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Chapter 1




Ballantyne, Montana, 1865 

Ida Blanchard raised her rifle to her eye and sighted down the barrel. She tightened her knees on her horse and steadied herself to fire.

The elk herd crested the hill beyond Ida’s cattle. The elk trotted down the other side making for the stream at the bottom. Last of all came a huge stag. He rotated his antlers from side to side surveying the countryside with regal indulgence. When he determined the area was safe, he sauntered after his does at a leisurely pace.

Ida’s stomach fluttered training her rifle at his shoulder. This would be the biggest animal she ever shot. Her horse shifted his weight to his other foot. Ida nudged her knee into him to signal him silently to stand still.

The buck moved away from her and picked up his pace for the stream. He bared his shoulder to her. She couldn’t ask for a better shot. She kept her sights on him even when he broke into a trot to catch up with his does.

The elk herd paused halfway down the slope. They searched the far hill for any sign of danger, but they saw only the cattle. Ida stiffened. As long as she didn’t move, they would come straight toward her.

The does started forward with the buck bringing up the rear. Ida gripped the trigger ready to fire when, without warning, a sudden burst exploded in her face. A massive black bubble erupted from nowhere. It popped out of the very air right in front of Ida’s horse.

The horse reared with a fearful screech and the bubble slammed into it. The impact flung the animal over onto his back. Ida tumbled out of the saddle and barely wheeled aside in time to avoid the horse smashing down on top of her.

The bubble kept expanding out of all proportion. It flashed to a monstrous size in a split second. In the blink of an eye, it enveloped elk, cattle, and horse inside its shimmering black surface. Only the force of her fall hurled Ida clear of getting caught in it, too.

She rolled to a stop a few feet from the bubble’s margin. She lifted her head to find the smooth, black surface hovering just inches from her nose. She scrambled to get farther away from it, but it wasn’t expanding anymore.

She staggered to her feet a few yards off and choked for breath before she dared to examine it. Her heart pounded her ribs and her head spun so she could hardly think at all.

She straightened up and checked the surroundings. The giant ball of darkness covered the whole valley. Its opposite edge rose almost to the hilltop where the elk first appeared. The surface rippled and swirled with mysterious colors hidden in a sea of black. It looked like a soap bubble from the laundry tub, but black—blacker than the darkest shadow. Even the wavering colors appeared to be deeper shades of black on the inky ball.

The darkness wasn’t completely opaque, though. Through the mirror surface, a scene of horror played out before Ida’s shocked gaze. The cattle and elk had transformed into fanged monsters with narrowed, slit eyes. Instead of antlers, the enormous buck carried a chandelier of jagged blades on top of his head. Sparks flew from his hooves when each foot struck the ground.

Ida gaped in blank disbelief as the stag charged one of her cattle. He lowered his rack and skewered the cow through the side. The cow rounded on him thrashing on the blades and Ida’s stomach turned when she saw the animal’s face. She couldn’t decide which was worse, the buck or the cow.

The cow let out a guttural bellow that echoed out of the bubble and across the valley. It cracked its fanged mouth, arched its back, and attacked the buck with hellish ferocity. Spikes bristled from the once-placid cow’s neck and down its spine. Needle thorns sprouted from its tail and its hooves flexed like claws.

The stag reacted by tossing his head in the air and the cow flipped off his horns. The cow twirled in the air and dropped. He caught her on his horns and hurled her away into a mob of similar monsters. The elk and cattle engaged in a wholesale war with every transformed animal fighting everyone else. 

Ida’s horse got trampled in the stampede of demon creatures attacking each other with insane ferocity. The horse raised his gruesome head out of the middle of the battle. His bloodshot eyes rolled in their sockets and razor teeth protruded from his mouth when he roared in fury.

The next minute, the elk and cattle pounded him under hundreds of stamping hooves. He submerged and didn’t rise again.

Even birds and insects caught inside the bubble joined the fray. Bumblebees changed into howling missiles of spiked fury. A bluebird cocked back his arrow wings and speared his needle beak at everything in sight.

The rifle Ida dropped when she fell off her horse soared through the mayhem. It fired at random in all directions. Ida stared in amazement as the action levered itself and the trigger jerked back without anyone touching it.

The gun sprayed bullets everywhere. It rotated in mid-air until it swung its barrel in Ida’s direction. Shells pocked the grass chewing their way toward her. She sprang out of the way as a line of bullets stabbed the ground near her feet.

The next instant, the gun swiveled the other way. It fired into the creatures falling on each other in a murderous frenzy. It rotated in a complete circle. It would spin around again and Ida didn’t want to be anywhere nearby when that happened.

