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  Montana, the fourth largest state in the Union, is also called the “Big Sky Country.” It’s a beautiful land of vast prairies, rolling hills, lakes, rivers, forests, and mountains.


  If you opened a book about Montana’s past, you would likely find fascinating stories of those who made the region their home. Tales of Native Americans whose people have lived in the region for thousands of years. Tales of European trappers who moved there in the early 1800s. Stories of hunters and ranchers. Stories of brave and caring people and stories of outlaws who would stop at nothing to take what they wanted.


  What if people from Montana’s past found a way to break through the fabric of time and come to the present? What if one came through to solve a mystery while others came through with one thought only—to create terror and destruction?


  And what if young Montanans, members of a summer book club, found themselves caught up in the danger?


  Chapter 1


  It was mid-June.


  The ruins of the old, three-room cabin stood alone on the hot, wind-tussled Montana prairie. The walls were splintered and darkened by years of wind, rain, and snow. The building leaned a bit as if it were exhausted and wanted to lie down.


  The cabin’s floorboards were rotted and pocked with holes. Deer mice thrived beneath those floors. The overhead rafters were stuffed with generations of nests built by the birds that flew in and out through several openings in the roof. Spiders skittered here and there, building webs, catching insects, and avoiding the winds and rains that blew through during stormy weather.


  Inside the cabin’s smallest room was a chest. It had survived the years, sealed with a rusted lock. Inside the chest was a white shirt that had turned yellow, some candles long since melted into crisp puddles of wax, a set of tin plates, and a thick book with a crusty, dust-coated cover.


  Outside the cabin, the sun began to set behind the distant Rocky Mountains. The cabin cast its shadow across the grassy plain. A hawk circled overhead, looked at the cabin with distrusting eyes, and then flew away.


  And from inside the cabin, inside the smallest room, inside the chest, there came a soft sound of thumping. Bumping. Knocking.


  There were no mice inside the chest to make the sound. There were no birds. It had been locked for many years.


  And yet the knocking continued.


  Thump. Thump. Thump.


  Steady.


  Over and over again.


  Slowly.


  Ominously.


  Thump. Thump. Thump….


  …from inside the old, crusty book.


  Chapter 2


  Thirteen-year-old Johnel Walker put down the book she’d just finished reading and stretched out beneath the shady maple tree in her backyard. She linked her fingers behind her head and let out a sigh.


  That was a really good one, she thought. I might read again sometime.


  The book, Fog of the Mountain, had been an exciting tale of three young women hiking in the wilderness. They had met a lot of danger. Flash floods. A blizzard. Losing much of their food during a rockslide. But they were prepared and they survived.


  Johnel liked to imagine herself on wild adventures. Trekking the frigid land of Antarctica to the South Pole with other brave explorers. Sailing the ocean with a courageous crew and diving deep to find terrifying, never-before-seen sea creatures. Taking a rocket out past the boundaries of the Milky Way Galaxy in search of alien life. Yet there wasn’t much adventure in her life. Sure, sometimes she and her best friends Corrie and Jean went horseback riding at Green Ranch up the road. Sometimes she and Tony went camping with their parents in the mountains. Back in January she’d rescued an old, adorable stray yellow dog during a snowstorm, brought him home, and named him Pupster. But where were the real adventures? The kind of adventures people in books had? At times, Johnel felt like she wanted to crawl outside her skin and just go running off to somewhere different.


  Nannie once said, “Only boring people get bored.”


  But Johnel had answered, “I’m not bored. I’m just frustrated that I can’t do some of the things I want to do.”


  Maybe someday, Johnel thought as she gazed up through the branches at the pale blue sky. Someday, I’ll get to do something amazing!


  Tony, Johnel’s eleven-year-old brother, and twelve-year-old Elliot Green, Johnel’s friend, sat in the tree shade near Johnel. They were hunched over, still reading their books. Johnel could tell by the expressions on their faces that they were really into the stories. Tony’s eyebrows were furrowed intently. Elliot’s eyes were narrowed; the hank of straight black hair that hung down over his forehead looked like an exclamation mark.


  Johnel gazed up through the tree’s branches again. She watched as a yellow meadowlark settled on one and rubbed her beak back and forth against the bark. Ants scurried along the branch, ignoring the bird. A spider’s web created a pretty design against the trunk.


  The tree had been planted by Johnel’s grandmother, Nannie, years ago, long before Tony and Johnel were born. There weren’t a lot of trees in this area of Montana. Much of the land was a rolling, grassy plain stretching for miles, spotted with hills and tall, rocky buttes. The rugged Rocky Mountains stood in the distance to the west. Johnel loved the open plains and she also loved trees.


