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        The last thing Sonja wants is an annoying tea witch telling her how to do her job.

      

        

      
        Sonja's sights are set on the head guard position, one she's been filling in for ever since her boss retired. Except now, she's expected to work under someone with no experience, who thinks she knows better.

      

        

      
        Cami Brewster is determined to prove she's got what it takes to her family, even if that means stepping on Sonja's toes. As the two of them discover that working together is better than fighting for control, they also find that they have more in common than they think.

      

        

      
        Can the two of them find the common ground?

        -

        The Bat Ward's Watch is a cozy fantasy romance with a workplace sapphic romance, an infuriating boss, unusual magic, a pinch of steam, and a happy ever after.
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          SONJA

        

      

    

    
      Anyone who claimed that family dinners were great was clearly not part of my family. While none of us would admit it out loud, us Porters knew a thing or twenty about dysfunction. Though maybe the real reason the other members of my family wouldn't say that to anyone was because they could barely admit it to themselves.

      I pushed my tomatoes from one side to the other, trying to make it seem like I was eating, when all it was really doing was making my stomach churn. A heavy meal like this was not how I preferred to start my night shift, but anytime I tried to explain it, my parents acted like it was the strangest concept in the world. It was better to pretend and eat as much as I could so they didn't start nagging. It would be even worse if they started one of their spells about how ungrateful I was, as if they weren't the ones who had assigned me to the night shift in person so that Mum no longer had to do it. I looked out of the window, where it was already dark, trying to spot my bat familiar. Sometimes, it bothered me that my bat familiar didn't live in the house like Dad's mouse did, but at least being on the night shift meant that I got to spend lots of time with her. Time away from the chaos that was my family.

      "These vegetables are wonderful," Mum said while chewing erratically as if she were eating the most exciting thing in the world. "Tomatoes! In winter!"

      Margot beamed, and it looked like her head grew a little. That shouldn't even be possible given the size of her ego to begin with. "It's fantastic, isn't it? And all thanks to the new trade alliance with Grower's Cove. Oh, you should've seen it. It was like paradise. If I hadn't gone myself, I'm not sure I would've believed it."

      I rolled my eyes. I'd heard this all before. At pretty much every meal we'd had as a family since she'd returned from her trip as one of the underlings to Jasmine Brewster's guard for heading to Grower's Cove.

      Dad hummed happily, clearly not in the slightest bit bothered that he’d heard all of this before. "I bet. Those dryads sure know how to grow their crops. And now we get to benefit from it, all thanks to my little girl."

      I almost choked on the tiny piece of tomato I'd managed to swallow down. This was nauseating. The way Margot had been talking about the journey to Grower's Cove, she made it sound like she personally secured the trade alliance when she'd just been one of the many guards travelling along. From what I'd heard from the gossip amongst the night shift, there hadn't even needed to be a lot of guard work done.

      "Sonja, don't you think these tomatoes are the sweetest tomatoes you've ever had?" Mum asked, a feeble attempt to pull me into the conversation. I supposed it was a good thing that she was willing to try that, but it still left a bitter taste in my mouth when the family dinners were always meant to accommodate everyone except for me.

      I nodded dutifully. "Very sweet." That wasn't what I wanted to say, but I knew from experience that sometimes it was better to keep the peace, even if I didn't want to.

      Margot's sharp gaze latched onto me and my plate. "Are you sure? Because you've barely eaten anything."

      "I'm never very hungry in the morning," I said. "Well, my morning."

      "Of course. You know what, I really admire that you can do the night shift so often. I would miss my friends and family too much. But then I suppose you always were more of a loner, so I bet you don't mind it," Margot said in that fake sweet voice of hers.

      Her comment stung, and I bit back the retort that I did have friends. The reality was that she was right. I was friendly with Grey Steeper, and we often went for a drink after our respective night shifts for the guards and infirmary, but I didn't have friends like she did. She had the ability to be effortlessly popular, no matter what she did, and I just...couldn't.

      "I don't mind," I said, conjuring a smile as fake as hers. "I like the peace and quiet."

      Margot chuckled. "I bet. You spend so much time at the barracks, you practically live there. Isn't it kind of strange that they've not offered you the job as head night shift guard though?"

