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Chapter One 
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Cornucopia, Oregon  1887

Isaac Corum stood with his Winchester cradled in his crossed arms, watching Milton, another mine guard, lumber up the road from Cornucopia. Milton’s gait was in perfect unison with the thud of the stamp mill sitting fifty feet behind Isaac. As a guard at the Union-Companion Mine, Isaac kept a regular route of moving between the mine, the stamp mill, and the assay office during his twelve-hour shift. Six hours into the shift, he was waiting for Smitty to relieve him for his noon meal. Walking constantly for six hours worked up an appetite. 

Milton stopped in front of him, holding a white envelope. “You got a letter.” 

Isaac stared at the white piece of paper. He never received mail. There wasn’t any family to write to him. Thinking it was a prank, he plucked the missive from Milton’s grasp cautiously.

“This a joke you and the others are playing on me?” he asked, turning the envelope over in his hands. It was quality paper. Heavy, thick, and rough in his hand. Not the flimsy paper Alan Wagner had used to send letters home so he only had to pay a penny. 

Isaac Corum, Cornucopia, Oregon stared back at him in sharp cursive letters. The back had the initials A.A.W. Franklin County, Kansas. Why would Alan Wagner’s family send him a letter? He’d told them about Alan’s passing, how he’d been in an accident, and sent along Alan’s wages. He hadn’t seen any belongings that were worth sending back.

“You goin’ to open it?” Milton asked. He’d received a few letters from home. The last one had told him his ma had passed. “That could be bad news.”

“I’ll wait until after I eat. No sense ruinin’ my appetite.” Isaac shoved the letter into his shirt pocket and headed back toward the stamp mill. His mind wasn’t on watching for interlopers or workers leaving the mine with gold in their hair, shirts, or pockets. 

“Could just be a thank you,” he said to himself, knowing the growing noise of the two-ton stamp battery would keep anyone from hearing his conversation with himself. It was something he’d started doing while on duty. Talking to himself made the time go by faster. “But why send a thank you? I’ll never meet them and point my finger sayin’, I took care of your father after his accident and sent you his pay and never got so much as a thank you in return.” He shook his head. “No, I’d never do that.” 

He continued beyond the mill and on to the entrance of the mine. The yawning hole in the side of the mountain was a reminder that man would go to great lengths to find riches. 

“Corum! Corum, sorry I’m late.” Smitty trotted over to Isaac. “I was givin’ that new cook a razzing. He sure can turn red.” 

From the glee shining in Smitty’s eyes, Isaac felt sorry for Oscar Bittler. Smitty liked to rib and cajole. If the victim became flustered and embarrassed, he liked it even better. 

“You should be nice to him. He seems like a good fellow. And he could put something in your food.” Isaac hadn’t given much thought to the new cook, other than the food was a whole lot tastier and the dining room was cleaner and smelled better when a person sat down to eat. 

“He’d never do that. He wants to keep his job.” Smitty grinned and slapped Isaac on the back. “Go grab some grub.” Smitty took a stand by the mine entrance. 

The shifts were arranged to allow the guards to start their duties an hour before the changing of the mine shifts. The group of miners not working, slept. Isaac would be with only a handful of miners eating the noon day meal. When he finished, the steam whistle from the stamp mill would shriek and half the crew from the mine would be walking to the boardinghouse for lunch. After they returned to the mine, the other half would eat. 

He set the barrel of his rifle over his shoulder, stopping long enough at the shack he shared with Milton, Smitty, and the new guy, Tulley, to drop off his Winchester. The new cook had made it clear, no guns in the dining room. 

With his hands empty on the walk to the boardinghouse, Isaac couldn’t shut down his curiosity. He pulled the letter out of his pocket and started reading. 

Dear Mr. Corum, 

My sisters, brother, and I would like to thank you for taking care of our father after his accident. It is unfortunate he didn’t have you contact us to help with his recovery. There may have been a different outcome. 

I’m writing to inform you that I will be arriving by train in Baker City on Monday, the 24th day of June. If it is not an inconvenience, would you be so kind as to meet the train and escort me to Cornucopia? Since you did not return any of my father’s belongings, I will be coming to collect them. 

