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  Chapter 1
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Murphy Tulley took one look at his ma and knew this was not going to be a good day. She had a way of fidgeting with her fingers that gave away her bad mood, something she’d started doing when Pa died six months ago. 
“Murphy!” she yelled, standing in his bedroom doorway. Her milk-colored skin had a pink blush to it today. Her fingers did their wiggly thing.
He jumped up. The book he was reading fell from his lap and tumbled onto the wooden floor.
“Why haven’t you gone to the market like I asked?” The crease between her eyebrows made its usual appearance.
He’d totally forgotten! The storyline of his book had sucked him in, and the world around him had disappeared.
“I—I’ll go right now, Ma. I’m sorry.” He tossed the book onto the empty bed he shared with his four-year-old brother Kale. Noticing the messy blanket, Murphy quickly pulled it up over the pillows, the way Ma liked it. He grabbed his heavy jacket from the wardrobe, avoiding her glare.
“Honestly, Murphy. You’re twelve years old. You need to be more responsible.” She turned to leave but stopped. “Oh, and take Kale with you,” she commanded. “I’ve got a lot to do today, and I don’t need him underfoot!”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Murphy hurried into the kitchen and grabbed a burlap sack and Ma’s list. He stuck his hand in the tin box and pulled out two gem pebbles. Yes, that should be enough, he thought, before dropping them into his vest pocket.
The screen door slammed behind him as he made his way down the porch steps. He heard Kale’s laughter and followed the sound around the corner of the house. There he found his little brother reaching up to pet Fat Cat in Uncle Peter’s arms.
“Hey, Murph,” Peter called out. He was seventeen and Ma’s younger brother. After Pa died, Peter came to live with them, helping wherever needed. Although technically Murphy’s uncle, he felt more like a brother.
“Come on, Kale. We have to go to the market,” Murphy grumbled, walking toward them.
Kale shook his head, barely glancing at Murphy. “I don’ wanna go. I wanna pway with da cat.”
“Ma said you have to go with me.” Murphy glanced up at Peter and whispered, “She’s not having a good day.”
Peter nodded, crouching down to Kale’s level. “You’d better go with Murphy then. Fat Cat’s not going anywhere. She’ll be here when you get back.”
Kale sighed, his shoulders moving up and down in exaggeration. Murphy and Peter shared a grin.
“I’ll race you to the dirt road!” Murphy called out as he ran toward the gate, his uneven legs making speed a challenge, as usual. He heard Kale’s quick footsteps close behind.
As they passed through the gate, Murphy let Kale take the lead and slammed the gate behind them. Kale ran as fast as he could, his arms pumping hard. He reached the dirt road first.
“I won!” Kale shouted, jumping with his arms in the air. He huffed and puffed a few times. Murphy smiled at his little brother’s drama and energy.
They walked the dirt road that eventually curved along the base of the Nashel Mountains. When they passed the entrance to the gem mine, several men came out wearing mining uniforms covered in dirt, pickaxes leaning against their shoulders. The miners laughed as they talked, and some shouted greetings to the boys. Kale gave them an excited two-handed wave, and one of the men mimicked back at him, making Kale laugh.
A strong breeze tousled Murphy’s curly brown hair. Thick, dark clouds had formed in the west and seemed to be heading their direction. He hurried Kale past the mine and over the Gibbon Creek bridge.
Reaching the other side of the creek, Kale whined, “My wegs can’t go dat fast.” He frowned at his big brother.
Murphy removed his hand from Kale’s shoulder, realizing he’d been pushing him along. “Sorry. A storm’s coming, so we need to hurry.”
Kale looked up at the clouds. “Yeah, we can’t get caught. Pa said I’d melt if I got wet, ‘cause I’m sweet wike candy.”
At the mention of their pa, Murphy’s chest tightened. Kale glanced at him but said nothing else as they continued on their way.
When they reached the market, Murphy quickly made his purchases, checking Ma’s list to be sure he got everything.
As they headed home, Murphy slowed long enough to pick a dandelion next to the dirt road. He handed it to his little brother.
“What dis?” Kale asked, turning the weed in his fingers.
“You make a wish and blow on it.”
His brother’s face scrunched up. “Bwow on it?” he asked.
Murphy glanced at the clouds and decided they had a little time. He put his sack on the ground and gently took the dandelion from his brother’s hand. “Yeah, like this.” Murphy put the plant to his lips and blew.
