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			For Elise. 
May this novel one day inspire you to reach for the stars.
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			Geographical Features

			Premier Esprit (First Spirit)—country founded by Eidolon, the first Suzerain, four thousand years ago. The most powerful country in the world with sovereignty over several other countries. Premier Esprit is divided into eight regions:

			Region 1: Tristesse (Sadness)

			Relevant Settlements: Nostalgie (Nostalgia), Envie (Envy), Jalousie (Jealousy)–fell 22 years ago

			Landforms: Gentle hills and grassy plains, Lake Oublié (Forgotten) in Nostalgie

			Region 2: Crainte (Fear)

			Relevant Settlements: Remords (Remorse), Panique (Panic)—fell 10 years ago. Located in the Vallée de la Solitude (Valley of Loneliness)

			Landforms: Mountains, valleys, and rivers, Le Solitaire (The Lonely) River

			Region 3: Bonheur (Happiness)

			Relevant Settlements: Éthéré Coeur (Ethereal Heart)—the capital city of Premier Esprit. Nicknamed the “Paramount” because of its great importance, Calme (Calm)

			Landforms: Forests, rivers, and gentle rolling hills

			Region 4: Colère (Anger)

			Relevant Settlements: Agacement (Annoyance)—fell 1 year ago, Honte (Shame), Port Refoulé (Port Repressed)

			Landforms: Flat plains and black sandy beaches

			Region 5: Confiance (Trust)

			Relevant Settlements: Château de Pureté (Castle of Purity), Port Espoir (Port Hope)

			Landforms: Large lakes and highlands

			Region 6: Étonnement (Surprise)

			Relevant Settlements: Plaisir (Pleasure), Nerveux (Nervous)

			Landforms: Mountains, rivers, and a large island

			

			Region 7: Excitation (Excitement)

			Relevant Settlements: Plaisir (Pleasure), Nerveux (Nervous)

			Landforms: Black stoney beaches, rivers, grassy plains, and farmlands

			Region 8: Dégoût (Disgust)

			Relevant Settlements: Port Horreur (Port Horror)

			Landforms: Coastal cliffs, mountains, and caverns

			Bassin de la Haine (Pool of Hate)—a restricted area off the northeastern coast of Premier Esprit. It contains the Île de l’Amour (Island of Love), Eidolon’s homeland.

			The Suzerain’s three towers of operation, located in Éthéré Coeur:

			Résonateur Édifice (Resonator Building)—where Résonateurs are trained, housed, and given assignments.

			Bibliothèque de l’Archiviste (Archivist Library)—library for all information in Premier Esprit, hub for the relier system, and physical location of the Sommet.

			Pylône de la Science (Science Pylon)—center for innovation and technology.
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			Deal of the Hopeless

			A dark shimmer streaked across the moonlit plains of golden grass, flowing along the rolling hills in a swirl. It stopped, floating like a black cloud glittering with tiny gems.

			A lump formed in my throat. I swallowed, and it lodged in my chest like a block of ice. A head of stark white rose from the haze.

			A Phase.

			The ice in my chest flooded my veins. I was safe here, at the far end of the lake near the barrier’s edge. Even with the village on the other side of Lake Oublié, there was no danger. But knowing the Phase was out there—

			It suddenly vanished over the hills.

			I gasped and put my hand over my heart, its intense rhythm thumping through the rough fabric of my dress. Stop. Stop.

			I took several deep breaths. Calm down. Be calm, or the Phase will come back.

			Just a few strides from the lakeshore, I leaned against the thick trunk of the only remaining cork oak near my village. I began twisting fine silver wires together in my fingers with new urgency. The metal was old, frayed, and brittle, but needed. Heart, it was desperately needed to keep the barrier alive. To keep Phases out.

			I gazed at the lake, eager for a distraction from the desperation creeping over me. Water lapped against the bank as a cool autumn breeze swept across its surface. Reeds along the lakeshore rustled, and a patch of water lilies bobbed. The reflection of the stars on the water’s surface blurred. The only lights found at night outside Nostalgie. Across the lake, my village lay settled in the center of the barrier. It looked like nothing more than a collection of rectangular shadows in the darkness, but Nostalgie was everything to me. To the villagers. Beyond us, nothing but hilly plains stretched as far as the eye could see.

			Although other villages were scattered some distance around us, Nostalgie may as well have been alone in the world. We were each trapped inside a wall—a sphere of invisible energy, but still, a wall.

			The dark figure streaked along the horizon feeding off my discomfort, sensing my emotions. It was out there waiting, always waiting for its chance to claim a new victim—someone foolish or desperate enough to step outside the barrier and have their heart ripped out.

			A chill ran down my spine. The Phases made sure we stayed inside our walls.

			A piece of wire splintered and pierced my palm. I hissed. Beads of red dripped down the metal, making it slick. I sighed and set the wires down on the oak’s gnarled roots. This was the one tree that hadn’t been cut down, the cork from its bark deemed too valuable to lose. The holes in our water barrels grew wider every year, and only cork from this tree could adequately plug them.

			As I leaned over to study my palm, wild scarlet curls spilled over my shoulders. The cut was deep enough to form another scar. But scars were good. I ran my finger over the white lines covering my bronze-colored palm. Some of them were straight. Others small and crescent shaped from the times my nails dug into my skin to keep my emotions in control. Scars were reminders to avoid feeling because feeling was death. Emotions called out to the Phases, drawing them like flies to honey. The nature of beings was to seek what they didn’t possess. Phases sought hearts, and those of us inside the barrier . . .

			I pulled the thin thread of metal from my palm. Wasted. Losing a piece of precious material gave Mayor Edgard another reason to snarl at me through his few remaining teeth. Gavril the constant disappointment. The child of an outsider. The burden.

			I dropped the wire to the ground. There was nothing left. All the resources were gone. All the cables and wires and switches—

			I drew another deep breath. Calm. I had to stay calm. I stood up and left the edge of Lake Oublié to head for the open plains holding my hands in front of me, feeling for the pulsing energy at the edge of the protective barrier. I took slow steps. I didn’t want to move too quickly and accidentally slip outside.

			Suddenly, a warm tingling swept over my hand and sent a soothing rush up my arm. I pulled my hand back. Closer. Much closer than last night. The barrier shrank faster each day.

			Wind kissed my flesh, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up. I pulled my tattered shawl tightly around my shoulders. The barrier would eventually fall, and no one would know Nostalgie was gone. Only emptiness leftover.

			But not right away. I gazed at the pitch-black horizon. If the barrier fell, for a few seconds—maybe more if I weren’t the first taken—I would get to breathe the outside air. I would feel the wind on my skin and know I was free. I would be part of the world.

			The shimmering mass glinted in the distance. It rolled down the hills and shot into the sky.

			A shiver ran down my spine. No. We couldn’t give up. I hurried back to the cork oak and retrieved the wires. There had to be some way to save ourselves. Nostalgie wasn’t just a village. It was our home—the only place we could live in peace. The only place we could truly call our own. It was my world, the only one I would ever know.