Sincerely, 

Alamayda Wagner

“Why the nerve of that battle axe saying I killed her father.” Isaac read the letter again. “And she’s coming to get his belongings?” Isaac scratched at the seven days of whiskers on his face. He only shaved on Saturday night when he took a bath. “Hell, all he had was a bedroll, an old coat, and one extra set of clothing.” But she’s coming to collect it. Good thing I didn’t give it away. 

Alan Wagner’s belongings had been handed to him when he’d offered to keep the man at the guard shack and tend to him. After the man’s death, Isaac had tucked them into a wooden box under his bed. 

“What kind of name is Alamayda?” He shoved the letter into his pocket and entered the boardinghouse, trying to make up his mind if he’d meet her or let her find her way to Cornucopia. Alamayda Wagner had the push and shove of a man. With a name like that he didn’t wonder she’d be some large-boned, horse-faced woman. She not only insulted him once, but twice, in the letter. He had a notion to let the bossy woman find her own way here.
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Alamayda Wagner stood at the train station in Baker City, Oregon. She’d spent the last week-and-a-half traveling by stage and train to get here. On the train, she’d learned it was another three days by wagon to Cornucopia. With the train coming in late like it did, she hoped she wouldn’t have to sleep outside three nights before they arrived at her destination. She tapped a foot and peered at the people mulling around the train platform.

Where was Mr. Corum? She’d made sure her letter would arrive before she set out to travel. He had to have received the letter in time to retrieve her. 

She picked up her valise and walked over to the ticket window. “Excuse me. Would you happen to know who Mr. Corum is?” she asked. 

The man shook his head. 

“He works at the mine in Cornucopia,” she added, hoping it would jog the man’s memory. 

“Sorry ma’am, I don’t. You might ask over at the mercantile. Some of the Cornucopia folks come here to do business.” 

She didn’t plan to look for the man all over town. I wonder if he’s a drinker? The thought sent shivers of abhorrence up her spine. She had been thankful every day that Kansas was a dry state, having passed a prohibition law in 1881. 

“Would you have a piece of paper I could leave a note for Mr. Corum if he comes looking for me?” She pulled the pencil from under her bonnet that she’d poked in her bun when the train had begun slowing for the station. She never went anywhere without her pencil and sketch pad. The small sketch pad was tucked in her reticule. 

The man provided a piece of paper. 

“What is the most reasonable place to stay in town?” she asked. 

“The Antler Hotel,” he said. 

“Is there a boardinghouse?” she asked. Alamayda knew down to the cent how much money she had to rely on until she gathered the clues her father had left about his mine. While in Denver waiting for the train to Baker City, she’d purchased two books on mining. Once she found the mine their father had claimed in the names of his children, she planned to reap as much from it as she could. Not only for the sake of her two sisters and brother, but to set her up to be able to draw and write poetry the rest of her life. 

“Nope.”

She frowned at his poor language and the fact she needed a place to stay. “Is there anywhere in this town where a traveler can spend a night without spending a fortune?” she asked.

“There’s rooms over the saloons.” The man’s eyes glistened and his smile crooked into a sneer.

“Other than a saloon.” There was no way she’d spend a night over a saloon. She’d rather sleep in someone’s barn. 

“You could try Reverend and Mrs. Hamilton over at the church.” He pointed toward a steepled building. 

She should have thought of that herself. If they couldn’t put her up for a night, they’d know who could. And she’d leave a note for Mr. Corum to find her at the church. If she ended up elsewhere, the Reverend and his wife could tell him where she’d be. And if Mr. Corum didn’t show by nine in the morning, she’d find a way to Cornucopia on her own. 

With that decided, she wrote a note for Mr. Corum.

Mr. Corum, 

It appears you missed the arrival of the train. You will find me at the residence of Reverend and Mrs. Hamilton. If you do not arrive by 9:00 A.M. I will be on my way to Cornucopia by other means.

Alamayda Wagner

She folded the note and wrote Mr. Isaac Corum on the outside. “If a man happens to be looking for Miss Wagner, hand him this note.” Alamayda picked up her valise and headed down the street to the church. Perhaps the reverend would be able to point her in the direction of a means of transportation to the mining area of Cornucopia. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two
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Isaac pulled the wagon he’d borrowed from the mine, up to the hitching post by the train station in Baker City. He hadn’t known when the train would arrive and had decided to just come late in the day. It was a nice June day so there wasn’t any worry the woman would be cold or sitting in the rain. 

