my flight becomes the strength of my impact as I strike the rabbit into the dry grass. My talons puncture the soft, furry body. It screams—and then it’s over.

The animal’s body goes limp beneath me. I spread my wings over it, but Trudy is already hurrying across the grass. I look up and see her, red-faced and perspiring in the heat of the afternoon. There’s a smear of dirt across one of her cheeks. The human form is not so well suited to moving through the forest as a hawk.

“Shall I take it?” she asks.

I haven’t moved away from the rabbit. The hawk in me wants to keep it, to stay with my wings mantled over the warm corpse, and begin pulling the soft fur from it. I can’t do that. Trudy and I have told everyone that Fritz showed me how to tie snares, and a snared rabbit doesn’t end up missing chunks of fur. It’s hard enough making sure that no one questions the punctures my talons leave.

Slowly, I fight down the hawk instincts, until I can sidle away and let Trudy collect the rabbit. She lifts it by the back legs, holding it away from her skirts. “You should take it to Luise,” she says. 

I bob my head in agreement. My sister is expecting her second child, and is hugely, miserably pregnant right now. Of all of us, she needs the rich food the most.

“Do you want to fly again?” Trudy asks. “I think I heard grouse calling earlier.”

Grouse are a flying prey, a different challenge than a rabbit fleeing across a meadow. Today, I want a challenge, just so I can tell myself that I’m good enough, fast enough, strong enough for whatever stands between me and finding Lang. I indicate my agreement, and we begin looking for the grouse.

In the end, we have two game birds to go along with the rabbit when we emerge from the forest, tired and a bit more rumpled than respectable young women are supposed to be. Most everyone has other things to worry about these days, though, so I don’t expect anyone to take notice when we return to the city.

“I’ll be gone for a while,” I tell Trudy before we re-enter the gate. “I’m not sure for how long, but I think I can make my way to General Carville. After that I’ll find a way to Lang.”

Trudy takes a deep breath and nods. “When will you leave?” she asks.

“Tonight,” I say. I need to prepare a few things, and I need to find the courage this time to tell my family. If I disappear and they never know what became of me—I can still remember the anguish on my mother and sister’s faces when Clara was missing. I can’t do that to them again.

“I’ll come visit after dinner,” Trudy says. “I have some things you might take.” She reaches over to catch my hand in hers and squeeze my fingers. “I know you’ll find him.”

“I will,” I say, because there’s no other option.

I send Trudy away with the grouse, over her protests. She has two younger sisters, but it’s only me and my parents in our house. And since I’m leaving tonight, soon it will be only my parents.

Inside the city walls, I hurry toward my sister’s house, trying to smooth over my feelings. I don’t want my sister to know my worries about Lang—but if I intend to tell her this time that I’m leaving, then I’ll have to explain why.

I didn’t think that Fritz would ever understand the presence of magic in my life, and maybe he doesn’t exactly understand it, but he has stood by me anyway. The least I can do is give my sister a chance to try to understand.

I go inside, leave the rabbit in the kitchen, then go upstairs to my sister’s bedchamber. Shafts of golden light pierce through gaps in the curtains and relieve the dimness of the room.

My sister lies on her side in the middle of the bed, wearing only a loose shift and dozing in the afternoon heat. She opens her eyes as I come in and blinks at me.

“I brought you a rabbit,” I say, glancing down to see if there are any large spatters of blood on my dress. The sight and smell of blood make her ill. Nearly everything makes her ill these days. My clothing is clean, or clean enough, and I hurry on. “I had news from Fritz today. So he hasn’t been killed.”

She nods. “What news?”

“Well, he didn’t write anything of himself,” I admit. Drawing out the paper Petra gave me, I go to sit on the bed beside Luise. “Here. Read for yourself.”

Luise scans the paper and looks up at me. “Oh, Marie,” she says. “You poor darling.” Before I can say anything, she wraps one arm around me and pulls me into an awkward, sideways hug.

“It’s not true,” I say into my sister’s shoulder. Gently, I push away and sit up. “I know it was a mistake. He’s not a spy. He would never help von Kamptz.”

Luise looks at me. I hold her gaze, looking into familiar hazel eyes.

“We need to talk about what happened last winter when Clara disappeared,” I say, and then I tell her everything.
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