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I first encountered ‘The Widow Horn’ some years ago when I was writing ‘Fallen Angels’, the second book in my ‘After the Cleansing’ series. The Widow was a ‘minor character’ that somehow grew into a ‘major’ one -—and one that stuck in my mind so strongly that I decided to use her and her family again in another book in the series-—the one you now before you.

The picture above is of Prudence, the ‘first’ Widow Horn. The one you are about to meet is her daughter, Marcy. Both are strong, straightforward women who speak their minds and are brave, loyal and true -—and are definitely not to be trifled with.

It is now the year 7 AC, five years after the events that took place in ‘Fallen Angels’.

Kindly come along now with me to the Horn/Goodnight Ranch in ‘post plague’ Montana and meet the new ‘Widow Horn’.

W.Wm.Mee

Fall, 2025

St. Bruno, Quebec, Canada
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Prelude: ‘The Aftermath’
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One year earlier,

October 17th, Year 6 AC, 

the Horn Ranch, Montana.

Marcy Horn Goodnight knelt in the dirt in front of her burning ranch cradling the head of her murdered husband, Sam Goodnight. Several others had also been killed-—shot by the savage biker gang that had attacked them. She and Sam, her step-father Will Penny and the rest of the people on the ranch had finally fought them off, but the cost had been high -—far too high. Sam and several others had been shot dead and Will was seriously wounded and not likely to live through the night.

Dazed, in shock and wounded herself, Marcy looked down at the man she had loved for as far back as she could remember. Sam Goodnight. Ten years older than her and twice as much man as any other she had ever met. Lying dead now in her arms; killed by a looters bullet!

Suddenly her foreman, Roscoe Banks, staggered onto the front porch. He’d been shot in the left shoulder and half his face was a mask of blood from a scalp wound, but it was the other half that told the tale -—that and the look of sadness in his eyes. He’d been out back in the ‘summer’ kitchen with Raven Fierce Heart, their housekeeper, and Prudence Horn, Marcy’s mother. The three of them had been firing at the attackers as they came in from all sides. When Roscoe spoke his voice was little more than a whisper. “I’m sorry, Miss Marcy, but they’re gone. Raven and your mother both.”

“Gone?” Marcy asked, frowning up at the blood covered man she’d known for years. “What do you mean ‘gone’?! Taken?!”

Roscoe shook his head. “No Marcy, not taken. Dead. Shot when three men broke down the back door.”

Marcy let out a little moan and pulled her husband’s still warm body closer.

“I tried to stop them,” Roscoe continued. “I shot the first two, but then my damn gun jammed! Your mother shot the third one, but he had a shotgun and fired as he went down. Roscoe’s voice seemed to catch in his throat. “The blast hit her square in the chest. Miss Raven had been hit earlier and had already passed. I’m so sorry, Marcy.”

Suddenly Roscoe’s legs gave out and he sat down hard on the porch. Neither of them seemed to notice. Roscoe’s tears, mingling with the blood from his scalp wound, left glistening red lines down his cheeks. He gave a deep sigh and slumped forward. Dead or simply passed out was not clear -—but Marcy was beyond such things now as wave after wave of pain laced with sorrow washed over her. 

Candice Raintree, Billy Raintree’s young wife, ran over to Marcy while her husband went to Roscoe. Most of the shooting had stopped and any bikers still alive were retreating. The roar of their motorcycles quickly faded away and the quiet, peaceful world of the ranch returned -—except that for Marcy and the others that had survived the attack it would never be quite same again. In one bright, clear, terrible day Marcy Horn Goodnight had lost not only friends and trusted employees, but her husband, her mother, her step father and a woman she had considered her second mother -—all to Skull Henderson and the gang of savages that called themselves The Wild Bunch!

Even as Candice sat down behind her and rocked both Marcy and her dead husband, the new Widow Horn’s mind was already racing. ‘Things need doing, Marcy!’ her mother had told her time and time again. ‘And they won’t get done on their own! So get off your backside, girl, and move!’ 

Marcy looked up at the clear, blue, uncaring October sky. ‘Snow’s not far away now momma, and you, Sam and the others need a proper burial. Up on the hill with the rest of the family. Wounds need tending to as well. Need time to heal.’

Yet another part of her racing mind, the part dealing with her broken heart, was already planning her revenge. ‘Come spring though, momma, I intend to be on their trail. Track down Skull Henderson and his murdering gang and kill every last one of them! Kill them all like the rabid dogs they are!’

