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When Ayla inherits her grandmother’s cottage and garden, she expects grief and solitude. Instead, she finds the land alive with impossible magic, and a silent guardian who has been watching all along. Reed is more than an owl, more than a man; he is the protector of the leyline that runs beneath her home.
As Ayla learns to embrace both her witchcraft and her heart, she and Reed form a bond woven from feathers, soil, and silent devotion. But when developers threaten to tear the grove apart, Ayla must find her voice, and in doing so, finds love in the arms of the one who never needed words to claim her.

A lush, magical MF romance of grief, healing, and surrender, where love grows as naturally as the garden itself.

Content Warnings

	Grief and loss of a grandmother (off-page death, funeral referenced)

	Emotional vulnerability and crying

	Slow-burn intimacy leading to one explicit but reverent sex scene (consensual, tender)

	Mild peril involving threatened land development

	Magical transformation (owl ↔ man)
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The long drive from the city had hollowed me out, leaving nothing but bone-deep exhaustion and the bitter taste of funeral flowers on my tongue. I pulled into Gran's gravel driveway just as twilight bled into darkness, the old cottage a hunched silhouette against the deepening purple sky. Five days since they'd lowered her into the ground, and already I was running away, from the sympathetic murmurs, the awkward hugs, the relentless noise of the city that had become unbearable in her absence. My hands trembled slightly as I cut the engine, the sudden silence pressing against my ears like cotton wool.

I sat motionless, watching my breath fog the windshield. This place had always been my sanctuary, the one constant in a life splintered between academic ambition and magical heritage. Now it was mine, all mine, and the weight of that inheritance sat heavy on my chest alongside grief.

"Just get inside, Ayla," I whispered to myself. "Just get through tonight."

The porch steps creaked beneath my weight, familiar and welcoming. I fumbled with the old brass key, its edges worn smooth from decades of use. Gran had refused to replace it with something more modern, insisting that the key remembered her hand. I'd dismissed it as sentimentality then. Now, as the lock turned with surprising ease, I wondered if she might have been right.

The cottage smelled exactly as it should, with dried herbs hanging from the rafters, old books, and the lingering scent of wood smoke. I dropped my overnight bag by the door and stood in the darkened entryway, listening to the house settle around me. Something was different, though I couldn't immediately place what. The cottage felt... expectant. As though it had been waiting.

I flicked on the lights, half-expecting to see Gran's silhouette in her rocking chair by the hearth. The room remained empty, the chair still. Yet the cottage didn't feel abandoned. Unlike my sterile apartment in the city, with its ruthlessly organized botanical specimens and academic journals, this place pulsed with a life of its own.

Exhaustion dragged at my limbs, but something pulled me toward the back door. I needed to see the garden, to make sure it hadn't withered in the weeks since Gran's stroke. When I stepped onto the back porch, the sight stole what little breath I had left.

The garden was... impossible.

Moonlight spilled across beds of lavender and rosemary that should have been dormant in the early spring chill. Foxglove and peonies bloomed weeks ahead of their season, their faces turned toward me like curious children. The vegetable patch, which should have been freshly turned soil waiting for planting, already showed neat rows of emerging seedlings.

I descended the porch steps in a daze, my fingers trailing along leaves that seemed to reach for my touch. The garden had always responded to Gran's magic, but this was different. These plants hadn't just survived without her; they'd thrived. Organized themselves. Wild sweet peas climbed the fence in deliberate spirals rather than chaotic tangles. Medicinal herbs grew in perfect concentric circles, arranged by their healing properties rather than aesthetic appeal.

My academic mind sought logical explanations: perhaps a neighbor had been tending it? Or Gran had set some delayed growth charms before her stroke? But the patterns weren't just orderly; they were intentional. Purposeful. As though the garden itself had decided how to grow.

I knelt beside a patch of chamomile, its tiny white flowers luminous in the moonlight. When I pressed my palm against the soil, it felt warm despite the evening chill, humming with a subtle energy that traveled up my arm and settled in my chest. The leyline beneath the property had always been strong, but tonight it felt like a living pulse.

"Hello," I whispered, feeling foolish and comforted all at once. "I'm back."

