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DEDICATION

For all those who would go down into the Plain 

for a friend, and, in particular, 

for Isa and Jayne.
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NEVER TOUCH A LOURKA

It was maybe Linny’s last day of all—a pretty horrible thought—but the air in the meadow was humming with sunlight, as if nothing were the slightest bit wrong. Green and warm, the smell, with a tang to it that was all from the sheep: three parts wool, one part manure. Or maybe it was better to say the whole meadow smelled just slightly of sheep’s cheese—sheep’s cheese and hay. Hey!

Linny gave her head a shake to get rid of the webs cobbing there. This was no time to be thinking about sheep!

Tomorrow she would be twelve, no longer a child. Twelve was not any old ordinary birthday, not up in the wrinkled hills, not for a girl. It was a gate that didn’t let everyone through. Even Linny—who had once sucked actual real snake venom out of a friend’s arm and spat it boldly on the moss, where it sizzled like hot grease—even bold Linnet had to turn her mind away from the thought of the birthday coming for her, inching closer with every tick rattle tick of the village clock. Tomorrow is not now. Tomorrow is very far away.

And to rub it all in, the faint sweet strum of a lourka rose up from the village behind them, making Linny’s heart sore.

Round bellied, four stringed, golden voiced—there was nothing anywhere quite like a lourka from Lourka.

Whether the village was named after the instrument or the instrument after the village, nobody knew for sure. What mattered was this: if a girl so much as touched a lourka during her child days—even by accident! even tripping over her own papa’s instrument in the dark!—then on her twelfth birthday, the Voices would come, and off they would take her soul to Away.

“Oh, let’s go!” said Linny, tugging the cord that tethered her and Sayra together, the mismatched twins. “It’s late already, and there’s so much to do!”

No one knew where Away was, up past the most wrinkled parts of the highest hills, but it didn’t sound like a place you could sneak home from.

“You can’t get there from here, nor back again neither.” That was what the miller liked to say about Away. And there had been a girl taken when he was a boy, so he must know.

It made Linny mad just thinking about it, so mad she kicked the ground—and Sayra stumbled. That’s the way tethers are. Cause and effect, always causing trouble.

“No stomping!” said Sayra, but she laughed as she said it. “You’re the one with the birthday coming! You should be happy as a duckling. Tomorrow you get to throw this tether right into the creek, if you want to. Tomorrow you’ll be free.”

Being Sayra, she didn’t point out that she, Sayra, would also be free from that tether tomorrow. Maybe she didn’t even think that thought, she was so good (but Linny thought it for her). No, Sayra just picked up a couple of spilled needles and tucked them cheerfully away:

“And so I’d think you’d be starting to be happy already today, knowing it’s your birthday tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow!” said Linny. She was grumbling, she knew it, but she couldn’t help it. “If I’m still here. If the Voices don’t come and—”

“Don’t tell such stories!” said Sayra, and gave Linny’s hand a sharp tap for good measure. You had to be careful about the things you said, this high up in the wrinkled hills, where stories had a way of coming true. “Nothing’s going to happen to you. There’s been the tether protecting you in the village, and the woods keeping you safe out here. And tomorrow you won’t even have to worry anymore. A miracle, that’s what my mother says. A mi-ra-cle!”

It was a miracle because there hadn’t been a girl born as hummy as Linny in a hundred years. Linnet’s father had even made a cage to clamp over the top of her cradle, though how could a cage do much to protect a child so hungry for music? Oh, but the whole village loved Linnet and had been willing to take desperate measures to keep her safe.

Which was why she was tethered to Sayra during most of every day.

No music fire in Sayra! Her talents were the safer ones of needle and cloth, and she had a quicksilver smile and green eyes and a face that could play tricks on you, shifting from sweetness to monster scowl in less than a blink. And back again. With eyes that sparked and laughed, sparked and laughed, the whole time.

Linny and Sayra knew each other far better than even the best of friends usually do, because Linny had been tethered to Sayra since she had learned to crawl.

“You are a good girl,” the grown-ups had said to Sayra then, who was only a toddler herself at the time. “You will not let your friend Linny get near a lourka. We have all promised to keep her safe.”

Sayra was a good girl, but she wasn’t that good, thank goodness. Here’s a secret: sometimes she let Linny run free in the woods, and both of them were happy, and nobody else could ever, ever know.

“Tomorrow you’ll be free like a rabbit! Wait . . . stand still—you’ve got a thread loose there.”

Sayra hated loose threads.

“Free to hop around Lourka,” said Linny, making a face. While Sayra tied off that thread, Linny shuffled from foot to foot and thought grumbling thoughts about hopping around Lourka.

Lourka was a very small world, as far as Linny was concerned. The village; the meadows; the woods; the hills. And everyone knew that if you walked away too far downhill—if you went past the boundary trees or around one too many bends in the creek—you would never ever find your way back.

