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I’ve spent five years running from my father’s name. 

Richard Davidson destroyed this community—broke families, drove good people to desperation. I disappeared the day they arrested him, became Jake Miller, construction worker. Nobody.

Then vigilantes come for me with their own brand of justice. Injured, I stumble onto Rowan Hayes’ mountain ranch during the worst blizzard in decades. She patches me up without knowing I’m the son of the man who ruined her life.

I should’ve left. Would have, if the storm hadn’t trapped us. If she hadn’t looked at me like I was worth saving. If her hands hadn’t been the first gentle touch I’d felt in years.

When she discovers who I really am, the attraction burning between us turns to ash. Until she learns my secret.

And then she risks everything for me.

Every snowbound moment pulls us closer—shared moments, the way she cares for me like she does her horses, learning what it feels like to connect.

I should go before I take more from her than my father already did. Before I forget that happiness isn’t for someone like me.

Maybe I’m just my father’s son after all—taking what I want and calling it redemption.

The Winter Between Us is a clean, heartfelt cowboy romance with forced proximity, a hero seeking redemption, a blizzard that won’t let them hide, and a slow-burn connection that proves sometimes love means choosing each other despite the cost.
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Holden


The wind hit first—sharp enough to cut through my work coat, cold enough to make my bones ache. Winter in Montana had teeth, and tonight it was showing them all. I pulled my collar up and hunched my shoulders, trying to disappear into the fabric. Five years of practice at disappearing, and I still wasn’t very good at it. 
The hardware store’s back entrance was exactly where Mrs. Gilley said it would be. She’d drawn me a map this morning when I’d stopped by her place to measure for a porch repair, her arthritic hands shaking as she sketched. The storm forecasters were calling for the worst blizzard in a decade, and her porch was already listing dangerously. Another week and it might collapse under the snow load.
The first punch caught me in the ribs before I even registered I wasn’t alone in this alley.
Turned out pain had layers, like those fancy cakes in bakery windows—each one worse than the last. I stumbled backward, hit the brick wall, and tasted blood before the second punch landed.
“You’ve got a lot of nerve.” Driscoll Sutton stepped into the circle of light from the single bulb above the door. His face was older than the photos I had in my files, more weathered. Five years of rage had carved new lines around his mouth. “Showing your face in this town.”
My brain catalogued details even as my body prepared for more pain: three of them, blocking both exits from the narrow alley. Driscoll up front. Andrew Fisher to his left, younger, wound tighter. Jim Davies hanging back but closing in. All of them with that same look—the one that said they’d been waiting for this moment.
Maybe I had been too, from the first step back into this town where I existed like a ghost alongside people who had every right to hate me.
“Not looking for trouble.” The words came out thick, wrong. Blood in my mouth did that. “Just picking up supplies.”
“For what?” Andrew waltzed closer. I recognized him from my research—his father had died three years ago. Pills and whiskey, the coroner said. Broken heart, everyone else knew. After my father’s schemes destroyed his ranch, there hadn’t been much left worth living for. “Here to spend all your daddy’s dollars, Davidson?”
There it was. The name I’d spent five years trying to erase. Jake Miller bought lumber and fixed porches and kept his head down. Holden Davidson was someone else. Someone who didn’t exist anymore.
Except he did. Always did. The name stuck like tar no matter how hard I scrubbed.
“I’m not my father.” Even as I said it, the words felt like a lie. Wasn’t I? Every comfort I’d ever known came from stolen money. Every meal, every lesson, every advantage—all of it built on foundations as rotten as termite-damaged lumber.
“No?” Jim moved in from my left, completing the triangle. Three against one in the alley behind Brennan’s Hardware. The irony wasn’t lost on me—I’d come to build something, and instead I was about to get torn apart. “Then where’s our money? You took off with it.”
I doubted they would appreciate that I hadn’t spent a dime of it.
Another punch, this time to my stomach. I doubled over, and Driscoll’s voice dropped lower, more dangerous. Snow was falling harder now, catching in his beard. “We’re done waiting for justice that never comes.”
I could’ve fought back. Should’ve, probably. Five years of construction work had given me muscle I’d never had as a CEO’s son. But fighting back felt like claiming I had a right to defend myself, and that was a luxury I’d forfeited the day I learned what my father really was.
