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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
Lost in the Storm


The rental car's GPS had been lying to me for the past hour. 
"Turn right in two hundred feet," the cheerful voice announced, just as I stared at what was clearly a dead end marked by a rusty gate and a weathered sign that read "PRIVATE PROPERTY - NO TRESPASSING."
I pulled over and gripped the steering wheel, taking a deep breath of the thin Colorado mountain air. Three months since Derek had walked out of our shared apartment in Chicago, taking half the furniture and all my confidence with him. Three months of working overtime at the magazine to avoid going home to empty rooms and takeout containers. Three months of my sister Riley calling every other day to remind me that I "needed a break from the city."
She'd been right, as usual. Which was how I'd ended up booking this last-minute ski weekend in Moonridge, Colorado – population 2,847 according to the welcome sign I'd passed twenty miles ago.
My phone buzzed. A text from Riley: How's the mountain air treating you? Found any cute ski instructors yet? 
I typed back: Currently lost. GPS thinks I'm supposed to drive through someone's private property.
The response came instantly: Welcome to small-town Colorado! Ask for directions at the local diner. Trust me.
I glanced around at the empty road stretching in both directions, flanked by towering pine trees dusted with fresh snow. The nearest diner was probably back in town, which meant admitting defeat and backtracking. Again.
A low rumble echoed through the valley. I looked up to see dark clouds gathering over the peaks, moving faster than seemed possible. The weather app had mentioned a chance of light snow, but those clouds looked like they meant business.
I was reaching for my phone to recalculate the route when I heard it – the deep growl of a truck engine coming up behind me. In my rearview mirror, I watched a dark blue pickup slow down and pull alongside my rental.
The driver's side window rolled down, and my heart stopped.
"Need help?"
That voice. I knew that voice. Even after six years, it sent the same shiver down my spine that it had when we were twenty-two and thought we'd figured out forever.
I turned to look at him, and time collapsed like a house of cards.
Ethan Martinez. Same dark hair, though shorter now and touched with silver at the temples. Same warm brown eyes that had once looked at me like I hung the moon. Same easy smile, though this one seemed more cautious, more guarded.
He was wearing a navy jacket with the Moonridge Fire Department logo, and suddenly everything clicked into place. Of course he'd stayed. Of course he'd become exactly who he'd always said he wanted to be.
"Lauren?" His smile faltered. "Lauren Walsh?"
I managed to find my voice. "Hi, Ethan."
For a moment, neither of us spoke. The wind picked up, whistling through the pine branches and carrying the sharp scent of approaching snow.
"What are you—" He stopped, shook his head. "Sorry. Are you lost? This road doesn't go much further."
"Apparently." I held up my phone. "My GPS seems to think there's a resort called Pine Haven Lodge somewhere around here."
Something shifted in his expression. "Pine Haven's been closed for three years. The access road's blocked about a mile up."
My stomach sank. "Closed?"
"Yeah, the owners retired and never found a buyer. The booking website should have—" He stopped when he saw my face. "You didn't know."
"No." I laughed, but it came out hollow. "No, I definitely didn't know. The website took my credit card payment just fine three days ago."
Ethan was quiet for a long moment, studying me with that same intense focus I remembered. "Where are you staying tonight?"
"Apparently nowhere." I gestured at the gathering clouds. "And it looks like I'm about to drive back to town in a snowstorm."
As if the universe wanted to prove my point, the first fat snowflakes began drifting past my windshield.
"Lauren." His voice was gentler now. "That storm's moving in fast. The roads between here and town are going to be impassable within the hour."
"Then what do you suggest?" The question came out sharper than I'd intended, but I was tired and frustrated and seeing him again was stirring up things I'd spent six years trying to bury.
Ethan was quiet for so long I thought he wasn't going to answer. Then he sighed.
"There's a ranger station about two miles up. It's got heat, food, communication equipment. I was heading up there anyway to check the weather monitors." He paused. "You can follow me up, wait out the storm there. Tomorrow morning, when the roads are clear, I'll help you figure out your lodging situation."
