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          HERE COMES THE HEAT
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           Here in Las Vegas, our bad time of the year is the summer. Well, not really bad, but not go-out-and-have-a-nice-walk time. We do that all fall, winter, and spring.

      And honestly, most of May and parts of June are fine as well. But then it heats up. This is the desert, after all.

      Us locals all stay inside. Kris and I are lucky to have our cars parked in a closed parking garage, so when we do have to go somewhere, we have no issue getting from our place to our car and then to where we want to go.

      Often a short blast of heat to get back into air-conditioning at our destination, but that’s it.

      Like in the winter in the Midwest, you have a short blast of cold to get back into the warmth of your destination.

      So for most, the summer is to enjoy the outdoors, but for some, it is great reading time.

      And this magazine offers that great reading. I sure hope you enjoy these stories every issue. I don’t expect you to like them all. As the editor, I am the only one who likes them all. But I sure hope you like a lot of them.

      And thanks for all the support this far. We made it to issue #40.

      Wow, that alone is very cool!

      
        
        Dean Wesley Smith

        Las Vegas, Nevada
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           So far, professional writer Annie Reed has had a story in every issue of this magazine. As I have said all the time, the great thing about Annie’s stories is that you just never know the type of story you might be reading, but you will always know it will grab you and be a compelling read.

      This powerful western tells a tale of murder and revenge in a way that only Annie could tell it. Hold on, this one will rock you.

      Annie’s stories have appeared in five best mystery stories of the year volumes so far. Look for so much more of Annie’s work at her website anniereed.wordpress.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HELLFIRE

          

          ANNIE REED

        

      

    

    
      Six months to the day after I came to live in Virginia City, I took my revenge on this wicked town.

      Vengeance is the work of the Lord, or so I have been told. If that is the case, I did not intend to usurp his divine justice. I listened to the sermons every Sunday as I sat on a hard wooden pew in St. Mary's of the Mountains, my back ramrod straight, my dress and petticoats as clean as I could make them. The stink from the mills and the mines and the foundries that never ceased their miserable work fouled the air even in that holy place. I tried to take the word of God into my heart, tried to let it dispel my anger, but the sight of the wealthy mine owners who took their places near the altar as if it was their right only served to remind me of my loss, and my anger grew.

      At night before I crawled into my cold bed, I would take to my knees on the roughhewn floorboards of my room. I clasped my hands together and bowed my head and tried to thank the Lord for giving me the skills I needed to provide for myself for one more day. I have a lifetime of practice with needle and thread, and I am quite good, or so I have been told. In this year of our Lord 1875, in a place where the word "Bonanza" sows dreams of wealth in the hearts of rich and poor alike, a woman alone should thank God every day she is not forced to resort to low work to survive.

      Or so I have been told.

      Yet in my heart of hearts, I did not thank the Lord.

      I did not repent my anger.

      And I never forgot the promise I made to my murdered husband.
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        * * *

      

      Arthur and I married the year I turned sixteen.

      Poppa and Momma had six children. The four of us who survived infancy were all girls. We lived on a farm in Washoe Valley near the base of the Sierras. Momma told me once that Poppa had promised to take her to California, but he had heard tales of how the Donner Party had perished trying to cross the high mountain pass, so they had made their home in our valley instead. Our farm was poor and rocky, but a stream ran through the tall pines at the back of our land, so we had water even during the hottest part of the summer. Poppa raised chickens and pigs and planted corn and peas and beans, and we always had enough to eat.

      I was the eldest, so in addition to my chores, I did laundry and mending for farmers in our valley who had no women to take care of such things. My younger sisters helped with the chickens and the pigs and the crops, and helped Momma cook and clean.

      When Arthur came calling for me, he promised Poppa that he would build a cabin next to Poppa's land for us to live in so we could stay and help Poppa with the farming. Poppa had worn himself thin raising his girls the way Momma would have if the Lord had not seen fit to take her from us when I was twelve. The idea of a strong son-in-law must have appealed to Poppa for he agreed to let Arthur marry me even though he did not know Arthur well. I had not thought of marriage to any man, but Arthur was handsome and kind and he did not drink to excess.

