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Murder in Montana
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“I don’t wanna die with m’ boots on,” the gold panner gasped. The pain in his shattered, gunshot kneecaps was excruciating.

One of his tormentors waved a smoking Colt .44 revolver; kicked the crippled prospector in the ribs. “To hell with your blasted boots! Tell us where you’ve hidden your stash.”

He looked around the rough-and-ready shack the man had thrown up: the walls made of axed alders and inter-woven brush, the roof that was no more than two waterproof tarps tied down over more brush and alder string-pieces. His gang had already ripped apart the prospector’s straw mattress and torn the lid off the chest where he kept his grub safe from the packrats.

He saw no other furnishings or obvious hidey-holes.

“C’mon, damn you, Pappy Jack, let’s hear it!”

The hardcases’ leader was lean and sinewy with greasy black hair. On his right thigh was the tied-down holster whence he’d drawn his fired Colt. The butt of another gun protruded from a shoulder holster worn under his right arm and a black leather vest. His dead-white face looked as cold and emotionless as a skull despite the vehemence in his words.

“Don’t have no ... gold, Dukes,” the miner jerked out. “The claim I got staked’s a dud ... ain’t seen more’n a speck or two o’ colour in a month of pannin’, I swear. All gravel an’ black sand.”

He sighed gustily and his eyes fluttered shut.

“The old jackass’s lyin’, Blackie,” the youngest, most vicious member of the Dukes bunch told his leader. “I seen him flash a full poke of dust and nuggets at the bar of the Magnet. An’ all the territory knows the Broken Man Gulch diggin’s are the richest in Montana — mebbe in the whole goddamn nation.”

“Well, Billy McGee, you figure out how we make him tell,” Blackie Dukes said with a sneer. “I do believe he’s just passed out. Fetch a pan of water, kid.”

Pappy Jack’s head had slumped to one side. Under a battered felt hat with a squashed high crown, his face was fish-belly grey. His eyes had not reopened.

“Naw!” Billy said. “I reckon he’s foxin’, the sneaky ol’ bastard. I’ll soon wake him up jumpin’ — just like I do the dudes in Cox City.”

The “city” was the mining camp and boom town that had sprung up almost overnight after the discovery of gold in Broken Man Gulch. The kid had two favorite stunts, which he pulled when backed up by the older, wilier hell-raisers in Blackie Dukes’s gang. One was to ride his horse into the tent saloons and stores. The other was to shoot holes through gents’ hats.

Being cocky and full of himself, Billy thought he cut an attractive figure on horseback, especially to women, with his wavy brown hair, light blue eyes and wiry if not muscular build. He was also very proud of his marksmanship.

Now he pulled out his revolver in the crowded shack, which caused his pards to shrink back from the line of fire between Billy and their slumped victim. The gun was a silver-plated Colt .44 with pearl handles and was tastefully engraved. With a half-bent elbow, Billy raised the showy weapon slightly in front of his lanky body at waist level. Sure of his aim, he squeezed the trigger.

The fiery crash was deafening in the shack, but without echo off the brush walls or roof.

To Billy’s consternation, the shabby hat didn’t sail off Pappy Jack’s head. And the man, hat and all, keeled over completely.

“Christ!” snarled one of the bunch. “I do believe yuh’ve killed him, Billy boy. Now we’ll never know where he’s gotten his fortune salted away.”

Dukes poked at Pappy Jack with a black-booted toe. The bullet-holed hat rolled off.

The old prospector had a high, bald dome that had evidently reached farther into the crumples of the hat’s crown than Billy had judged. A fatal, bloody furrow had been carved through the bare scalp, exposing the gray and sanguineous contents in the cavity below.

“You’ve spilled ol’ Jack’s brains it seems, kid,” Dukes said. “That was a crazy fool thing to have done.”

“Devilish,” another said. “Hell of a note.”

“Ain’t never happened to me before,” Billy blurted. “Must’ve been on account of his having an unnatural head. What d’we do?”

Dukes shrugged. “He’s no use to us now. Drag his carcass outa here and take it down to the creek. Pitch it into the flow.”

“But it’s broad daylight, Blackie.”