Kale gasped as the white tendrils floated through the air, his blue eyes wide open. “I wanna twy!” Standing on his toes, he pulled the stem from Murphy’s hand, put it to his lips, and blew.
His brother’s frown made Murphy laugh. “No, silly! That one’s empty.” He picked another dandelion and handed it to him. “Here. Try this one.”
Kale lifted his shoulders and blew out a big breath. At that moment, the wind shifted toward Kale, blowing the fluffy white pieces into his open mouth. He coughed and sputtered, throwing the dandelion stem on the ground. He swished his fingers through his mouth, trying to remove the pieces.
Murphy chuckled. Kale spit and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.
"Yuck!” Kale exclaimed, wrinkling his nose. Then his face changed as he grew still. His lower lip trembled, and his eyes filled with tears. Murphy braced himself for what was coming. A sob broke free, followed by big tears.
Murphy leaned down to eye-level and put a hand on his shoulder. “What’s wrong?” Kale continued to cry, so Murphy gave him a gentle shake. That slowed the sobbing a bit. “Why are you crying?”
Kale’s voice quivered. “I fowgot to wish.”
Murphy gave his brother a quick hug so he wouldn’t see the smile tugging at his lips. He stood to go, picking up the sack filled with their purchases. “Come on. Ma’ll be wondering where we are.”
Kale rubbed his nose and put his snot-covered hand in Murphy’s.
“Ew, gross!” Murphy dropped his brother’s hand and wiped his own against his pant leg several times.
As they walked home, a horse snorted a warning from behind. Murphy pulled Kale to the side of the dirt road just before a wagon passed by. Mr. Cullman tipped his hat at the boys from atop the wagon bench.
Kale frowned at his brother. “Mama says it not nice to push people.” 
“Then next time, I’ll let you get run over.”
“Mama would say that not nice either.”
Murphy laughed out loud, and Kale’s frown instantly turned into a smile.
They were almost to the curve that led to their house when heavy footsteps sounded behind them. Murphy turned around. The Bronwell twins—the two meanest kids in the whole village. Murphy guided Kale to stand behind him.
“Well, what do we have here?” taunted Targ, his freckles almost invisible against his reddened face. He breathed heavily.
“Looks like a little boy and his crippled brother,” added Twyford. His reddish-brown hair stuck out every which way, like he’d just rolled out of bed…which he probably had.
Trouble followed those guys. Maybe they were mean because of their names—Twyford and Targ. Whatever the reason, they’d shown everyone their combined strength and total disregard for rules. Village kids quickly learned to stay away from them.
Kale stepped out from behind Murphy. “I not wittle, and he not cwippowed. He just got a wimp,” Kale shouted, his hands on his hips.
“Aww, is the itty bitty baby upset?” Targ stood like Kale in imitation. “He just got a wimp.” His laugh sounded like a donkey’s bray.
Murphy’s face grew hot. He stepped in front of Kale. “Leave him alone.” His voice sounded far braver than he felt.
“What’s in the sack, huh?” Twyford reached for it, but Murphy pulled it away just in time.
“Come on, Kale. Let’s go.” He turned, took his brother’s arm, and pulled him toward home. Murphy refused to give in to the anger that rattled around inside him. He would not engage.
“I said, what’s in the sack, cripple?”
Twyford tore the bag from his grasp, causing Murphy’s arm to wrench backward. He let out a yell as he fell to the ground. Apples and potatoes rolled in the dirt among the other items. He struggled to get up, his shoulder sending a shooting pain through him when he leaned on his injured arm. 
“That’s it?” Targ yelled, shaking the empty sack. “That’s all you got for us?” He pointed to his twin. “Grab the food, and let’s go.”
Murphy and Kale watched in silence as the boys took the fruit and potatoes and ran away laughing.
Kale hugged Murphy’s leg. “You okay?”
“Yeah, I’m okay.” Murphy sighed. One day, he’d show those boys. One day, he’d be taller and walk straighter, and then they wouldn’t dare mess with him.
Murphy and Kale were within sight of their house when a chicken crossed their path.
Wait a second, Murphy thought. What’s Gertrude doing out?
“Is that ow chicken?” Kale asked. “Why you out, huh?” He bent down to pick up the chicken, but she flapped her wings in his face and raced out of reach. ”Bad chicken!” he yelled, chasing it toward the gate. Gertrude squawked in disapproval.