You were born in Lourka, or you had wandered there, but it was not a place you could return to by choice, once you had left. That was the story. Once in a blue moon a breathless stranger might wander in from elsewhere, as Linny’s own mother had long ago done, all footsore, hillsick, and amazed, but no one Linny had heard of had ever left, striding off past the boundary trees, and then actually returned.

“Don’t grumble,” said Sayra. “You’ll be free to hop anywhere you want, I guess. And to make music, too, once you’re officially twelve and it’s safe. That should make you happy! Not to mention—now I can give you your birthday present! Which I made myself, you know, so you’d better like it.”

Sayra could make anything (anything) with needle, thread, and a scrap of cloth.

“My birthday’s tomorrow, not today,” said Linny.

“I dreamed I shouldn’t wait. I dreamed I should give it to you today,” said Sayra, and she looked with her green eyes right at Linny, trying very hard to keep her gaze steady. But the blinking gave her away, and the wobble at the corner of her mouth. Linny felt the worry surge up in her again.

“Anyway,” said Sayra. “Tomorrow they’ll all be fussing over you, and I won’t get a word in edgewise.”

They were settled comfortably on the rocks they liked best, in a clearing nobody else ever came to, high in the Middle Woods. Sayra reached into her sewing bag and opened her hands so carefully that Linny thought the gift must be something living, a new-hatched chick or even a frog.

But no, it was a wonderfully wrinkled gift: a band of cloth, all embroidered with pictures of things they knew from their woods, and tucked into a little pocket in the middle, there was a bright bud of a flower, sewn from the prettiest scraps of satiny cloth. The best of all possible birthday sashes, with satin ribbons to keep it safely tied around Linny’s waist.

“Oh!” said Linny, delighted, as she was always delighted by the things Sayra’s thin, clever fingers made. “It’s got the wolf and the snake!”

They had saved each other’s lives three times already. There was the sinewy blue wolf with huge teeth, way back when they were still very small, that Sayra had thrown pinecones at and somehow driven away (and the grown-ups had gone looking afterward and seen no trace of it, so Linny had been unfairly warned against telling stories, which is such a dangerous business up in the hills), and there was, of course, the snake that had casually sunk its fangs into Sayra’s arm. They never told anyone about that.

And right there on that embroidered sash was also the tree Linny had fallen out of, when she had climbed up to get a sense of the hills. Sayra had retethered her, picked her up, and carried her all the way down to the village, which goes to show how much stronger Sayra was than you might think, just by looking at her. And that had been the third time.

“Shh, silly, that’s not all,” said Sayra, narrowing her leaf-colored eyes. “Watch now. I put some of you and some of myself right into it, because it’s your birthday.”

The threads that ran through that rosebud must have been spun from wrinkled silk, magic in every fiber, because the bud was already blushing a deeper pink as Sayra held it on her palm. (Sayra’s mother had a glass-walled warm room where little silkworms spun their amazing cocoons.) Oh! And now it began to open up, blossoming into a red rose flower. Linny clapped her hands in wonder, but Sayra put her finger to her lips: there was more. The rose darkened and purpled and changed, until it was a butterfly of silk, fluttering its pretty wings—and the wings of the butterfly had pictures sewn on them in threads of many colors, and those pictures shifted as Linny watched. She saw herself, Linny, running under the trees, and a tiny Sayra bent over her sewing while a few blue stitches flowed by, to make a thready creek, and there was Sayra’s house, and Linny’s, and even Linny’s young brothers, waving the tiniest of little silk hands. And then the butterfly curled up into itself and became a flower bud again, and Sayra tucked the bud into the pocket on the cloth band there, and folded that whole incredible silky present right into Linny’s amazed hand.

It was like a song, inside a story, made out of silk.

There was no one like Sayra.

Sayra gave Linny’s shoulders a hug.

“Want to spend the day quietly singing to me? Wouldn’t that be the safest safest thing to do? No, no, all right. Look at you twitching at the thought of it. Go run wild in the woods, then, like you always do. But don’t mess up!”

“Mmm,” said Linny, made frankly itchy by the worry that wouldn’t get out of her head.

“I’m serious: one more day! Don’t even go near the village where a lourka might grab you. Don’t get caught, and don’t get lost,” said Sayra.

That was an old joke of theirs, because getting lost was something Linny could pretty much not possibly do. It was one of her private wrinkles, quite separate from the music fire burning in her; Linny always knew where she was in the ups, downs, and side ways of the world. Other children get their eyes from some parent, their noses from some other parent. With her wild dark hair, Linny looked nothing at all like the rest of her family, but she had inherited humminess from her father and the gift of not getting lost from her mother. Her mother didn’t even like to call it a wrinkle, because down in the Plain, where she had come from, things and places and people were not wrinkled, and all the unmagical squirrels were the same shade of rock gray (said her mother) and stayed that color always, not winking from purple to green on a whim as the squirrels did here. It was hard for Linny to imagine what that would be like, the land of squirrels as gray and unchanging as rocks.

