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      The unrelenting rain patted on Tiikâan’s hat.

      Its subtle tap-tap-tap blanketed the woods, blurring his surroundings and cocooning him in the cleansing scent of spruce resin and musky moss. Sure, it wasn’t the best weather to hunt in, but he loved the isolating peacefulness.

      He shifted on the old school bus seat screwed into the tree stand and scanned the woods for any sign of bear.

      He shouldn’t be here.

      Not with his checklist lengthening faster than items were crossed off.

      But when he’d arrived at the stand where he hunted bears to dismantle it and found tracks so big his boot fit in them, he couldn’t resist climbing up to the tree stand and sitting awhile.

      Awhile turned to three hours, and he still couldn’t bring himself to climb down the rungs and pack out.

      This was the best part of the Alaskan summer.

      All winter he dreamed of snow-free woods where his only conversations happened with squirrels. Of preying on the predator and filling both his freezer and his spirit before he started flying paid clients to his secret spots to help them scratch their own hunting itch.

      However, this time he’d miss out on his favorite part of the year, exchanging it to play air taxi for some highfalutin oil exec all summer.

      Why the heck had he agreed to the job?

      Was the ridiculous amount of money worth missing out on all of this? He scanned the forest, watching the branches playfully dance with the rain and second-guessed his decision.

      More like hundredth-guessed it.

      He growled low and yanked a bite off his caribou jerky. Resentment made his jaw hurt more than the tough meat.

      Not that he didn’t love flying as much as he did hunting. But the thought of carting this guy back and forth from the mine site to Barrow day in and day out for the next two to three months sounded more torturous than his tour in the Air Force.

      Just remember the money.

      He had to think of how much closer to his dream the summer of doom would get him. How instead of teetering too close to everything crashing down in a pile of debt, he could not only get back in the black but also start building the hunting cabin he’d wanted for more years than he could remember.

      He closed his eyes and pictured the clear lake deep in the Alaskan bush he owned.

      His hands squeezed the grip of the bow like he would the yoke of his Maule M-7-235c and pictured himself easing the plane onto the flat water. He puttered up to the dock jutting out from shore, the small hunting cabin of his dreams framed perfectly in the windshield.

      That’s what this sacrifice would get him.

      The money he’d make over the next months would be enough to get him out of debt, build his cabin, and buy the boat needed to take clients up the river that fed the lake. One summer of misery would set his business up for life.

      He could handle that.

      He’d just have to return here in his mind whenever his pretentious cargo or the monotony got to him.

      A soft scratching sounded below. A breeze blew through the tight clearing, sending the off-putting scent of dog food coated in fryer grease and cheap syrup up to him. Okay. So, he wouldn’t miss the smell of the mixture they used to lure the bears in.

      He pulled his collar up to bury his nose in the front of his coat. The air shifted, and he paused.

      Another scent tainted the air.

      The hair rose on his neck.

      Leaning forward in the tree stand, he slid his jerky into his pocket and peered below. Beady black eyes stared up at him from right beneath the stand. A giant grizzly stood on his hind legs, stretching his front paws up the tree toward him.

      Fear balled in Tiikâan’s throat, but he swallowed it down.

      As he stood, he pulled an arrow from his quiver, drawing the string back as the bear’s meaty claws dug into the side of the platform. This beast had to be a record if he could reach the tree stand nine feet up the tree’s trunk.

      The stand tipped with the bear’s weight. The screeching of metal nails yanking from the tree sent a million spiders racing down Tiikâan’s spine. The snap of the supports fired loudly into the forest, and he toppled into open air.

      He slammed into the ground, his bow tumbling away from him. His diaphragm spasmed. He opened his mouth, but no air came in. Before he could recover, the slash of claws swept his side, throwing him like a rag doll across the muddy ground.

      He scrambled to get his legs beneath him. His hands and feet slipped, and he couldn’t gain purchase. The bear was on him again, the stench from its breath thick in Tiikâan’s nose. Teeth sank into his bicep, yanking him up enough to get his knees beneath him.