      My fork clattered on my plate. There were very few people who could get under my skin like this, but my older sister always managed. It was like riling me up was her favourite perverse pleasure, and my parents never stopped it.

      It was one of the reasons I would rather avoid family dinner, but if I didn’t show up, I wouldn’t hear the end of it. Margot or our brother could miss as many dinners as they wanted and they never got on their case though. Nathan wasn't even here tonight, even though Mum had insisted that this was an important dinner. It turned out that it wasn't, she just wanted an excuse to rave about Margot's vegetables again.

      Being the middle child sucked. Being someone who didn't always like being around people in a family who seemed to get a lot of joy out of that, sucked even more.

      "Mum, do you know why they've not offered Sonja the position as head guard of the night shift?" Margot continued, as if it were any of her business.

      My knuckles turned white as I squeezed hold of my fork a little too tightly. Why couldn't she just keep quiet? I wasn't asking her why things ended with the brewer's son.

      Mum shook her head. "No, darling. I alerted Jasmine Brewster about the vacancy, and she said she would sort it out. I think there are probably a few people qualified for the position, so she might still be deliberating."

      Whether Mum thought I was one of the people qualified was unclear. I didn't know why I wouldn't be, I grew up at the barracks just like Margot, and I'd been learning about what it meant to be a guard since I was old enough to walk. Mum made sure of that, dragging both of us along with her to work. I was only two years younger than Margot, and Mum had been complaining about my sister being overlooked for promotions for at least five years.

      Not to mention, I'd been organising the night shift and making the schedule since Randy retired. Everything was running smoothly because of me, so I didn't understand why I wasn't given the job officially.

      My neck twinged, and I rubbed it, not that it really helped.

      Dad noticed, a seemingly concerned expression on his face. "What's wrong with your neck?"

      "Nothing, just a sprain, I think."

      "You should go to the infirmary so they can take care of it," he said with a sigh, no doubt trying to think about how such an event would reflect on our family.

      "It's not that bad, and I don't want to take up their time or resources. I just slept funny," I said.

      Margot had to chime in. "You should listen to Dad. Besides, the infirmary will be running on full capacity at the moment thanks to the tea they're getting from Grower's Cove. Just shows how important the trade alliance was. I wonder when the next mission will be. I should make sure I'm prepared to leave everything at the drop of a hat because I'm sure they'll insist that I escort a member of the Four Families on a diplomatic mission again."

      I pushed my chair back, fed up with her bragging. While I had no doubt that she did a good job, she wasn't special or exceptional. She hadn't been picked to go to Grower's Cove because of anything special she did, she got picked because her scouting group were the ones who were free to go with Jasmine Brewster and Taz Miller. Technically, both Mum and I outranked her when it came to positions within the guards, even without my potential promotion in the mix. Not that Margot would ever acknowledge that. Even if I became head guard on the night shift, she would dismiss it with a little shrug.

      Dad looked up at me. "You've not finished eating."

      "I'm not hungry anymore, and I need to go. My shift is starting soon," I said through clenched teeth.

      Mum hummed. "Make sure you're extra careful with your reports. Jasmine Brewster is going to be busy with the trade alliance and the influx of dryads from Grower's Cove."

      "I'm always careful with my reports." I balled my hand into a fist and tried not to lose my patience. What did she think I was doing? I was never sloppy with my paperwork, I knew how important it was.

      "I'm just making sure," Mum said in a tone that said anything but that. "Oh, and Jasmine's sister, Chamomile, is temporarily taking over for her. It's her first day today."

      Surprise curled through me. "Really? I didn't know that." Surely that was something I should have been briefed about properly and not just told as a quick aside at the dinner table.

      Margot's lips quirked up into an unnecessarily smug smile. "I did."

      "Nobody told me," I said, biting back the frustration rising up in me. "Shouldn't I have been briefed about that? Mum, you can't just keep me in the dark about these things."

      Mum sighed. "Don't make a fuss. I'm telling you now, aren't I? Just make sure everything is in order. Don't make a bad impression and put our family name to shame."

      It was moments like this that I wondered if Mum ever wanted children because she wanted to be a mother or simply to have heirs to fall in line. Her own little army of guards, supposedly in line with her vision for what the guards of Purple Oak Oasis should be.

