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The Finch sisters were never still long enough to be mistaken for
ordinary birds.

Rill flashed first and thought later. Rella noticed first and spoke after,
if speaking was still necessary by then. They moved through the
Hollow in bright little bursts, finishing one another’s thoughts badly
and one another’s songs beautifully. Their nest held the usual finch
things—moss, grass, feathers, spider silk—and also a ribbon scrap, two
smooth seeds that shone like beads, and a pebble shaped uncannily
like a smiling face. They called these treasures. Other creatures called
them whatever they liked. The sisters were not much troubled by
outside opinion.

On a cool spring morning they perched on a low branch above Crystal
Pond, arguing as cheerfully as ever.

“It is a singing day,” said Rill.

“It is a singing and snacking day,” said Rella.
“One must choose.”

“One must not.”

The pond below them held the pale sky in long wavering strips. Frogs
muttered at the edges. A willow branch trailed the surface and drew a
soft line through the reflection.

Then Rella stopped speaking.
For a finch, that was notable.
Something pale blue drifted across the water.

At first Rill assumed it was a petal or a scrap of sky that had lost its
way. But it moved more carefully than that, gliding toward shore
without spinning, without dipping, as if it had somewhere particular
in mind.

Rella fluttered down at once. Rill followed, still speaking because
silence always made her suspicious.

“It may be important. It may be damp. It may be both.”

The thing came to rest near the reeds.

It was a feather.



Longer than any feather they knew, pale blue as washed morning, with
a silvery line through the center that caught the light whenever it
shifted. It did not belong to any bird in Luminous Hollow. Of that the
sisters were immediately certain.

Rella reached first. She lifted it gently in her beak.
And gasped.
The feather answered her.

Not in words. Not even quite in music. More like a note remembering
how to become a note. When Rella’s soft surprise left her throat, the
feather gave it back, higher and finer, as if holding the sound up to the
light.

Rill landed so hard beside her that she splashed one foot.
“Do it again.”
Rella gave a cautious chirp.

The feather chimed with her, finding a second note that had not been
there before.

Rill’s eyes widened. She laughed—a bright little burst of sound.
The feather laughed with her.
Rill bounced in place. “It is a feather that sings back!”

Rella turned it slightly so the wind touched its edge. The feather
answered with a whispering hum, thin as thread and perfectly
matched to the breeze.

“It listens,” said Rella.
Rill drew herself up. “Yes. Then it is definitely both.”

The sisters carried it home between them, one at each end, careful not
to pull. The feather was light as thistledown but seemed pleased by the
company. Every time one of them gave a tiny correcting peep or
muttered something under her breath, it answered in a note so neat
and true that they began to laugh all over again.

At the nest, they tied it into the outer weave with a strand of grass,
loose enough to let it move when the wind passed, secure enough to
keep it from wandering. Then they sat back and looked at it.



For a long while, no one spoke.
The feather gave one small hum into the stillness.

That evening, as the light lowered over the pond, the sisters sang
together on their favorite reed. They had sung there all through winter
and into spring, not because they were performers exactly, but
because the Hollow liked to hear them and they liked to be heard.
Their songs were quick and bright and full of turns so clever they
sometimes surprised even themselves.

This time the feather sang too.

Not loudly. It did not steal the song or sit on top of it like a show-off. It
slipped into the space between their two voices and made a third place
there—warm, shining, and whole. The sound that rose over the pond
was the sisters’ song, certainly, but fuller now, as if a lamp had been lit
inside it.

The frogs stopped.

Old Blue lifted his head from the meadow.

At the Long Table House, Mabel paused with her hook in the air and
did not put in the next stitch until the last note faded.

When the sisters finished, neither one spoke at once.

That, too, was notable.

At last Rill said, more quietly than usual, “It knows where we’re thin.”
Rella looked at the feather tucked between them. “Or where we fit.”

After that they carried it with them often, tied lightly into the nest by
day, brought out by evening, and sometimes perched between them on
a branch when the weather was fine. It did not always sing. Some
mornings it only answered the breeze. Once it echoed a droplet falling
from a willow leaf so sweetly that the sisters both went still.

But whenever one of their songs needed warmth, or whenever the
Hollow itself felt slightly out of tune, the feather seemed to know.

A fretful dusk by the pond smoothed out after one gentle chorus. A
calf in the nearer field settled after hearing the sisters sing from the
fence rail. Once, when two sparrows had spent the better part of an



hour quarreling over a nesting place no one else wanted, the feather
answered their sharp voices with such soft, mournful harmony that
the pair fell silent, looked at one another in shame, and chose the
branch together.

The sisters began to understand that the feather was not simply
making music prettier.

It was listening for places that needed a little tending.

This discovery pleased Rella in a deep and thoughtful way. It pleased
Rill in a loud and immediate one. But it changed them both a little.

They still argued. Of course they did. The Hollow would have worried
if they stopped. Yet now, when one sister flew too far ahead and the
other lagged behind, they found each other again more quickly. When
Rill turned a melody too bright, Rella no longer simply let it go. She
lifted her voice. When Rella grew so careful she almost vanished into
the note, Rill leaned nearer. The feather, listening between them,
always seemed to know how to hold the middle.

One evening Evelyn stood with them by the pond after the singing was
done.

“It sounds,” she said softly, “as though the world remembers
something when you sing.”

Rella touched the feather with the tip of her beak.
“Perhaps it does,” she said.

Rill tilted her head. “Or perhaps it simply likes joining in.”
That answer satisfied everyone.

As spring moved on and the Hollow greened, the feather became one
more small truth among many. The pond kept its shifting skies. Hush
found what needed finding. Old Blue made his circles. And some
evenings, just as the first lamps were lit and the last birdsong should
have ended, a delicate thread of harmony would rise over Crystal Pond
and settle the air around it.

If one listened closely, one could hear three voices there.

Two belonged to the Finch sisters.



The third belonged to something that had once drifted alone and now,
at last, had something to sing back to.

The Hollow is still there, if youd like to return.
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