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      The field was white. Everything was white. The sky, the ground, the frozen stalks poking through snow like broken bones.

      Colette Dumas was six years old and she was looking for flowers.

      There weren't any flowers. Not in January. Not in 1917. Not in Northern France with the war grinding on just kilometers away, chewing men into mud. But Colette looked anyway because Maman said imagination was a gift from God and Papa said stubbornness was a gift from being a Dumas.

      She wore her father's old coat. Too big. The sleeves swallowed her hands. Her boots crunched through ice-crusted snow. Her breath came out in clouds. She pretended she was a dragon.

      Then she heard it.

      A sound in the sky. Wrong. Mechanical. Coughing.

      Colette looked up.

      At first she saw nothing but white clouds and white sky bleeding into each other. Then—movement. A dark shape. Small at first, then growing. The sound louder now. Not coughing. Screaming. Metal screaming.

      And the thing broke through the clouds.

      It had wings. Red wings. Or maybe the wings were on fire. Colette couldn't tell. Smoke poured behind it like a black ribbon. It spun. Once. Twice. Falling the way a leaf falls but faster, violent, wrong.

      To Colette it was beautiful.

      The grown-ups talked about planes sometimes. German planes. French planes. Death from the sky. But Colette had never seen one. She'd only heard them, distant, like thunder that never stopped.

      But this wasn't thunder.

      This was an angel falling from heaven.

      The plane—because it was a plane, even if Colette didn't quite understand—screamed toward the earth. The engine sputtered, caught, died. Smoke and fire and the smell of burning oil carried on the wind. It tilted. The wings caught air wrong. It spun again.

      Then it hit.

      The impact was sound and fury. Metal shrieking. Wood splintering. The earth itself shuddering. Snow exploded upward in a white cloud. And Colette threw her hands over her face. The sound went on and on—tearing, breaking, dying.

      Then silence.

      Not real silence. The kind of silence that comes after violence. Ringing ears. Shocked air. Smoke rising.

      And Colette lowered her hands.

      The angel's wings were crumpled. Broken. One pointed at the sky like a prayer. The other buried in frozen earth. The body—red and black, painted with crosses she didn't recognize—lay steaming in the snow. Fire licked at the edges. Not big fire. Small, dying fire. Like candles going out.

      She should run. She knew that. Maman would say run. Papa would say run. But Colette's feet stayed planted in the snow.

      Because something was moving.

      A hatch opened. A figure emerged. Crawling at first. Then standing. Stumbling.

      A man.

      He wore leather and fur. A helmet. Goggles pushed up on his forehead. His face was young. Younger than Papa. Older than Antoine, her sister's boyfriend who was at the front. His jacket was torn. Blood on his shoulder. Blood on his hands.

      He took two steps away from the wreckage.

      Then he fell.

      Face-first into the snow. Didn't move.

      Colette stared. Her heart hammered against her ribs. The man lay still. The field was quiet except for the pop and hiss of dying fire.

      She took a step forward. Then another. Her boots crunched too loud.

      The man didn't move.

      She got close enough to see his chest rising and falling. Breathing. Alive. His eyes were closed. His face was pale under streaks of oil and blood. He looked peaceful. Like he was sleeping.

      Like an angel resting.

      Colette stood there for a long time. She didn't touch him. Didn't speak. Just watched. The snow began to fall again. Soft flakes landing on his leather jacket, on his hair, on the broken wings behind him.

      Then she ran.

      She ran the whole way. Through the field—two hundred meters at least, maybe more. Her lungs burned. Her legs shook. The farmhouse had looked so small from where the angel fell, just a gray stone dot against all that white.

      Their farm sat alone. Papa said it was three kilometers to the Leblanc place west, but the Leblancs had fled south when the shelling got close. Six kilometers to the Moreau farm east, but old Moreau was dead and his sons were at the front. The village was eight kilometers south on a road that barely existed anymore.

      No one came out here. No one heard anything. No one saw anything.

      Just them. Just fields and snow and sky.

      That's why the angel fell here, Colette thought. Because no one else was looking.

      She burst through the kitchen door. "Papa! Papa!"

      Michel Dumas stood at the stove, stirring chicory coffee. He turned. "Colette. Where have you—"

      "An angel fell from the sky!"

      Her father's face did what grown-up faces do. The shift from concern to confusion to patient dismissal. "What are you talking about?"

      "In the field! He fell and fell and crashed and now he's sleeping!"

      Mathilde looked up from the table where she was mending socks. Her sister. Seventeen. Beautiful even in wartime gray. "Colette, you're not making sense."

      "I saw him! He has wings and fire and—"

      "Enough." Michel's voice was firm but not unkind. He knelt down, put his hands on Colette's shoulders. "Enough stories, mon chou. We talked about this."

      "But Papa—"

      "Your imagination is wonderful. But right now I need you to help your mother with the bread."

      "I'm not imagining—"

      "Colette."

