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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
New Beginnings


Izzy 
The moving truck disappears around the bend, taking with it the last remnants of my old life. I stand on the cracked sidewalk of what used to be Main Street, clutching a duffel bag that contains everything I own now. Three months ago, I had a James Beard nomination, a waiting list three weeks long, and a closet full of chef coats with my name embroidered in gold thread.
Now I have seventeen hundred dollars, a recipe notebook that smells like smoke, and a one-way ticket to nowhere.
Moonhaven, Oregon isn't nowhere, technically. It's a dot on the coast where the Pacific crashes against weathered cliffs and the population hovers around 3,000 souls. The kind of place where tourists come to "disconnect" and locals never had anything to connect to in the first place.
Perfect for disappearing.
The October wind whips my dark hair across my face as I study the address scrawled on the back of a coffee-stained napkin. 412 Harbor Street. The building I'm supposed to call home for the next six months squats between a bait shop and a store that sells nothing but different varieties of salt.
It's not exactly the Seattle skyline.
I shoulder my bag and push through the heavy glass door. The smell hits me first – sawdust and something else, something that makes my chest tight. Not smoke, exactly, but the metallic tang of construction, of things being torn down and built back up.
"You must be Isabella."
I turn toward the voice and nearly drop my bag.
The man walking toward me is tall, broad-shouldered in the way that comes from actual physical work rather than a gym membership. His brown hair is disheveled like he's been running his hands through it, and there's a streak of something that might be paint across his forearm. But it's his eyes that catch me off guard – gray like storm clouds, and looking at me with an expression I can't quite read.
Concern, maybe. Or pity.
I hate pity.
"Izzy," I correct automatically. "Nobody calls me Isabella anymore."
"Jake Sullivan." He extends a hand that's callused and warm when I shake it. "Thanks for coming on such short notice. I know this place doesn't look like much yet, but—"
"It's fine." I cut him off, because I need this conversation to be quick and professional. I need him to show me to whatever closet passes for a kitchen here so I can start earning enough money to get the hell out of this town. "Where am I cooking?"
Something flickers across his face. "Right to business. I like that."
He leads me deeper into the building, past bare walls and exposed beams. The space is larger than I expected, with high ceilings and windows that would let in decent natural light if they weren't currently covered in brown paper.
"I'm turning this into a food hall," Jake says, stopping in front of what appears to be a construction zone. "Local vendors, artisan products, that kind of thing. Your station will be here."
He gestures to a corner where someone has started framing what might eventually become a kitchen. Right now it's just studs and electrical conduit, but I can see the potential. Good workflow, decent square footage, access to both the dining area and what looks like it will be a service entrance.
I've worked in worse.
"When do I start?"
"Well, that depends." Jake leans against one of the support beams, studying me with those gray eyes. "The kitchen won't be ready for another three weeks, maybe four. But there's a fully equipped space upstairs that you could use in the meantime. It's small, but functional."
Something in his tone makes me look at him more carefully. There's tension in his shoulders, a tightness around his eyes that doesn't match his casual posture.
"What's the catch?"
"No catch. It's just..." He runs a hand through his hair, confirming my theory about why it looks disheveled. "It used to be a restaurant. Closed down about six months ago when the owner retired. Everything's still there – industrial stove, prep stations, walk-in cooler. You'd have access to all of it."
This sounds too good to be true, which in my experience means it usually is.
"And you want what in return?"
"Nothing complicated. Just cook." His voice softens slightly. "Whatever you want, however you want. Build up a local following, test some recipes. When your permanent station is ready downstairs, you'll already have customers."
I should ask more questions. I should demand to see this magical fully-equipped kitchen, negotiate terms, establish boundaries. But three months of sleeping on my sister's couch in Portland while restaurant owners looked at me like I was radioactive has worn down most of my fight.
"Fine. When can I see it?"
"Now, if you want."
He leads me to a narrow staircase I hadn't noticed before. The steps creak under our feet as we climb to the second floor. At the top, Jake pulls out a set of keys and unlocks a door marked with a faded sign that reads "Tidewaters - Fine Coastal Dining."
