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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Pierce stared blankly at the rain-streaked window, the blur of gray buildings beyond reminding him of a Grimshaw painting he’d seen long ago. A hand pressed against his shoulder as if to tell him he wasn’t alone. In fact, even now, in the midst of his grief, he was still surrounded by people. He always had been. Not that it mattered. None of them could fill the gaping void consuming his soul. It was like a sinkhole, swallowing every happiness he’d ever known.

      “She’s gone,” he murmured, the words as foreign as the very idea of her absence. No. Not an idea. Fact. As real as the floor beneath his feet and the New York skyline that filled his vision.

      Turning his head, he caught the shimmer in his mother-in-law’s eyes. “Yes,” she said. Her fingers dug against the wool of his jacket while a lonely tear trickled down her aging cheek. A mournful sob choked her words when she spoke again. “I don’t know how to go on without her. She was my only child.”

      Feeling that all too familiar ache in his throat begin to burn, Pierce turned more fully toward her and pulled her into his arms. He didn’t speak. Instead, he simply held on to what was left of the woman he’d loved – the woman he’d meant to grow old with, until death had stolen her from him.

      Time stretched. How far, he could not tell, but eventually a gentle knock sounded, and his hold on his mother-in-law loosened.

      “Jenny.” His father-in-law, Frank, spoke from the doorway. “It’s getting late, and we have quite a drive ahead of us.”

      The moment Pierce dreaded had finally come – that point in time when he would be left alone in a home full of scattered memories. “I thought you should know,” he said as he watched Jenny walk across to Frank, her footfalls heavy against the hardwood floor, “I’ve decided to sell the apartment.”

      A slight pause followed. “That’s understandable, I suppose,” Frank eventually said. He looked as tired as Pierce felt.

      “I need to get away,” Pierce added. “This…” He gestured with his hand, indicating the space around him. “It’s suffocating me.”

      Jenny nodded. “Where will you go?” Her hand clutched her husband’s as if she needed his strength in order to remain upright. It had been three months since the funeral, and somehow they both looked more distraught now than they had back then. Perhaps because they’d finally found the time to face the emptiness left in their lives. Collecting the family albums Caroline had borrowed while working on an anniversary gift for them was bound to have that effect. They’d been putting it off for weeks and Pierce couldn’t blame them, but time was running out, and he didn’t feel right about taking the albums with him.

      He considered them both – the people who’d welcomed him into their lives with open arms when he’d married their daughter, Caroline, six years earlier. He couldn’t imagine what this was doing to them – what his departure would do to them. But he couldn’t stay. He simply had to leave if he was going to survive this. “Whitehorse,” he said.

      A hollow hush swept through the room as they stared at each other. “In Canada?” Frank eventually asked. He seemed more capable than Jenny, whose eyes were misting once more.

      “Caroline always talked about doing something with the land her grandfather left her.”

      “But that’s in the Klondike,” Jenny muttered.

      Pierce nodded. He’d anticipated their shocked expressions. After all, the Klondike was just about as remote as one could get without completely giving up on civilization. “Like I said, I need to get away.”

      To his surprise, neither Frank nor Jenny questioned his decision the way his own parents had when he’d given them the news. Perhaps because Caroline’s parents were the only two people who could really understand the state of his misery.

      “You can’t run from this, son,” his dad had told him right after the funeral.

      Perhaps not, Pierce had agreed privately, but I am bloody well going to give it my best shot. At the same time he would honor Caroline’s memory by doing what she’d always dreamed of.

      “I’ll be building a large log home,” he added, registering the dismay on both Frank’s and Jenny’s faces as they realized how permanent his move would be. “Construction is already underway, and once it’s finished, you’re welcome to come for a visit whenever you like.”

      “What about your job, Pierce? You can’t just—”

      “It’s already done,” he told them calmly. “I’ve handed in my resignation.”

      “But—”

      “The job no longer matters. At least not to me.”

      Silence fell like plump drops of rain, and as Pierce stood there, waiting for Frank and Jenny to argue, he saw understanding unfold in their eyes. Chemcore International, the pharmaceutical company where he’d worked for the past ten years, had given him some amazing opportunities. After graduating from Columbia with a degree in finance, he’d grabbed the accounting job Chemcore had offered and had diligently worked his way toward the dream that had finally been realized two years ago when the board elected him the new CEO.

