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Brody sat on the porch steps, peeking around his spy novel, trying to catch a glimpse of the new girl next door. She looked to be about his age. He wondered if she was watching him, too. It had been over an hour since Emma walked out her front door and sat down on the wooden porch swing with a tiny treasure box.

She looked up, and he quickly retreated behind his book. Brody wanted to talk to her but was afraid to speak first. 

Emma slid off the swing and tiptoed down the narrow porch steps that met the thick grass in her yard. She slowly made her way toward the edge of the property.

“Talk to him. He’s just a boy,” Emma muttered quietly but still loud enough for Brody to overhear. He smiled.

Emma took a deep breath when she was near the edge of her yard. “I’m Emma,” the girl said as she sat on the lawn and gave him a short wave. She placed the box beside her, tapping her fingers across the decorated wood. Brody peeked from behind his book and stared at her for a long minute. 

He thought Emma looked different than most girls with her countless necklaces, bracelets, and barrettes covering her wrists, ankles, and strands of long brown hair. She wore patchwork blue jean tights that were the same blue as her eyes under a green ruffled skirt with a pink and green short sleeve t-shirt that was covered in glittering peace signs. Brody never saw a girl dress like this before, except on television. 

“What’s that?” Brody nodded at the box on the grass.

“Tell me your name and I might show you,” Emma replied with a smile.

“Brody,” he said with a quick eye roll. She might be cool, he thought. He had never met a girl with the confidence to come up and talk to him.

Emma smiled and let out the breath she was holding. She stood and picked up her box to show him. She made her way to his porch and plopped down two steps away. He would only look at Emma for a moment before turning away again toward his book.

“Are you shy? How old are you?” Emma asked as she stared at him.

“No. Thirteen. You?”

“The same.”  

“Why did you move to Diamond Falls?”

“My dad grew up in West Virginia and wanted to move back from out west,” Emma said. “I heard that Diamond Falls was pretty cool.”

“What’s in the box?” Brody asked again. The top of the small, round box was decorated with a thin slab of rock. Brody knew rocks. He had been collecting them for years.

“It’s my rock collection,” Emma said, opening the lid. The box was crammed with smooth, shiny stones. “I collect rocks wherever I go and then use my rock tumbler to make them shiny. See?” Emma held up a handful of pink, green, and black stones.

“You tumble your rocks?” Brody made a gagging noise, dropped his book, and disappeared under the side of the porch.  

“What’s wrong with tumbling?” Emma yelled after him. “It makes them pretty.”

A few moments later, Brody emerged with a large, white plastic bin, which he dragged across the ground. He could not lift the heavy box. After he placed it in front of Emma, he pulled off the flimsy lid and leaned over the side of the box, smiling. Emma peered inside.

“Wow!” she exclaimed. Large rocks and small ones with dozens of different colors filled the bin. Many were still covered with dirt and had rough, sharp edges. “Where did you get all of these?”

“I used to go rocking hunting with Mr. M. He lives across the street.” Brody pointed to a small, brick house directly across from his own.  

“I saw him staring out of the window when we were moving in,” Emma said. “I thought he was crazy or something.”

“No,” Brody said. “He’s actually a geologist. Pretty famous, I think. He’s written a bunch of articles about different rock formations and stuff. He frames them and hangs them all over the walls of his house.” Brody continued to take his rock collection out of the box for Emma to see. He had never met anyone who liked rocks as much as he and Mr. M. Brody learned from Mr. M that tumbling a rock ruins some of its unique properties so he would have to teach Emma about that problem. 

“Why do you call him Mr. M?” Emma asked.

“His name is really Heath Matthews, but he says that his students used to call him Mr. M. He fell off a rock outcrop on a field trip with one of his classes last year and can’t go rock hunting anymore. Now, he just works on his rock collection for the museum.” 

“The museum?” Emma asked.

“Yeah, his rock and mineral collections are famous, and the state museum in Charleston asked him to put together an exhibit. He says there isn’t another collection in the world like his. The samples are from all over the world, and some are young rocks and some are super old,” Brody explained.

“How did he get them all?” Emma was still looking through Brody’s collection. His samples were much larger than hers and had interesting marks, colors, and shapes. She picked up a huge purple amethyst crystal and held it up to the sun. The pointed crystal glittered as it soaked in the sunshine.

“He got some around here but he won’t tell me about all of them,” he replied. “Geologist’s secret, he claims.” Brody laughed a little, thinking of all the times he had begged Mr. M to tell him where he had found his beautiful rocks.

“Emmaaaaaaaaaa,” hollered a distant voice.

“That’s my mom. I have to go,” she said. “Will you take me to meet Mr. M tomorrow? I want to show him my collection.”

“I’ll take you,” Brody said, “but he’s going to fuss at you for tumbling your rocks.”

“Why?” Emma placed Brody’s samples into the bin, picked up her small box, and turned toward her mother’s call.

“You’ll see.” Brody smiled at his new friend. “Come over tomorrow after lunch. Mrs. M usually has brownies ready then,” he hollered as Emma trotted home, carrying her treasure box.
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Brody walked in circles around the living room, silently hoping that Emma would hurry up and arrive at his house. He had finished his lunch an hour ago. Brody ate the same thing every day: a fluffernutter sandwich, an apple with no skin, vanilla yogurt, and a jug of chocolate milk. He needed lots of milk to wash down the sticky marshmallow cream and peanut butter. Brody’s mother rolled her eyes every time he asked for a fluffernutter. “That’s too sticky,” she would say. But Brody did not care. He thought it was the perfect sandwich.

The doorbell rang at half past two. Brody jumped as the chimes sounded through the house. He ran to open the door. His mother appeared behind him, obviously curious to know who had rung the bell.  

Emma stood on the porch with her treasure box in her hands. She smiled at Brody, and then looked up at his mother and gave a short wave. 

“Brody, would you please introduce us?” his mother asked with a smile. 

Brody’s cheeks turned red with embarrassment. He had never introduced a girl to his mother before. “This is Emma. She just moved in next door,” he said slowly.

“Emma Egeran.” Emma stuck her hand out to greet Brody’s mother.

“I’m Catherine Bascom, Brody’s mother. Come in, please,” she said as she shook Emma’s outstretched hand.

“I like your sweatshirt,” Emma remarked.

Mrs. Bascom looked down at her tattered Concord University sweatshirt. “Thank you, it’s my favorite school.”

Emma stepped into the house. The foyer was cozy with deep green walls and a mahogany table with an ornately decorated mirror hung above. Tall ficus plants stood in each corner and on the table sat three large fossils. “These are beautiful,” she said. Emma reached her hand out to touch them but quickly pulled it back. “I’ve never seen fossils this big or fragile.” 