So I took it. Took the punches, the kicks, the words that cut deeper than fists. Took it and thought maybe this was what I deserved. Penance measured in bruises and broken ribs.
“You want to make this right?” Andrew’s voice was shaking. With rage or grief or both. “Start by bleeding.”
The knife came out of nowhere. One second Andrew’s fist was driving toward my stomach, the next there was a flash of silver and a line of fire across my ribs. Not deep—just enough to make the point. Warm blood soaked through my shirt, and I pressed my hand against it instinctively.
“That’s for my father,” Andrew said, his voice torn away by the wind. “That’s for every family you Davidsons destroyed.”
The storm had been building all day, but now it arrived in earnest. Snow fell like judgment—cold, relentless, and exactly what I’d earned. Wind howled through the alley, and the temperature dropped so fast I could feel it through the pain.
“Finish him.”
Someone said it, but the wind swallowed the voice. Or maybe I was already fading. The ground rushed up to meet me, and I thought, absurdly, that this was a terrible way to die. Not the dying part—I’d made peace with that years ago—but dying without finishing what I’d started. The evidence was still hidden. My father’s accomplices still free. Victims still waiting for justice I could deliver.
Couldn’t die yet.
I forced myself to move. Rolled, stumbled to my feet, ran. Or tried to. My body had opinions about the running plan, and those opinions involved a lot of pain and very little actual forward momentum. Behind me, shouts. Footsteps. Getting closer.
The storm swallowed everything. Snow fell so thick I couldn’t see three feet ahead, and the wind cut through my coat like I wasn’t wearing one. My truck was parked on the side street—close, blessedly close. Keys still in my pocket. Just had to make it that far.
Grace of God, I did. Stumbled around the corner, and yanked open the door of the ten-year-old Ford that fit Jake Miller’s budget, fell into the seat, jammed the key in the ignition. Started it.
Behind me, shapes in the snow. Coming closer. I threw the truck in reverse, then drive, and the tires spun for a heart-stopping moment before catching. The truck lurched forward, and I aimed it toward the road out of town.
The highway was worse than I’d expected. Snow already accumulating, visibility nearly zero. I hunched over the wheel, squinting through the windshield. The road climbed as I fled town, switching back on itself every quarter mile as it wound up into the mountains. Snow made the switchbacks invisible, curves that would’ve been treacherous even in good weather.
The truck fishtailed once, twice. The steering felt wrong—loose, unresponsive.
Understanding hit the same moment the truck hit the ditch. They’d slashed the tires. Must have. After I’d parked. The world spun. The truck tilted, and then there was a crunch of metal on wood, and everything stopped moving.
For a moment I just sat there, breath coming in short gasps that made my ribs scream. Snow was already covering the windshield. The heater ticked as it cooled.
Had to move. The vigilantes would find the truck. I grabbed my pack with the scant few things I owned in it and shoved the door open—took three tries—and half-fell into snow up to my knees. The cold hit like a wall. The cut on my ribs was bleeding again, warm against my freezing skin.
I stumbled forward. Then again. The wind up here was different than in the valley—thinner, colder, howling down from the peaks with nothing to slow it. Sound carried strangely at elevation. I thought I heard voices once, twice, but it was just the storm playing tricks on me. 
A fence appeared out of the storm. Hit it more than saw it, really. Wooden rails, sturdy. Which meant a working ranch, which meant people, which meant—
No. Couldn’t bring this to anyone else’s door. Everyone in Ironheart Ridge had been hurt by my father.
But my body was done taking orders from my brain. My body saw the fence and translated it as salvation, and suddenly I was climbing over. Or falling over. The distinction got fuzzy.
Snow deeper here. Drifts up to my thighs. Each step harder than the last. My ribs felt like someone had replaced them with broken glass, and I pressed my hand against the cut, trying to hold myself together. (Literally. Not a metaphor.)
A building took shape through the white. Barn. Had to be. Large, dark, solid, tucked against the granite mountain face. The door hung slightly open, and I aimed for it the way a drowning man aims for shore.
The ground kept tilting, spinning. Snow fell on my face, into my eyes, melting on skin too warm.
My hand hit wood. Rough, splintered, real. I held onto it like it was the only solid thing left in the world. Pulled myself forward an inch. Another. The door loomed above me, and getting through it required more strength than I had.
But I’d been doing things I didn’t have the strength for constantly. What was one more?