      But as much as he’d loved his job, it had also kept him busy and away from Caroline more than he’d ever cared to admit. He saw that now – now that it was too late to make time for that bed and breakfast getaway she’d always talked about. Just one in a series of wasted moments.

      And when they’d realized how sick she was, it hadn’t mattered that his job had provided him with a two-hundred-thousand-dollar salary. The money hadn’t been enough to save her. Nothing had.

      “Time is more fragile than we think,” Pierce said. “It can be snatched away faster than we imagine.” He glanced toward the window, noting that the rain had finally stopped. “Out there, our cluttered lives keep us busy, distracting us from the things that truly matter.”

      Nodding, Frank held out his hand, and in that moment, Pierce knew he not only understood, but accepted the choice Pierce had made for his own future. “Promise me you’ll stay in touch?”

      Stepping forward, Pierce grabbed hold of his father-in-law’s hand and met his entreating gaze. “Absolutely.”

      They said their goodbyes, and then the front door closed with a click, plunging Pierce into silence. Turning, he made his way through the hallway on heavy feet. It was as though his entire body was filled with lead, all thought of carrying on, impossible.

      Memories were everywhere – in the silly potpourri he’d meant to throw away but hadn’t, and in the towels Caroline had insisted should be white rather than blue. “They’ll get dirty quicker,” he’d told her. She’d responded with a crooked smile – her version of an eye-roll – before saying, “No more so than the blue ones. The difference is we’ll be able to see it.”

      Going to the kitchen with the intention of grabbing a bottle of water, he paused next to the fridge where a photo attached with magnets threatened to make his chest cave. It showed Caroline at a dog shelter the two of them had visited last year. She’d always loved animals and so had he. The idea of adding a furry member to their family had come naturally, so there she was, perched amid a group of dogs, a warm glow in her eyes.

      Pierce sighed. The recollections clawed at him from every angle until he felt raw both inside and out. He needed sleep to escape, so he made his way to bed and settled his weary body beneath the sheets.

      But his mind betrayed him, filling him with thoughts of Caroline and how pretty she’d looked in a red summer dress that first time he’d taken her out to dinner. He could still see her laughter, reminding him of everything that was right with the world. But would this image of her always be so clear? Or would it eventually fade – carried away by time?

      “You look lovely tonight,” he’d told her, liking the way she’d done up her hair.

      Her eyes had sparkled with mischief when she’d said, “Only because I think you might be worth the effort.” When he’d arched an eyebrow, she’d shrugged her shoulders and casually added, “My last date was shocked when I showed up wearing pajamas.”

      The light and humorous repartee had set the tone for their entire relationship. Reflecting on it, Pierce tried to recall other similar moments. But without warning, his thoughts shifted, presenting a different image – one in which Caroline no longer smiled, her pain so intense she could scarcely speak without gasping for breath.

      Groaning, Pierce glanced across at his bedside table where time was brightly illuminated in green digital numbers. Three a.m. already.

      Damn.

      He passed a hand across his face, frustrated by his inability to forget just long enough for sleep to claim him. Except the truth was he didn’t want to forget. Not really.

      Rolling onto his side, he looked at the clock once more, his eyes falling on another, much smaller picture of Caroline as a child – one in which she was sitting on her beloved grandfather’s lap. She was smiling here too; a happy person by nature until the sickness had stolen that from her.

      Lowering his gaze, he considered the sealed envelope next to the picture. It contained a letter from Caroline he hadn’t yet had the courage to open. Because once he did, she’d have nothing else left to say.

      Closing his eyes again, Perce went through the motions required for sleep – trying to clear his mind of the past just long enough to allow a reprieve – even though he knew that the effort would be in vain.
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        The Klondike, thirty miles east of Dawson City

        One year later

      

      

      Inhaling deeply, Sarah Palmer hung up the phone and met her grandfather’s questioning gaze. At twenty five years of age, she’d been helping him run his business – a small mining operation – long enough to know that nothing was ever certain. “Greenfield doesn’t want to renew our lease for next year,” she said as she swept back a few loose strands of copper-colored hair and tucked them behind her ear. “I think the Boone brothers may have given him a better offer.”

