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  Before we get started


Recommended Reading Order
Roots in Ink 
Bound by Ink: A Scions of Belhaven Novella
Roots in Ink is the first novel in the Scions of Belhaven series. Chronologically, the events of the primary storyline occur after Bound by Ink, but based on beta reader feedback, I recommend reading Roots in Ink first.
Read with Care
Roots in Ink is a fantasy romance in a contemporary setting. While it has a happy ending, this book contains dark themes, discussions, and events. It is not intended for readers under 18 and contains the following elements:

Explicit descriptions of sexual intimacy
Intimate partner violence (verbal and emotional)
Death
Blood
Ritualistic self-harm
Struggles with mental illness and severe depression
Violent government regimes (violence is off page)
Misogyny
Suicidal ideation (implied)
Physical violence
Alcohol consumption
Cigarette smoking
Parental abandonment (off page)
Animals in peril (but unharmed)
Dog attack (Non-fatal human injury)
Explicit swearing

ADHD Friendly Formatting
You may notice that the print edition of this book looks a bit different from other books.
The typeface doesn't have those little curls on the ends (called serifs) and the size is a bit bigger. There's more white space on the page and paragraphs are shorter. There's also a bit more space between each line. 
These subtle changes are meant to make the text more accessible for neurodivergent readers—like myself. Traditional formatting can make it harder for people with ADHD, dyslexia, and autism to process the information on the page. Many neurodivergent readers have already found ways to accommodate for these challenges, but I wanted my books to have the accommodations built in. 
At the time of publication, most of the design information I could find was geared toward nonfiction books and marketing materials. I took those principles and applied them best I could. 
I'm extremely grateful to the handful of ADHDers who read sample chapters and gave me their feedback. 
Mental Illness and Intimate Partner Violence 
Roots in Ink is a fictional story about imaginary people who live in a magical world that doesn’t exist. But it deals with the very real challenges of mental illness and touches on intimate partner violence. 
You are real and you exist. 
If you’re struggling with depression, emotional distress, alcohol or drug use, or just need to talk to someone, please reach out to the suicide and crisis lifeline at 988 or 988lifeline.org.  
You deserve to be in a healthy relationship. If you aren’t and you need assistance, contact the National Domestic Violence Hotline at 1.800.799.SAFE (7233) or visit thehotline.org/get-help/ 






  
  Prologue

Belhaven Island, Ascaria; about 65 years ago


Rose DiMarco had no reason to trust Victor Yates with her family’s most valuable objects, but it'd become too dangerous to keep them in her possession, and she was out of options. Georgia Katz’s death sent a tidal wave of fear over Belhaven Island’s remaining Amora and even the loudest rebels quieted their opposition. The Commarasi government used the young woman to send a message and with a new life growing inside her, Rose felt she had no choice but to listen. 
Rose shifted her weight from one foot then the other as she nervously twisted a lock of her hair that came loose from her side comb. Aside from a flattened dirt trail, the back entrance to Yates Manor remained wooded and wild, reminiscent of the island village’s earliest days. The same couldn’t be said for the rest of the sprawling property.
Smoldering tobacco floated in the air, and Rose glanced at her husband Sam expecting to find him with a lit cigarette. But his empty hands were deep in his jacket pockets, and his lips were pressed in a firm line as he stared into the darkness beyond the trees. 
“What if Victor is setting us up?” Rose whispered. “What’s stopping him from turning us in and throwing these things into a fire?” 
Sam sighed and rubbed his stubbled cheek with a dirt-stained hand.
“Nothing,” replied a disembodied voice. “But if I were, why would I wake up before the rooster’s crow to meet you here when I could just make a call?”
Victor Yates’ stocky form materialized from the shadows. The darkness around him faded as he took a drag of his cigarette.
Rose’s temper flared with the man’s flagrant use of his ancestral magic while everyone else used theirs in fear. Likely sensing her rage, Sam put a firm hand on her shoulder. A grounding reminder to keep control of her explosive emotions. 
She answered his question with several of her own. “Why do it then? Why risk your life to preserve our family’s history? Your wealth and influence will only get you so far.”
Victor stepped closer. The shadows trailed behind him until darkness circled the threesome and the heavy pickup truck Sam borrowed from his boss, the manor’s caretaker. 
