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August 1885, The Detrital Valley, northwestern Arizona Territory 

The stagecoach slowed down as it began the ascent into the Black Mountains.

Driver Pete Wilson eased back on the reins. “Whoa,” he said in his Brooklyn accent. “Easy, boys.”

Teddy Stovall, who came from old Georgia money, rode shotgun.

Teddy grinned. “We’ll get to Babylon Camp soon enough.”

“Shaping up to be a hot one back there by the wash.”

“I could use a stiff drink and a soft woman,” Stovall cracked.

“Same here,” Pete said. “But don’t you dare tell my wife.”

Teddy Stovall laughed. Pete’s wife was also a working girl. “I’m pretty sure she knows, Peter.”

“Ya think so?” Pete said.

“Oh, yeah.”

They came around a blind bend in the trail.

And there they were.

Eight men on horseback were blocking their trail.

“Look alive, Teddy Boy,” Wilson said.

The eight men had flour sack masks on their heads.

“Go, man. Go,” Teddy said.

The line of riders opened fire.

Teddy’s ten-gauge Remington boomed twice as two of the masked riders went down.

Around the bend, a boulder the size of the coach blocked the road.

The driver and the shotgun rider both went down in a hail of bullets as the stagecoach careened into the boulder.

The leader of the bandits dismounted. He took off his mask to face the wounded driver.

Teddy, the shotgun messenger, was dead already.

Pete Wilson, on his back and bleeding out, looked up at the unmasked bandit leader.

“Oh, so. You’re Boss Porter,” he said.

Nigel “Boss” Porter, the owner of Babylon Camp’s richest mine, the Windsor, smiled.

“Surprised?” he asked in his English accent. Berkshire, to be precise.

“Oh, no. I’m killed,” the dying driver said.

Boss Porter shot him between the eyes, just as they always did in the dime novels.

“Goodnight, Sweet Prince, and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.”

“Hamlet, right?” Porter’s now-unmasked lieutenant, former Prussian Army officer Helmut Zimmer, asked.

“Yes. Hamlet. Now let us crack open that strongbox.”

“Of course,” Zimmer said. “But I must say, I find it strange that there are no passengers.”

“Perhaps no one in Kingman had a reason to come to our fair Babylon.”

“They usually take the stage from Prescott, but that would go through Kingman first,” Zimmer said. “There are no direct stage lines from Prescott to Babylon.”

“Lucky for us,” Porter said. “Less people for us to murder.”

“Indeed,” said the Prussian, running a finger absent-mindedly across the saber scar on his cheek, the true mark of a Prussian officer.

He turned to the riders.

“Company, dismount!”

At Zimmer’s order, the other four bandits—Douglas, Poe, Jones, and Brown—dismounted.

The two other bandits were dead.

Killed by the shotgun rider.

“Schmidt and Garrett are dead,” Zimmer remarked.

“Do they leave widows?” Porter asked.

“No. Neither one of them was married. Though there might be a couple of sad saloon doves in town tonight. By tomorrow, they will be forgotten.”

“We’ll drink to them secretly. Put their bodies in the coach like they were passengers. That will confuse the law.”

“Ja, wohl,” the Prussian said.

“The strongbox is over here,” Douglas said.

Poe grinned. “Let’s get ’er open.”

“Precisely,” Boss Porter said.

Boss Porter and Helmut Zimmer were both veterans of European wars. Douglas, who hailed from Texas, and Poe, a Virginian, had both fought for the Confederacy twenty years prior. The two younger men, Smith and Brown, also came from Texas, and although they were too young to fight in the War, they came from staunch Confederate families.

This was the experience of many men in Arizona Territory, which had harbored many Confederate sympathizers, all Democrats, during the War. Like most areas of the country that harbored lingering Southern sentiments, the Northern Republicans who came down here to strike it rich were treated as interlopers and carpetbaggers.

Indeed, the southern half of Arizona Territory was even claimed by the Confederacy at one point, along with the southern half of New Mexico, to form the proposed Confederate Territory of Jefferson.

Then the Yankees beat the Rebs soundly at Glorieta Pass in New Mexico, and the dreams of a Confederate Territory of Jefferson went up in black powder smoke.

Cannon smoke, you might say.

Englishman Nigel Porter did not care one fig about the Blue or the Gray. He cared only about gold, silver, and green. But if stirring up the old Southern sympathies of his little army of gunmen helped keep them focused on the job, then he would gladly stir up those feelings.

“For the Cause, boys,” he said.

“For the Stars and Bars, boys,” Poe said. “For Dixie!”

“For Dixie,” the men said as one.

But when they cracked the strongbox open, there was no payroll in it. No money from the Kingman Bank, converted from silver ingots from the stamp mill.

The payroll for the Windsor Mine was supposed to be on this stage.

It was a decoy.