      “Then we’ll just have to look elsewhere. Greenfield isn’t the only land owner around here.” Her grandfather pushed a newspaper across the desk in front of him, tapping it with his index finger. “Have a look at this. It might be a good deal for us.”

      Crossing to his desk, Sarah looked at the ad he’d pointed to, noting the address. “This is Murphy’s old property. Isn’t it?”

      “It is indeed,” her grandfather said with a smug grin on his narrow weather-worn face. “And we finally have a shot at it. Place has a new owner now.”

      “Really?” She could scarcely believe it. None of the mining rights there had been renewed since Murphy’s passing three years earlier, and as far as she’d known, not a single new one had been issued either. Apparently that had now changed.

      Her grandfather nodded. “It’s a miner’s dream if we can get our hands on the part I’ve been eyeing.”

      A cold shiver darted its way along Sarah’s spine. She knew precisely what her grandfather was referring to. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Why not?”

      “You know perfectly well why not!” Taking a breath, she made an effort to temper her tone before saying, “You’re after the only place up there that has never been touched, but you’re forgetting that there’s a good reason for that.”

      “The ridge,” he said, confirming her worst suspicions.

      She shook her head, realizing she had to be the responsible one. “No. It’s too dangerous.”

      “I know it’s not without risk, Sarah, but take a look around you. If we wanted something safe to do, we wouldn’t be mining for gold in the Klondike. We’d be sitting in a comfortable office, pushing paper for a living.” Leaning forward, he placed his knobby elbows on the desk and looked up at her with a pair of piercing green eyes that mirrored her own. The only difference was that his were topped with thinning grey brows. “In order to make it big in this field, risks must be taken. All the easy pickings have been pocketed long ago. You know that as well as I.”

      “Agreed, but that doesn’t mean we have to hang off the side of a cliff in order to strike it rich.”

      “Doesn’t it?” He took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair, the leather squeaking against his movement. “I remember when I was a lad, and my own grandpa worked up here. It was tougher back then without the machinery we have today, but at least the gold was closer to the surface. That’s no longer the case.”

      “We did okay for ourselves last year,” Sarah argued, reluctant to let him talk her into something that went against her better judgment. “Everyone got paid a decent salary.”

      “True. But I’d like to do better than that before I draw my last breath.”

      “Grandpa—”

      “I want to be sure you have enough to get by on once I’m gone.” He flattened his mouth and frowned before saying, “After all, Billy doesn’t seem to give a damn.”

      “Billy doesn’t owe me a thing, and you know it.” Angry that he’d brought her ex-boyfriend into the conversation, she marched to her own desk and sat. “I’ll give this number a ring if you like and see if I can set something up, but I’m not happy about it.”

      “I know.” He offered a reassuring smile. “But if my instincts are right, you will be.”

      She could only hope so as she picked up the phone and dialed the number printed in the paper. It rang for what seemed like forever before a man finally answered. “Hello?” His voice was low and warm, perhaps even a bit tired, which made it sound surprisingly pleasant.

      “Err…yes, hello,” Sarah said, composing herself as she darted a hasty look in her grandfather’s direction. She wasn’t the sort to be easily flustered by anything, yet here she was, pulse leaping, and all because of a voice. Ridiculous! “I’m calling about the ad in the paper?”

      A slight hesitation, and then, “What about it?”

      “I, err…” A wave of heat swept over her, teasing her skin until it tightened. Get a grip. It’s just a voice. “Are you the owner?”

      He cleared his throat with a low, vibrating sound that made her shiver. “I am.”

      “Right. Well then, if it’s still available, my grandfather and I would like to lease it for the coming season.”

      “Only if the ridge is included,” her grandfather said from across the room.

      Sarah sighed. “As long as the ridge is included,” she repeated into the phone.

      A pause followed until the voice at the other end spoke once more. “Why don’t you come up tomorrow and have a look? We can discuss the spot you’re after then.”

      Sarah nodded, realizing belatedly that the man she was speaking to couldn’t see that. “Fine,” she blurted. “What time?”

      “Let’s make it one o’clock. Does that work for you?”

