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CHAPTER ONE
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THE BARRENS

The Barrens is a dry and desolate place with little or no vegetation and poor soil, and if anything does grow, it is often stunted. In one year, the snow did fall, not in flakes, but in fragments that drifted down from above as if they were unsure of what they were. The sky was a muted iron-gray, the colour of a bruise healing in slow motion, but The Barrens is mostly a place of heartache and pain, especially for the children who are forced to live there.

Kyle Renkerson wakes to the sound of the wind easing its way through the cracks in the walls of the old barracks. This is where he and numerous other children struggle to survive, a place where the wind moans like a creature pacing the walls and testing the cracks for a weakness. 

His toes are numb. His fingers are stiff, and the thin line of frost which clings to the edge of his threadbare blanket sparkles like broken glass.

Even after years of hearing the ear piercing sound of the early morning whistle, Kyle’s heart still misses a beat, a reflex he can never escape. He sits up and breathes out a visible plume of freezing cold air. The other children are stirring in their bunks with the mechanical movements of those who have learned that there is no alternative to a day of drudgery.

In the bunk below, a little boy called Jordin raises his head and wipes his hair which has all but turned to frost-hardened tufts.

“Kyle?” he whispers quietly, his voice small and rough.

“I’m here,” Kyle replies. “Up you get.”

Jordin’s worn out boots sit near the door; their soles patched with scraps of canvas that have never been able to keep out the rain or the cold. 

His fingers are shaking as he reaches for them. “Slowly,” Kyle says as he steadies his hands. “We’ll get there.”

The door of the barracks is thrust open and bangs against the wall, and a blast of frigid air sweeps in. The silhouette of an overseer appears at the doorway; a whip coiled at his hip like a hungry question.

“Everyone get out now,” he barks. 

The children are half awake and always afraid but they know the routine and pull on their boots and coats and scramble for the door. Kyle keeps Jordin close as they file into the biting glare of the freezing snow. The wind slices at their cheeks and steals the warmth from their breath before it can even escape from their lips.

They march like little soldiers and always follow the same path from the barracks to the furnace yards, where the heat devours the cold but never does any more than rearrange their suffering.

Kyle walks with practiced rhythm, with one foot in front of the other, shoulders down and eyes low. His breath is shallow to avoid the stench of burning ore. The ground beneath him is slick with a thin sheen of soot-flecked ice.

He takes Jordin’s hand just in case he stumbles and he does, but catches him with a panicked gasp and pulls him back in line before anyone notices.

The overseer does notice and his whip cracks, and the sound is colder than the air.

“No stopping,” he snarls. “Move.”

Kyle bows his head and says, “Yes, overseer. He won’t fall again.”

This man is always looking for a reason to do what he does best, but moves on and Kyle takes a long deep breath.

The furnaces are great metal throats that spew orange light and black smoke into the sky, as though the earth itself is trying to cough up its own corruption.

The children move to their stations and Kyle wraps his fingers around the wooden shaft of a shovel which has been worn smooth by too many hands over too many years. After which, he begins the endless task of shifting piles of black slag, pieces of broken ore, and the charred remnants of work that he doesn’t understand. 

Hours pass in fragments. The heat singes his cheeks, sweat freezes on his lashes and Kyle loses himself in the rhythm, of lift, drop and breathe.

The monotony is broken by a cough, harsh, slicing and final. Kyle turns, just in time to see a girl who has collapsed beside the mouth of the furnace. Two guards grab her arms and drag her limp body away, boots scraping against the blackened ground. No one looks, no one asks, and no one dares.

Kyle’s mind returns to his shovel, but before he can lift it up, he notices a pair of eyes behind the crates near the storage shed. It’s a woman, partially hidden in the shadows.

She is not wearing Dominion colours, her cloak is wolf-gray and heavy, and the hood is dusted with frost. Her gaze moves over the yard with quiet precision, taking in every guard post, every watchtower, and every moment of cruelty, and then, her eyes land on Kyle and he freezes.

She looks him over in way which says that she has been searching for one child in particular and Kyle is the one that she recognises. Their eyes lock and then she nods but it’s not a greeting. It’s a signal.