      We were married on Poppa's farm in sight of the plot of land where Momma and my brothers were buried. Only Poppa and my sisters and the minister witnessed our union. Snow still hid in the deep shadows beneath the pines, but to this day I can remember the warmth of the sun on my face and the smell of spring wildflowers blooming on Momma's grave as I stood beside my new husband.
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      After the minister pronounced us husband and wife, Arthur kissed me for the first time.

      Arthur kissed me for the last time the morning he left to make his fortune in Virginia City. The year was 1870, and I was twenty-three years old. Poppa had died of consumption the winter before. He lived just long enough to see the last of his daughters married. My sisters had moved away from the farm, Ellie and Abigail to Carson City where their husbands worked for the government of our new state, and Alice to San Francisco.

      Arthur had been true to his word. He stayed to help Poppa on the farm, but I knew he had never been a farmer in his heart. By the time Poppa died, the valley had become crowded with other farms, and a mansion now graced the base of the mountains north of our farm. Every week families from the neighboring farms gathered together, the men with their cigars and pipes and the women with our needlework. I do not know what the men talked about, but the favorite topic of the women was to gossip about the mansion built by the Bowers.
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      Alexander and Eilley Bowers had made their wealth mining for gold and silver in Virginia City. I am a pragmatic woman. I do not believe in the ostentatious display of riches, but even I could appreciate the finer things in life when those finer things were earned through honest labor.

      The Bowers were not pragmatic people. By the time Arthur announced his decision to go to Virginia City to earn his own fortune, they had squandered their wealth. Mr. Bowers had died penniless, leaving his widow to earn her living telling fortunes to those gullible enough to listen.

      Arthur promised to send for me once he was settled, and I believed him. I watched him as he rode away from our farm, and only when I could no longer see him did I return to my work.

      I received word of Arthur's death in the fall of 1871.

      Arthur and I had written to each other sporadically after his arrival in Virginia City. I knew that he had obtained a stake in a mine and worked in the tunnels every day. He had found no gold or silver but remained hopeful as nearby mines had yielded modest returns.
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      I did not need to be warned that mining was a dangerous occupation for a man, yet from time to time my sisters would send me newspaper accounts of mining disasters in Virginia City. I had read in one such account the tale of a merchant whose inventory of dynamite, nitroglycerin and black powder exploded one night, killing not only the unfortunate merchant but several innocents, including a housewife and her child.

      The telegram informing me of my husband's death contained no details on how he perished. Arthur had been a careful man. He would not have mishandled explosives, as had countless others whose carelessness was documented in the newspapers my sisters sent me. Perhaps his had been a simple death in the mines, and the loss of a miner's life had become such a common occurrence that no further explanation was required unless the occasion was sufficiently gruesome.

      I folded the telegram and put it with my things, then returned to the mending I had taken in the day before.

      You may think that because I did not wail or shriek or take to my bed with a case of the vapors, I did not grieve for my husband. You would be wrong. We all grieve in our own manner. In my case, my grief turned to anger, and in my heart I cursed the God who had seen fit not only to deny me children but who had taken from me the only man I ever loved.

      Poppa always said I was stubborn as an ox. He teased that he did not keep oxen on his farm because I had more than enough stubborn to last one man his entire lifetime. I do not believe Poppa would have been surprised to learn that it was sheer stubbornness that sustained me during the first hard winter after Arthur's passing when I began to truly understand that I would always be alone.

      With the arrival of spring, my dark mood finally lifted. I tilled the land and planted crops, and the farm began to flourish as it had not done since Arthur left. If my neighbors missed my presence at our weekly gatherings, they did not mention it to me.

      It was not until after the turn of the new year of 1875 that I learned how Arthur had died. In the last days of winter, when the snow that had blown down from the high mountains had melted sufficiently for mail to once again be delivered in our valley, I received a large packet of newspapers.