      “Yes. Thank you. We’ll see you then.” The phone went dead. With trembling fingers, Sarah lowered it back into its cradle, confused by what had just happened.

      “What on earth was that about?” Her grandfather asked. “It’s as if you’ve never talked on a phone before.”

      Blinking, she got to her feet, pulled her coat off the hook on the door, and began pushing her arms into the sleeves. “I don’t know, but I think I need to get some fresh air.”

      Her grandfather frowned. “Was he rude to you in any way?”

      “What? Err…no…he was pleasant enough.”

      “And his name?”

      Sarah stilled. “He never mentioned it.”

      “And apparently you forgot to give him yours as well.” Shaking his head, her grandfather muttered something inaudible as she opened the door and stepped out into the frosty air. Her boots squeaked loudly against the thin layer of snow now covering the path they’d shoveled that morning. Life in the Klondike was anything but easy, and there were many – especially those from her own family – who were skeptical about her ability to make it work. She was too young and too slim, they said.

      Glancing up, she watched the clouds begin to gather once more. If this weather continued, as the forecast predicted, they’d have to invest in a new snow plough soon. With their home placed a good quarter mile away from the country road, they had to be ready to clear it. The municipal’s Operations Department would handle the rest, although it generally took time for them to get all the way out here since high traffic main roads were their first priority. Looking back at the office, Sarah thought of what her grandfather had said and took a deep breath. For a man his age, he still seemed surprisingly active. But she’d be lying to herself if she didn’t admit he’d appeared increasingly tired over the course of the past year. Uneasiness bore its way through her. Was he truly worried about his own demise? At eighty five he had to be, she supposed, but the way he’d spoken about it troubled her. It was as if he feared he would die before he was ready.

      Stuffing her hands into her pockets, she blew out a breath and watched as it curled in white wispy tufts through the air. Majestic firs crowded the landscape on all sides. Nobody was ever ready to die, but he was obviously set on doing whatever he could to ensure she’d be able to support herself after. She loved him for caring so much, even though the thought of one day losing him broke her heart. Still… She shook her head, unable to stop smiling as it dawned on her how manipulative he was being – using his advanced years in order to get his way.

      Very well then. If he meant to find a fortune in gold during their next season up here, then by God, she would help him do it.
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      It was still dark outside when Pierce awoke, his feet landing solidly against the timber floor of his bedroom as he swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat up. Turning on the bedside lamp, he forced himself to look at the photo sitting on the table, now bathed in light. His chest tightened until his heart ached. “Good morning, beautiful,” he whispered while Caroline’s face smiled back at him. It seemed inconceivable that she’d been gone for more than a year and that he’d somehow managed to go on without her. He still hadn’t read the letter she’d left him and wondered if he ever would. Unable to keep on looking at it, he’d eventually slipped it inside the wedding album he kept locked away in a living room drawer.

      A memory stirred and she was suddenly in his arms, her mouth wide with laughter as he spun her about on a warm day in Central Park, the spiky grass beneath his bare feet poking its way between his toes.

      Caroline’s eyes met his, sparkling like dewdrops clinging to flower petals. “Stop!” The command was half-hearted at best and choked by mirth. It was infectious, her unrestrained exuberance. And he loved to take advantage, to tease without remorse just to see that sparkle appear, knowing it was for him. His heart squeezed and he pulled her to him, allowing momentum to carry them down, her slender body falling on his.

      “Pierce.” His name was pushed from her mouth in a gasp while blonde curls tumbled about her head.

      “God, you’re beautiful.” His hands came around her, pulling her close until finally…finally, their lips met while crowds of New Yorkers and tourists and whoever else was in the park that day wandered past. But Pierce didn’t care. He didn’t sense their presence or hear their chatter. The only thing that mattered was Caroline and how lucky he was to have met her.

      Except now she was gone, buried beneath heaps of soil and with nothing but cold gray stone to mark her resting place.

      Pushing away from the bed, Pierce stopped himself from dwelling on that particular thought – refused to let the pain in. He headed for the bathroom instead while recalling the meeting he’d set up for later in the day. Glancing at the shower, he decided to make the effort, even if they’d probably just be trudging around outside. He turned on the hot water and ran his hand along the edge of his jaw. The electric shaver sat, unused for weeks now, in a corner gathering dust. Reaching for it, Pierce flicked on the switch, took one last look at his grizzly appearance, and set the shaver to work.