There wasn’t a woman sitting on the bench outside the small office at the station. His teeth were already grating, and he hadn’t even meet the woman. Her pushy letter insinuating he’d killed her father, and then having to lose a weeks pay to come get her, had his usually easy-mannered self, strung so tight he’d snap if one more thing rankled. 

He walked up to the office and nodded to the man behind the window. “Evening. You wouldn’t know if a woman was waiting around here for a ride to Cornucopia, would you?”

The man smiled and handed him a paper. Isaac Corum was scrawled across it in the same sharp lettering as his summons to the station. 

He read the note and shook his head. 

I could hand over the box of Alan’s things and tell her to have a nice trip back to Kansas tonight and get this burr that’s stuck in my craw taken care of. 

“Thank you,” he said to the man and strode back to the wagon. 

Yep. He’d drop this box off and be done with the uppity woman.

He headed the horses down the street to the church. As late as it was, he’d be smart to get a bed over the saloon. He shook his head. He was already losing money missing the six days of work no sense spending some on a bed. He’d sleep in the back of a wagon in the livery. He needed all the money he made to eventually get a spread and raise cattle. The years he’d spent driving cattle to the train stations in Abilene and Dodge, had taught him to respect the cattle and how they could make a man a good living. But, back then, he’d been young and foolish, squandering his money. Now, he had a good paying job at the mine, and living off the company, he’d saved a considerable amount of money. Five more years and he could afford his own ranch and the cattle to keep money coming in. 

He stopped the horses at the hitching post in front of the church. After climbing down, he grabbed the box of Alan’s belongings and marched up to the little house next to the church. For a brief moment, he had the notion to just leave the box with a note. But his conscience wouldn’t let him do that. He’d been the last person to speak with her father before his death. It seemed sociable he should talk to her.

He knocked on the door. 

A pleasant-looking man, not much older than Isaac, answered the door. “Good evening. May I help you?”

“I’d like to see Miss Wagner,” he said. 

The man raised an eyebrow. “Are you Mr. Corum?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“We just sat down for the evening meal. Would you care to join us?” The reverend asked.

Isaac didn’t want to sit through dinner with the woman. “I’d prefer if you asked her to come out here. It won’t take long.” He’d noted the chairs on the porch. “We can sit there,” he said, walking over to one of the chairs and placing the box on the porch beside it. 

“I’ll get Miss Wagner.” The reverend disappeared into the house. 

A minute later, a tall, thin woman with dark brown hair pulled back in a severe bun, stepped out and scanned the porch. 

Isaac stood, pulling his hat off his head as the woman walked toward him. He’d been wrong about her being big-boned and horse-faced. She was tall, but thin. The dark blue dress she wore hung straight from her shoulders to her feet with no curves in between. Not even a bump where her bosoms should be. Her long, thin face had a pointed chin and small, pointed nose. Her large, wide eyes were brown. She held out a thin, long hand. 

“Mr. Corum?” she asked.

He gripped her hand gently for fear of breaking the thin bones. “Miss Wagner.” 

She pulled her hand back and stared down at the box on the floor. “What’s this?” she asked.

“I brought your pa’s things to you. This way you can rest a day or so and head back home.” He said it with the enthusiasm he had for getting her back to Kansas and out of his way.

Alamayda stared at the box, then up at Mr. Corum. She usually looked down on most men. Mr. Corum, she had to tip her head just a bit to see into his gray eyes. He had several days of whisker growth on his face. His eyes were wide set with wrinkles at the corners. His nose long but not wide. A full bottom lip made his upper lip appear thinner. His square chin gave the appearance of a man who didn’t back down. His shoulders were wider than his narrow hips hidden beneath a long canvas duster. His hand when he’d clutched hers was wide with long fingers. 

She had expected him to be closer to her father’s age and not her own. “Thank you for bringing me his things.” She sat in the chair closest to the box. 

Mr. Corum remained standing. “Ma’am, I just wanted to let you know there was nothing that could be done for your father. The doc made sure he was as comfortable as could be until the end.” He bowed his head and closed his eyes for a moment. 

Alamayda was about to say something when he opened his eyes and peered at her. 

“It was nice meeting you. I can’t afford to miss too much work. I’ll be headed back to Cornucopia now.” 

“Wait.” Her heart raced. He couldn’t head back. She hadn’t had time to see if the clues to the mine were in her father’s belongings. 

He stared down at her. 

