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  Chapter 1
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The deep, rhythmic pounding against Earth Shield echoed through the kingdom, and each impact sent pulses through the ground. I shivered, adjusted the strap of the leather pouch attached to my waist, and peeked over my shoulder. Even though a breeze whispered through the air, nothing moved. Not even tree branches. But I had heard something, hadn’t I? Like crackling twigs or something brushing through the leaves—I caught my breath. Had I heard footsteps? Were there invaders nearby? Watching, or worse, following us? 
Father peered back at me. His supplies, tucked in his shoulder pack, blocked much of his lower face, but his gaze caught mine. “You’re doing well, Phineas. Remember that.”
I shrugged. Father had said that to me when he’d first taught me how to fight. Then again, he’d also said that one day my shoulders would be broad like his. That I’d be tall and strong, too. He’d thought, and I’d hoped, I’d one day become a soldier.  
But that hadn’t happened. Instead, on my eleventh birthday, the king had assigned me to be Father’s apprentice. King Yahir had chosen Father as his Royal Advisor, trusting him to help govern our kingdom. After Yahir’s death, King Zedek continued to rely on Father’s counsel. So now, according to Father, rather than fighting, I needed to learn wisdom. Which was ridiculous. I had fighting skills—a few of them, at least. Shouldn’t I be using them? 
I grabbed the hilt of my imaginary sword, pulled it out of my pretended scabbard, and whisked it in front of me. I lunged.
Again, Father peeped back at me. “We must keep our minds on our purpose and our watch on our surroundings, Phineas. That is wisdom.”
Oh.  
I frowned, placed my hands on my hips, and didn’t glance down at my sword-empty waist. Not much, anyway. 
Instead, I concentrated on our purpose. Seven months ago, the invaders broke through Sky Shield’s protective dome and poured into the outer district that lay between Sky Shield and Earth Shield. Like two giant bowls, one nested inside the other, these magical barriers had always protected our kingdom. But now the invaders had breached the outer dome and attacked the villages in the outer district. The villagers, terrified, fled to Seryn for safety. Seryn, our kingdom’s capital city, still lay secure within Earth Shield’s inner dome. But now the invaders threatened to break through our last defense. That’s why Father and I hunted for the lost Cosmo-gems. They, according to legend, had power that could strengthen the Shields. 
“Come along now,” Father added.  
His words were code for “keep watch and stay vigilant.”
I drew back my shoulders and scanned our surroundings. Three times, I searched the path behind us. And once, I peeked around Father at the narrow path ahead of us. But all I saw was regular, gravelly dirt meandering through the tall pines and the broad-leafed shadows. Nothing dangerous.  
What if invaders lurk behind those trees?  
I shivered again. If only the trees were actual walls that we could hide behind.  
“Flatberry Lake is just ahead of us,” Father said. “We’re almost there.”
“I hope we find the Cosmo-gems this time.” 
“I hope so too.” Father lengthened his pace. 
I patted my leather bag—the map was inside it—and likewise lengthened my pace. 
King Zedek had found the map tucked inside Book 3 of the Chronicles of the Kings. He’d explained that King Fanuk, Seryn’s first king, had written that the map revealed the location of the legendary Cosmo-gems. King Zedek had then given me and Father the map and had assigned us to complete this quest.  
“Find the Cosmo-gems,” King Zedek had said, “and together, they and Vida will repair Sky Shield. Without them, the invaders will destroy us.”  
Unfortunately, the map wasn’t very helpful. It contained only three images:  
1) A tree-like shape Father and I thought must be the statue, Vida—one of the three Forces. 
2) A large circle.  
3) An X drawn near the center of that circle.  
Still, Father and I did our best to interpret and follow the map. We searched circular fields, circular hills and valleys, and even Circlen, one of Seryn’s now-vacant outer-district villages. The outer district, still part of Seryn Kingdom, made up the area between Earth Shield and Sky Shield. 
The Cosmo-gems weren’t there.  
A sudden fishy scent mixed with the forest’s fresh pine smell brought my thoughts back to the present.  
“Flatberry Lake?” I asked.
“Aye. We must be about there.” Father stepped off the path. He plowed through the branches and underbrush. 