      By the time he was done with everything and built a fresh fire in the wood-burning stove, it was eight o’ clock, and the early morning light was glowing warmly across the winter landscape. The day ahead stretched out before him – time that had to be filled one way or another just so he could go to bed and do it all over again the next day and the next and the one after that.

      The coffee pot beeped and he grabbed a cup from the cupboard, his thoughts going back to the woman who’d called yesterday. She hadn’t given him a name, which he’d thought slightly odd. Stranger still had been the nervousness in her voice. He couldn’t quite figure out the reason behind that, but it had certainly drawn his attention.

      His fingers curled tightly around the cup’s handle, holding it steady while he poured from the pot, watching as steam rose higher and higher before fading into nothingness. Boredom, that’s what it was, the reason he’d taken to talking to Caroline as if she were in the room with him, and the same reason for the odd curiosity he now harbored for a perfect stranger.

      He glanced at the phone and considered calling his parents, then reconsidered. They rarely had anything positive to say anyway and just kept pressuring him about going to visit them. If only they would try to understand his grieving process and why it could not involve the two of them trying to activate him.

      Frank and Jenny came to mind next. He’d kept his promise to stay in touch, though he sensed they dreaded talking to him just as much as he dreaded talking to them. The painful memories were inevitable whenever they spoke, so they’d gradually begun keeping contact to a minimum. As regrettable as that development was, it was probably for the best, not just for him, but for all of them.

      The toaster popped, shifting Pierce’s thoughts back to the day ahead. “She insisted on getting the ridge,” he said, addressing the empty space. Nobody answered. Pierce took a sip of his coffee, placed the toast on a plate, and began buttering it. “Sounds like madness to me.”

      He shook his head before taking a bite of his food. More puzzling was the idea that a woman had asked about it. From what little he knew about mining, it was a tough business. A dangerous business. But perhaps she was older than she’d sounded and with decades of experience behind her.

      Knowing he would have to wait a few hours to find out more, he grabbed the remote and flicked on the TV, grateful for the anchorman’s voice replacing the all-encompassing silence.
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      Pulling up next to a black Jeep at a little past one o’clock, Sarah registered the large log home the new owner had built. It looked as though it belonged in the pages of a home and garden magazine, not out here in the wilderness. It had clearly cost a fortune and was much more grandiose than the smaller log cabin where Murphy had once lived. She fleetingly wondered if that place still existed somewhere further back behind the trees while allowing her gaze to roam over the newer structure. A wide gable spanned the front entrance and tall glass windows and doors opened out onto a deck turned toward the view of the mountains.

      Sarah glanced across at her grandfather, who sat stiffly in the seat beside her. “Well, we’re here. Ready to check out the ridge?”

      “It’s just a formality,” her grandfather reminded her. “I already know I want it.”

      She didn’t comment. Instead, she turned off the engine, repositioned her scarf so it covered the lower part of her face, and pulled her hood up over her head before stepping out into the cold. She’d just closed the truck door when the front door of the cabin swung open, and a man stepped out. He descended the front steps quickly and came toward them at a brisk pace. “Hello.” He extended his hand. “I’m Pierce Jackson.”

      Somehow, Sarah managed to untangle the knot her tongue had formed the moment she’d laid eyes on him. If his voice had seemed rather enticing, then the man himself was…

      Straightening her spine, she accepted the hand he offered and gave it a firm shake. “Sarah Palmer.” She gestured toward her grandfather, who stood a little off to one side. “This is Thomas Palmer, my grandfather. He and I work together. It was his idea to come up and look at the land you’ve got to offer.”

      “Pleasure to meet you, sir,” Pierce said as he shook Thomas’s hand.

      “Likewise,” Thomas said. “We’re just behind those trees – about two hundred yards away, I should think – but with all the snow we’ve been having this winter and last season keeping us occupied, I’m afraid we never managed to come and welcome you to the area.”

      Pierce crossed his arms. “It’s alright. I’ve been pretty busy myself since I moved here.”