“It’s what my ancestors would have done.”
“Your ancestors are the reason why we have to hide.” Rose seethed through gritted teeth. “They destroyed the village, cleared the land of everything the Goddesses gave us, and built that monstrosity on the ashes.”
Sam grabbed her hand and gave it an urgent squeeze. “Rosie, please.” 
“No, Sam. She’s right.” Victor stared into Rose's dark hazel eyes and despite her discomfort, she refused to look away. 
With a smirk, Victor stepped forward to the side of the truck, stopping at the tailgate. Rose ran to Victor’s side, not yet ready for him to get close to the old box that held her family’s history and their secrets.
“Long before my great-grandparents aligned themselves with the Commarasi, the Yates family guarded our people from evils beyond this realm." Victor began calmly. "For centuries, they fought beings both human and magical that sought to do us harm. I don’t know why the protectors became the aggressors, but I’m done being a traitor.”
Rose searched his face for anything that would give her confidence in his words. When she couldn’t look at him any longer, she trained her eyes toward the pile of blankets and Sam's work supplies that hid all that her family had left.
Victor gripped the latch of the tailgate. “You either trust me to keep your relics safe or you don’t.”
“That’s the problem, Victor. I need to trust you, but I don’t.”
The corners of his mouth lifted into a faint smile as though he were amused by the dilemma. “It’s now or never, Rose. What’ll it be?






  
  Chapter 1
Emma

Belhaven Island, Ascaria; present day


Waves of magic flowed off the smooth planes of the gemstone necklace and into Emma DiMarco's fingertips. She admired the delicate iron details in the incandescent light that dripped from dusty fixtures.  
The weak magic was familiar; like a scent that triggered a memory. The longer she held the necklace, the more she struggled to grasp the memory that remained painfully out of reach. Wanting an end to the distressing sensation, Emma slid the jewels back into their leather pouch. She sat back on her heels and ran her fingers over the detailed workmanship. The initials ‘SC’ burned into the soft leather were the only clues as to whom this functional work of art once belonged. 
Emma had few theories for how the necklace and the chest that held it ended up in the deep, dark corners of the Belhaven Art and History Museum basement. She picked up the notebook beside her, but with her pen on the page, she hesitated. She always made notes about the items she found in the basement, but the vast majority of those items weren’t imbued with magic. 
Magical items are illegal. Whoever hid the enchanted piece of jewelry did so despite the risks. They were either very brave or very stupid, or like anyone who still practiced magic, a little bit of both. She’d have to be extra careful with this piece. With a heavy sigh, she returned the notebook to its spot beside her. It wasn’t worth it. 
Turning her attention back to the weathered wooden chest, Emma carefully pulled back a scratchy wool blanket to expose a small stack of leather-bound books spread evenly along the bottom.
“Oh, hello.” She picked one from the pile. “What stories do you have for me?”
With gentle hands, she turned a few fragile pages of a ledger. Black ink flowed over the delicate paper, creating a gentle stream of prose that worked its way around soft sketches of flowers and birds. Emma itched to continue leafing through the handwritten tome, but the magic in this part of the basement buzzed around her. The constant hum was sending her over her sensory threshold. 
The underground floor had more twists, turns, and secret rooms than the sprawling estate that housed the museum above. There weren't any written records of it, but the older folks on the island agree that the space existed long before the construction of the mansion in the late 1800s. 
Even without the anecdotes, Emma knew the museum’s basement and the tunnels that fanned out beyond it were connected to Belhaven Island’s magical history. She always felt something stir inside her when she sat within the thick stone walls. The sensation was equal parts comforting and terrifying. The untrained earth magic she carried within her veins reached out to it like tree roots seeking water. It was a thirst she had no desire to quench, however, and the possibility of connecting with ancient magic filled her with dread. 
It was only after she loaded the trunk and its contents onto a cart that she felt the aches from sitting on a cold, hard floor for three hours. She moved through the winding hallway, the magical buzz easing with every step closer to the elevator. 
When the doors opened on the second floor, she heaved a breath of relief. 
On the way to her office at the end of the hall, Emma saw museum volunteer Mabel Turner refilling a flier display near the conference room. Mabel stopped her task to greet Emma with a hello and a wide smile that deepened the wrinkles around her mouth and friendly brown eyes. 