The smell of stale air and unused equipment wafts out as he pushes the door open.
And then I see it.
The kitchen is small but perfectly laid out, with a six-burner gas range that looks like it's barely been used and prep stations positioned for maximum efficiency. Copper pots hang from a rack above the central island, and there's even a wood-fired oven tucked into one corner that makes my chef's heart skip a beat.
It's beautiful.
It's also everything I lost.
My throat closes up as I take a step backward, suddenly unable to breathe. The walls seem to be pressing in, and for a moment I'm not in a pristine kitchen in coastal Oregon. I'm in my restaurant in Seattle, watching flames consume everything I've worked for while sirens wail in the distance.
"Izzy?" Jake's voice sounds far away. "You okay?"
I force myself to take a breath, then another. The smell here is different – dust and disuse, not smoke and destruction. I'm safe. I'm fine.
I'm lying to myself, but I'm functional.
"It's perfect," I manage, and I don't think he buys it any more than I do.
"Listen, if this isn't going to work—"
"I said it's perfect."
Jake studies me for a long moment, and I have the uncomfortable feeling that he sees more than I want him to. But instead of pushing, he just nods and hands me the keys.
"There's an apartment above the bait shop next door. Mrs. Chen owns both buildings, and she's expecting you. First month's rent is on me – consider it a signing bonus."
I should ask why he's being so generous. I should question his motives, establish professional boundaries, protect myself the way I've learned to do.
Instead, I close my fingers around the keys and feel their weight in my palm.
"Thank you."
"Don't thank me yet." Jake's smile is rueful. "Wait until you've been here a week and you're ready to murder someone from boredom."
"I don't get bored easily."
"We'll see."
He starts toward the door, then pauses and looks back at me. "Izzy? For what it's worth, I looked up your restaurant. Ember. I saw the reviews, the photos." His voice is quiet, almost careful. "I'm sorry about what happened."
My chest tightens again, but this time it's not panic. It's something worse – the sharp sting of sympathy from a stranger who has no idea what my restaurant meant to me, what losing it cost.
"It was just a job," I lie.
Jake's expression tells me he knows it's a lie, but he doesn't call me on it.
"See you around, Izzy."
The door closes behind him with a soft click, leaving me alone in a kitchen that feels like a ghost of everything I used to be.
I should go find my apartment, unpack my single bag, start planning what I'm going to cook tomorrow. Instead, I walk to the wood-fired oven and place my palm against its cool surface.
For the first time in three months, something in my chest loosens just a little.
Maybe I can do this after all.






  
  Chapter 2
Second Guesses


Jake 
I'm three blocks away from the building before I realize I'm gripping the steering wheel hard enough to leave marks.
Isabella Martinez – Izzy – is not what I expected.
When my contractor buddy Marcus told me about a chef looking for temporary kitchen space, I'd pictured someone older, maybe burned out, looking for an easy gig in a small town. Someone who wouldn't ask too many questions about why I had a fully equipped restaurant kitchen sitting empty.
I definitely hadn't pictured a woman with dark eyes that looked like they'd seen too much and a way of holding herself that screamed 'don't get too close.'
I park outside Brennan's Hardware and sit in the truck for a minute, trying to shake off whatever the hell just happened back there. The way she froze when she saw the kitchen – like someone had sucker-punched her. The careful way she held herself together afterward, all sharp edges and professional distance.
I know that look. I've worn it myself.
My phone buzzes with a text from my captain: You coming to the barbecue Saturday? Sarah's making her famous ribs.
I type back a quick maybe and toss the phone onto the passenger seat. The guys at the station have been trying to get me to socialize more, convinced that what I need is to get back out there, meet someone, move on with my life.
They're probably right. It's been two years since Emily died, and I can't keep using grief as an excuse to avoid everything.
But right now, all I can think about is the way Izzy's voice went flat when she said "it was just a job." Like she was trying to convince herself as much as me.
I know that tone too.
The bell above the hardware store door chimes as I walk in. Old Pete Brennan looks up from whatever he's tinkering with behind the counter and grins.
"Jake Sullivan! Just the man I wanted to see. How's that food hall project coming along?"