I followed him, but my walking wasn’t so easy. I even tried to push the branches out of my way, but all they did was claw at my cloak, jab my cap, and scratch my arms and face. “Ugh!” I swatted at the nearest branch, but it flipped back at me and snagged my clothes.  
Father pressed his forefinger to his lips, indicating that I should stay quiet, and I closed my mouth.  
Mud squished beneath our leather boots, and all around us, the lake’s pulse lapped against the shore. At last, we stepped out of the trees.   
There it was. Flatberry Lake. Its mile-long expanse of blue-green water spread across the landscape like a fallen piece of sky. 
“Where should we look first?” I whispered.
Father pointed at the six large boulders near the center of the lake. Some were sharp, like upside-down Vs pointing toward the sky. Others were round. But each poked out from the water as if a long-ago giant had flung them there.   
Father pushed back his hood. “Come along now.”  
I nodded at his use of his code words and gazed into the water. The boulders were only about a quarter mile away, and the water wasn’t too deep for Father to wade through. It would only rise to about his chest. Unfortunately, that was almost a foot higher than my head.  
I crossed my arms. “I’ll wait here while you get the stones.”  
“Nonsense. My apprentice goes wherever I go.” Father unfastened the hook at the base of his neck. “Remove your cloak. Your boots, too.”  
We did so and left them in the trees. 
That finished, Father crouched low, and I climbed onto his back. I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and my legs around his waist. He, holding on to my legs, trudged down the steep-angled shoreline and stepped into the water.  
The water rose higher. Cold water sloshed against my feet . . . my ankles . . . my calves. 
I gasped.  
“Hang on,” Father said. “We’re almost there.”  
“G-good.”  
The water climbed to Father’s stomach, which was now to my backside. 
I gasped again.  
“Are you all right back there?” Father’s voice didn’t even shake a little. When I became a man, would I resist the cold as well as he did? 
“Right enough,” I replied.
He grunted and continued forward.
On and on, Father slogged toward the boulders. Occasionally, he commented on the too-bright sun and crisp-cool air. But I didn’t answer him. I could only clench my teeth to keep them from chattering. At least the water didn’t rise any higher. 
Finally, we reached the boulders. They, like the images on the map, formed their own circle. 
“Look closely,” Father said. “Especially in the circle’s center. Down inside the water.”  
I hoisted myself up higher onto Father’s back and leaned over the top of his shoulders Next to the boulders, the water was clear. Almost like glass. But in the grouping’s center, the water blackened like night. Not like smoke, but like—“A cave?“ I asked. 
“I’m not sure. Hold tight.”
I did. Father choked.
“Sorry.” I relaxed my grip around his neck, and Father tromped toward the nearest boulder.  
Reaching it, he whisked his bare foot in front of him, took another step, and chuckled. “It must be a land bar. The water’s only a few inches deep there.”   
“Can I get down?” 
“Yes, but stay close.”
He stepped onto the land bar, and I slid down from his back. The water covered my feet, but nothing more.
“Follow me,” Father said.  
We waded to the night-murky water. The area didn’t open to an underground cavern, but the earth did droop into a funnel-like drain. Or a narrow well.
“Do you see the Cosmo-gems?” I asked.
“Not yet.” Father knelt. He swirled his fingers back and forth through the water. “Something’s here.” He pressed his lips into a tight line, plunged his entire arm into the funnel, and pulled out a stone box. Carved swoops and curves decorated its lid. 
I stared at it. Back at Seryn Kingdom, Vida, that was kept in the castle’s throne room, had three indentions carved into its top branches. The indentations were the size of chicken eggs, and according to legend, they would one day house the Cosmo-gems. Yet, this trinket box couldn’t hold much more than a few thin-chained necklaces. I’d never seen the Cosmo-gems before. But they couldn’t actually be the size of pebbles, could they?  
Father unlatched the lid’s clasp. 
Whisk.  
An arrow flew out from behind us. It whizzed past my arm,  crashed into the boulder straight in front of us, and flopped into the water.  
Father and I whirled.  
Three men, standing on the shore, glared at us. Mud blackened their faces, and they wore Warith Kingdom’s blood-red uniforms.
Invaders. 






  
  Chapter 2
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Father shoved the box into my hand, stepped forward, and whispered, “Stay behind me.” 