“Find anything good today?” As she spoke, Mabel adjusted the clip holding the tight ringlets of her gray hair away from her oval face. 
Emma stepped closer and spoke with her voice low. “I think I found a set of Amoran diaries that escaped the burnings.”
Mabel’s eyes widened, and she leaned in closer. The softness of Mabel’s magic radiating from her light, freckled skin was an antidote to the lingering heaviness in Emma’s body.
“Are you sure?” Mabel whispered. “There are so few primary sources left from that time. They would be extremely valuable.”
Emma nodded. “I need to examine them in better light.” 
Mabel slid a finger slowly along the grain of the chest’s wooden lid. “White oak,” she murmured. Her expression turned curious. “There’s old magic in this chest. I can feel it. Just barely.”
Mabel pulled her hand back. Mabel’s reaction struck Emma as odd, but she knew the old woman well enough that Mabel would never admit something spooked her. 
“Is Judy in her office?” Emma asked. “I need to tell her about this.”
Mabel’s smile turned wicked, and her eyes brightened with mischievous glee. 
“Last I saw her, she was giving a tour to the new caretaker. Have you met him yet?” 
Emma narrowed her eyes. “I haven’t. Why? What do you know?”
Mabel shrugged innocently. “You were down in the basement for a long time. You should get some sunshine on your skin. See the view. Your eyes will thank you.” 
This was more like the Mabel she knew, Emma thought. 
Mabel shooed her away and Emma moved on, pushing the cart into her office. After three hours in darkness, it took her eyes a few moments to adjust to the flood of light that poured in from the open windows. It was an unseasonably warm day for early March and the breeze from Belhaven Sound floated through the room. 
She stopped at the window overlooking the wide expanse of water, losing herself and time in the process. Mabel was right. Emma needed some fresh air and time outside. 
She locked the diaries and the necklace inside a refrigerator-sized cabinet, grabbed her light jacket, and made her way out the door.
The sun and salty air hit her olive skin and shook loose the cobwebs that took up residence in her head over the past few days. One hundred acres of museum property lay ahead of her, much of it visually boring. While the wooded edges of the sprawling estate were slowly starting to come alive with the warmth of early spring, before her lay a field of dead grass stretching from the nineteenth century building to the sandy shores of the sound. 
In the spring and summer, it was a flat field of green, completely uniform in color and shade. Any errant flower that dared to poke through the monoculture carpet was punished with weedkiller. For what they spent on irrigation to keep the sprawling lawn’s deep green color, the museum could offer free art classes to every child in Belhaven.
At least that’s what the new guy’s landscape renovation proposal claimed. He used the cost savings to justify ripping it out. 
Luke? Leo? Logan?
She didn’t remember his name, but she did remember the proposal he submitted as part of his application. Pages of native plant suggestions, complete with hand-drawn illustrations of how each planting area would look when the flowers, trees, and shrubs grew to fill in the gaps. Oaks and maples towering over long benches for needed rest while traversing walking paths. Tall grasses with deep roots to hold the soil in place could bring back the fireflies seldom seen on summer nights. 
Rain capture and greywater irrigation systems would save even more money. How much? Emma couldn’t remember. She was too stunned by it all. 
Any qualified landscape designer could walk onto the museum property and make it look less boring and stay within budget. But LukeLeoLogan clearly had a deep understanding and love for the natural world that rivaled her own. It was the sexiest project proposal she’d ever read. 
There was no doubt that his proposal was far superior than the others, but the ease with which he sailed through the application process gave her pause. The financial breakdown that accompanied the proposal was $25,000 over budget. It was the most expensive proposal the board of directors reviewed. 
Emma couldn’t decipher the complicated spreadsheet, but the financial director said the proposed changes would save the museum oodles of money in the long term. The museum’s board of directors weren’t known for spending money to save money. Over-budget proposals usually went straight into the reject pile, but LukeLeoLogan got an interview and a job offer. Emma—and the financial director for that matter—had no idea how he did it. 
Magic?
Enforcement had gotten a little lax, but practicing magic still came with a life sentence of forced labor at best. The last time someone allegedly used magic to influence a hiring committee, their execution aired live on every government media channel. Emma didn’t think being a museum caretaker on a small island was worth the risk, but maybe LukeLeoLogan had his reasons.