      With a shout, he pounded his fist into the bear’s nose. The bear dropped him, shook its head, and roared. Tiikâaan scrambled back, desperate to put space between him and those teeth. As the bear charged, Tiikâan grabbed his sidearm from his belt. The force of the giant grizzly ramming him knocked him back a dozen feet.

      He fired, but the bear kept coming.

      Fired again.

      It still didn’t stop.

      He unloaded the magazine into the beast. When it teetered and collapsed two feet from him, Tiikâan tripped away from the animal.

      Heart trying to pound out of his rib cage, he hid behind a cluster of scrawny willows, his gaze glued to the bear. His hands shook violently as he reloaded, dropping several bullets that disappeared into the moss. He left them there. No way was he taking his eyes off the bear.

      The wind rushed through the clearing, rustling the golden-tipped fur on the bear’s back and bending the treetops. A snap cracked in the forest behind him. Tiikâan whipped around. His head spun as his adrenaline spiked.

      He scanned the trees, cursing the steady rain that blurred his vision and his pulse’s boom-boom-boom drowning out all other sounds.

      Tear down the bait. Get the bear. Don’t die.

      He didn’t need to wait around for another predator to slink in.

      Holstering his gun, he weaved through the forest along the edge of the clearing. He wasn’t ready to get up close and personal with the animal yet.

      Grabbing the fifty-gallon drum holding the bait, he tipped it to dump out the mess of dog food, restaurant fryer grease, and maple syrup. Sharp pain sliced up his arm, and the barrel clattered to the ground.

      Now that the adrenaline ebbed, his bicep throbbed. He cringed as he pulled his right arm from his blood-drenched jacket sleeve. Bile rose at the first look of torn flesh and flannel.

      A branch cracking to his left snapped his gaze to the thick woods. Enough wasting time. Between the bear, the barrel of bait, and his own wound bleeding, his hunting spot had just become a predator’s heaven.
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      Merritt stared out the window of her dad’s office at the expanse of ice-capped blue ocean that stretched farther than she could even imagine. Any other time she’d probably find the view beautiful. Now the stark, lifelessness magnified her despair.

      Barrow, Alaska.

      More like barren. Empty. Just like her heart.

      Her dad was gone.

      Dead.

      And his last disjointed voicemail left her doubting the timing of his death was a coincidence. She closed her eyes, hugging herself tighter as grief, fear, and disbelief swamped her. His last words hadn’t stopped replaying since she first listened to the message three weeks before.

      “Merri, don’t trust anyone.”

      She’d woken up with the notification on her phone. Her desert-heated skin chilling at her dad’s troubled voice that cut in and out. Now, here she was at the top of the world, freezing and floundering.

      She wasn’t cut out for this. Why couldn’t she stay at the refugee camp helping those poor, orphaned children? Why’d her family drama have to yank her from the work she loved again?

      Wow.

      Selfish much?

      Tears stung her eyes, and she sucked in a harsh breath. Her dad’s possible murder was not drama.

      She turned from the partially frozen ocean and sat at her dad’s desk. His warm scent of leather and cinnamon candies enveloped her, making sorrow overwhelm her again. She shook her head and pushed the tears away.

      She’d keep them at bay, just like she did at the refugee camps and orphanages she traveled to. She could wait to fall apart where she could smother her heartbreak in her pillow.

      With mechanical precision, she filtered through the paperwork on the desk. Handwritten notes of drilling procedures, names, and government divisions mingled with invoices, board meeting notes, and environmental reports.

      She had no clue what any of it meant, but she scanned each piece of paper, praying a clue would jump out at her.

      As she set the last paper on top of the pile of items she’d already gone through, bright red flashed in the doorway. She jerked her eyes up, pushing back in her chair with a jolt. Her heart threatened to pound out of her chest.

      Joni, her stepmother, leaned against the doorframe. Her arms crossed over her slinky red top better suited for the Caribbean than the Arctic, even if it was summer. Her long, manicured fingernail tapped rhythmically against her fake-tanned skin.