“Mr. M gave me those,” Brody said. “This is a trilobite, a sponge, and a gastropod,” he said, pointing at each one as he spoke. They’re ancient. Millions and millions of years old.”

“Brody loves rocks and fossils,” his mother said. “I can’t keep him away from Mr. M.” She eyed Emma curiously. 

“I like rocks, too,” Emma said. “This is my collection.” She held up her box for Mrs. Bascom to see.

“They’re tumbled.” Brody laughed. “She owns a rock tumbler.” He laughed again.

“What’s wrong with tumbled rocks?” Emma asked. She scowled at Brody’s mocking. Emma shook her head and Brody kept smiling, trying to irritate her more.

“Brody,” his mother scolded. Brody knew he was not being nice by picking on Emma, but he thought it was fun to watch her ears get red as she grew mad.

“You can ask Mr. M today,” he replied, with the slightest hint of a laugh still in his voice.  

“Why won’t you tell me?” Emma demanded. The tip of her nose was growing crimson.

“Brody, be nice,” his mother insisted.  

“Fine.” He threw up his hands. “I’m just teasing you. Let’s go see Mr. M. You’ll like him. He’s really nice.”

“Emma, I look forward to meeting your parents. I’ll go over and say hello while you and Brody are at Mr. M’s house.” 

Emma smiled at Mrs. Bascom. 

After Brody’s mother gave them a long lecture about how to be proper guests and not to overstay their welcome at the Matthews’ home, the kids trotted down the porch steps and crossed Sierra Avenue, heading toward Mr. M’s house. 

“I’m excited to meet Mr. M,” Emma said. “I’ve never met a real geologist before. I can’t believe he was asked to make a display for a museum.”

Brody reached toward the doorbell, but the door flung open before he could press the button, making him jump backward.  

“Come in, come in, come in,” Mr. M said, waving his right arm wildly. “Come help me with my map!” He turned quickly and scurried down the hallway holding a dozen colored pencils in this left hand with another perched over each ear. He disappeared into a room at the end of the hall. Emma and Brody looked at one another. Emma raised her eyebrows. Brody shrugged his shoulders and smiled at her.  

“You heard the man,” he said. “Come in.” Brody stepped one foot through the doorway and made a sweeping motion with his head to tell Emma to follow.

“Okaaaaay.” Emma stepped through the doorway with a deep breath.

Brody loved coming over to the Matthews’ house. It resembled a natural history museum. Each room had a different theme. One room was the mineral room, another the igneous rock room and the next two were devoted to sedimentary and metamorphic rocks. Fossils had another wing in the house and each section was divided by era. Glass display cabinets covered the walls, shielding the specimens from direct light and dust. 

Emma spun around in amazement as they walked by each room on their way to meet Mr. M in his work area. She tugged on Brody’s shirt. “Can we look through all of these rooms before we leave?” she whispered.

“Yeah, I’ll show you around,” Brody answered.

The back of the house was devoted to Mr. M’s work area. A huge, granite-topped project table was centered in the middle of the room so that he could easily work from all sides. The walls were covered with oak cabinets, shelves, and drawers, which were each filled with rock and mineral samples, tools, maps, and books. Slate slabs covered the floor in a random pattern. One corner of the room contained a standing rock saw the size of a garage workbench and a small sink for cutting and preparing samples. Easels, scattered around the room, held colorful geologic maps of the different areas of the world where Mr. M had traveled, mapped the rocks, and collected his samples. A round, green dog bed filled the back corner of the room. A sleeping Samoyed lay behind the name ‘Aspen’ embroidered in pink on the edge of the bed. She opened one eye as Emma and Brody entered the workroom, and then closed it again, resuming her afternoon nap.

Mr. M sat on a tall wooden stool, hunched over his project table, gently coloring an oval area on his latest map a pea green color to indicate the presence of banded gneiss metamorphic rock. Each color on the map represented a different rock type that was listed on the key in the corner. He was dressed in khaki chino pants and a blue and green plaid button-down shirt that was streaked with colored pencil scratches and rock dust. He was slightly overweight but moved quickly for a man over the age of sixty, who had recently fallen off a rock outcrop.  

“You must be a friend of Brody’s,” Mr. M said without taking his eyes off the map.

“I’m Emma. I just moved in across the street.”

He stopped abruptly, looking up at her. “Well, welcome to Diamond Falls.”

“Thank you—” Emma started to say.

“Aaaaah!” Mr. M interrupted, jumping up from his worktable. He turned and ran to his desk, hands flailing through the air. He threw open all of the drawers of his cabinets, frantically looking for something he did not seem able to find. “Aaaaah,” he yelled again as he pulled a strange instrument from the bottom drawer and sprinted back to the worktable.

“What’s wrong?” Emma asked.

“I made a mistake,” he cried. “No, no, no, no, no.” He shook his head while he looked at his map. 

“Here,” Brody said as he offered Mr. M a pink school eraser from the edge of the table. 

Mr. M looked up at Brody, narrowing his eyes. “No, no, no, no, no,” he said again, shaking both his head and his hands this time, too. “A colossal mistake like this needs something more.” He flourished the instrument he pulled from the desk drawer. He flipped a switch on the side of the instrument and watched the wide, white tip whirl like a tightly wound top. 

“What is that?” Emma asked. Her eyes were wide like flapjacks. “Is it a weapon?”

“Electric eraser!” Mr. M exclaimed, holding it triumphantly in the air. “When it absolutely, positively must be erased with speed.” He laughed as he placed the tip of the whirling eraser on the edge of the map. With great precision, Mr. M moved it across the pea-colored area, and the color was instantly removed. “Bye, bye you banded gneiss! You are supposed to be garnet schist!”

“That is so cool,” Brody declared. Mr. M picked a crimson colored pencil from atop his ear and began to recolor the newly cleared area on the map. 

Brody and Emma watched Mr. M work for the next thirty minutes. They helped him read his handwritten notes about the types of rocks he had found in the field. He assigned each rock type a color on the big map and added new ones to the key. Brody and Emma helped him fill in the colors. Slowly, the map came to life with vividly colored blocks, spots, and stripes. This was not a familiar street map or a topographic map, as Brody knew. Mr. M explained that a geologic map is different from a common street map. Rather than street names and building codes, a geologic map showed rock types and outcrop names. A geologist’s entire world revolved around these maps, and if he drew them well, these maps could be used to navigate around the globe. Mr. M’s life was in his maps, from the places he had lived to every location of his travels and each spot where he collected a rock. 