      For reasons she could not explain, Sarah wanted to know more. “What—”

      “Sarah and I are mostly interested in the ridge,” Thomas said, cutting Sarah off and getting straight to the point. “We’re familiar with it of course, but it wouldn’t hurt to take another look, if that’s all right with you.”

      “It’s the reason why you’re here, isn’t it?” Pierce asked as he looked from one to the other. “Why don’t we grab the Argo and head on over there? If you like what you see, I’ll invite you for coffee while we go over the contract.”

      “And if we don’t like what we see?” Thomas asked with a mischievous glint to his eyes.

      “Then I’ll still invite you for coffee,” Pierce said. “Just give me a second. I’ll be right back.”

      Sarah watched him go, unable to stop herself from comparing him to Billy as he walked to the garage. Their height and hair color were similar, but Pierce was broader, his stride more solid. “Why did you cut me off before?” she asked her grandfather as she turned to face him.

      “Because you were about to pry, and if there’s one thing that man doesn’t want or need, it’s prying.”

      Sarah frowned. “I was just curious to know how he ended up here.” Her grandfather raised an eyebrow. “How do you know he wouldn’t want to tell us?”

      “Trust me. The haunted look in his eyes is more than enough. I’ve seen it before.” The corners of his eyes crinkled as he stared straight back at her, unflinching. “Leave it alone, Sarah, and let’s just focus on what we came for.”

      For a second, she felt as if the ground was falling away beneath her feet. She didn’t need to ask what he was referring to, because she already knew. Which was why she just stood there, saying nothing, while snowflakes drifted lazily around her shoulders and until Pierce returned with his all-terrain vehicle. “Climb aboard,” he yelled over the sound of the engine.

      Leaving the front passenger seat of the Argo to her grandfather, Sarah took a seat on the back bench. Holding on tight, she anticipated the occasional bumps and a few sharp turns, enjoying the speed and the illusion that all the memories her grandfather had just stirred to life were being left far behind.

      Focus.

      That’s what she’d been doing for the past three years, and that was what she would continue to do now. So she pushed her thoughts of Billy from her mind and considered her grandfather. He needed her, depended on her, and she would not let him down.

      The Argo slowed, producing a spray of snow before coming to a stop. “It’s beautiful, don’t you think?” Pierce asked as he looked out over the ridge at the far end of his property. It was a steep drop to the river below and equally steep on the other side too, where a grey wall of rock rose toward another peak.

      “I think it’s beautiful everywhere in the Klondike,” Sarah whispered, her voice muffled by her scarf. She spoke up, this time wanting to be heard. “Life up here can be harsh. The city folk don’t understand why anyone would choose to live in such a remote location. Personally, I can’t imagine living anywhere else. It’s just a cleaner, less complicated way of life.”

      Turning in his seat, Pierce looked at her as if she’d somehow managed to put into words an idea he’d been trying to hold onto. And she saw then, in that fraction of a second, the devastation her grandfather had spoken of earlier, only this time she felt a piece of her heart break for this man. Nobody deserved to suffer the kind of pain that left such a mark.

      Breaking eye contact, Pierce climbed out of the Argo and turned to offer her his hand. It was firm beneath her own, his arm strong and steady, supporting her weight until she reached solid ground. She barely managed to get her balance before he’d released her again and started toward the other side of the vehicle, his boots squeaking against the snow.

      “Would you like a hand as well?” he asked her grandfather, who readily accepted the offer, much to Sarah’s surprise. In her experience, Thomas liked to handle everything on his own. The fact that he was giving up some of his control to a perfect stranger reminded her that he was getting on in years.

      Disliking the thought, she chose not to dwell on it, walking out toward the edge of the ridge instead. “There’s at least twenty feet to the river below,” she called out, her voice pulled away on a gust of wind that swept in behind her. Hugging herself, she turned back to face the others. “How wide do you suppose the area is?”

      “A quarter mile, last I measured,” Pierce said. “I’ll add another quarter mile in width and sell you the claim for forty grand. How does that sound?”

      “Well,” Thomas began, “I’d say it’s probably reasonable enough if there’s gold here. But if there isn’t…” He allowed the point to remain unspoken.