With her unspoken vow repeating itself over and over in her mind, Marcy allowed herself to be taken into the ranch and her wounds seen to. The fires were all put out, guards were set, and the bodies taken to the barn and covered for now. Her step-father Will Penny was still alive, but he wasn’t expected to last much longer. Graves would be dug in the morning and the funeral service in the afternoon -—and then the long wait for spring would begin.

Spring, the time of awakening, new beginnings and rebirth—-and for Marcy Horn Goodnight, now the new Widow Horn, spring would also be a time for revenge.

***
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Chapter 1: ‘The Hunt Begins’
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April 7th, 7 AC

The Horn Ranch,

Western Montana

An early April snowstorm had blown in and kept Marcy caged like an angry lioness for another week or so before she could finally take up the hunt for Skull Henderson and his Wild Bunch. Everyone had tried to talk her out of it -—including her step-father WillPenny who had, despite the odds, slowly recovered from his wounds -—but Marcy was determined to see her family’s killers brought to justice -—if not a in a court of law, then by the rougher, quicker kind found at the end of a knife, a gun or a rope.”

“If your ma was here, Marcy, she’d not want you to go,” Will said to his hard headed step daughter. “She’d probably have me hog-tie you n’ lock you in the root cellar.”

Marcy looked at the rough old cowboy that she’d known all her life and smiled. “She might not want me to go, Will, but she wouldn’t stop me either. Hell! She’d probably ride along with me!”

Despited the pain he still suffered from his slowly healing wounds the old wrangler grinned and nodded. “She probably would at that. N’ seeing that I can’t stop you, then I’ll just have to tag along with you in her place.”

“No Will, you are in no shape to go anywhere. You can hardly walk!”

The infamous straight-shooting, no-nonsense old cowboy’s infamous frown suddenly appeared. “I intend to be riding, girl -—not walking!”

“No, Will, I’m sorry but I need you to stay here and look after the ranch,” she said forcefully, surprising both herself and her step-father.

Will’s head tilted and his frowned deepened. “You figure that I’m too old n’ shot-up to keep up with you young’ns?!”

Marcy smiled and Will saw her mother’s face as she had looked forty years ago when he first fell in love with her. “If we all leave, Will, there probably won’t be a ranch to come home to. I need you here to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“Young Roscoe can handle things. My place is with you!” Will stubbornly replied. 

Marcy shook her head. “Roscoe is good at taking orders, not giving them. Tell him what to do and he’ll get it done, but running a ranch needs a lot more than that.”

Will took a deep breath and looked off towards the mountains that he had spent more than half his life roaming wild and free in. “Alright Marcy, I’ll stay,” he finally said. “I don’t like it, but I’ll look after things here till you get back. Just don’t take too bloody long!”

***
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Two days after the storm, when the roads were still drifted in and the tree boughs still weighed down with wet snow, a lone figure slowly rode up to the ranch. Jasper Spears and two of the hired hands were playing cards in the bunkhouse when the rider pulled up in front and called out. “Hello the cabin! Kindly lower your guns, boys, for I come alone and I come in peace!”

Jasper, in charge of ‘keeping an eye out for strangers’, had thought that three feet of wet snow would have been enough to discourage any visitors. Apparently he had been wrong. Stepping out on the covered porch, his rifle loaded and cocked, he recognized Hector Bluejacket’s smiling, leathery face.

“Still carrying that old Winchester, eh Jasper?” Hector said. “Your daddy’s as I recall.”
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“Yes sir. And his daddy’s before him.”

Hector’s smile widened as he patted the butt of his own rifle sticking out of his saddle scabbard. “I always favoured the older Henry myself. But then old men like me often favour the past over the present.”

Jasper gently uncocked his Winchester and moved it into the crook of his left arm. “From what I hear from the rez, sir, it seems the ‘old ways’ have come round again. Braves dressing old-timey n’ wearing paint n’ feathers in their hair!”

“Some are taking that path,” Hector said casually. “Mostly the younger men. It’s about them and a few other things that I’ve come to talk about with the Widow Horn. I’ve got a ‘business proposition’ to put before her.”

It took Jasper a few seconds to realize that Hector meant Marcy, and not her dead mother, Prudence. For nearly three decades Prudence Horn/Goodnight had been know all over western Montana as the ‘Widow Horn’. Even after Prudence had married her second husband, the legendary cowboy/hunter/trapper Will Penny, folks had still called her the Widow Horn. Now, with both her mother and husband Sam Goodnight having been killed in last year’s raid, the daughter Marcy had taken on her mother’s mantle.

“Well, step down here then Mister Bluejacket n’ on come inside,” Jasper grinned. “We’ve got coffee brewing n’ I’ll send word up to the Big House that you’re here.”