Murphy’s mouth fell open. The gate! He never fixed the latch! “Oh no! No, no, no, no, no,” he muttered as he ran to the gate, which rocked back and forth in the wind. Ma was going to kill him. The sack slipped from his hands. Chickens were everywhere! “Kale, help me,” he called, picking up a chicken and dropping it inside the fence.
He pulled the gate closed and used the sack as a weight against it. Murphy chased chickens all over the road, missing more than he caught. They were fast! Kale was nowhere to be seen, but Murphy didn’t have time to worry about him. He had to get the chickens back inside the fence before— 
“Murphy Tulley!”
Oh, no. Too late.
Ma stood on the front porch, frowning as she wiped her hands on a dish towel. “You were supposed to fix that gate last week.”
“Yes, ma’am. I just hadn’t gotten to it yet,” he called as he chased a chicken. More like he forgot about it, but…
As he grabbed another chicken, Kale came out of the barn, his hands cupped together like they held a precious gift. When he got close to Murphy, he dumped the contents all over the ground. Chicken feed! The chickens squawked as they gathered to eat it. Murphy couldn’t help but smile at his little brother. Now that the chickens were distracted, he easily picked them up and put them where they belonged.
Kale grunted as he toddled over to Murphy and gave him one of the smaller chickens. “Heavy!”
“Good job thinking of that chicken feed.”
Kale smiled proudly.
Murphy felt Ma’s presence behind him, and his insides grew tight.
“Kale, go inside, please,” she directed. “I need to talk to Murphy.” She waited a moment and then leaned down to his eye-level. “Murphy, I told you repeatedly to repair that gate. Peter shouldn’t have to do everything around here, and my hands are full enough as it is. Mr. Woodson’s coming over to discuss a Council matter, and I have things I must get done before that.” 
Murphy watched his mother blink away unshed tears. She was about to lose it.
“I need to be able to depend on you. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Ma,” he said, looking at the ground. “I’m really sorry. I’ll fix the gate today. I promise.”
“Thank you” was all she said as she went back into the house.
He felt like a heel. He didn’t mean to make her so upset, but he seemed to do it over and over again.
Ma hadn’t been herself since Pa died. At first, there were whole days she didn’t get out of bed. Murphy had tried his best to keep Kale out of trouble and tend to the animals, but it was hard to do it all by himself. If it weren’t for Uncle Peter coming to live with them, Ma might never have made it out of her crippling sadness. Now, instead of being sad, she seemed mad all the time—usually at Murphy.
He picked up the sack and took it inside, putting it on the table without a word. He immediately went out to the barn and gathered what he needed to fix the gate latch. Just as he stepped out of the barn, thunder boomed, and rain came down in sheets. The storm had been growing all afternoon. Of course, it chose this same second to dump on him.
He’d promised Ma, so despite the rain, he went to the gate with a determination in his step. The chickens squawked and ran into the chicken coop to stay dry. At least he didn’t have to worry about them getting out while he worked.
The rain poured down without mercy, chilling his bones. Wet from head to toe, he had to wipe his eyes just to see. It took forever to fix the gate in the rain, but it was his fault for putting it off. He didn’t know why he’d waited so long. There just always seemed to be something better to do.
After testing the gate a few times and feeling satisfied that the repair would hold, he went into the house, only to have Ma scold him for dripping water everywhere. He went back out on the covered porch, wondering how long it would take for his clothes to dry.
“Here. Dry off with these before you come in. Honestly, Murphy.” She dropped the towels at his feet and went back inside, the door slamming behind her.
He rubbed the towel on his face and hair but knew it wouldn’t help his drenched clothes. He took off his shoes and slid down the wall of the house. Resting his head against it, he sat and watched the storm.
Kale came out and sat down beside him, and took off his shoes. Then he rested his head against the wall, mimicking Murphy’s pose.
Murphy sighed.
Kale sighed.
“Whatcha doin’?” Murphy asked.
“Nothin’. What you doin’?”
Murphy couldn’t hold back a laugh. Kale laughed, too. And just like that, Murphy felt better.






  
  Chapter 2
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The rain stopped as suddenly as it had started. When Kale grew tired of sitting on the porch with Murphy, he went inside. Murphy decided he’d be less likely to get yelled at if he stayed on the porch until his clothes dried. 