			

			I circled the outer edge of the lake, heading back to the village. The sparse lights of Nostalgie shone dimly through the night as I dodged the rotting tree stumps that marked the skeleton of a once lush forest. There were no shrubs or saplings for miles. Every twig in range of the barrier had been harvested until life was drained from the roots. Only decay remained—a garden for mushrooms we gratefully accepted. Wood was more precious than gold, but the lives we had left were just as precious. Leaving the barrier was not worth the risk of losing any more neighbors or friends.

			I entered the village and passed between old patchwork houses and shacks constructed from whatever scraps of wood and sheets of metal villagers could piece together. Only thirty remained. Some families were forced to depend on the charity of their neighbors. All we had was one another. If we didn’t work together, the village would fall apart and become a ruin of dust for the wind to carry away.

			I followed the worn dirt path to the center of Nostalgie and used my shawl to wipe blood from the wires. Heaps of mechanical junk beyond repair littered the edges of the trail. What spare parts could be utilized were stripped away and the rest tossed aside to be forgotten. As I neared the center toward the hub, the low, ceaseless drone of electricity filled the air. It was dull. Comforting. As long as that hum continued, the Solenoid was keeping the barrier alive.

			I passed between two shacks and stepped over a piece of scrap metal, not wanting another hole in my boots. There was barely any leather left—

			“Edgard,” a hurried whisper drifted through the air from somewhere in front of me. I couldn’t see Mathieu, but I recognized the voice of my childhood friend. The mayor’s apprentice these days. “Edgard, a word. I need a word with you.”

			Heart, what did Mathieu want with the mayor this time of night? He rarely stayed up later than a few hours past sunset. I crinkled my nose. When he was awake, he rarely did anything other than follow Edgard around like a little page. He didn’t have time for anyone else.

			Curious, I pushed myself against the nearest house, careful not to shift the rusty walls.

			“What is it, Mathieu?” the mayor asked sharply.

			The clang of tapping metal rang out—another wiring panel being manhandled back into place. Edgard was always looking inside the Solenoid’s siphon, prodding the wires and condensers, trying to figure out how it worked. Trying to unlock the secrets of the barrier’s creation. Whatever he discovered, he kept close to his heart, guarding the information like a fierce bear. If anyone else dared get close to the hub, he hurled threats of banishment like rocks.

			A grunt followed the clatter, and I could picture Edgard’s leathery red face wrinkle, his jaw tight. “These repairs won’t fix themselves. If we don’t maintain the energy pull—”

			“Yes, Edgard,” Mathieu’s voice quivered. “It’s exactly that. The limit has receded even more. It’s almost to the cork tree near the shore of Lake Oublié. If it continues like this, we won’t be able to—”

			“Hush, Mathieu,” Edgard hissed.

			I held my breath, not daring to make a sound.

			For a few moments, humming filled the air. Then Edgard’s uneven steps rattled on the metal platform of the hub. “Keep your voice down,” he said. “Everyone’s asleep. We don’t need them to wake up and cause a riot.”

			I bit my lip. Keeping villagers in the dark was better? But coming from Edgard, it wasn’t surprising. He would do whatever it took to keep the village’s faith in him. I was shocked he even had his apprentice checking the barrier. That required trusting Mathieu not to spread the truth.

			“I can tell the energy pull’s off,” Edgard said in a low voice. “It’s so damn hot some of the wires are melting in the siphon’s distributor. I need you to make sure the barrier’s still up while I patch it. We don’t need to run out of energy and have the barrier fall.”

			

			“But’s that’s exactly what’s going to happen, Edgard.” Mathieu’s voice trembled. “We don’t have any more time. This is the end.”

			“It’s not the end,” Edgard growled. “It will never be the end. Not now. Not under my watch. We survived before.” The old man let out a deep breath through his nose. “Though it would be easier if we had a Résonateur.”

			It would be, I thought bitterly. Résonateurs could manifest their emotions to affect the physical world—stifle the air with their contempt or turn their rage into invisible blades. They can kill Phases. I looked up at the stars. Résonateurs were the only ones who could pay the price for a new energy source for the barrier. A Solenoid.

			They called the price “paying the service,” a secretive task ordained to Résonateurs by the governing body of Premier Esprit, the Sommet, in exchange for a Solenoid to power a town’s barrier. Everyone had their own idea about what the service entailed, and it was common practice for people to share fantastical stories with the rest of the village about what they read or heard. Edgard once told us that Résonateurs were sent to foreign countries to “deal with” the Sommet’s enemies. I asked Mama if that was true. She rolled her eyes and said she wished someone would “deal with” Edgard.

			“What about Gavril . . .” Mathieu trailed off.

			They couldn’t see me, but I still felt like I was being watched. My fingers clenched around the wires.

			“I mean Gavril might be a—”

			“It’s no use,” Edgard interrupted. “That one doesn’t have a lick of Résonateur in her blood, regardless of what her mother says. Been a burden more than anything.”

			The wires pinched into my fingers. Burden. The child Mama got stuck with. The extra mouth to split rations with. The constant reminder that Edgard couldn’t live up to the memory held in my mother’s heart. I pressed my lips together and forced myself to stay calm. Any sustained emotion would draw the attention of that Phase. Edgard’s remark wasn’t worth risking the village over.

			“Goel. What about him?” Mathieu asked, desperation coating his tone.

			“Gavril’s supposed father?” Edgard snorted.

			“It’s been seventeen years since he left to obtain a new Solenoid for our barrier. Surely his service has been paid. Especially since the Solenoid is dying. The Sommet can’t expect to keep him away forever.”

			I looked down at the detritus of Nostalgie cluttered around my feet. My father. The great Résonateur who left and never came back. He was supposed to protect us from Phases. Was his service more important than us?

			Edgard let out a low, dismissive chuckle. “Goel? Are you serious? He’s never coming back here. If he’s not living it up in Éthéré Coeur with the other Résonateurs of the Capital, he returned to that foreign land of his. Fleurette’s the only one foolish enough to still hold on to the hope of seeing him again.” He snorted again. “Stupid woman needs to give it up and find a new man.”

			How dare he say those things about Mama? The metal in my hands grew slick again. I controlled my breathing, using the fear of something more terrible than a bitter old drunk to keep me silent. I would not let my emotions call that Phase. I couldn’t.

			“Then we have to find someone else,” Mathieu pleaded. “Maybe we can ask for a Résonateur from the Sommet. If the Solenoid fails, and we’re left unprotected, only they can save us.”

			A derisive grunt sounded from our mayor. “Do you really believe they would send a Résonateur here, Mathieu? That the great Suzerain, the ruler of all hearts of the world, would spare a mere fraction of a thought on this little ant nest? We’re nothing but a speck to them.”

			A moment of silence, and Edgard’s voice brightened. “But I do have hope, my boy.”

			I heard a muffled clap and pictured Edgard’s hand landing on Mathieu’s shoulder.