      The small lift of the corner of her glossy lips was the only indication she delighted in startling Merritt. Other than that, Joni’s face held its usual dismissive expression when it came to her stepdaughter.

      “So, the Precious One decided to grace us with her presence.” Joni arched a perfectly shaped eyebrow over her ice-blue eye. “What? No more babies to rock or world to save?”

      Merritt’s mouth dropped open as her stomach clenched.

      How dare she?

      Did Joni have such little regard for Merritt that she’d slap her with her normal complaint? Did she really love Merritt’s dad so little that she couldn’t even say one word of comfort?

      “Dad’s will didn’t leave any other choice.” Merritt crossed her own arms and watched Joni closely.

      Joni’s body tensed and her lips pinched, but only for a second. If Merritt hadn’t been paying attention, she’d have missed it. Her stepmother’s eyes blinked, then she pushed off from the doorframe.

      “Quite the surprise there.” Joni stalked into the room, lifting the stone heart paperweight Merritt had given her dad years ago and tumbling it in her fingers. “Clay—controlling and manipulative, even from behind the pearly gates.”

      She slammed the paperweight back in place, and Merritt flinched.

      “Well, more likely the fiery pits, but who am I to judge?” Joni shrugged nonchalantly.

      Merritt clenched her teeth to keep the sharp retort in.

      The hateful woman slipped into the chair across from Merritt with an inhale through her nose, her cue she was calming herself down. Merritt had seen her do that often when she lived at home. Joni and her father arguing about something, usually money, and Joni sucking in air like she was counting to ten.

      Did she know it made her nostrils constrict in a very unattractive way?

      Probably not. Otherwise, she’d curb the habit just like she cultivated the rest of her image with exact precision. Merritt hated who her stepmother had become.

      “So, why’d Clay do it?” Joni’s eyes bored into Merritt. “Why’d he up and change his will to leave everything to you? Even Nolan hadn’t known.”

      Merritt stifled her cringe, the guilt of her dad leaving even his brother out of the will skimming along her skin. The will was clean and simple. She got everything.

      When her dad did something, he went all the way or not at all. She was just thankful Nolan wasn’t spiteful, unlike Joni.

      Merritt shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Oh, I doubt that.” Joni sneered. “You two and your precious messages back and forth. There’s no way he didn’t tell you.”

      “No. He didn’t.” Not exactly. “I’m just as surprised as you.”

      “Doubt it.”

      “It’s true.”

      “You don’t deserve to head this company.” Joni’s fingers dug into the chair’s arms. “You’re clueless. An idiot do-gooder with your head in la-la land.

      “Did you spend the last fifteen years learning everything there is to know about drilling and government regulations and land contracts and oil production and then have to do it all over again when your dad decided graphite was the new oil? No.”

      Joni’s glacial tone and flushed neck had all of Merritt’s muscles tight.

      “That was me.” Joni cursed. “I’m the one who put up with Clay, bending to every demand and jumping through his stupid hoops while you were off gallivanting the world without a care about anything or anyone else. All because ‘Oh, Daddy. We just have to take care of the needy people of the world.’”

      Joni’s mocking falsetto and hatred for Merritt’s dad snapped something in Merritt. The cold distance she’d used as a shield in her teens against a stepmother who didn’t want her and a stepsister who loved to terrorize her slid into place.

      Merritt leaned back in the chair, crossed her arms over her chest, and cocked her head to the side. “I’m sorry you’re disappointed, Jo.”

      Joni’s eyes narrowed to slits at the use of the nickname she couldn’t stand. Merritt stifled her smile before continuing.

      “I guess you didn’t understand the part of the prenup that said you wouldn’t get Dad’s business or anything that came from it.”

      Merritt tsked and gave Joni a pitying look. “Maybe you should’ve thought about what that meant instead of just focusing on getting the ring and lifestyle you were chasing.”

      “Why you⁠—”

      “If you had, you’d realize that meant you weren’t entitled to anything but what Dad left you. No matter how much you think you deserve more.” Merritt unwrapped her arms and sat forward.