Hector, a full blooded Blackfoot pushing seventy something, dearly loved his coffee -—just one of the many things hard to come by now that the world had ‘moved on’. Though there was a part of Hector that actually liked this sudden throwback to the ‘old times’, however going without certain luxuries like coffee, electricity and flush toilets wasn’t among them! “Don’t mind if I do, Jasper. You wouldn’t happen to have any biscuits to go with that coffee, would you?”

“Fresh backed this morning, sir,” the young cowboy beamed.

“And butter?” Hector asked, hoping against hope.

“Frozen in the churn out back, but I’ll gladly chip you off a chunk.”

“I’d take it kindly, Jasper. Mighty kindly indeed.”

***
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An hour and several cups of hot coffee and well buttered biscuits later, Marcy and Hector Bluejacket had finally come to an agreement. At first Marcy had been reluctant to go along with the old Indian’s rather strange proposal, but everyone around her finally talked her into it.

“So, we are agreed then?” Hector asked. Marcy reluctantly nodded and Hector put down his cup and slowly stood. The old Blackfoot spoke formally and loud enough for everyone in the large room to hear. “Widow Horn, your family and mine will now join together in a Hatonka -Pi-Ya or ‘Blood Feud’ against the group that murdered a number of our loved ones. Together we will hunt down the group known as The Wild Bunch and make them no more, finally bringing peace to the lost, restless spirits of those they took from us.”

Hector paused, looked at Marcy, then at each of the others before continuing. “But the path of a Hatonka Pi-Ya is always a dangerous one. You go to avenge our dead, to punish their killers and bring balance once again to the world -—yet in doing this, others of you may also die.” He paused again for several heartbeats, then asked: “Is this also agreed?”

Marcy looked at the others around her and suddenly realized that the revenge she so hungered for could not be achieved on her own. Skull Henderson and his Wild Bunch were far too many for one person to handle alone. She needed help -—a lot of it!

So she had agreed to Hector’s offer of a Hatonka Pi-Ya; a Blackfoot ‘blood feud’. The four friends going with Marcy were her foreman, Roscoe Banks; Roscoe’s best friend Jasper Spears; the young Blackfoot, Billy Raintree and his wife Candice. 

Hector had said that ten or ‘two fists’ was an auspicious number, so five Blackfeet from the reservation would also walk the path of the Hatonka Pi-Ya. 

John Tall Bear, Hector’s nephew would lead the other four Blackfeet. With John would go Sammy Four Shoes, a famous tracker known all over the northwest; Danny Strong Hand, as large and as strong as his name implied, was a gifted mechanic that could fix anything that rolled on two wheels or four. The third Blackfoot to join the ‘quest’ was George Redfeather, an expert with all manner of native weapons, and a trained medic that had also served under John Tall Bear in the Crazy Wars. But the fiercest of the five -—aside from Tall Bear himself -—was his ‘heyata’ or ‘lieutenant,’ a young woman named Sonya Moonstone -—though the green eyed woman was known best by both her friends and enemies as The Dark Angel. 

Like John Tall Bear and George Redfeather, Sonya had fought in the Crazy Wars and had come back home and joined the Reservation Police Force. Long, lean and as lovely as she was deadly, Sonya was a power unto herself. Dressed in tight fitting, dark leathers and festooned with weapons, her piercing gaze and mocking smile gave her an air of haughty superiority -—and drew men to her like moths to a flame. 

“John and Sonya will be around tomorrow to discuss the details,” Hector said as he finished off his last coffee and headed towards the door.

“Details?” Marcy repeated. “What details? We just load a few pick-ups with food, guns and camping gear and head out.”

The old man’s smile was warm and his eyes twinkled. “Your mother was a tough, smart, woman. Well known around here and much respected. She knew ranching, horses and men -—and could easily handle all three. You also know these things and will rule here just as easily as your mother did.” 

He paused and the warm smile vanished. “But now you are going far away, to strange places and even stranger men. They will care nothing for you or your big house or your fine herds. To them you will just be a pretty woman who they will want to molest sexually and then toss away. My nephew, John Tall Bear, knows this type of men. Since the world ‘moved on’ he has spent the last seven years with men like that -—training them, fighting them -—and killing them. So, Widow Horn, when he comes tomorrow and says ‘this is needed and that is not’, you would be very wise to listen to him.”

The grandfatherly smile was suddenly back. “And now, good day to you all -—and if I don’t see you before you leave, ‘happy hunting’, and may Man Above watch over you all.”