Kyle lowers his gaze, the shovel trembling in his hands. The wind hisses between the furnaces, carrying the scent of metal and something else, something trembling on the horizon of possibility. Hope. That’s a word he hasn’t thought about in years, and a word that hurts to even remSparkling.

That night, the winds turn violent. Snow hammers against the walls of the barrack in gusts, and the lantern lights flicker wildly. The children huddle under thin blankets, trying to steal warmth where none exists. Kyle sits cross-legged beside Jordin who is tucked away beneath his blanket like a frightened animal.

“It was cold in my dream,” Jordin whispers. “But not this cold. It was a soft cold like snowflakes on my nose. And warm hands.”

“Your mother’s?” Kyle says.

Jordin hesitates. “I think so.”

Kyle feels a pang of envy, grief and longing. He has memories too but not many. A lullaby that was sung by a face he can no longer picture. The smell of baking bread. A warm lap and a man lifting him up. But the Barrens have scraped those memories clean, worn them out, and now they are all but invisible blurs.

“Tell me more,” Kyle says gently.

Jordin’s eyes soften. “She was making sweet cakes with cinnamon and I could smell them.”

Kyle lets him speak until he drifts off to sleep. Children have so little in this place that dreaming is one of the few things that the Dominion cannot take.

As soon as Jordin’s breathing steadies, Kyle heads over to the only window in the room. It is warped, frost-crusted, and barely big enough to see through.
But he looks anyway, as he does every night, hoping that the world outside might be different.
The only thing he can see is snow, a few shadows, and the pale outline of fence posts like ribs pressing through skin. But then he sees someone. It’s the same woman he saw in the slag yard, half-hidden by drifting snow. 

She is still and watchful, like a wolf guarding its den from afar. And then she raises her eyes towards the barracks, towards the window, and towards Kyle. He steps back instinctively, his heart pounding. It is her, the woman from the yard, the one who was watching him.

Is she real or a ghost, or a delusion created by starvation? But no, she is breathing. Kyle can see her breath curling in the cold night air. She is real and she is watching the children or maybe she is watching over them.

Kyle grips the window frame, his knuckles white, and he nearly cries out, “Tomorrow will not be like today.”

He doesn’t know why he believes it, he doesn’t know what the woman wants or who she is, and he doesn’t know whether hope is a foolish dream that could cost him dearly. 

But something deep inside which has long ago been extinguished comes back to life. It’s a single fragile Sparkling. A promise unspoken. Something is coming. And for the first time in years, Kyle Renkerson is not afraid of what lies ahead. He is ready for it.
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CHAPTER TWO
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A DESPERATE PLAN 

A blizzard arrives at dusk, as if summoned by some invisible hand that understands the Barrens better than the Dominion ever could. Snow comes in thick waves, devours the yard, swallows the sound of the work bells, and turn the air into a swirling white maze. The guards curse the weather, but Kyle feels something, a quiet trembling in his bones.

A storms means danger and they also mean possibility. Kyle crouches over the weak broth that the children are given each evening and cups the tin bowl as if it might run away. The liquid is thin and lukewarm, flavoured mostly with smoke, but it’s food and they eat in grateful silence.

Across the room, the wind batters the cracked window with such ferocity that the glass rattles in its frame. Children flinch with every gust and the barracks feels as if it’s going to fly away. Kyle gazes through the window and pulls the blanket around his shoulders. 

And that’s when he sees her, the same woman, the one from the yard who slipped through a narrow gap between the infirmary shed and the storehouse. She moves like a shadow that has learned to walk but she is here again and his heart does a double flip.

“Kyle?” Jordin says. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” he replies as he tries to look away, but curiosity tugs at him like a persistent thread.

Who is she and why has she come back?

Later that night, the storm roars like a creature determined to uproot the world. The children huddle up together to get whatever warmth they can generate. The lantern sputters with every tremor of wind, but Kyle feels it again, instinct pricking at his mind, and then footsteps, careful ones, not the heavy stomp of guards.

He pretends to sleep and hears the door creaking, and then it opens and someone slips inside, shakes loose snow from their hood, and in the moonlight, Kyle catches a glimpse of a pendant around her neck.