She darted up the hill. She didn’t stop running until she gained the crest. Only then did she turn back to look. Was it real? Did that deadly bubble really just appear out of nowhere?

It was still there. The rifle’s report kept clapping across the valley. Bellows, screeches, and rumbles came from inside the bubble. No matter how long she stood there watching, it didn’t go away. She didn’t want to believe it, but it was all too real.

The rifle pivoted in her direction again, but an object like that couldn’t aim itself. It didn’t aim at all. Grass tore out of the sod as slugs hammered toward the stream and then disappeared inside the bubble again.

Ida shivered. What in God’s name was that thing? She didn’t have a weapon—not that one would do her any good against this threat. She needed a gun and she needed a horse. What happened after she got them, she had no earthly idea.








  
  
Chapter 2




Marvin Powel strode out of his cabin on his five-thousand-acre Montana ranch. He started to untie his horse from the porch corner when he heard hoofbeats coming up the hill. 

He looked and almost didn’t believe what he was seeing. The rider charged straight for him with a rifle clutched bare in the right hand. He’d never seen a rider like this in his life.

The person was definitely a woman. She wore a dress. Her skirts, petticoats, and her long, curly brown hair streamed out behind her in the wind, but she wore a man’s battered cowboy hat tied under her chin.

She also wore a man’s canvas work pants. Marvin wouldn’t have been able to see them if she’d been standing on the ground. As it was, the wind lifted her skirts so he could see them and the unmistakable cowboy boots underneath. She even wore spurs and leather chaps under her dress.

She urged her horse to run faster. She didn’t slow down even when she charged right up to the cabin. The horse huffed for breath and a swath of foam stained its shoulders and flanks from running hard.

The woman yanked the reins and the horse skidded in the dust. It squealed in alarm, but the woman paid no attention. She pitched the reins away and hurdled off the saddle with practiced ease.

Marvin stared at her storming toward him. Her face would have been beautiful if she wasn’t glaring at him in lethal fury. She compressed her lips and her blue eyes flashed fire. Before he knew what to do or say, she whipped her rifle to her shoulder, jacked down the action, and sighted for his face.

Marvin’s hand flew to his sidearm. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

He got his pistol halfway out of its holster, but she didn’t stop. She barged right up to him and that white rim across her knuckle told him all he needed to know. Her finger tightened around the trigger.

He’d never drawn on a woman before, much less shot at one. Ancient habit took over and he ducked to avoid the shot. He flung his arms over his head as the gun exploded. The shot blasted his hat off and he stumbled. He crashed down on one knee.

He rocketed upright just as fast and lunged to grab the gun away from her. “What the hell do you think you’re……?”

She stalked right past him. She didn’t even look at him. She jammed her rifle stock into her shoulder firing again and again. The recoil jolted her entire body, but she never removed her cheek from the housing.

Marvin swung around….and froze. Standing right behind him was the most hideous creature he’d laid eyes on. It distantly resembled a buck elk, but instead of antlers, clusters of jagged, gory blades stuck out of its head. Blood stained its coat and head where it trickled down from the blade-antlers. The buck’s red eyes glared and sharp claws pawed the air when it rose on its hind legs. 

It let out a spine-chilling shriek that stood Marvin’s hair on end. His heart quailed, but the woman didn’t back down. She planted herself in front of it and emptied her magazine into its chest and up into its head.

The buck flailed its forelimbs and rotated its deadly rack to the skies, but she didn’t quit until her gun run dry. She fired the last three slugs into the underside of its jaw and the buck toppled backward. It hit the ground with an earth-shaking thud. It lay still except for a few spasms that soon faded to twitching. Black blood flowed from its mouth 

A sick feeling bored into Marvin’s insides when he looked at the thing. “What the……What the Holy Hell is that thing?”

The woman spun around to face him. Without missing a beat, she pulled up her skirts and dug a fistful of rifle cartridges out of her pants pocket. She gasped for air, but her hand didn’t tremble in the slightest when she started cramming the slugs into her rifle. “I need you to saddle up and come with me right now. Come on. Mount up.”

“You hold it right there, lady! I don’t know who the hell you think you are, but I’m….”

“I’m your neighbor. I’m Ida Blanchard. I live on the next ranch beyond Granite Ridge.” She nodded toward the west. “You’re Marvin Powel, aren’t you? You just moved out here last October. Sheriff Oliver told me about you.”

Marvin squinted at her. He could not for the life of him figure out what she was telling him or how she could act so calm and collected with that…..that thing lying there.