Mr. Woodson arrived awhile later and guided his horse toward the side of the house. Ma must have been watching for him. The front door slammed, and she whipped a shawl onto her shoulders before stepping off the porch. She didn’t even glance at Murphy. She lifted her skirt to keep it out of the mud as she disappeared around the corner.
Murphy heard them exchange greetings.
“I’ve been sensing a negative force hovering near the village,” said Mr. Woodson.
“Any idea what it is?” Ma sounded concerned.
“I don’t know. My ability’s too vague. But there’s something out there, and I don’t like the feel of it.”
Murphy peered around the corner. Ma’s thick red braid moved as she nodded. “Owen always relied on your attuned nature, so I’ll do the same.” A silence hung in the air before she spoke again. “What should I do? I mean, I’ll re-check the gem, obviously, to be sure it’s safe. But this—this is still so new to me.”
He paused before answering. “I’ll alert the rest of the Council about it. We’ll extend the night patrol to cover the homesteads further out from the village.”
“Do you really think there’s anything to worry about? No one can take it. Only the Gem Keeper can touch the stone and survive,” she said. “And…well, we don’t have a Gem Keeper right now.”
“We could’ve had one.” Mr. Woodson sounded annoyed.
Ma shook her head again. “He wasn’t ready. He’s still not ready.”
Mr. Woodson sighed. “What if this isn’t a human force? Something non-human could handle the gem, right?”
“What, like an unnatural creature from the other side of Illusia? I highly doubt one would come all this way.”
The man rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, you’re probably right, but I’ll put some guards on alert, just in case.” Mr. Woodson touched her shoulder. “We’ll do what needs to be done, Davina. The gem will stay safe. I don’t want anything to happen to Kale. That kid’s stolen my heart, you know?” He grinned.
She nodded again and thanked him for coming. He mounted his horse and disappeared down the muddy road.
He doesn’t want anything to happen to Kale? What’s he talking about?
Just as Murphy was about to step out and ask Ma, he saw her glance around as she rubbed her hands down her skirt. Murphy ducked out of sight. When he looked again, she had reached the barn, which stood a good distance from the house. She went inside and quietly closed the door.
Murphy crept to the barn, going around to the other side, where he knew of a small gap in the wooden slats. A nearby tree provided cover. Closing one eye, he peered inside. Ma stood in front of an open cabinet and held a metal box. As she lifted the lid, a blue glow lit her face. A gem, nearly as big as her fist, rested inside the box. Right then, a queasiness washed over Murphy, like last year at the pie eating contest when he tried to eat an entire blueberry pie. He’d been sick the whole night and into the next day. He rubbed his belly as he watched her.
Ma held the open box closer to her face and studied the glowing gem carefully. Then she closed it, putting the box in the tall wooden cabinet. As she closed the cabinet door, tools and horse bridles swung on hooks. She hung two more items on it, stood back to survey her work, and left, the barn door closing behind her. Murphy had been in the barn dozens of times but had never noticed the cabinet before. Now he knew why. It looked just like part of the wall. A clever disguise. This gem must be really valuable to need to be hidden so well.
The rest of the day, he tried to focus on completing his chores, but his mind kept going back to what he’d seen. The queasiness pulsed through his stomach, even in bed that night. He tossed and turned, unable to find a position to make the ache go away.
Finally, after midnight, Murphy gave up and decided to get a better look at that gem. He rolled out of bed, being careful not to wake Kale. He slipped into his jacket and carried his boots as he tiptoed out of his bedroom and through the front door. Before leaving the porch, he put on his boots and paused just long enough to make sure no one was outside. Ma would tan his hide if she caught him out there so late at night. The wind ruffled his hair and carried the soft mooing of cows from the far pasture.
He hurried out to the barn, feeling curious and terrified at the same time. He opened the cabinet and lifted the lid of the metal case. As the vivid blue light filled the space, it was like the gem called to him. With a trembling hand, he touched it. A shock of heat surged into his fingertips, up his arm, and into his chest. The force threw him backward, and he let out a yelp as he landed against the horse stall.
One of the horses neighed and bopped him on the head. Murphy looked up and saw Coal’s big black eyes peering at him. “It’s okay, boy,” he whispered as he stood and patted the horse.