Her walk took her through the forested bluffs that ran along the shoreline. The sun sat high and light bounced off the calm water. A week of rain and clouds felt like an eternity, and the sun returned just as the darkness began to affect Emma’s mood. 
Evidence of rough tides streaked across the sand, and the gulls squabbled loudly over the scraps. Clear skies meant she could finally see the blurred lines and blended colors that made up the coastline of Valen, the mainland to the island’s north. The incessant buzzing that haunted her in the basement finally vanished. 
Her makeshift walking trail connected to a gravel access road better suited to heavy maintenance vehicles than a casual stroll. At a fork, she took the road that would loop back toward the museum instead of taking her deeper into the estate. It also passed by the carriage house that served as LukeLeoLogan’s new office. And his new home. 
The property caretaker was the only position that seemed to remain relatively unchanged since the bankrupt Yates heirs turned the estate over to a fledgling historical society for good publicity in the early 1990s. The man overseeing the property lived with his family in a small, but functional, apartment on the second floor of the maintenance building. The most recent one finally retired after forty years and a hip replacement. 
From behind the trees, the imposing building looked more like a fortress than a garage. Terracotta roof tiles and vivid emerald moss fused to thick stone walls softened its appearance. 
Conversation emanated from the parking pad in front of the building. Voices often got picked up by the sea winds, but there was no mistaking the expressive voice of her boss, Museum Director Judy Baudin. The striking woman was speaking animatedly with a man Emma didn’t recognize. Given the circumstances, she assumed this was the infamous new property manager. 
The man leaned in, giving Judy his full attention. And when he spoke, it was with his whole body. The clipboard in one hand didn’t stop him from making wide arcs with his long arm. After several expressive gestures, he stilled to adjust the band of a large silver watch, its face flashing when it caught the sunlight. The sleeves of his collared shirt were rolled up to the middle of his toned forearms, exposing black ink that snaked over his sun-darkened white skin.
“Emma!” Judy summoned her with a wave, her bangle bracelets clicking lightly. 
Emma caught a bit of their conversation as she walked over. 
“I’m just so excited to have a space where we can start having some outdoor classes and activities,” Judy continued as she wiped her glasses with a small cloth she pulled from her pocket.
“I’m glad you’re excited about it,” the man said. “The nature classroom was my favorite part of the design.”
Judy gently brushed her long box braids over her shoulder and smiled when Emma stepped closer to the pair. Standing next to the tall woman, Emma could smell the sea breeze swirling with the scent of cocoa butter that danced off Judy’s deep amber skin. 
“Emma, this is Liam Doran. Our new property manager.”
Liam. 
Not Luke, Leo, or Logan.
Liam’s lips curled up into a smile, but his eyes fell on Emma with an intensity that made her heart pound and her stomach twist. His cream-white shirt deepened the icy blue of his hooded eyes. The sun against his face highlighted the red in his short chestnut beard that softened the angles of his jaw. A gust of wind came off the water blowing his hair over his forehead and in front of his eyes. Emma bit her lower lip to hide a smile as he ran his fingers through his shaggy locks a few times to brush it out of his face. It fell lazily until it found its way back to its natural part.
Please throw me up against a wall and tear me in half. 
The thought flashed like lightning and was just as ferocious. Emma was so distracted by her body’s response that she barely heard what Judy said after his name.
Liam reached out his hand and Emma caught another glimpse of the tattoo on the inside of his forearm. His eyes still locked on hers, he licked his lips when she took his hand.
“Nice to meet you, Liam.” Electricity pulsed through her body with the touch of his rough skin against hers.
It wasn’t magic that got him the job, she realized. It was pure sex. And a stellar resume. And an impeccably researched and designed project proposal. 
But most definitely sex.
“Yeah, you too.” His hand lingered for a bit before releasing his grip.
Judy placed a grounding hand on Emma’s shoulder. “Emma is our collections researcher and handles some of our publicity.”
“That’s just a nice way of saying that I write press releases and post pictures on social media.” 
“Well, I don’t know anything about social media, but spreadsheets are my specialty.” Liam smiled, causing little wrinkles in the corners of his expressive eyes. 
“I’m sure you’ll learn a lot from her.” Judy winked. “There will be many opportunities for you to collaborate and publicize the progress of the redesign.”
Liam nodded, his eyes never leaving Emma’s. He put his hands in his pockets and leaned in a bit. 