“Each specimen in my collection came from an area that I personally mapped and recorded,” he said. 

“Mr. M knows the story of every rock, mineral, and fossil he owns—how it formed and came to be here,” Brody said. “He can tell you if a rock came from a volcano or the ocean, or was squeezed and heated to unbearable temperatures and changed into something completely different. He can tell you when his fossils lived, how they lived, and when they died.”

“Wow, I’m impressed,” Emma said.

“What is this?” Brody asked, pointing to a tiny purple area on the map. It looked almost marbled with greens and blues. There was no other place on the map that looked the same and he did not see it on the key. Emma leaned over the table to see the spot near Brody’s finger. 

“That’s Castleton, England,” Mr. M declared, “home of the rare Blue John Fluorite!” He turned, searching the oak cabinets behind him. “Oh!” The old geologist squealed as he opened the heavy mahogany cabinet door and withdrew a glass display case. The cherry wood base was covered with a square of glass that was open at the bottom and sat gently around the specimen inside. Mr. M lifted the lid slowly and set it on the worktable. Perched atop the base, sat a large, colorful mineral sample.

The kids sat motionlessly, their eyes as large as Frisbees and their mouths hung open. Mr. M looked to Brody and then Emma. “Cool, huh?” he asked.

“Whoa!” Brody whispered. He leaned forward onto the table to get a better look at the mineral. “What is that?” he asked. His eyes never left the mineral as he talked. The stone was striped with colors of blue, purple, white and yellow that moved through the rock like a wave.  

“That, my dear kiddos, is called a Blue John Fluorite,” Mr. M said, leaning over the crystal. “It is the rarest form of fluorite and is only found in the Blue John and Treak Cliff caverns in Castleton, Derbyshire, England.”

“Why is it so rare?” Emma asked. “I’ve heard of fluorite and it’s pretty common.”

“Most fluorite is common, but not this one,” Mr. M exclaimed. “This fluorite is rare because of the color stripes, the fact that it is only found in those two caverns, plus the caverns have been almost completely mined so there is barely any Blue John Fluorite left.” Mr. M bounced with excitement as he talked making Emma and Brody giggle as they listened to him tell the story of the disappearing rock. “The Blue John Fluorite was discovered in England around 1750 and quickly became popular for the rich people of the land. The mineral was extremely rare, extremely expensive, and extremely beautiful. Only the richest people were able to buy a vase or a piece of jewelry made from the fluorite. Rumors were told of vicious guards who stood at the cavern entrances, keeping people away if they didn’t work there. No one was allowed to take a piece of the stone home, either. The guards watched everyone day and night and they searched the workers as they left to go home.”

“It sure is prettier than a tumbled stone,” Emma remarked.

“Ha! Real geologists don’t tumble,” Mr. M said. “We leave that to the gymnasts.” He laughed aloud at his dull joke. 

Brody laughed, too. He nudged Emma with his elbow. “Told ya,” he said. 

Emma rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue.

The kids spent the rest of the afternoon fluttering from room to room in the Matthews’ house, looking at every rock, mineral, and fossil in the cases on the walls, the drawers beneath the shelves, and in every free tabletop space. Mr. M remembered them all, from the rock he had collected last month to the first mineral he found over forty years ago. They were all here, each more spectacular than the last. Some were as small as a walnut and others as large as a melon but each was fascinating with a rainbow of colors and shapes. Some samples were so soft the kids could scratch them with the slightest fingernail touch, and others were so hard they could cut glass. Some were dull; others shone like the finest crystal, and others still had a peculiar smell or acted like a magnet. The mineral room was particularly interesting to Brody. Some minerals look a lot alike but then completely different from others. As they were looking through a drawer full of clear crystals, Mr. M picked up one small crystal, tossed it in the air, and caught it in his mouth.

“Gross!” Brody shouted. “Did you eat that?” 

Mr. M spit it into his hand, offering it to Brody. “Noooo, thanks!” Brody waved one outstretched hand and covered his mouth with the other.

“What is that?” Emma asked. 

Mr. M’s eyes sparkled. “Try it,” he coaxed, picking up a new piece. 

“I’m with Brody. Nooo, way!” 

Slowly, Mr. M extended his hand toward her. He raised and lowered his eyebrows. “I dare you.” He inched the crystal closer to her hand.

“Me too,” Brody added.

Quickly, Emma grabbed the crystal and popped it into her mouth. As fast as she threw it in, she spat it back out. Emma glared at Mr. M; a dreadful grimace covered her face.

“Yuck! Salt. Nasty salt. The saltiest salt I’ve ever tasted.” She licked the back of her hand, desperately trying to remove the salt flavor. “Ick, I can’t get it off my tongue!”

The entire time, Brody sat laughing while Mr. M just smiled. 

“What did you do to that poor girl?” Mrs. M scolded. Startled, Brody spun around to see her standing in the doorway. 

“Nothing. I gave her a power crystal,” Mr. M joked. 

“You mean a salt crystal,” Emma snapped. “I can still taste it!”

“A little halite won’t hurt you,” Brody laughed.

Emma rolled her eyes. “Halite?”

“Halite is rock salt. Too bad it isn’t rock candy!” Brody teased. Emma shot him a playful sneer. Mr. M looked at Mrs. M with a wink and a slight nod.

“What’s in your box, dear?” she asked Emma.

Emma opened her rock collection box, laid each piece on a nearby table, and explained how she collected each one and tumbled it until the sample was shiny and smooth.

“They’re lovely,” Mrs. M kept repeating.

Mr. M’s expression changed, and he shook his head in disbelief. “Oh no, you’ve ruined them!” He wiped his hands down the sides of his face, stretching his skin like old rubber bands.

Brody turned to Emma, raised his eyebrows and laughed.

“Don’t listen to them dear,” Mrs. M said. “My collection is tumbled, too.” She patted Emma on the shoulder, giving her a kind wink.

Emma carefully packed each rock into her box and slid the lid closed. Mrs. M fed her and Brody a snack of gooey chocolate brownies and milk before they headed home.

As they trotted across the street, Mr. M hollered, “Come back tomorrow and I’ll show you something truly spectacular.”

Brody and Emma shouted back, saying they would be there after lunch.

“I hope it isn’t more halite,” Emma muttered. 

The two said goodnight and decided that Brody would visit Emma’s house for lunch the next day before they headed back to Mr. M’s house. 

