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One
Everyone called him the mountain man. They said he was the most dangerous, gun-crazy renegade seen in the hills and valleys of Southern California since the days of the Wild West outlaws. The local police departments and sheriffs’ offices all said it would be next to impossible for any cop or federal agent to bring him down alive from his mountaintop hideout.
In April 1986, when I first caught wind of Mark Stephens—this “mountain man” terrorizing the Inland Empire communities (those in Riverside and San Bernardino counties)—I was only in my third year as a special agent with the Department of the Treasury’s Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms. But I’d been a law enforcement officer for over a decade, and I’d made my bones as a local cop in North Carolina and as a federal border patrol agent before becoming an ATF agent—I’d certainly heard my share of war stories. Some so-called badass or another was always being touted as the hardest, most cold-blooded criminal in the county, the scariest dude to make the most-wanted lists. I seen this guy whip a dozen cops, other cops would tell you. This guy, he ain’t gonna be taken alive. He’s crazy. If you try to get cuffs on him, he’ll kill you. Ninety-five percent of the times when I confronted these so-called tough guys, all the fight instantly drained out of them. Their ruthlessness turned out to be nothing more than a front, an actor’s persona. When I cornered them, they folded up, dropped their guns, and surrendered without so much as a peep.
But there are those few criminals out there who are righteously bad. Guys who won’t give up without a fight. And when you do decide to confront them, you’d better be ready to fight for your life.
Mark Stephens was one such criminal. Stephens was the real McCoy, the most brazen and fearless criminal I encountered in my early years with ATF. He proved to be equal parts gunman, mountain man, drug trafficker, and out-and-out thug.
Mark Stephens was a paradox for a criminal investigator. He didn�t 
fit the stereotype: He didn�t come from the wrong side of the tracks and wasn�t 
abused as a kid; he wasn�t semiliterate or lacking in career opportunities. His 
parents were well-educated, fairly affluent people who lived in an upscale 
neighborhood in Rancho Cucamonga, a city of nearly one hundred thousand, located under the majestic San Gabriel mountain range in the Inland Empire, thirty-seven miles east of my ATF desk in downtown Los Angeles.
Sometimes the path to a criminal personality can’t be easily explained; the factors that determine one’s character defy reason. Mark Stephens wasn’t a typical bully, the kind of person who seemed to get emotional gratification from picking on the weak. It didn’t make any difference to him whether you were male or female, old or young, black or white—if you stood in his way, he was going to hurt you. Stephens was a man who had no conscience when it came to taking what he wanted by force. And he’d learned early on in life that hurting people was the way to get what he wanted. The intelligent man locked inside of him may have known that violence was wrong, that he had an uncontrollable problem. But violence physically possessed him; it was an overwhelming force he simply couldn’t rein in. He understood that it would land him in prison one day, and prison wasn’t an option for Stephens. So he decided to separate himself from society—literally. He headed for the hills, disappearing into the vast, impenetrable San Bernardino Mountains.
Stephens put together a basic plan. He would live off the land. He’d grow marijuana in prodigious quantities, smoke as much of it as he wanted, and sell the excess kilos when he needed cash to buy firearms and explosives. He would be as self-sufficient as a human being could be; he wouldn’t depend on any friends or family. The only people he would interact with would be the small network of low-level drug dealers he would keep in check with constant threats. His only daily companions would be the wild animals in the mountains. It was a near-perfect plan for a lone wolf determined to live outside the borders of civilized society.
I’m something of a lone wolf myself. It’s a character trait that has worked to my advantage during investigations. Special agents for the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms are often charged with the task of operating as a one-man law enforcement agency. Our mandate is primarily to enforce violations in firearms and explosives laws, but our jurisdiction in this area encompasses a wide range of criminal types—narcotics traffickers, traditional organized-crime families, outlaw bike gangs, inner-city gangs such as the Bloods and the Crips, and anti-government and hate groups such as the neo-Nazis and Aryan Nations.
Special agents with ATF have two basic options. They can forge a smooth, relatively hassle-free investigator’s career by focusing on background work, running errands for the administrators, and picking up what we call “adoptive cases”—that is, bringing in federal resources and manpower to investigations that were initiated and completed by local law enforcement. Or they can take my career path. Always pushing into overdrive. Making cases against real bad guys. Putting themselves in harm’s way by getting right in the line of fire and, if necessary, going undercover to get the most violent criminals off the street.