A gentle breeze stirred the leaves around me, carrying the scent of mint and something else, something wild and unfamiliar that made the hair on the back of my neck rise. Not in fear, but in recognition of something old and powerful.

The greenhouse beckoned from the edge of the garden, its Victorian framework silver in the moonlight. Gran had taught me my first earth magic lessons there, guiding my small hands through soil rich with stories. The thought of entering it without her beside me made my throat tighten, but I forced myself forward. This was my inheritance, after all. My responsibility now.

The door swung open with surprising ease, as though recently oiled. I stepped inside and was immediately enveloped in warmth and humid air that smelled of lemon balm, lilac, and rich, living soil. The scent was so powerful, so unexpectedly alive, that I staggered back, my hand flying to my mouth. It was like walking into a wall of pure memory, of summer afternoons with Gran, of magical lessons whispered between rows of seedlings, of the woman who had shaped my understanding of the natural world.

Tears sprang to my eyes, but I blinked them back. I couldn't afford to break down now, not when there was so much to understand.

The greenhouse shouldn't have been in this condition. Without regular care, the delicate balance of heat, humidity, and light should have shifted, leaving plants withered or overgrown. Instead, everything was perfectly maintained. Rare orchids bloomed along one wall. Seedlings sprouted in neat rows, their tender leaves reaching toward the glass ceiling. Vines of passionflower wound through the iron framework, their alien-looking blooms fully opened despite the late hour.

I moved deeper into the greenhouse, trailing my fingers along leaves that seemed to shiver at my touch. The plants were more than healthy; they were vibrant with magical energy. I could feel it in the air, a subtle current that raised goosebumps along my arms.

In the center of the greenhouse stood Gran's work table, its surface clear except for a terracotta pot containing fresh soil. Beside it lay her pruning shears, polished and oiled as though used that morning. I picked them up, feeling their familiar weight in my palm. Gran's hands had been gnarled with arthritis in her final years, yet she'd never complained when working with her plants. "The earth takes away the pain," she'd told me once. "It remembers who we are, even when we forget."

I set the shears down and moved to the far corner, where the strongest part of the leyline ran beneath the greenhouse. The flagstone there was worn smooth from decades of ritual, of Greenleaf women standing barefoot on the stone, drawing energy up from the earth. I slipped off my shoes and stepped onto the cool surface, feeling the immediate rush of power that had nothing to do with my own depleted magical reserves.

Kneeling, I pressed both palms flat against the stone, closed my eyes, and whispered the words Gran had taught me long ago. "I am Ayla Greenleaf, daughter of Eleanor, granddaughter of Iris. I have returned to tend what is mine by blood and by oath."

The response was immediate and overwhelming, a surge of energy that flowed up through my hands, along my arms, and into my chest. It wasn't just acknowledgment; it was welcome. Relief. As though the land itself had been waiting for me.

When I opened my eyes, the greenhouse seemed to glow with subtle light, not from any lamp, but from the plants themselves. A bioluminescence that shouldn't have been possible outside of tropical species, yet here it was in common herbs and flowers. The magic in this place had grown stronger, not weaker, in Gran's absence.

I stood on shaky legs, suddenly aware of how utterly exhausted I was. I needed food, sleep, and time to process what I was seeing. Tomorrow would be soon enough to investigate further.

Back in the cottage, I unpacked my meager belongings, enough clothes for a week, my field notebook, and a few academic texts I'd brought more for comfort than study. In the kitchen, I found the pantry stocked with basics, flour, sugar, tea, though I had no memory of arranging for deliveries. Perhaps Gran's lawyer had seen to it.

I put the kettle on and searched the cupboard for Gran's favorite teapot, a blue ceramic piece shaped like a plump hen. It sat on the highest shelf, and as I stretched to reach it, my fingers brushed against something soft. I pulled down a folded shawl, the wool still carrying traces of Gran's lavender perfume. Without thinking, I wrapped it around my shoulders, suddenly chilled despite the cottage's warmth.

The tea helped; chamomile and mint from the garden steeped with a spoonful of honey. I carried it to the small living room and curled up in Gran's reading chair by the fireplace. The kindling caught quickly, flames casting a wavering light across bookshelves crammed with volumes on botany, folklore, and magic. So different from my apartment, where I'd carefully separated my academic texts from anything that hinted at my
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