			

			“We need support. I know that,” Edgard continued. “I’ve already contacted Seigneur Gervais in Envie. He’s coming tomorrow. Envie’s not so far from here, and they have more supplies than we do. Perhaps we can come up with an agreement. I heard over the relier his boy might be looking for a wife.”

			A wife for Gervais’ son Cyril? I fought the urge to gag. What woman would have that misfortune? And from here? Was Envie’s stock not good enough for him?

			The two men were silent. As moments passed, the constant low hum seemed more deafening with every second.

			“I thought I saw one the other day,” Mathieu whispered as though the words stifled his breath. “It was horrible—all black and twisting . . .”

			“Gervais will come, and the matter will be taken care of.”

			“How can you know that, Edgard? After what happened in Jalousie—”

			“That’s enough of this talk,” Edgard cut the younger man off with a tone as sharp as an ax. “We’ve gone on about this too long. I will talk with Seigneur Gervais and meet whatever demands he has. We will never have this conversation again.” The grating squeaked again. “It’s late, boy. Let’s retire for the night and get up early. There’s a lot to do before the seigneur arrives.”

			I remained hidden and waited for their footsteps to disappear into the darkness. I pushed away from the house and turned the corner to face the hub and the heart of Nostalgie.

			I stood before the great deity. The hub was everything—the fulcrum of our lives comprised by two machines as precious as the sun. A great mechanical barrel perched atop a circular pedestal of metal grating about twenty feet wide, the unabating hum resonating from its metallic body. The siphon. It was as wide as four large casks lined side by side and twice as tall as a man. The once sleek silver surfaces of its curved sides were rusty with age and rough with dented plates. In a few spots, wires had escaped their paneling and sprouted from the barrel like black vines of ivy. At the top of the siphon, a towering metal spire rose up to point at the stars. This was the distributor for the barrier. And in a wide semi-circular indentation that cut to the core of the siphon pulsed the heart. Not an organ of blood, tissue, and mortal life, but an enormous cylinder attached to the siphon by countless electrical veins and arteries. The life source of the barrier. Without it, the siphon had no energy to take and distribute. There was no protection from the Phases beyond. It was our hope, the guardian of our lives.

			The Solenoid.

			Rapt . . . rapt . . . rapt . . .

			My throat tightened. Had anyone else noticed the low taps emitted from the Solenoid? I’d heard them before, several times. They only seemed to rise in the silence of night when I stood nearby. Each time I heard that tapping, the barrier diminished a little.

			Was it dying? Was our peace coming to an end?

			We needed a new Solenoid, and there was only one way to get one. Edgard was delusional if he thought Gervais, the slick lord of Envie, was going to save us. He only cared for one thing, and we weren’t the image he saw in the mirror. We needed to appeal to Éthéré Coeur—the Paramount of the country . . .

			A soft crackle and a bright light flashed above me. I looked straight up. A thin line of white rippled along the barrier, spreading out like lightning running along a glass sphere.

			. . . and we had to do it before that Phase killed us.

			$

			The sun had barely cleared the horizon when Edgard’s voice roared through the air, announcing the impending arrival of Envie’s seigneur. My fellow villagers bustled around with excitement, gossiping about how brave he was to travel outside the barrier and how they needed to dig out their finest clothes for his first visit in four years. To them, he was a beacon of hope—a kind lord eager to help. They didn’t realize his help wouldn’t come for free. One of us was going to be traded—sold for promises that were as hollow as Gervais’ heart. It made me cringe.

			I walked by the old storehouse, a small building that held Nostalgie’s food supply. A rusty lock dangled from the door—more a threat than anything. If anyone wanted to steal food, the walls wouldn’t put up much of a fight.

			A young woman with soft brown curls and a small key tied to her wrist turned the corner of the building and smiled at me. It was Celine. Her father was Edgard’s oldest friend and the official lockkeeper of the storehouse—a job he gladly passed onto his child as his knees refused to cooperate with age.

			“Exciting, isn’t it, Gavril?” she called.

			I tried to smile back. “If you like infestations.”

			She swatted her hand at me and chuckled. “You can’t be serious. It’s not everyday a seigneur comes to town.”

			“Thank the Great Heart,” I replied and walked on.

			Celine was very pretty. She was a few years older than me and had married young—a union that ended suddenly when her groom, a man called Roland, became ill. She was kind and hardworking—a great choice for a wife. But would she leave? Say goodbye to her aging father and never look back?

			“Oh, I wouldn’t mind running off with him,” a smoky voice said.

			I turned and saw Bernadette, the local herbalist, standing in the shade of her house with her sister Lucienne. She waved a large lace fan in the air, her graying black hair bouncing back and forth with every flick. Bernadette never bothered to hide her dislike for Mama. Jealousy, my mama would laugh, was an ugly habit. I put my head down and pretended to be interested in a rusty nail in the dirt.

			“It’s been ten years since his wife keeled over,” Bernadette went on. “I’d say Seigneur Gervais could use a good woman to keep him warm at night.”

			Ugh, disgusting. My stomach lurched.

			“I think you’re dreaming, Bernadette,” Lucienne giggled. “You know he’s always had eyes for his flower.”

			“Well, she’s still pining for a ghost,” Bernadette replied. She suddenly let out a bawdy laugh. “All the more reason for me to take his mind off things.”

			I tried to not let the uninhibited flow of emotions bother me, but when Bernadette began detailing her ideas, it was time to take solace at Lake Oublié.

			The golden glow of sunset spread over the lake’s surface, making it shimmer like a pool of riches. It was so much more. I settled by the water’s edge, letting its tranquility soothe my heart. Slowly the sun dipped down, its rays shooting into the sky for one last dazzling display before it sank into darkness.

			“Gavril, they’re here,” Mathieu said behind me.

			My nose crinkled as though I could smell our lordly and lofty guests already. I stood up and turned to face Mathieu. “Then you should go greet them with the others. I’m sure the seigneur won’t miss my presence. He’s made his distaste for me apparent on more than one occasion.”

			“About that . . .”

			Alarmed at his hesitant tone, I turned to look at the sandy-haired mayor’s apprentice. Mathieu’s chestnut eyes turned to the ground.

			I returned my gaze to the lake and clenched my fists. Stay calm. “I think I’ll stay here.”

			“You shouldn’t even be out here,” he said, voice as taut as a hangman’s rope. “It’s not safe. We don’t even know how much space—”

			“I do.” The water bobbed up from the wind to lick the toes of my boots, the frigid liquid slipping into holes to nip at my skin. “I come here every day. I know exactly how much space we have left.”

			

			“Then you know why you have to come with me,” Mathieu replied. “You don’t have a choice. Seigneur Gervais demanded your presence.” He seized my arm like a rat clinging to its last meal.

			I jerked away and shoved him back. “No!”

			“Gavril, stop,” he grunted, grabbing my arm again.

			The threads along the shoulder of my worn dress popped as I tried to pull away once more. “Let go,” I hissed.