***
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Early the next morning a wide military vehicle easily churned its way up the snowy/muddy drive. As the massive hum-vee came to rest in front of the main house, the driver’s door opened and a tall, bearded man dressed in army fatigues and a tactical vest stepped out. Marcy saw right away that this was a hard man; tall, muscular and very sure of himself.
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John Tall Bear had joined the Marines at eighteen and spent a number of years in countries where people had tried to kill him on a daily basis. He’d left the marines just before The Cleansing to be a deputy sheriff on the reservation. After the Cleansing he spent three years in the Crazy Wars and just recently had come back to the rez to teach his military skills to the men and women in his tribe.

Even as a child John had always believed that the best way to defend yourself was to attack -—and that was especially true now that the world had suddenly slipped backwards into some sort of weird new ‘Dark Age’. 

John was happy to lead the Hatonka Pi-Ya that his Uncle Hector had organized and thought of it as a great honour. What he wasn’t happy about was sharing that leadership with the white woman whose husband and mother had been killed by the men they were going after. He’d seen how unchecked emotions had often proved fatal for a number of soldiers -—both men and women. ‘Keep your shit together’ wasn’t just some catchy phrase to pass around in a bar. Often it was the difference between life and death -—and in a ‘leadership position’ it could prove fatal for a whole lot of people!

In that same fight with the biker gang last year at the Horn Ranch, John had lost his own beloved great aunt, Raven Fierce Heart -—a woman he cared for as much as his own mother. He had sworn a private oath to his aunt’s spirit to kill Skull Henderson, the leader of this so called ‘Wild Bunch’. But it was a cold, well controlled thing; like a slow burning fire well banked for the night with ashes, the hot coals deeply hidden until needed. Once John had this Skull Henderson under his knife however he planned to calmly cut the man’s beating heart out of his still living body and hand it to him before he died.

As Marcy stepped out on the front porch, John’s dark eyes followed her. She met his gaze and held it, then moved forward and offered her hand. “I don’t believe we’ve ever met. I’m -—”

“The Widow Horn,” John said, making no move to shake her hand. “I knew your late husband, Sam. Not well, but well enough to know that he was a good man. I’m sorry for your loss—-doubly so as I wish he was here instead of you.”

If Marcy was taken back by John’s frankness, she didn’t show it -—and she gave him back as good as she got. “Are you this direct with everyone, Mr. Bear -—or just with women?”

John Tall Bear’s hard eyes turned even harder. “With just about everyone, mam -—but especially if they can put my people in harm’s way.”

Marcy’s legendary temper quickly rose to the surface. “And just how can I do that, sir?! I did not ask you or your men to come along on this venture!” 

“No you did not -— but my Uncle Hector did. So I want something clearly understood from the start -—this may be a ‘joint venture’ but it is not a joint command! I give the orders -—to both my men and yours. Is that clear?”

Marcy’s piercing gaze became even more so. “It is very clear, sir, but not necessarily agreed with. I readily concede that you and you alone should run the military aspect of things; the ‘how to’ and ‘when to’ parts of any dangerous confrontation. After all, you are the soldier here, not I.” She then took a step closer to the big man and defiantly raised her head. “But in all other things, be they great or small, I will have my say. Is that clear?”
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The ex-captain of Rangers held the beautiful woman’s fierce gaze for several seconds and then barked out a short laugh. “Keeoksha, my Aunt Raven, told me that you were a lot like your mother. I now see that, as always, my aunt spoke the truth.”

Marcy bristled. “Oh? And just what else did that fine old woman have to say about me?”

John Tall Bear met and held the young woman’s steady stare. “That unlike your direct, no-nonsense mother, at first you might seem to be somewhat softer and more gentle -—but that underneath those big blue eyes and pretty face the same hard iron that runs through the mother’s veins runs also through the daughter’s.”

In truth his aunt had told him a lot more, but of those things he would not speak; for they dwelt in a ‘secret place’ deep within him that he seldom visited -—a place of ‘emotions and longing’ and ‘other things; that he believed so called ‘real men’ didn’t talk about.

Over the years John had seen ‘the Horn girl’ a number of times, but always from a distance. Though several years younger than him, he had thought her an uncommonly handsome -—but he had not seen her since returning from the Crazy Wars, and the pretty young girl-child that he remembered had grown into a beautiful, spirited, full grown -—and married  young woman. One night shortly after his return he had had casually asked his aunt Keoksha -—who worked at the Horn ranch as Head Housekeeper -—about ‘the golden haired Horn girl’. 

The old Blackfoot woman had stopped stirring the fire’s embers, squinted knowingly at her big nephew and wagged her smouldering stick at him. “That is one filly that even a great warrior like you should stay well clear of! Not only is she recently married to Sam Goodnight, one of the most powerful, richest and best men around here, but she is a force to be reckoned with all on her own!”

