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SNOW ELECTRA JAZZMAN slid her sunglasses down and frowned at her stepfather, Ron, as he drove past the turn leading to the only decent coffee shop in Jackson Hole, Wyoming.

“I thought we were going for coffee?”

“Um, well, we are.” Ron darted a look at her, turning his watery blue eyes back to the twisting mountain road before she could really read him. “But first—I thought we should take a hike. Get to know each other better.”

Snow repressed a sigh and slid the sunglasses back. “You know, you really don’t need to do this.”

After her dad had died, Snow’s stepmother had run through men almost as fast as she ran through bottles of wine. Her latest husband, Ron, had seemed okay. At least, he’d never tried to get it on with Snow.

Until now.

“My stepmother doesn’t care if you get to know me,” she said. “In a month, I’ll be twenty-one. You’ll never have to see me again.”

“Tell you what...we’ll stop...here.” He didn’t look at her as he eased the BMW off the main road and onto a narrow dirt track. Instead of stopping at the first pull over, he drove deeper into the woods. So deep, she couldn’t even see a glimpse of the main road.

A thousand nerves skittered across Snow’s neck.

She rubbed the skin under her jacket collar, hard. This was it. She knew the signs. Time to fend off another stepfather.

Ron finally stopped the car. “Here’s a good spot.” It was dead quiet in the isolation of the BMW. He rubbed his hands on his pants. Back and forth. Back and forth. Then he got out of the car.

This was bad. None of the others had bothered to take her away from the house. She looked at the deep dark woods and shivered, zipped her jacket up to her chin, and stiffened her spine.

She wasn’t a little girl anymore, she was a grown woman. Her body. Her decision. Screw him and Elena. The minute she had access to her trust fund, she was gone.

Ron came around the car and held her door open. She shot him a look that was supposed to tell him he was fooling himself, but he grinned his trademark cheesy TV grin and said, “Come on, we’ll stroll up the trail a little.”

The heavy overcast sky made Snow feel cold, colder than the winter mountain temperature outside. As intimate as being with Ron in the BMW had seemed a moment before, now she didn’t want to leave the car.

“Can’t we do this in the car?” She glanced pointedly down at her new white suede boots and then at the mud. “Or better yet, over coffee?”

“Elena said we should walk.” Ron’s forehead creased, he shook back his overlong sweep of artificial blond hair they all pretended hid his receding hairline. “I’d feel better if we could walk.”

Snow sighed, and got out of the car. Better get this over with. She’d handled the others, she’d handle him. And then she’d only have a month to deal with his wounded ego.

“This is pretty remote,” she said, shivering. The cold was already leaking through the thin soles of her boots. At least the cabin they’d rented for the week was in an enclave of other expensive vacation retreats. If she’d needed to, she could have run for help.

Here, the only sound she could identify was the wind shushing through the trees. The immense quiet seemed heavy and forbidding compared to the bright lights and constant motion of LA.

Ron aimed the remote behind them and the lock snicked closed.

The spidering on her neck trickled down her spine.

She didn’t want to do this.

She only had thirty days to go. Living with her stepmother—and fighting off another stepfather—was not in her plans. Then again, coming to Wyoming hadn’t been in her plans either, but she had no choice until she received her inheritance.

She was counting the days, the hours, the minutes.

Shoulders back, she followed Ron to the gap in the dark wall of trees.

“How far do you want to go?”

She peered at the trail that almost seemed to disappear into a dark hole as it turned up the incline. A lacy flake landed on her nose, melted and slid down the side of her cheek. She shivered.

“I would have dressed differently if you’d said we were going out in the cold.” She sounded bitchy. She didn’t care. He should have at least bought her the coffee first.

Ron frowned over his shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he said and entered the tunnel made by the trees. “Elena said there was a good spot not too far ahead.”

His whipped dog expression, and the fact that she suspected he really was afraid of her stepmother, kept her walking up the trail behind him. She didn’t know what Elena had to do with this, but his constant reference to his wife didn’t feel like the typical play for the younger stepdaughter. Maybe he wasn’t going to try it on. Maybe he really wanted to talk. She focused on trying to find some beauty in the dark oppressive woods and put aside her fears about where this was heading.

The first fat white flakes scattering through the air were pretty. Despite the heavy grey sky, and the sharp incline of the trail, her pre-caffeine grumpiness began to lift. They’d have their talk, turn around, and go get the coffee. Before long she’d be back at the cabin, warm in her own room, where she could once again dream of a future free from Elena.

Trudging around a group of leafless bushes she nearly ran into Ron, who had come to a dead halt in the middle of the trail. She stumbled, catching herself just shy of the edge of the tremendous drop she hadn’t even seen.

“What the...” The heavy swirls of flakes lightened for a moment. The dark clouds opened up and the snowy white peaks of the Grand Tetons appeared, illuminated by a fleeting shaft of sunlight.