      That tone. The one that meant the conversation was over.

      Colette's mouth snapped shut. Her eyes burned. Not with tears. With frustration. With the knowledge that she was right and no one would believe her.

      Michel stood. Returned to his chicory. "Go on now. Wash your hands."

      The kitchen was small. Warm. The heart of the house. Jeanne Dumas—Maman—stood at the counter kneading dough. Her hands were strong. Weathered. She'd been kneading dough since before Colette was born. Before the war.

      "What's all this shouting?" Jeanne asked without looking up.

      "Colette saw an angel," Mathilde said. Not mocking. Just stating fact.

      "Did you now?" Jeanne smiled. "Was it a big angel or a small angel?"

      "Big. With red wings."

      "Red wings. How lovely."

      Colette's frustration cracked into tears. "You don't believe me either."

      Jeanne wiped flour from her hands. Knelt down. Pulled Colette close. "I believe you saw something beautiful, mon chou. I believe that."

      "But you don't believe it was real."

      "I believe you're tired. And hungry. And it's been a long winter."

      Colette pulled away. Looked at her mother. Her sister. Her father.

      None of them believed her.

      "I'm going to my room."

      "Colette—"

      But she was already up the stairs.

      The house settled into afternoon quiet. The kind of quiet that wasn't really quiet at all. Just the absence of conversation. The war filled the silence.

      But you could hear it. The artillery. Constant. A low rumble that never stopped. Thunder that had been going on for three years.

      Sometimes at night the sky glowed orange. Flares. Explosions. Hell lighting itself on fire.

      But during the day it was just sound. Distant. Almost normal now. Like rain. Like wind. Like God clearing His throat.

      Lunch was thin soup. Potatoes. Barley. An onion Jeanne had been saving. They ate in silence.

      Michel's jaw was set. He was thinking about spring planting. About how to work the field with no horse. About whether the government would take more of what little they had.

      Jeanne was thinking about bread. About how to make tomorrow's flour last until next week.

      Mathilde was thinking about Antoine. Always Antoine. His face. His laugh. The way he'd kissed her goodbye at the station. "I'll write every week," he'd said. "I promise."

      Three months of broken promises.

      And Colette was thinking about the angel.

      "May I be excused?" Colette asked.

      Jeanne glanced at Michel. He nodded.

      "Stay close to the house," he said.

      Colette nodded. Slid off her chair. Pulled on her too-big coat.

      "Where are you going?" Mathilde asked.

      "Just outside."

      "Colette—"

      But she was already out the door.

      The field was quiet. The snow had covered some of the wreckage. Not all of it. The broken wings still jutted up like the ribs of some great beast. Smoke had stopped. Fire was gone. Just twisted metal and torn fabric and the smell of oil.

      Colette approached slowly.

      The angel was gone.

      She stopped. Looked around. Footprints in the snow. Leading away from the crash. Dragging. Unsteady. Toward the tree line at the edge of the field.

      He'd woken up. He'd walked.

      Colette followed the tracks.

      They led to the old stone wall. The one that marked where the Dumas land ended and the forest began. The tracks disappeared into shadow. Into trees.

      She stood at the edge. Peered into the darkness between the trunks.

      Nothing.

      "Hello?" Her voice was small.

      No answer.

      Just wind in bare branches. Just the distant rumble of artillery. Just her breath misting in the cold.

      Colette waited. Then turned back toward home.

      But behind her,hidden in the trees, Ernst Keller watched her go.

      He'd been watching since she arrived.

      His shoulder was on fire. Pain like knives. The crash had torn something—muscle, maybe bone. His head pounded. Vision blurred at the edges. He'd dragged himself into the trees through sheer will. Through training. Through the animal instinct to hide.

      He'd seen the girl at the crash site. Small. Dark hair. Maybe six or seven. She'd stared at him like he was something holy.

      Then she ran.

      Ernst knew what that meant. She'd tell someone. Her father. Her family. They'd come looking. French farmers with pitchforks and rifles and three years of hatred.

      He needed to move. Needed to get farther away. Needed to find his own lines. Or die trying.

      But when he tried to stand, his legs wouldn't hold him.

      He collapsed against a tree. Breathing hard. Tasting blood.

      His plane was destroyed. His radio dead. His maps burned. He was behind enemy lines with a mangled shoulder and no way home.

      Ernst closed his eyes. Tried to think. Tried to plan.

      But all he could think was: I'm going to die in this forest.

      Collette walked back to the house. Slowly. Deliberately. She looked back twice.

      The angel was hiding. She knew it. She'd seen his tracks.

      He was afraid.

      She didn't tell anyone.

      That night, after dinner, after prayers, after Maman tucked her into bed, Colette lay awake and stared at the ceiling.

      She could hear Mathilde in the next bed. Breathing. Not sleeping. Never really sleeping these days.

      Colette whispered into the darkness. "I saw him, Mathilde."

      A long pause.

      "I know," Mathilde whispered back.