“Give me a chance to go through my father’s things. I’m—” She didn’t want to tell anyone about her father’s hidden mine. Surely, if this man had been friends with her father he would know about it, but since he hadn’t mentioned it in his letter, she didn’t know if her father hadn’t told him or he planned to keep the mine for himself. 

Mr. Corum sat on the other chair. “I’m sorry. As long as Alan was away from home, I didn’t think you’d be upset to go through his things.” He reached down into the box. “I didn’t send them home because they weren’t worth the postage.” He held up a dirty sweat-stained slouch hat. He handed it to her. 

Alamayda held her breath and turned the garment over in her hands. There wasn’t anything unusual about the dirty hat. She placed it on the porch between them.

He pulled out a chambray shirt. It was well-worn with patches but clean. “This is his clean set of clothes. The ones he was wearing when he took sick I burned. They were covered in dirt and—” 

She didn’t want to think about what might have been on her father’s clothing. She’d nursed a sick mother long enough to know there were accidents and such. 

Her heart lurched at the thought he’d burned a set of clothing. “Did he have anything in his pockets?” She couldn’t bear to think this man might have burned up her only way of finding the mine. 

“Only a couple coins. I put those in this clean pair of trousers.” He handed over a faded, patched pair of wool trousers. 

She put her hand in a pocket and pulled out two dimes. Tears started to burn the back of her eyes. Her father had died with two dimes in his pocket. He’d sent money home over the years, never on a regular basis. She’d had to make sure the farm had supplied all she and her siblings had needed. She’d sold eggs and cleaned rooms at the local hotel to make enough money to buy the things they couldn’t make on their own, like shoes and tools. There had to be something in his things to tell her where the mine he talked about in his letters could be found. 

Mr. Corum cleared his throat. “Here’s his coat but it’s kind of...” He didn’t have to finish.

Alamayda held her arm up in front of her nose. “Did my father never take a bath?” she asked, trying to imagine what he must have looked like the last few years. 

“He’d take one monthly in the summer. He didn’t like to pay for a bath at the bath house. Many prefer the cold water of the river to the dirty water someone else has been sittin’ in.” He lowered the coat back into the box. “Your pa used the river, so it was only during the warmer weather that he took a bath.” 

She didn’t want to touch the nasty garment, but she had to see if there was anything in the pockets or perhaps sewn inside the lining. Holding her hand out, she waited for Mr. Corum to make up his mind about handing it over. 

“You sure you want to touch this?” he asked.

She nodded even though she didn’t want to. But she had no choice. He held the coat out and she grabbed it with one hand. She pushed her hands into the gritty pockets and came up with nothing but dirty fingers. Holding her breath, she turned the coat inside out and felt the lining around the cuffs and hem of the coat. 

“What are you looking for?” Mr. Corum asked. 

She glanced into the box and didn’t see anything else. Dropping the coat back in the box, she folded her hands into her lap. They had to stink as bad as the coat. 

“Mr. Corum, I’ll be returning to Cornucopia with you.”
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Isaac shook his head. He didn’t hear right did he? “Ma’am?” he questioned.

Miss Wagner peered straight at him like a crow eyeing a shiny object. “I will be returning with you to Cornucopia.”

“No disrespect ma’am, but there’s nothing for you to find in Cornucopia. I brought everything your pa left behind.” He stood. “And it’s no place for a single woman.” 

“What do you mean, no place for a single woman? I read the paper on the way here, there’s a hotel.”

Her tone of voice sounded like a scolding. He was thirty-three years old, much too old for a scolding, especially from a spinster he just met.

He slapped his hat on his head. “There is a hotel. But there may not be a room. People, miners arrive every day in town. There are four mines in the area. That means there are close to five hundred men and a small amount of women in the area. Even if you stayed at the hotel there is no guarantee someone won’t get liquored up and introduce himself to you. The boardinghouses only house the men who work at the mines.” 

Her spine straightened, and her eyes stared at him. Her whole body seemed to be latched onto what he’d just said.

“The men who work the mines stay in a boardinghouse? My father...did he stay at a boardinghouse?” 

“Yeah, he shared a bunk with Horace Severe. But I think Ike Johnson moved into your pa’s bunk when I kept him at the guard shack.” He narrowed his eyes. “Why?”