“Oh!” She smiled at Ron, startled into a surprising camaraderie by the beauty in front of her. “For once Elena was right—this is amazing.”

“Pretty, isn’t it?”

“Yep.” Snow agreed choosing to ignore his flat tone and focusing on the view.

It really was pretty. The light from the gap in the clouds looked like the hand of God in the final scene in a fifties movie. So over the top—you’d never believe it was real.

She turned back to face Ron but he’d moved around until he was on the downhill side of the path, between her and the way back to the car.

“Thanks for bringing me here. It’s gorgeous.” Her smile faltered. He wasn’t smiling back. His eyes avoided hers and he swallowed noisily, Adam’s apple bobbing. He shifted his weight from foot to foot, smooth, botoxed face tight and strained. Snow’s smile fled.

This was it.

“I’m sorry, Snow.”

She tensed, waiting for his move, but he only stood there, hands buried deep in the pockets of his parka.

“Sorry for what?” Her voice came out tight and reedy. She braced for action. She knew the drill. Elena had rotten taste in men.

“Sorry about all this.” He apologized again. “If I had a choice I’d do it differently, but you know Elena.”

A heavy weight balled inside Snow’s chest. She knew her stepmother, oh too well. “What does Elena have to do with this?”

Ron ignored her question, shifted his weight from foot to foot. “I wouldn’t do it, but I need her. I haven’t had a decent part in ten years. Once you get older, no one wants a blond leading-man.”

Even Elena wouldn’t send him here to hit on his stepdaughter. Would she?

Snow’s stepmother was a narcissistic bitch and she’d treated her stepdaughter terribly. But they only had one month left of each other’s company, then Snow would never see her again. Was this her sick way of saying goodbye?

“It’s that pre-nup.” Ron pulled a pistol out from his coat pocket.

Snow’s mouth dropped open.

“She holds all the cards. I walk away with nothing.” He waved the gun.

“What are you doing Ron?” She needed to think, to plan. Stuck between the drop-off and a gun, the only place left to run was straight up the mountain, deeper into the woods.

He lifted the pistol. “Goodbye, Snow.”

The black hole of the barrel sucked her vision in, and she couldn’t move. Trapped, the gun wavering up and down until it finally leveled out at her chest.

“I wish there were another way. Sorry babe.”

“Ron!” She finally wheezed his name out of tension tight lungs.

Ron squeezed his eyes shut.

Snow could make out every line on his face, the slight droop to the corner of his eye, the trace of whiskers on his cheeks. His black-gloved finger tightened on the trigger.

Something told her she was out of time, if she didn’t move now she would never move again.

A cold wind gusted up from the drop on her right. She threw herself to the left. The shot rang out and she landed on hard frozen ground, grazing her cheek and chin on a rock.

“I missed.”

Snow lay still, her stunned mind as frozen as the snow accumulating on the trail. “You shot me.”

“I can’t believe I fucking missed.” Ron looked at the gun in his hand and shook his head. “She’s going to kill me.”

“Ron, why are you doing this? You aren’t a bad person.” Snow eased back up to her feet, trying to find a way out of what had become the worst coffee run ever. She’d been in tighter spots before and survived. One thing she’d learned—there were always choices, as long as she was in control.

Ron stood between her and the trail to the car, staring at the gun that had betrayed him.

“I’m not a bad person, really I’m not.” Ron’s voice lifted into a whine. “But there’s the money.” He looked apologetic, but he lifted the gun again. “And there’s Elena.”

His hands shook, and she knew—even if she darted to the side, odds were the gun would too.

Snow bit her lip, tasted blood.

She should have run when she had the chance.

“Ron, please,” she said, grasping for the only thing that might reach him. “Think of your career.”

“My career.” The gun dropped to his side. “I don’t have a fucking career.” Tears streamed down his face and he fell to his knees.

“Of course you do, Ron.” She thought hard, trying to remember anything from his conversations this week that might save her. “Didn’t you go out on an audition right before we left LA? If you do this, you’ll never be able to act again.”

She knew it was stupid. Anyone in the real world would have had the balls to raise the gun again and fire. But Ron was from the glittering world of LA, where the smallest thing could either start your career, or ruin it forever.

“But Elena, she’ll divorce me.” His face hardened, his tears drying faster than they had appeared. “And I’ll be poor.”

“Poor, but able to act.”

“No, I can’t do it. I’m sorry, I have to kill you.” The gun began its wavering ascent. Snow took the opportunity—she turned and ran.

A shot rang out.

She put on the speed earned from years of ballet and aerobics—some of the never- ending activities that any child growing up rich in LA was subjected to, and raced up the mountain. Pushing her aching lungs, sucking in thin high altitude air, she ran until she could no longer hear the sound of Ron’s sobbing.