“What?!” Tall Bear had laughed. “She’s not but half my size and weight! All legs, golden hair and sky blue eyes!”

The old woman had squinted at her nephew and shook her head -—her own long, once glistening dark locks that she had been named for were now well streaked with grey and stuffed up under a battered old Stetson. “Ahhh! I see the truth of it now, nephew. You’ve already been bitten by Nanatana, the ‘Love Bug’!” Her sparkling eyes narrowed into a weathered face with many creases. “Does the Widow Thorn know that you secretly burn for her golden-haired daughter?”

“I do not burn for her!” John had quickly replied -—and far too loudly Raven had thought at the time. After a moment her war-scarred nephew had sheepishly added: “But even if I do, it is like you said, Auntie Keeoksha-—she’s another man’s wife, and that makes her ‘honto’ to me!”

“Ah,” the old woman had said, going back to stirring the fire. “It’s true that she is honto’ to your mother’s White half of you -—but what of your other half? Your father was like me, a full blooded Blackfoot. We believe that a person, male or female, should be free to follow their own heart, not white-man’s foolish beliefs. For us, another man’s wife -—or another wife’s husband -—is not forbidden -—not if they themselves want to change partners.”

“I’ll not steal another man’s wife!” Tall Bear had said indignantly; to which his aunt had chuckled.

“What’s so damned funny?” he’d demanded, knowing full well that the answer was himself.

Her smile had remained, the fire’s flames showing her long history on her weathered face. “There will be little chance of you ‘stealing her away’, nephew, for with women of iron like The Widow and her golden haired daughter, their hearts can never be ‘stolen’—-just ‘given freely’ -—and that only ‘if and when’ they are ready. Also, Marcy Horn has been in love with Sam Goodnight since she was seven years old. Only death will part them -—and perhaps not even then.”

Unfortunately a few years later his aunt’s casual comment had sadly come to pass when Skull Henderson’s outlaw bikers had attacked the Horn ranch and Marcy’s entire family had been killed -—including John Tall Bear’s Aunt Raven. 

And now here he was helping the ‘new’ Widow Horn -—the woman that he ‘secretly burned for’, to avenge her dead husband. With an effort Tall Bear shook off such troublesome thoughts and focussed on the problem at hand -—the fierce eyed beauty that now stood glaring daggers at him.

“Look, Miss Horn -—Marcy -—I understand that you are grieving and that you want justice for your family. I’m here for the very same reasons -—but going up against a bunch of hardened killers isn’t the same as running a ranch.” 

John Tall Bear looked around at the frowning male faces -—white faces that might or might not harbor some secret resentment towards ‘Indians’ -—but either way it was damned clear that these men sure as hell resented him for talking to their boss like he had.

‘Good,’ he thought, his own anger rising. ‘As long as they do what I say when I say it, they can resent me all they bloody-well want!’

That was how he had led his men in the Crazy Wars, in the Reservation Police and how he now trained his militia. He knew that he demanded a lot from his troops, but it was nothing that he himself wasn’t willing to do. John Tall Bear led by example, and the Widow Horn and her modern day cowboys would be treated the same as anyone else under his command! 

He met the young widow’s blue eyed stare and attempted a smile. “These men here work for you; they also probably both like and respect you, and so they will more than likely do whatever you say -—but the strangers we’ll meet out there will definitely not! Most of them won’t give a shit about you, me or anybody else but themselves!” He waved a brawny arm in front of him. “All of this; your ranch, your horses, even your body -—most men out there will just see it all as something to take. To use, sell, burn or rape!” He paused and attempted another smile. 

“So, ‘boss-lady’, it would be best for all of us if you stay here at home and tend to your ranch, grieve for your dead -—and look after the ones still living. If you insist I’ll take two of your best men to represent you, but a Hatonka Pi-Ya is no picnic, and as I’m sure my uncle told you, whoever you send might not make it back.”

There was a long, silent pause, and then Marcy quietly asked a question. “Is the reason you don’t want me along because I’m a female -—or that I’m not one of your trained mercenaries?!” 

John’s real smile, something close to a hungry wolf’s, flashed brightly. “Both.”

Sonya Moonstone barked out a laugh at that and Marcy’s angry gaze fixed on the dark haired woman standing on the far side of the hum-vee. 
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Marcy held Sonya’s arrogant gaze for several heartbeats, then turned back to John. “I can ride, rope and shoot as good as any man—- or woman!”