*****  
[image: ]


Brody woke to a tapping sound. Thwack! Thwack! Thwack! He rubbed his eyes and pulled the covers over his head. Thwack! Thwack! Thwack! Brody slid the blanket below his right eye, wondering what was making the noise. Thwack! The sound was coming from the window. He peered through the darkness of his bedroom to find the noise but saw only a blue flash through the window glass. Again, another flash. Thwack! 

“What the... ?” he said, stumbling to his feet. A flash. Thwack! He flipped his light switch and a ceramic baseball lit the room. Brody rubbed his eyes as he looked out his second-story window. Across the yard, Brody saw Emma standing in her window. She was awake, but the rest of the house remained dark.

“It’s about time you woke up!” Emma shouted as Brody opened his window. “I’m almost out of rocks to throw at you. Look at Mr. M’s house.” Brody leaned his head out of the window to see the Matthews’ house. He did not really like heights, and the idea of leaning out a second story window made him queasy. To his surprise, he found the source of the blue flashes. Three police cars lined the driveway at Mr. M’s house.
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Brody dressed quickly in sweatpants and a West Virginia University sweatshirt that his grandmother gave him for his birthday. Tip-toeing out of his room, he bumped into his mother in the darkness. 

“What’s going on at Mr. M’s?” he asked.

“I’m not sure. Let’s go over there and see if we can help.” His mother grabbed their coats from the hall closet as they walked out the door. 

Emma was standing in their yard, waiting. “I’m going too,” she said. 

The trio silently slipped across the street and eased up to the open front door. Surveying the scene, they saw Mrs. M dressed in an elegant green gown dabbing tears from her cheeks as she spoke with a young officer. He wrote notes as she described the events of the evening. Mrs. M noticed Emma, Brody, and his mother and gave a slight nod in their direction before pointing to the back of the house.

The three walked to the back room and found Mr. M with a pair of police detectives. Two crime scene officers were searching the room and spreading fingerprint dust with small brushes on the counter tops. The detectives talking to Mr. M were dressed in solid gray suits with black ties over white shirts that made them look dull and official. The workroom was destroyed, and the glass cases in the rest of the house were shattered. Pieces of rocks and minerals were scattered across the floor, mixed with colorful bits of shredded geologic maps. Every specimen was broken, damaged, or missing. The once grand cabinets were scratched and dented from abuse of the worst kind. Someone did this on purpose. It was not enough that they destroyed the cabinets and maps, but they—whoever they were—shattered the rare rock samples that Mr. M had taken years to find and collect. Never had Brody seen Mr. M appear unhappy about anything. However, standing in this room full of crystal shards, he looked small, sad, and shattered. Aspen sat by his side.

Brody and Emma peered around the room in silence. Nothing moved except for their eyes. Brody’s mother sighed, shaking her head. Bowing her head slightly, she whispered to the kids that she was going to speak with Mrs. Matthews, and then she quietly slipped out the door. 

Emma and Brody slowly made their way to Mr. M’s side when he finished with the detectives who were now milling around the room and writing in small notebooks. 

“What happened?” Brody asked. He and Emma watched Mr. M intently as he tried to form the words in his mind. It was incomprehensible to Brody that someone would come into Mr. M’s home and wreck his collection.

“We went out to a late dinner tonight. Earlier, I finished the mineral section of my exhibit, so we went out to celebrate.” Mr. M wiped a tear from his left cheek with the back of his opposite hand. “We decided to stay out for a movie. But maybe if we had come home instead, we could have saved the collection.” 

“Do you know who would do this to you?” Emma asked.

“No. There are certainly people who wish that they were asked to exhibit at the museum, but I can’t imagine any of them would go to these lengths to ruin my chance,” Mr. M said. “You kids should go home to bed. It’s late.”

“We want to help,” Brody pleaded.

“Come back tomorrow,” Mr. M said. “You can help me go through the rooms and see what was destroyed and what is actually missing. That would be a great help.”

“We’ll be here,” the kids said together.

*****
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Emma knocked on Brody’s front door as soon as the sun rose. He opened it immediately. 

“I couldn’t sleep,” she said.

“Me neither.” He waved her in and the two kids made their way to the kitchen in the back of the house. Brody’s mother was in her pajamas and bathrobe cooking breakfast while his dad sat sipping coffee at the breakfast table. Brody introduced Emma to his dad who acknowledged her with a head nod. Emma’s eyes lowered to the brown fuzzy slippers on his mother’s feet. They were bear paws, complete with puffy claws and pads on the bottom. Brody rolled his eyes.

Emma leaned close to him. “It’s okay. Mine are dolphins,” she whispered. Brody smiled. Most girls would have made fun of his mother, but not Emma.

Brody and Emma sat on bar stools behind a high granite countertop. Ms. Bascom served them each a plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, and sticky cinnamon buns. They ate quickly then washed the food down with orange juice. 

“We better get over to Mr. M’s house,” Brody said as they were finishing their drinks.

“Take these with you for the Matthews.” His mom handed him a plate of sticky buns covered in foil. “If you need anything else, call me and your dad and I will come over to help.” She handed Brody her cell phone, which he put in his pocket as he headed out the door with Emma in tow.

“Thank you,” Emma hollered over her shoulder as they left the house. She and Brody crossed the street and rang the doorbell at the Matthews’ home. Mrs. M invited them in and led them to the back of the house, where Mr. M stood in the middle of the mess. It looked weird to have yellow tape barring the rooms that just yesterday were full of beautiful specimens. Brody handed him the sticky buns. “Where do we start?” he asked.

“We need to inventory everything that is still here. I printed a list of my samples from the computer. Let’s bring everything to the worktable, one room at a time, and then we can record if the samples are okay, missing, or broken,” Mr. M said.

“You guys start in here,” Emma said. “Mrs. M and I will start in the mineral room.”

“Sounds good.” Mrs. M took the sticky buns from her husband. “I’ll put these in the kitchen while we work on the first rooms.” 

The rest of the morning was filled with gathering the rocks, minerals, and fossils from different rooms, identifying each sample and inspecting it for damage. Room by room, the girls swept the floors, picked up the damaged samples, and carefully set them in trays for examination while the boys fixed the broken shelves and repaired the glass fronts on the displays. The maps and field notes were in shreds. It would take Mr. M hundreds of hours to recreate everything. Luckily, years ago Mrs. M convinced him to scan his field notes into the computer for safe keeping. 

“Aspen must have been sleeping under the bed in the master bedroom like she does most nights when the thieves arrived. When they woke her, she probably barked and scared them off before they could take the computer,” Mr. M said. “Thanks to Aspen, some of my work was saved.”