She stood. “It doesn’t matter why. I’m going to Cornucopia with you.” She picked up her father’s belongings that sat on the porch and dropped them into the box. “Did you still want to leave tonight? I don’t mind.”

Isaac scratched his ear and stared at the woman. What was she so fired up about finding at Cornucopia? What wasn’t she telling him? 

“I was only going to travel a few hours and sleep. You might as well sleep well tonight ’cause you’ll be sleepin’ in the back of a wagon the next two nights.” Isaac glanced down at the box. “You want me to take those away?”

“Please. What time in the morning do you want to leave?”

“The sun’s up at five-thirty. The sooner we get going and the longer we drive, the sooner I can get back to my job.”

She nodded. “I’ll be waiting at five-fifteen.”

He picked up the box and stared at her. “You realize there may not be anywhere for you to stay?” He didn’t want to catch hell from any of the mining manager’s wives for bringing a lady to the area and not thinking about where she would stay. 

“Is there a mercantile that carries outdoor equipment?” she asked. 

“Yeah, but you can’t think you’ll be safe living in a tent.” He was starting to think the woman was either too arrogant to back down or not what she seemed.

“I know how to use a rifle. I grew up on a farm. After father left, I had to shoot rabbits, birds, and deer to feed my sisters, brother, and I.” 

Her tone said more than her words. 

“What about your ma?” 

“When she died, father left. That was ten years ago. Alan, my brother, was eight. Alice was twelve, May was fourteen, and I was seventeen.” The words were spoken without feeling. 

Isaac hated to admit it, but his attitude toward the woman was softening. She came off harsh and abrasive, but she’d taken on the responsibility of raising her siblings at a young age.

“Didn’t you have any other relatives that could help?” He’d been taken in by his grandparents when his father joined the war. 

“None that would keep us together. That was Ma’s wish. That we stay together.” Her brown eyes took on a determined glint. “I kept us together and now my brother is running the farm and my sisters are married.”

Which still didn’t answer why she insisted on going to a mining area teeming with men.

“But why are you insisting to go to Cornucopia?” 

Miss Wagner’s gaze slid from his face to over his left shoulder. “I want to see where father lived. See for myself what about it was better than the farm and his children.”

He didn’t believe a word, but he’d let it go. It was a long ride to Cornucopia. Maybe he’d discover the true reason she insisted on going there.

“See you in the morning,” he said and hauled the box of Alan Wagner’s belongings back to the wagon. He dumped the box in the back, climbed on board, and headed to the livery. Looked like he’d sleep in the wagon at the livery and get over to the church by five in the morning. 
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Alamayda said her good-byes to the Hamiltons and marched out the door of the rectory carrying her valise at five-fifteen the next morning. She was surprised and pleased to see Mr. Corum standing beside a wagon. He was more than punctual. After his not meeting the train yesterday, she’d figured she’d be standing in front of the church for some time before he arrived. 

“Good morning, Mr. Corum,” she said, in a more cheerful voice than she felt. After hearing she’d need to stay in a tent at Cornucopia, she’d spent a good deal of her evening making a list of what she would need and then paring it down to what she could afford.

“Miss Wagner.” Mr. Corum held out his hand for her bag. 

She handed it over, and he set it in the back of the wagon behind the seat.

Grabbing a fistful of her skirt, she placed one hand on the seat and raised a foot to step on the spokes of the wheel. 

Hands spanned her waist, hoisting her onto the seat as if she flew up. Her cheeks heated. No man had ever put his hands on her. She stared at the street to her left as if interested. She didn’t want Mr. Corum to see how flustered she’d become from his touching her.

The wagon swayed as he climbed onto the seat next to her. She scooted to the edge to avoid touching him. On the trip out, she’d bumped into men on occasion due to the jostle of a crowd on the train station platforms or passing in the trains. None had put their hands on her in such a forward way. 

The wagon lurched, wood creaked, and the harnesses jingled as they rolled down the street of Baker City. She glanced sideways at Mr. Corum. His face was forward, his brow furrowed, and his attention on the horses. 

Apparently, he thought nothing of touching a woman. She pointed her face forward and decided to try and forget the event. 

Without much ado, they left the thriving railroad city behind and traveled through tall prairie grass, headed toward hills and beyond them mountains that could be seen in the distance.

“I’ve been thinkin,’” Mr. Corum said.

Alamayda jolted at his voice. She’d settled into a half awake-half asleep stupor listening to the jingle of the harnesses and the rumble of the wheels on the hard-packed road. 

