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  Editorial Manifesto


The Emberline Passion Books – Manifesto

At Emberline, passion comes first.
We publish fast-burn, addictive love stories that keep you turning the page.
No rules, no pretence — just raw attraction, big emotions, and happily-ever-afters.
Our books are made to thrill, to comfort, to escape.
From billionaires to protectors, from small towns to big dramas —
if it makes your heart race and your cheeks flush, it belongs here.
The Emberline Passion Books — where love is bold, fast, and always unforgettable.
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  Chapter 1
Coming Home


The Texas heat hit me like a wall the moment I stepped out of my rental car. Even at eight in the morning, the sun was already brutal, promising another scorcher in what the radio had called the worst drought in decades. I pulled my hair into a messy bun and surveyed the property I'd inherited from my great-aunt Millie. 
The old farmhouse looked smaller than I remembered, its white paint peeling and the wraparound porch sagging on one side. Wildflowers had taken over what used to be Millie's prized garden—brilliant orange Indian paintbrush, purple lupines, and yellow black-eyed Susans creating a riot of color against the parched landscape.
At least something was thriving in this heat.
I grabbed my suitcase from the trunk, my scrubs from yesterday's shift still wrinkled inside. Fourteen hours of driving straight from Dallas had left me stiff and cranky, but I'd needed to get out of the city. Needed to get away from the hospital, from the memories, from the life that had imploded so spectacularly six months ago.
The front door key was exactly where Millie always kept it—under the ceramic toad by the steps. Some things never changed in Cedar Ridge, Texas, population 2,847 and shrinking.
The house smelled like dust and lavender sachets. I set my suitcase down and walked through the rooms, each one triggering a flood of childhood memories. Summers spent here when my parents needed a break from their volatile marriage. Millie teaching me to bake in the tiny kitchen. Reading on the back porch while she tended her garden.
She'd left me everything. The house, the ten acres, even her ancient pickup truck. The lawyer had been clear—I could sell it all and walk away with enough money to start fresh somewhere new. That had been the plan when I'd requested a leave of absence from Dallas General.
But standing in Millie's living room, surrounded by her quilts and family photos, walking away felt harder than I'd expected.
My phone buzzed. A text from my best friend Sarah: How's the middle of nowhere? Ready to come back to civilization yet?
Before I could respond, the sound of a truck pulling up made me look out the window. A dusty black F-150 parked beside my rental car, and a man got out. Tall, broad-shouldered, wearing jeans and a white t-shirt that showed off muscled forearms. A cowboy hat shadowed his face, but I could see dark hair curling at his collar.
He walked with the kind of confident stride that came from a lifetime of hard work and open spaces. When he knocked on the front door, I felt an unexpected flutter in my stomach.
Get it together, Lily. You're here to sell and leave, not ogle the locals.
I opened the door, and my breath caught. He was even better looking up close—angular features, deep brown eyes, and a mouth that probably smiled more often than it was smiling now. He touched the brim of his hat.
"Ma'am. I'm Wyatt Sullivan, your neighbor to the north. Just wanted to introduce myself and see how you're settling in."
His voice was pure Texas drawl, warm and rough like whiskey over ice. I found myself staring at his mouth when he spoke.
"I'm Lily Walsh, Millie's great-niece." I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, suddenly conscious that I looked like I'd slept in my car. Which, technically, I had. "Nice to meet you."
"Millie talked about you all the time. She was real proud of you being a nurse up in Dallas." His expression softened. "I'm sorry for your loss. She was a good woman."
The genuine warmth in his voice made my chest tight. "Thank you. She was... she was everything to me."
An awkward silence stretched between us. He shifted his weight, and I noticed the way his jeans fit his long legs. Down, girl.
"I don't mean to be presumptuous," he said, "but if you need anything while you're here—help with the house, recommendations for repair work—just holler. The Sullivan ranch is right over that ridge." He pointed toward the rolling hills beyond Millie's property.
"That's very kind, but I won't be here long. Just settling her affairs and putting the place on the market."
Something flickered in his eyes. Disappointment? "Market's tough right now with the drought. Lot of folks are struggling."