Throughout my ATF career, often to the dismay of my supervisors, I took that “put your life on the line” attitude to the limit. In dozens of cases, I went undercover to infiltrate armed organizations such as the Skinheads and the Aryan Nations—and most notably, in the late nineties, near the end of my ATF stint, when I penetrated the Mongols outlaw motorcycle gang in a landmark two-and-a-half-year investigation. During that case, playing the part of a biker badass named Billy St. John, I achieved something nearly unthinkable for a federal agent: I became a “patched-in” member of the club and eventually rose to the position of treasurer and vice president of the Mongols’ San Fernando Valley chapter.
Going deep undercover or running and gunning in the streets always fueled me. I thrived on that high-risk energy. Call it an adrenaline addiction or sheer machismo, but I felt like that was where my investigative talents were best utilized. I wanted to be out on the firing line. Wearing a coat and tie behind my desk at headquarters, typing up the stream of official reports and memoranda, I felt like a fish out of water. My place was in the street, down in the trenches, chewing the same dirt with the state and local cops.
In early 1986 I was a thirty-seven-year-old recently married special agent. My wife at the time and I lived in a peaceful bedroom community called Corona and I commuted to ATF Metro Group headquarters in downtown Los Angeles. Since I lived in the Inland Empire, it was only natural that I’d start poking around the various police departments and sheriffs’ offices, expressing an interest in what criminal cases they saw brewing. I was looking for the real bad guys. I always tried to do it in as low-key a manner as I could. Locals often don’t appreciate the unsolicited attention of special agents from the FBI, DEA, or ATF. They see the feds as being overpaid and self-serving, sweeping in to take the glory of a promising investigation away from blue-collar cops.
I’ve always found that interagency rivalries are most pronounced at a senior management level, where a lot of publicity is at stake; a few headline-grabbing cases can bump an administrator up the Bureau hierarchy pretty damn quick. For rank-and-file ATF agents like me, developing close working relationships with local law enforcement was essential. Many of us started out our careers as local patrolmen, so we knew what made cops tick and could appreciate the nitty-gritty of police work. Though we carried federal badges and credentials, we talked, thought, and did our jobs like cops.
In my day-to-day routine, I would pop in at different agencies around Southern California and make contacts with detectives and patrolmen, the behind-the-scenes guys working dangerous assignments in narcotics and gang units. I told them I was the kind of guy who kept my ear to the pavement. I left them my card and let them know that if they needed federal help, I was the guy at the ATF Metro Group in L.A. to call. If the local guys needed help, I was there. I never stepped in where I wasn’t wanted. And it was completely up to me if I took on a case or not.
In every department I visited, I’d always ask who was the biggest threat in the area in terms of gun crimes. Early in 1986, over and over again, I kept hearing the name Mark Stephens. He either had outstanding warrants or was a prime suspect in felonies in nearly every community from Pomona to San Bernardino.
The boys in the detective division at the Montclair Police Department first briefed me on Stephens. For some months I’d been working closely on a case with a young Montclair detective named Bill Kendrick. In his late twenties and sandy-haired, Kendrick was a straight-shooting, no-nonsense cop; I could quickly see that we shared the same love of street work and the same distaste for hunkering down behind an IBM Selectric to keep our bosses satisfied with the requisite paper trail.
One afternoon over coffee in the squad room, Bill Kendrick began telling me stories about Stephens that sounded so farfetched, so outlandish, I wondered if he was planning on soon leaving the underpaid cop world to take a stab at a career as a Hollywood screenwriter.
Mark Stephens was unlike any other bad guy Kendrick had encountered. From his hideout in the hills, he had built up a small arsenal of machine guns and hand grenades. His acts of violence were well documented, but eyewitnesses were nonexistent. No one would dare come forward and give testimony against him. Over the years, with his hair-trigger temper, Stephens had built a foolproof shield, scaring the shit out of everyone who’d witnessed him in action.
I asked Kendrick the obvious question: “Why’s nobody going up in the hills to take him down?”
Kendrick let out a laugh without cracking a smile. “You don’t understand, Queen,” he said. “When I say this son of a bitch lives up in the hills, I mean he lives up in the hills.”
He got a map to show me the general vicinity. I immediately understood the scope of the challenge: Stephens had picked a virtually inaccessible area in the San Bernardino Mountains, so high up in the badlands that no one had been able to get near him. The Montclair Police Department didn’t have a lot of solid intel on his exact whereabouts, but they did know that the camp was located somewhere north of Rancho Cucamonga and approximately ten miles west of El Cajon Pass. Stephens had been living like a hermit in the mountains for about five years, tending to his marijuana crops and coming down from his hideout only to sell his dope and commit acts of violence in the communities of the Inland Empire. His patterns of movement were completely unpredictable.