Linny had tried describing to Sayra how the not-being-lost wrinkle felt, but it was like explaining to a blind person what it means not to be blind. Most people were so awkward and helpless, the way they stopped halfway up a hill and looked around and didn’t know which way to go or even which direction they had come from anymore. Sayra herself was slightly frightened of wild places, Linny could tell. That made another thought unfurl in Linny’s head, an unpleasant, icy thought:

Guess maybe you’ll never—

But she bit her own tongue, because it felt like those words fished too deep in her and might drag up things she didn’t really want to see. Awkward, sharp-edged thoughts, like Maybe you’ll never come back out here again with me, Sayra, once you don’t have to.

Instead she gulped, and turned the gulp into “Thank you,” and skidded her palm across the top of Sayra’s smooth head, which was the fastest, fondest possible way to say good-bye to someone holding needles in her hands, and sped away into those trees, moving fast so that the sharp-edged thoughts couldn’t catch her. And sure enough, it worked, running off like that. Soon her head was humming with all the possible ways she could fill these last free hours—all those many familiar variants on “breaking the rules.”

Because she had spent her life breaking the rules, hadn’t she? Oh, yes.

If even Sayra knew . . . but she didn’t know.

Linny scrambled up the familiar slopes of the Upper Woods, to a fold in the hills where the old stone sheep shed stood, keeping its secrets. Keeping her secrets.

Nobody ever came here. Nobody ever pushed through this door, as Linny was doing now, or went over to that corner there and swept the hay off the wooden chest it was hiding.

And that meant nobody knew what Linny had gone and done, all those years when the whole village had been trying its absolute utmost to keep her safe.
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SOME THINGS NOBODY KNEW

It had started with a stolen ax, but it certainly hadn’t ended there.

The pilfering had been going on for years, by now. That first ax, years ago, had been the same one, not coincidentally, that her father had just used to fell Elias’s prentice trees: his maple and his pine. “Wood learns slow, like boys.” That was what Linny’s father liked to say. It was always a happy day in the village when a boy’s prentice trees came down: sun and wind and time would cure the wood, and when the boy was ready to start the work on his first real lourka, three or four good years later, his wedges of maple and pine would be waiting for him, sound and well seasoned.

All of Linny’s pilferings kept themselves safe and dry in a pair of old boxes. She even went to the bother of stealing some hay from the sheep to pile over the top of the boxes, as if anybody were likely to come up all this way and find her out for the wicked girl she was.

But oh, if they had. They would have seen what Linny saw now, as she knelt at her old work chest and lifted the lid. A box, filled with awls and planers and knives and sandpapers that had gone missing from her father’s workshop, over all those years. And in that box, another newer box, and in it, wrapped in a swatch of stolen cloth and cradled in wood shavings and wool, the one thing a girl must never never go near, if she didn’t want her doom to come hunting for her, on her twelfth birthday.

Yes, a lourka.

So that’s how it was with Linny. She hadn’t just “gone near” a lourka or stolen a quick touch along the polished neck of one. Nothing so innocent as that! No, she had to go and make one.

You grow up knowing there is ONE THING you must never ever do, and then you go and do that one thing. Why? Linny had thought about this about a hundred or a thousand times while she worked, and every answer she came up with fell apart when she poked at it. It wasn’t that she wasn’t afraid of what might happen. Although her mother had come up from the Plain, where they scoffed at things like curses and dooms, when Linny heard people talk about the Voices coming to carry girls off to Away, she didn’t scoff—no, her heart wrung itself out in her chest like a wet rag. Sometimes she thought her ribs must be made half of fear, and only half of bone.

But still she could not help it; she had to make herself a lourka. She did. So maybe it was the force of the music fire in her, that so many children born in Lourka carried in them.

There had been this raw, jealous place in her heart ever since Elias started spending his days in the workshop of Linny’s own father, back when they were eight or nine. She had thought then, and still thought it: unfair. She was the one, of all of them, who truly cared about music, about instruments, about making up songs. It should have been her, being taught how to shape a lourka, not that lummox Elias. And so on and so on and so forth, all her angry thoughts just running in tighter and tighter circles in her head.

She had begun running in circles too—or rather sneaking in circles, around and around the outside of her father’s workshop (where she, of course, as a girl—unfair unfair—was strictly not allowed), looking for chinks in the walls and windows best suited for spying. And she found them, yes, and haunted them, and learned as much as she could from watching her father teach Elias how to choose a good wedge of wood, even grained and knot free, gleaming like silk when the blade splits it—how to season it and then shape it. She was a very good spy. If they had found her like that, untethered, all her freedom would have been taken away that very instant; she knew that well, and it made her extra sneaky. She let them think all she cared about was trees and woods and being outdoors. She kept them all fooled, even Sayra. But what she really cared about, all that time, was this: the lourka she brought out of its wrappings now and cradled with such love in her hands.