"So I've heard." I crossed my arms, trying to ignore how the simple gesture made his gaze briefly drop to my chest. "But I have a life in Dallas to get back to."
"Course you do." He touched his hat again. "Well, welcome home, Miss Walsh. Even if it's just temporary."
He turned to leave, and I found myself watching the way his shoulders filled out his t-shirt. When he reached his truck, he called back, "Oh, and you might want to check your water pump. Millie mentioned it was acting up before... before she passed."
Then he was gone, leaving me standing on the porch with my heart doing strange things behind my ribs.
Welcome home indeed.
I spent the rest of the morning exploring the house and making a list of everything that needed repair or replacement. The water pump was indeed acting up—groaning and sputtering every time I turned on a faucet. The air conditioning wheezed like it was on its last legs. Three of the windows had cracked panes, and the kitchen faucet dripped steadily.
By noon, I was hot, frustrated, and covered in dust. I grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler I'd brought and headed out to the back porch for some air.
That's when I saw her.
A little girl, maybe eight or nine, was sitting in Millie's old rope swing hanging from the massive oak tree at the edge of the property. She had dark hair in two braids and was wearing a sundress that had seen better days. She was picking wildflowers, creating a bouquet in her lap.
I walked over slowly, not wanting to startle her. "Hi there."
She looked up with eyes the same deep brown as Wyatt Sullivan's. "Hi. I'm Emma. Are you Miss Millie's niece?"
"I am. I'm Lily." I gestured to the flowers. "Those are beautiful."
"Miss Millie taught me their names. This is Indian paintbrush, and this is bluebonnet—even though it's not really blue season anymore—and this is Gaillardia. She called them firewheel flowers."
The way she pronounced the scientific names with careful precision made me smile. "You're very smart."
Emma beamed. "Daddy says I get that from my mama. She was real smart too."
My chest tightened. Wyatt's daughter. Which meant...
"Emma Claire Sullivan, what did I tell you about wandering off?"
I turned to find Wyatt striding across the field, his jaw tight with what looked like panic. Emma hopped down from the swing, clutching her flowers.
"I was just picking flowers for Miss Lily, Daddy. Miss Millie used to let me."
Wyatt's expression softened as he reached us. "I know, sweetheart, but you can't just disappear like that. You scared me."
"Sorry, Daddy." Emma looked genuinely contrite.
"And I'm sorry she bothered you," Wyatt said to me. "Emma has a tendency to follow her curiosity wherever it leads."
"She wasn't bothering me at all. We were just talking about flowers." I knelt down to Emma's level. "Maybe you could show me around Miss Millie's garden sometime? I'm afraid I don't know much about wildflowers."
Emma's face lit up. "Really? Could I, Daddy?"
Wyatt's gaze met mine over his daughter's head. There was something unreadable in his expression—gratitude mixed with something that looked almost like longing.
"We'll see, Em. But right now, we need to get home for lunch. Mrs. Patterson is probably wondering where we are."
"Okay." Emma turned to me and held out her bouquet. "These are for you. To welcome you home."
My throat went tight. "Thank you, honey. They're perfect."
As they walked away, Emma's small hand tucked safely in her father's much larger one, I found myself watching until they disappeared over the ridge.
Welcome home, indeed.
I looked down at the wildflowers in my hands—vibrant and resilient, blooming despite the drought and heat. Maybe there was something to be learned from that.
Maybe.
That evening, I sat on the front porch with a glass of sweet tea and my laptop, trying to research real estate agents in the area. The sunset painted the sky in shades of orange and pink that no city skyline could match, and the evening air carried the scent of those resilient wildflowers.
My phone rang—Sarah again.
"Please tell me you're not getting all sentimental about that place," she said without preamble.
"Hello to you too." I closed the laptop. "And no, I'm not getting sentimental. I'm being practical. The market's not great right now."
"Uh-huh. And I'm sure it has nothing to do with whatever cowboy you've already managed to meet."
"How did you—"
"Because I know you, Lil. You've got that tone."
"What tone?"
"The same one you had when you described your first day in pediatric nursing. Like you've found something that fits."