***
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SETH DROPPED THE LAST load of wood into the wood box. “Anything else I can do for you lazy curs?” He kicked his cousin on the shin, just because he resented Nick’s look of complete comfort.

Nick kicked back, his focus on his laptop not even twitching.

“You could get a better attitude.” Nick’s twin, Colt grinned at Seth from his own lazy spot on the couch, wedged in between Justin and Lucas as they watched an old movie. Wyatt Earp had his own troubles with his extended family but Seth knew it ended badly.

Seth wished he could just get on a horse and leave, ride out like the cowboys. He’d be so gone.

“Yeah, get a life,” Justin threw in, keeping his eyes peeled onto the screen. Barely seventeen, and he already had that get-over-it attitude.

Seth paced over to the window and glowered at the heavy gray skyline. A few flakes had started to fall, but they all acted like it was a day for sitting and doing nothing. Every last one of them—from Sam, who had come in reeking of happy smoke—all the way to Justin.

Six self-satisfied jerks with nothing to do, and no need to do it. It rubbed his nerves raw, like everything else here. He rolled his head, popping and cracking neck bones. If he didn’t get this out of his system he’d lose it, and then there would be hell to pay.

It was time to pick a fight.

“Fuck off,” he said. “I didn’t ask to come here.”

Nick rubbed his leg, finally glancing up from his computer. “You’ve been here for four months. When are you going to get over it? Start relaxing. Enjoy what Jackson Hole has to offer.”

“When hell freezes over.” His cousins had taken him in when he’d had nowhere to go, and he should be grateful. But the only emotion he had inside him was a deep well of resentment.

He couldn’t tell Nick, or Colt, or any of them, but he was crawling in his own skin. Wyoming wasn’t his territory, it wasn’t his pack. Nothing felt right, nothing smelled right, nothing was right. He missed his life, such as it was, and it was all the fault of his sister and her human husband.

The anger that lived under his skin flared and he loosed a growl, earning a surprised look from Nick.

“Get a life, dude.” Nick went back to surfing the internet.

“You don’t get it, do you?” Seth scowled at his relatives, lounging away their surprise snow day. “You guys live here without a pack to worry about. No rules, no pack, no women.”

“Hey, we’ve got women.” Lucas was famous for scenting the women.

“Human women, good for a quick screw, but not the kind you mate with. Not the kind that stick.” All six of his cousins shut down, their eyes suddenly cold.

“Back off Seth.” Aiden stood. He made even Seth look small, but that didn’t matter. Seth knew he could take him. Ached for the chance. “We came here to get away from crap attitudes like that. You’re our guest, but we don’t have to put up with your prejudices here. Hell, your own sister’s married to a human.”

Seth’s muscles tensed. “Don’t talk about Red.”

“Why not? You were sent up here because the pack wanted you away. You’re lucky they didn’t just kill you for going lone wolf. Now you’re abusing our hospitality?” Aiden shook his head. “Nick’s right, you need to relax. Maybe you should borrow a smoke from Sam and chill out.”

“What, and become one of you?” He cast a derisive look at each of his cousins in turn, Sam, Justin, Lucas, Nick, ending with Colt. “Druggie, Lazy, Sleazy, Nerdy, and Smart Ass ?”

Aiden stepped close to Seth, cracked his knuckles, and played the alpha card.

“And what does that make me?” he challenged.

Seth stood his ground and lifted his chin.

“Arrogant.”

Aiden’s face rippled and the room of men stilled.

Seth sucked in air. If he pushed, Aiden would attack first. Then they’d be rocking. He was ready, more than ready.

“I guess that makes you Bitchy.” Aiden bared his teeth in a sharp grin. Everyone else laughed and the moment broke.

The urge to shift into his wolf cut into Seth’s tight control, taking him right to the edge. His upper lip curled and he growled at Aiden, daring the alpha to man-up and take him on. He needed a fight now, needed to sink his teeth into something besides his own misery.

“I’ve made allowances for you, Seth,” Aiden said. “Don’t push me.”

Seth growled. His head dropped. His shoulders hunched.

Aiden ignored his challenge and turned his back. The ultimate sign of alpha superiority that worked on Seth’s instinctive sense of pack order. His urge to fight eased, but his anger and frustration still churned under the surface.

“Grab your gear,” Aiden said over his shoulder, walking back to his desk of paperwork. “You can go up to the base cabin. Get it ready for that group we have coming in next week. They want to play in the snow and ice on the peaks and it’s been shut up for a while. And Seth...” Aiden turned back, his look dark and hard. “Don’t come back until you’ve got your head on straight.”

Aiden walked away, confident that his orders would be followed.

Seth watched his cousin cross the room to go back to his office. He’d go, but he’d be damned if he’d change his attitude.
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