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Chapter One: Ravenwood
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Sloane Bennett had packed her entire life into a ten-year-old Subaru and driven it nineteen hours north without stopping to think too hard about what she was leaving behind.

That was the point, really. Not thinking.

Ravenwood, Oregon was exactly what the listing had described: a small Pacific Northwest town nestled between a dark forest and a grey-green river, population four thousand, with a main street that looked like it had been built in 1920 and hadn't changed its mind since. The mountains behind it were still capped with snow even in late May. The air smelled like pine and cold water and something wild she couldn't name.

She had a job. Head librarian at the Ravenwood Public Library — a beautiful old building with stained glass windows and a reading room that made her chest ache with how much she already loved it. She had a small rented cottage two blocks from the river. She had a fresh start, which was all she'd wanted when she'd left Portland and everything Marcus-shaped behind her.

Marcus, who had been her first love. Marcus, who had smiled at her like she was the only person in the room and spent two years finding someone else to smile at behind her back. She'd found out the worst way possible — coming home early, key in the lock, the kind of moment you couldn't unhear or unsee. She'd packed within the week.

Ravenwood was the opposite of everything Marcus represented. Quiet. Contained. Safe.

She was carrying a box of books up the front steps of her cottage when she noticed the man across the street.

He was leaning against a black truck with his arms folded, watching her with an expression she couldn't read from this distance. Tall — even from here she could see that — with dark hair and something about the way he held himself that was completely, utterly still. Not relaxed. Still. Like a held breath.

She looked away. She looked back. He hadn't moved.

She told herself it was nothing and carried her box inside.

She told herself that for the rest of the evening, and almost believed it.
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Chapter Two: The Man at the Bar
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Her first week in Ravenwood was cataloguing, unpacking, and learning the rhythms of a town that had rhythms like a heartbeat — steady and old and not entirely interested in being interrupted.

The locals were cautious but not unkind. The woman who ran the bakery two doors down from the library, a red-haired force of nature named Dot, brought her a loaf of sourdough on her second morning and talked for forty-five minutes without stopping. The elderly man who came to the library every Tuesday to read newspapers told her she'd done a nice job with the new display in the front window. Small graces. She collected them.

On Friday evening, at the gentle insistence of Dot, she found herself at the only proper bar in Ravenwood — a dim, wood-panelled place called The Anchor that smelled like cedar and old whiskey. Dot had a standing table in the back with two friends, and they were kind and funny and asked enough questions to be interested without being intrusive.

Sloane was on her second glass of wine when she felt it: the particular awareness of being watched.

She turned slowly. He was at the bar, one forearm resting on the worn wood, a glass of something dark in his other hand. The man from across the street. Up close he was — a lot. Six foot three at least, broad through the shoulders, wearing a black henley with the sleeves pushed up to reveal forearms covered in dark ink. Geometric lines, something that might be a raven, words she was too far away to read.

His eyes were green. Pale and sharp and fixed entirely on her.

She turned back to her wine. Her pulse did something inconvenient.

"That's Luca Voss," Dot said, lowering her voice with the practiced ease of someone who had delivered this information before. "He owns the logging company on the east ridge. And about half of the property on the north end of town." A pause. "Nice enough if he likes you. Doesn't let many people close."

"He's staring at me," Sloane said.

"Honey," Dot said, "he's been staring at you since you walked in."

Sloane kept her eyes on her wine glass. She was not interested in tall, watchful men with tattoos and a reputation for keeping people at arm's length. She was not interested in complicated. She was not interested.

She repeated this to herself three times on the walk home, which she was fairly sure meant it wasn't working.
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Chapter Three: The Introduction
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He came into the library on a Wednesday morning.

Sloane was behind the reference desk reorganizing the periodicals section when the door opened, and she knew before she looked up. The air in the room shifted — something charged and quiet at once.

Luca Voss moved through the library like he moved everywhere, she suspected: like he owned whatever space he occupied and wasn't particularly interested in apologizing for it. He wore dark jeans and a worn jacket and he stopped at the desk and looked at her with those pale green eyes and said nothing for a moment, as if he was deciding something.

"Luca Voss," he said finally. His voice was low and unhurried, like a river moving over stone. "I own the property your cottage is on."

Sloane set down her periodical. "I know who you are."

Something flickered in his expression. Surprise, maybe, quickly contained. "You do."

"Small town." She met his gaze steadily. "Sloane Bennett. Head librarian. And yes, I know the rental agreement is through Voss Properties. I've signed it."

He looked at her for a long moment with an expression she still couldn't fully decode. Assessing, but not unkindly. "How are you finding the cottage?"

"The kitchen faucet drips," she said. "I've left a note with the property manager."

"I'll have it fixed today." No hesitation. He looked around the library, something unguarded crossing his face for just a second — something that looked almost like appreciation. "You changed the front display."

"It was outdated."

"It's better." His gaze came back to hers. Close up, with the morning light coming through the stained glass windows and painting everything in muted colour, he was almost unreasonably striking. A jaw that could cut glass, a mouth that seemed to default to something serious, a faint scar along the left side of his chin she hadn't been able to see from across the street. "Have dinner with me."

Sloane blinked. "I'm sorry?"

"Dinner. Friday." He said it like it was a perfectly normal thing to say to someone he had spoken to for approximately ninety seconds.

"I don't know anything about you."

"That's the point of dinner." His mouth curved, barely — the suggestion of a smile without committing to one. "I'll pick you up at seven."

She should say no. She had excellent reasons to say no. "I'll meet you there," she said instead. "Text me the address."

The almost-smile deepened slightly. He set a card on the desk — heavy stock, just a number — and left without another word.

Sloane looked at the card for a very long time.
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Chapter Four: Dinner at Voss
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He took her to a restaurant thirty minutes outside of Ravenwood, tucked into the hills above the river — the kind of place with no sign outside and a menu that changed daily and a sommelier who greeted Luca by name with a discretion that told her he ate here often and valued the privacy.

They sat across from each other at a corner table and for the first twenty minutes it was civilised and careful, like two people performing the social ritual of getting to know someone without actually giving anything away. She told him about Portland, the library degree, the job posting that had felt like a sign. He told her about the logging company, third generation, the old growth preservation work his family had started.

And then he said, without preamble: "Why did you really leave Portland?"

Sloane looked at him across the candlelight. "That's direct."

"I don't have much patience for the long way around." He held her gaze. "You don't have to answer."

"Someone I trusted," she said carefully, "turned out not to deserve it." She picked up her wine glass. "I needed somewhere new."

He was quiet for a moment. "Did he hurt you?"

The directness of it startled her into honesty. "Not physically. The other kind." She tilted her head. "Your turn. Why does a man who owns half the north end of a Pacific Northwest town spend his Friday evenings alone at a bar?"

Something moved through his eyes. There and gone. "I
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