I took a sip of tea, not wanting to admit she might be right. "It's not like that. He's just a neighbor. A widowed single father, actually."
"Oh, honey. You're in trouble."
"I am not in trouble. I'm here to handle Millie's estate and figure out my next move. That's it."
"Right. And how's that going?"
I looked out at the wildflowers glowing in the last light, remembering the way Wyatt had looked at his daughter, the gentle way he'd spoken about Millie. "It's complicated."
"It always is with the good ones."
Before I could argue, a truck came rumbling up the drive. Not Wyatt's black F-150—this one was older, white, with "Sullivan Ranch" painted on the door.
"I have to go," I told Sarah. "Someone's here."
"Remember what I said about cowboys and trouble."
"Goodbye, Sarah."
I stood as the truck parked and Wyatt got out, carrying what looked like a covered casserole dish. He'd changed into a clean shirt, and his hair was damp like he'd just showered.
"Dinner delivery," he said, holding up the dish. "Mrs. Patterson—she helps me with Emma—made her famous chicken and dumplings. Figured you might not have had time to grocery shop yet."
The thoughtfulness of the gesture made my chest warm. "That's incredibly sweet, but you didn't have to—"
"Ma'am, with respect, you look like you haven't eaten a decent meal in days."
I probably didn't. Hospital cafeteria food and gas station snacks had been my diet for the past six months. "How can you tell?"
"You've got that hollow look around your eyes. I see it sometimes in folks who've been pushing too hard for too long." His gaze was gentle but assessing. "Plus, Emma made me promise to make sure you ate something good. She's worried about you."
"She's worried about me? She just met me."
"Emma's got a big heart. She's already decided you need looking after." He held out the dish. "And to tell the truth, so do I."
Our fingers brushed when I took the casserole, and I felt that flutter again. "Thank you. Both of you."
"There's enough for leftovers too. Mrs. Patterson doesn't believe in small portions."
I should have just thanked him again and gone inside. Should have maintained the polite distance of temporary neighbors. Instead, I heard myself saying, "Would you like to stay for dinner? I'd like the company, and I have questions about the property."
Something shifted in his expression. "I'd like that. Let me call Mrs. Patterson and let her know where I am."
Twenty minutes later, we were sitting at Millie's kitchen table, sharing comfort food and easy conversation. Wyatt told me about the ranch, about the challenges the drought was creating, about how the whole community was struggling but pulling together.
"Millie was part of that," he said, serving me another helping of dumplings I didn't really need. "When my wife died three years ago, she showed up every day for two weeks with meals and help with Emma. Never asked for anything in return."
"That sounds like her." I pushed food around my plate, trying to process the timeline. "I'm sorry about your wife."
"Cancer." The word was simple, matter-of-fact, but I could hear the old pain underneath. "Quick and brutal. Emma barely remembers her, which is probably a blessing and a curse."
"How old was Emma when..."
"Five. Old enough to know Mama was sick, not old enough to understand why she couldn't get better." He took a drink of tea. "Millie helped me figure out how to be a single dad. I'm not sure we would have made it through without her."
The weight of loss and love in his voice made my throat tight. "She had that gift. Making people feel like they mattered."
"You sound like you know something about starting over."
I met his eyes across the table. There was no judgment there, just understanding. "Something like that."
"Hard thing, rebuilding a life."
"The hardest."
We sat in comfortable silence for a moment, and I realized this was the first time in months that I'd felt... settled. Like maybe I could breathe without everything hurting.
"The water pump," I said finally, needing to shift the conversation to safer ground. "Any recommendations for who might fix it?"
"I could take a look tomorrow if you want. I'm pretty handy with mechanical things."
"I couldn't ask you to—"
"You're not asking. I'm offering." His smile was small but genuine. "Besides, Emma will never forgive me if I let anything happen to Miss Millie's niece."
That smile did dangerous things to my resolve to keep this simple and temporary.
"Okay," I said. "If you're sure."
"I'm sure."
After he left, I stood at the kitchen sink washing dishes and thinking about the way he'd looked when he talked about his wife. About loss and love and the courage it took to keep going.