It’s a woman moving between the bunks, searching one face after another. Her gaze sweeps across the room with the precision of someone who knows what she is looking for. And then she stop at Kyle, who holds his breath. The woman kneels beside him and her voice is a soft whisper, barely shaped by lips.

“Are you Kyle Renkerson?” she says.

He nods and the relief is visible on her face, but her eyes gleam and are as bright as the edge of a blade.

“My name is Helena,” she says. “And tomorrow, everything is going to change. Get your coat and come with me.”

She takes him by the hand and leads him outside where the wind whips at his face. Snowflakes sting like blinding needles as he follows Helena through the labyrinth of crates and shadows on the far edge of the compound.

“Why me?” Kyle says, his voice cracking with cold and fear.

“You are not the only one I want,” Helena says, her voice barely audible over the storm. “But you are one of the few who pays attention. And I need that.”

They take refuge behind the supply shed to get out of the wind, and Helena points to a hole in the back fence, a gap concealed by scrap metal and drifts of snow.

“You did that?” Kyle says

“Yes,” she says. “It took a while but it will be enough.”

“Why?” 

The ice sround the frozen lake groans, the wind howls like a wounded animal, and for a fleeting moment, Kyle sees the grief in her eyes.

“Because you deserve more than this,” she says. “Because those children deserve a chance to survive. And because I have failed too many already.”

“We leave tomorrow night,” she says. “All of you. Every child who can walk.”

“That’s impossible,” Kyle says.

“Impossible things are the only ones worth doing,” she says as she meets his gaze.

Helena disappears into the storm and vanishes as quickly as she appeared. Kyle returns to the barracks and climbs into his bunk and he is shaking.

“What’s going on?” Jordin says

“Go to sleep and I will tell you tomorrow.”

But Kyle can’t sleep but he can still feel Helena’s words beating like a second heart.

All of you. Every child who can walk. Tomorrow night.

His heart won’t stop so he pulls his blanket over his head. The storm roars outside, and somewhere beyond the fence, Helena moves through the snow, hiding supplies, marking paths, and planning miracles.

Kyle closes his eyes and tries to calm the whirlwind inside. And for the first time in years, he can feel the shape of a future. Fragile. Terrifying. Bright. And hope, but this time, it doesn’t hurt. It feels like the first breath after drowning.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE

[image: ]


THE NIGHT OF SHADOWS

The Windstrider is a seafaring vessel which was not built to carry hope. It’s a narrow, almost skeletal cargo vessel with planks that have swollen from years of saltwater and storms with patched sails that shudder like the lungs of an old man. 

When Kyle first saw it in the frozen cove beyond the Barrens, it reminded him of the ghost ship that ferries lost souls into the afterworld. But there is no afterworld waiting for them tonight, only the possibility of freedom, and chance, fragile and trembling.

The blizzard has sharpened its teeth and howls around the cliffs in a frenzy. The snow falls so thickly that it feels as if they are walking through a world of sticky smoke, and with each step the children sink into drifts that nearly reach to their knees. 

Behind and in front of Kyle, dozens of children stumble through the darkness, some crying silently, others moving with the hollow determination of those who have endured too much to falter now.

Helena is everywhere at once, and guides the smallest, carries the weakest, and cuts through snowbanks with a strength that Kyle has never seen in anyone. Her cloak whips around her like a shadow with purpose, and every few steps, she turns around to check that no one is lagging behind.

“Hold on to each other,” she cries above the wind. “Don’t break the line.”

Kyle tighten his grip on Jordin’s wrist who is half-asleep on his feet, frozen and terrified, but his little fingers cling to Kyle because letting him go would mean vanishing into the storm.

When a gust of winds nearly knocks them down, Kyle braces himself and says, “We’re close. It’s just ahead.”

He hopes that he is right, and then the cove appears and looks as if it was carved by someone with a benevolent hand. The snow thins out just enough to reveal the silhouette of the ship. The Windstrider is rocking gently against the ice-crusted shore and several men are waiting beside it, bundled in thick coats, with lanterns held low to hide the light.

Helena raises her arm in a sharp gesture and one of the crew responds with a whistle, a soft rising call that cuts through the wind like a private language. Kyle has never heard anything so hopeful in his life.

“We made it Jordin,” Kyle says. “We made it.”

But Jordin doesn’t answer, his knees buckle and Kyle catches him before he hits the snow.