“I don’t doubt that, mam,” John replied. “But this aint no rodeo we’re going on. The men we’ll be hunting are cruel, casual killers, used to taking whatever they want whenever they want it. Your life and everyone’s here will mean nothing to them.”

Marcy drew a calming breath, then spoke. “And what if I choose to lead my own party instead? I’m quite sure that my friends and I will be perfectly fine without your so called help!”

“Then you and your ‘friends’ will be perfectly dead in less than a week,” John countered. “Though whoever kills them will probably keep you around for a while. A good looking woman is hard to come by and worth a lot of brass.”

Marcy’s frown deepened. “Brass?” she repeated, ignoring the sideways compliment.

“Another word for ammo,” Tall Bear said. “Bullets are worth more than dollars these days -—especially where we’ll be going, and a blonde haired beauty like yourself would bring in buckets full at the slave auctions.”

“Slave auctions?! What -—?” Marcy stopped herself in mid question, but her shock was clear.

“I told you, mam,” John continued. “The world outside this valley is definitely not a very nice place! It would be better for everyone if you just stay here and look after your people. I’ll bring you their leader’s head and you can mount it over your fireplace if you want -—but I’ll bring it, not you!”

Marcy fixed the tall, bearded mercenary with a stare that reminded both Roscoe and Jasper of the late Prudence Horn. “And if I insist on going anyway?” Marcy asked, her blue eyes challenging him.

John shrugged. “I can’t stop you, but I can’t guarantee that you or those around you won’t be hurt, killed -—or worse.”

“I understand that,” she replied. “I can’t guarantee your safety either. No-one can. So, now that we’ve cleared that up, when can you and your people be ready?”

John glanced over at the dark haired Sonya Moonstone, received a sardonic smile, and turned back to Marcy. “My people, Miss Horn, are always ready. They have practiced daily for years and have honed their skills to a razor’s edge. Most of them, like Miss Moonstone over there, served with me in the Mutie Wars and now work with me on the Native Police Force.” He paused and drew a breath, willing his voice to be less aggressive. “I know Marcy that ranching is not an easy way to make a living. Long hours and hard work twenty-four/seven all year long. Too damn hot in the summer, too bloody cold in the winter, with little pay and almost constant worry, problems and frustration. I get it. You’re a tough, competent young woman, and those frowning cowboys over there are tough, loyal men who would willingly risk their lives for you.”

Another pause and a deep breath. “But you are not a soldier, Marcy, and neither are they. Your life is all about cattle and horses and running a large ranch like this. You’re a business woman and your men are experienced ranch hands. Mine however are soldiers. Trained to fight and kill men like the ones that murdered your family. You and your people belong here on this ranch. Me and mine belong out there -—with the other killers.”

“We have killed,” Marcy said, her blue eyes cold and her voice even colder. “When Skull Henderson and his damned bikers attacked us, we killed plenty!”

“We sure as hell did!” Roscoe Banks put forcefully. “We killed four or five for every one of us they got! And in the end we sent those murdering bastards running for the hills!

Roscoe had been in love with Marcy for years, but had always known that he was ‘second or even third best’ when compared to Sam Goodnight -—even after the man’s death! 

“Yes you did,” John Tall Bear replied. “All of you. And you did far better than most would have. You stood your ground. You didn’t run. But you were defending your home; your friends and loved ones. And defending is not the same as attacking; as choosing a killing ground, lying quietly in wait -—and then calmly murdering your enemy before he can murder you. And to do that right, Miss Horn, takes a hell of a lot of training.”

“I understand that, Mr. Bear,” Marcy said quietly. “We are ranchers, not soldiers. We know how to defend, but not attack.” She paused, raised her head and spoke for everyone to hear. “You say we need training -—then train us. The roads it the mountains are still blocked with snow and will be for a several weeks or more, maybe even a month. Use that time to train us to be soldiers. Teach us how to use automatic weapons and your fancy communications; how to attack as one smooth unit and to kill quickly and silently. Will you do that, Mr. Bear? Will you train us to be soldiers like yours?”

Tall Bear lived up to his name and stood silent for several drawn-out heartbeats. Then he sighed and smiled. “I will try, Miss Horn -—but it will be the hardest month of your life.”

Marcy returned a quick smile of her own. “It’s plain that you’ve never rounded up and branded cattle for a month straight, Mr. Bear.”

“No I haven’t, mam. I’m a trainer of men, not a herder of cattle. And I will train you and your people, but on two conditions.”

“Which are?” Marcy asked.

“That you all do exactly what we tell you to. No back-talk and no hesitation.

“Agreed. That’s one thing, Mr. Bear. What was the other?”