      I had not journeyed to Virginia City after Arthur's death. I did not see the need to do so. His mine was nothing but a large hole in the ground that held no value, and the farm needed my attention. My sisters must have taken my actions to mean that I no longer had an interest in Virginia City, and they would have been right. Instead of accounts from the Territorial Enterprise such as I had received prior to Arthur's death, this bundle of newspapers originated from my sister in San Francisco.

      I had as little interest in San Francisco as I had in Virginia City. I used most of the newspapers to feed the fire beneath my cook pot, but I paused as one headline caught my attention.

      "Vigilante Justice" was an actor's account of his harrowing days performing at Piper's Opera House in Virginia City. The headline referred to the actions taken by a mob who liberated a man from jail and lynched him on the rafters over the stage.

      "Strung him up right in front of us," the actor was quoted as saying. "Then they shot him while he hung there. Never saw anything like it. Hope never to see anything like it again."

      The account had been written in the style of a dime novel and was quite long. To this day, I do not know why I read the entire thing.

      If I were a woman given to musing how life might have been if only this or that had not occurred, I might have wished that I had used this account for kindling instead of reading material. But such musings are foolish and best left to women such as Mrs. Bowers who make their living predicting the future.

      The fact remains that I did read the account. I learned that the man who had been lynched had shot another man in a bar several days before. On a Sunday morning while the congregation at St. Mary's of the Mountain sang hymns praising God for his mercy, a mob of men liberated this man from jail and lynched him without benefit of law or judgment.

      The account did not name the man who had been shot. Perhaps the actor did not know his name. He did know the name of the man killed by the mob.

      For the first time since Arthur's death, my strength faltered. My legs buckled beneath me, and I fell to the floor of the cabin that had been our home.

      The man who had been lynched in Piper's Opera House had been my husband.
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        * * *

      

      I arrived in Virginia City by rail on April 26, 1875.

      I had leased my farm to a young Basque couple and used the money to purchase a ticket on the Virginia & Truckee Railroad. When I disembarked after the train's long, slow ascent up the mountain between Gold Hill and Virginia City, I had nothing but the clothes on my back and in the small valise I carried, my meager collection of sewing needles and spools of thread, and the remainder of the young couple's money in the pocket of my coat.

      My sisters had tried to dissuade me from making the journey. They did not understand why I was compelled to travel to Virginia City now when I had not gone after I was informed of Arthur's death. My sisters, while good hearted, are not pragmatic women, and they have never truly understood me.

      The fact of the matter was that I believed then and continue to believe to this day that my husband was a good man. He would not have shot another man without reason, but the manner of his death deprived him of the opportunity to explain himself. When I stood beside Arthur on the day we wed, I had promised to honor him. My promise required no less of me than to uncover the truth of the matter and speak on his behalf.

      I first sought the assistance of the sheriff, a rotund man who looked at me with what I first believed were the tired eyes of a man who had seen too much evil in the world. He expressed his sympathy for my widowhood but claimed not to know how my husband had been liberated from his jail cell.

      "What about the men who hung him?" I asked. "Have they been brought to justice?"

      "If they are identified, they will be held for trial before the circuit judge." The sheriff said the words by rote, as if they held no more truth for him than the recitation of a prayer said so often that the words have long since lost their meaning.

      "There was at least one witness," I said. "An actor employed at the opera house."

      The sheriff snorted. "You have been misled, madam. The man to whom you refer has been deemed unreliable, being the sort who spends his time in saloons when not engaged in his entertainments."

      "Did he witness my husband's death or not?"

      The sheriff leaned back in his chair. "No, he did not." He hooked his thumbs through the gun belt slung below his belly. "Your husband was not killed at the opera house but at the Ophir mine."

      It did not surprise me that the account of Arthur's death had been more fiction than fact. Yet one fact remained true: men had hung my husband without the force of law.

      "Someone must have witnessed this crime," I said.