			This time, he held fast. The cloth shredded, and my feet slid on the slick earth. Liquid splashed up around me as I flailed and heaved, falling backward into a shock of icy lake water. It forced the air out of my lungs, but I regained enough sense to push my back from the silt and sat up, shoving the mop of red curls from my eyes.

			Mathieu gawked at me, mouth hanging open.

			I stood up and looked down at my skirt. Lakebed mud oozed over it. “Does Seigneur Gervais still want to see me now, looking like this?”

			Mathieu stared at my filthy attire. “We can fix this,” he said, finally finding his words. “We can sneak into your house and have you change.”

			“Or I could stay here. The mayor prefers I stay out of sight. Why have I suddenly been invited to a soiree with the great seigneur?”

			Gervais hated me. He couldn’t possibly be considering . . .

			Mathieu’s eyes shot to the earth again and his hands wrung together, the fingers turning red. “Please, Gavril. The mayor says you might be our only hope.”

			Every angry word I could think of swelled from the fire in my chest to my tongue, but I swallowed the barrage and took in a deep breath. Calm. “I’m ‘hope’ now?” I shook my head. “Yesterday I was a burden. Edgard should make up his mind.”

			“You know he doesn’t mean it. The mayor’s under a lot of stress—”

			“We all are,” I said. “The barrier is shrinking, and he keeps pretending nothing’s wrong.”

			“He’s not, Gavril,” Mathieu replied. “Edgard’s well aware of what’s happening. That’s why he needs you to see the seigneur.”

			“What makes me so special?”

			“You know,” Mathieu said. “Your father—”

			“Is gone,” I finished. “He hasn’t been here for a long time.”

			“But you’re here. You’re all we have.” His voice was weak, pleading for help. The voice of my friend. The voice of Nostalgie.

			The fire of my defiance snuffed out in an instant. “All right. I don’t know why he wants to see me, but I’ll go.”

			Mathieu smiled and reached for my hand. I hesitated for a second, then slowly took it. No matter our differences, we were in this together.

			He led me away from the banks of Lake Oublié. It reminded me of when we were children. When we used to sneak out to the lake and dare each other to step outside the barrier. No one ever won that dare.

			“You’re not embarrassed to be seen with me? This really is a desperate time,” I muttered.

			“We’re friends, Gavril.”

			“We haven’t been friends since Edgard selected you as his chore boy.”

			A weary sigh escaped his lips. “You’ll always be my friend. It’s just . . . well, my duties are important and necessary. I know you don’t like Edgard, but he’s getting on. Someone will have to take over when he’s gone.”

			“Yes, someone will have to make sure we know who to blame for all our problems. Where is our great Résonateur when we need him?”

			“Your father had to pay the service. I don’t blame him.”

			“I do.” My insides burned. I pushed my nails into my scraped palms to banish the feeling. “He’s made it clear that ‘service’ is more important than us. Now we are at the mercy of Seigneur Gervais.”

			Once we reached the edge of the village, Mathieu pushed me against the nearest house. The rusted tin squealed, and a few splinters of wood shook from the patched frame.

			“Stay here,” he told me and disappeared around the corner.

			

			I waited for a minute, and when he didn’t return, I gently pushed away from the wall.

			This was absurd. We shouldn’t waste our time worrying whether Gervais would be offended by my appearance. If we waited too long, we would be prey for the Phase. It was waiting outside already. And as much as he could ignore a blow to the head, Edgard couldn’t turn a blind eye to the ripples and sparks appearing in the barrier at night. A panic needed to be avoided, but—

			“There you are,” a deep growl rumbled.

			I turned my head toward the voice. Edgard marched straight for me, his ratty beard losing gray whiskers with every limped stomp. He roughly snatched my arm in a crushing grip and spun around like a warped cog.

			He eyed me up and down. “Disgusting. I don’t know what you’ve gotten into, but our guests want to see you.” He buried his fist into his pocket and yanked out a dirty cloth. “Clean up,” he hissed, throwing the rag in my face.

			I ripped the filthy thing away and threw it to the ground. Edgard paid me no mind and dragged me toward the village center. I stumbled, desperate to keep my feet underneath. I winced as scraps of metal cut through my shoes.

			“You’re about as useless as that moony mother of yours. I should have kicked the two of you out a long time ago,” Edgard grumbled. “Maybe I can finally get rid of one of you. Cut my losses like your father.”

			A sick feeling churned in my stomach. I wanted to argue with Edgard, but deep down, he was right. He saw it clear as day. My father’s absence spoke volumes. It sounded like abandonment.

			And now it was Edgard’s time to turn his back on me.

			The hub was surrounded by people I didn’t recognize, though I’d known them my whole life. Costumed for the seigneur, my fellow villagers stared at us and whispered to each other behind tatty gloved hands and patched fans. Some hid their faces behind antiquated, musty masks, while others had matted their faces in layers of white powder thicker than tar.

			We made it to the hub, and Edgard threw me down onto the metal grating. My dress tore from a hole around my knee down to the hem as I hit the panels hard enough to set off an echoing thud. A great hush followed the din of the reverberating metal. Still on my knees, I turned from the judgmental eyes keenly locked on me and focused on the constant, dull hum that filled the void and provided my only source of comfort.

			Rapt . . . rapt . . . rapt . . .

			I stilled when the slow tapping interrupted the hum for a few seconds. I glanced at Edgard. He wiped sweat from his red forehead but didn’t appear to notice the strange sound.

			My mouth felt like sand.

			“I hope this isn’t how you treat all of your trade property, Edgard,” a voice spoken from the nose said from the side.

			A man in the frayed, exhausted silk ruffles of his forefathers sauntered to the front of the Solenoid. He sounded like a weasel but looked like a balding mantis wearing knee breeches that crept nearly a third of the way up his spindly thighs. Gervais’ narrow eyes crawled all over me—studying me, weighing me, judging me. He was not friendly or concerned for me, no matter what he said to Edgard. If anything, he was waiting to see what I would do.

			And I did what everyone expected. I kept silent.

			I rose to my feet and straightened myself with as much dignity as I could muster in a mud-covered, ripped dress. I kept my gaze steady, head up but not looking directly at anyone. If I didn’t focus on them sneering and looking down on me, I wouldn’t get upset.

			“Such a submissive thing, Edgard. Yes, well done,” Gervais said, giving Edgard an approving nod. “What do you think, son?”

			A hand clamped down on my shoulder. Long fingers twisted into the wool of my shawl and jerked me around. The tall, slim form of Gervais’ son loomed over me. He resembled his father in every way, except the wiry strands of his dull yellow hair were pulled into a tight ponytail. His sneaky, squinting eyes trailed down from my face to my shoes. An evident expression of revulsion spread wider with each pass.

			“Such a dreadful sight. Why is she so filthy?” he asked.

			“I’m afraid that’s my fault,” a timid reply drifted from the crowd.

			Mathieu stepped forward, his head down, rubbing his hands together. “She was at the lake. I-I think I startled her, and she fell in. I didn’t mean for it to happen.”

			He was lying for me. But why would he do such a thing? Edgard patted Mathieu on the back.

