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To the mothers that came before:
May we hold your wisdom close so that we may never repeat your mistakes.









  
  
Before we being






Reading order

While the events of Bound by Ink happen in the past, it is best appreciated when read after finishing Roots in Ink.

I didn’t write Roots in Ink with Sara and Bethany’s story in mind. It wasn’t until I was done with Emma and Liam’s story that I knew Sara and Bethany’s needed to be told.

I hadn’t planned on publishing it next. I was already drafting the second novel in the Scions of Belhaven series. But after the 2024 presidential election and subsequent inauguration, I felt compelled to get this sapphic story in reader hands while I was still legally able.

Working backwards proved to be a much bigger challenge than I anticipated. With Roots in Ink already out in the world, I had to work under a set of constraints entirely of my own making. My characters didn’t always want to adhere to those preexisting conditions, which is not something I experience very often.

I drove myself a bit crazy trying to keep Bound by Ink consistent with Roots in Ink and I hope you can forgive anything that slipped by me.

Content advisory

Bound by Ink is a fantasy romance set in a fictional world that is similar to our own. 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:

Terminal illness

Death

Severe mental illness and depressive episodes

Explicit sexual intimacy

Intimate partner violence (verbal)

Imprisonment

Parental abandonment

Explicit language

Ritualistic self-harm

Physical violence

Mental Illness and Intimate Partner Violence 

Bound by 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/ 











  
  

Chapter 1

Sara





A violent crack of lightning overhead sent a pulse of energy through the forest, rattling both Sara Cortese’s magic and her nerves. Her drenched cloak did little to protect her from the rain; nonetheless, she pulled it tightly around her and continued her journey to the forests of Belhaven’s northern coast. 

Only a summons from Maryanne Banner would bring Sara out in this kind of weather. An incurable illness struck her friend and mentor, and it was only a matter of time before Maryanne left this earthly plane to join the Amora Goddesses in their celestial home of Terultimi. 

The slippery trail Sara followed through the forest brought her to a wide dirt path flattened by wagon wheels and heavy livestock feet. At the end of the road stood the log cabin that Maryanne shared with her wife Eliza. Dry-stone structures served as shelters for the myriads of animals Maryanne cared for as an animal keeper.

Through the blur of the pelting rain, Sara made out a small herd of onyx unicorns standing vigil at the edge of the tree line. They seemed unbothered by the storm, but as Sara approached, they shifted warily on their long legs, unsure if Sara was friend or foe. Somewhere in the trees, a chickadee sang a reassuring tune, and the unicorns settled back into stillness.

Eliza opened the door just as Sara reached the garden gate. 

“Watch out for the puddle below the step, dear! It’s deeper than it looks!” Eliza yelled over the rain.

Sara heeded the older woman’s warning and leapt over the pooled rainwater, onto the landing, and stumbled through the threshold.

“The twilight hens have taken to using that spot for their dust baths,” Eliza said as she peeled the cloak from Sara’s body and hung it near the glowing fire at the other end of the room.

“I thought they preferred the trees.” Sara bent over to unbuckle her boots. Her feet were cold but dry, and she thanked the Goddesses and her neighbor Lerato’s skilled leatherwork.

“They’ve been hanging around a bit more closely since Maryanne became ill.” Eliza took Sara’s boots and rested them near her cloak. “I think they know she’ll be traveling through their realm soon and may accompany her.”

“That explains the unicorns,” Sara said, moved by their show of grief for their keeper. She released a slow breath to keep her tears at bay.

“I’ll care for them as best I can when she’s gone, but without the bonds of keeper magic, I can only do so much,” Eliza said solemnly.

Sara’s already broken heart broke further for Eliza. She was losing the love of her life and the person that made much of their work possible. The lives of humans and the forest creatures of their world, Tereprima, were so intertwined that bonds were easily formed regardless of a person’s magical lineage. But the mystical animals that visit from Teremedi, the plane between theirs and the celestial lands of the Amora Goddesses, were far less trusting without the kind of magic Maryanne was born with.

These things weren’t set in stone, however. “Maryanne isn’t the only animal keeper on the island, but you’ve been beside her for so long that I’m confident you’ve earned their trust,” Sara reasoned. 

She finally removed the small satchel strapped across her chest and handed it to Eliza.

“Give Maryanne three drops from the vial as she falls asleep to keep the nightmares at bay,” Sara instructed. “I can’t say for certain how well it will work, but the spell itself is harmless.”

Eliza’s full lips curled into a warm smile even as her dark brown eyes became glassy with unshed tears. Holding the satchel close to her chest, Eliza gently grasped Sara’s hand. Sara’s hands were still cold from her journey, and the older woman’s copper-brown skin was warm and soft against hers. 

“You’re the most talented herbal alchemist of your generation, Sara Cortese. You need to have more confidence in your work.”