I began mulling over the facts I would need to obtain a federal warrant. Growing marijuana on federal land was enough, of course, but I wanted more. My bosses wouldn’t move unless there was irrefutable evidence that Stephens posed a public-safety risk. I asked Bill Kendrick about the known acts of gun-related violence.
Kendrick said that Stephens had been involved in countless unsolved shootings. He never came down from the mountain without one of his machine guns or semiautomatic pistols, and he wouldn’t hesitate to blast people who crossed him or to spray gunfire indiscriminately into homes and businesses. Most knew his reputation; few dared to cross him. He had managed to intimidate a network of criminal associates into doing what he wanted, which was selling his dope and getting him more firearms. At any one time, Kendrick told me, Stephens had four or five dealers in various towns who sold marijuana for him. All the dealers were scared to death—Stephens had left them no choice. He might as well have said, Work for me, or I’ll have to fucking kill you.
Kendrick’s briefing had me hooked. I told him I was going to swing by the Berdoo sheriff’s office to see what they had in their Mark Stephens file. As I got up to leave, Kendrick shook my hand and said he was glad to have me on the case. Then he laughed.
“This guy’s right up your alley, Queen.”
“How’s that?”
“He’s as wild as they come. When he shoots up a place, the motherfucker does it with a machine gun.”
 
I initially thought I was only going to pitch in on a local investigation that was already up and running. The Stephens case was atypical. In fact, there was no case to speak of. I didn’t realize that I was going to end up taking the lead investigative role, developing my own operational plan from scratch and ultimately going against Stephens man-to-man. I didn’t realize that the cat-and-mouse game was going to consume me, all but taking over my life.
After leaving Bill Kendrick, I shot over to the San Bernardino sheriff’s office and reviewed their confidential files. Putting together some kind of psychological profile was essential if I was going to make a serious effort to take Stephens down. What I found most fascinating about him was his self-awareness. He apparently knew he had a mental disorder. But if he was a psychopath, he was an extremely intelligent one, the kind who knew he couldn’t deal with other people. He seemed to know that he had homicidal tendencies, but he also enjoyed the power they gave him. He was always ready to deal with other people in the most violent manner. He’d realized very early on in life that the working world held no place for him; it was impossible for him to hold down a nine-to-five. Instead, he started every day armed to the teeth, prepared to resolve any situation with bloodshed. By now most of the tax-paying citizens in the middle-class neighborhoods Stephens frequented knew his reputation. He’d terrorized them with his hand grenades, machine guns, and bare fists. Everyone knew that before Stephens left town for his hideout in the hills, somebody almost invariably would be hurt—possibly killed.
Stephens was fearless. He was in extremely good shape, a little over six feet and a rock-hard two hundred pounds of muscle. I was astonished when I read the file accounts of his lightning escapes up to his place in the mountains. In a matter of hours, he could complete a treacherous climb that would take even an athletic and trained lawman a day and a half.
 
The more I learned about Mark Stephens, the more one thing became clear: Time was running out. Stephens’s acts of violence were becoming more brazen. It was only a matter of months, perhaps weeks, before he ended up killing someone. Stephens’s name was on most-wanted lists throughout the Inland Empire. By any measure, his apprehension should have been a top law enforcement priority. Why, then, was no one putting together a viable operational plan for his arrest? Why had all previous attempts to apprehend him failed?
As far as I could see, two factors made Stephens nearly impossible to catch. The first was simple geography. He’d chosen to make his home in some of the most inaccessible and rugged terrain in the United States. Although it lay just a few hours’ drive east of L.A., that mountain wilderness might as well be some impenetrable forest in Central America or New Guinea. The only trails leading to his camp were stamped down by mountain lions, deer, goats, and rabbits. The hills were covered with dense chaparral, and the mountain passes would prove challenging to even an expert climber.
I had been up in the San Bernardino Mountains many times; I knew the difficulty of the terrain. There were places where you had to crawl on your hands and knees to get through the vegetation, places where you had to use ropes to rappel down a steep cliff face. If you slipped and fell off the cliff, no rescue team was going to find your remains. The coyotes and vultures would take care of you first.
Multiple agencies wanted to slap the cuffs on Stephens, but in the past five years none had been able to catch him out of his backyard. Two of the Southern California elite extraction units—the SWAT teams of the San Bernardino Sheriff’s Department and the Fontana Police Department—had made well-coordinated attempts to apprehend him, using sophisticated surveillance and dozens of officers. They’d even attempted to fly helicopters up to the mountain man’s retreat. Each time Stephens eluded them.