By late afternoon, the rooms had been cleaned and cataloged. Mr. M had a list of the missing and destroyed pieces, which were most of his collection. He sat studying the paper. Every sample for his museum display was either damaged beyond use or missing. The Blue John Fluorite that Mr. M showed the kids the day before were broken into tiny pieces. The halite Emma tasted was completely gone.

“We want to help you find the samples again and fix the display,” Brody said. Mrs. M set a tray of sandwiches, fruit and warmed sticky buns on the table between them and handed everyone a plate, fork, and a glass of milk.

“It took me forty years to find these samples,” Mr. M replied, “and some pretty amazing journeys.” A blissful look washed across his face. “I spent my happiest days as a young geology professor scouring the world for the rocks in my collection.” 

“Emma,” Mrs. M said, “do you believe that crystals have powers?”

Brody laughed. 

“Yes,” Emma answered quickly.

“You do?” Brody could not believe his ears. “I should have known that you would with all of those tumbled rocks.” Emma flashed him a quick, squinty-eyed stare.

Mr. and Mrs. M chuckled as Brody and Emma quarreled over the significance of rough versus tumbled rocks and minerals. The kids stopped and looked at them. 

“Why are you both laughing?” Brody asked, cocking his head to the side. Obviously, Mr. M knew more than he had taught Brody over the years. 

“You see, Brody,” he began, “there are two types of people in this world. There are the purists, like you and me, and the believers, like Mrs. M and Emma. The purists believe that rocks and minerals have no powers. They exist only to tell the mysterious story of the Earth that must be figured out by scientific minds, like ours. The believers think that the Earth’s energy gives power to certain crystals. The power to heal, the power to energize, and the power to attract.”

“Do you really believe that?” Brody asked, turning toward Emma and Mrs. M.

They nodded in agreement.

“I used to be a straight purist, but over the years, I’ve seen things that make me believe the world has answers for both sides,” Mr. M said. 

Brody looked puzzled. Emma sat smiling beside Mrs. M.

“So what can we do to help you get your collection back together?” Emma asked as she took a bite of a warm, gooey sticky bun.

“Well, that would take you both,” Mr. M replied. 

“Most people don’t know this,” Mrs. M said. “But Heath and I found many of his samples together.”

“Really?” Emma and Brody asked in unison. 

“True adventures,” Mr. M said. “We started by accident one day, but these adventures shaped the collection like I could never have imagined. The rarest and most beautiful samples I had were collected on adventures with Mrs. M.”

“Can we go on adventures and help you get the samples back?” Brody asked. Emma nodded in agreement.

“I’m not sure your parents would like that,” Mr. M stated.

“If we get their permission, can we help you?” Emma asked.

Mrs. M raised her eyebrows at her husband. “You are not getting any younger, Heath.” Mr. M scowled at his wife. “You need their help if you want to get the samples you need for your exhibit at the Natural History Museum.”

Mr. M leaned toward them both. “Okay. If your parents say that it’s all right, you can go. However, you must go together and you must listen to each other. On these adventures, you must work together to be successful.” 

Brody did not understand what he meant, but he wanted to help. Emma and Brody promised to ask their parents and come back the next morning to collect their first sample.

“Which rock do you want us to get first?” Brody asked as they walked to the door.

Mr. M smiled. “The Blue John Fluorite.”

Brody was confused. “Didn’t you say it was from England and there is not much left?” he asked. 

“Exactly.” Mr. M rubbed his hands together. He quickly ushered the kids out of the side entrance to his workroom. “See ya tomorrow!”
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The next morning was bright with sunshine. Dew dripped from the morning grass. The world looked peaceful and happy, unaware of the destruction that happened at the Matthews’ house only one day before. Emma and Brody headed to see Mr. M after asking their parents’ permission to help put the display back together. Walking across the street, Emma wondered aloud what adventure awaited them and the Blue John Fluorite.

“I tried to research the fluorite online last night but every website said that the Blue John Fluorite was almost completely mined out in the 1700’s, just as Mr. M told us,” Brody answered.

“How did Mr. M get a sample of something that is almost gone? His piece was over five inches long.”

“You could never find such a large sample right now,” Brody said as they reached the side door to the workroom. He hoped Mr. M would tell them where to go because they sure did not have time to fly three thousand miles across the ocean to Castleton, Derbyshire, England and back before dinner. Where would they find a new piece in West Virginia?

Emma’s knock was swiftly answered as Mr. M waved them inside. Aspen followed closely on his heels; her fluffy white fur looked like a cotton ball surrounding her body. 

“I’m glad you’re here,” Mr. M said, leading them to the workroom.

“I have a treat for Aspen,” Emma said. “Can I give it to her?”

“Sure,” Mrs. M replied, appearing in the doorway.

Emma pulled a six-inch rawhide bone from the pocket of her purple crop pants and handed it to the sitting Samoyed. “That’s a neat collar,” she commented as Aspen scampered away with her treat. A round, gold amulet hung from her pink fabric collar. 

“I found that amulet on a field trip and decided to turn it into Aspen’s collar,” Mr. M said. “In fact, that was when I found the first sample that started my entire collection.”

Brody’s curiosity was growing every minute. Where did the Blue John Fluorite and all of the other samples come from? How did Mr. M find that amulet? Aspen came back to the workroom from her snack and Brody inspected her collar closely. The gold on the amulet was etched and faded with age. The hole in the center did not match any shape he had seen before, except for weird geometry figures from math class. The hole was shaped like a rectangle but with points on both ends, rather than flat sides.

“Does something fit in the amulet?” Brody asked. 

“Something.” Mr. M rummaged through a huge mahogany storage cabinet with drawers and shelves from the floor to the ceiling. This cabinet had the least damage from the break-in, so Mr. M loaded it with most of his remaining tools. He shut the last drawer then spun on his heels, plopping his finds on the wooden worktable. “Tools!” Mr. M smiled so wide his yellowed teeth showed.

“Wow,” Emma and Brody exclaimed in unison.

“I have a geologist’s belt and tools for each of you.” He handed Brody and Emma the belts and explained how to fasten them around their waists. Mr. M held up each tool, one at a time, telling them the name and proper use. He also showed them the best way to store their tools in the belts so they would not fall out and become lost. There were loops, clips, and pouches for each item.

“Rock hammer,” he said holding up an odd-shaped tool. “This has two ends: one dull, one sharp. This will help you break the rock and mineral samples.” Emma and Brody slid their hammers through leather loops on their belts.

“Brunton compass.” Mr. M took one of the compasses out of its brown leather case and showed Emma and Brody how to open the special instrument by releasing the side latch and raising the lid to reveal the most complicated compass the kids had ever seen.