Another shrug. “Makes no never mind, kid. This is Cox City, Montana, ain’t it? He’s just another fool miner in patched overalls an’ a dirty shirt. Sling him across a horse’s back.”

Billy scowled. “I feel a real idiot ... losing us all that loot.”

“Yeah, that does need some studying on.” Dukes fixed him with a beady, snake-like stare. “And as luck has it, you’ll mebbe get the chance to put it to rights.”

“How so?” the kid asked, trying to look eager rather than plain jelly-legged scared.

“You’ll help us grab a haul of gold that’ll make this broken-down bum’s missing poke look like chickenfeed.”

“Where is it?”

Dukes’s thin lips twitched in a creepy travesty of a smile. “In Aces Axford’s safe in his office at the Magnet.”

One of the others scoffed. “We’d never get a crack at that, Blackie. ’Sides, what do we know ’bout opening safes?”

“We don’t have to handle that personal, Lou. An’ the kid’s a natural for the part he has to handle. All he has to do is sweet-talk Kate Thompson into helping out and keeping her mouth shut.”

“Yuh mean that Magnet dance-hall gal the kid’s been a-sparkin’?”

Dukes nodded the head that looked like living death. “That, if you want to spare Billy the words a plainer man might use, is exactly the Kate I mean.”

*        *        *
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The life of Joshua Dillard was not packed with conventional success. A New York lady taking chances once dared to call him a soldier of misfortune. Yet his “failures” were such only in that they were experienced as financial losses. A righter of wrongs, he invariably brought death and destruction, where apt.

What Joshua was to remember as the Cox City songbird affair involved two so-called “failures” separated by seven years but tied together by an almost identical cast and setting.

The first episode began when Joshua, employed by the Allan Pinkerton National Detective Agency of Chicago, was summoned to the office of Boise “Boss” Flagler, his supervisor.

Flagler scratched the bushy beard that fringed his chin. “What, Joshua, do you know about Cox City, Montana?”

“Wide open, Boss,” Joshua said succinctly.

At this time he was a smart, well-groomed young man of abstemious habits, as he needed to be. “Pinks” — Pinkerton agents — were handpicked with an insistence on high decorum. Under Mr Allan’s code, they had to have no addiction to drink, smoking, card playing, low dives, or slang.

Joshua reflected more on Flagler’s question about Cox City before adding, “A hell-roaring boom town, I guess. Tents, board shanties, brush wickiups, umpteen saloons and dance halls ... a few false-fronted stores. No banks, no schools, no churches yet.”

Flagler nodded. “Primitive, in short. Yet it’s where they all want to be: the adventurous, the desperate ... the wicked.”

“No surprise in that, Boss. Broken Man Gulch is where the newest gold strike’s said to be. We’ve seen it before. The crowds rolling in from all corners of the land, stark-mad with excitement and full of hopes and dreams. Many of the greenhorns will get fleeced. Some will die violent deaths.”

“Right. You’ve got the picture, and it ain’t pretty. Federal law has no presence in the Territory of Montana; the little order stems from miners’ courts, set up by popular assent.”

Flagler sketched some history.

In the West, gold was discovered in Dakota. The great mining camps resulted in an influx of people, in road building, commercial enterprise, and agricultural production in nearby valleys. And the miners formed vigilante groups to combat bandit gangs like that led by Henry Plummer, ostensibly sheriff of Bannack, a Democrat by political inclination, but also an outlaw.

In 1863, the need for more appropriate law prompted Washington’s creation of the Territory of Idaho, and President Lincoln, a Republican, picked former Republican Congressman Sidney Edgerton to be its chief justice.

Edgerton was assigned to go to the capital, Lewiston, and set up courts authorized by the elected legislature of Idaho. But he never got there to be sworn in and do the work.

Maybe it was gold that lured him to other districts, where he and a nephew played their part in a lynch system of justice, administered by a Vigilante Committee. He then returned to Washington to persuade it to establish another new territory, Montana, with Bannack the capital and himself Governor.

“Now Edgerton has retained our agency under secret contract to look into the mayhem in Cox City,” Flagler finished. “Remember, Edgerton is a one-time appointee of Lincoln and afforded Mr Allan’s deepest respect.”