      The sheriff's eyes narrowed, no longer flat or emotionless but filled the kind of cold fury men would sometimes direct at a woman who spoke her mind. "There were no witnesses."

      I found that difficult to believe. I knew of the Ophir mine, just as I knew that due to the richness of its ore, the mine operated at all hours of the day and night.

      I started to speak again when the sheriff interrupted me. "No lynchings have occurred in this fair city for many years. The men responsible for your husband's death have moved on. I would suggest that you do the same."

      I had further questions, but it was clear the manner of my husband's death no longer concerned this man. I turned and left his office without another word.

      I had spent my entire life on Poppa's farm. Although the accounts I had read informed me that nearly twenty thousand souls called the Comstock home, knowing such a thing differed greatly from being among the crush of people who filled the streets of the city. Wealthy women in hoop skirts and bustles and fine velvet coats brushed elbows with pallid-looking men in threadbare coats and trousers and well-worn, muddy boots. Horse-drawn wagons clogged dusty streets that resembled narrow canyons, boxed in as they were on both sides by brick and wooden buildings two and three stories high.
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      A smell hung over the city that had nothing to do with the press of bodies or the presence of livestock or the smell of alcohol and tobacco smoke from the saloons I passed. Towering smokestacks on the downhill side of city belched foul-smelling clouds into the air from foundries and mills, and the mines vented clouds of steam from tunnels below the city. The air had a sour metallic taste that made me long for the sweet smell of wildflowers and the fresh scent of pines.

      The city had been gripped by the frenzy of a rich new strike of gold and silver. The "Big Bonanza," as newspaper accounts called it, had drawn scores of new arrivals, which made it difficult to find lodging. I knew enough to stay away from the rough establishments to the south of town, an area known as the Barbary Coast, and I could not afford even a small room at The International. A desk clerk at that fine hotel directed me to a boardinghouse up the hill some distance from the center of town owned by Kate Shea.

      Miss Shea fixed me with a stare and warned me that she would not tolerate "that sort of woman" on her premises. I assured her that I did not support myself in the manner of the women, half clothed and leaning over second and third story balconies, whom I had seen calling to men on the street below. As honest and forthright as I was, I was unable to convince Miss Shea that I would not bring low business to her establishment until I inquired after the location of a church where I might go to Sunday service. She directed me to St. Mary's of the Mountain.

      Although I am not a God-fearing woman, I have not missed a Sunday service at St. Mary's since the day I moved into Kate Shea's boardinghouse.

      Until the day the church, along with most of the city, was destroyed.
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        * * *

      

      My search for the men who murdered my husband took far longer than I anticipated. The high mountain spring turned into hot desert summer, and I was forced to take in mending to support myself.

      With each day that passed, with each stitch of my needle that kept me from my true task, my anger and frustration grew. As the sheriff had so kindly reminded me, it had been years since my husband's death. Most people I spoke with professed to know nothing of Arthur except what they referred to as the Legend of the Hanging Man.

      "Haunts the jail from where they took him," a young woman who played melodeon on the street near the entrance to The International told me.

      I do not believe in ghosts. The creaks that could be heard in the boarding house where I lived were nothing more than dry plank walls cooling after a hot desert day, the whistling moans merely the sound of the afternoon wind blowing through cracks in the wood. While I found the melodeon player's music pleasing, I judged her manner to be as fanciful as her colorful dress.

      When I was not busy mending the clothing of the wealthy, I continued my attempts to speak with the men who worked at the Ophir mine. I say "attempts" because no miner I encountered would converse with me. I suspected that alcohol might have loosened their tongues, but had I accompanied any man into a saloon, I would have been deemed a woman of loose virtue and Miss Shea would have acted accordingly. Virginia City remained a crowded place that summer, and I did not wish to lose my lodging.

      If no miners within the city would speak with me, perhaps those who worked the smaller mines near where Arthur had staked his claim would be willing to do so. Once I had saved enough money from my mending to hire a carriage, I traveled some distance away from the city to the mine where Arthur had hoped to make his fortune.