The big man’s smile flashed again. “That you call me either ‘captain’ or John. ‘Mr. Bear’ just doesn’t cut it.”

She looked up at him for several more heartbeats, then nodded. “Alright-—John. When do we start?”

“You and your people load your gear into your trucks and follow us back to the Rez. Indian Boot Camp starts right now.”

***
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Chapter 2: ‘The Wild Bunch’
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At the same time that Marcy Horn and her four friends were following John Tall Bear back to the Blackfoot Reservation, Skull Henderson and his Wild Bunch were cruising back into the town of Santa Fe, New Mexico. Like the bearded, buckskin wearing ‘mountain men’ of nearly three centuries earlier, the biker gang had spent most of the winter in the warm, dry desert areas of the southwest. Also like those famous fur trappers of that bygone era, Skull and his crew had spent the winter drinking, whoring and raising hell. 

Where the two groups differed however was that while the ‘mountain men’ made their living from early spring to late fall trapping beaver from the icy streams of the Rocky Mountains, Skull and his Wild Bunch lived by murdering, raping and stealing from anyone they came across all year long.

In the seven years since the Great Plague -—or ‘The Cleansing’ as many now called it, most forms of what was once ‘modern civilization’ had all but vanished. Everything that people had once took for granted -—police, hospitals, all the government agencies set up to help, serve and protect them were now long gone. Brute force and the power of the gun now ruled. Might was once again considered right and just about everywhere the strong, the cruel and the heartless prayed on the weak, the naive and the unprepared.

However when one strong group came into contact with another strong group, the big question then was were they morally and ethically strong as well -—or were they like Skull’s lot, two legged wolves that hunted in packs and always sought out the slow, the soft and the weak -—for soft and weak was what Skull had thought the Widow Horn’s ranch was when he first saw it nearly two years earlier. 

And why not?! A large, isolated place rich in all the things Skull and his scavengers needed -—food, gas, vehicles and other supplies. And seemingly all run by a woman! It should have been easy pickings just like all the others -—but when Skull and his group rode in and he arrogantly made his usual demands, Prudence Horn, her husband Will Penny and everyone else on the ranch had instantly fought back! The result of that brief but bloody battle was that several of Skull’s gang were killed and he and the others, many of whom were wounded, were driven away. The biker lord, furious at having lost both men and ‘face’ to a ‘bunch of fucking shit shovelers’, went off to lick his wounds -—and plan his revenge.

Far to the south Skull had brooded over the winter months, gathering new men to him and making his plans to go back to the Horn Ranch once again -—only this time with more men and more firepower! Late last fall he had attacked the ranch a second time -—but once again it had been a long, hard battle, for the ranchers were a tough and determined lot and had beefed up their own defences in the year since the last attack. 

In the end Skull had finally gotten his revenge -—though once again the price had been high. Almost too high, for even though he had killed or wounded just about everyone there and set the main barn and several outbuildings on fire, he still rode off with very little loot -—and less than half the bikers that he came with! The smoke from the burning buildings had filled the crisp, fall air -—along with the cries and curses of those he had been forced to leave behind. So once again Skull had taken the remains of his battered gang south for the winter, leaving the grey, snow-filled skies and cold winds of Montana for the warmer, gentler breezes of New Mexico and Arizona.

And now it was spring once again! A time of melting snow, gentle breezes and hope for tomorrow. It was also time to lead his boys back up north. Back to the fat farmers, ranchers and townsfolk with their barns, stores and houses full of food, fuel and plunder. All theirs for the taking! Most of the stupid bastards were only too happy to hand over their goods, their guns, even their women! ‘Just leave me and the rest of us alone,’ they’d plead. ‘Come back next year if you want; we’ll be here with more food and supplies! But not if you kill us!’

So Skull and his Wild Bunch took what they wanted and usually left the rest alone -—unless of course they refused to hand things over—-or moved too slowly or looked at them the wrong way. The worst ‘punishment’ however was reserved for those foolish enough to actually fight back -—to defy the ‘natural order’ of things -—that ‘might makes right’ and that ‘The Cleansing’ had culled the world back to the ancient simplicity of the sheep, the sheppard and the wolf -—and as Skull loudly proclaimed, he and his Wild Bunch were the ‘wildest damn wolves of them all!’