“Helena,” he cries. “He’s freezing!”

Helena barrels towards them and scoops Jordin up into her arms with a smooth, practiced motion.

“He’ll be all right,” she says, her voice tight. “Get him on the ship. Quickly.”

One by one, the children stumble up the plank, their bodies swaying under the weight of cold and exhaustion, and clutch at the rails as if the ship is a lifeline.

Kyle picks Jordin up and takes him down into the lower hold where the crew have laid out blankets. The air smells of tar and old rope but it’s warm compared to what’s going on outside. 

Jordin curls up into Kyle’s side. “I’m scared,” he says in voice so small that it almost breaks Kyle’s heart.

“I am too,” Kyle says, as he brushes the snow from his hair. “But we are going anyway.”

The storm struck before they had even cleared the cove, and The Windstrider lurches as a wave slams against its hull, and the children shriek as the deck heels sharply to one side. Lanterns swing wildly and shadows dance across the walls like frantic spirits.

Kyle grabs hold of Jordin’s hand as the ship groans and every plank of wood protests against the power of the sea.

“Helena,” someone cries from above deck. “The ice is closing. Helena, we need more wind.”

Kyle scrambles up the ladder, only to see Helena standing on the deck, braced against the mast, her hair whipped into a halo of dark strands. Torva, the ship’s navigator stands beside her, shouting commands that Kyle can barely decipher.

“Cut the stern rope” he bellows. “If the ice crushes us we are done for.”

“Do it!” Helena yells back. “Kyle, get below deck now!”

But Kyle cannot move, his breath is frozen in his throat as he watches Helena grab an axe from the rail and leap onto the ice floe that has snagged the stern. She swings with fierce precision and strikes the rope again and again until it snaps and the ship breaks free.

She nearly disappears into the freezing water but Torva catches her arm and hauls her back on board.

Some of the children below deck are crying, so Kyle races back down and his heart is pounding so fiercely that it hurts his ribs.

The Windstrider surges forward, fighting the waves and the hours pass in a blur, but the storm howls through the night, and the children rock back and forth with the rolling of the sea, and cling to one another in the darkness. 

Some whisper prayers, while others call out to their loved ones. Kyle holds Jordin in his arms and listens to the fury of the storm as if it is a living thing.

He doesn’t know when the violence of the storm finally eased, but the creaking became less desperate, the lanterns steadied and the cries of the children settled into exhausted sniffles.

Mira, a little girl who draws constellations on scraps of cloth crawls over to Kyle’s side.

“Look,” she says, as he follows her gaze upwards.

Through a crack in the boards of the deck is a small slice of sky, a single trembling window into the world above the storm, the world of the stars, all of which are as clear and as bright as silver needles.

Mira clutches her charcoal stick and scrap of cloth and sketches by memory and feel.

“If I draw them,” she says, “they will know where we are and they will know we survived.”

Kyle doesn’t know who she is talking about, the stars, her ancestors, or someone else entirely, but he can feel the truth of her words. A moment like that is fragile, and as delicate as the breath of a sleeping child.

“We are really going somewhere,” Jordin cries. “We have left that place behind.”

Kyle closes his eyes, and the ship which rocks gently is no longer fighting, it is simply moving forward.

“Yes, he says. “It’s gone.”

They have left the Barrens behind, and the gray silence that stole years from their lives, and now, they are adrift in a night full of shadows and moving uncertainly under a sky full of stars.

For the first time in as long as Kyle can remSparkling, he allows that thought to settle in his chest like a stone finding its rightful place. They have escaped the horrors of that concentration camp, and that has to be a miracle.
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INTO THE SPARKLING SEA

By morning, The Windstrider has left the blizzard behind, but it trades one cruelty for another. The frenzy of the storm has abated but what remains is a cold so deep that it seems to live inside the marrow of the ship. Frost forms on the inner hull and turns the boards pale and slick, and the sails hang heavy and wet, like sodden wings that are unable to fly.

When the children wake up it’s from dreams they can neither escape nor trust. The sky beyond the porthole is a dull brown, and the water is a seamless gray mirror.

Jordin is curled up against Kyle’s back and shivering, and after he has given him a massage, he says, “Good morning.”