I whisked the box behind my back. I hunched my shoulders and lowered my head. If only I could disappear. Better yet, if only I was a well-trained soldier. If I was, I could fight those invaders and send them back to their own kingdoms. 
The tallest invader, likely the leader, stepped into the water and slogged toward us. His red uniform clung to his thick, bulky muscles. He appeared younger than King Zedek, but his skin was blacker than his, and it glistened in the sunlight like fire. So, too, did the invader’s black eyes.  
“You,” Father said when the man reached the boulders.  
“Don’t try to escape, Hawk,” the man said to Father, “unless you seek death.” 
Father moved in front of me, and I gaped up at the back of his head. Did he and the invader know one another?  
“It’s you and your men who seek death, Slaterider.” Father’s voice rumbled through the air like a deep rhythmic drum, and my stomach tightened. Slaterider. He was the man who’d killed King Zedek’s father, King Yahir, after he’d chosen Father to be his advisor instead of him. The brutal invader who’d led Warith Kingdom’s army against the giants in Toreen Kingdom and left no survivors. The warrior many Serynians called “the Dreaded.”   
“You’ve grown braver over the years,” Slaterider said. “But not smarter. You always were a fool.”  
“Fool enough to trust you.”  
“Fool enough to hunt for the Cosmo-gems.”
I jerked my head back. How did he know about our quest?
Slaterider smirked. “The Cosmo-gems. You really believe in that fairy tale?”   
“It’s not a fairy tale,” I yelled. “They have power. You’ll see—“  
Father reached behind himself and grabbed my arm. I closed my mouth. Idiot. As the royal advisor’s apprentice, I need to learn wisdom. Like knowing when to speak and when to remain silent. Right now, I should stay silent.  
“That boy has quite the mouth on him,” Slaterider said. 
“Like someone else I used to know.”
Slaterider gave Father a hard smile and yelled to his companions, “Get them!”  
The other two invaders, who were several feet behind Slaterider, charged toward us.  
I stumbled backward, but Father, grabbing my arm, pulled me upright and tugged me out of the invaders’ reach. Then, still in front of me, he leaned forward and clenched his fists in what he termed his battle stance. It was the position he’d used when he’d taught me the few fighting skills his father had taught him when he was a boy.  
“Run,” Father yelled. 
“To where?” Only deep water surrounded us. And while I could swim, I didn’t swim well. The invaders would catch me before I made it to the shore.  
Two invaders reached us.
“Go!” Father punched one of them in the mouth, but before Father could strike the second one, the first attacker grabbed Father’s arm and twisted it behind Father’s back.
I whipped the box behind me with my free arm. “Leave him alone.”  
Slaterider grabbed my wrist. “What do you have there, boy?”
“Nothing.”
Slaterider growled. He yanked my hand out from behind me, seized the stone box, and shoved me into the water. Drenched, I jumped to my feet. “Give that back!” I lowered my head and charged at him.  
He angled sideways.  
I crashed into his elbow and flopped into the water. This time, on my backside.  
“Leave the boy alone!” Father leaped toward him, but Slaterider’s soldiers pulled him back.  
I jumped up.
Slaterider shoved me back down. He stepped on my shin, holding me there. “Stay still or die.”
I glared up at him.  
He held the stone box. If I stayed still, he’d get the Cosmo-gems. He’d destroy Seryn. I can’t let that happen.
I twisted. I tried and failed to free my leg. “Give me the box. It doesn’t belong to you.”
Slaterider pressed his lips into a tight, crooked line. Holding my gaze, he opened the lid and pulled out a book with thin silver pages. The book was square, a bit smaller than the box, and tiny markings covered the pages. Probably writing of some sort. 
I groaned. Once again, Father and I hadn’t found the Cosmo-gems.  
Father caught my gaze. He eyed the box, gave me a slight nod, and turned back to Slaterider.
Father’s signaling me. Even as I thought those words, understanding flowed through me. True, we hadn’t found the Cosmo-gems, but we had found something. What was it?  
Slaterider, scowling, flung the tablet at me. It ricocheted off my chest, but I caught it before it fell into the water. He motioned to the other invaders. “Take them.”
Quick. No one’s looking. I slipped the tablet into my waist pouch. Still, no one noticed me. I’d succeeded.
The invaders shoved me and Father into a single-file line in front of them. 
“That way, prisoners,” Slaterider said. 