“You can use this to find a lot of information about a rock formation. This time, though, you will only need it to tell you direction. This needle on the top will spin to tell you if you are heading north, south, east, west or something in between. Don’t pay any attention to the two levels inside the compass, you won’t need them yet.” They placed the compasses back in their leather cases then slid the case loops through their belts.

Next, Mr. M handed them each a hand lens. The rounded magnifying lens swiveled out of a metal teardrop-shaped cover. A brown leather lace was strung through the end near the swivel point. 

“You can wear this hand lens around your neck when you are looking at the rocks and keep it in the belt pouch when you don’t need it,” Mr. M told them. 

The kids slid the hand lenses into metal covers and put them into their belt pouches. Mr. M handed Brody and Emma each a small black tile and a small white tile. They both had confused looks on their faces as they spun the two-inch square tiles in their hands. The little tiles were smooth but not shiny. 

Brody tried to think of a use for these little tiles. “Okay, I give up,” he said.

“What are they?” Emma asked. 

Mr. M smiled and removed four small mineral chips that were not stolen from a nearby cabinet. “I’ll show you. These tiles are called streak plates. They help you identify the name of a mineral. When you rub a mineral across the plate, part of the sample turns to powder. Sometimes the powder color is the same as the mineral color and sometimes it’s different. The powder color is called the streak. I gave you one white streak plate to use for dark minerals and one black streak plate to use for light colored minerals.” Mr. M picked up a mineral sample that was a light, whitish-green color. He rubbed the sample back and forth on the black streak plate.

“Wow!” Emma exclaimed. “White.”

“That’s right,” Mr. M said. “This is talc. It is a very soft mineral, and when you rub it on a streak plate, its powder is generally same as the color of the mineral.”

Next, Mr. M handed each of the kids a gray, heavy mineral. “This is hematite. What color do you think the streak will be?” he asked.

“Gray,” Brody said.

“No, I think this is a trick question,” Emma said eyeing Mr. M, trying to decide if he was teasing them. “I bet it’s black.” 

Mr. M smiled and winked at Mrs. M. “Rub it on the white streak plate,” he instructed. “Rub hard, too. You won’t hurt it.” 

Emma and Brody rubbed their hematite samples across the streak plates. As they did, a dark cherry, red powder emerged. Emma and Brody stared at the streak color. “Wow,” they whispered quietly.

“I know,” Mr. M whispered back. 

“That is so cool!” Brody yelled. They all started to laugh.

“It is really cool,” Mr. M said. “The streak color can be very helpful when you are trying to identify a mineral because many of them can look alike. One thing I should tell you is that some minerals do not have a streak color. Geologists will say that it has no streak or a colorless streak. In reality, these minerals are harder than the streak plate, so when you rub them, the mineral will not turn into a powder, but it may actually scratch the streak plate.”

“Will the Blue John Fluorite scratch the streak plate?” Brody asked.

“No,” Mr. M stated. “The Blue John Fluorite has a white streak. It is a four on the Mohs Hardness Scale. Minerals that won’t streak are usually a seven or higher.”

“What is the Mohs Hardness Scale?” Emma asked.

“Friedrich Mohs was a famous geologist. He came up with a list of ten minerals, each with a different hardness. Talc is the softest. It’s a one on the scale. The minerals are listed from one to ten on the scale. Some other things, like your fingernail, an old penny, and a pocketknife also have numbers on the scale to help you figure out the hardness of a mineral. See how you can scratch the talc with your fingernail?” Mr. M scratched the talc to demonstrate. Emma and Brody did the same, and pieces of the mineral flaked off onto their nails and hands.

“The Blue John Fluorite is a four on the Mohs scale, so it’s harder than both the talc and your fingernail, but it isn’t as hard as this hematite,” Mr. M said. “Here, this book has a list of the hardness scale plus some of the things that aren’t rocks that have a known hardness.” Mr. M handed them each a small, bright orange book. The kids flipped through the beginning pages of the book, which had information about rocks and minerals. The following pages were all blank.

“The paper feels weird,” Emma stated.

“Why are there so many blank pages?” Brody asked.

“These are my special field books,” Mr. M said. “I developed these to use when I go rock hunting. These books have research and helpful information, plus blank pages to write notes and draw pictures.” Mr. M handed Emma and Brody permanent markers and ball point pens. “The pages feel weird because they have a waterproof coating in case you get caught in the rain, so use these,” he said. 

Emma and Brody stuffed the markers and books into the pouches on their belts. 

“I put pictures of the Blue John Fluorite in the books for you,” Mr. M said. “The best specimens are in the nodules. They are like balls of fluorite inside the rock that the cave is made of. The nodules usually show the banding of the fluorite really well.” He paused for a moment and took a deep breath. “You’re ready to go. I can’t think of anything else that will help you.” Mr. M clapped his hands together and rubbed them back and forth.

“To get the Blue John Fluorite?” Brody asked excitedly.

Emma grinned and hopped up and down. Brody was replaying in his head the research he completed the night before on the Blue John Fluorite. Images of website pictures and information flew through his mind. Colors and places. Rocks and caverns.

In a few moments, they all headed out the side door of the Matthews’ home. Emma and Brody walked on either side of Mr. M. Mrs. M and Aspen trailed slightly behind. The young dog pranced around the group. She was a very obedient Samoyed, or Sammie, as Mrs. M called her. Aspen did not use a leash but stuck close to the group, trotting in time with the rest of them.

The five walked across the Matthew’s backyard and through a nearby playground. They crossed the road then traipsed for almost twenty minutes through the woods that led to the edge of Diamond Falls. As they traveled, Brody questioned Mr. M about the Blue John Fluorite. Why did his research show that most of the Blue John Fluorite mined from the cave in the 1700’s if they can still find a sample today? Where in West Virginia were they going to find a sample that only formed in England? Instead of answering his questions, Mr. M told Emma and Brody the story of how the Blue John Fluorite formed.

“The Blue John Fluorite is one of the rarest forms of a common mineral. Its name comes from the French words ‘Bleu Jaune’ which translates into English as ‘Blue-yellow.’ The Blue John form of the mineral is located in a hillside near a large mountain called Mam Tor, which is just outside of the town of Castleton,” Mr. M said. He stopped walking and opened a long tube he was carrying and removed a street map. Mrs. M, Emma, and Brody held the map open as he pointed to a solid green area that showed the grassy hills of Derbyshire, England. Nestled in the rolling hills were the town of Castleton and a historic castle called Peveril. “The fluorite is found in two caves to the west. One cave is named Treak Cliff, and the other is called Blue John. Inside the caves, the fluorite runs in veins that are as thick as your fist. The fluorite always has bands of colors like blue and purple or white and yellow.”