      “Look, the way I see it,” Pierce said, crossing his arms, “you called as soon as my ad appeared in the paper. Furthermore, you seemed pretty eager to come take a look at it, even though I’m sure that doing so was just a formality. Your insistence on the ridge tells me you’re pretty certain of what you’ll find once you start digging. So the offer stands. Take it or leave it.”

      Watching her grandfather hesitate, Sarah decided to take charge. “You’re right, but contrary to my grandfather’s opinion, I happen to think you’re asking too much – almost twice of what we paid last year.”

      “Except last year, you were mining somewhere else,” Pierce said. “If you want the ridge, then this is the price you’ll have to pay.”

      Glancing over at her grandfather, Sarah prepared to tell Pierce Jackson they weren’t interested, only to find her grandfather telling the man, “We accept.”

      She could only stand there gaping at them both as they shook hands, completely dumbfounded by what had just happened. Finding her tongue, she walked over to her grandfather, determined to talk some sense into him. “I know you were hoping to claim the ridge, but—”

      “No buts about it, Sarah. I’ve already agreed.”

      She wanted to scream or hit something. Pierce Jackson would do nicely right now. God, she was angry with both of them, except to his credit, Pierce had no idea how much money they had at their disposal. Sure, they could dish out forty grand on the claim, but there would be other expenses on top of that, the most costly being the new equipment they needed.

      “Shall we go back to my cabin so I can print out the paperwork for you?” Pierce asked, already helping her grandfather back into the Argo.

      “Will it be served with fresh coffee?” Sarah asked, sounding more irritable than she’d intended. Too late for that now.

      “Of course,” Pierce said with a somewhat puzzled expression. Coming toward her, he held out his hand. “Would you like me to help you get in as well?”

      “Thank you, but I think I can manage.”

      Shrugging, he turned away and climbed into the front, leaving her to get in on her own. Cursing beneath her breath, Sarah scrambled on board, her butt landing on the bench with a thud. Somehow she would have to fix this before her grandfather gave up all of his hard-earned money for a dream Pierce Jackson seemed all too happy to indulge.
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      “You can’t do this,” Sarah said from somewhere behind him.

      Standing in the kitchen, Pierce was measuring coffee into the coffee maker. “Do what?” he asked while trying not to lose count.

      When she spoke again, her voice was closer than before. “Insist we pay more than the property is worth.”

      He stiffened, not liking the implication that he was taking advantage of an old man and his granddaughter. “This is business,” he said. Reaching for the pot, he turned on the faucet and began adding water. “I’m not forcing you to buy the claim, but if you want it as badly as I think you do, then—”

      “The ridge is supposed to be his last big attempt at striking it rich up here. But if it doesn’t work out, he’ll lose everything at that price.”

      Pierce sympathized, but he needed the money as well. After medical bills had been paid and funeral arrangements taken care of, he’d spent whatever savings he had left on building this home and moving. His only income now would come from the shares he owned in Chemcore and from selling claims to gold miners.

      “Why the ridge?” he asked as he poured the water into the coffee maker and pressed the ON button. He turned to face her. Now that her scarf was gone from her face and she no longer wore her massive jacket, he was able to see she was younger than he’d initially thought. No more than twenty seven at most and with the kind of red hair that hadn’t come from a bottle. She looked like the sort of person who’d like to find a reason to smile, but rarely did. “Why do I get the impression it has to be the ridge or nothing at all?”

      Sighing, she slumped against the doorjamb. “Because Grandpa’s been looking at it for the last forty years.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Grandpa’s always said that considering the size of the river and way it carves its way between two mountains, the ridge must have been formed during a glacial shift which would have brought gold with it. He’s been interested in the property for a long time but never got around to claiming it until now. This is his last chance to take a run at a big strike. After all, he’s not exactly getting any younger.”

      “You think the coming season will be his last?”

      “He says it will.”

      Considering that, Pierce hesitated a moment while pondering his options. The last thing he wanted was to be responsible for an old man losing his retirement fund. Still, Thomas seemed as though he’d made a calculated decision that he’d be prepared to live with. “Then what would you like to propose?” he asked Sarah. If she didn’t like his offer, he’d give her the chance to make a better one.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Tell me what you think is reasonable, and I’ll let you know if we can make it work.”

      “Really?” She sounded dubious.