      “Now the question is if I should keep you on as the press manager or not? I’d hate for you to lose that inflated salary you’re earning, but I’m just not sure you have the company’s best interests at heart.”

      Joni shot to her feet and slammed both hands on the desk. “You don’t want me as your enemy.”

      “Oh?” Merritt played up the forced confusion. “I thought that was the role you set years ago?”

      Joni stared Merritt down, her jaw clenched so tight her veins popped out in her forehead. Merritt didn’t want Joni around. In fact, if she never saw the woman’s over-botoxed face again, Merritt would be thrilled. But she couldn’t keep an eye on her if the witch left.

      Merritt sighed and sat back in the chair. “Listen, Joni. Neither of us expected this, and we can’t change it.”

      “Wanna bet?”

      “Why don’t we call a truce?” Merritt ignored Joni’s words, but she tucked the threat in the back of her mind. “We both want what’s best for the business. Until we can figure things out, let’s agree to not be at each other’s throats, shall we?”

      Joni straightened slowly, her arms dropping to her sides. She picked up the tap-tap-tap against her leg she’d had when she leaned against the doorway. She was calculating, considering all the angles. Merritt could practically see the evil plots lining up in Joni’s head.

      Finally, Joni forced a sunny smile that sent a shiver down Merritt’s spine.

      “What a perfect way to honor your dear father. The wife he chose and the disappointment he was stuck with hashing out his legacy together.” Joni turned and sashayed out of the room. “It’ll be delightful.”

      Merritt closed her eyes and listened to stilettos clicking away on the hardwood floor. She wanted to throw everything off the desk and rail. Wanted to cry out to her dad and ask him why he left her with such a horrible mess.

      Instead, she took a breath and reached for her old façade she’d abandoned when she’d taken over the philanthropy part of her dad’s legacy. With her next breath she pulled on the frigid, distant woman she’d made herself into when life in her dad’s house had turned into a soap opera.

      She shivered as that part of herself settled on her shoulders and almost yanked it off.

      But she couldn’t.

      The hard, unapproachable person she used to be was the only way she could survive this mess without cracking. The only way she could get to the bottom of her dad’s death.

      And when she was done and had answers, she could go back to the real her. The woman she’d found in the refugee camps filled with joyful kids with distended bellies.

      As long as she didn’t freeze solid this time.
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      A rusty bright-purple hatchback sputtered and wheezed as it came to a stop in front of Tiikâan as he grabbed his frame hunting backpack and the large McDonald’s to-go bag filled with hamburgers from the cockpit. His childhood best friend Declan unfolded out of the tiny car, a smile stretching across his bearded face.

      “Welcome to Utqiagvik, buddy.” He circled the car and wrapped Tiikâan in a crushing hug that lifted him off the ground.

      “Easy, BFG.” Tiikâan thumped Declan on the back. “I’m still recouping from that bear trying to make me dinner.”

      Declan put Tiikâan down, his eyes wide with concern. “I didn’t hurt you more, did I?”

      “Nah.” Tiikâan rubbed his side, then rotated his shoulder, the stitches in his arm pulling.

      He was fortunate walking away from a bear encounter with only four cracked ribs, twenty stitches, and some gnarly bruising.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t think about you almost becoming bear bait.” Declan’s concerned expression turned back to excitement. “I’m just so stinking excited to have you rooming in the Barrow Bachelor Bunk for the summer.”

      That was Declan, the Big Friendly Giant. He was everyone’s friend, and not just on the surface. He didn’t care if you were the jock, the punk rocker, or the loner. If you got within his long reach, you were caught. It’s what made him such a great teacher and football coach.

      “You don’t really call your place that, do you?” Tiikâan shook his head in amusement.

      “Not when it’s just me. Sounds kind of pathetic then.” Declan clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “But now that there’s two fully eligible and sexy guys? Absolutely.”

      Tiikâan rolled his eyes.