All the other instruments she had tried to make over the years had come to nothing in the end. The neck had warped because she’d calculated the tensions wrong, or a flaw in the glaze had eaten a hole in the wood, or her unpracticed hands had slipped and something had splintered. That’s how learning is, and she had seen the same and worse happen to Elias, as she spied, like a sneaky, greedy shadow, through the workshop windows. But now, finally, just at the very tip end of her child days, guess what? She had made a lourka that looked like a lourka. So there! There was even a pretty five-petaled linny flower on the front as decoration, to be a secret reminder both of the lourka’s making and its maker—linseed oil was the heart of the varnish, after all, and since linnet birds are harder than flowers to draw, Linny figured the compromise was fair. 

The last of the fifteen coats of varnish had finally dried, so she took out the old discarded strings she had been scrounging the past few months and wound them (her fingers trembling a little) through the lourka’s pegs. And it was marvelous. She could feel the tensions in the wood all balancing out just so; the lourka coming to life in her arms; her fingers plucking round, sweet notes from the strings as she tried to tune them.

Linny had even made up a special song in her head for this occasion, a birthday song for this amazing instrument she had finally managed to bring into the world. It won’t be easy, she told herself as she took up the lourka, the proper way, tucked under her right arm so her left hand could shape the notes. But this was a golden day, and her fingers remembered the shapes they had seen her father’s fingers make, as he played the songs Linny loved best, and it was almost easy.

She felt her way along the path the melody made for her, and it was a little like climbing up a hill through the woods: she could sense the direction that music wanted to go.

When she next looked up, it was midafternoon already, the sun low in the sky, and her stomach was growling and her head was light. She could play her song, though, more or less. She could do it.

If she had had the sense to stop for a moment and eat something, maybe her head would have cleared and she wouldn’t have done the foolish thing she did do. But her mind was one gleaming fog of amazement and pride.

She was thinking, Now someone has to hear my song, or it won’t really be real.

Of course it was impossible. How could Linny go around showing off her beautiful lourka, when everything about it was forbidden, against the rules, and wicked? But the longing to have someone hear that song was so large already, so vivid and large, and getting larger every moment. The golden haze of longing filled Linny up and left no room at all for logic or thinking.

She put the lourka back into its (stolen) soft cloth bag, her fingers tripping over themselves a little, now that the wild thought had swallowed up all the sensible parts of her brain.

I’ll be very careful, she thought. I’ll just show Sayra. Just to play her the song.

Sayra always liked Linny’s songs, didn’t she? Sometimes a wild thought will do that—scatter all good sense.

Linny put all her tools away and tucked the lourka into her carrying bag, next to her uneaten lunch, and set off back to the place she knew Sayra would be waiting for her, down by the creek they called the Rushing.

It was still a beautiful day, but the sun was low, and there was a hint of a chill waiting in the shadows of the trees.

Linny poked her head over the bank, and there Sayra was.

“Sayra!” she almost said. But the word died in her mouth. Sayra wasn’t there alone—hunkered against the creek bank next to her was Elias, hunched over and clutching his own knees. They were in the middle of some weighty conversation, looked like. Linny’s chest burned with indignation. She never liked the thought of the two of them doing anything that left no room in it for her. And the woods, the untethered woods, that was her secret, hers and Sayra’s. Elias was certainly not supposed to know.

“Sayra!” she said again, this time for real. Her voice sounded kind of silly and high-pitched to her ears, and that just made her madder. “Elias! Why are you hiding here?”

Their heads whipped around to look at her: two faces, each one wearing an expression that brought Linny no particular joy. Elias looked irritated and angry. And even Sayra, though her face brightened eventually, once she was looking her way, seemed distinctly worn down.

“Hiding?” said Elias, almost spitting, he was so full of scorn. “You’re the one hiding. How many hours have you been running around loose out there? On the last day, too! And Sayra—”

It made Linny want to scratch him, when Elias sounded like that. All the same, she did notice that he seemed to think this was a one-time crime.

“Leave Sayra alone,” she said quickly. “It’s not her fault. I made her do it.”

“Linny,” said Sayra. “Please, Linny.”

Sayra hated lying. And she hated being lied about. Her eyes were full of sparks and warning.

“What’s that you’re holding?” said suspicious, unwanted Elias.

“Nothing,” said Linny. “I mean, something I was going to show Sayra. But now—”

But now she was beginning to come back to her senses. Frowning faces, like splashes of cold water, have a way of waking a person up. Linny turned around, confused, and her feet took half a step back to the woods. But by then Elias had jumped in front of her.