Outside, the wildflowers swayed in the evening breeze, persistent and beautiful despite everything working against them.
Maybe Sarah was right. Maybe I was in trouble.
But standing in Millie's kitchen, surrounded by the lingering warmth of shared dinner and easy conversation, trouble didn't seem like such a terrible thing.






  
  Chapter 2
Echoes of Home


The drive from Dallas had taken fourteen hours, but I'd needed every mile to process what I was leaving behind. Every rest stop had been a chance to second-guess this decision. Every mile marker had whispered that I was running away instead of running toward something. But sitting in that rental car at three in the morning, listening to talk radio hosts debate everything from politics to the best barbecue joints in Texas, I'd finally felt something I hadn't experienced in months: possibility. 
The radio had kept me company through the long night—country music that told stories about heartbreak and starting over, late-night call-in shows where people shared their troubles with strangers, weather reports that promised no relief from the heat that was baking the entire state. Somewhere around Waco, a woman had called in to talk about losing her job and finding the courage to start her own business. Her voice had been steady, determined, full of the kind of hope I'd forgotten was possible.
"Sometimes," she'd said to the radio host, "you have to lose everything to figure out what you really want to keep."
The words had hit me harder than they should have, sitting there in the pre-dawn darkness with nothing but highway and headlights and the growing certainty that I was driving toward something I couldn't yet name.
Now, standing in Millie's living room with dust motes dancing in the morning light, I understood what the caller had meant.
I walked through the house slowly, letting myself really see it for the first time in years. The living room with its overstuffed furniture and doilies on every surface—things that had seemed old-fashioned and fussy when I was a child, but now felt like evidence of a life lived with care and attention to beauty. The kitchen with its ancient gas stove and the round table where Millie had taught me to play gin rummy during long summer afternoons, her patient hands guiding mine as I learned the difference between a run and a set.
In the bedroom that had been mine during childhood visits, I found a box of letters tied with a faded ribbon. My letters to Millie, written in careful cursive during the school year, full of complaints about homework and excitement about summer plans. She'd kept them all, every single one, even the ones where I'd been homesick and cranky and probably not very interesting to read.
Dear Aunt Millie, one of them began in my twelve-year-old handwriting, Mom and Dad had another fight about money and Dad slept on the couch again. I wish I could come stay with you right now instead of waiting for summer. I miss your cookies and the way everything is quiet at your house.
She'd written back to every letter, I remembered. Long responses full of news about the wildflowers and the weather and the neighbors, but also full of the kind of wisdom that had seemed simple then but felt profound now.
Dear Lily, I could almost hear her voice reading her responses, Sometimes grown-ups fight because they're scared, not because they don't love each other. And sometimes the best thing we can do is tend to the things that are growing, even when everything else feels uncertain. The wildflowers don't worry about the drought. They just put their roots down deep and wait for rain.
I'd thought I understood what she meant then. Now, holding those letters in my hands, I realized I was only beginning to grasp the depth of what she'd been trying to teach me.
The house held more memories in every corner. The back porch where we'd snapped green beans and shelled peas while she told me stories about the early settlers, about family members I'd never meet, about the land and how it had sustained generations of people who'd been stubborn enough to stay when times got hard. The bathroom where she'd taught me to braid my own hair, standing behind me at the mirror with infinite patience as I fumbled with the sections.
"The secret," she'd said, "is to keep steady tension. Not too tight that it hurts, not so loose that it falls apart. Just firm and consistent, like most good things in life."
I'd been eight years old then, more interested in the mechanical challenge than the philosophy. But now, running my fingers through my own tangled hair, I thought about steady tension and the things that held together despite stress and time.
In Millie's bedroom, I found her jewelry box—a simple wooden thing that played "Für Elise" when you opened the lid. Inside were a few pieces I remembered: her wedding ring from the uncle I'd barely known, a cameo brooch that had belonged to her mother, pearl earrings that she wore to church every Sunday. But there was also something I didn't remember—a small silver locket with my initials engraved on the front.