      Declan grabbed the McDonald’s bag and lifted it in a salute. “Thanks for these.”

      “No problem. There’re thirty burgers in there.”

      “No pickles or condiments, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “You’re the best. These babies make the perfect freezer snack. Pop them in the microwave, and it’s almost like freshly made. But the pickles and ketchup would ruin them.”

      “Only in Alaska would people freeze McDonald’s burgers.”

      “Only in Alaska, baby!” Declan banged his hand on the top of the car. “Get in, and I’ll give you a tour.”

      Tiikâan threw his pack in the back and folded himself into the passenger seat. The interior was surprisingly clean given the condition of the outside. It still was way too small for someone as tall as Declan. Shoot. Tiikâan was only five-ten, and he felt cramped.

      “What’s with the Barney mobile?” Tiikâan set the seat as far back as it could go, which only gave him three more inches. “Figured you’d have something bigger to haul all your kids in.”

      Not wanting anyone to be left out, Declan often became an unofficial taxi for any of his students who needed a ride.

      “I do.” He ran his hand along the dash that was a shade darker than the purple paint. “This beaut is yours for however long you need her.”

      He gave Tiikâan a wicked smile.

      “Seriously?”

      “It’s all I got at the moment.” His laugh filled the cab. “Your brothers are gonna flip.”

      Tiikâan scanned the car in a new light. A crystal unicorn was superglued to the dash. Fake gemstones lined the rungs of the steering wheel. The seat covers had cartoon unicorns in various colors flying through rainbows and pink clouds. It was hideous.

      “Seriously, man?” Tiikâan asked again, praying Declan was joking.

      As the only Turo operator in town, Declan’s options were thin, but he had to have something better than this monstrosity.

      “I wish I could say that I’m giving you this on purpose, but it’s all I’ve got left.” Declan winked at Tiikâan. “Don’t worry. It’s like a chick magnet.”

      “It’s something.” Tiikâan reached for the crystal unicorn on the dash, but Declan slapped his hand away.

      “Car’s got to remain as is. Its owner is a junior counselor at a remote camp this summer, and she’d go banshee if you changed anything.”

      “I think I could take her. She’s probably, what? Ninety pounds soaking wet?”

      “Yeah, but you don’t want to mess with her. She may still be in high school, but she’s got the woman-in-charge vibe down. Practically runs the place.” Declan gave him a look that bordered on scared. “For my safety, please, please don’t change a thing.”

      “Fine.” Tiikâan would be walking anytime he could.

      Declan took him around town, pointing out the seven restaurants and what to order. The man always had food on the brain, but Tiikâan had to admit the variety would be a nice change from the two restaurants back in Tok. Declan drove by the Inupiat Heritage Center, urging Tiikâan to check it out if he had time.

      The dirt roads and weathered houses with bikes and car parts and fishing gear for yards made him feel right at home. They even had a decent-sized grocery store.

      The only part of the area that might make him itchy was the lack of mountains. Flat tundra stretched for miles south, disappearing into the horizon. Blue ocean headed north. Being surrounded by two-dimensional land when jutting mountains called to him could break his spirit.

      Not that he wasn’t already expecting this job to do that very thing.

      Declan slowed as he drove past a new massive two-story house overlooking the ocean. It stood out like an eyesore. Must’ve cost a fortune to build.

      “This is where your meeting is.” Declan’s voice got serious for the first time. “Clayton Harland, the owner of the oil company, had it built a few years ago when he started spending a lot of time up here researching. Ran the business out of the place.”

      Declan tapped the palm of his hand on the steering wheel, sighed, and sped up.

      “Shame about him dying in the plane crash. Decent guy, if a bit hard-nosed. Kind of reminded me of John Dutton from that show Yellowstone. Hat and everything. Take-no-prisoners patriarch, but he sure didn’t mind greasing the bureaucratic wheels with the cha-ching. I got new uniforms and equipment for the team from the guy.”

      Tiikâan hadn’t heard that Harland had died. He probably should have done more research before he came up here.

      Any research, actually.