“No, really. What have you got there?”

“Just something I made,” said Linny, trying to step to the side, to get away from him. Two fires were burning in her at the same time: the music fire and plain old smoldering jealousy. “Something better than you could make.”

“Oh, right,” said Elias, turning away in disgust. “What could you possibly make, out in the woods? A flower necklace, maybe? Acorns with cute little smiles painted on them?”

“Elias!” said Sayra. She had not moved her eyes from Linny’s face, and she was probably reading disaster there, because disaster was definitely on its way. The fires burning inside Linny were jumping up and consuming everything. There was nothing of her left that wasn’t on fire.

“Acorns!” she said. “Ha about acorns! Look at this, Elias! I happen to know you’ve NEVER finished anything as good as THIS!”

And she whipped her brand-new lourka out of its bag and held it up in the air in front of her: her revenge, finally, on Elias, for every day he had gone happily off to Linny’s own father’s workbenches, leaving Linny behind, just because she was a girl.

His head snapped back around to see, and the color drained from his face when he saw that lourka in her hands, and then flooded back with his anger, all salmony pink.

And Sayra put her hand to her mouth. She went pale and stayed pale.

“Where’d you steal that from?” said Elias. “Put it down. Are you crazy?”

“I didn’t steal anything,” said Linny. “I made it. It’s my own. And I can play it, too.”

“Oh, Linny,” said Sayra.

“You went and stole a lourka!” said Elias. “You raving idiot! On the day before your birthday!”

Some kind of madness had come over Linny by then.

“You’re just jealous,” she said. “Because it’s a good one, and I made it myself. It took me years! It took me years, but listen!”

She played one note, and the sweetness of it hung like honey in the air. It was a very good note! But before she could get as far as note number two, Elias made a lunge at her new-made lourka, and Linny had to spin around and dodge back up to the top of the bank, out of reach. His eyes were furious and frightened under his mop of dark hair, Linny could see that clearly enough. But there was something else in them, too. He had heard that one golden note—he had seen that lourka—he knew it was good. He knew. She could read that in his eyes, and it satisfied some bitter, hungry part of her, seeing that.

Elias made another grab at her lourka, but Linny was smaller than he was—she was still pretty scrawny for someone almost no longer a child—and she danced out of his way.

“You can’t have it!” she said. “You can’t have it! You’re just jealous, that’s what!”

It was kind of exhilarating, being so angry and wild, but already Linny could feel the solid lump of bad feeling she was going to be left with, once all the anger burned off.

“But it’s awful. What will your father say?” said Sayra. “It’s all my fault. He’ll hate me. He’ll be right to hate me. Oh, Linny. You couldn’t wait one more day?”

There was a moment of silence, there, with just the creek water rustling through it and the thin whistle of some bird in the bushes on the far bank. Linny couldn’t help thinking how much longer she had actually been working on lourkas than this “one more day” suggested. Then her mind shifted to thinking about her father, and the lump of bad feeling was soon getting lumpier in her belly. He could not actually hate Sayra, of course. No one could hate Sayra, who was kind and funny and could turn mere threads into a little person that actually looked like the floury baker.

But what would her father say? That was an icy sort of thought.

None of the daydreams she’d had all those years—of her father listening to a few sweet melodic lines played by his talented, talented daughter on some bright shining new-minted lourka and saying, full of pride, full of joy, “Oh, Linny!”—none of those dreams made any sense, out here in the late-afternoon light of real life. In fact, he would—

And Linny’s mind refused to go that way, too. Her mind just balked and sat down, like a sheep or a goat.

“No,” she said. “You can’t say anything to him.”

Sayra and Elias looked at her, one with sadness, the other with—well, a kind word for Elias’s expression might be disgust.

Linny wrapped her lourka in its cloth and put it back safely away in her bag, turning to the side a little so they wouldn’t see her hands tremble.

“Honestly, Linny,” said Sayra, and she wiped the back of her hand across her eyes with a shuddering sigh. “It’s like you always have to do everything exactly the hardest possible way.”

It was too much for Linny to stand, hearing Sayra sound so unhappy.

“And what were you even thinking we would do,” Sayra went on, “if . . . if bad luck came for you? I would know, all my life, that it was my fault. Because it would be my fault. I was supposed to keep you safe. There’s more than a cord tethering us together, by now. Whatever happens to you, it might just as well happen to me instead. That’s how it feels.”

Linny didn’t even know what to do with her own face anymore. There was nowhere to look and no expression to make that could possibly fit. No, by this point she was just a sodden mass of ick and bad feeling. She would be actually crying in a moment—she was beginning to feel most peculiar around the eyes—and Linny never, ever cried. She was way too bad to cry.