"Good. Making progress." I grab a basket and head toward the paint section. "Got the first vendor lined up."
"Yeah? What kind of food?"
I pause next to a display of paint samples, realizing I have no idea what kind of food Izzy cooks. I looked up her restaurant after Marcus mentioned her, saw enough to know she was legit – good reviews, fancy presentation, the kind of place that charged thirty dollars for an entrée. But I never got around to reading the actual menus.
"Not sure yet. She's still settling in."
Pete nods knowingly. "Smart to take your time, find the right fit. This town's picky about its food, you know. We've had three restaurants close in the past five years."
"I remember."
What I don't say is that's exactly why I'm nervous about this whole thing. Moonhaven isn't Seattle. The people here want comfort food and reasonable prices, not whatever kind of high-end cuisine Izzy is used to cooking. I might have just set both of us up for failure.
I grab a gallon of primer and head to the checkout, trying not to think about the way she looked at those copper pots like they were going to bite her.
"You know," Pete says as he rings me up, "if your chef needs any local connections, my daughter works over at the farmer's market on weekends. Knows all the vendors, who's got the best produce, that sort of thing."
"I'll mention it. Thanks."
The drive back to the building takes less than five minutes, but it gives me enough time to second-guess this entire arrangement. What do I know about running a food hall? What do I know about working with chefs?
What do I know about helping someone who's clearly running from something?
I park in my usual spot behind the building and grab the paint. The plan was to work on the interior walls this afternoon, get another coat of primer up before the weekend. Normal, productive work that doesn't involve trying to figure out why a successful chef from Seattle ended up in my half-finished project.
But as I'm unlocking the back door, I hear something that makes me stop.
Music.
It's coming from upstairs, faint but unmistakable. Something with piano and a woman's voice, melancholy but pretty. I didn't even know the old sound system in Tidewaters still worked.
I should go about my business. Give her space to settle in, figure out whatever she needs to figure out. The last thing she probably wants is her new landlord hovering around, asking if she needs anything.
Instead, I find myself climbing the stairs.
The music gets clearer as I reach the second floor – it's jazz, something old and bluesy. The kind of music Emily used to put on when she cooked dinner, claiming it made everything taste better.
I knock softly on the door to the restaurant.
"Come in."
Izzy is standing at the central prep station, surrounded by what looks like the contents of several grocery bags. She's changed out of her travel clothes into dark jeans and a plain white t-shirt, her hair pulled back in a messy bun. Somehow she looks younger like this, less guarded.
"Sorry to interrupt," I say. "I was working downstairs and heard the music. Just wanted to make sure everything was okay up here."
"Everything's fine." She doesn't look up from whatever she's chopping. "I'm just familiarizing myself with the equipment."
The cutting board in front of her is covered with perfectly diced onions, the pieces so uniform they look like they came from a machine. Her knife work is fast, efficient, almost hypnotic to watch.
"You don't waste time."
"No point." She scrapes the onions into a bowl and reaches for a red bell pepper. "I figured I'd make something simple tonight, get a feel for the stove."
The smell coming from the pan on the burner behind her is incredible – garlic and herbs and something I can't identify but want to. My stomach growls audibly.
"When's the last time you ate?" Izzy asks, glancing up at me for the first time since I walked in.
The question catches me off guard. "I don't know. Lunch, maybe?"
"It's almost seven."
She's right. I've been so focused on getting the building ready, making sure everything was perfect for her arrival, that I completely forgot about food. Again.
"There's a diner down the street," I say. "Maggie's. They do decent burgers."
"Or you could stay."
The words hang in the air between us, and I can see the moment she realizes what she just offered. Her shoulders tense slightly, like she's already regretting it.
"I mean, if you want," she adds quickly. "I made too much anyway."
I should say no. Should give her space, maintain professional boundaries, not complicate what's already a weird enough arrangement.
"What are you making?"
Something that might be a smile tugs at the corner of her mouth.
"Nothing fancy. Just pasta with whatever vegetables I could find at your grocery store." She pauses. "Fair warning – I'm still figuring out this stove. No guarantees it'll be edible."