“Thinking, Mr. Corum? Isn’t that what most people do every minute of their waking day?” The minute she let the waspish sentence out, she wished to retract it. 

He swiveled his head and peered at her. “Ma’am, I just met you and as far as I can tell, I’ve done nothin’ that would prove I’m slow witted.”

“I’m sorry. Truly, I am. I’ve had to prove to people they couldn’t swindle or cheat me when dealing with the buyers of our farm products.” There had been so many times, if she hadn’t said something to prove her wit and show her tenacity, they would have had less money for the winter. 

“I don’t understand how bein’ rude shows pluck.” 

It was her turn to stare at him. “Rude? I say what I’m thinking.”

“Then you need to stop and think a bit more before you speak.” 

“Now who’s being rude!” she huffed. What she’d said wasn’t rude, it was the truth. If one sugarcoated their words, they were soft and vulnerable.

“I’m not bein’ rude. I’m tellin’ you the facts about yourself.” He stared ahead. “I’m just sayin’ what I’m thinkin’.”

He’d thrown her words back at her, which started her thinking. Do my thoughts come out as rude as he’s insinuating? Why haven’t May or Alice said anything? 

“I’ve also been thinkin’ on your name.”

It appeared Mr. Corum liked to talk. A trait she usually found annoying not only in men but in women. They were going to be stuck on this wagon for three days together, she may as well converse as sit in silence.

“You do a lot of thinking.”

“It’s all I have to do while on guard duty every day.” 

“What about my name?” 

“It’s a mouthful. Alamayda. I bet you were a mite of a baby, so why’d your folks give you such a big name?” He glanced at her. The crinkles around his eyes deepened as he half smiled. 

“You know my father’s name was Alan. My ma’s name was Mayda. They put the two together to make my name.” 

Mr. Corum whistled. 

“What is that for?” she asked.

“I’d of never believed Alan was so high on hisself. And your ma must have been, too.”

The hair on the back of Alamayda’s neck bristled. “What do you mean by that?”

“They named you Alamayda after them, then you said you had a sister named May and a brother named Alan. Seems to me your folks didn’t want to be forgotten after they died.”

She’d never thought about all their names, even Alice, which was her mother’s middle name and her middle name, was a connection to her parents. She did know she had never liked her name, but Ma wouldn’t let her be called by any nicknames.

“What about you? Did your parents name you after them?” She’d put the conversation on him for a while. 

“No. I’m not sure where my name came from. My ma died while birthin’ me. When I was eight, my pa went off to the war and didn’t come back. I lived with my grandparents until they died. Instead of living with someone else, I lit out for the west.” 

Alamayda stared at him. He retold his life without bitterness and with a sense of pride. She could barely remember a time when she wasn’t scraping to feed her siblings or worrying over the price of wheat and vegetables. He’d lost his mother at birth and his father at a younger age than she’d lost her parents, and yet, he was at peace with it. 

“Why did you go out west?” she asked, wanting to learn more about the man who seemed to have found peace in his life. 

“I was in Abilene, workin’ at the cattle yard when the Rockin’ R Ranch drove in a herd of cattle. I started talkin’ to one of the hands and ended up headin’ back to the Rockin’ R to hire on.” 

Her thoughts collided. “How did you go from working at a cattle ranch to guarding a mine?”

He glanced over at her and grinned. “The pays better and not so hard on a body.” His gray eyes didn’t seem to focus on her. “I’m savin’ my money to buy a cattle ranch. One that will support me the rest of my life.” 

That’s what finding her father’s mine would do for her. Support her the rest of her life. Then she could draw and write poetry in solitude. 

“That’s a nice dream,” she said.

“Yeah, your pa said the same thing when I told him.” He chuckled. “You know, I talked with your pa now and then when he’d change shifts. He seemed to be sharp. But when he was lyin’ on my bed knowin’ he was goin’ to die, he started mutterin’ about not gettin’ to live his dream. Not findin’ the gold in time.” 

Alamayda’s body turned toward Mr. Corum before she could stop it. 
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Isaac pretended he didn’t notice Alamayda’s attention pique at the mention of gold. Was that what she thought she’d find in Cornucopia? As far as he knew, the old man was delirious and talking of his past gold mining days before he went to work for Lon Simmons.