“Because of its beauty,” he said rolling the map and placing it back into the cylinder, “the Blue John Fluorite was largely mined and used to make jewelry, statues, and vases.” The group kept walking. Soon they were standing in front of a thick, woven mass of vines that looked like a door covering. “This is where you’ll find the Blue John Fluorite,” Mr. M said. 

Emma raised her eyebrows. “Really?” She glanced at Brody with wide eyes and a smirk. He knew what she meant. There certainly did not appear to be any rock outcrops here in the forest. 

“I’ve given you everything you need,” Mr. M stated. “Come back with two or three big samples.”

“You’re not coming to help us?” Brody asked.

“No. I’m much too old,” Mr. M said. 

Mrs. M stepped toward Emma and held out her hands. “Emma, take these.” She placed two heavy crystals into Emma’s hands.

“Quartz,” Emma said examining the stones. “Perfect crystals, too!”

“Put one in your belt pouch.” Emma did as Mrs. M instructed. “Bring the other and come with me.” Brody wondered how quartz crystals meant that they would find the Blue John Fluorite.

“You too,” Mrs. M said, waving at Brody. The foursome walked up to the mat of vines. Aspen disappeared around the edge of the mat and led the way, while they all followed behind like an obedient line of ducklings. As they rounded the corner, Emma and Brody stopped in their tracks, staring at the magnificent sight ahead. A huge cave entrance was standing against a rock cliff. The entrance was ten feet tall and over eight feet wide. The rock walls surrounding the cave were a weird mix of granites, gneisses, sandstones, shale, and basalt that were twisted like rotini noodles. This odd combination did not usually occur in nature. These rocks represent sedimentary, metamorphic, and igneous classes. Caves were often made of sedimentary limestone rocks that were super high in calcite content, which easily dissolved into massive open areas. 

Something was obviously weird about this cave, thought Brody.

The rock wall seemed to come out of a mountain, hidden so deep in the forest that no one could see it from the surrounding area. The vine mat hid the cave entrance completely, and unless you knew the exact spot to walk around the mat, you would stroll by and never know it existed. The entrance to the cave was not dull like most caves Brody had seen in pictures. A mass of large, medium and small perfectly formed, clear quartz crystal points outlined the immediate opening to the cave like a diamond band. Inside, long stalagmites and stalactites joined the floor and ceiling of the cave. The remaining interior wall space was decorated with massive crystal shapes, some taller than the kids.

“Wow,” was all Emma and Brody could manage to say as they wandered through the cave entrance, touching the quartz crystals.

“It’s like we’re standing inside a weird geode. How did you find this?” Brody turned toward Mr. M. So many questions were flying through his mind. What is this place? How did all of these rock types get all mixed up outside the cave? Is every quartz crystal inside exactly perfect? “How did you find this?” he repeated.

Mr. M chuckled. “That’s a story for another day.” He gave Brody a wink.

“Is the Blue John Fluorite inside this cave,” Emma asked.

“In a way, but no, actually,” Mrs. M said.

“What?” Emma said.

“To get where you need to be, use the first quartz crystal I gave you,” Mrs. M said. “Use the second one later.” 

“Huh?” Emma looked at the large quartz crystal in her hand and then gazed around the cave walls at the other perfect crystals. Brody’s eyes also searched the cave until he spied a small opening surrounded by a worn gold plate that was embedded into the crystal wall just above his head. The center of the plate had a hole shaped like the quartz crystal, a long rectangle with points on the ends. 

“There,” Brody said, pointing to the opening. Emma held the quartz crystal up and slid it into the hole. The crystal snapped in place, like a magnet finding its mate. 

The clear quartz on the walls came alive with a rainbow of colors. Brilliant shades of red, blue, pink, yellow, green, teal, and purple ignited the cave. Emma and Brody felt a slight vibration as a low hum rose in the void from the back to the front. Mr. and Mrs. M slowly backed out of the entrance and stood among the vine thicket. The hum grew louder as the colors seemed to burst from the crystals. Suddenly, a swirl of colored lights enveloped Emma and Brody in the cave. Brody felt a tremendous pull on his body as the lights swirled faster and the loud hum morphed into a deafening screech. 

“What’s happening?” Emma screamed.

“I don’t know,” Brody yelled. The vibration grew stronger as a swirling wind surrounded them. Suddenly, Brody felt weightless.

Brody could barely see Mr. and Mrs. M through the swooshing tornado of light. Mr. M checked Aspen’s collar, then shooed her into the cave. The loud, swirling light scooped up Emma, Brody, and Aspen like dust in a storm. In an instant, the three were gone. 
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She could feel herself scream, but heard nothing. Opening her eyes, Emma saw Brody tumbling beside her, colors swirling everywhere around them. Instead of falling downward, they moved as if they were on a water slide—up and down, twisting around, only to spin full circle the next second. Emma was scared and excited. Something fuzzy touched her hand. She retracted it quickly and then realized it was Aspen. Questions flew through her mind. What was happening? She felt sick. Images of Mr. M flew in and out of her mind. Had this happened to him? Emma wanted to vomit. 

Suddenly the bright colors turned to pale blue and white, and they were sliding straight down a tube made of clouds. A rushing sound of wind flew past Emma’s ears, almost deafening her. 

Brody struck the ground first. He groaned as Emma slammed on top of him. 

“Ugh,” they said in unison. Emma rolled onto her back on the grass beside Brody just as Aspen landed on top of them, paws digging into their stomachs.

“Ouch! Get off, Aspen,” Brody said. “Where are we?” The thick green grass where they landed was tall and spongy, which explained why they did not break any bones. Brody’s blonde spiked hair was pointing in all directions. His blue-green eyes were wide as he looked over at Emma. “What happened? One minute we were in the cave, then you put that quartz crystal into the slot and we were suddenly spinning through the sky.” Brody reached into his pocket and pulled out his mom’s cell phone. He turned it on and tried to call his house. “No cell service,” he said. “We must be out of range.”

Emma and Brody rolled onto their stomachs and saw a stone wall beside them. A door in the wall creaked open. Emma saw small, booted feet step into the light.

“Come here, Aspen,” a girl’s voice whispered. She let out a small whistle. Confused, Emma and Brody started to get up.

“Hurry,” the girl said, waving toward them. “You need to get inside quickly. Come on!”

Aspen scampered toward the young girl, and Emma and Brody followed. She led them through a small door at the base of the stone wall and into a dimly lit room. Emma and Brody blinked, again and again, trying to adjust their vision.