Unable to take the compliment, Sara looked away and tried to smooth her chestnut-brown hair. The rain turned her tight waves into haphazard curls that escaped her long braid.

Eliza stepped away to make a fresh pot of Sara’s tea. The hem of Sara’s too-long trousers dragged over the floor as she padded into Maryanne’s room.

Maryanne Banner was not one for rest and seeing her in bed in the middle of the day was a disconcerting sight. Even when she dozed after a long night caring for nocturnal animals, Maryanne’s body still found a way to move. Tossing and turning to the point that Eliza slept in a separate bed. In all the time Sara had known her, no illness had ever stilled Maryanne like this.

Sara sat in the chair squeezed between the two beds. Maryanne’s usually fair skin had a yellow pallor, and the lines around her light brown eyes had deepened. Eliza had pinned back Maryanne’s short white hair and tied a scarf around it. In only a few short weeks, Maryanne looked like she aged over a decade well past her seventieth year. 

A gray ball of fur nestled in the bend of Maryanne’s neck and shoulder belonged to Willow, a chunky gray squirrel. Under a fluffy tail, Sara found a sleepy squirrel head and gave it a little scratch between the ears.

“Look in on Eliza after I leave,” Maryanne said quietly. Her heavy eyelids struggled to open.

“Are you talking to me or Willow?” Sara smiled and took her friend’s hand. Her skin was cold to the touch and rough like old pine bark.

“Both.” A weak smile appeared on Maryanne’s face.

“You know I will.” Sara laughed through her nose. “Does that mean Willow won’t be joining you on your journey?”

Maryanne’s magic allowed her to have special connections with nonhuman creations, but the Goddesses sent Willow to her when she most needed a guide. These animal companions lived alongside their humans, well past their natural lifespan, so they could journey to Terultimi together. But sometimes, they stayed behind.

“No, but I’ll look forward to seeing her when she comes with Eliza.”

Maryanne’s smile disappeared, and her face turned serious. “The elders will call upon you to take my place as lore keeper.” 

As village scribe and keeper of lore, Maryanne was tasked with recording meetings of the Council of Nine and the day-to-day lives of Amora who lived on the Isle of Belhaven.

“And I will accept it as we always intended,” Sara confirmed.

They’d discussed this transition before, but Sara hadn’t anticipated filling the position so soon. This kind of recordkeeping was an important part of the Amoran culture, and Sara felt like she still had far too much to learn. Where other cultures disappeared from existence, the Amora, their traditions, and their magic remained alive for thousands of years. Sara didn’t feel quite ready for that kind of trust. 

Maryanne squeezed Sara’s hand with unexpected urgency. “Sara, your responsibility will be to the elders, but you are swearing your oath to the Amora of this island. Your truth will be of great importance to our descendants.”

Taken aback by the older woman’s warning, Sara silently nodded her head.

“You must continue to keep your own journals just like I taught you.” Maryanne’s eyes briefly came alive, and Sara couldn’t look away. “Keep them separate and keep them hidden.”

Sara’s own deep hazel eyes narrowed in confusion. “Why separate? Why hidden?”

Maryanne sighed a laugh. “Because there will always be those in power who are threatened by the accurate recording of history.”








  
  

Chapter 2

Bethany





The last remaining rays of sunlight rippled over the sea, catching the gentle waves and riding them to shore. Healing doula Bethany Clement spent much of her life watching these sunsets from her home in Willow Ridge, a small but bustling port city on the Arcanos mainland south of Belhaven. Standing on the island’s shores offered her a new and unique perspective, perfect for the communal ritual she was attending. 

Belhaven’s Amora bustled around her for the Feast of the Spring Moon, their eyes glancing at the sky in wait of the rising full moon. It was Bethany’s favorite seasonal celebration. Though the timing was purely coincidental, she thought it appropriate that her first days in Belhaven as its healing doula would coincide with a ritual to celebrate growth and new beginnings. 

She used some kindling to carefully light the candle cradled in her hand while she gave thanks to the lunar Goddesses for the restful darkness of winter. Bethany placed the candle among the offerings: animal pelts, woven blankets, smoked meats, horseshoes, jewelry. As a healer, she didn’t have tangible abundance to share with the members of her new community. But the lighting of her candle was in memory of those who passed, in gratitude of those who lived, and a promise to care for herself and the people of her village.

A faint but harsh buzz of anxious energy crawled over Bethany’s skin. It was a gentle reminder to keep her magic close so she wouldn’t be overwhelmed by the auras around her. Once she got to know them, the gentle hum of her magic connecting with others would bring comfort and live harmlessly in the air around her, but until then, she needed to exert more control.

The source of the unsettling energy was the daughter of Bethany’s primary patient, John Dawson. Even prior to John’s illness, Piper Dawson, as the oldest daughter, was responsible for the lion’s share of the metalwork her family did for the village. At fifteen, she took over for her mother Rebekah, allowing her to focus on schooling and training the younger children. By twenty-three, she had taken on the most labor-intensive tasks. Caring for a sick parent added a layer of exhaustion and worry.

