
  
    [image: Rooted by Love]
  


  
    
      ROOTED BY LOVE

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      SLOW-BURN MM ROMANCE

    

    
      
        HAYDEN TEMPLAR

      

    

  


  
    
      ROOTED BY LOVE

      Copyright © 2026 by Hayden Templar

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter-1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter-3

      

      
        Chapter-4

      

      
        Chapter-5

      

      
        Chapter-6

      

      
        Chapter-7

      

      
        Chapter-8

      

      
        Chapter-9

      

      
        Chapter-10

      

      
        Chapter-11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Thank you

      

      
        Also by Hayden

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER-1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The estate was best understood at five in the morning.

      Mack had learned this about old houses years ago: that they told the truth before the light got too bright, the day's noise started, and before there was anything to perform for.

      In the grey pre-dawn quiet, a building settled into itself, and if you knew how to listen, it would tell you everything that was wrong with it.

      The Cross Estate had plenty to say, at least to him.

      He stood in what had been the east wing receiving room and let his eyes work systematically across the ceiling plaster. Noticing the water staining, ghost-maps of old damage repaired badly twice over, he jotted down notes.

      In the northeast corner, there was a crack running from the crown molding toward the window frame that was suspicious.

      There was a need for him to investigate before anyone from his crew got within fifteen feet of that wall. He'd marked it on his plans last night in red. The plans were already dense with red marks.

      He drank his coffee. Black, from the thermos he'd filled at the motel's lobby machine earlier because the alternative was a drive into town and wait. Mack couldn’t bear to wait when there was work to look at.

      "Foundation's worse than the survey said." Pete was behind him an hour later, flashlight tracing the base of the east wall.

      For eight years at Madden Build, Pete followed Mack’s guiding principles: arrive early, give an honest assessment, and speak only when you have something important to say.

      "I know." Mack moved to the window and looked out at the grounds.It was still dark, the ocean beyond a presence more than a sight, heard rather than seen. "I called the structural engineer last night. She's coming on Thursday."

      "Thursday's tight."

      “Yep! I know that too, but we have no choice.”

      Pete made a grunt that was approximately “this is going to be a lot” compressed into a single syllable. Mack respected him for the efficiency.

      He turned back to the room and moved along the east wall, pressing his palm flat against the plaster in several places. Feeling for flex, give, and for the specific wrongness that came from a foundation doing unusual things.

      The Cross Estate was a 1920s coastal Maine property, perched on a rise above the water with the confidence of money that didn't need to prove itself.

      Three stories of cedar shingles and local granite, a slate roof that had held because it was the one part of this building that had been built without shortcuts.

      There were two acres of garden that had once been formal and were now gloriously and aggressively wild.

      The whole thing had been declining slowly for thirty years under a succession of ownership arrangements that had prioritized it as an asset rather than a place.

      Melona Cross had bought it eighteen months ago to fix it. She had the taste, the money, and from what Mack could tell, the absolute refusal to accept half measures, and he respected that.

      He loved building things for people who wanted something excellent. He'd also built things for people who wanted something cheap that looked excellent.

      The first kind was the only kind worth getting out of bed for.

      He'd been on-site three days already, getting the measure of the job. His crew - Pete, Donovan, Ramos, and the two brothers whose last name Mack had learned to spell correctly only in the past week, would arrive at seven.

      He liked these hours before their arrival. It was his thinking time. His listening-to-the-building time.

      He climbed to the second floor and walked down the corridor, testing floorboards. Most were sound. Two sections near the bathroom needed replacing. He made a note.

      Then he moved on to the main staircase, ran a hand down the banister, found the wobble in the fourth post, and marked that too before moving on.

      By the time the light had gone from grey to pale gold of a Maine morning, he had walked every room of the main house, updated his plans twice, and finished half the thermos.

      He stood on the stone terrace off the back of the house, looking at the grounds in the new light, and felt the particular satisfaction he always felt at this stage of a job.

      The problem was fully understood, and the work hadn't started yet. Everything that needed to be fixed was still exactly as impossible as it appeared. He liked that part.

      The crew arrived with someone toting a gas station bag that was

      distributed equitably without ceremony.

      "East wing foundation," Mack proclaimed before anyone had finished eating.

      Pete nodded his agreement.

      "We're not touching that wall until Thursday. Spiegel's coming to assess. Until then, I want the west side framing inspection finished and the roof access scaffolding up." Mack looked at Ramos. "The slate section on the north pitch needs close inspection. Two tiles look wrong from the ground."