The snow was falling harder now, thick flakes that clung to my windshield and reduced visibility to maybe fifty feet. The smart thing to do was follow him. The safe thing.
The absolutely terrifying thing, considering our history.
"Okay," I heard myself say. "Lead the way."
His smile was quick, almost relieved. "Stay close. The road gets narrow."
He rolled up his window and pulled ahead, his truck's brake lights glowing red in the swirling snow. I put my car in drive and followed, my hands gripping the wheel as the familiar knot of anxiety settled in my chest.
Six years ago, following Ethan Martinez had led to the best and worst year of my life. Now, as his truck disappeared into the growing whiteout ahead of me, I couldn't shake the feeling that I was about to find out if some mistakes were worth repeating.
The snow fell harder, and I pressed the accelerator, chasing his taillights through the storm.






  
  Chapter 2
Sanctuary Found


The warmth of the cabin enveloped me like a hug I didn't know I needed. 
While Ethan busied himself with the fire, I took the opportunity to really look around. The main room was surprisingly spacious for a ranger station, with exposed beam ceilings and windows that would offer spectacular views once the storm cleared. Everything was meticulously organized—emergency supplies neatly labeled, communication equipment properly maintained, even the small kitchen area spotless despite clearly being used regularly.
It was so very Ethan. He'd always been the organized one in our relationship, the one who remembered to pay bills on time and keep emergency supplies in his car. I'd teased him about it back then, called him an old man trapped in a twenty-something's body. Now, watching him methodically build up the fire with practiced efficiency, I found myself grateful for those same qualities.
"You've done this before," I observed, settling onto the small couch with my coffee.
"Few times a winter." He dusted off his hands and joined me, careful to leave space between us on the narrow cushions. "The weather station equipment needs regular maintenance, and during storm season, someone needs to be on-site to coordinate with emergency services."
"And you volunteer for this duty."
"Someone has to." He shrugged, but I caught something in his voice—a contentment that spoke of genuine love for his work.
I studied his profile in the firelight, cataloging the changes six years had wrought. The boy I'd known had been handsome in an obvious way—bright smile, easy charm, the kind of looks that made other girls at college parties shoot envious glances in my direction. This version of Ethan was more subtle, more earned. The lines around his eyes spoke of years spent squinting into mountain sun. The silver at his temples suggested wisdom gained through experience rather than age. His hands, wrapped around his coffee mug, were scarred from work—real work that mattered.
He'd grown into himself in a way that made my chest tight with something I didn't want to examine too closely.
"Tell me about Chicago," he said, apparently unaware of my scrutiny. "What's your favorite part?"
I considered the question, surprised by how difficult it was to answer. "The energy, I suppose. The way there's always something happening, always somewhere new to discover."
"That sounds like you."
"Does it?" I laughed, but it came out hollow. "Because lately I feel like I'm just... existing there. Going through the motions."
Ethan turned to look at me more fully, his brown eyes serious. "What do you mean?"
"I mean I wake up in the same white-walled apartment, take the same train to the same office, write about places I visit for three days and then never see again." I set down my coffee cup harder than necessary. "I thought moving to Chicago would make me feel alive, but instead I just feel... disconnected."
"From what?"
"From everything. My work, my life, the people around me." I paused, then added more quietly, "From myself."
The admission hung between us in the warm air of the cabin. Outside, the wind howled with renewed fury, but inside felt safe and intimate in a way that made me want to tell him things I hadn't even admitted to myself.
"What about your fiancé?" Ethan asked gently. "Derek, wasn't it?"
"Ex-fiancé." I pulled my knees up to my chest, suddenly needing the protective barrier. "And he was part of the problem, I think. He wanted me to be someone I'm not—someone who cared more about dinner parties and networking events than hiking trails and travel writing."
"But you love travel writing."
"I do. But Derek saw it as a hobby that took me away from 'more important things.'" I made air quotes, feeling the familiar surge of resentment. "Like his career. His social circle. His vision of what our life should look like."
