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        An impossible choice comes from seeking an alliance.

      

      

      

      
        
        Tea witch Zoe Brewster has been sent on a diplomatic mission to a bird ward haven, but she's not prepared for what she finds there, especially when she meets the handsome kestrel ward who is serving as her guide.

      

      

      

      
        
        Aaron has lived most of his life at the Nest, but now he has a choice to make, one that could change everything for him.

      

      

      

      
        
        As the two of them grow closer, they realise they might have something personal to gain from Zoe's diplomatic mission.

      

      

      

      
        
        -

      

      

      

      
        
        The Kestrel Ward's Choice is a cozy fantasy romance with a meet-cute m/f romance, a kestrel ward without a tether, a tea witch ambassador, unusual magic, a pinch of steam, and a happy ever after.
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          ZOE

        

      

    

    
      The sun was shining, which was good for travelling, but it still always felt a little bittersweet to be leaving Purple Oak, even temporarily. It was exciting to set out on another mission, but it also meant leaving the comforts of home. Not to mention my friends and family. Save for Stella. My best-friend-turned-real-sister was travelling alongside me.

      “I hope I packed enough socks,” Stella murmured, as if I hadn't watched her stuff three extra pairs in her bag just this morning.

      “I bet you have enough socks," I responded in what I hoped was a teasing tone.

      “But I hate when my feet get wet.” There was no arguing with that. I'd heard her complain about it multiple times.

      “If you don't have enough, I'm sure you can buy socks at the Nest,” I assured my sister, smiling at her as we approached the South Gate, where the rest of our entourage was waiting for us.

      Several carts were packed and loaded with everything we would need to make the journey and show the Nest that we had come with good intentions. The guards travelling along with us should also show that we weren't to be messed with either. Part of my job was to make sure that negotiations went smoothly and there was no animosity between our settlement and theirs, but that involved showing those involved that the resources of Purple Oak couldn't be taken by force either.

      My job was to help increase the prosperity of Purple Oak, not put it at risk.

      I surveyed the dozen or so people who would be travelling to the Nest, wondering if it was going to be enough. It wasn't every day that we got invited to the largest bird ward settlement in the region, and I wanted to be sure that we presented ourselves well, and without any villages to stop in on the way, it was important to bring support staff and guards with us.

      The guard in charge, Margot, gave a short nod. “Good morning, Miss Brewster.”

      “Good morning. Just Zoe is fine. Everything set for the road?” I asked. It was our first time travelling together, but I'd mostly heard good things about Margot Porter. And the bad all came from my cousin Cami muttering under her breath. I had no idea what Margot had done to Cami, but I assumed it had something to do with her new relationship with Margot's younger sister.

      “We're all ready to head off,” she confirmed, glancing to the side. “But Mrs and Mr Brewster would like to see you before we leave."

      I barely restrained a sigh. My parents had to insist on holding everyone up, even though we had already said our goodbyes over dinner last night. "All right, we won't be long, then we'll be ready to go."

      I waved to Stella to come with me, knowing that she'd still want the reassurance even though she shouldn't have to. It had been years since the ceremony when my parents formally adopted her and made her my sister for real, but she still struggled with seeing it that way. I hoped it would get easier for her at some point.

      Mum's face lit up as she saw us approach, and she pulled Stella into a hug before turning her attention to me. "You both need to promise me that you'll be careful," she said, looking between us as if we were known for taking reckless risks, which we certainly weren't.

      “We're always careful,” I said, not sure why she worried when our journey to the Nest was just a few days of travel. Mum and Dad were the ones making a traitorous trip across the sea. They'd be gone by the time I got back, and even though I was an adult and one with a lot of responsibility when it came to Purple Oak, it still worried me that they'd be gone.

      “Have you packed enough warm clothes?" she asked as if I hadn't said anything. "Socks? You can never have too many socks,” Mum said, revealing where Stella got her sock anxiety from.

      “We are bringing so much, we could winter at the Nest,” I assured her.

      “Good, better safe than sorry.” Mum dug into her pocket for two parcels wrapped in cloth. “Here, some extras for the road. Chocolate is the perfect travel snack.”

      We were already laden with snacks, but it was nice that she was looking out for us. And I was never going to say no to chocolate. Even with the frequent trades the Shipmans did on behalf of the village, it was a luxury. “Thanks, Mum, but I promise you we'll be all right.”

      “I know, I know. Just let me fuss over you, that's my right as your mother,” Mum said with an affectionate smile aimed at both of us. "Now make sure to look after each other."

      “We will,” I promised, nodding at Dad, who looked a bit pale. “Is he going to be alright?”