He struggled to put the pieces together. “You’re…. you’re my neighbor? Why didn’t you come over sooner? I’ve been here six months and I never laid eyes on you.”

She cranked down her lever again and her sharp eye checked that the round loaded into the chamber. “Some of us have ranches to run. We don’t have time to go riding over creation making social calls. Now are you going to come with me or are you gonna stand here while those things take over your whole ranch?”

“My whole…. what the hell are you talking about? What is that thing? How did it…..?” He floundered to put his thoughts into words. “That thing would have killed me if you didn’t…..How did you know that thing was behind me?”

She lowered her hand so her rifle hung next to her thigh at the end of her arm. She straightened up and leveled him with an unflinching gaze. “I’ll explain everything if you come with me. We don’t have much time.”

He scanned her up and down. The more time he spent around her, the more unaccountable she seemed. He didn’t know how to reconcile her obvious femininity with what she just did.

“Well…..” he stammered, “what are you doing riding around dressed like that? What are you…?”

She waited for him to finish, but when he didn’t come up with any other intelligible question, her expression softened. “My husband died and I had to take over the ranch. I had to ride and shoot and do everything he used to do, so I started wearing his pants and chaps under my dress. It seemed like the best thing to do at the time.”

“Well…..why don’t you ride side-saddle like a woman? What are you doing galloping around in that….?” His eyes dipped to her dress again.

“I didn’t have a side-saddle or the money to buy one. All I had was my husband’s old saddle, so that’s what I’ve been using ever since. Can we go now?”

Marvin slumped. He got on his horse. Ida mounted, too, and Marvin followed her away toward the west.








  
  
Chapter 3




Marvin and Ida sat in their saddles and stared down at the bubble. It hadn’t moved since Ida left it. It still occupied the same valley where it appeared this morning. She could still see what used to be her own cattle fighting the elk inside. Bodies littered the grass inside the bubble, but quite a few of the animals were still alive—if she could call them alive at all. 

The cattle who were outside the bubble when it first appeared had retreated farther down the valley. They kept well away from the noise and commotion. Ida didn’t mind leaving them there. They would be safe there as long as the bubble didn’t move or grow.

Ida didn’t see her old rifle anywhere. It must still be inside flying around shooting at everything. Then again, it would have run out of bullets long before now.

While she and Marvin gazed at the strange phenomenon, the bluebird rocketed out of the bubble heading for a stand of cottonwoods by the stream. On its way to the branches, it spotted an ordinary badger going about its business nearby.

The badger didn’t notice the bluebird at first. It snuffled in the dirt digging a burrow in the tree roots. The bluebird veered and attacked the badger screeching and squealing like a banshee.

The bird stabbed its elongated beak into the badger’s shoulder. The badger rounded on the bird with an enraged bellow. It jerked its dust-strew head out of the ground and lunged for the bird. 

The bluebird dodged once and barreled in for another assault. The badger checked its trajectory and dove a second time. In half an instant, it snatched the bird out of the air and snapped it in half. It crunched the bluebird in its jaws, shook its head with an angry snort, and spat the bird into the dust before the badger went back to what it was doing.

“So that’s what happened,” she told Marvin. “I went back to my house to fetch a fresh horse to go get you. While I was saddling up, I saw that buck crossing the draw behind my barn. He was headed for your place and I saw him again on the way across the ridge. I knew I had to intercept him before he got near your place, but he was too far away to reach, so I went straight to your place instead. I’m sorry I scared you but……”

“It looks like onyx.”

Something in his tone made Ida look over. Marvin muttered under his breath like he was talking to himself. He stared at the bubble with a blank, unseeing expression on his face. His features registered none of the horror or disgust he showed when he first saw the buck.

Ida snapped her fingers in front of his face. “Marvin! Stop looking at it. Marvin!”

He jolted backward and whirled around to stare at her. “Huh? Oh, right. Well, what are we gonna do about it?”

“What can we do? It isn’t as though we can go down there and pop the bubble.”

Marvin frowned. “I suppose not.”

“What do you suggest? We can’t just let it stay here.”

“Why not?” Marvin asked. “Whatever harm it can do, it’s already done. It isn’t moving or eating anything else. It looks…..” He gazed at it again. “It looks harmless.”

“Harmless!” Ida checked herself. “Other animals might go into it and then come out of it changed. It might not be moving now but it could move later. It appeared out of nowhere. It could blink out and appear somewhere else. It might appear in the middle of a city and then think what disasters it would cause.”

“Well, what do you say we should do about it. I don’t see that we can do anything.”

“We have to do something. For a start, it’s in the middle of my ranch. I can’t just leave it here. This valley is the only route between my best grazing areas.”