“I hope so. I’d love to learn all about you … your job. The social media and the collections.” His cheeks flushed, and he awkwardly tried to share his eye contact with Judy. “I’d love to learn all about it.”
Emma pressed her lips together to stifle her laughter. Under that gorgeous exterior, Liam was probably just as awkward as she was. “I totally got what you meant. I’m sure we can come up with a few ideas.”
Like tying me to your bed. 
Emma looked away and tried to quietly exhale a breath in hopes it would dispel all the sexually intrusive thoughts about her new coworker. She always felt her emotions deeply and instantaneous physical attraction wasn’t unusual for her. Usually, though, Emma had to interact with a person for more than five minutes before considering rope play. 
Judy’s voice broke through the tension. “Liam, why don’t you go inside and poke around the office? I just have to check in with Emma about something and I’ll be right in.”
The lightness in Emma’s chest instantly turned into a stone of anxiety. 
Was she getting fired? Did Judy know all the dirty things she was thinking about Liam? 
“Emma, you’re not in trouble,” she said once Liam disappeared behind the door. Judy’s sympathetic brown eyes fell on her. “You’ve got that look on your face like you’re convinced I’m about to fire you.”
Emma sighed with relief. “I didn’t choose the anxious life. The anxious life chose me.”
Judy laughed but pressed her hands to her temples with a shake of her head. “I’m definitely not firing you. I got another status survey for you this morning.” 
Emma groaned and rolled her eyes. The surveys from the Ascarian government security offices were sent to employers at unpredictable intervals, but this was Emma’s third in the past year. 
“I know,” Judy said with equal annoyance. “I’d like to tell you that they stop eventually, but the museum board got one for me last week.”
The detailed questionnaire about an employee’s work status was one way the Ascarian Federation of Allied Regions kept tabs on people like Emma and Judy. People born with ties to radical Amoran families. Families with magical lineages and a history of resistance and hostility towards the Commarasi, Ascaria’s authoritarian government. Emma lived a relatively quiet existence, but the same couldn’t be said for the generations before her and extra paperwork was penance for their sins. 
“I might as well join a rebel group if they’re going to keep treating me like I’m a part of one,” she said through gritted teeth. 
Judy laughed through her nose and shook her head. “That’s exactly what they’re hoping you’ll do.”
Emma unclenched her jaw and let it go. 
“I found something in the basement I need you to look at. I think they’re diaries from before.” She gestured vaguely towards the museum. “All this.” 
Judy arched a perfectly penciled eyebrow. “I have to get back to Liam, but we should be done soon. I’ll text you, and you can meet me in my office.” 
Emma nodded in agreement.
Judy’s cat-eye glasses slid down her nose. “Don’t go organizing any rallies in the meantime,” she said pointedly.
“How about a letter-writing campaign?” Emma countered. 
With her hand on the knob of the office door, Judy flashed Emma a stern look, then disappeared inside. 






  
  Chapter 2
Liam


Liam stood in the foyer waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. He struggled to get his bearings in the new space. His body was still feeling the effects of Emma’s dark hazel eyes connecting with his and leaving him momentarily breathless. The deep green and dark brown rivaled the colors of moss on a forest floor. Her smile was friendly and comforting one moment, but alluring and seductive the next.  
Where was Emma three months ago? 
Liam wiped his sweaty hands on his jeans and fussed with his shirt collar. He ran his hands through his wind-blown hair a few times as though it would reset him to his default settings. 
He tried to focus on the space. His space. His new office. And his new home for at least the next year. 
To his right was a row of thick coat hooks holding heavy weatherproof jackets and insulated work pants to use when he worked outside. To his left was a steep flight of stairs made of brick and stone that would take him to the second-floor landing and the door to his apartment.
Walking through another heavy wooden door, Liam found his office. He turned in circles in the cluttered space, but he wasn’t really there. Holding Emma’s hand sent lightning through him, heating his entire body and liquifying his brain. The spark lingered in his veins, and he struggled to focus on anything else. 
The sound of the front door slamming shut, and the rhythmic tapping of high heels, was a welcomed distraction. Again, he ran his hands through his hair and over his beard a few times, trying to pull himself together. 
Judy walked into the space. “It’s definitely not a corner office overlooking the River City skyline.”