Prisoners. The word shot cold through my core. The giants’ physical features looked just like those of humans, except that they, our enemies, were four times bigger than us. In the past, they nearly destroyed us, so our ancestors trapped them in the southern-most kingdom, using the land itself as a weapon. Between them and the human kingdoms lay ground that enveloped their massive feet in hidden sinkholes and deep peat. The mountain passes were likewise so narrow and boulder-strewn that only humans could slip through them. That had held the giants at bay.
However, in recent months, the attackers decided to completely destroy the giants. Under Slaterider’s command, they invaded their kingdom and captured some of the smallest ones. They used them as shields, knowing the largest giants wouldn’t fight, because they didn’t want to risk hurting their countrymen. Now, Father and I were the invaders’ prisoners. 
The hair on the back of my neck stood at attention. Would the invaders use us as their shields? 
“I need to help my apprentice,” Father said. “The water’s too deep for him.”
“Useless kid,” Slaterider muttered.
Father hoisted me onto his back, held on to my legs, and strode forward. “Come along now, “ he said under his breath.  
I gaped at him. Come along now. His code for “stay vigilant.” Why did he say that? Did he see other dangers? Or—hope raced through me—had he figured out a way for us to escape?  
An invader pushed me against Father, but when I bumped him, Father didn’t even flinch. He only plodded forward.
I studied Father’s slumped shoulders and slow-moving pace. It was different than his usual stance and gait.
Wait a minute. Father is acting differently. That was another one of his signals, which meant, Do as I do.
Yet again, the invader shoved me, but this time, I stiffened so I wouldn’t bump into Father.
Father shuffled toward the shoreline. The men behind us also walked slower.
We continued that way until Father stepped out of the water and onto the rocky, upward-sloping beach. He paused.
“Keep going,” Slaterider said. 
Father didn’t obey. Instead, he grabbed my arm from around his shoulders and pulled me off his back. He tossed me up the slope.  
“Run.” Father pulled his sword out of his scabbard and faced the invaders.
“Fool!” Slaterider said to Father.  
Ignoring the sharp rocks, I stumbled up the bank.
The other two attackers sprang after me. Fingers brushed my foot, but I slipped out of their grasps. I reached the flatter part of the land and ran into the forest.  
Metal clanged behind me like the sound of swords hitting one another. 
I ran faster.
Footfalls pounded nearby.
I leaped off the path that had led us to the lake. I charged into the trees. I wove back and forth between them, holding my bent arm in front of me to block the sharp branches from hitting my face. Finally, I dove into a thicket of thorny bushes. Their pricks poked my bare feet and tore my clothes, but I didn’t cry out. I only crouched low, and though breathing hard, I exhaled in soft puffs.  
I listened.  
No footfalls. Where were the invaders? Had I eluded them?
I clutched the soft, cool tufts of grass beside me, soothing my pierced palms, and narrowed my gaze. I’d heard tales of the invaders’ tricks. Of how they could creep up on their enemies unaware. “Stealth” was the word Father had used.  
Well, the invaders could try stealth all they wanted, but they wouldn’t catch me. They wouldn’t even find me. Stealth might be their weapon, but silence was mine. Or—I shifted my stance. All right. Only moments before, I hadn’t stayed silent, but I’d learned my lesson. I will stay silent now.
Crouching lower and barely breathing, I continued listening for footfalls. Nothing but clanging swords pinged the air. 
I kept still. I counted inside my head. When I reached twenty, I paused and listened again.  
Still nothing. Not even a breeze brushed the leaves.  
If only I dared peek out of these brambles.  
But I didn’t dare. 
Instead, I counted all the way to two hundred. Finally, I lifted my head, peeked above the bushes, and scanned the forest. 
No movement.  
I crawled out of the bush. Again, I watched and listened. Only bird calls, distant squirrel chatters, and the breeze rustling through the tree branches surrounded me. Where was Father? Was he safe? Had he scared off the invaders and was now searching for me? Or was he hiding like I had been?
I didn’t know those answers. But surely, if Father had left the lake, he’d return there, wouldn’t he? Because it was a large landmark? And because it was the last place we’d been together?
“Yes,” I mouthed. “That is what he would do.”
Hoping I was right, I scanned back and forth over both my shoulders. No invaders. So, tiptoeing through the sharp and prickly underbrush, I crept back to the beach.  