"I'm willing to risk it."
This time she does smile, and it transforms her entire face. She's beautiful when she's not trying so hard to keep the world at arm's length.
"Good. Have a seat wherever you want. This'll be ready in about ten minutes."
I settle onto one of the stools at the prep station, close enough to watch her work but not so close I'm in her way. She moves around the kitchen with the kind of fluid confidence that comes from years of practice, checking the pasta, adjusting seasonings, tasting and adjusting again.
It's mesmerizing.
"So what made you decide to turn this place into a food hall?" she asks, not looking up from the pan she's stirring.
"Seemed like a good use of the space. And the town could use more dining options."
It's not the whole truth, but it's not exactly a lie either. I don't mention that I bought this building because I needed a project, something big enough and complicated enough to keep my mind occupied. Something that would stop me from thinking about all the things I couldn't fix.
"Have you done anything like this before?"
"Not really. I'm better with things that are on fire than things that serve food."
She goes very still.
Shit. Wrong choice of words.
"I mean—" I start.
"You're a firefighter." Her voice is carefully neutral.
"Yeah. Sorry, I should have mentioned that earlier."
She doesn't respond, just turns back to the stove and adjusts the heat under the pasta water. The easy atmosphere from a moment ago has evaporated, replaced by the same tension I felt when she first saw the kitchen.
I want to say something, explain that it's not what she thinks, that I'm not some hero who gets off on running into burning buildings. But before I can figure out how to put that into words, she's plating the food.
"Here." She sets a bowl in front of me that looks and smells like something from a magazine. "Let me know if you need more cheese."
The pasta is perfect – tender but not mushy, coated in a sauce that tastes like summer despite the October chill outside. The vegetables are crisp-tender, and there's something in the seasoning that makes my taste buds wake up and pay attention.
"This is incredible."
"It's just pasta."
"This is not just pasta." I take another bite, trying to identify all the flavors. "What's in the sauce?"
"Nothing special. Olive oil, garlic, white wine, some herbs." She picks at her own bowl, not really eating. "The vegetables are local, from your farmer's market. They're actually pretty good quality for such a small town."
"Pete Brennan's daughter works the market on weekends. She could probably connect you with the individual vendors if you're interested."
Izzy nods absently, still not really eating. The music fills the silence between us, something slower now, more melancholy.
"Can I ask you something?" I say.
She tenses. "Depends what it is."
"Why Moonhaven? I mean, you could probably cook anywhere. Why here?"
For a moment I think she's not going to answer. She sets down her fork and looks out the window, where the harbor lights are just starting to come on.
"Sometimes you need to disappear for a while," she says finally. "Figure out who you are when everything familiar gets taken away."
There's something in her voice that hits me square in the chest. Recognition, maybe. Or understanding.
"Yeah," I say quietly. "I get that."
She looks at me then, really looks at me, and I have the strangest feeling that she sees something in my face that I didn't mean to show.
"The firefighter thing," she says. "That's not why you're here, is it? In Moonhaven."
It's my turn to look out the window, at the harbor where fishing boats bob at their moorings and everything moves at the speed of tides instead of sirens.
"No," I admit. "It's not."
She nods like this makes perfect sense to her.
"Good to know we're both running from something."






  
  Chapter 3
Morning After


Izzy 
I wake up to the sound of seagulls and someone hammering downstairs.
For a moment I'm completely disoriented, lying in a bed that's not mine, staring at a ceiling I don't recognize. Then it comes back – Moonhaven, the kitchen, Jake Sullivan and his storm-gray eyes asking too many questions.
The apartment above Mrs. Chen's bait shop is small but clean, with windows that look out over the harbor and a kitchen that consists of a two-burner stove and a mini-fridge. It's about as far from my old life as I can get without leaving the continental United States.
Perfect.
The hammering continues, rhythmic and insistent. I check my phone – 7:30 AM. Either Jake is an early riser or he has no consideration for his neighbors. Given that he's letting me use his kitchen rent-free, I'm inclined to give him the benefit of the doubt.