      “Yes, you know what he's like. His pre-seasickness is always worse than his actual seasickness,” Mum said with an affectionate smile. “He’ll be just fine as soon as we get on the Shipmans' boat and he finds his sea legs."

      "Surely some tea would sort him out?" I asked. While I'd known Ines Shipman and her family for as long as I could remember, I'd never been on their boat myself, even when I was small. But we were tea witches, our magic came with the ability to heal, so it would make sense to me that Dad could drink some tea and feel better.

      Mum sighed. "You'd think, but something about sea sickness means that our magic doesn't work on it. But it'll be fine. Your dad will deal with it, because bringing the weather witches back is too important to mess up.”

      I nodded, knowing that this was a huge thing for Purple Oak. Weather witches could predict the weather and influence it in small ways. They wouldn't be able to hold off a storm if one was coming, but they would be able to warn us about it, and that would be huge for the farmers who produced the crops and livestock that were the backbone of our economy. "It's going to be good."

      "If everything goes well, they'll be here when you get back from your mission," Dad said, giving both of us a hug. “Be careful, my girls.”

      “You both worry too much. We have competent guards with us, so everything will be fine,” I assured them. It wasn't even like this was our first mission out of the village, we'd done plenty of them since coming of age five years ago.

      “And it's an easy journey," Stella reminded them. "We've studied the maps, and we've planned for any eventuality.

      I nodded along, well aware that they knew that because they trusted us, but also because we talked about every step of our planning journey.

      Dad hummed. “I'm not worried about your journey, it's the Nest. Those bird wards are very different from us."

      I glanced at Stella, worried she might be taking Dad's comment the wrong way. She was a ward after all, the only one in a family of tea witches. We had no idea what kind of ward she was, she'd never done the ceremony, and she didn't like to talk about it, even to me.

      Luckily, Mum jabbed him with her elbow. “Not that there's anything wrong with bird wards.”

      "Of course not," Dad quickly added.

      Stella didn't visibly react, but it was easy for me to notice the slight tick at the corner of her mouth that said she wasn't comfortable. It probably wasn't what Dad said, but he should be more careful.

      "There are plenty of bird wards here," I pointed out. "Margot Porter is one, and she's coming with us." I waved over to where the guard was standing by one of our carts. A large brown bird was circling overhead, no doubt her familiar, though I didn't know what kind of bird it was. Just that it was a big one with sharp talons, and that it looked to be full of power and grace when it soared through the air like it was doing now.

      Mum nodded. "She's a good choice. If they like bird wards, then having one with you will help."

      "That's the idea," Stella muttered.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. It might have been better if our parents hadn't come to see us off. At least then Stella wouldn't be feeling whatever it was that she was dealing with internally.

      “I'm sure our stay at the Nest will be perfectly pleasant," Stella said with a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes.

      I nodded. "And if there's a problem, we'll leave. Don't worry about us. You taught us well."

      There was a hint of hesitation and worry left on our parents' faces even though they were the ones who raised us for this. Our childhood had been a series of trips to other settlements to make connections and trade alliances. While there was no journey without at least one hiccup, I had no reason to believe our trip to the Nest was going to cause us any trouble.

      And while my parents worried, I was looking forward to it. I loved visiting new places and seeing how the people there lived, and I found birds fascinating to watch, even if I didn't know a thing about them. Maybe that would change once I got to the Nest and learned from the wards there. I certainly hoped so.
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          AARON

        

      

    

    
      The courtyard outside my family's home was bustling with servants and other staff members when I returned from my brisk walk. It wasn't a huge surprise. We'd been given the honour of hosting a delegation from another settlement. I knew my parents had been hectically preparing for their arrival for weeks, not that I minded. It had kept them from breathing down my neck over the expectations they had of me, and how I was failing at all of them.

      A shadow passed overhead as one of my kestrels soared into view.

      "Aaron!" Father boomed from by the front door. "Where have you been?"

      I raised my arm, giving the kestrel somewhere to perch. He started to preen himself, gaining a strange look from my father. I was a conundrum to him. Blessed with not one, but two kestrel familiars, and yet somehow a disappointment.

      I swallowed down the disappointment. "I took my birds out for a walk." Well fly. I didn't correct myself. That would be even worse than the implication as it was.

      Father tugged on his beard, a telltale sign that he was annoyed. "Go inside and get changed, you must look presentable for when the delegation arrives. We have to make a good impression on them."

      "Yes, Father," I answered obediently, not that I really cared about impressing strangers or the chief of the Nest. I found it distasteful how many resources were allocated to showing off to outsiders when there were people struggling in our domain.