The moment I stepped out of the trees, I caught my breath.  
Father, alone, lay face down on the rocks next to the lake. The incoming tide lapped against the side of his body.  
I rushed to him. “Father!” My voice echoed around me, and I slapped my hand over my mouth. Stay silent. What if this was a trap? What if the invaders were nearby, watching me, planning to attack me too? 
Nothing but the lake’s lapping waves sounded. I was alone. I hoped. Still, an ache burned the back of my throat. Was Father dead?
I crept closer to him. I scanned from Father’s bare feet to his scabbard that no longer held his sword to his torn shirt.    
“Are you all right?” I whispered.
Father didn’t answer or move.   
My throat constricted.  
I crouched next to him and touched his neck. A slight pulse beat beneath his skin.
Exhaling in relief, I gently turned his body over onto his back. People often said Father and I were mirror images of one another. And we were, as far as our dark-colored hair, light brown skin, and dark brown eyes were concerned. But in the big and muscular ways, he was far superior. Yet right then, I didn’t envy him. Being big and muscular hadn’t saved him from the invaders. Instead, blood caked much of his now-swollen face. It trickled from a cut across the length of his upper shoulder. Blood also pooled from a stab wound above his hip.  
I yanked my handkerchief from my waist pouch, bunched it into a ball, and pressed it against his wound.  
Father groaned.  
I clasped both his shoulders. “It’s all right. I’m here.” 
“Leave me.” Father’s voice scratched as if sand filled his throat.  
“No. You need help.” I felt his forehead with the back of my hand the way Mother did when someone was sick.  
Father turned his head away from me. “Please, son. Slaterider left me for dead, and so must you. I’m not long for this world anyway. Get back to the capital. Warn the king. Tell him Slaterider is leading the invaders and taking prisoners.”  
“You told me that as your apprentice, I must learn to be wise. Well, this is me being wise. I’m not leaving you out here to die.”  
“You have much to learn about wisdom.”  
“Maybe so, but not about this.”
He groaned.
“Don’t worry. I’ll get you back to Seryn.” 
“You’re not strong enough for that.” Father’s cheeks grew even paler. He closed his eyes. “And even if you were, Slaterider’s surely hunting for you. I’ll only slow you down. Please . . .”
“Father! Don’t fall asleep.”  
His eyelids fluttered. “P-please, go. Tell your mother and sister . . .” 
I slid my hands beneath his shoulders and lifted.
He groaned in pain. “Stop.”
I lowered him back to the ground. “I’m sorry.”
He didn’t respond. I patted his cheeks.
Still no response. And his hands felt as if he’d been out in a winter storm. He needed warmth.  
Our cloaks and boots.
I ran back up the shore and gathered our clothing from where we’d tossed it into the trees. I then returned to Father. I slipped his feet into his boots and draped both our cloaks over his too-still body. Finally, I knelt next to him. I shook his shoulders. He didn’t open his eyes, but he breathed.   
I sighed in relief, slumped back onto my  heels, and stared up at the sky. How could I get Father back to Seryn? The mouth of Groton River, which flowed out of Flatberry Lake and back to the capital, was about a half mile away. So if I could build a raft, and if I could somehow get Father on that raft and row us across the lake to the river, we could float back to the capital.  
Yet even as I pictured myself going through those supposed motions, I knew I couldn’t do it. Not because I couldn’t build the raft—the needed supplies, like fallen logs, spattered the forest’s floor. But because I was too weak to carry Father to it once I built it.  
I put on my boots.  
Carry . . . Fallen logs . . .  
What if I built a sledge? 
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I readjusted the cloak around Father, tucking each edge under him, and again peeked over both my shoulders. As before, nothing moved. And only bird calls and the sloshing of waves touched the air. 
We’re alone. Think only of making the sledge.  
That’s what I told myself. Still, my thoughts raced. What if I couldn’t even hoist Father onto the sledge?  
I’ll find a way.
Or couldn’t pull him up the slope?  
It’s only a few feet. I can manage a few feet.
Or couldn’t tug him and the sledge the entire two miles back to Earth Shield?  
Think of success.