Despite the anxiety, Piper approached Bethany with a lightness in her step that almost seemed at odds with her tall, muscular frame. Metalwork had given her beautifully strong arms and legs that moved with soft and subtle grace. The rose undertones in her light brown skin absorbed the nearby candlelight, giving her an incandescent glow.

“Try this.” Piper placed a lumpy cookie in Bethany’s open palm.

“It’s made with eggs from Twilight Hens,” Piper added before Bethany could ask.

Bethany marveled at the dessert. It looked completely ordinary and unremarkable, but its ingredients were incredibly rare. “But they never lay eggs in this realm.”

“It doesn’t happen often, that’s for sure,” Piper said with her mouth full.

“Where did these come from then?” Bethany slowly broke the pastry in half, admiring the texture.

“Eliza Banner made them,” Piper explained. “Her late partner Maryanne was one of our animal keepers, and the hens laid a large clutch before she died. Maryanne said the eggs were a gift Eliza could use to make her favorite cookies. They keep even longer than earthbound hens, and Eliza had plenty left over to make enough for tonight.”

Bethany hadn’t met Eliza yet, but a bloom of appreciation for the woman rose in her chest. She felt incredibly lucky to be there at a time to receive such a meaningful offering.

“That’s . . .” she trailed off, the cookie inches from her lips. Her eyes landed on a woman on the other side of the large offering table. “. . . beautiful.” 

The dessert never made it to her mouth because the stunning woman had Bethany in her grasp without so much as a glance in her direction.

This mysterious woman admired the offerings piled on the table, rocking in that way mothers do because the movement remains etched in their muscles. With every sway, a gemstone in the hilt of a dagger strapped to her full hips glinted in the waning light. 

She twirled a lock of her long, chestnut-brown hair while the rest flowed in tight waves down her back, skimming the valleys of her waist. The skirt of her scarlet dress fluttered in the sea breeze. A deep orange bodice covered in embroidered flowers enhanced the curves of her breasts and hips. The autumn colors of her clothes complemented the warm tones in her light skin. 

Bethany was mesmerized.

“Oh! There’s Sara!” Piper exclaimed.

“Who?” Bethany was shocked out of her hypnosis and finally took a bite of the precious cookie melting in her hand.

“Sara Cortese. The herbal alchemist I wanted you to work with.”

Piper grabbed Bethany’s other hand and pulled her around the table toward the stunning creature. Bethany pocketed the rest of the treat in time for Piper to present her to an earthbound goddess.

“Lunar blessings, Sara!” Piper cheered. 

Sara returned the greeting with a wide smile.

Now closer, Bethany saw that Sara’s hair was pinned away from her face with combs adorned with gemstones that sparkled like stars against the dark sky. The firelight brought out the deep green in her hazel eyes, which were lightly lined with kohl. Her lips were the pink of raspberries, and her teeth were slightly crooked as though they healed improperly after an injury and created a charmingly beautiful smile. A smile that likely happened often given the delicate lines around her eyes and mouth.

“Sara, this is Bethany Clement,” Piper introduced. Bethany was grateful that Piper was taking the lead because Bethany’s words failed to materialize. “She’s the healing doula sent by the Willow Ridge elders.”

“Lunar blessings, Bethany. Welcome to Belhaven,” Sara said softly, shifting on her feet like she wanted to welcome her with a hug, but quickly reconsidered.

Bethany now yearned for Sara’s embrace, feeling an emptiness without it.

“My father is her first charge,” Piper continued. “And she asked to work with the herbal alchemist that I trusted most.”

“And that’s me?” Sara brought her hands to her heart as though she were preventing it from bursting through her chest. Her face melted into a mix of joy and embarrassment. 

It must be you! Bethany wanted to scream.

Despite Bethany’s control of her magic, it sought out Sara’s, and the energies twisted together like young woodbine.

“Of course it’s you!” Piper screamed instead. A few villagers turned toward the sound before shaking their heads with a chuckle. “You’ve always been like an older sister to me.”

Piper turned to Bethany. “My cycles were horrendous when I was a child. Sara was at my bedside every month, delivering something to help with the pain and the bleeding. She always stayed a while to keep me company and distract me while her potions took effect.”

“Piper had the best village gossip.” Sara winked. “Well, you’ve made me quite emotional with your request. Of course I’ll help Bethany care for your father. We’ll do everything we can to get him well.”

Bethany tried to hide her elation behind a tempered smile. “Wonderful,” she squeaked, then made a show of clearing her throat.

Sara wasn’t the first herbal alchemist that Bethany found attractive, but Bethany knew from that moment Sara was the first she’d fall in love with.
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