      But he’d wanted to get the most out of what little time he had and didn’t really care. In this type of job, money was money. Didn’t matter who he got it from, as long as he got it.

      “When he or his family are up here, they live and work from there.”

      “Good to know.”

      Since Tiikâan was meeting this Merritt guy there, did that mean he was family? Tiikâan had the impression he would be flying a manager around, not the oil heir. A manager was one thing. Mostly levelheaded, they were just a guy doing a job.

      A member of a dynasty? From his experience guiding, those people were on a different level of demanding.

      Declan drove up to a twenty-by-forty single-story on stilts. “The Barrow Bachelor Bunk awaits.”

      He tossed Tiikâan the car keys as they approached the steps leading to the door. Tiikâan rolled his eyes at the sparkly purple unicorn hanging from the loop. One thing’s for sure. He’d have a hard time misplacing the bright key ring.

      The house was exactly what he expected to find. Sturdy laminate flooring. Living room with a small kitchen lining the wall. Two matching bedrooms on one end of the house had enough space for a queen bed, a side table, and a plastic three-drawer dresser in the cramped closet. Used dressers were harder to find in Alaska than gold.

      The bathroom between the bedrooms had a shower stall, toilet, and tiny sink. The living room window with the view of the ocean was a nice touch. When everything cost an arm and a leg, it didn’t make sense to fancy up a place.

      “Well, I should head back to the mansion and get this meeting over with.” Tiikâan really didn’t want to.

      Declan nodded and sat at the table, firing up his computer.

      “Working on the next bestseller?” Tiikâan scanned the bookshelves of familiar spines.

      Declan had been writing thrilling mysteries set in Alaska since they were in high school. Tiikâan was glad Declan had moved forward with indie publishing. The awards stacking up hadn’t surprised Tiikâan at all.

      “Yep. This one’s set down Dutch Harbor way, but it’s giving me fits.” Declan’s face scrunched at his computer, then his head snapped up. “Oh, hey. When you get back, I want to introduce you around. I have some hunter friends you’d like to chat with. I thought since you’ll be here for Nalukataq, the festival of the whale, you’d want to get in on the tradition. You won’t be able to hunt being Athabaskan instead of Inupiat, but I’m sure I can get you on a boat.”

      “Man, that would be killer.”

      Surely, this Merritt guy would want to experience a true tradition of Alaska that had been going on for centuries. Tiikâan would just have to sell the festival hard. Make it so the guy couldn’t refuse.

      “All right. I’m out.” Tiikâan swirled the key ring on his finger.

      Declan saluted without looking up from the screen. Being in Barrow for the summer wouldn’t be so bad with him around. They hadn’t had time to hang out since high school.

      Tiikâan folded himself back into the Purple People Eater and headed through town. The second impression of the house was even worse than the first. The fancy––probably handcrafted––trim and large picture windows that would leak heat faster than a cracked door screamed wasteful.

      Well, if they weren’t wasteful, he wouldn’t have this contract. This Merritt could easily stay in the man camp at the drilling site just like all the other workers. One person’s extravagance was another man’s gain. Tiikâan didn’t mind being on the receiving end of the frivolity.

      As he walked up to the door, he wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans. Where the heck were the nerves coming from? He’d guided rich folk before. This wasn’t any different.

      Except before, that was in his domain. Here, he was out of his element. This was a bad idea.

      He rang the doorbell, scanned what he could see through the window on the door, and shifted on his feet when no one answered. After waiting a good four minutes, he rang again. And waited.

      Looked like he’d get to put the torture off for one more day. Just when he was about to turn back to the car, a person moved toward the entrance.

      Dang.

      No such luck.

      A woman in her late twenties with a haughty expression on her beautiful face answered the door. Her phone was pressed to her ear, and she lifted a perfectly plucked eyebrow over her rich brown eyes at him while continuing her conversation.

      He cleared his throat. “I’m here to see Merritt.”