I reached the top of the bank. I shook my feet, flicking away the mud that caked my boots, and veered toward the haphazard mix of fallen logs and tree branches. First, I gathered two long, strong poles and four shorter ones and carried them back to the beach. Second, I set them beside Father. Third, I removed the ropes he’d carried in his shoulder bag and built a sledge.  
Yes! I did it.
But Father still needed help.
I took a deep breath and knelt behind his head. I slid my arms under his shoulders and tried to heft him sideways onto the sledge. But I only moved him a couple of inches.
I exhaled in frustration and tried again. This time, a bit more of his torso slid onto the sledge, but it still wasn’t enough.
I slumped backward and glared up at the sky. “How do I do this?”  
Rustling. 
I jumped to my feet. Had the invaders returned?
The rustling grew louder, plodding toward me like monstrous footfalls.  
I grabbed one of the extra logs. I moved in front of Father and drew back my arm, preparing to throw the log at whoever—or whatever—presented itself. 
A tall, bulky shadow stepped into the sunlight. It was neither a man nor a monster. It—he—was just a boy. He looked to be about my age, except that he was almost as tall as Father. 
“Don’t come any closer,” I said.  
The boy stopped. He stared back at me.  
“Who are you?” I said. “What do you want?”  
Still, he stared. 
“Answer, or I’ll throw this.”
The boy shrugged, and I scanned the length of him. His dark brown hair draped around his face and down to his shoulders. His eyes were dark brown, too. His skin wasn’t as white as mine, but tanned, like he’d lived in the sun for a long while. He wore black leather ankle boots, brown pants, and a dark green cloak. With that coloring, he could have stayed camouflaged within the trees. Why hadn’t he?  
“Are you from one of the rural villages?” I asked. But then, where else could he have come from? After Sky Shield had cracked open, allowing the invaders and anyone else who wished Serynians harm inside our kingdom, the rural villagers had run to the capital for protection. All except this boy, apparently.  
“What’s the name of your village?” I continued. “Circlen?”
The boy didn’t respond.
“Tarrin? Or maybe Lunkirk? Oh! I know. Blueford. It’s the village closest to here.”
The boy frowned.  
Was that it? Blueford? I inched toward him, and he back-stepped. I studied his expression. He seemed calm, yet his eyes were wide. And his gaze frequently flitted between me and the lake. He peeked over his shoulders a lot too, the same way I did.
I lowered my makeshift club. “I’m not an invader.”  
He scratched the back of his head.  
Hmm. Try again. “I’m from the capital. If you’d like, you can come with me, and I’ll help you find—“ I scanned the trees behind him. Where was his family? 
“Find what?” The boy’s voice boomed over the lake’s lapping water and the breeze’s whisperings. Yet he hadn’t yelled. He’d just spoken without inflection. No wonder he’d said so little. If the invaders had been nearby, they’d have heard him straight off.  
“Find your family,” I replied. 
I studied his calm expression. His stance, too, though tall, wasn’t tight like he was angry. Hopefully, that meant he didn’t wish to fight me. I offered him a slight smile. “Actually, maybe we can help each other.”
“How?” This time, he whispered so softly that I strained to hear him.  
I motioned toward Father, who lay sprawled on the ground behind me. “He’s hurt. I need to get him back to Seryn, but I’m—“
The boy harrumphed. “Not strong enough.” 
I frowned. “Can you help me get Father back to the capital?”
“What happened to him?”
I knelt next to Father and clasped his hand. He still felt cold. “He fought some invaders. That’s all I know for sure.”  
The boy knelt next to me, and I bit the inside of my lip to hide my cringe. He was bigger than every other boy I knew. Would he hurt me? Or Father? But then he touched Father’s forehead with his index fingers and ran them down the sides of his face.  
I grabbed his arm. “What are you doing?”  
“Healing.” The boy, still not looking at me, pursed his lips and puffed air against Father’s forehead. Then, while humming a tune I didn’t recognize, he lifted Father’s eyelids. He stared into his unseeing eyes as if he—was he willing Father to live? I gaped at him. “Do you have Origin Power?”  
The boy shrugged. “My grandmother called it Healing Power.”
Origin Power. Healing Power. They had to mean the same thing. Yet, if he had Origin Healing Power, why hadn’t I ever heard of it or him? 
In the beginning, all who lived on Serynian Island were born with a fullness of that innate magical power. And all followed the laws that
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