The second reason Stephens was such a difficult target was because he was a true survivalist. He barely needed any contact with the civilized world. He lived in a canvas tent without electricity or running water, like some wild character out of the West’s frontier days. But at the same time, he managed to keep one foot in the twentieth century, maintaining his major marijuana-growing operation and indulging his obsession with state-of-the-art weaponry.
I saw few viable avenues of attack. My gut instinct told me that Stephens’s drug business was key. Could it be his one weakness? It involved contact with other people. Maybe one of his dealers could provide me with an in. However erratic his movements, Stephens would need to leave his mountain hideout and connect with his street-level dealers fairly regularly in order to keep his operation running smoothly. If I could somehow plot out his movements, I might have a shot at catching him away from his hideout, where he had every advantage.
I wasn’t sure how I’d do it, but from the beginning I was confident that I could bring this heavily armed renegade into custody alive. Looking back, I don’t know why I thought I could do what a lot of good cops and SWAT teams couldn’t. I’m not so arrogant as to think I’m some kind of supercop. 
But I did know one thing: Stephens�s survivalist plan for evading law 
enforcement played perfectly into my personal background. I had developed skills from my pre–law enforcement years that would give me a leg up against him.
Survivalist techniques were something I mastered at a pretty young age. Straight out of high school, I joined the army and did a tour in Vietnam. I volunteered for Special Forces and served with C Company, 3rd Battalion, 11th Special Forces Group. We often had no choice but to use our own wits in the dense wilderness. During training at Fort Bragg, we spent days in the Uwharrie National Forest of North Carolina, practicing techniques of silently creeping up on the enemy, moving through vegetation quietly, fording streams, and camouflaging ourselves to evade the enemy’s sight lines. Backwoods living came naturally to me. I’d soaked it up as a kid, decades before my Green Beret training. Back in the fifties, it was the way we were raised in rural North Carolina. Almost before we learned to read and write, my twin brother and I learned how to hunt and fish and live for days in the woods.
I realized that as long as Mark Stephens could take refuge in that mountain forest, he would have the upper hand. He would remain supremely confident, knowing he could outsmart, outrun, or outgun almost any city, state, or federal cop who came looking for him. They could come with helicopters and telescopic surveillance, but they wouldn’t find traces of his footprints in those mountain passes. He owned the terrain as much as any black bear or coyote.
The one thing Stephens probably never imagined was that he might run up against a Special Forces wood-hook country boy from North Carolina like me. He never figured he’d find himself getting stalked by a good ol’ boy who was comfortable crawling on his hands and knees down some overgrown deer trail. Stephens was ready for anything twentieth-century law enforcement could throw at him, but he wasn’t expecting to come face-to-face with a North Carolina throwback, a cop who could get just as down and dirty, just as backwoods and Daniel Boone, as he could.

Two
I was born into the hill country of western North Carolina and led a real rustic backwoods childhood. I was delivered in my parents’ small wood-frame house with a tin roof, five minutes ahead of my twin brother. Our sister was a year and a half older.
My father, Bill Queen, Sr., handed down a legacy of more than his name. My dad was a lifelong lawman and the sole reason I became a federal agent myself. He was a tough country boy who grew up in and around Rutherford County, who early on learned how to hunt and fish and would often leave home for days at a time, stalking and killing game to help make ends meet. Hunting wasn’t a game for my dad—it was survival. When he graduated from high school, World War II was in full swing, so he joined the navy’s UDT, or underwater demolitions team, an elite outfit that was the forerunner to the SEALs. In 1945 he was on a ship, getting ready to slip into Japan to blow up defenses meant to repel Allied forces, when the second atomic bomb was dropped on Nagasaki. The war was over in a few days, and my dad was on his way back to Rutherford County.
But a taste of the outside world hit a switch with my old man, and Rutherford County was no longer big enough for the country boy. He left behind his hillbilly roots to head for the big-city excitement of Washington, D.C. I guess he was hooked on the adrenaline rush he had found in serving with UDT and needed that excitement full-time. He found it in a career as a cop with the Washington, D.C., park police.
My dad couldn’t quite slip the country, though. He met and married my mother, a stunning redhead from West Virginia who had also fled the country in search of the city life. They didn’t plan on kids, but a short time following their marriage, my sister was born. Not long after that, my brother and I were born. A family was the last thing our parents were looking to start. They both wanted to enjoy a life of freedom and excitement, and being tied down with kids wasn’t part of their plan. My mother had gone back to Rutherford County to deliver me and my brother, but she had no intention of staying there. We all went to Washington, D.C., for a short time, but the family life wasn’t going to work out for Mr. and Mrs. Bill Queen.