I dragged myself across the threshold into darkness that smelled like hay and horses and safety. Warmer here. Relatively. Or maybe I was just that cold.
I lay there trying to remember how breathing worked. In. Out. Simple mechanics.
Somewhere in the darkness, a horse snorted. Movement, rustling. Then footsteps—human footsteps—fast and purposeful. A light bobbed closer. Flashlight beam cutting through the dark.
“What in the—”
The voice was female. Surprised or alarmed or both. I tried to speak. Tried to explain.
What came out was more of a groan, and even that cost more energy than I had left. An overhead light flipped on, nearly blinding me.
“You’re bleeding.”
She was closer now, kneeling beside me. Hands on my shoulder, rolling me over, and I couldn’t stop the sound that escaped—half gasp, half whimper. Pathetic. But pain had a way of stripping dignity down to nothing.
“Of course you’re bleeding. Because that’s exactly what I need tonight.”
The last part was muttered, more to herself than to me. There was something almost funny about it—the sheer resignation in her tone. Like finding half-dead strangers in her barn was just one more item on an already overwhelming to-do list.
I forced my eyes open. Took three tries, but I managed it.
She was kneeling beside me, dirty blonde hair escaping from a practical braid, and my vision focused for a beat enough so I could see her face. Not young, not old. Somewhere in that in-between space where life had left its mark but hadn’t broken anything yet. Light brown eyes assessing as they roved over me.
She was beautiful. All sharp angles and strong hands and an expression that said she didn’t have time for nonsense. Ranch-beautiful. The kind that came from wild hair and sunny skies and an allergy to anything artificial.
“Can you stand?” She didn’t wait for an answer, just slid her arm under my shoulders and started hauling me up. Stronger than she looked. The kind of strength that came from years of throwing hay bales and wrestling gates and doing everything herself because there was no one else to do it.
I tried to help. Managed mostly to not be dead weight, which was about the best I could offer. Her shoulder pressed against my side, and even through the layers of clothing, I could feel her warmth. Solid. Real. The first gentle thing I’d felt in—how long? Years, probably.
“Barn’s no place to bleed out,” she said, half-dragging me toward the door at the far end. Her voice had that particular quality of someone talking to keep herself calm. “House isn’t much better, but at least it’s warm. You hearing me?”
“Hearing you.” The words came out slurred, but they came out.
“Good. Stay conscious. I don’t want to carry you.”
I forced my legs to move. Her hand was firm on my back, and I could feel each of her fingers through my coat. Five points of contact, five reminders that I wasn’t alone in the storm. That someone was choosing to help me despite having no reason to be kind.
It had been so long since anyone had touched me with anything other than anger.
The wind hit us the moment we left the barn. The trek to the house felt like miles. She kept us moving, step by painful step, and I concentrated on not passing out.
Modest goals. That’s all I had left.
We stumbled through a door—house, cabin, couldn’t tell. Warmth hit like a wave, almost painful after the cold. She deposited me on something soft. Couch, maybe. My body decided that was close enough to horizontal and started shutting down systems.
“Stay with me.” Her hand on my face, firm but not rough. Callused fingers against my cheek, and I leaned into the touch before I could stop myself. “Don’t you dare check out yet. I need to know what I’m dealing with first.”
I tried to focus on her face. Failed. Everything was going soft around the edges, blurry. But I could still feel her hand. That was something. An anchor in the drift.
“What’s your name?” She was pulling at my coat now, her movements quick and sure.
Name. I had one of those. Two of them, actually, which made the question more complicated than it should’ve been.
“Jake.” That’s who I’d been for five years. That’s who I was. Except when the truth bled through like—well, like blood through bandages.
“Jake what?” She’d gotten my coat off, was working on my shirt now. I felt the fabric pull away from the cut on my ribs, felt fresh blood well up. Her sharp intake of breath suggested it looked worse than it felt.
“Miller.” The lie felt like habit now. Comfortable as old boots, even if they pinched.
“Well, Jake Miller, you’re lucky I found you. Another hour in that storm and you’d be a popsicle.”
“Lucky.” I tried to laugh. It came out as a cough that sent fresh pain screaming through my ribs. “Sure.”
“Hold still.” She pressed something against the cut—cloth, gauze, something. Pressure that made stars burst behind my eyes. I sucked in a breath through my teeth, and her hand shifted, gentled slightly. “I know. But it needs pressure, or you’ll keep bleeding. What happened here? Knife?”