			My lips pressed into a thin line. His excuse was not for me after all.

			“Good man,” the mayor murmured. “An accident,” he announced loudly. “Just an accident. A little mud never hurt anyone. We can have her cleaned up for you in no time, Master Cyril.”

			“That sounds like a convenient lie.” Cyril leered at me with lips stretching like a frog’s. “I bet she did it on purpose to put me off. Why should we help such an ungrateful girl and the peasants that keep her?”

			Edgard’s eyes widened like he’d been stabbed in the chest. “Oh, no, I assure you, Master Cyril, we have nothing but gratitude—great gratitude—for you and your esteemed father.” He glared at me. “An even if this little tart has her qualms, I promise you that it has nothing to do with the rest of—”

			“As usual, Edgard, your tongue is getting salty from all the rear-licking you’ve been doing.”

			All eyes turned to the pixie-esque voice. A woman floated through the crowd like a fairy caught in the breeze. Her wide green eyes gleamed with the glory of fresh spring grass, and her cheeks flushed pink with joy. She was pale and wisplike, but vivacity seemed to set her aglow. The emerald dress she wore was once the envy of every woman in the village—fine silk and rich embroidery. That was seventeen years ago, but it was still twice as wide as it was long, and she made sure to swish the skirt out to hit as many people as possible on her promenade toward the hub.

			“You. You there, Envie boy. What are you doing with my daughter?” she demanded.

			“Boy?” Cyril seethed under his breath.

			“Ah, Fleurette, as enchanting as ever,” Gervais said.

			Mama flicked her fiery curls over her shoulders and pranced up to Gervais like a queen. She whipped her hand out in front of him. Gasps and heated comments spread throughout the people. Gervais ignored the noise and grasped my mother’s hand. He gave her a self-serving smirk before he bent down to kiss it.

			“Have peace, my flower. We were only admiring your lovely daughter. There’s no need to spark a fire,” Gervais said with a tone as slick as grease.

			Mama flicked her wrist back and gave the seigneur a suspicious smile. “And why would you be doing that? What is my Gavril to you?”

			“Why, a bridge between our towns, of course.” Gervais spread out his arms. “A bridge between our families, Fleurette.”

			Mama flounced around the lanky man, a mocking chortle fluttering past her lips. “Isn’t that nice? A bridge. And how exactly do you intend to stretch Gavril’s body from Nostalgie to Envie? It’s quite far.”

			Gervais’ smirk dropped, and his eyes cut into my mother like shards of glass. “Th-that’s not—”

			“Why don’t you speak plainly for once, Ger? Your language is as gaudy as that ancient suit.”

			The self-proclaimed seigneur’s face colored like leaves of purple cabbage. The muscles along his neck twitched.

			Behind him, I could see panic lighting up on Edgard’s rugged face. “See here, Fleurette—”

			“Marriage,” Gervais hissed at Mama, snipping Edgard off. “I’m talking about marriage, Fleurette.”

			My mother’s eyes lit up, and she gave Gervais a flirty, sidelong glance. “Marriage, you say? I’m afraid my heart belongs to another—”

			“Between my son and your daughter,” Gervais clarified with a growl.

			My jaw clenched. Me. It was going to be me.

			Mama’s eyes narrowed. “And why should we accept such an offer?”

			Edgard bared his rotten teeth. His mouth opened and closed in rapid spasms while his arms thrashed around as if holding himself back from throttling Mama. Mathieu dodged a wild swing and retreated back to the crowd.

			Gervais gave my mother the most incredulous look. He strode up to the Solenoid and gave it a tap. “Given your current situation,” he began with another tap on the rattling metal, “I don’t think—”

			“What I mean is,” Mama cut in, “what is your son going to do to show his undying love for my daughter? Goel acquired this Solenoid from the Paramount for me. That’s hard to surpass.”

			“As a matter of fact, it’ll be exactly that, my dear Fleurette,” the head of Envie declared with a confident wave of his hand. “We intend to provide you with a Solenoid.”

			Excited rustling burst forth from my fellow villagers. The outpouring of emotion made me uncomfortable. My eyes flicked to the sky, searching for any movement or sign of the Phase. I heard talk of “a new Solenoid,” “protection,” and “great savior.” The village was bursting with happiness, relief, and elation. And all it would cost was my freedom.

			“Those are fancy words, Ger, and I’ve had my fill of fancy words. How exactly do you intend to get a Solenoid? A service must be paid to the great Suzerain, and Envie has no Résonateurs,” my mother pointed out, putting a hush to all the premature celebrations.

			Edgard puffed up like a balloon and jabbed a stubby finger at my mother. “Hold your tongue, woman. It’s bad enough you’ve pranced out here to interrogate this fine man, but now you have to doubt and insult him, too?”

			“Keep your temper, Edgard,” Gervais said, dismissing Edgard like an unruly child. “I’m glad Fleurette is asking these questions. It is a mother’s concern, after all.” He swayed up to Mama and encased her hands together in his. “You see, my dear, it all has to do with Jalousie. Word through the relier is that a Résonateur—a commandant, if whispers hold true—is finally being dispatched to Jalousie to retrieve the remains of the dead Solenoid.”

			“And what does that have to do with getting a new one? Jalousie has already been purged. They won’t be installing a new Solenoid. Not that there’s anything to install it into after you scavenged Jalousie’s siphon,” Mama slipped in with distaste.

			“Why let good parts go to waste?” Gervais reasoned, his tone glib. “And it’s not about the dead Solenoid. It’s the Résonateur. I will appeal to the commandant as an extension of the Suzerain’s will. It will be much quicker than submitting a request through the Sommet. As great as our councilmen are, the government isn’t known for swiftness.”

			“You still have nothing to offer, Ger,” my mother maintained. “I suppose this commandant will be content with those fancy words of yours.”

			“You are right,” he admitted. “I have nothing to offer . . . at the present time. You see, what I am offering is the future.”

			Confusion shone clearly on every face that wasn’t hidden behind the pretense of prestige. Gervais obviously reveled in the attention. My mother refused to indulge him, and for once kept her silence.

			“What do you mean, Seigneur Gervais?” Edgard finally prompted.

			At the awaited inquiry, Gervais’ lips slid into a wide grin. “Children.”

			“What about children, Seigneur?”

			“The children of infinite potential. Fleurette’s daughter is the offspring of a Résonateur, and my grandfather, as you all will recall, was also one—the savior of Envie. While Cyril and the girl may not be Résonateurs, the gift is in the blood. That is what I will offer for the Solenoid. I will pledge to the Suzerain the service of any Résonateur child born. And what if they have many children? He won’t be able to refuse such an offer.”

			Gervais looked so pleased he all but patted himself on the back. This was his master plan? Not only was I to be shipped off as payment, but also any children I may produce would already be in servitude to the Suzerain. My whole body felt like it was still submerged in the cold water of the lake. My stomach twisted and churned. Any hope for the future drained out of me like I was being leeched from the inside out. Was this my future? Was this hopelessness?