Liam smiled weakly and for the first time really looked at his new office. She wasn’t wrong. The small room with its thick stone walls, dirt-stained floor, and functional furniture was a far cry from the office he walked away from five years ago. 
“It’ll take me a few weeks to get it organized the way I like, but it’s perfect.” 
Judy crooked her finger and motioned for him to follow her. “Let me show you the apartment upstairs.”
The corner-office version of Liam would have lost his mind if he knew one day he’d trade in his luxury suburban townhouse for a one-bedroom apartment over a garage. He had enough squirreled away in savings and investments that even on his nonprofit salary, he could easily afford a house twice the size. 
But Liam was done with that part of his life. Done with acquiring things that were beyond his reasonable need. Done with symbols of status and wealth. The work required to keep up with that life almost killed him, and he wouldn’t be going back. 
Although the building looked cold and foreboding from the outside, the upstairs living space had a warmth and comfort about it. The curtains were drawn and the windows opened, letting in the sunshine and the sea breeze that carried the faint scent of pine as it brushed through the trees. Creamy white paint popped against the dark hardwood floors. He stepped closer to the wood-burning fireplace to admire the masonry work of the hearth. He ran a finger along the exposed stone that made up the entire wall. It seemed to hum under his touch, but Judy's voice stole his focus before he could give it more thought.
"All the stone was shipped from the Valen mountains. It made up more of the building, but over the years, much of it had to be replaced."
Liam backed away from the wall, hitting a bronze bucket of fireplace tools with his heel. He cringed at his clumsiness, but Judy didn't seem to notice.
“The heat is electric, and the fireplace really helps cut down on utility costs in the winter.” Judy took a seat at the small kitchen table.
Liam nodded, thankful for the tip. Housing was included in his contract, but utilities were on him. He moved on to the kitchen. He half-expected fifty-year-old appliances and fixtures but everything appeared brand new. 
“Belle is going to tear up these floors.” Liam flashed her an apologetic smile. 
Judy shrugged. “These floors can take a beating.”
Liam wandered into the bathroom and made a mental note about the size of the linen closet. 
“You know, Belle isn’t the first dog to live here,” Judy called from the kitchen.
“Oh yeah?” He peered into the large stand-up shower.
“Emma did a great series called The Dogs of Yates Manor for our newsletter last year.”
Liam’s stomach fluttered, and his eyes closed at the sound of her name, the heat of her touch still danced in his hand. He imagined brushing her long, hazelnut-brown hair off her neck and grazing his lips over her skin while digging his fingers into the soft flesh of her hips.
Judy encouraged them to collaborate. Is this how he’d feel every time Emma was nearby? He tried to remember the last time he was inexorably drawn to a person in this way, and he came up empty. 
After some time, Judy yelled from the kitchen. “Are you okay in there?” 
He combed his fingers through his hair to regain his composure and stepped out of the bathroom. “Sorry, I got distracted.”
Liam pulled out a chair and sat across from Judy at the old wooden table. 
“Just as perfect as your new office, I hope.” Judy pulled a set of keys out of her pocket, put them down gently, and slid the chair away from the table.
“It will be. Just needs my dog.”
“You should take your time getting to know the place without me hovering over you. Make a list of anything you need and bring it to the staff meeting later.”
Liam offered her his thanks and with a smile and a nod, she left, leaving him alone with more optimism than he’d felt in years.
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“You look lost.”
Until now.
Liam laughed and turned to face the voice that had greeted him. “Yes. I am.”
He recognized the older woman from the beginning of Judy’s tour. He gave her a hopeful smile and tried to remember her name without looking at her volunteer name tag. “Mabel, right?” 
“The one and only.” She opened her arms with dramatic flair. "Looking for the staff meeting?”
“Yes. I’m glad I gave myself some extra time.”
“I’m headed there too. I’ll let you escort me.” Mabel hooked her arm through Liam’s elbow and started walking in the opposite direction of where Liam was headed. “It’s easy to get lost in this place. Especially on your first day.”
Liam expected to slow his pace to account for the difference in their strides, but Mabel’s petite, elderly frame was deceiving. She moved quickly, and Liam almost struggled to keep up. 
“I did a little reading about the estate before my interview a few months ago. I should have studied the map.”
Mabel chuckled. “It wouldn’t have made a difference. The map only shows the public what we let them see. Much like people. They have a persona they share with the public, but it’s only a small piece of who they are.”