Yet deep in his cold heart Lenard ‘Skull’ Henderson still bore a burning hatred for ‘those hard headed bastards up in Montana!’ It was a hatred tinged with more than a little fear, causing Skull to relive over and over his misadventures at the Horn Ranch. The anger he had felt at the time had mixed with the sudden, scrotum shrinking fear as the cowboys and their women had suddenly fired point blank at them! ‘Just like the fucking O.K. Corral!!!’ was how he now thought of it -—and he did think about it -—a lot! 
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After it had happened -—after he had run away -—wounded, shaken like a whipped dog with his tail between his legs -—it had started to eat away at him. Not just the men lost or wounded, or the rich plunder they had been denied, but the very fact that those ranchers really had frightened him! And not just a nervous little flutter in the stomach, but a bowel loosening, piss-your-pants type of fear -—something he hadn’t felt for a very long time. Not since those best forgotten days of his tormented childhood when his drunken troll of a father only stopped beating on his smart mouthed son Lenny long enough to beat and rape the terrified teen’s much abused mother. 

Skull had slammed the door shut on that particular memory and nailed the fucker down years ago, but somehow thinking of the Horn Ranch always seemed to open the bastard up again -—and the leering face of his drunken father would peer out at him from the long ago but seemingly oh so transparent shadows!

Skull shook himself and once again cast those memories aside. ‘Both of them had gotten exactly what they deserved!’ he told himself. ‘I bashed the old man’s head in with my baseball bat and I killed nearly every goddamned cowboy on that fucking ranch! he often reminded himself -—though sometimes late at night, especially after too much booze and/or drugs, he still thought he saw his father’s face -—grinning at him from the waiting darkness.

“Charlie!” Skull suddenly called out loud and clear. ‘Charlie! Where the fuck are you?!”

“I’m here, Boss,” his second in command yelled. “What do ya want?”

“Haul your skinny ass over here!” Skull shouted back. They were in a local Santa Fe saloon and someone was banging out a god-awful rendition of an old Beatle song on a very out of tune piano. Three or four of the gang, along with a couple of whores, all drunker than skunks, were attempting to sing along. 

‘Naw, naw-naw – Nu-Na-Nu-Naaaaw!! Nu-Na-Nu-Naaaaw!! Hey-ey Joooooood !!’

Skull drew his long barrelled Colt revolver and shot the battered, old, upright, then pointed his weapon at the startled musician and the drunken choir. “Shut the fuck up!”

Silence followed -—except for the ringing in everyone’s ears caused by firing the massive .45 in the closed room. Charlie Cutter came over doing up the fly, a cigarette dangling from his beard covered lips. “Nice shot, Skull. I never did like the Beatles. A bunch o’ fucking pussies—-‘cept for John. He was cool.”

Skull looked at the man as he finished buckling his belt.

“What the fuck were you doing? Taking a dump?”

“Sort of,” Charlie grinned, the laugh lines around his blue eyes made them twinkle. “Chiquita was giving me a blow-job. Or maybe it was Wauneta? I keep getting the two of them mixed up. What the fuck do you want anyway?”

“Round up Numbers, Harvard and the rest. We’re getting the fuck out of here.

Charlie’s eyes twinkled all the more. “About fucking time! But we’re low on gas.”

“We’ll stop off at the refinery on the way out of town,” Skull replied. “Those assholes still owe us big-time for all the drugs and pussy we’ve sent their way.”

“Outstanding!” Charlie grinned and headed for the door. “I’ll get everyone packed up and ready to roll first thing in the morning!”

Skull called Charlie back. “Where’s Angel and her Bitches?”

Charlie’s boyish smile once again flashed. “Angel’s where she usually is, out riding the roads scouting for new prospects. Just last week she brought in those three hard cases from Fresno. Christ, Skull, her and her Dark Angels are the best damn ‘recruiters’ we’ve got! Over half the bikers that joined us this year were brought in by Angel and her girls!”

Skull snorted out a laugh. “Ya, well it’s damn hard to pass up a bunch of good looking women on bikes. But when she gets back, tell her I want to see her.”

“Will do, Boss.”

As Charlie turned and started calling out orders, Skull’s mind pulled up a familiar fantasy of his one and only female ‘lieutenants’. ‘Yes indeed!’ he admitted to himself, ‘most men would be hard pressed to pass up Angel’s considerable charms -—myself included!’
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But Skull knew that Angelica Consuela Lopez was a lot more than just a hot looking ‘biker chick’. For one thing she was a natural born leader. Not only her half dozen female ‘Dark Angels’ jumped when she gave them an order, but the entire Wild Bunch did as well! When the Death Clouds rolled by seven years ago, Angel had been a tough, street-wise young teenager turning tricks in El Paso. In the long, hard years since she’d become a hell of a lot tougher. Smart, fearless and addicted to risk-taking, she was one of the best leaders he had -—in some ways ever better than Charlie.
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