Ethan was quiet for a moment, and when he spoke, his voice was carefully neutral. "What made you say yes to his proposal?"
The question hit harder than it should have. I stared into the fire, watching the flames dance and trying to find an honest answer.
"Fear, I think," I said finally. "Fear of being alone. Fear of admitting that my grand adventure in the big city wasn't everything I'd hoped it would be." I laughed bitterly. "Ironic, considering Derek turned out to be the loneliest relationship I've ever been in."
"I'm sorry he hurt you."
"Are you?" The words slipped out before I could stop them, sharper than I'd intended.
Ethan's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. "Of course I am. Despite everything that happened between us, I never wanted you to be unhappy, Lauren."
The sincerity in his voice made my throat tight. "I know. I'm sorry, that wasn't fair."
"You have every right to be angry with me."
"Do I?" I turned to face him fully. "Because I'm the one who left, remember? I'm the one who decided that what we had wasn't enough."
"You decided that Moonridge wasn't enough," he corrected quietly. "There's a difference."
"Is there? Because sitting here now, I'm not so sure I knew the difference back then."
The words hung in the air between us, heavy with implication. Ethan's eyes searched mine, and for a moment I thought he might say something that would change everything. Instead, he stood abruptly and moved to check the radio.
"Storm's getting worse," he announced, his voice carefully professional. "Highway department's downgraded the road conditions to 'impassable.' We're definitely not going anywhere tonight."
"Right." I swallowed my disappointment at the moment's interruption. "How bad is it supposed to get?"
"Best case scenario? We're stuck here until tomorrow afternoon." He adjusted dials on the radio equipment without looking at me. "Worst case? Could be a couple of days."
A couple of days. The thought should have terrified me—trapped in a small space with my ex-boyfriend, with nowhere to run and nothing to distract from the emotional minefield we were tap-dancing around.
Instead, I felt something that might have been relief.
"Well," I said, settling back into the couch cushions. "I guess we'll have plenty of time to catch up."
Ethan's smile was cautious but genuine. "I guess we will."
Outside, the storm raged on, but inside the cabin felt like a world apart from everything complicated and uncertain in our respective lives. For the first time in months, I wasn't thinking about tomorrow's deadline or next week's assignment or where I'd be six months from now.
I was just here, now, with the man who'd once known me better than anyone.
The question was: did he still?






  
  Chapter 3
Morning Revelations


The ranger station materialized out of the snow like something from a fairy tale. 
It was a small log cabin with green shutters and a covered porch, smoke already curling from the stone chimney. Solar panels gleamed on the roof despite the storm, and I could see the glow of lights in the windows. It looked warm and safe and absolutely nothing like the sterile hotel room I'd been expecting.
Ethan parked near the front steps and was out of his truck before I'd even turned off my engine. By the time I grabbed my overnight bag from the backseat, he was already at my car door, pulling it open.
"Careful," he said, offering me his hand. "The steps are slick."
I hesitated for a split second before taking it. His palm was warm and callused, exactly the way I remembered, and the contact sent a jolt of recognition through me that I absolutely did not have time to process.
"Thanks." I stepped out into the storm, immediately grateful for his steadying grip as my city shoes found zero traction on the snowy path.
"Come on." He kept hold of my hand, leading me toward the cabin. "Let's get you inside before you freeze."
The front door opened into a surprisingly spacious main room dominated by a stone fireplace that was already crackling with warmth. There was a small kitchen area along one wall, a dining table near the windows, and what looked like communication equipment set up on a desk in the corner. Everything was clean and functional, with the kind of rustic charm that belonged on Pinterest boards about mountain getaways.
"Coffee?" Ethan asked, hanging his jacket on a peg by the door. "I made a pot about an hour ago."
"Please." I set my bag down and looked around. "This place is amazing. Do you live here?"
"Sometimes." He was already moving toward the kitchen, pulling mugs from a cabinet. "The fire department has a contract to maintain the weather station equipment up here. During storm season, someone needs to be on-site to monitor conditions and coordinate with the highway department."
"And you volunteered." It wasn't a question. Ethan had always been the first to step up when someone needed help.