      She waved him in and headed back through the house. He stepped inside, trying not to gawk at the over-the-top interior. It was like a Texas dude ranch and the Taj Mahal got caught up in a tornado and the resulting decoration was the outcome.

      It was just so … Wow.

      He couldn’t even come up with a word to describe how ostentatious the interior was. The woman gave an annoyed clearing of her throat, motioning him to follow her.

      As she led him down the hallway, he couldn’t help but notice the thick Fjallraven fleece hoodie even though it was summer, the bright scarf wrapped around her neck, the expensive cut of her tight jeans, and the silver and turquoise cuff bracelet that matched a ridiculously large turquoise ring. Everything about her screamed money.

      He tipped his head.

      Everything except the well-worn leather hikers.

      Those didn’t fit the image at all.

      But the fact that she ignored his existence did. She led him to an office overlooking the ocean, and the longer she talked on the phone, the more irritated Tiikâan became.

      Was the call important?

      Probably.

      But still, out of all the uppity hunters he’d had, none of them had been this blatantly rude.

      If this was how he’d be treated all summer, he might as well leave now. No amount of money was worth putting up with being viewed as dirt.

      Tiikâan scanned the office, his gaze landing on a painting of a bush plane resting on a lake. A small cabin tucked in the woods in the background. His dream captured on canvas.

      Okay.

      Maybe some things were worth it.

      “I’m sorry for keeping you.” The woman turned from staring out the window, put the phone in her pocket, motioned for him to take a seat, and lowered herself into the leather chair behind the desk. “What can I do for you?”

      Each movement was measured. Crisp and efficient. And it bugged the heck out of Tiikâan. He forced himself to relax into the chair.

      “I’m Tiikâan with Rebel Air Service. I’m here to meet with Merritt.”

      “You found her.” She smirked and leaned back in her chair with an air of satisfaction as dread swamped over him in a cold rush from head to toe.

      Well, nuts.

      That was definitely unexpected.
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      Tiikâan Rebel might possibly be the most fascinating man Merritt had ever met. He screamed capable and a little wild, right down to the bandage wrapped around his bicep that peeked out of his t-shirt sleeve.

      Something about the relaxed set of his muscles or the fact that he hadn’t bothered with dressing better than a black t-shirt and worn jeans to meet his new boss gave a natural air of confidence Merritt wished she had.

      But if Merritt didn’t do some fast talking, he would two-step right back out the front door.

      The phone call from her stepbrother, Silas, yelling at her about a budget Rachel, his sister and CFO of Harland Global Resources, Inc., wouldn’t increase, hadn’t put Merritt in the right mindset for this interview.

      She’d already been nervous about meeting the Alaskan who occasionally flew his YouTube influencer sister around. That call set her completely off-balance.

      “I kind of get the impression you weren’t expecting a woman.” She hoped her tone was teasing and kind, but from the way he clenched his jaw and the spark of challenge in his eyes, she bet she missed the mark.

      “Honestly, I didn’t have time to research who I’d be flying around, so I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.” He lounged in the chair like he didn’t have a care in the world.

      Merritt envied that.

      No.

      That wasn’t correct.

      She loved the responsibilities she had in her philanthropy work. It was tiring and, at times, heartbreaking. Still, her soul screamed to be back where warmth and love flowed despite the circumstance. She pressed her body more rigidly against the chair and her arms on the rests so she didn’t fidget or bounce her legs.

      “I appreciate you putting a hold on your normal summer ventures to fly me––”

      “Merritt!” Rachel’s banshee screech was punctuated with the slam of the front door.

      Merritt flinched, and Tiikâan’s eyes went wide as he looked over his shoulder, then back at her.

      What little thawing she’d allowed of herself since opening the door to Tiikâan quickly hardened. She couldn’t show weakness in front of her family, not if she didn’t want them to pounce on her like a pack of wolves and rip her to shreds.

      “Merritt, how could you?” Rachel stomped into the doorway, her blue eyes that matched her mom’s burning cold.

      “If you don’t mind, I’m with someone.” Merritt shuddered at how easily the bored tone she’d adopted as a teen came from her mouth.