Inside was a photo of the two of us from my last visit here, three summers ago. I was twenty-six, fresh out of nursing school and full of plans for my career in Dallas. She was seventy-three, her hair silver-white but her eyes still sharp and kind. We were standing in her garden, surrounded by wildflowers, both of us laughing at something off-camera.
I remembered that day suddenly, with startling clarity. I'd been telling her about my new job, about the apartment I was going to share with two other nurses, about the life I was going to build in the city. She'd listened with her usual attention, asking questions and offering encouragement. But when I'd finished, she'd looked at me with an expression I hadn't understood then.
"Just remember, darling," she'd said, "home isn't always the place you're going. Sometimes it's the place you're coming from. And sometimes it's both."
At the time, I'd thought she was being sentimental, maybe a little sad about me moving further away. Now, looking at that photo, I wondered if she'd seen something I hadn't. If she'd known, somehow, that I'd need a place to come back to when everything else fell apart.
The phone rang, jolting me out of my reverie. Sarah's name appeared on the screen, and I realized I'd been sitting on Millie's bed for over an hour, lost in memories and old letters.
"How's the settling in going?" she asked when I answered.
"Complicated," I said, which was becoming my default response to questions about my life. "There's a lot more here than I expected."
"Stuff to sort through?"
"Memories. Stories. Evidence of a life I'd forgotten I was part of."
Sarah was quiet for a moment, which meant she was choosing her words carefully. "Is that good or bad?"
I looked around Millie's bedroom, at the hand-stitched quilts and the photos of family scattered across her dresser, at the bookmark still holding her place in a romance novel I'd sent her for Christmas two years ago.
"I don't know yet," I said honestly. "But I think it might be necessary."






  
  Chapter 3
Morning Repairs


I woke the next morning to the sound of a truck pulling into the driveway and the realization that I'd overslept. Sunlight was already streaming through Millie's lace curtains, and according to the bedside clock, it was nearly nine. I couldn't remember the last time I'd slept that late, or that deeply. 
The water pump was still groaning and sputtering when I turned on the bathroom faucet, reminding me that Wyatt Sullivan had offered to take a look at it today. The thought of seeing him again made my stomach flutter in ways I wasn't ready to examine.
I threw on jeans and a t-shirt, ran a brush through my hair, and padded barefoot to the kitchen to start coffee. Through the window, I could see Wyatt unloading tools from his truck, moving with the efficient grace of someone who'd done manual labor his entire life.
Emma was with him, wearing overalls and carrying what looked like a toy toolbox. She was chattering animatedly about something, gesturing with her free hand while Wyatt nodded and responded with the patience of a man who genuinely enjoyed his daughter's company.
The sight of them together—father and daughter preparing to tackle a problem as a team—made something ache in my chest. When was the last time I'd been part of something that simple and good?
A knock on the front door interrupted my thoughts. I opened it to find Wyatt holding a steaming travel mug and Emma bouncing on her toes beside him.
"Morning," he said, offering me the mug. "Figured you might need caffeine before we start making noise in your basement."
"You figured right." I accepted the coffee gratefully, noting that it was exactly the way I liked it—strong, with just a hint of cream. "How did you know?"
"Lucky guess. And maybe I pay more attention than I should."
The admission hung in the air between us, loaded with implications I wasn't sure either of us was ready to explore.
"Good morning, Miss Lily!" Emma said, saving us from the moment. "I brought my tools to help Daddy fix your pump. Mrs. Patterson made us cinnamon rolls for breakfast, but I saved you one." She held up a paper bag with obvious pride.
"That's very thoughtful, honey. Thank you."
"Daddy says fixing things is more fun when you have helpers and good food."
"Daddy's very wise," I said, glancing at Wyatt, who was trying not to smile at his daughter's enthusiasm.
"Can I show you where the pump is?" Emma asked. "I've helped Daddy fix pumps before. Well, mostly I held the flashlight, but that's very important too."
"Absolutely. Lead the way."
The next hour passed in a blur of Emma's chatter, Wyatt's patient explanations of what he was doing, and the oddly domestic pleasure of watching someone competent solve a problem that had been beyond my abilities. I found myself paying as much attention to the way Wyatt's hands moved—sure and capable and gentle even