      Another pause.

      "Do you think Papa would believe me if I showed him?"

      Mathilde thought about this. About crashed planes and German pilots and what it would mean if one was hiding in their forest.

      "No," she said finally. "I don't think he would."

      Colette rolled onto her side. "Will you come with me tomorrow? To see?"

      Mathilde closed her eyes. She should say no. She should tell Papa. She should do what a sensible seventeen-year-old French girl would do.

      But something in Colette's voice. Something in the way she'd looked at dinner. Certain. Unshakeable.

      "Maybe," Mathilde said.

      It wasn't a promise. But it was enough.

      Downstairs, Michel sat by the dying fire. Jeanne beside him. Her head on his shoulder.

      "She's getting worse with the stories," Michel said quietly.

      "She's six. She's scared. She doesn't understand the war."

      "None of us understand the war."

      Jeanne said nothing. Just took his hand.

      Outside, the artillery rumbled. The sky glowed faint orange.

      The broken plane lay in the field, wings spread like a prayer.

      And in the forest, Ernst Keller shivered against a tree and wondered if morning would come.
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      January 14th, 1917

      

      Mon cher journal,

      I should be writing to Antoine. I've tried three times tonight, but the words won't come. How do I tell him about ordinary things when nothing feels ordinary anymore?

      So I'm writing to you instead. To no one. To myself.

      Three days ago, Colette came home talking about angels. She does this—spins the world into something magical because the real world is too hard for a six-year-old. I smiled and kissed her forehead and went back to mending Papa's socks. Another small repair in a house full of things slowly falling apart.

      But today, while Maman napped and Papa was in the barn, I followed Colette to the field.

      I told myself I was being a good sister. Keeping her safe. The Germans patrol sometimes—deserters, drunks, men who've forgotten they're soldiers and only remember they're hungry. Or angry. Or worse.

      That's not why I went.

      I went because some small, terrible part of me wondered if she was telling the truth.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The wreckage is real.

      I stood there staring at twisted metal and torn canvas and I couldn't breathe. A German plane crashed in our field three days ago and no one knew. No one came looking. The world just kept turning while this impossible thing sat broken in the snow.

      The wings are crumpled. One points up like it's still trying to fly. The other is buried. The cockpit torn open. Blood on the seat. Not much. But enough.

      Oil everywhere. The smell of it—fuel and smoke and something burned.

      I should have run home. Should have told Papa. But Colette was already walking toward the tree line.

      "Colette, stop."

      She didn't stop.

      "He's here," she said. So certain. "The angel is here."

      "There's no angel. Come back."

      "He's hiding. He's afraid."

      I grabbed her arm. Pulled her back. She looked at me with those huge dark eyes and something there scared me. Not fear. Not stubbornness.

      Belief.

      She believes she saw an angel fall from heaven. She believes he's in those trees. She believes he needs help.

      And the terrible thing, mon journal, is that I think she might be right.

      Not about the angel. But about someone being there.
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      January 15th, 1917

      I didn't tell Papa.

      This morning I stood in the kitchen while he drank his chicory and the words were right there. But then he started talking about spring planting, about managing without a horse, about whether the government will let us keep any wheat this year.

      He looked so tired, mon journal. So old. He's only forty-six but the war has aged him.

      And what would telling him accomplish? He'd have to report it. Germans would come looking for their pilot. Or French soldiers would come asking questions—why didn't we report it sooner? What else are we hiding?

      Either way, attention we don't need.

      So I said nothing.

      Colette watched me across the table. We have a secret now, my little sister and I.

      This afternoon, Colette slipped out again. From the window I watched her walking toward the trees. She carried something wrapped in cloth.

      Bread. She took bread.

      Maman was napping. Papa was in the barn. I could have stopped her.

      Instead, I put on my coat.
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      The bread sat on a flat rock near the trees. Like an offering.

      "Colette."

      She turned. Not guilty. Not scared. Matter-of-fact.

      "He needs to eat," she said.

      "Who needs to eat?"

      "The angel."

      "Colette, if someone's in those woods, he's not an angel. He's a German soldier. Do you understand? A German."

      "He has wings."

      "A plane. That's a plane, not wings."

      "He fell from heaven."

      "He fell from the sky. From a war. He might be dangerous."

      She shook her head. So sure.

      We stood there. The cold biting through my coat. My breath making clouds. And then I saw him.

      Movement in the trees. A figure leaning against bark. Too still. Wrong.

      Then he moved. Stepped forward just enough for me to see his face.

      Young. Maybe twenty-five. Pale under dirt and dried blood. His jacket torn. His shoulder at an angle that made my stomach turn.

      But his eyes.

      Pale winter blue. Looking at us like we were the first kind thing he'd seen in years.

      Maybe we were.

      For a long moment, neither of us moved.

      Then Colette whispered, "See? I told you."

      The man's gaze shifted to her. Something passed over his face—not quite a smile, not quite pain. Something softer
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