      “Oh, I do mind, and this Podunk bush man can wait.”

      Tiikâan’s entire body stiffened, and Merritt’s face and neck tingled. Could Rachel be any more stuck-up? Definitely. But Merritt refused to allow Rachel to spew her false sense of elitism on anyone.

      “Rachel, I am in a meeting with one of the state’s most renowned pilots.” Merritt kept her voice even, cool, though she wanted nothing more than to shout her displeasure. “You will not waste his time nor mine with whatever problem you think you have. We will talk when I am done.”

      Did her stepsister take the clue?

      Of course not.

      Classic Rachel.

      “Oh, we’ll talk now, renowned pilot or not.” Rachel was building up so much steam, Merritt swore any second Rachel’s head would explode. “You think you can just walk in here after being away for nine years, plop into Dad’s chair, and do whatever you like? We’d all just bow down? All hail the uneducated Queen Merritt on her stupid high horse?”

      Merritt never understood how Dad hadn’t seen this side of Rachel. Maybe that was what made mean girls so effective at what they did.

      She should just follow her dad’s example and truly cut off all of her stepfamily. Sure, she’d be left with a multibillion-dollar business with no experience in mining and none of its executive officers, but it might be worth the stress if she didn’t have to deal with any of them ever again.

      “We will talk when I am done.” Merritt leaned forward in the chair, praying Rachel would just leave.

      “No. I⁠—”

      “I’d be very careful with what you are about to say right now.” Merritt leaned back in the chair and stared down her stepsister with all the frigid emotion she’d always given Merritt.

      “I—”

      “Your next five seconds decide your future, Rachel.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “You wouldn’t.”

      Merritt lifted her eyebrow in challenge. Rachel’s eyes narrowed, and her chest heaved. Finally, she spun and stomped to her office down the hall. The door slammed, and Merritt barely contained her flinch.

      The silence in the room settled heavily on Merritt. A palpable bubble that shrank around her, threatening to suffocate her. Knowing that her father was truly gone and that all she had left in the world was a family who hated her and a business she had no clue how to run would crush her.

      Surely it would.

      She looked up and was met with dark-gray eyes assessing her. Exposing her for the fraud she was. She took a deep breath and cleared her throat.

      “Sorry, Mr. Rebel. I’m afraid your introduction to Harland Global Resources hasn’t been the best.” Merritt scooted forward on her chair and forced herself to hold his gaze.

      “It’s one that’ll be hard to forget, that’s for sure.”

      Tiikâan tipped his head and raised his eyebrows in an expression she couldn’t place as entertained or surprised. Maybe a bit of both.

      “And it’s Tiikâan. Alaska’s just one small community spread across a lot of land. Formalities don’t have much need among friends.”

      Friends? When was the last time she had one of those?

      Colleagues, yes. But friends? She honestly couldn’t remember.

      He was just making a point about the chasm between his world and hers, not actually offering friendship, but her eyes stung with tears nonetheless. She nodded, kept her smile small, and blinked a few times so he hopefully couldn’t see the emotion building beneath the surface.

      “Merritt.” She cleared the roughness out of her voice. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Tiikâan.”

      Something crashed from down the hall. Of course, Rachel wouldn’t quietly stew. No. She’d want the world to know she was upset.

      There’d be no escaping her, not with the house being their workspace and living quarters. Merritt would be stuck in this prison for God knew how long.

      The feeling of suffocating was so overwhelming she wanted to beg Tiikâan to fly her to Fairbanks so she could get the first flight out of Alaska. She didn’t even care where it flew to. She just needed to be far from there.

      Yet she couldn’t.

      Not if she wanted to figure out how her dad died.

      And why.

      Another crash, and Merritt had to get out of there. She stood so abruptly the chair rammed into the windowsill behind her.

      “Can I buy you dinner?” It was an awkward invitation and not the words she wished to say.

      Now that they were out, she realized just how much being with someone normal somewhere other than there called to her.

      He pressed his lips together, glancing out the window
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