"Something like that." He poured coffee into two mugs, added cream to one without asking. He still remembered how I liked it.
I accepted the mug and wrapped my hands around it, letting the warmth seep into my fingers. "How long have you been with the fire department?"
"Five years now." He leaned against the counter, studying me over the rim of his coffee cup. "What about you? Still writing?"
"Yeah. I work for a lifestyle magazine in Chicago. Travel pieces, mostly." I took a sip of coffee, buying myself time. "Derek – my ex-fiancé – he thought I traveled too much for work."
Something flickered in Ethan's expression. "Ex-fiancé."
"Recent ex." I don't know why I felt compelled to clarify. "Three months ago."
"I'm sorry."
"Don't be. Turns out he was cheating with his dental hygienist for most of our relationship." The words came out easier than they should have. "Apparently I was never around enough to notice."
Ethan was quiet for a long moment. Outside, the wind howled against the windows, rattling the glass. "His loss."
The simple sincerity in his voice caught me off guard. I looked up to find him watching me with an intensity that made my chest tight.
"Is it?" I asked before I could stop myself. "Because I'm starting to think I'm just not good at this. Relationships. Staying. Making things work."
The words hung in the air between us, heavy with implication. We both knew I wasn't just talking about Derek.
Ethan set down his mug and crossed the room to the fireplace, adding another log to the flames. "You were twenty-two, Lauren. We were both kids who thought we had it all figured out."
"You stayed," I said quietly. "You became exactly who you said you wanted to be."
He turned to face me, his expression unreadable. "And you left to become who you needed to be. There's no crime in that."
"Isn't there?" The question slipped out before I could censor it. "Because it sure felt like a crime at the time."
The silence stretched between us, filled with six years' worth of unspoken words. Outside, the storm was intensifying, the snow now falling so hard I couldn't see past the porch.
"You should call your family," Ethan said finally. "Let them know you're safe. The landline works even when the cell towers don't."
I pulled out my phone and stared at the "No Service" icon. "Right. Riley's probably wondering if I drove off a cliff."
"Riley Martinez now," Ethan said with a small smile. "She married my cousin Jake two years ago."
"What?" My head snapped up. "Riley married your cousin? And she didn't tell me?"
"She didn't mention it when she suggested you come up here for the weekend?"
The pieces clicked into place like tumblers in a lock. Riley's insistence that I needed mountain air. Her specific recommendation of Pine Haven Lodge. Her mysterious confidence that everything would work out fine.
"That scheming little—" I stopped, processing the implications. "She set this up. She knew the lodge was closed."
Ethan had the grace to look uncomfortable. "Jake might have mentioned you were coming to town."
"And you didn't think to warn me?"
"I thought you knew." He ran a hand through his hair. "I figured maybe you... wanted to see me."
The admission hung in the air like smoke. My heart was doing something complicated in my chest, a rhythm I hadn't felt in years.
"Ethan," I started, but I was interrupted by the lights flickering overhead.
A moment later, they went out completely, leaving us in the warm glow of the fireplace.
"Generator will kick in," Ethan said calmly, moving toward the window. "Should be back on in a few minutes."
But as I watched him check the storm outside, illuminated by nothing but firelight, I wondered if some things were better left in the dark.






  
  Chapter 4
Darkness and Memory


We fell into an easy rhythm as the evening wore on. 
Ethan had produced a deck of cards from somewhere, and we'd migrated to the small dining table as the fire burned low. The storm continued its assault on the windows, but inside felt cozy and separate from the chaos outside.
"Gin," I announced triumphantly, laying down my hand.
"Again?" Ethan shook his head in mock disgust. "You always were ruthless at this game."
"I learned from the best." I started gathering the cards. "Your grandmother was a card shark."
"Abuela would have loved seeing you again." His smile was soft with memory. "She always said you had 'good hands for cards and a good heart for my grandson.'"