      From Arthur's letters, I had been given to understand that his claim was little more than a tunnel into the ground. Instead, I discovered a headframe at the site of his claim. Smaller than the headframe that marked the entrance to the tunnels of the Ophir, this building was still large enough to house a hoist and a single shaft elevator. The sign above the entrance to the building bore the name "Fielding's Fortune."

      I paused inside the building as my vision adjusted to the gloom. The building was empty except for the hoist operator.

      "I would like to speak with Mr. Fielding," I said to him.

      The man had a dirty, rough-hewn look, his shaggy beard as unkempt as his shirt and trousers. His gaze traveled up and down my body in a most inappropriate manner.

      "About what?" he asked.

      I gave him Arthur's name. "I am his widow. My husband owned this mine."

      The man gave me an unpleasant smile. "Don't own it no more, seein' how he's dead."

      I did not respond. The man cackled, apparently at my expense.

      "O'course Fielding ain't here no more either," he said. "Got hisself shot to death. This here mine's owned by Stubbins and Hartnett, has been since before your husband found hisself dangling over the shaft at the Ophir."

      My back stiffened. "And where might I find Mr. Stubbins or Mr. Hartnett?"

      "San Francisco, or so I hear."

      San Francisco.

      Understanding dawned. During the months I had spent in Virginia City, I had read many newspaper accounts and listened to many conversations. I had come to learn that the large mines were owned by investors whose capital had paid for the mine's expansion from small claim to large industrial operation. Perhaps the money invested by Stubbins and Hartnett in this mine had paid for the headframe building and machinery that operated the elevator or had paid for expansion of the tunnels below.

      This mine should have been Arthur's. The ore found below this ground should have belonged to him.

      Except I heard no faint echoes of the scrape of a shovel loading ore onto a cart or the thud of a pickaxe striking rock. I had toured the headframe of the Ophir mine. I knew what mining sounded like to those standing near an open shaft.

      Arthur had told me he found neither gold nor silver in this mine. The simple fact that investors had been persuaded to part with their money did not mean that the mine was profitable. The wealthy in this city who employed me did not stop to think that their seamstress cared for anything beyond her needle and thread. Simply by feigning disinterest in their conversations, I had learned how fortunes had been made not only from ore found beneath the ground, but by convincing other men that the ore existed.

      Arthur would not have done such a thing. He was an honorable man. Yet his mine bore the name of Fielding, and investors had been brought aboard before he was murdered, if this disagreeable man was to be believed.

      "Did Mr. Fielding make his fortune here?" I asked.

      The hoist operator scrunched up his nose. "What?"

      "The name of the mine."

      He spat a wad of noxious-smelling chew entirely too close to where I stood. I did not give him the satisfaction of moving.

      "I guess you could say that, 'cept maybe he shoulda kept it to hisself seein' how your husband shot him to death."

      I had at last learned the name of the man Arthur had shot: Fielding. Had he taken Arthur's unprofitable enterprise and sold it without my husband's knowledge or consent? Arthur had dreamt of making his fortune from this mine. To lose it in such a manner would have been intolerable for him.

      I found the anger that seemed my constant companion rising on his behalf. "Is that why my husband was hung? Because he shot Mr. Fielding?"

      Another wad of tobacco hit the floor. "Could be. Or could be that your husband had hisself a little hobby. Goin' around setting fires. See, fires make folks around these parts nervous ‘cause of all the ‘splosives for the mines sitting round ‘n such. Well, we had a feller that year setting fires around town, and folks was led to believe it was your husband."

      I said nothing, fearing that I would lose control of my tongue. A wildfire had burned through our valley the year after Arthur and I had married. Our farm had been spared, but a neighboring farmer lost his life in the blaze. Arthur would no more start a blaze that might kill innocents than he would kill an innocent with his bare hands.