  It was late June, and very hot. The ground was dry and dusty. It hadn’t rained since the last week in May. School had been out for several weeks. Summer stretched ahead like the vast grassland around them. Johnel had started a “Read ’Em and Trade ’Em Summer Vacation Book Club.” There were three members—Johnel, Tony, and Elliot. They gathered in the afternoon twice a week—on Mondays and Thursdays—under the Walkers’ backyard tree. There, they read books, shared them, and when everyone had finished reading the same books, they discussed them. The club was going great. Johnel thought they might continue the club into the next school year until the weather got too cold and snowy to be outside.


  “I’m getting a drink,” said Johnel as she sat back up and brushed a fallen leaf off her sleeve. “You guys want something?”


  Tony looked up from his book. “Yeah.”


  “Elliot?” asked Johnel. “How about you?”


  Elliot didn’t look up. He turned a page of his book.


  “Hey! Elliot!”


  “What?” Elliot mumbled as he began reading again.


  “Never mind,” said Johnel. She hopped up and trotted across the yard to the one-story, red-brick house. As she pushed through the back door, she was instantly engulfed in refreshing cold air from the kitchen’s air-conditioning unit. Nannie was sitting at the table, writing in her journal. Pupster was lying beside her on the floor, his big, furry head down on his paws, sound asleep.


  “I don’t know why your club insists on meeting outside, Johnel,” said Nannie with a questioning smile. “It’s cool here in the kitchen. And the table’s plenty big. I can work in the living room at the desk.”


  Johnel tugged the refrigerator door open and pulled out the pitcher of limeade. “I know,” she said. “But we like the outside.”


  “It’s so hot,” said Nannie. “I don’t want you getting dizzy. If you do, I’ll have to drag all of you inside. I’m strong, but I don’t know if I’m that strong.”


  Johnel laughed. “Don’t worry. The shade’s nice. I promise if we get too hot, we’ll come in.”


  Nannie tipped her head. “If you say so.”


  In the kitchen cabinet were travel mugs with lids. Johnel took out two, then three, and filled each with limeade. She twisted the lids back on and turned around to Nannie.


  “Still writing your journal?” she asked.


  Nannie tapped the tip of the pen on her chin. “Sure am,” she said. “I like to keep a record of our family. All the normal and crazy things we do and say over the years.”


  Nannie was a tall, lovely lady of sixty-eight, with dark skin, graying black hair, and kind, understanding eyes. Nannie’s real name was Katherine Alexander. She and her husband, Frank, had moved to Montana from Tennessee soon after they were married. Nannie took a job as a clerk in the nearby town of Cascade and Frank worked as a ranch hand. They built this house, and Gloria—Johnel and Tony’s mother—had been born here. In honor of Gloria’s birth, Nannie had planted a small maple sapling, which grew into the large tree under which Johnel’s book club had its meetings. Gloria married John Walker and they were raising Johnel and Tony in the same house Nannie and Frank had built so long ago. Nannie was now retired. Frank had died before Johnel was born.


  With a mug of limeade in each hand and one tucked under her arm, Johnel went to back door. She paused to look at the family photo hanging in a frame on the wall. It showed Nannie sitting front of everybody, her hands folded, her face up and smiling. Directly behind Nannie stood Mom and Dad. Mom had Nannie’s dark skin and brown eyes. Dad had blond hair, light skin, and blue eyes. Both Johnel and Tony had their mother’s dark skin and hair, but while Johnel had brown eyes, Tony’s eyes were blue. They had tried to get Pupster to sit at attention, but he’d curled up on Nannie’s feet and wouldn’t budge. Actually, it made the picture much cuter. Nannie and Pupster were the best of buddies.


  Johnel pushed through the door and walked over to the tree, thinking about her parents. They had left yesterday morning for a three-week trip to celebrate their 18th wedding anniversary. They were traveling across southern Canada, partway by train, partway by car, stopping at various places to look around and do some geocaching. They had promised not to call for the first week after both Johnel and Tony had told them not to worry about them and to have a great time. Johnel was happy for them, but part of her wished she could have gone along, too. The book club was fun, but an adventure in Canada would be awesome.


  “Here, Tony,” said Johnel. Tony looked up from his book and Johnel handed him a mug.


  “Thanks,” said Tony. “I only have two pages to go on my book. It’s really good!”


  Johnel moved over to Elliot. “Hey, Elliot,” she said.


  Elliot kept reading.


  Johnel tapped Elliot with her foot. “Elliot.”


  Elliot kept reading.