Elias fortunately rescued her by snorting in scorn, which of course made her want to smack him, and wanting to smack Elias pulled her right back from the brink of that cliff.

“Don’t worry too much, Linnet, you idiot,” said Elias. “We’ll know whose fault it really is, if the Voices come after you: your own fault and nobody else’s. So there. And I guess you’d better run home now, fast. Your mother wanted you home early today, she told me. I went looking for you earlier, but you were off in the woods.”

So Linny let Sayra tether her back up and take her home. She couldn’t think of anything else to say or to do.

All the gold of that day had evaporated. It was cold suddenly, too, as soon as the sun had vanished behind the brow of the hill. Linny wrapped her arms around her chest, letting the bag with the lourka in it bobble against her back, and she and Sayra made a pretty miserable home-going of it.

It should probably have been the happiest day of her life, too, because, she had done what maybe no child had ever done so well before. She had made a real, singing lourka with her own hands. In another place, surely she would have been as happy as happy!

But this was the village of Lourka, high in the wrinkled hills, and she, being a girl, was exactly the wrong sort of child.








3

WHAT DOOM SOUNDS LIKE

Linny slouched through the door of her house to find her mother had made broth and dumplings for dinner, her old favorite, the puffy dumplings that almost sing out in the mouth as the wind picks up outside the door.

But even puffy dumplings could not make Linny smile this evening, weighed down by worry as she was. She had sneaked her bag into her own corner, and there it lay, filled with the evidence of her enormous and unforgivable wickedness. This was probably the last hour of her parents not knowing just how wicked she had been. How the shock would climb into their faces when they saw the lourka there! That was the image that kept elbowing its way into Linny’s mind; it entirely ruined the taste of those dumplings.

She came back to herself about halfway through that meal, when she realized all four pairs of family eyes were leveled on her. Those eyes were full of worry, too, even the ones belonging to the twins, who (she realized now) must have scrubbed clean for this occasion.

“What?” she said impatiently to all of them at once.

“No need to bark, Linny,” said her mother. “You can’t be that gloomy and expect us all not to notice. What happened out there today? Did you quarrel with Sayra or something?”

The lightness in her voice was spread on thinly, like a very quick coat of paint.

“No!” said Linny. Then she realized that was a lie. “Yes,” she said, and scowled.

“Ah,” said her father. “And you two went home still all quarreled up, letting some little thing fester. That’s varnishing flies, Linny, and you oughtn’t do it.”

His wife looked at him. She hadn’t grown up in a place where lourka-making shaped even the words people used.

“Got to let each coat dry, Irika, when it gets to the varnishing stage,” he explained. (Fifteen coats, thought Linny, but she kept her lips pressed together, and the thought stayed put.) “Got to pick out any dust or little critters stuck there before the next coat goes on. Otherwise you’re just varnishing flies, see?”

“Flies! Well!” said her mother. “Normal enough for friends to bicker, I guess. These things happen. And everyone so tense these days, riled up about all that twelfth-birthday nonsense.”

“All that nonsense” was Linny’s mother’s phrase for stories she disapproved of, or maybe (the thought was a thin, thin sliver in Linny’s heart) feared. 

Linny’s father opened his mouth to protest, but her mother interrupted him by standing up with a clatter of plates and noisily sending the twins off to bed.

“Tomorrow we’ll all feel better,” said Linny’s mother. “It really will be your birthday, Linny!”

“So long looked forward to,” said her father. He couldn’t even pretend to be anything but anxious. His hand shook when he put down his knife. “Our dear, wild, hummy Linnet, safe and grown.”

The twins—named after the lourka woods, maple and pine (but known since babyhood as Maybe and Pie)—were having one of their private, silly, twinnish conversations on their way up the loft ladder: “Grown up! Maybe tomorrow she’ll look, you know—” 

“All completely different—” 

“Tall, tall, and bumpy chested!” Giggles and whispers.

“You entirely ridiculous boys!” Linny heard her mother say, and that was comfortingly normal.

But when Linny put her own foot on the stairs, her father stopped her.

“We thought we’d sit up with you tonight,” he said. “We’ll just pull the chairs in front of the fire here.”

“We’ll have the quilts,” said her mother, adding a gloss of brightness to her thin coat of good cheer. “It’ll be cozy.”

Not so very cozy if you happened to be Linny, however, whose stomach felt like it was tying itself in knots. The bag she had left in the corner began again to pull on her eyes, wanting her to look over at it and give herself away.

It was not the sort of secret that could stay a secret. Elias would tell on her for sure, and maybe that strand of goodness in Sayra would win out over her inner mischief and make her feel like she had no choice but to confess. Linny frowned to herself and picked at her fingernails for a while, feeling squirmy again under the concerned eyes of her parents.