			I weakly inched my eyes up to look at my mother. There was no way she would go along with this plan. This whole ridiculous scheme wasn’t what we needed. We needed help, not this veiled extortion.

			Mama’s eyes flitted to mine, and what I saw—

			“Very well, Ger,” she agreed with a light giggle and a smile. “Your son may marry Gavril.”

			The last remnants of hope extinguished.

		

	
		
			2

			Face of Despair

			Rapt . . . rapt . . . rapt . . .

			That was all I heard. Not the cheers. Not the applause. Not the congratulations thrust in my face. Mama placed her hand on my back and gently nudged me along. I stepped forward, feeling not the ground, but a numb pressure encompassing me from head to toe. I walked in a haze, and only stopped when we arrived before the rusty tin door of our home.

			I pushed it open, and it squealed like it was dying—just like everything else in this dwindled town. I headed for the rickety table that served as our only valuable possession. On it sat Papa’s relier, a rectangular dark gray metal box with a silver speaker on one side and three round tuner knobs on the other. A short cylinder jutted up from the top with a hollow opening that once held the microphone. It had been seized years ago by Edgard, along with every other useful part he could claim, including the antenna. The device had been Papa’s only way of communicating with the Paramount and receiving new orders. It was useless now but of sentimental value to Mama.

			A box of heat coils and loose wires on wheels that we used as an oven was pushed into the corner in case we had any visitors and needed the space.

			As if visitors would brave the world to come here.

			I reached out and turned the metal dial in the center of the wooden table. Light flickered and buzzed above my head. I reached up and tapped the glass sphere a few times. It stopped . . . and stayed off.

			I groaned and buried my face in my hands. I could keep my emotions under control. I was good at this. I know how to not feel. Feeling is the end. Feeling is death.

			Mama hummed wistfully. “What’s wrong, little flicker? You’re brooding more than usual. Are you a little melancholy? Upset maybe? Furious?”

			I slowly turned my head to stare back at my mother. She peered at me, the emeralds of her gaze glinting, and slid a short candle on the table to light the dark room.

			She was doing it again. Prodding me for a reaction. Pushing me to be as unrestrained as she was.

			“Is that what this is about? Getting me to express some kind of emotion? You’re going to marry me off to that—that roach to elicit some stupid feelings?”

			Mama stroked my hair like she did when I was a child. “Oh, don’t be silly, Gavril. You won’t be marrying that pretend seigneur’s boy. I’d never allow that to happen. He’s too much like his father.”

			“Then why did you agree—”

			“To shut Gervais up, of course,” she answered. “That man loves to hear himself talk.” She ran a soothing hand through my curls. “There’s no way his absurd plan will work. Striking an agreement with a commandant over what may or may not happen? I’ve never heard such blather. You’ll see. His offer will be refused, and I will break off the engagement because he didn’t fulfill his promise. That’s all that will happen.”

			“I’m glad you are so confident that everything will go to plan,” I replied, the sour taste of her willingness to put me on the line bathing my tongue. “Is this all I am to you? A source for your amusement?”

			Mama’s eyes flashed and her smile dropped. “Watch your tone, Gavril. Do you think this is easy for me? I had a decision to make with the whole town watching. I had to act.”

			“You’re not the one—”

			“I told you nothing will happen,” Mama snapped. “In case you haven’t noticed, little flicker, Edgard’s mouth hasn’t slowed with age. We can’t risk getting banished from the village.” Her gaze clouded. “I can’t risk not being here when Goel comes home.”

			That’s all that matters to you. “You really think this will pacify Edgard?”

			“Don’t be so pessimistic, Gavril,” Mama scolded. “I don’t know where you get that sullen attitude. It’s not from me, and your father certainly didn’t fear his emotions. A great Résonateur commands his own heart.”

			“I’m not a Résonateur like him and neither are you. No one in Nostalgie is. Why am I the only one who’s worried about attracting Phases?”

			“Oh, Gavril,” Mama began with a dramatic sigh, “there hasn’t been a Phase around here in years. Your papa—”

			“My papa killed the last one,” I finished, not bothering to mention the Phase the night before. “With his great Résonateur powers, he wielded his emotions like a sword, striking it down in a bright flash of light.”

			Mama’s hand suddenly shot out and grabbed mine. “It was so magnificent,” she said, her voice breathy, “to see such power. The air was like static. I could barely breathe. The way he could manipulate the air from just feeling . . .”

			Her grip on my hand tightened, and I winced. Mama’s daze broke and zipped to my sore, wire-torn hand. She turned it over to view my palm, and her lips puckered as she surveyed the deep scratches.

			“I see Edgard had you playing with those silly wires again.” She released my hand and turned to the window. “What a waste of time. Stupid man,” she muttered. “He never did know when to give up.”

			I brought my hand back to my chest and held it while I cast my gaze to the floor. It wasn’t easy striping old wires and threading new ones, but someone had to do it. Someone had to twist hope out of nothing.

			“It’s not a waste of time,” I replied quietly. “It’s giving us a chance.” But it wasn’t the only thing holding Nostalgie above water now. The village was floating on my back, pushing me under to survive.

			An uneasy silence blanketed the room.

			“Don’t be ridiculous, Gavril,” my mother suddenly burst out, giving my heart a jolt. She twirled around and fanned out her dress. “Your father brought me this from Éthéré Coeur.”

			I looked at the massive skirt of her green dress. Yes, I knew that. Everyone knew that. They knew that because she wore it and reminded us about Papa’s generosity every day. Every day for seventeen years. It was old, worn, and as patched up as this little hovel we called home. The gold embroidery was thready and pulled, leaving large gaps in the flower pattern. Still, Mama pranced around in that dress as if it were brand new, ignorant of the concerned eyes that always followed her.

			Edgard wasn’t the only one who fought giving up.

			“He said it matched the color of my eyes,” Mama bubbled on. “I want him to see me in it again. When he comes home, I want him to see how well I’ve taken care of it.”

			I gave her a sad smile and touched her shoulder. “It’s been a really long time, Mama. I’m sure Papa would be proud you’ve kept such good care of it, but don’t you think—”

			“Think what, Gavril?” Mama snapped, cutting me off like scissors through thread. “Don’t tell me I should forget about Goel too! Your own papa? None of you understand. How could you? You’ve never felt such love. Known such devotion.”

			

			“N-no, of course not, Mama.” I put my hands up to dispel Mama’s rising anger. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Phase was circling above us like a hungry vulture. I had to soothe Mama before her emotions stirred it into putting pressure on the barrier. “I’m not saying that. You’re right,” I readily agreed. “Papa is coming home one day. We just have to be patient.”

			For a few seconds, I allowed myself to feel hatred. Hatred toward Edgard and Gervais. Hatred toward Papa. But especially, hatred toward myself. I hated myself for lying to Mama and playing along with her delusions. But more than that, I hated that I was more afraid of those things stalking us outside than I was concerned for Mama’s well-being. I’m a terrible person. That’s why I’ll never be a Résonateur.

			Mama reached out for my hands. She flipped them over and kissed my wounded palm.