That’s why there were no passengers on this coach.

Wells Fargo was getting wise to their activities.

But Boss Porter realized they would have to lie low for a while.

The payroll would have to get through this time, and they all needed to be back in Babylon as soon as possible so they would not be missed.

“Move that blasted boulder from the road, then ride casually back to the Windsor before going into town.”

“Okay, Boss.”

“Clean yourselves up in my bath at the Windsor. Put on fresh suits, then filter into town one by one.”

“Yes, sir. Back to business as usual,” Zimmer replied. “Doing our Mine District Detective rounds of the camp.”

“Yes. Make your presence felt.”

Porter didn’t like it. The stagecoach driver and guard were dead. That would bring the weight of the law on the perpetrators, and all for nothing.

Oh, well, Porter thought. It wasn’t as if he was trying to steal his own payroll back because he needed the money or because he was trying to stiff his miners of their pay.

The plan was for him to save the day and pay the miners out of the goodness of his own heart.

He would have been hailed as the hero of the day.

The other part of the plan was to destabilize things. To create chaos.

And he had most certainly accomplished that.

Nigel “Boss” Porter smiled as he rode his secret trail to the Windsor Mine complex.

There were so many things that could go wrong with his current operation. He was too well aware that he could easily be found out for his prior history, his crimes.

Just the fact that he now owned the Windsor because of a complicated series of claim jumps.

He had grubstaked a man who had grubstaked another man who had jumped the original mine’s discoverer.

He was well enough insulated from the actual crime.

But Porter knew that he could be discovered one day.

And that he could very well end up at the end of a rope.

He would keep stirring the pot, keep fomenting discord and chaos, and then he could swoop in and be the town’s savior, the conquering hero.

Chaos was fun, he thought.
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Alder Gulch, Montana Territory

Six months earlier 

My name is Ben Stone. I work for Wells Fargo as a detective, but I dress like a gambler: black suits with brocade waistcoats and derby hats. I’m a native Iowan, and in those days I favored thin, dark cheroots, black coffee with a splash of rye, and twin Colts chambered to take Winchester .44 rounds, just like my Winchester Model 1876 carbine.

My partner, Seamus “Shotgun” Murphy, was a burly, bearded Irishman from Belfast who favored whiskey, a briar pipe, a pair of Remington revolvers, and his ever-present Remington double-barreled shotgun with a long bandolier that held a dozen 10-gauge shells.

We were both hard men, hardened by dealing with thugs and hardcase outlaws, and we had each sent a dozen men either to jail or to the grave.

Still, both Murph and I have always appreciated a good joke, especially the typical gallows humor of men in our profession. We often found ourselves trying to crack each other up over some stupid thing an outlaw said or did.

“My, oh dearie, my,” Murphy would say with the wag of an eyebrow.

“If that don’t take the cake,” I would say with a grin.

“What? What are you fellas laughing at?” a prisoner might say.

“Good question,” I would say. “What exactly are we laughing at, Murph?”

“Less man than strange bird, I’d say,” Murphy said in his Belfast accent.

And us Wells Fargo men would laugh out loud.

On that case, we were in eastern Montana Territory in the Little Bighorn Valley. Murphy, a Crow scout named Stephen Small Bear, and I had tracked a band of road agents to an abandoned sod house on the prairie. Homesteaders abandoned the sod house when a new survey showed it to be on the Crow Reservation.

There was still a good working corral near the house, and the bandits’ hard-ridden mounts were standing in the corral, panting and hungry.

Small Bear spat into the prairie grass. “Them varmints don’t even care about their horses. Didn’t even rub ’em down.”

Just then, two Indian Reservation policemen rode up to us.

There was smoke rising from the sod house’s stovepipe.

“They’re in there,” I said.

“Aye,” Murphy replied. “Let us see if we can flush them out like a pack o’ Orangemen in a Derry pub.”

“What did you use for that?” Small Bear asked.

“A bottle o’ whiskey, a rag, and a match.”

“You firebombed ’em.”

“Aye. That we did.”

“I’d love to try that on my enemies, the Sioux, when nobody’s in their lodge, of course, just to put the Fear of Jesus into them.”

“The fear of Jesus? You a Christian, Small Bear?”

“Where do you think I got the name ‘Stephen’? After Saint Stephen in the Bible. The Acts of the Apostles.”

“You were taught by missionaries, then?”

“Yes, sir. French Jesuits, at first. Father Pierre and his crew. Then they got run out, and we got a Methodist couple... Jack and Susanna Melton. It was a shame about that whiskey, though, Seamus.”

“Oh, you mean for the firebomb?”

“Yes, sir. A shame. Good bottle of Jameson’s gone up in smoke with a crash and a bang. Like I said, a shame.”

“Spoken like a true Christian,” I said with another smile.