I shower quickly and throw on jeans and a sweater, then head downstairs to explore what passes for downtown in this place. The morning air is crisp and salt-tinged, carrying the smell of ocean and fish and something else – coffee, maybe, or bacon.
Harbor Street is busier than I expected for a town this size. There are people walking dogs, joggers heading toward the beach path, a few early tourists already wandering around with cameras. It's... pleasant. Peaceful in a way that makes me slightly uncomfortable.
I'm used to the constant hum of traffic, the urgency that comes with living in a real city. This feels like someone hit the slow-motion button on life.
"You must be the new chef."
I turn to find an elderly Asian woman standing beside a display of fishing lures, studying me with bright, curious eyes. She's tiny – barely five feet tall – but there's something formidable about her presence.
"Mrs. Chen, I presume?"
"That's me. How was your first night? Bed comfortable enough?"
"Very comfortable, thank you."
"Good, good. You let me know if you need anything – extra blankets, better pillows, whatever." She pauses, tilting her head. "Jake says you're some kind of fancy chef from the city."
"I cook," I say carefully.
"Mm-hmm. Well, we'll see what kind of cooking you do. This town's had enough restaurants that think they're too good for regular people."
There's a warning in her tone, and I file it away for later consideration. Small town politics are apparently as complicated as city ones, just with different players.
"I should get to work," I say.
"You do that. And Isabella? Welcome to Moonhaven."
She disappears back into her shop before I can correct her about the name.
The hammering gets louder as I approach Jake's building. Through the window, I can see him working on what looks like framing for the vendor stalls, his t-shirt already damp with sweat despite the cool morning air.
He's built like someone who does physical work for a living – broad shoulders, muscled forearms, the kind of lean strength that comes from years of carrying people out of burning buildings.
Not that I'm thinking about his job. Or about him carrying anyone anywhere.
The side door to the building is propped open, and I slip inside without announcing myself. The plan is to get upstairs, start prepping for whatever I'm going to cook today, avoid any awkward morning-after conversation about last night's dinner.
"Morning."
So much for avoiding conversation.
Jake looks up from where he's measuring something with a level, and I'm struck again by how those gray eyes seem to see everything. He's got sawdust in his hair and a smudge of something that might be pencil lead on his cheek.
"Morning," I reply. "Sorry about the early noise. I know it's not even eight yet."
"I've been up since five. Occupational hazard – fire department shifts start early."
Right. The fire department. The thing we danced around last night without actually discussing.
"Well, I'll just..." I gesture vaguely toward the stairs.
"Izzy, wait."
I stop, even though every instinct tells me to keep walking.
"About last night," Jake says, setting down his tools. "I know the firefighter thing made you uncomfortable. If this arrangement isn't going to work because of that—"
"It's fine."
"Is it?"
The question hangs between us, and I realize he's not going to let me brush this off with professional distance. There's something in his expression that's too direct, too honest for me to deflect.
"Look," I say finally. "Your job is your job. It has nothing to do with our business arrangement."
"Okay."
"Okay."
We stare at each other for a moment longer than is strictly comfortable, and I have the weird feeling that we're having a completely different conversation than the words we're actually saying.
"I should get cooking," I say.
"Right. I'll try to keep the noise down."
"Don't worry about it. I work better with background noise anyway."
This is a lie – I prefer kitchen silence, where I can hear every sizzle and bubble and know exactly what's happening with my food. But Jake nods like it makes perfect sense, and I escape upstairs before I say anything else stupid.
The kitchen feels different in the morning light. More welcoming, somehow, like it's ready to be used again. I turn on the sound system – something mellow this time, acoustic guitar instead of jazz – and start taking inventory of what I have to work with.
The walk-in cooler is empty except for the ingredients I bought yesterday, but the dry storage is well-stocked with basics. Flour, sugar, oils, vinegars, spices that are probably older than they should be but still fragrant when I test them.
I'm going to need to make a proper shopping trip, figure out what's available locally and what I'll have to order from suppliers. But for now, I can work with what I have.
The question is: what do I want to cook?
In Seattle, my menu was carefully curated, each dish designed to showcase technique and creativity while justifying the price point. Molecular gastronomy meets Pacific Northwest