Just before the Civil War, Pinkerton had thwarted a plot to assassinate Abraham Lincoln. He had then backed the Union, directing secret-service work.

“I savvy the political niceties, Boss,” Joshua said. “So I’m off to Cox City. Where I set up undercover as what? Another placer miner among the teeming masses?”

“No, Joshua, you’ll not need a pick and shovel yet. Nor will we equip you with prospecting pan, rocker, long tom, and sluice. In point of fact, you won’t join the real gold-rush hopefuls.”

“I won’t? Kinda hard to be inconspicuous if you aren’t one of the crowd.”

Flagler disagreed with a shake of his head. “Oft-times it’s the hangers-on in these boom-town situations that swell the numbers and make the surer money. The storekeepers, the freighters, the saloonmen. The dance-hall girls.”

“And which will I be?”

“I suggest a professional gambler. Edgerton has a sympathizer called Aces Axford who’s the big wheel in the town. He owns the fanciest saloon and gambling hall, the Magnet.”

Joshua smiled. “Aces? Is that a name these days?”

“His parents called him Alvin, but only a fool calls him that now. He was a one-time high-stakes gambler himself, but he has risen in a sinful world after allegedly selling guns and whiskey to war-minded Utes. Howsoever, today no one mentions that either. Axford has the nod from Edgerton, who enjoyed the confidence of the President, who had the loyalty of Mr Allan.”

“Yeah,” Joshua said with an even more crooked smile. “We’ve been through that. Old political friendships. I saw Edgerton once — a grave-eyed man with a Roman nose.”

“I doubt you’ll see Edgerton again. Bannack is a way from Cox City. Rumor has it, too, that the Governor is on the point of resigning to return home to Ohio. He’s a rich man, his fortune made from interests in seventy-five mining claims and other investments in the territory. I figure he views cleaning up Cox City as a kinda payoff to Axford.”

Joshua’s comment was guarded. “Hmm. I don’t know that I entirely cotton to this Aces Axford. His prosperity and his allegiances already have a stink to them, even though Montana be ever so distant....”
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Boom-Town Girl
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“Drink up, Billy dear, and buy us both another,” Kate Thompson said. She had an enticing smile,  bright, gray-green eyes, and a freshness that didn’t seem to fit with gaudy, saloon-girl attire.

“Aw, yuh don’t have to take that tone with me, Kate,” Billy McGee said, winking. “That’s fer the suckers. We’re pards, ain’t we?”

“Hush! The barkeeper might hear and Axford’s spying on us from the stairs.”

“The smarmy rooster!” Billy hissed. “Well, we’re gonna show ’im, ain’t we, gal?”

“Sure, Billy, but I do think you should buy more drinks. Otherwise, Axford’s going to order me to spend less time with you. Or else he might insist I pursue our friendship in private in an upstairs room.”

Billy chuckled evilly. “I’d be all for that.”

“I don’t know that Blackie Dukes would agree,” Kate lied. “It could get you noticed, and rooms cost a half-eagle an hour.”

Billy glanced over his shoulder. Saloonman Aces Axford was a stocky gent dressed like a big-city dude in a cutaway coat with a silk handkerchief in a breast pocket, checked trousers, and flowered vest. He smoked a cheroot and was well-barbered with waves in his hair and a curved, waxed mustache. He sported rings on several fingers and a big diamond pin in his tie.

Turning back, the kid growled. “Robber! Fancy Dan!” Then, louder, “Hey, ’keep! How ’bout some more drinks here?”

*        *        *
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Kate Thompson was a roamer, and her roaming was ruled not by whim but by an occupation she hesitated to regard as her profession. That could be too grand or too downright demeaning.

Her places of work were dance halls and saloons and occasionally theaters or opera houses. Frequently these businesses were housed in no more than the tents of boom towns.

At a young age, Kate had been orphaned and left in the care of a maiden aunt. The resentful aunt had shown her no affection and provided a home that was merely an unpaying workplace. While still poised between girlhood and womanhood, she’d run off and been lured in her innocence into becoming a dancer, a singer, a hostess ... whatever would keep the monetary wolf from the door, although often not the human wolves.

Always, Kate was an actress. To a greater or lesser degree, simulation allowed her to maintain the magic of her beauty and kept her from the destiny of many of her kind.