The minutes ticked away, slow as tree sap. Linny counted cracks in the wooden walls. She did that trick with her eyes to make her brown hand turn into two hands in the firelight. She waggled all those extra fingers. Still time refused to budge.

She wasn’t the only one suffering. Her father shifted in his chair for the tenth or twentieth time.

“There’s something I have to say to you, Linny,” he said suddenly. He was too earnest—Linny found herself wanting to be somewhere far away. “I’m sorry we had to be so tough on you, all these years. It’s not natural, is it, to keep children tethered together! But you know it was out of love we did it, Linny. Keeping you safely away from music and all that, for the twelve years. I know it’s been hard as hard—”

“Doesn’t matter now,” said Linny’s mother more brightly. “Another couple of hours and we’ll be past all that foolishness finally, won’t we? I don’t so often miss the Plain, you know, but at times like these—”

“Irika,” said Linny’s father, almost pleading.

“No, it should be said!” said Linny’s mother. “After all, for all the troubles down there, at least in the Plain stories stay stories, you know that. In the Plain there wouldn’t be some doom that strikes girls just because they touch some foolish musical instrument. If you get sick in the Plain, there are medicines no one uses here. That work on the cells of the body to fix them, when they don’t work as they ought. There are doctors.”

Her father was looking appalled.

“Never mind all that now,” he said. “The important thing is here we are, and in an hour I will break the wax off a bottle of last year’s wine so we can be properly glad together. Our Linnet has made it through her child years without touching a lourka, despite the music fire being so fierce in her. Many said it couldn’t be done, that we would see her safely through, and keep lourkas out of her hand all that time, when she was born such a very hummy baby.”

“Um,” said Linny, and she caught herself accidentally glancing over at the bag in the corner. Her father perhaps did not see her do that, but her mother certainly did.

“What’s wrong, Linny?” she said. “Is there something we should know?” And there was worry in those questions.

“But you don’t believe all those stories, do you, Mama? That a girl who even just by accident bumped into a lourka sometime—”

The words kind of petered out in her head, because it turned out that her mother thinking it was all nonsense had been the ground under her feet. And a tremor had just gone through that ground.

Her father took a breath that was meant to be calm but sounded rather gasping.

“Did that happen to you, Lin? You’re remembering something now?”

“No!” said Linny. Well, it wasn’t a lie, in the strict sense. But the fear she had been working so hard to keep at bay was beginning to trickle into her from all directions. “Anyway, in the Plain they know better, right, Mama?”

Her mother shifted in her chair.

“In the Plain they know differently,” she said. “That’s the thing. Here in the hills, stories make the world. You know that. Up here people see one of those owls with the crystal beak and the wings that shed ice when it flies, and they say, ‘Someone’s been telling stories about ice owls again.’ Right? That’s not the way things work in the Plain, that’s for sure. And yes, some part of me still thinks it’s nonsense. But another part knows better than anybody how stories can come true up here. Look at me! I came up here looking for a girl just like you, and here you are! So I’ll be glad when it’s safely tomorrow for real, and we can move on past all this, all this—”

And this time she wouldn’t even say the word. Wouldn’t say “nonsense.” Under Linny’s feet there was only shadow, where not very long ago there had been everything solid. It was not a good feeling.

“Now, now,” said her father. “I’m sure we’ll all be glad. Don’t let’s be worrying when we don’t need to. We’ve been so very careful, all this long time.”

Linny’s heart was sinking lower and lower.

“Linny,” said her mother. “Think hard, sweet girl, just to be extra cautious. Did you ever, even slightly, even completely by accident, even with one elbow, even sleepwalking, even because someone bumped into you on his way somewhere—did you ever touch or take some lourka? Your father’s or anybody else’s? Did you?”

Hearing her sensible, Plain-spoken mother start talking this way . . . that put knobbles of fear in her stomach. Linny looked over at that bag in the corner. The fear knobbles rolled about like ice-cold marbles in her.

“Mama, Papa,” she said in a whisper. “You’ll hate me.”

“Never,” they both said.

“Tell us, then, quick,” added her mother. “What have you done? What have you touched or borrowed or begged from someone?”

It was like jumping from a cliff right into an icy pool. There was no going back now. Linny couldn’t even think right now, about what she should do or shouldn’t do or shouldn’t have done already long ago. She was at the bag in the corner before she knew what she was doing, unswaddling the lourka, turning around to face the stricken, horrified faces of her parents just as the clock in the corner ticked another minute closer to midnight.

“I didn’t beg anything from anyone,” she said. “I didn’t have to. It’s my very own lourka. Made by me. I made it.”

Which was the exact moment the wind rose up outside, blew the door right open, and came whistling through the room, so that the fire in the hearth threw out a fountain of sparks and then almost died away entirely, making everything terribly dim.