Mabel’s casual observation sounded personal. Did Mabel know something about him or his past? He didn’t hide his prior career in finance, but he was intentionally vague when asked any questions beyond the skills he’d need for his current position. A small nugget of worry pressed on Liam’s chest. 
Did she know about his family? Their magic?
Liam’s quickening breaths were interrupted by a light squeeze. Mabel’s slow exhales coaxed Liam’s into matching hers. A comforting warmth spread through his body, easing that nugget of worry. By the time they reached a door at the far end of the floor, Liam’s anxiety no longer had a hold on him. His questions remained, but they no longer concerned him. He wasn’t sure why he suddenly felt safe and at ease. 
Liam stood outside the door, letting Mabel walk in ahead of him. 
“I found the new caretaker wandering the halls.” Mabel flashed him a sly smile and a wink. “Didn’t want to lose him like we did the last guy.” 
“I heard he’s still roaming the third floor.” An attractive man approached Liam with his hand out. His brown skin and his eyes both had a hint of copper that reminded Liam of late autumn maples. 
The man could have been older, but his flawless skin and neat haircut made him appear no older than twenty-five. Liam needed to know this guy’s skin-care regimen. 
“I’m Hector,” the man said. “The programming director.”
Liam returned Hector’s firm grip and introduced himself. “Maybe I should tie a bell around my neck so you guys can keep track of me.” 
A svelte woman introduced herself as Blair, the financial director. He’d only spoken with her over the phone and email, and this was his first time meeting her in person. 
Thick black eyeliner highlighted her wide-set dark eyes, and a deep rose lipstick complemented the red undertones of her brown skin. Her short thick hair was gray at the roots but darkened to nearly black at the ends. 
“I’m sure you’ll figure it out. But if we’re tying bells to people, make sure Emma gets one.” Blair lifted one finger from her coffee cup and pointed across the table.
Liam’s eyes met Emma’s playful gaze, making his heart skip a beat. He forgot how to breathe, and every word disappeared. 
“Because I go into the basement and disappear for hours at a time?” Emma guessed. 
“Exactly.” Blair laughed. “One day, someone is going to have to go looking for you down there and you’ll be easier to find.”
“It’s probably not a bad idea.” Emma conceded. “I swear that place gets bigger every time I go down there.”
She put her water bottle and her notebook on the table, then hit Liam with another smile. “Hey, Newbie, how’s your first day going?”
Miraculously, all his basic functions came back online. 
“I haven’t been fired yet.” Liam shrugged. “So far so good.”
“Yet being the key phrase.” She winked and left for the refreshment table. 
Liam wasn’t sure how long he stood there before Mabel reached up and patted his arm. He pulled out the chair next to her and sat down. 
When Emma returned to her seat, Mabel pointed a finger and said, “She’s a troublemaker, that one.”
Emma slid a plate of cookies across the table to Mabel. “She says that like she didn’t teach me everything she knows.”
Liam marveled at the friendly atmosphere. He’d been steeped in a toxic work environment for so long, he forgot there could be anything else. In his experience, a healthy work culture simply didn’t exist. The competition and pressure of his last job made everyone the worst version of themselves, including Liam. For most of his coworkers, the lifestyle and salary was incentive enough to suffer through. Liam did for a long time. Even when it started ruining his life. 
Judy began the meeting shortly after taking her own seat. She owned the room, but without the arrogance and aggression he was accustomed to. The six other people around the table turned their bodies toward her, their attention hers and only momentarily distracted by the snacks in front of them. 
“I’m sure you’ve all noticed the new face at the table.” She nodded at Liam and everyone’s eyes turned on him. “Liam Doran is our new property manager. He’s responsible for the maintenance team and overseeing the landscaping renovation starting next week. He’ll be living on site with his dog Bluebelle.”
A collective cheer erupted. 
Emma clapped her hands excitedly. “It’s been so long since we’ve had a museum puppy!”
“Liam, why don’t you tell us about yourself before we dive into the rest of the agenda?” Judy relaxed back in her chair signaling that he had the floor. 
“Oh. Okay.” He shifted in his seat and cleared his throat. He didn’t anticipate introducing himself, though the practice was probably normal at most jobs. “I’m sure you’ll quickly find that Bluebelle is the most interesting thing about me, but here it goes.” 