The mention of his grandmother hit me with unexpected force. Elena Martinez had been a tiny woman with steel-gray hair and the warmest laugh I'd ever heard. She'd treated me like family from the moment Ethan brought me home for Sunday dinner, teaching me to make her famous tamales and sharing stories about Ethan's childhood that made him blush furiously.
"I should have come to the funeral," I said quietly. "When I heard she passed, I wanted to, but—"
"But you were in Chicago, building your new life." There was no accusation in his voice, just quiet understanding. "She wouldn't have expected you to come back for her."
"She was like a grandmother to me too, Ethan. For that year we were together, she made me feel like I belonged somewhere."
"You did belong." He reached across the table and covered my hand with his. "That was never the question."
The contact sent electricity shooting up my arm, and I had to resist the urge to turn my hand over and lace our fingers together the way we used to.
"Wasn't it?" I asked instead. "Because I remember feeling like I was always fighting to prove I fit in Moonridge. Like everyone was waiting for the city girl to realize she'd made a mistake and leave."
"That was in your head, Lauren. Everyone loved you."
"Everyone except Mrs. Patterson at the grocery store, who made it very clear she thought you could do better than some 'outsider who'd probably run off at the first sign of trouble.'"
Ethan winced. "I forgot about Mrs. Patterson."
"Well, she turned out to be right, didn't she?" I pulled my hand away and started shuffling the cards more aggressively than necessary. "I did run off at the first sign of trouble."
"Getting into Northwestern wasn't trouble. It was an incredible opportunity."
"An opportunity I could have deferred. An opportunity I could have turned down." The words came out more bitter than I'd intended. "But I didn't even consider it. The second I got that acceptance letter, I was mentally packing my bags."
Ethan was quiet for a long moment, watching me massacre the deck of cards. When he spoke, his voice was gentle.
"Do you remember our last night together?"
How could I forget? We'd driven up to Lookout Point, the same spot where he'd first told me he loved me six months earlier. I'd known it was going to be goodbye even before I'd told him about Northwestern. The acceptance letter had been burning a hole in my purse for three days.
"You cried," I said softly.
"So did you."
"I told you I loved you."
"And I told you I loved you enough to let you go."
The memory sat between us, as clear and painful as if it had happened yesterday instead of six years ago. I remembered the way the lights of the valley had spread out below us like scattered stars. I remembered the way Ethan had held me, fierce and desperate, like he could somehow keep me there through sheer force of will. I remembered promising that I'd come back, that distance wouldn't change anything, that what we had was strong enough to survive anything.
We'd both known I was lying.
"I really thought I'd come back," I said finally. "That first year, I was so homesick. I missed you, I missed the mountains, I missed feeling like I knew who I was."
"What changed?"
"Chicago grew on me. The opportunities, the excitement, the feeling that I was becoming someone important." I laughed, but it came out hollow. "Of course, now I'm not sure that person I became is anyone I actually like."
"Lauren—"
"Do you ever think about what would have happened if I'd stayed?" The question tumbled out before I could stop it. "If I'd turned down Northwestern and stayed in Moonridge?"
Ethan leaned back in his chair, considering. "Honestly? I think you would have been miserable. Not right away, but eventually. You would have looked around at this small town and felt trapped. You would have resented me for being the reason you didn't chase your dreams."
"Maybe."
"Definitely." He smiled sadly. "You were meant for bigger things than Moonridge could offer, Lauren. I knew that even when I was begging you to stay."
"You never begged."
"Not out loud. But inside?" He shook his head. "Inside, I was desperate. I would have done anything to keep you here."
The honesty in his admission made my chest tight. "Why didn't you fight harder? Why didn't you ask me to choose you?"
"Because I loved you too much to make you choose." He met my eyes across the table. "And because I was terrified that if I forced the issue, you'd choose me for the wrong reasons and hate me for it later."
"So instead you chose for me."
"I chose to love you enough to let you find out who you were meant to be."
The words hit me like a physical blow. All these years, I'd told myself that Ethan hadn't loved me enough to fight for us. That his easy acceptance of my departure had proved that our relationship hadn't meant as much to him as it had to me.
But sitting