“My father said something about a gold mine to you?” Miss Wagner asked.

He glanced sideways. There was a sparkle in her eyes that hadn’t been there before. It made her appear less formal, more playful—more her age.

“He was delirious with pain and fever. I didn’t take anythin’ he said serious.” Isaac stared forward. He could feel her excitement.

She picked at her pocketbook. “There’s a reason I’m going to Cornucopia and asked to see his belongings.”

Her tone of voice was low, calculating. As if she were making up her mind about telling him something.

“I figured that when you said you were goin’ after you looked through your pa’s belongin’s.” It had taken him a bit to fall asleep the night before, trying to make sense of her actions. 

“Were you father’s only friend? I mean, do you think there was anyone else he would have confided in?” 

He glanced to the side. She stared at him as if he had all the answers.

“I can’t tell you who he might have talked to in the boardinghouse at night. I sleep in the guard shack at the Union-Companion mine. But I never saw him talkin’ to no one person every time he came out of the mine or walking to shifts. He and I spent a few Sundays fishin’, but he never mentioned more than he had kids in Kansas and he’d given up tryin’ to find gold for hisself so he could send money home to you.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think he gave up finding gold for himself and us. He mentioned he’d claimed a mine for us. He called it the Wagner Mine. But he never told us where. Said he had drawn a map and we’d get it if something ever happened to him.” Her eyes stared straight into his. “Did you keep the map?”

Anger ripped through his chest and flashed bright red in his head. “I can’t believe you just accused me of stealin’ from your pa after I took care of him when no one else wanted to. They were all afraid to lose a couple days pay to sit with him. And now I’m losin’ six more days to bring you his things. ALL of his things. Not to mention what bringin’ you to Cornucopia is goin’ to cost me.” 

She leaned back as his outrage spilled forth. Her eyes narrowed. “What do you mean bringing me to Cornucopia will cost you? I’ll pay for my own lodgings and food.”

“You bet you will. I’ve lost enough money doin’ the right thing.” He grit his teeth and swallowed the anger her calling him a thief had spawned. “I mean, a single woman in a minin’ camp is like tossin’ a rabbit into a pen of dogs. The men are goin’ to be tryin’ to outdo each other to get your attention. I’m sure there’ll be some, that given how long they’ve gone with seein’ only the twenty or so respectable females in town, will be doggin’ you, and you aren’t goin’ to like it.” 

He cast a glance her direction. From the way her lips pursed and the furrowing of her brow, she hadn’t a clue what it was like in a mining community.

“You said there wasn’t a hotel or boardinghouse that would take me in?” 

“The only hotel is going to cost you more than I’m sure you’re willin’ to pay. The best you can do is put up a tent and hope you can sleep knowin’ a man could come sneakin’ into your tent for your affections.” They were only half-a-day’s ride from Baker City. He wouldn’t mind the extra time to turn around and put this woman back on a train. 

She crossed her arms as if she had some attribute to hide and stared forward. 

“I can turn around and get you on a train back to Kansas.” He used as neutral a tone as he could muster. He didn’t want her to think his talk about the miners was only a means of scaring her back home.

“You would like that, wouldn’t you? Then you could find Father’s map and have that mine for your own.” She shifted her arms tighter to her body. “I am not going back. I’ve washed my hands of Kansas. I’ll either find the map and produce enough gold to send equal portions to my siblings and to support me, or I’ll not find the map and continue on until I find a place I like and a job.”

This bit of information piqued Isaac’s curiosity. “Why aren’t you returnin’ to Kansas?” 

She shot him a narrowed glare. “That is none of your business. Just as most of this conversation is none of your business.”

“Well then, I guess since you don’t believe me haulin’ you to Cornucopia is my business, you could just get on out of this wagon and walk.” He pushed on the brake and hauled back on the reins, halting the horses.

She sat up straight and faced him sputtering, “You wouldn’t dare leave me out here. It’s miles to Cornucopia.”

“Yes, it is. But it’s closer for you to walk on back to Baker City.”

“How dare you!” 

“And if you ain’t a mite nicer to me, I will leave you sittin’ by the road.” He glared back at her. He’d never leave a woman alone out here, but she didn’t know that. 

Alamayda stared into Mr. Corum’s gray eyes. He’d seemed a good-natured person, but this threat to leave her sounded real. She had offended him by accusing him of stealing her father’s map. 