			“Forgive me, little flicker. I know it’s not your fault. You probably don’t have many memories of your dear papa. He left when you were young, so young. About four, I think.”

			Yes, that sounded right. I didn’t remember much about the man. The scent of spice, dusky skin, ivory fabric that flowed like water—the uniform of a Résonateur. And eyes the color of honeyed amber.

			A gentle touch on my cheek broke my reflection. Mama’s vivid green stare pierced into my eyes as though they contained the world.

			“Just like his,” she said with such wonder. “Like sunset over sand.”

			I broke away from her and turned to the side. “It’s a shame that’s the only thing I have.”

			Mama let out a little hum and reached over to touch the dial for the light in the center of the table. “I wish things had turned out differently. That you could have gotten to know him better before he left.” She turned the dial a few times, but the light remained off. “He used to tell me stories, you know. Tales of how the first Phases appeared alongside the first Résonateurs. ‘For every powerful heart there is a void,’ he would say. ‘Like two sides of the same coin.’”

			

			I frowned. “If they are the coin, where does that leave us?”

			Mama turned the switch one last time and the bulb overhead buzzed to life. I blinked, blinded by the sudden brightness.

			“I’ve told you about what happens to people who are attacked by Phases and survive. Of the affliction they suffer from the contact. Do you remember?”

			“Dampened,” I replied. “They’re dampened—deadened— to emotion.”

			“Yes.” Mama nodded. “I was in Envie when Jalousie’s barrier fell. I saw what happened to the people who fled to Envie for protection.” She paused, frowning deeply. “What happened to the dampened and to those who were not.” She once again took my hand in hers. “I know Gervais. He won’t hesitate to do the same to the people here.”

			I looked down at our clasped hands before looking at her face. “So we do need his plan to succeed.”

			Mama’s expression sharpened. “How little faith you have in your papa’s Solenoid.”

			“The barrier is shrinking, Mama. I’ve been checking it.”

			“You’ve been slinking around all mopey,” she quipped back. “You can’t keep living like a corpse, Gavril. Happiness, excitement, love—you need these things. There’s no greater adventure than love.”

			After everything I just said about the barrier, she still wanted to prattle on about giving into your emotions. I ripped my hand from hers and slammed it on the table. “How can you keep saying things like that? There’s no hope.”

			“There is always hope,” she replied. “What do you think has kept me going all these years?” She looked down at the bodice of her dress and plucked out a stray thread. “Your papa will come back. You’ll see. Until then, we’ll play Gervais’ game.”

			I swallowed. Game? This wasn’t a game. This was our lives. My life. Papa wasn’t here. Did she really think he was going to magically appear after seventeen years? That he was going to show up at the last minute and save us?

			I closed my eyes. Papa was gone, but Gervais was here. He was here and he had a plan. A plan that depended on me.

			“What’s the matter, little flicker? You look ill.”

			I opened my eyes and shook my head. “I think I need to rest, Mama. It’s . . . it’s been a long day. I’ve just gotten engaged after all.”

			“For now,” Mama said lightly. “I was engaged too once,” she added with a dismissive air and a wink. “Before my true love came and swept me off my feet.”

			“I don’t think that’s going to happen for me. And even if it does, I’ll be married to Cyril, so it won’t matter.” No use longing for what would never be within my reach. And love? The most powerful emotion of all was a death sentence waiting to happen.

			Mama huffed and gave me an exasperated stare. “Oh, Gavril, keep shutting out your heart and you’ll end up like a Phase without any emotions at all. It will be the saddest day you can’t feel.”

			“I can only hope, Mama. I can only hope.” I stood up from my chair, my energy blown away with the wind. “I’m going to bed.”

			“Yes, you’ll need your rest,” Mama replied. “It’s a long journey to Envie. Nearly a day on foot . . . or in Gervais’ contraption,” she muttered. “He brags about being able to outrun a Phase in that thing. His mouth runs faster.”

			I went to my room without looking back at her. How could I? She was going to let them take me. For the game.

			My bedroom was just large enough for a straw-filled mattress, a table with a dead lamp, and a chest for my clothes and the books Papa brought so Mama and I could see the world. I lay on the mattress and stared at the ceiling. My body was heavy—tired and exhausted in so many ways—but I couldn’t sleep. My stomach twisted. I’d never felt so nauseated.

			It was really happening. I was being taken away. Leaving Nostalgie for the first time. But instead of a life of adventure, my future was sealed. A breeder. A woman whose only use was producing children of the right pedigree. I hadn’t thought life could possibly become more desperate.

			I was mistaken.

			The noisy din beyond my walls gradually faded as Gervais’ celebration came to an end. Only the wind whispering through the cracks in my walls and the siphon’s hum remained, haunting me.

			I sat up. I couldn’t leave without visiting the lake one last time. I crept out of my room to the front door, carefully stepping over the planks of wood that creaked the loudest. I didn’t want to wake Mama. She’d already spent the day brimming with excitement, and restraint was not a trait she valued.

			The village streets were deserted, bare of any life but the gentle breeze and the occasional songs of crickets. A few lights shone from windows, flickering like candles about to burn out. The siphon was dark—a clear sign that even Edgard had taken solace in knowing we were saved and had retired for the night. Everyone would rest easy tonight, believing a solution was found. Their faith in Gervais was solid, complete, and encompassing.

			I didn’t understand it.

			I continued to Lake Oublié. I never appreciated its beauty, truly the only really beautiful place I had ever known. This could be the last time. To admire the stars reflected in its clear surface and to savor the slow lapping of the water along its banks. To watch the reeds sway in the breeze. To sit on the roots of the old cork oak and dream of a life of freedom.

			That dream was dead.

			I could already feel the weight of Envie’s chains on my wrists, the metal chafing my skin as Cyril and Gervais pulled on the links.

			But if I didn’t go, Nostalgie was dead.

			It was my home. It was where I was born, where I spent my childhood playing with Mathieu, and where I celebrated and mourned with Celine. Where Mama waited faithfully for Papa to return. The deal may have been a game to Mama, but real to me. I would go with Gervais, because as much as I hated to admit it, as much as I hated him and his disgusting son, they were the only ones who could help us in time. Papa was gone, and Edgard had waited too long to address the Sommet, stubbornly trying to fix the problem himself rather than risk his reputation.

			Our situation was hopeless.

			And hopeless had only desperation to cling to.

			I circled around the lake with the slow, beleaguered pace of a woman marching toward death. I’d paced around the edge so many times a dirt path had been worn into the grass.

			A flash of orange darted under a patch of water lilies a few feet from the shore. A fish? But how? I thought we had fished the lake bare years ago. I stopped and leaned closer.

			The little orange fish darted between the pads again, small but full of life. Life where there shouldn’t have been any.

			“Stay hidden,” I whispered. “Or they’ll drag you out to eat. Trust me, I know what it’s like to be devoured.”

			I rounded the corner and reached the far end of the lake, looking at the old cork oak standing twisted but proud. One last time. One last time I would sit on its roots and dream. I nearly reached the tree when a warm rush washed over me. I immediately stopped.