Something was wrong in that dim light. Linny could see her parents leaping from their chairs, could hear them crying out in alarm, but the chill had wrapped itself right around her heart, like the coldest possible boa constrictor, and for a moment she could hardly move her own lips to shout. Then the cold air rushed out of the room again, taking her breath with it; it was the strangest thing.

In that hollow space left by the wind, there were voices.

Not voices that you can hear—that would have been less terrible. But the shadow left by voices that you somehow knew had been jabbering at you a moment ago angrily, ironically, bitterly, and that now, in this moment here, were gone. Linny found herself on her feet, the lourka in her hand, but that hand, like her other one, was desperately and awkwardly trying to cover her ears, to block out all that sound that wasn’t there, the awful words that no one was saying. 

It was not an echo, because an echo is also a kind of sound; this was the ringing absence of something that had been there, in some impossible prior slice of time—the sense that a scream had filled the air just a second ago, had come ripping through the air, here and gone. This was the silence where a second ago there had been voices, and it was the worst thing Linny had ever heard (or not heard) in all her life.

Her heart was fluttering in jagged bursts, and her ears straining after something that could not be heard, not with ordinary human ears. The room was completely silent, but the air trembled with all that unheard sound. Sound’s ghost.

The spell of those silent, absent voices held them all in its fist. Linny was dimly aware that her parents had their hands at their ears as well, but she couldn’t move an inch.

A nightmare’s got us, she thought, but even as she thought that, she realized she could feel the floorboards again, solid and real under her feet. And that was already the sign the spell was fading. She turned her head (she could turn it now), and she saw the ashen faces of her parents, both turning to look for her at the very same moment, both faces already shifting from fear to relief as they found her still there.

“Linny!” said her mother (as if from very far away). “What—”

But that’s when the real shouting started, far away at the end of the village. Not ghost noises anymore. Ordinary human cries. A wail of grief, outside and far away. Linny started noticing things again: how shiveringly cold she felt, how the lourka was still clenched in her hand, how her father must have dropped the bottle of wine (when?), because a puddle of dark liquid and broken glass stretched out around his feet. Outside, the wailing grew louder. Linny pulled at the quilt still draped around her shoulders with her cold, cold hands.

“Oh, no,” she said, and the shaking started for real.

She knew that voice. She had known it forever. It was the sound of a mother whose heart has been torn in two by something awful, awful, awful—

“But that means, that means—Sayra!” said Linny, waking up, finally. The lourka fell out of her hands onto the cottage floor. And Linny flung herself across the room, through the door, and out into the chilly night, into a world where some story was coming true, apparently, in the worst possible way.
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I WILL FIND HER

There was a thin mist winding through the village and a round, shining moon beyond the mist, so that all eaves, corners, walls, and wells looked both brighter and fuzzier than they usually would. The hard-packed earth of the road was firm and cool under Linny’s bare feet. She felt a little as though she were still dreaming, running up alone through the village in the middle of the night this way, all the way up to the weatherworn cottage where Sayra lived with her mother. How many times had she come up this road? Hundreds or thousands—but never on her own.

It was strange to be running through the village without Sayra. It was like being only a fraction of yourself. To tell the truth, Linny felt right without Sayra only in two places: her own home and deep in the woods. But not among the houses here. Not running up that road at night. It actually made Linny feel a little queasy inside, to be outside and visible like this. She was used to sneaking around and hiding. But now she sped along that road like a ghost, like a rumor, like trouble, and already she could see the slight figure of Sayra’s own mother, bent over in grief outside her own cottage, and hear the words in those awful keening sobs of hers.

“Sayra! My Sayra!”

The neighbors were already appearing from their houses, of course. Someone had put a sturdy arm around Sayra’s mother’s shoulders—that was kind Molleen, Elias’s mother. She was saying something that had no words to it, that was just a kind, wordless, broken-hearted murmur. There were other neighbors on the porch and in the door. But Linny was still running very fast, and now she ran right past Sayra’s grieving mother to the steps and up Sayra’s most-familiar steps to the door—where someone caught up to her, grabbed her arm, and whirled her halfway around.

“You!” said Elias, as wild-haired and wild-eyed as a child with night fever (the twins had been through that not so long ago). “The Voices took Sayra. Why are you here?”

“Let me go,” said Linny. “I’ve got to go in.” Then she figured out what he really meant by that and could not say another word. It was true; she should not still be here if Sayra was not.

They stood there, glaring at each other miserably in the relative dark, both of them, Linny knew, probably remembering Linny’s hands on the smooth neck of that lourka yesterday by the Rushing, and the stupid (but very pretty) notes she had insisted on playing. Both knowing it should have been Linny the Voices came after, if they came after anybody, not Sayra, the good one, the one they both loved.

Why? Why? That’s what both those miserable, angry faces were asking as they glared at each other there.

And then, as clear and cold
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