While they worked in the nation’s capital, my parents left me and my brother and sister to live in Rutherford County with our aunt Johnnie in a little country home we called Up-on-the-Hill. We didn’t see much of Mom and Dad for the next few years, only on special occasions, like birthdays or Christmas. As we grew into rambunctious kids, the life of hunting and fishing that our dad had known so well captivated me and my brother, too. Our dad, who was born with a restless streak and was looking for even more out of life than being a park policeman in D.C., lucked out when the feds began searching for a few good men to chase the likes of Snuffy Smith and his bootlegging buddies around the South. Dad soon found himself back in North Carolina, not as a patrol cop but as what was then called a “revenuer”—a latter-day agent for the Bureau of Prohibition of Eliot Ness fame.
The agency would undergo a myriad of name changes before I found my path there as an adult: from the Bureau of Prohibition, it morphed into the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Tax (ATT); then to ATU, or Alcohol Tax Unit; then to ATF, or Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms. Today the agency is formally known as the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives. The job, however, stayed largely unchanged from the Roaring Twenties days of Eliot Ness to the early sixties, when revenuers chased bootleggers mainly in the southeastern United States.
On the way to my dad’s first fed assignment in Greensboro, North Carolina, he and my mom stopped by Rutherford County and picked up us kids and Aunt Johnnie and brought us down to Greensboro with him.
At the time I didn’t think much of it when my dad and his fed buddies would stop at the house, break out their Thompson submachine guns and plan raids. For a six-year-old boy, it was just a part of life. Growing up around guns and fast cars was a way of life for our family, and the influence of the early country days would stay with me forever. Back in the Depression, when my father was in grade school, he was given a gun, shown how to shoot it properly, and then expected to go out and make good use of it. I suppose he felt his boys would naturally take up skills without any training at all. During the summers, our parents sent us kids back to Rutherford County from Greensboro so we could spend time with our relatives there. When my twin and I were eleven years old, Dad gave us our first gun—a .22-caliber semiautomatic rifle. We picked up the skills quickly, and rabbits and birds around our area of operation found life a bit more hazardous. We were good shots with that .22. It didn’t matter how far away a can was; if we could see it, we’d ding it. Most people who shot targets out of the air would do it with a shotgun, but my brother and I mastered it with the rifle. Predictably, things started to get a bit out of hand. Boredom set in, and plinking cans didn’t cut it anymore: My brother and I began shooting cans off each other’s heads.
When that got old, one of us would sit in a swinging chair (which we called a glider), and while he swung, the other would shoot tin cans off his head with the cherished .22. It was during one of these William Tell sessions that the shit hit the fan. One of our neighbors looked out her window and watched in horror at the sight of me taking aim at my brother’s head. Bam! The shot rang out, and she ran from her house screaming for Aunt Johnnie. “Lawd have mercy! Johnnie Sue, Lawdy, Lawd! Johnnie Sue, come quick!”
Our aunt ran from the house to see what tragedy possibly could have befallen us. My brother and I stopped to see what had happened. The neighbor grabbed Aunt Johnnie, all out of breath: “They gonna kill each other, they gonna kill each other.” Aunt Johnnie was at a loss. “Them boys!” the neighbor said, pointing at us. “They shootin’ cans off each other’s fool heads!”
Now, I knew I wasn’t gonna shoot my brother and that he wasn’t gonna shoot me, but you would think we had already killed each other by the way my aunt reacted. “Lawd have mercy!” Aunt Johnnie shouted. I’m not sure how many times I heard Aunt Johnnie shout that as she stomped her way toward us. “Just wait till your daddy hears about this,” she said, glowering. “Now gimme that damn gun.”
Life Up-on-the-Hill was never quite as carefree after that.
We didn’t have a lot of money growing up. By 1956 there were two sets of twins in the family, making five of us. My twin brother, Jimmy, and I spent a lot of time camping out for entertainment. We had learned to fish and hunt early, and we’d learned that killing animals was not a sport but something you did for food. If you caught fish, you either cleaned them and ate them or threw them back. I had friends who were also into trapping and survivalist-type activities, only we didn’t call it survivalist training, we called it hard-core camping. When I was twelve years old it was nothing to go into the woods for several days at a time. Our parents didn’t worry that we were going to be abducted or murdered. It wasn’t a problem back in those simpler times.
Although I grew up with a great deal of respect for law enforcement, given my father’s choice of careers, I didn’t always act in accordance with the law. If you talked with people I went to high school with, they’d tell you that Bill Queen, Jr., was voted the student most likely to end up in prison. I was always into trouble. Not mean or violent stuff, just stupid crap. It was a good thing my dad knew all the law enforcement people in the Greensboro area, or I probably wouldn’t have made it into the army. It takes
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