			The barrier.

			The feeling tingled all the way from my head to my toes, filling me with a peace I hadn’t experienced since I was a child unaware of the world’s danger. All the tension unwound from my knotted muscles. I took in a deep breath, and when I exhaled, all my fears, worries, and doubts floated away. I stood in the barrier’s edge and observed the cork oak.

			No. Not you too old one. Not yet.

			It was lost. It was beyond my reach. Beyond use and constantly having its bark torn off. It was free.

			I raised my foot. Despite the warmth surrounding me, my body trembled. Step back and go to Envie. Or keep going and never look back.

			I stepped forward, and the heat of the barrier left me as though I’d walked into a room of ice. I shivered and huddled into my shawl. The wind rustled the tall grass and my eyes darted around, taking in every movement and swaying shadow. The unease dispelled by standing in the barrier crawled up my spine. A cricket chirped next to me, and I jumped.

			I couldn’t stay out here. I couldn’t. But before I went back, there was something I had to do. One last time. With slow, cautious steps I approached the tree. I raised my hand and placed it on the torn bark. I touched it. I touched freedom. “Goodbye, old one.”

			I lowered my hand. It was time. Time to accept my future—the end of my life as I knew it.

			I turned around—and stood before a white-faced phantom. A scream caught in my throat.

			The chill radiating from that specter’s pale skin seeped through the surface of my skin and crawled to my bones. Its flesh was lifeless, the white so pure that the sick black blood flowing through tortuous veins up its neck and along its jaw appeared like cracks in a porcelain mask. I saw my terror reflected in its emotionless eyes—eyes such a deep sable that I saw myself drowning in their void.

			The eyes of a Phase.

			The bleached face hovered less than a foot from me. Black eyes stared right through me. My feet peddled backward until my back bumped against the cork oak. I pushed against it, trying to meld into the bark. The eyes of that creature—no, phantom—followed my every movement.

			Oh, heart, what had I done? Like a fool I crossed the barrier. Staying inside was the most important rule we were taught since birth, and I broke it. That was where emotions got you. I let my desires take control, and now I’m going to die.

			The Phase’s shimmering, haze-like body rippled and floated to the grass below. From within its unnatural ebony mass, a pair of pale, black-veined feet manifested. They lowered to the ground, and two thin legs stemmed from them. When its feet hit the grass, the amorphous body smoothed out and settled into a form resembling a female silhouette. White arms sprouted from its sleek sides. The Phase didn’t approach or twitch or blink. It stood as motionless as a statue.

			What was it doing? Why wasn’t it attacking me?

			“Despair.”

			The silence that followed was almost as nerve-racking as that one reverberated whisper. Impossible. My heart stilled a beat with every echoed syllable that repeated in my mind. Impossible. My head swirled. My stomach tightened. My legs wobbled, and I leaned heavily against the tree. The world could fade for me at any moment. The Phase spoke. This heartless creature more savage than any beast. Phases didn’t speak. They killed without ration or discrimination. What I heard was . . . impossible.

			“Wha-what did you say?”

			Her eyes didn’t move from me. Those soulless, yet incredibly piercing, eyes seared into my essence. She didn’t respond. She didn’t speak. She didn’t do anything. Did I imagine the whole thing?

			The Phase stepped forward, and I pushed off the cork oak and darted around her. It. I fled back to the barrier as fast as my legs could carry me, not even pausing when the warmth of re-entering washed over me. Only when I passed the edge of the stump field did I dare look back.

			I stopped, my heart racing in time with my panting.

			“Gavril?” I heard Mathieu squeak. “What are you doing out here? It’s late.”

			I turned to look at my friend and then pointed at the lake. “Did you see it?”

			

			His eyes widened and his jaw twitched a few times before he finally replied. “See what?”

			“You know what,” I said, voice hard. “The Phase.”

			He smiled, a friendly action that didn’t quite meet his eyes. “Gavril, there’s no Phase.”

			“Liar,” I replied brusquely. “I overheard you and Edgard talking about it. It’s out there now.”

			His face turned white. “Y-you haven’t told anyone else, have you?”

			“I told Mama, for all the good it did,” I muttered.

			Mathieu stepped so close to me his chest almost bumped into mine. He grabbed my arms.

			“You can’t tell anyone else,” he said in a low voice. “You have to promise me.”

			“Why? Everyone deserves to know—”

			“And where will they go?” Mathieu cut in. “When everyone panics, where will they go, Gavril? Flee outside the barrier to Envie and tell Gervais about the Phase? I don’t need to remind you of what happened to the last town that did that.”

			I pressed my lips together. I didn’t want to think about Jalousie. Didn’t want to acknowledge that keeping people in the dark was for the best. “So what do we do?” I asked.

			“Not we.” Mathieu tried to smile again, but the expression was stiff. “It’s all on you now.”

			I couldn’t bring myself to meet his eyes. It was all on me. Without me, Nostalgie would never receive another Solenoid. I was a prized goat. Nothing more and nothing less. And Mathieu was just as willing to sell me as the rest of them.

			The thought left a bitter taste on the back of my tongue. “We used to be close,” I said.

			Mathieu’s forced smile fell. “We’re still close, Gavril. We’ve never been apart.”

			“Until now.”

			

			“Sometimes change is necessary, and it can be scary,” he noted like he was reading a manual. Like he’d practiced the line a thousand times in the night to himself.

			“I don’t see you volunteering to leave the barrier,” I griped. “So it’s only necessary for a few sacrifices.”

			“You aren’t being sacrificed,” he replied in level voice. “You’re moving to the top, Gavril. You’re going to a new town to wed a seigneur’s son. The best clothes and the best food. It doesn’t get much better than that for people like us.”

			“I’ll try to remember that when I’m selling my children.”

			Mathieu’s face was grim, a reflection of how bleak the future looked. “I don’t want you to go, but we’re all going to die if you don’t. Do you really want that, Gavril?”

			I lowered my gaze and shook my head. “Never. I would never let anything happen to Nostalgie. It’s my home.”

			Mathieu squeezed my hand, and I let him lead me back into the village. We made it to the door of my house and stopped.

			“I know it doesn’t seem like it, but this is the best thing for you,” Mathieu said, his voice quiet, almost like a whisper he didn’t want to share. “Even if it doesn’t feel like it now. No matter what happens here, you’ll be safe.”

			“That’s up in the air at this point,” I replied. “I still have to survive the journey to Envie with those two imbeciles.”

			Mathieu chuckled and shrugged his shoulders.

			I opened the door and turned back to him. “But I guarantee I’ll do what it takes to get Nostalgie a Solenoid.”

			“In that case you may want to change before they come fetch you. Cyril didn’t seem too impressed by your current attire.” Mathieu grinned.

			“I don’t recall falling into the lake on my own,” I said.

			Mathieu grimaced, and I smirked before shutting the piece of rusty tin in his face. I stood with my hand on the door for a few moments, chest heavy and light at the same time.
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