      My parents didn't have the same concerns about it, and they certainly made it clear that my opinion on the matter was one to keep quiet. It was one of the many things that we couldn't agree on, and had continually caused distance between us as I'd gotten older and learned more about the way the world worked. And that I didn't really like it.

      Before I could walk into the manor, my mother and my younger sister came out in their best clothes. I grimaced, knowing exactly what was about to happen now. It wasn't enough that I'd somehow annoyed my father, but now my entire family was going to get involved.

      "Aaron! Why do you still look like that?" Mother chided instantly, the disappointment rolling off of her in waves.

      Ariel rolled her eyes in a way only fifteen-year-olds could. "This is why everyone says you’re not a good role model for me."

      She used to be so sweet as a child. Now she was the embodiment of my parents' ideals. The perfect person to take after them, something they frequently let me know.

      "I was on my way to change," I said, not sure why I was even bothering to defend myself.

      "No, I can see the delegation," Mother said, gesturing to the gated entrance. "Just go line up with your father. Make sure to present your birds properly."

      "What does it matter? They're only kestrels," Ariel said, whistling on her fingers to summon her own familiar. Within seconds, her large eagle descended upon us before taking its place in front of her. The bird gave me an icy glare that perfectly matched my sister's.

      Compared to the eagle, my two kestrels certainly looked puny. They were both smaller than Father's falcon and Mother's vulture, something they never let me forget. Here in the Nest, the type of bird familiar one had decided everything. Birds of prey were by far the most coveted, and the bigger the better, which was the problem with my kestrels, at least according to them.

      I loved my birds, but my parents simply saw it as another way that I was letting them down. Which was ridiculous. It wasn't as if any other ward had a choice over what their familiar was going to be. And it was their blood that had created me in the first place.

      Mother went to stand by Father's side, and Ariel took her place next to Mother with a defiant glare that was aimed at me. She knew that was where the heir should stand, and she was daring me to claim the spot that was rightfully mine.

      "Move," I said with an exhausted sigh, positioning myself between them. I didn't really care about any of this, but even I still had some pride. Ariel was nine years my junior, so she could act superior all she wanted, she was never going to be my parents' firstborn.

      Everything would've been easier if she had been.

      I pushed the thought to the side. That was something that I could think about when I was alone and not faced with any of my parents' expectations. It wasn't something I should be thinking about when we were about to receive guests.

      The delegation came in through the gates, giving me something new to focus on. It wasn't a huge entourage, and seemed to be made up of about a dozen people, a couple of donkeys, and some carts. At the front, a woman with brown hair and a confident stance passed out some instructions. She didn't look many years older than I did, which surprised me. I thought Purple Oak would send someone closer to my parents' age.

      I couldn't take my eyes off the woman as she approached, especially when it became clear that my initial assessment had been wrong. She was around my age, making her in her early twenties. It was a high position of trust for someone so young to hold.

      Father didn't bow, but gave a respectful nod instead. "Welcome to Foothill Manor. I'm Rodrick Falcon of the Falkner family."

      The woman nodded in return, not seeming at all intimidated by him. "Zoe Brewster from Purple Oak Oasis. Thank you for hosting us."

      That was a surprisingly humble introduction. Just Zoe Brewster? Did she have no other names or impressive titles that she wanted to flaunt? Because this was the right time to use that.

      "It's my honour to have the chief's guests in my home," Father said, not bothering to introduce us. We were just here for decoration, a display to show off the strength of our family. That was why all our birds were here, to make that clear.

      Zoe Brewster gave a smile. "It's our honour to be here."

      "How was the journey?" Mother asked, not that she actually cared. She always spoke of how much of an uncivilised wilderness it was out there, she likely didn't want to hear about their trek through it.

      "We were lucky to have great weather," Zoe Brewster said with a polite smile. "But no matter how often I travel, I can never get used to sleeping on the ground."

      "We've made up rooms in the east wing for you," Mother said. "You should freshen up and get some rest before we dive into the trading agreements."

      "That would be greatly appreciated. Do you have somewhere for our donkeys?" Zoe Brewster asked.

      Father nodded and snapped his fingers, summoning one of the servants. "Why are you all standing around there? Show them to the stables and help them unload!"

      I never liked how he flexed his authority over people who were already in our family's employ. They would do what he asked even without him shouting at them.

      Zoe Brewster's face remained neutral, but I noticed that she didn't bark any commands to her people. Instead, she exchanged a few quiet words with the blonde woman next to her and gave one of the men behind her a wave. Everyone jumped into action without the need for threats or an overt display of dominance.

      It was so different from how everyone behaved here, and it was one of the most impressive things I'd seen in a while.

      Zoe Brewster was the kind of woman I wasn't used to being around, and I was curious to find out more about her.
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