      "The 601 took it on themselves to stop them fires from getting set. After they hanged your husband over at the Ophir? No more fires." The hoist operator smiled, showing me the nasty stumps of his teeth. "You ask me, them fellers was heroes, and your husband deserved exactly what he got."
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        * * *

      

      Most people I encountered seemed reluctant to even mention the local vigilantes who had adopted the name 601. The surprising exception was my landlady, Kate Shea.

      Miss Shea possessed a wealth of knowledge concerning her city. Now that I had proven myself an upstanding widow in her eyes, she appeared willing to share at least a portion of her knowledge with me.

      According to her, a group of local men had formed themselves into the 601 early in the year of 1871, taking the name of similar vigilante groups made popular in dime novels and other entertainments. The city had become infested with hooligans. To make a name for themselves that would strike fear in the hearts of those hooligans, the 601 determined that a lynching was in order.

      My husband had been the unfortunate victim of the 601's need for notoriety. He had been jailed for the death of Fielding. The 601 must have thought, rightly as it turned out, that the law would not conduct as thorough an investigation of the lynching of a man who had shot another man than had they chosen a mere petty thief or drunkard.

      The hanging served the 601's purpose. The hooligans fled Virginia City and did not return until the 601 disbanded after a second lynching brought the existence of the group to the attention of the circuit judge.

      "Vigilantes," Miss Shea said. "Little better than hooligans themselves, if you ask me. I'll have no truck with that sort here, missus. Not that any would frequent an establishment such as mine."

      "Then you knew the men of the 601? Do they still reside in the city?"

      I could not keep the urgency from my voice. She raised her head and gave me a sharp look.

      We were in her kitchen. I had taken to assisting her at night with the preparation of the next day's meals for her boarders. In return, I received a small reduction in the cost of my room. The low light from the lone lantern hung on a peg near the wash basin together with the howling wind outside had given Miss Shea's tale of the 601 a ghostly feel. I am not a woman normally prone to such imaginings, but since my return from Arthur's mine my thoughts had strayed time and again to the empty maw of the mine shafts I had seen at the Ophir. What must Arthur have felt when he stepped over the edge into that nothingness, a noose around his neck?

      Miss Shea had been kneading the next morning's bread while we spoke, her meaty arms dusted in flour to her elbows. Now she paused, gazing down at the dough, her own face resembling that of a powdery ghost.

      "Tell me you know better than to inquire after their names about town," she said. "Tell me you did not bring that trouble down upon my house."

      I gave her a sharp look of my own. "They murdered my husband."

      "The mine was full that day, missus. Many a man witnessed your husband's last moments, yet none can recall the faces of the men who strung him up. Have you not wondered why no one spoke out against them?"

      "I must know," I said. "Tell me who they are."

      She thumped the dough with more vigor than necessary. "You are a foolish, foolish woman who does not know her place." She leaned on the table, her head down, and did not look at me. "I want you gone by morning, and hope that will be the end of it."

      I held my head high as I left her alone in the kitchen with her unbaked bread and her fear.
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        * * *

      

      At last I had my answer. I knew why my husband's murderers had not been brought to justice. They were men who conspired to sell shares in worthless mines to finance the expansion of their own ore-rich enterprises. Men who employed miners and hoist operators and bookkeepers, assayers and engineers and watchmen, and men who could just as easily dismiss those they employed if any dared to speak against their betters. While the very wealthiest might not have snugged the noose about my husband's neck with their own hands, the deed had no doubt been done at their direction. A lawless city filled with hooligans setting fires would not attract investors worried about the stability of their investments.

      No one would speak out against the men who had lynched Arthur. He would have no justice. He would find no peace.

      The walls of my room moaned as the north wind rattled the house. My thoughts returned to the yawning dark of the mine shaft. How many men had come to this awful place seeking their fortunes as Arthur had, only to be robbed of their dreams? How many widows had lost their husbands to the dark deeds committed by the members of the 601?

      How many more men would this city claim in the pursuit of greed?