“Fine. I’ll refrain from talking to you. That should be the same as leaving me alongside the road.” She pressed her lips tightly shut and peered forward. 

She could have sworn she heard him chuckle before clicking to the horses and starting the wagon forward. 

They’d traveled an hour in silence when he stopped the wagon again. 

“If you need to stretch your legs or take care of any business, the sagebrush is tall enough to give you privacy.” He pointed beyond her to sagebrush as tall as a small tree. 

Alamayda placed her reticule on her valise behind the seat. The wagon swayed as Mr. Corum climbed down. 

She stood and backed to the side of the wagon, preparing to climb down. Once again, hands encased her waist and her feet touched the ground within seconds. The hands retreated, and she spun around to ask him to keep his hands to himself. But his long legs and quick strides were already carrying him to the opposite side of the wagon.

It was much easier getting on and off the wagon with his help. But his touching her...she shouldn’t allow that. If the miners witnessed him touching her, they might think she wished to have a man handling her. She shuddered as she walked to the sagebrush. She didn’t need a man in her life to walk out on her when she needed him most, like her father had done. 

Walking closer to the bushes, she held her sleeve in front of her nose. The large bushes were giving off a pungent odor. 

She walked several yards beyond the bushes where she didn’t have to hold her sleeve in front of her nose to do her business. Thankful she had no need of a corset and wore only one underskirt with her walking skirt, she was finished quickly. 

The area around her was different. So unlike Kansas, she stopped and stared, wishing she’d brought her reticule with her so she could do a quick sketch of the area. 

“You ready?” Mr. Corum called. 

She scanned the area one last time, hoping it would remain in her mind, so she could sketch it tonight when they stopped. Hurrying toward the wagon, she found Mr. Corum standing on her side of the wagon, no doubt waiting to help her up. 

“I can climb onto a wagon on my own,” she said, standing a good arms-length back from him. 

“I’m sure you can. However, bein’ a gentleman, I prefer to help you up.” He tipped his hat as if to emphasize he was a gentleman.

She crossed her arms. “A gentleman would have asked first before putting his hands so intimately on a woman he barely knows.”

His face brightened a nice hue of red. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I figured you’d be thankful for the help and didn’t consider you might not want me touchin’ you.” He stepped away from the wagon. “I’ll just wait here in case you lose your footin’.”

She started to reply she wouldn’t lose her footing but bit her tongue. She didn’t want him threatening to leave her on the side of the road. He could easily swing up on the wagon and leave her standing there. 

This morning she’d put off the long reach to the wagon seat as the fact she was still tense from all that had transpired. But as she stretched to reach the wagon seat, she realized this wagon was taller than the wagons they used on the farm. Stretched to her fullest, her fingers barely curled around the iron spring the seat sat on. Heat flashed into her cheeks. She did need help getting onto this wagon. 

Lowering her arm, she faced Mr. Corum. “With you lifting me up each time, I hadn’t realized this wagon is larger than the ones we used on the farm.”

“It’s a company wagon. It’s used to get supplies and haul ore. It’s sturdier than a farm wagon and built to carry more.” He stepped forward. “Miss Wagner, may I help you up?”

She knew he was mocking her in a way, but he held his hands out as if pleading with her and she couldn’t get mad. 

“Mr. Corum, you may help me up.” She smiled, hoping it reassured the man she didn’t hold any grudges.

“Isaac.” 

“What?” She peered into his eyes. 

The wrinkles at the corners crinkled more, and he smiled sheepishly. “I’d prefer you call me Isaac. Or Corum. Nobody calls me mister, not even the kids in Cornucopia.” 

She ducked her head and blushed. She’d never called a man by his first name, not since her childhood was ripped from her and she’d had to take over the responsibilities of her siblings and the farm. 

“I may have trouble with that request, Isaac.” 

“Why’s that?” he asked.

“The last time I called a male by his first name I was a child in school and they were my classmates. Calling a man mister, shows I want to be called Miss. It’s more business-like.” She glanced up at him. “I’ve had to work to be respected by the townsfolk and the businesses I dealt with to keep my sisters and brother together and fed.”

He nodded. “I can understand that. How about you can call me Isaac when we’re alone and mister when there’s others about?” 

“I think I can do that.” She thought a moment. “While I’ll allow you to help me up into the wagon, I would appreciate it if you keep your hands to yourself when we arrive
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