Marvin rubbed his chin. His eyes kept glazing over when he looked at the bubble, but each time, he managed to haul himself back to awareness. “I’ll be honest with you. I don’t know what to do about it. I never heard of anything like this before.”

“I don’t think anyone has,” Ida admitted. “I can’t think of anything that would explain it.”

“I suppose, if neither of us knows what to do about it, we could ask someone who does.”

“Like who?” Ida asked. “If no one has ever dealt with this before, then no one knows how to deal with it. We could ask Sheriff Oliver…. or Samson Phillips, the schoolteacher, but I don’t think either of them knows anything about this, either. I don’t think anyone does.”

Marvin shrugged. “We could ask Reverend Sherman.”

Ida almost laughed at the thought, but she stopped herself. When she turned back to look at the bubble, she understood what Marvin meant. If no one had ever dealt with something like this, then maybe Reverend Sherman was the right person to ask.

Marvin reined his horse around. Without a word, Ida fell in next to him, but they didn’t canter off to town. There didn’t seem to be much need to hurry anymore. When they reached the hilltop, she looked back again. The bubble was still there in exactly the same place. 

She was starting to get used to the sight of it. It didn’t terrify her the way it did before. Now she hated it. She hated it for stealing her cattle and turning them into monsters. She hated it for killing her horse and dozens of other animals. She hated it for taking the beauty of the bluebird and the bumblebee and the stag and turning them into something horrible.

She would destroy the bubble if she could, but how? She didn’t dare go near it. Where did it come from? What was its curious power to turn everything it touched evil and murderous?

She and Marvin didn’t speak until their horses ambled into the dusty streets of Ballantyne. Marvin nodded toward the nearest saloon. “Let’s check in there.”

Ida nodded. “It’s never too early for Reverend Sherman to be in his office.”

They tethered their horses to the hitching post. Laughter, the clink of glasses, and the jingle of coins came from inside the saloon even though the morning wasn’t half over. Ida met Marvin at his house just after seven o’clock and they couldn’t have been gone more than an hour since then.

Ida caught Marvin checking her appearance when she climbed onto the wooden sidewalk. Her dress fell over her pants and chaps, but it didn’t hide her boots. She took her rifle from her saddle when she left her horse and she didn’t remove her hat.

She made no effort at all to make herself look more appropriately female, but no one in town noticed. No one looked sideways at her when she rode into town astride her horse like a man. Everyone in Ballantyne already knew about her. Only Marvin found her behavior strange because he didn’t know her.

A bunch of half-drunk cattle punchers slouched at the bar and hunched over the gambling tables. Three men sat around a huge stack of bills, coins, and trinkets while the dealer passed out cards for the next hand. 

Slim, the bartender, and Matilda, the thick-set madame, served customers behind the bar. Sadie, the working girl, reclined against the bar with half her chest hanging out of her over-tight bodice. She fanned herself with a huge ostrich-feather fan and laughed too loudly at every weak joke the cowhands made to her.

When Marvin and Ida walked in, Farley, the foreman from the Four-Leafed Clover Ranch, leaned in to whisper something to Sadie. He tipped too far and fell full-length against her. She pulled away and he slid to the floor where he crashed onto his face.

“How ya doin’, Farley?” Matilda called over without stopping work.

Farley didn’t move. He lay where he fell and didn’t get up. Sadie laughed. “He’s just fine. He couldn’t be better.”

Laughter erupted. No one noticed Marvin or Ida. Marvin nudged her and nodded toward a corner of the saloon. In the very back corner, a tall, skeletal man in a black suit sat ramrod erect at an isolated table. He faced the corner where he wouldn’t have to see any of the sordid doings going on in the rest of the establishment.

The moment Ida laid eyes on him, he raised a tumbler of whiskey to his lips, tossed back a double portion, and replaced the glass in front of him. The full bottle waited at his elbow.

Marvin and Ida made their way through the gambling tables to the spot. They halted where the lonely drinker couldn’t fail to see them. “Mornin’, Reverend Sherman, Sir,” Marvin greeted him. “Good to see you up so early.”

“I’m always up early.” The Reverend’s voice wavered slightly. It seemed to whisper from beyond the grave.

He picked up the whiskey bottle, poured himself another helping, and drank it down. Marvin and Ida exchanged glances. Maybe consulting him about the bubble wasn’t the greatest idea after all, but what other option was there?

“You should slow down some,” Marvin ventured. “You’ll damage yourself drinking like that so early in the morning. It isn’t even nine o’clock yet.”