      I do not remember how long I stood in my room that night listening to the shriek of the wind, imagining within it the voices of men who had died in this city.
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      Eventually I took the lantern from its peg, intending to extinguish the flame. I felt the heat from the glass on my palm, the stink of oil and the sooty black smoke from the burning wick filled my nostrils, and a pain greater than any I have ever felt ripped through me. I gave voice to the grief and anger I had kept inside for years, a scream that matched the ferocity of the howling wind, and I threw the lantern at the wall of my room where it shattered, spilling liquid fire across the wood.

      The fire caught quickly. The board walls were thin and tinder dry. I snatched my valise from my bed as the coverings caught, and I fled my room.

      I caught sight of Kate Shea in her nightdress as I raced down the stairs. My scream must have woken her. Her face was as pasty white as it had been in the kitchen.

      Another door flew open and then someone yelled, "Fire!"

      By the time I made it through the front door, the entire side of the boardinghouse was covered in flame.

      The city had seen no rain for months, and the north wind still blew strong enough to steal my breath. As I watched, the wind chased flames from the boardinghouse to the dry wood of the next building and the building after that. Almost like a living thing, the fire marched downhill from building to building toward the heart of the city.

      I stood where I was, buildings burning around me, until someone took my elbow and forced me away from the flames.

      We fled uphill, joining a river of people flowing up the slope of Mount Davidson to escape the burning city. I saw the melodeon player dressed in her nightclothes and a plain woolen coat, her melodeon dangling from a strap around her neck. A small child clung to her hand. I saw the clerk from The International who had directed me to Kate Shea's boardinghouse. He was in the company of a sturdy woman and four small children, one of whom led a pony weighted down with bulging packs. Another woman carried nothing but a basket of puppies.

      The first of the explosions rocked the city as the sun crested the mountains to the east.

      "The fire's reached the mines!" a woman cried.

      I could see that was not the case. Even through the vast columns of smoke that rose from the burning city, I had seen a building fall that had not yet caught on fire.

      I would later read accounts that described how firefighters had used dynamite meant for the mines to explode buildings in advance of the flames. The hope had been to smother the fire and keep the flames from reaching down into the mines where the fire could take years to extinguish. Building after building fell to their efforts.

      I stayed on the side of Mount Davidson only long enough to see an explosion take St. Mary's of the Mountain.

      I have never been a God-fearing woman, but the destruction of the church brought home to me what I had done. I had taken vengeance on a city built by wicked, greedy men who thought themselves above the law. A city filled with the weak-willed and cowardly who refused to bear witness against them. I had destroyed their businesses and their homes and their livelihood, and to this day, I do not repent that I did so.

      But I had also destroyed the homes of women like the melodeon player who had never known my husband, and men like the clerk at The International who had helped a stranger new to the city when she needed lodging. I had destroyed the home of a woman who had sacrificed everything she owned to save the lives of the puppies in her basket.

      And I had destroyed lives. The fire had burned too hot and fast to believe that not a single life had been lost.

      Arthur had been honorable, but in his anger, he had shot a man. I had always thought myself an honorable woman, but in my grief I had destroyed a city. Perhaps honorable men and women had no place in a city built on the lure of riches dug from beneath the earth.

      I did not return to my farm. I had no desire to look across the valley and see the mansion the Bowers had built. Virginia City destroyed the Bowers just as it destroyed Arthur, as it destroyed me, yet the city remains. The mines survived the Great Fire of 1875, as it came to be known, and the city has been rebuilt.

      I traveled to Reno instead and took a room in a small boardinghouse. I attend church every Sunday and try to take the word of God into my heart.

      I am not a charitable woman, yet with time, I have hope that someday I might rid myself of the last of my anger, repent all my sins, and once again become the pragmatic woman I had been before Arthur left for Virginia City. Perhaps that would be the best manner in which to honor my murdered husband, or perhaps it would be the best revenge.

      The meek, after all, shall inherit the earth.

      Or so I have been told.
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