      "How wrong?" Ramos asked.

      "Wrong enough that I'm not guessing from the ground."

      They moved through the morning plan as usual. This was another thing Mack valued about his crew: they didn't need things explained twice.

      He gave each man his assignment with the minimum necessary detail, and they asked clarifying questions when they had them.

      They didn't ask questions they didn't need answers to. It was a functional operation, and he'd spent years building it.

      He was running through the materials manifest when he heard the car.

      Melona drove a dark green Land Rover that suited her; solid, expensive in the understated way of not trying to be anything it wasn't.

      She stepped out in slate-grey trousers and a field jacket, her silver hair pulled back. She looked at the estate the way Mack had looked at it this morning: with a clear eye and no sentimentality.

      She was early, which was unlike her. She lived in Boston and would do site visits monthly or by prior arrangement. He had a gut feeling it would be more often.

      Here she was, and the project had only just started. Mack watched the car as he walked toward her, and then he saw the passenger door open, and a second person got out.

      He observed several things in rapid succession.

      The stranger was younger than him by some distance. Mid-thirties at most. Lean, tall enough, wearing chinos that had seen better days and a flannel shirt.

      He had sandy-brown hair in genuine need of cutting, based on the amount peeking out from under it.

      On his head, and Mack did not imagine this, was a baseball cap of a yellow so aggressive it was almost its own weather event.

      There was a rolled set of plans tucked under one arm, a cardboard coffee tray in the opposite hand. A canvas bag was slung over his shoulder, and a sketchbook was escaping from one corner of it.

      He was looking at the gardens as soon as he exited, not at Mack, scanning the property with an expression of intense, focused interest, as if he were reading something. The hat had text that Mack couldn't read.

      "Mack," Melona extended her hand, and he shook it. She had a firm handshake, always. "I know this is unscheduled. Something came up that made it the right moment for me to come in person."

      "The foundation," Mack said.

      She looked at him. "Charles emailed me your preliminary notes last night." Charles was the project architect, working remotely, coordinating between Mack's structural work and the design specifications. "I appreciate the directness of your assessment."

      "I meant what I wrote."

      "I know, and I'm not alarmed. I'm adjusting my timeline expectations." She turned to the second person, who had finally stopped looking at the garden and was looking at them. "Mack Madden - this is Darren Slater. He's the landscape architect I've brought in for the grounds."

      The landscape architect smiled at him like Mack were someone he'd been looking forward to meeting.

      It was a smile that probably worked on everyone: open, warm, the kind that seemed genuinely pleased to see you… easy. A smile people leaned toward without realizing they were doing it.

      Up close, the effect didn’t lessen.

      Darren had dark eyes and good angles to his face, and they caught the light along the cheekbones and jaw. He was in good shape, too, a result of actually using your body rather than going to the gym.

      His shoulders filled out his shirt without strain, forearms marked faintly with the minor scrapes and sun that came from working outside.

      He stood like someone comfortable in his own weight, balanced and loose, as if the space he occupied belonged to him.

      Mack noticed all of that in the quick, involuntary way the eye takes inventory before the brain pushes its way in.

      Darren shifted the coffee tray easily to one hand and held the other out.

      “Good to meet you.”

      Mack took it.

      The handshake was firm. Callus met callus, rough in the same places. The contact lasted the normal time, maybe half a second longer, long enough for Mack to register the warmth of his palm and the strength in the grip.

      Something small and electric ran up the inside of his arm.

      Mack filed that away and considered it irrelevant.

      “Mack,” he said.

      Darren nodded once, as if the name had landed somewhere specific in his mind.

      Mack let go of his hand, but his fingers tingled faintly. He absolutely was not thinking about that. Not even a little.

      So, we’re gonna ignore the thrill and shiver down the spine?

      "I know. I've been reading about your company. You did the Hartmeyer renovation in Kennebunkport, right? The 1880s saltbox?"

      Mack looked at him with slight curiosity. "Three years ago."

      "The masonry restoration on that project was exceptional. I walked the property last fall." Darren said this easily, stating a fact rather than flattering a man.

      Then he held up the coffee tray. "I didn't know how your crew takes it, so I got five blacks and five regulars and figured the odds were reasonable."

      Mack did not take a coffee because he had his thermos. He looked at the coffee tray, then at Darren Slater, and then back to Melona.