      “Really,” he insisted.

      For a second she just stood there looking slightly uncertain. But then her eyes sharpened, and she said quite clearly, “Make it twenty five.”

      “No.”

      Her mouth dropped. “But you said—”

      “I know what I said, but twenty five is too low. You’ll have to do better than that.”

      She raised her chin a notch, straightened her posture and crossed her arms. “Fine. How about thirty—and two percent of the gold.”

      “Make that five percent and you have yourself a deal.”

      She didn’t answer, but her eyes filled with enough emotion to inspire a thousand poems. They were green, he suddenly noticed, and as if that realization alone had taken him a step too far, he immediately remembered that Caroline’s had been blue.

      “Why don’t you go and tell your grandfather there’s been a change of plans? See if he approves?” His tone was measured, concealing the heartache and the guilt that gnawed at him whenever he felt himself moving on without his wife, the distance between Caroline and him expanding.

      Nodding, Sarah backed through the doorway, leaving Pierce to gather cups on a tray along with milk, sugar, and a plate filled with chocolate chip cookies. Adding the coffee pot, he picked up the tray and walked into the living room, halting as soon as he saw the smile that lit up Thomas’s face while Sarah spoke to him. She was sitting right beside him on the leather couch, turned slightly sideways while her hands clasped his between her own.

      There was something so animated about her, so positive and full of life Pierce couldn’t quite seem to escape. It was a side of her he hadn’t seen yet, and for a moment he knew what it was to be happy again because she reminded him of what happiness looked like.

      But then she turned, saw him standing there, and the spell was broken. So he crossed to the coffee table and set down the tray, distributed cups and poured the coffee – mindless tasks to distract him from the acute loneliness that came from wanting to experience happiness again, but fearing the price he’d have to pay if he tried to embrace it.

      “I have a hundred acres in total,” he found himself saying as he offered Thomas the milk and sugar. “Forty of that will be yours, but I can’t guarantee you’ll be the only crew up here since I do plan on parceling off the rest.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time we’ve worked close to others. It’ll be fine,” Thomas assured him.

      “I imagine you’ll want to get started end of May, beginning of June? As soon as the ground thaws?”

      “That’s probably about right.” Sarah took a sip of her coffee. “We’ll be five people in total in case you’re wondering.”

      “About that…” Pierce hesitated, uncertain about the request he was planning to make. Looking from one expectant face to the other, he drew a deep breath and said, “I’d like to work with you.”

      “What?” Sarah asked. Setting her cup back down, she glanced at her grandfather, then back at Pierce. “I’m sorry, but we already have a commitment, so we really can’t afford to hire you.”

      “You’re giving me a percentage,” Pierce said. He held her gaze, unwilling to let her escape the importance of what he was asking. “Helping out is the least I can do.”

      “In that case,” Thomas said, “welcome aboard.

      Sarah’s head spun toward her grandfather, but rather than speak, she said nothing. Pierce couldn’t help but be impressed. He knew she didn’t agree with Thomas’s decision – could see she was very annoyed by the fact that he’d taken control – so he did the only thing he could think of and picked up the plate still sitting on the tray. “Cookie?”
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      “Why did you have to do that?” Sarah asked when she and her grandfather were finally heading back home again. They’d signed the papers. The claim was theirs. But she didn’t agree with what it entailed. “You undermined my authority in front of Mr. Jackson, agreeing to let a man with no Klondike or mining experience become a member of our crew, something I’m absolutely one hundred percent against.”

      “I’m sorry, Sarah, but when I see a man who’s drowning, my first instinct is to toss him a lifeline, not walk away.”

      Allowing her anger to abate, she softened her tone and steered them onto the road that would take them over the bridge and onto their driveway. “What are you talking about?”

      “Give it time,” he said as he patted her knee. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

      Shaking her head, she considered the man she’d just met that afternoon. He was certainly handsomer than most, and his voice had been as enticing in person as it had been over the phone. But in the end, it was something else entirely that had caught her attention enough to leave a lasting impression, namely the consideration he’d shown toward an old man. Because as Pierce had said, this was business. And then he’d gone and made a better deal than the one her grandfather initially agreed to and proved he wasn’t nearly as unfeeling as she’d thought.
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