He smiled awkwardly. Emma snagged his gaze and held it, her wide smile soothing his nerves. 
“Thank you for the warm welcome. Everyone I’ve met has been really great, and I’m looking forward to getting to know you. I’ve been a landscaper for almost five years, doing smaller design projects, and I’m really excited to do something bigger. I’m from Asters Valley. I’m really good with spreadsheets. That’s it, I guess.” 
Judy thanked him and took back the reins. She instructed each of the staffers on the museum’s small team to go through their projects and their goals for the coming month. 
With Emma so close, Liam could observe the little quirks and details that he rarely noticed in others. Emma took almost as many notes as Mabel, the acting staff clerk. When her pen wasn’t flying across her page, Emma fidgeted with it and used it to emphasize her ideas. 
Without the light jacket she wore outside, a collection of colorful tattoos on the inside of her wrist and forearm were visible, though not clearly enough that he could make out exactly what they were. She ate the chocolate side of her black and white cookie first, followed by the vanilla. 
When the conversation circled back to programming, Liam was deeply distracted by three raised beauty marks on Emma’s collarbone.
“I’d like to start developing classes that would be a good fit for the nature classroom,” Hector said, turning to Liam. “Could we set up a meeting for the end of the week to go over the construction schedule and design plans?”
Liam cleared his throat and sat up. His face warmed with the embarrassment of being caught not paying attention. 
“Definitely. I should have an update from our contractors by Wednesday.” 
Hector wrote something in his notebook, then spun his chair to face Emma. 
“Is Regan still interested in teaching a few backyard astronomy classes?” He asked. “Depending on the timing, we can hold it in the classroom instead of the back patio.” 
“Ohh, she’d love that,” Emma replied. “She said May would work best with her teaching schedule.” 
“Cool. Can you tell her I’ll be in touch next week after meeting with Liam?”
Emma nodded and scribbled a note. “I’ll tell her tonight.”
Is Regan her girlfriend? Liam’s stomach clenched with curiosity and disappointment.
Judy sat forward, her arms crossed on the table. “I think offering an astronomy class is long overdue. But Hector, I need to remind you to be mindful of how you word that program description. Regan has been teaching astronomy long enough that I’m sure she can craft something that won’t get flagged, and I’d like to review it before it goes live.”
“Of course,” Hector said with a sober nod. 
Judy ended the meeting after Liam gave a rundown of the tentative construction schedule. “Enjoy the rest of your evening, everyone.”
Liam looked at his watch and tilted his head in confusion when he saw it was only four. 
“We leave early on staff meeting days.” Emma’s voice carried over the shuffling of notebooks and friendly small talk.
He nodded and collected his things. “So what’s there to do around here with all the extra time after work?”
Emma shrugged. “Depends on what you’re into.” 
“What are you into?” 
Emma brought the top of her pen to her mouth. Focusing on the way she tapped it on her deep pink lips, Liam missed his other coworkers leaving them alone at the conference table. Judy and Hector talked quietly just outside the door, but otherwise, the room was empty. 
“Do you drink?” She finally asked. 
“A bit. Not like I used to.”
She held out her hand across the table. “Can I have your phone?”
Without hesitating, he unlocked his phone and handed it to her. 
“Island Cidery is a little place downtown.” Her thumbs tapped across the screen. “The owners are fifth generation distillers, or something like that. Most of their ingredients are sourced locally, and what they can’t get in Belhaven, they get from Willow Ridge.” 
Emma reached across the table and handed back his phone just as hers buzzed on the table. 
“It’ll give you a true taste of the area.” She pushed the chair back and stood up. “And now you have my number if you need anything more specific.”
Liam stood up but continued to stare at the sent message in his phone. Even as coworkers, he didn’t expect to get her phone number that quickly. 
“Just don’t send me any nudes.” She smirked. “We don’t know each other that well yet.”
He locked the phone and slid it into his pocket. Usually a locked book of secrets, Liam was ready to tell Emma anything she wanted to know. She only had to ask, and he’d share his entire life story. 
“Yet being the key phrase.”
Emma’s face turned mischievous. He grew hot as her eyes raked his body. She had him in a chokehold without saying a word.
“See you tomorrow, Newbie.”
He took a deep breath when she left the room, grasping for what little control he had of his body.
And it was only Monday.
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