“This is America, lad. We can do Christian hypocrisy as well as anyone in old Europe.”

“We do it better,” Small Bear said.

We all laughed again.

The Crow policemen rode up to us as we sat on our horses just outside rifle range of the sod house.

Stephen Small Bear explained about the white fugitives hiding out in the sod farmhouse.

I nodded at the leader of the Crow Police detachment.

He nodded back to show me that we were on the same page.

“Let’s flush ’em out,” he said.

Murphy pulled a bottle of good whiskey from his saddlebag, then stuffed a bright red bandana in the neck, soaking the wick first with whiskey.

He shook a small box of wooden matches from his coat pocket, then lit the bandana as he spurred his buckskin to a full gallop.

The bottle of whiskey arched through the air, landing smack-dab in the middle of the thatched roof.

FOOM.

The roof was on fire.

Murphy trotted back to us.

“Just like we did in the auld sod, laddies!”

Steve Small Bear grinned.

“Crazy freakin’ Irishman sounding Scottish,” he said.

We all laughed.

The leader of the Crow policemen said, “Here they come, boys...”

As the flames engulfed the thatched roof, the bandits inside realized their predicament. They burst out of the burning structure, coughing and choking on the smoke, their faces etched with panic.

Murphy and I, Small Bear, and the Crow policemen had taken up positions, guns drawn, ready to apprehend the desperate outlaws. With the chaos of the fire, the bandits were momentarily disoriented, giving our team the advantage.

“Drop your weapons and surrender!” I bellowed, my voice cutting through the crackling of the flames.

One by one, the bandits realized resistance was pointless. They threw their guns to the ground, their hands raised in surrender. The crackle of burning roof thatch was punctuated by the thud of discarded firearms hitting the prairie grass.

Murphy approached the disarmed bandits with a stern expression.

“Well, well, what do we have here? A pack of mangy coyotes caught in the fire?” he taunted, his Irish brogue dripping with sarcasm.

Small Bear stepped forward, his Crow heritage lending an air of authority.

“You boys thought you could hide on Crow land, did ya? Big mistake,” he said, a hint of satisfaction in his voice.

The Crow policemen swiftly moved in, expertly binding the bandits’ hands with sturdy rope. The outlaws, their bravado extinguished by the flames, could do nothing but comply.

I surveyed the scene, my gaze shifting from the defeated bandits to the burning sod house. The outlaws would now face justice for their crimes, thanks to their audacious attempt to evade capture.

“Good work, everyone,” I commended, a sense of accomplishment evident in my voice. “Let’s round ’em up and get ’em to the nearest jail. These fellas have a date with the judge.”

The group sprang into action, efficiently securing the captured bandits onto their horses. The Crow policemen took charge of escorting the prisoners back to the settlement, while Murphy, Small Bear, and I exchanged a nod of satisfaction.

As we watched the bandits being led away, I turned to Murphy and Small Bear.

“You two certainly know how to make an entrance.”

Murphy grinned, his eyes gleaming with mischief.

“What can I say? Fire has a way of grabbing attention,” he replied.

Small Bear chuckled, his gaze fixed on the departing bandits.

“The Fear of Jesus, indeed,” he said, shaking his head in amusement.

With the successful capture of the road agents, we knew our work was far from over. There were always more outlaws to track down, more dangers to face on the untamed frontier.

Mounting our horses, we prepared to ride out once again, ready to face the challenges that lay ahead. We were men forged in the crucible of the West, driven by a sense of justice and a determination to uphold the law, no matter the cost.

As we set off, the wind carried the crackling of the burning thatched roof away, leaving behind only the memory of our laughter. The roof fire guttered out, leaving the sod walls of the house intact.

That’s the beauty of sod houses.

They don’t burn like wooden houses.

“Let’s ride, boys,” I said.
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July 1885, Salt Lake City, Utah Territory 

Murphy and I arrived in Salt Lake by train. At the train station, we quickly hired a hansom cab to take us to the posh Union Hotel, where we were set to meet the Wells Fargo superintendent, Charles Hathaway.

We found Hathaway in the hotel’s posh restaurant.

“Gentlemen,” Hathaway boomed. He was a tall, balding man with an impressive set of Burnside whiskers. “How long has it been?”

“Two years,” Murphy said. “When you were superintendent in Denver.”

“Ah, yes. Denver. The Delmonico. I’m afraid this establishment is not as accommodating in the beverage department. Utah is Mormon territory.”

“No whiskey, no coffee, no tea,” I said.

“None. I’ve turned into a veritable Temperance man. The Women’s Temperance Movement considers me their darling. Milk. Orange juice.”

“Now there’s a dime novel for ya,” Murphy said. “‘Wild Jim Hathaway... Sweetheart of the Temperance Society.’”

Hathaway laughed. “The food here is magnificent, though. I highly recommend the elk stew.”
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