“Are we safe now?” Jordin says.

“We are somewhere else,” he replies, which is the closest thing to the truth. Safety is a story that people tell children so they will fall asleep. Here, on this trembling vessel, he doesn’t know if such stories are real or not.

Helena appears at the top of the ladder, her hair bound back in a makeshift knot, and her expression harder than the frost which clings to the beams.

“Everyone up,” she says. “Slowly. One group at a time but keep the little ones seated.”

Her voice is steady but Kyle can hear her fatigue. Too many burdens and too little time.

The children move with reluctance, and some moan from stiffness, while others suffer with a fever, but Mira is still clutching her sketch cloth to her chest like a talisman.

“Will we see land today?” she says to Helena.

“If the waters are kind, my child.”

Kyle has no idea if that means yes or no. Perhaps Helena doesn’t know either. The Sparkling Sea is famous for its moods, it can be calm one moment, and then it can erupt into a storm with winds that can rip a sail from a mast.

The Dominion guards used to scare the children with stories about ships that were swallowed whole, but Kyle never believed much of what they said. But here, on the open water, those stories feel uncomfortably possible.

Once on deck, the cold hits him like a slap in the face and Kyle inhales sharply. The sea stretches out endlessly in all directions, vast, silent and indifferent. It makes him feel small in a way that the Barrens never could. They enclosed his hopes but the sea has a way of exposing them.

“Stay near the mast,” Helena cries as she ushers the children into an area protected by tarpaulins. “And don’t lean over the rail. The water takes what it touches.”

The crew work with practiced speed. Torva barks out instructions and his voice is hoarse but sure. The sails are unfurled and catch a grudging wind, and then, The Windstrider surges forward leaving a visible wake in the icy water.

Kyle leans on the railing so that he can gaze out on the horizon. Jordin clings to his coat, his eyes wide with awe and fear.

“I have never seen anything so big,” he says.

“Me neither,” Kyle says.

Mira races up and stands beside them.
“It looks like the world has no edges,” she says.
“Do you think that’s good or bad?” Kyle says.

“I think it means that anything can be out there,” she says as she sketches the shape of a distant wave, “

The hours pass slowly, and by midday, the cold has seeped so deeply into Kyle’s limbs that he feels as if he has been made of ice. Helena distributes loaves of bread; the children devour them quickly and don’t even try to disguise their hunger. Kyle saves half a loaf for Jordin and pretends that he isn’t hungry but Helena notices.

“You need your strength,” she says.

“Jordin needs it more.”

“Leadership is not about starving yourself Kyle?”

“Someone has to make sure that the little ones are well fed.”

“Kyle,” Helena says gently, “a leader stands with others and not instead of them.”

He doesn’t know how to answer. Leadership is something he doesn’t understand.

Helena taps him on the shoulder and moves on. Kyle stare at the bread for a while before deciding to eat it.

By late afternoon, the first sign of trouble appears, a cough, deep and ragged echoes from the forward hold. It is followed by another and then another. The sound spreads like a chain reaction, and each cough carries the unmistakable rasp of sickness.

Kyle’s chest tighten because he recognises the symptoms, not from memory but from loss. The fever took dozens of children in the Barrens, but the guards ignored it until every bunk was empty.

“Helena,” he cries.

She climbs into the hold and moves with urgency. Kyle follows along and ignores her instruction to stay back.

Inside, the air is thick and stale. The faces of the children are pale, and their eyes are an unhealthy shade of grey. Leza, who is Mira’s closest friend is coughing so hard that her body shakes with every spasm. Mira stands at her side trembling with helpless terror.

“I brought her water,” she says, “but she can’t keep it down.”

Helena places a hand on Leza’s forehead and says, “She is burning up.”

Torva races down to see if he can help. “We are low on herbs Helena. I told you we shouldn’t have this many kids on the ship.”

“We couldn’t leave them,” Helena snaps back.

Torva looks away, chastened. “I know.”

Kyle kneels beside Mira and says, “She’ll be okay.”

He doesn’t know if it’s true, but Mira needs words and Kyle needs to believe that it’s true.

That evening, Helena gathers the older children together and says, “We will reach the first port before dawn. Argast Harbour is under the control of the Regents, but
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