      She was watching this with an expression that he decided, correctly, was amusement being responsibly managed.

      "The grounds plan," Mack said.

      Darren brightened, which Mack would not have thought was possible from an already bright baseline. "Yes. I've got the full presentation here—" he patted the rolled plans under his arm, "but if you want to do a walkthrough first, I've also been out on the site since six out on the edges of the grounds, mapping, so I've got fresh field notes and⁠—"

      "Since six."

      "I like early starts." He said it without apology. "The light's different and the birds are better."

      The birds are better. What a ridiculous statement. He looked at Darren in the sunflower hat with the coffees and the escaping sketchbook.

      He is going to be a problem.

      Out loud, he said: "I'll look at your plans."
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      They spread them on the hood of Mack's truck. It was immediately obvious that whoever had described this as a landscaping job had undersold it.

      Much like describing the structural renovation as some work on the house undersold Mack's current situation.

      Darren's plans were extensive, detailed, and technical in a way Mack hadn't expected: drainage mapping, soil surveys, grade calculations, annotated species lists with root system data. Not a garden plan, more of a ground engineering plan that had plants in it.

      He would not say it out loud, nor would he say that the drainage layout along the south terrace was genuinely intelligent. He couldn’t anyway because Darren was already talking, and Mack was already trying to keep up.

      "—the grade drop from the north garden wall to the beach access path needs to be managed properly, or the whole terrace is a runoff problem every winter, so the drainage installation runs along here⁠—"

      Darren's finger traced the east wall. "—following the original contour of the garden. Which means we'll need excavation access along this boundary for approximately three weeks in the mid-project phase."

      Mack put his finger on the same line and took a deep breath.

      "My crew needs that boundary for heavy equipment access. Foundation work on the east wing."

      Darren looked at where Mack's finger was, then looked at his own plan. "For how long?"

      "The full project phase. I need the access corridor kept clear."

      "That corridor is twelve feet from the most critical drainage run in the whole ground design."

      "The east wing foundation is the single highest-priority structural issue on this property."

      They looked at each other across the hood of the truck.

      Darren said: "A rotating schedule makes sense. You flag the days your equipment needs the access corridor, and I'll work around them. In turn, I flag the days the excavation crew needs to be in that zone and your equipment routes through the west approach."

      "I'll determine the schedule," Mack said. "I'll let you know what's available."

      Darren's expression changed a bit. The warmth didn't leave it; that seemed like a permanent feature, but the smile changed. It stopped being open in a way that Mack hadn't seen coming.

      "We'll discuss the schedule," Darren said , his voice pleasant but with a slight edge. "Together. Since both our projects depend on the outcome."

      The tone was not aggressive nor loud. It was non-negotiable while being completely unbothered.

      Mack found, for approximately the first time in a decade of running his own jobs, that he had been firmly pushed back against without any of the usual signals that preceded pushback.

      There was no buildup, chest-puffing, or escalation. It was simply a cheerful, flat, immovable no, delivered with the same warmth as the initial hello.

      The two stared at each other for what seemed like an eternity.

      "We'll discuss it," Mack said finally, which was not the same as agreeing.

      Darren's genuine smile came back, the open one. "Great," he said. "I'll make a proposal, and we can review together. Who's your crew lead? Pete, right? I read the crew manifest Charles sent. I should coordinate with him on the equipment routing." He was already rolling his plans back up, turning toward where Pete and the crew were, and hauling the still-relevant coffee tray.

      Mack watched him cross the site yard.

      "He's exceptional," Melona said beside him.

      Mack didn't answer.

      "He was very much in demand, and I was fortunate to get him on the timeline I needed." She paused. "He won a design award two years ago for a coastal restoration project in Cape Breton. The work that gets photographed for magazines."

      "Mmm.”

      She was smiling when he glanced at her. It was the same managed amusement as before, except a tad more obvious. "I'll let you two get on with it," she said. "I have calls this afternoon and I want to walk the upper floor before then. Will you make time for a quick briefing before four?"

      "I'll be here."

      She went inside. Mack stood by his truck for a moment, then he looked at where Darren Slater had gone. He was talking to Pete near the scaffolding. Pete, who’d been with Mack eight years and spoken very little in that time, was nodding.

      Heck, he appeared to be responding with something approaching conversational investment, which Mack was going to think about later.

      He went back to his plans.

      Trouble! Obviously, his charm works on everyone.
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