“Where are we?” Emma asked, still rubbing her eyes.

“You are at Peveril Castle,” the young girl told them. Her English accent was faint but distinct. Her long blonde hair swung around her waist as she moved. A pink, fabric headband held the sun-kissed locks gently behind her ears. She wore a long blue dress with white ruffled petticoats peeking out below the hem. A ribbon bracelet was tied in a bow around her left wrist with a small quartz crystal dangling down the back of her hand. Emma liked her bracelet.

“Where are we?” Brody wondered aloud.

“Castleton, Derbyshire, England,” the girl replied.

“Did I hear you call Aspen by name?” Emma asked as she focused her eyes and peered around the room.

“Yes, we are old friends. My name is Max.”

“Max?” Brody peered questioningly at her. 

“Well, Maxsina really, but who likes that name?” Max shook her head and continued to pet Aspen. She let Emma and Brody wander through the castle’s main hall. Questions of every kind were flying through Emma’s head but she did not know what to ask first. 

“How are you and Aspen old friends?” Brody asked. “You look like you’re about six years old.” 

Max glared at him.

“I’m nine!” she exclaimed, placing both hands on her hips.

Brody touched the castle wall. It was made of handmade stone bricks that were gray and rough. “I’m confused. You say we’re in England but just a few minutes ago, we were in West Virginia with Mr. and Mrs. M.” Brody took a deep breath.

“Where did they go, and why did Mr. M push Aspen into the cave with us?” Emma asked. Confusion littered her face.

“I know this is weird for you. You came through the crystal cave that Mr. M found by accident when he was building his collection,” Max said.

“How do you know that?” Emma asked.

“Um, I met him when he traveled here a couple of months ago,” Max said.

“A couple of months ago?” Emma questioned, raising her eyebrows. “That isn’t possible.”

Max smiled. “Everything is possible in the crystal cave.” She winked at Emma.

Brody was looking around the castle and muttering to himself. “This castle looks newer than the one on the internet. Isn’t it closed except for tours?” 

“Yeah, I thought this castle was in ruins,” Emma commented. “But it looks whole and new.” 

“Crystal Cave. England. Peveril Castle. Max has historical clothes,” Brody mumbled looking over Max’s clothes. He shook his head and paced along the wall. Suddenly, he whirled around to face the girls. “What year is it?” he demanded.

Max smiled. “1775. I thought it would take you longer to guess.”

Emma and Brody stared at her. 

“You’re kidding,” Emma said after a moment of stunned silence.

“No. I’m telling the truth,” Max exclaimed.

“She’s right,” Brody said. He ran his fingers along the freshly cut stone wall. “These stone bricks are newer than in the photos I saw on the internet.” He turned in a circle, staring up at the ceiling. “And, there’s no electricity.” He fixed his eyes on Emma. His look of belief convinced her. 

“How did we get here?” she asked, almost in a whisper.

“The Crystal Cave brought you here,” Max said. “Years ago, in your time, Mr. M found the cave in a forest near his home. I assume since you are here, that he took you to the cave. When he first found the cave, he explored the different rooms and took samples from inside and outside, but it wasn’t until Mrs. M went with him one day that he learned what the cave could do.”

“How did she make a difference?” Brody asked.

“She isn’t even a geologist,” Emma added.

Max smiled and continued. “You are right. She is not a geologist, but she has something else. A belief that crystals have power! It was Mrs. M who activated the cave when she picked up a quartz crystal and placed it in the wall.” Emma and Brody stood motionless, listening intently as Max told the story. “By the time they showed up here, they had traveled all over the world and collected hundreds of samples,” Max said.

“Why did we go back in time?” Brody asked.

“Mr. M said he would research each rock or mineral that he wanted and the cave would take him to the time and place where he could find the best samples for his collection,” Max explained. 

“That doesn’t sound right,” Brody said skeptically.

“I’m not exactly sure how the cave works other than somehow it knows where you want to go or need to go and it takes you there,” Max said.

“No wonder his collection is so amazing,” Emma said. “Why did the cave bring us here?” 

“I think I know why,” Brody replied. “I learned a lot about the Blue John Fluorite before we came here.” He slowly walked around the castle room, his eyes drinking in every detail of the grand foyer. “If we are in Peveril castle, then we are in Castleton, Derbyshire, England,” he said.

“That’s what I said before,” Max said.

Emma thought about the crystals that Mrs. M had given to her—the one that brought them to England over two hundred years earlier and the one that she still had in her pocket, that she hoped would take them back home somehow. Brody closed his eyes. “What are you doing?” Emma asked.

“Trying to imagine the maps I saw on the internet. The Blue John Fluorite is found in the caves west of the castle. Remember? One is the Blue John Cavern and the other is the Treak Cliff Cavern,” Brody said. “I wish Mr. M had given us his map.”

“Let’s go grab a sample and get out of here,” Emma said. “If we can,” she added under her breath.

“That may not be so easy,” Max said.

“Why?” Brody asked. “Because it was mined out?”

“No. This is 1775. There is plenty of fluorite,” Max said. “But, it is special and unique to only this area of the world. The problem is that the caverns are guarded by army soldiers.”

Emma and Brody looked at each other. Emma had forgotten that part of Mr. M’s story about the stone. When the day started, it was supposed to be a simple walk in the woods with Mr. M, collect a piece of fluorite, and be back home by dinner. But it was not working out that way. Not at all. Emma was scared. She did not want Brody to know so she tried to act brave, but her stomach was churning. She was shaking with fright. Emma did not want to let Mr. M down, but she certainly did not know how to deal with soldiers guarding a cave in 1775. 

“Max,” called an unknown voice.

Max’s eyes widened. She looked at Brody and Emma. Desperation shadowed her features. 

“Pappy!” she whispered as loud as she could without her voice carrying through the open castle rooms. “Quick, hide in here.” She opened a small, low wooden door in the wall, waving her arms as Brody and Emma scampered through the tiny opening into a small room. Emma guessed it was once used for storage since there were empty crates along the wall with wheat and barley scattered on the floor. 

“Aspen!” Emma called in a loud whisper. The snowy white pup ran to Emma, her claws ticking against the stone floor of the castle as she scampered. Emma left a crack in the door so that she could see Max. Aspen nestled down on the floor between Emma and Brody like a Sphinx.

“Max.” Pappy’s voice came echoing again through the walls of the castle. “Where are you?”

“Here Pappy,” Max said hopping out from behind a chair. She ran over to Pappy and squeezed him in a hug. Max took his hands and spun him in a half circle to keep him
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