I made a sound that could’ve been agreement.
“Who gets into knife fights in a blizzard?” She was muttering again, more to herself than to me. Her hands moved with practiced efficiency, wrapping something around my ribs. Not too tight, but tight enough. “You pick a fight with the wrong person?”
“Wrong people,” I managed. Plural. Very plural.
“Multiple wrong people. Who know how to rough someone up without leaving too many marks on your pretty face.” She sat back slightly, and I could feel her gaze on me even through the encroaching fuzziness. “And then you crawled across my property during the worst weather in these parts in years. You always this good at making decisions?”
There was something almost funny about her tone—dry, practical, like she was commenting on my choice of fence posts rather than my near-death experience.
“Questionable,” I said. “At best.”
“Well, at least you’re honest about that.” She was checking the bandage now, her fingers careful against my skin. Each touch registered—warm, callused, real. “This’ll hold for now, but it’s not great. You need actual medical attention, but with this storm, that’ll be a trick.”
She pulled my shirt back down, and I missed her touch immediately. Five years without gentle hands, and now my body was cataloguing every place hers had been.
“You got someone I can call, Jake?”
Hadn’t had anyone in five years. That was the point of exile—to cut all ties, to stop being Holden Davidson and become Jake Miller, to live small and quiet and alone.
“No,” I said. “No one.”
The words hung in the air between us, and I heard the subtext in my tone. Not only that I had no one to call, but I was used to it. Expected it. That being alone was so normal I didn’t even think to pretend otherwise.
She jammed her hands on her hips. “Well, Jake Miller with no one to call and questionable decision-making skills, I’m Rowan Hayes. You’re on my ranch. And you’re not dying in my living room, so stay conscious.”
Hayes. The name registered somewhere deep, somewhere important. Hayes. I knew that name. Knew it from files and documentation and years of research.
My brain was trying to tell me something, but the message wasn’t getting through. Hayes. Rowan Hayes. Why did that matter?
“You still awake?” Her hand was on my shoulder now, shaking gently. “Jake. Stay with me.”
“Yeah.” The words came out slurred. I forced my eyes to focus on her face. She was frowning, all concentration and concern, and something in my chest twisted. When was the last time anyone had looked at me like that? Like I mattered?
“Good. You need to keep talking so you don’t pass out. What brings you to my ranch in the middle of a blizzard, Jake Miller? Besides poor life choices.”
“Got lost.” Not entirely a lie. I’d been lost for five years, in all the ways that mattered.
“In a storm like this? That’s more than lost. That’s suicidal. Did you walk all the way here?”
“Truck. Went off the road.” The words were getting harder. My brain was trying to shut down. “Somewhere back down the mountain.”
“In this storm? You’re lucky you made it.” She sounded so much further away. Talking through glass. “Though luck might be the wrong word, given the state of you.”
“Persistent,” I offered. “Not lucky.”
“That’s what you call stumbling half-dead into someone’s barn?”
“Better than the alternative.”
“Which was?”
“Dying in a ditch.”
She made a sound that might’ve been a laugh. Her hand touched my forehead, and I flinched before I could stop myself. Not because it hurt—but because gentle touch had become so foreign that my body didn’t know how to process it anymore.
“You’ve got a fever.” Her voice had gone flat. “Not surprising with that cut.”
She stood, moved away. Came back with a blanket that smelled like laundry soap and something floral. She spread it over me, and the weight of it felt like safety. “You’re staying here tonight. No arguments. Storm’s getting worse, and you’re in no shape to go anywhere.”
I should’ve argued. Should’ve explained that staying put people in danger. But the words wouldn’t come. My body had decided we were done, and consciousness was becoming optional.
“Jake.” Her voice was farther away now. Or maybe I was farther away. “You still with me?”
“Still here.” Barely.
“Stay that way.” A pause. “At least until morning. After that, you can make your own bad decisions.”
I wanted to thank her for the kindness she had no reason to show.
I should go instead. Should drag myself off her couch and back into the blizzard. I tried to stand. Managed to get my legs under me for about three seconds before the world tilted sideways and the darkness I’d been fighting finally won.
The last thing I heard before everything went black was her voice, sharp with frustration:
“Don’t you dare pass out. Don’t you—”
But I did. Because apparently complicating everything was the only skill I’d perfected in five years of exile, and tonight I was excelling at it.
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