This was to take the tempting few steps into becoming an “upstairs girl,” which paradoxically involved descent from the day’s standards of purity; a surrendering of the maidenhood hypocritically held by society to be so important. Upstairs girls did not rise. They were fallen women, soiled doves.

Brave Kate was helped by a good soprano singing voice. Also, her stage-dancing talent extended beyond the ability to kick her toes to chin height while showing off frilly petticoats, black-stockinged legs, and garters.

Sweet but not totally innocent, dark-haired, under twenty, Kate was a type scarce in the frontier West. Few who answered the call of the boom towns stayed so lovely so long. Kate moved on to the next point of urbanization — be its mushroom growth stimulated by cattle trail, railroad-building, or mining — whenever the pressures built and her tightrope stance became untenable. Her few possessions went along in one battered valise.

The present time found her in Montana and Cox City, a tatterdemalion settlement as any she’d seen, a place of rutted streets slightly away from the main diggings but full of the gold-rush bustle. The site was pocketed in lonely hills, bordering on mountainous. Often a bleak wind blew. In summer, it baked under the sun. In winter, it was piled with snowdrifts. Once the sun dropped behind the Bitterroots, long shadows made it somber and depressing.

Tents and shanties were everywhere, but there were some frame buildings of more than one story, a few structures based on brick and stone, and many stores that had quickly jacked but imposing falsefronts of mismatched lumber. A livery barn had been well-founded. Saloons, gambling halls, dance halls, and liquor stores outnumbered all other enterprises. Openly, on the fringe of the brave “city”, were houses and tents of prostitution.

But most confident and substantial of all the centers of attraction was the rightly named Magnet, where money and whiskey flowed like water.

It was here Kate was engaged in her multi-talented capacity, but chiefly as part of a cancan-dancing chorus line of six and for her abilities, when the show was over, to inveigle the hugely disproportionate male clientele into buying more drinks than were good for their heads, bodies, or pockets.

A hundred-foot bar was in place — mahogany with brass fittings. It had scales for weighing gold dust and was backed by the mirror customary in the best watering-holes. But Gulch gossip had it the two-storied, block-long Magnet would soon sport all the fancy trimmings its roistering patrons could imagine, freighted in at adventurous expense. The walls would display oil paintings of voluptuous nudes and chandeliers would hang over the dance floor. A platform already accommodated musicians — piano, fiddles, and banjos — and the stage shows.

Games of chance — poker, blackjack, faro, and dice — supplied a constant click and rattle, punctuated by the occasional whoop of delight or groan of dismay.

A staircase led to a gallery, off which doors gave access to private rooms where it was said a man could take his pleasure with the cleanest girls in Montana.

Everywhere, under a haze of smoke, was the reek of rich cigars and cheroots and the sweat of the revelers.

The man behind this display of substance was Aces Axford. This moment he was keeping an eagle eye on the bustle. Kate was aware of him in the shadows at the head of the gallery stairs, watching as she kept company at the bar with Billy McGee.

Kate found Billy McGee handsome enough as callow youths went. But he had too high an opinion of himself and his blue eyes were peculiarly cold, suggesting to her that at bottom a streak of vicious, conscienceless cruelty ran through him.

It was helpful that he thought himself in command of the situation, little knowing that her knowledge of men and their ways far outweighed his understanding of women, which he rashly considered complete.

Billy believed he’d befriended Kate, but it was she who’d encouraged him. She knew he was a young associate of the bullying Blackie Dukes, who was widely suspected of all manner of profitable criminality around Cox City, but whom no one in the lawless community was bold enough to brace or even expose with evidence of his gang’s nefarious doings.

Kate had gained Billy McGee’s confidence with her innocent and winsome manner, knowing men soon became braggarts when they were around women they wanted to impress. She lured him on, led him to boast ... he’d spilled the Dukes bunch’s plans and was now recruiting her as their assistant.

These plans featured Aces Axford as victim.

Kate rightly had no sympathy for her employer, or any other member of Axford’s parasitic breed. She’d known many in her adolescent and adult years. She didn’t want to spend the rest of life meeting more.

The time had come to screw up courage and break away from a path that would inevitably turn downward. What Kate had in mind included not
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