Murphy held his breath as he listened, afraid someone might come to investigate the noise. Slowly, he turned around. His body tensed. He swallowed hard. A strange force drew him forward.
He lifted the gem from its case, holding it carefully in both hands. It didn’t shock him this time. Somehow, he knew it wouldn’t. As he studied its many sides and rough edges, the beautiful light pulsed brighter and brighter through its surface, casting a blue radiance all over the barn. At that same moment, Murphy’s stomach felt strange—a rattling, like the purr of a happy kitten. A sense of contentment filled him.
He was brought out of his daze by a long scratch on the outer wall of the barn. Someone was out there! Terrified of being caught, he dropped the gem into the box, slammed the cabinet closed, and ran out. Hurrying into the house, he jumped in bed and pulled the blanket over his head, not even bothering to remove his jacket or boots.
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  Chapter 3
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The following night, Murphy woke to a pulsing in his stomach — a cross between feeling hungry and feeling like he needed to throw up. He rolled over, trying to will it away. 
In the darkness, Ma's muted voice came through the wall. He lay in bed trying to hear her words but couldn’t. Slowly pulling the covers to the side, he eased off the bed and crept to the door where he heard her strained voice more clearly. 
"...knew I shouldn't have been left in charge of something so valuable. This was your job. You should be here to handle this, not me." Ma took in a ragged breath. "I failed you. I failed Airinton."
A lump formed in Murphy’s throat. He opened the door without a sound and poked his head out. Ma sat alone at their worn kitchen table with her head hung low. She’d become so thin since Pa died. She clenched her hands together, her knuckles white from the strain. A single tear slipped from her closed eyes and fell onto the table.
"Oh, Owen, what'll I do? What'll we do? If the children get sick.... If Kale gets sick...." Her shoulders heaved as she sobbed silently, her hands now covering her face.
The sight tore at his heart. Murphy couldn't stand in the shadows any longer. 
"Ma?" he whispered as he went to her. She gave no response, so he gently laid a hand on her shoulder.
She jumped. "Oh, Murphy, you startled me." She wiped her face quickly. "What are you doing up so late?"
"I heard you talking.”
"I'm sorry. Just having a talk with myself. Go back to bed."
Murphy looked at her red-rimmed eyes and knew he wouldn't be able to sleep without answers.
"What happened, Ma?" He sat in the chair across from her.
She cleared her throat. "What do you mean?" He could tell she tried to make her voice sound stronger than she felt.
He rested his elbows on the table. "I mean, clearly something's wrong. I heard you talking to Pa. You only do that when you're really upset. What’s wrong?"
Ma looked down at the table. She put a shaky hand on her forehead and released a deep breath. "The Gem of Nashel is gone."
"What?" Murphy hoped he hadn’t heard her right.
A deep dread filled him. The blue light in the barn. The scratching noise outside. He’d been in such a hurry to leave, he hadn’t even checked to be sure the cabinet door had closed all the way. Someone outside must have seen the blue glow and stolen the gem!
Ma let out a trembling breath. “What I’m about to tell you, you can’t tell anyone else. Uncle Peter knows, and the Airinton Council knows, but no one else.” She raised her eyes to meet his, and he nodded. “When we mine the gems in the Nashel Mountains, a deadly airborne virus is released. As you know, the village relies on those gems to trade for what we need. The virus attacks the small children and elderly first, those who are less resistant to illnesses. A big blue jewel we call the Gem of Nashel has some kind of ability to remove the virus from the air. I don’t understand how it works. It’s been around for generations and is so very important to Airinton.” She paused and wiped another tear from her cheek. 
"Wait, the virus I’ve heard the old people talk about…? That’s not just a story? It’s real?”
Ma nodded. She covered her face with both hands for just a moment. “There’s…there’s more I need to tell you, Murphy.” She frowned before looking at him. “Your father was the Gem Keeper.”
“The what?” Ma had used that term when she talked to Mr. Woodson.
“The Gem Keeper.” She shook her head and looked around while she gathered her thoughts. “It’s hard to explain. You and your father come from a long line of Gem Keepers. Your grandfather was one. Your father was one. And you, Murphy—you are one. Well, you will be. In time, this ability, this feeling, will pass to you.”
The pulsing in his stomach! That’s what she was talking about?
She continued. “The gem has to stay near the Nashel Mountains to offset the virus, and the Gem Keeper can’t be more than a few miles
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