  Johnel put the mug on the ground beside Elliot. Then she slid down against the trunk of the tree, took a sip of limeade, and looked up through the branches once more. In the slice of blue sky high above the tree, turkey vultures circled then drifted off, following the scent of something dead. A single white cloud drifted past.


  One of the challenges of the club was for the members to finish reading their books at about the same time. This was hard to do, though. And so, when a club member finished reading a book before the others, they’d choose a comic book or two from the “extra-reading basket” which Elliot kept filled. Johnel didn’t feel like reading any comics today. She just wanted to look at the sky.


  Suddenly, Elliot slammed his book shut. Johnel glanced over.


  “That was the worst ending ever!” he said.


  Tony looked up from his book. He and Johnel had both read the book—School of Spooks—the week before. But according to book club rules, no one could give opinions on any book until everyone had read it.


  Tony made a face and said, “It has a really stupid ending!”


  “Yeah,” agreed Johnel. “All that stuff in the haunted school was good and creepy, and the monsters were pretty scary, but then—”


  “Then the main character woke up and the whole story was nothing but a dream! Dumb!” said Tony. He took a sip of limeade.


  “Lazy writing,” said Elliot. “When I take School of Spooks back to the library, I should put a note inside that says, ‘Don’t read this book.’”


  Johnel shook her head. “Don’t do that. We thought it was bad, but somebody else might think it’s the best story they ever read.”


  Elliot rolled his eyes. “I doubt it.”


  “Yeah, well,” said Johnel. “Different people like different things.”


  “Like you like broccoli and I think it’s nasty,” said Tony.


  “Broccoli’s not that bad,” said Elliot.


  “Nasty, nasty, nasty!” said Tony. “Ew, ew, ew!”


  “You’re such a baby sometimes,” said Johnel.


  “Am not!” said Tony, frowning. “Here, arm wrestle me. I’ll win!”


  “No,” said Johnel.


  “C’mon,” said Tony. He wiggled his fingers.


  “Anyway,” said Johnel, ignoring her brother. “It’s not up to us to tell people what they should or shouldn’t like.”


  “I know.” Elliot shrugged. Then he took a comic out of the basket to read. With a huffing sound, Tony went back to his book. Johnel finished her limeade.


  Ten minutes later, Tony had finished his book, Race to Win. Then the three discussed School of Spooks, Race to Win, and Fog of the Mountain, the book Johnel had just finished.


  Tony and Elliot liked Race to Win and Johnel thought it was just okay. All three thought Fog of the Mountain was awesome. And, of course, they all liked parts of School of Spooks but thought the ending was ridiculous.


  “Okay, now,” said Johnel. “What new books are we going to share?”


  Tony held up a book he’d checked out from the library, called Down From the Blazing Sky. “It’s science fiction. Aliens come to Earth from the sun. They’re made mostly of fire and they burn up lots of stuff.” Johnel had a feeling she was going to like that one when her time came to read it. She held up the book she’d checked out, called Island of the Blue Dolphins.


  “I’ve heard of that,” said Tony. “It’s really old, though.”


  “Does that matter?” said Johnel.


  “I like new books better,” said Tony.


  “Your turn, Elliot,” said Johnel, “what did you bring to share?”


  Elliot reached over to the backpack that was lying in the grass near him. He unzipped the pack, reached in, and pulled out the ugliest, rattiest, most dirt-coated book Johnel had ever seen. She frowned.


  “I don’t think so,” she said. “Where’d you find that thing, anyway? In the trash?”


  Chapter 3


  Unlike Johnel and Tony, Elliot Green liked to spend a lot of time alone. There was something comfortable about not having to explain himself to other people or depend on others. At first, he hadn’t wanted to join Johnel’s book club. Sure, Johnel and Tony were nice, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to spend that much time with them. Yet he loved reading and Johnel’s idea of switching off books and then talking about them was appealing. And so, he’d joined. And it turned out to be okay.


  However, he usually preferred solitude. He especially enjoyed exploring the wide grassland by himself. He didn’t have a bike but didn’t really want one. Hiking was more fun, and when he got going, he would hike for many hours at a time. Sometimes he imagined he was in one of the novels he’d read or movies he’d seen. Most often, though, he would think up new stories in which crazy things happened and he was the hero. Elliot knew his parents hoped he would take over their family’s ranch someday. And he did enjoy the animals—the cattle, the horses and ponies, the cats that lived in and around the barn and stable, and especially his cat, Star. But he didn’t imagine staying on the ranch for the rest of his life. He didn’t know where he would go, but he knew wherever he ended up, he would be
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