Reverend Sherman served himself another half-tumbler of whiskey. A few strands of dust-grey hair clung to his bald dome of a head. He looked more like an undertaker than any preacher Ida ever met…. or maybe he was already a ghost. Ida wouldn’t be surprised. Maybe he died a long time ago and just kept haunting this table for lack of anything better to do.

He raised his glass in salute to nobody. “I’m solving the world’s problems. A man has to wake up early to do that.”

“Maybe you can solve a problem for us,” Ida chimed in. “We don’t know anyone else who might be able to help.”

“Add it to my docket and I will consider it in due course.”

“We need it solved now,” Ida persisted. “It’s some otherworldly force beyond anything we’ve ever seen before. It came from…. well, it looks like it came from Hell.”

“I never deal with business like that.” Reverend Sherman poured his next drink without spilling a drop. “You’ll have to take anything of that kind to a higher authority.”

“But you’re a preacher,” Ida countered. “Aren’t you supposed to shepherd your flock through trials and confrontations with the forces of evil?”

“I take no responsibility for my flock,” he husked. “Their immortal souls are their own business.”

Marvin and Ida looked at each other again. Marvin pursed his lips and his eyes sparked. “The last I heard, you were drawing a stipend from the good people of this town to support you in exchange for acting as their spiritual leader and religious advisor. If you don’t do your job when it’s called for, the people of Ballantyne might decide to remove you from office. Then you wouldn’t be bringing in the money for all this whiskey you spend your days drinking. Did you ever think of that?”

Apparently Reverend Sherman already had thought of it. He poured himself another drink with exaggerated care and his tone didn’t flutter in the slightest. “Doing my job is not called for…. or I should rather say that I am doing my job by spending my days drinking all this whiskey. This is the job the good people of Ballantyne call me to do and I’m doing it.” He tossed back another shot. “I don’t hear anyone besides you objecting to my execution of my duties.”

Ida cringed. He was right. Ida had lived outside Ballantyne for almost ten years. As far as she knew, Reverend Sherman sat at this table drinking six days out of the week. He only left it to go home to sleep in the evenings and to hold his church services on Sundays. Other than that, this was what the people of Ballantyne paid him to do and no one objected until today.

When she looked at Marvin one more time, she read the same question in his eyes. Reverend Sherman wouldn’t or couldn’t help them with the bubble—if there was anything anyone could do about it. What could they do instead? Who could they talk to about it?

In answer to her thoughts, loud boot clomps vibrated the floor as another person entered the saloon. Ida glanced over her shoulder and her heart leaped when Sheriff Oliver strode in.

She spun away and hurried over to him. “Sheriff! Thank goodness you’re here. You’re just the person I was hoping to run into.”

He scanned her up and down. “Good morning to you, too, Mrs. Blanchard. What can I do for you?”

He swaggered to the bar, stepped over Farley’s insensible form, and leaned one elbow next to Sadie. He cocked his hat back on his head and shot Sadie a rakish grin. She blushed, batted her eyelashes, and fluttered her fan in return.

Ida faltered. She couldn’t compete with Sadie for the Sheriff’s attention. He was a young, single man and a very good-looking one. The younger girls in town fainted when he walked down the street.

Ida wasn’t one of those and he had a reputation for being more interested in them than in hunting down anything unpleasant or dangerous. How could she explain the bubble to him? He would ignore it and he would ignore her.

To her relief, Marvin marched over and rooted himself to the floor at Ida’s side. “There’s something unusual going on out at Granite Ridge. It’s threatening the whole area. We need help to deal with it before it spreads.”

The Sheriff actually stopped leering at Sadie long enough to face Marvin. “What is it?”

Marvin hesitated, too, and Ida’s heart sank. How could anyone explain the bubble to someone who hadn’t seen it themselves? Neither Ida nor Marvin could explain it even to themselves, much less anyone else.

Ida could just hear the wheels turning in Marvin’s head. Sheriff Oliver wouldn’t ride nine miles over rough country to Granite Ridge to see something no one had ever seen before. What could Marvin and Ida actually say to convince him—that they wanted him to spend the day investigating a giant bubble?

Just then, Matilda waddled over behind the bar. She halted across from them. “What’ll you have, Sheriff?”

He turned his back on Marvin to answer her. At that moment, a thunderous boom echoed through town. A powerful concussion blasted out the saloon windows and the impact hurled everyone off their feet.

Ida cartwheeled into Marvin and they both pitched across the nearest gambling table. The whole thing collapsed under their weight and they hit the ground hard. Ida scrambled to see what was going on and her blood ran cold when she beheld the glistening sides of the bubble filling Main Street from one row of buildings to the other.