      I bit back my anger, knowing it wouldn’t change a thing. "Thanks for the update." There was a hint of venom in my words, but Mum didn't seem to notice.

      "You're welcome. Oh, and you need to tell whichever of the night guards keeps tracking mud into the main office that they have to stop."

      "Mmhmm." I grabbed my jacket from the hook by the door, trying not to be too angry over how unprofessional I find it when she tells me these things offhandedly and without giving me proper briefings. I'd asked her not to so many times, but she wouldn't listen.

      Maybe once I'd saved enough money to move out from under her roof, things would be different.

      I pulled on my jacket and left the family kitchen, glad to retreat to the quiet barracks of Purple Oak where nobody would bother me. I didn’t particularly love the topsy-turvy schedule but it was the only way to avoid my family. And even then, they still somehow never seemed to miss an opportunity to make me feel small.
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          SONJA

        

      

    

    
      The moment I stepped out of the door, a sense of calm fell over me. It didn't completely undo the frustration my family had caused, but there was at least some level of quiet that the almost spring air brought with it.

      A fluttering sound came from above, and I checked that my brace was in position before holding up my arm. A small bat swooped down, landing on the top. Her dark brown fur stood out even against the leather encasing my arm, of which I was glad when she started crawling up me so that she could press her face against mine.

      "Hey, Twinkle."

      Her fur tickled my skin, and I could feel the magic flow through my veins, taking away a little more of the tension. Having my familiar close always gave me clarity on what really mattered, and it helped that our bond gave me a little extra energy too, making it all that much easier to face the upcoming night shift. A lot of the nights were uneventful, but there was always the chance that tonight would be different.

      I made my way over to the barracks from our house, both glad that the two were close to one another, and not at the same time. It would be good to give myself more of a break before I had to face other people, but there was something nice about not having to walk far when it was raining.

      I passed a dozen or so villagers, even in the short journey. Without being able to help myself, I assessed each to work out what they were doing, and whether they were up to no good. The answers weren't readily apparent for most of them, though it was clear that the pair of young wards giggling together as they hurried past me were up to some mischief.

      That was for their parents to sort out. Guards didn't get involved with children's antics unless it was something incredibly serious.

      The entrance to the barracks arrived before I knew it, which Twinkle somehow seemed to know about and swooped off into the night, leaving me without my familiar. I felt kind of empty without her, even if I knew that it wasn't personal, she just didn't like the bright lights of the barracks. I didn't blame her, it was always a shock to my eyes when I'd been out in the dark for any length of time.

      I nodded to the evening guards on duty there even as I slowed to a stop so I could get an update and a bit of small talk. I didn't love socialising, but considering Mum almost always refused to tell me anything until it was too late, and I was sure there were things she never got around to telling me at all, it was better to stay informed than not. Especially when I wanted to gain the head night guard position. No one was going to give that to someone who didn't have at least some idea of what was going on with everyone. "How's it going?"

      Mark yawned, doing everything he could to cover it. "Hectic. The workers from Grower's Cove arrived, so we had to check all their belongings. I swear, some of the dryads were trying to smuggle their whole garden into town."

      "I don't think it's smuggling, they're meant to be bringing vegetables," I pointed out.

      "No, no. Not to eat. Plants. With roots and dirt and everything. They said they had permission for it, so I just got Agatha to deal with it. Ah, but she probably told you about that. She's your mother after all."

      They clearly underestimated just how much my mother shared with me.

      I smiled even though I wanted to scream. She should have told me they'd arrived. "I still prefer first-hand accounts. Anything else?"

      "Umm. No, don't think so." He scratched the back of his head. "Oh, Chamomile Brewster stopped by. She asked about the roster or something. I don't know."

      That was pretty important, he definitely should've led with that.

      "Is she still here?" I asked, trying to stay as calm and collected as possible.

      He shrugged. "Don't know."

      I nodded, not really knowing what else to do in response. "Did she say what she wanted it for?"

      "I'm not exactly best friends with the Brewsters," Mark responded.

      "Right. Well, thanks anyway," I said, moving past him to get to the barracks. I wished he'd had more to tell me, but I knew it wasn't really his fault that he didn't. Jasmine Brewster was friendly enough, but always busy, and always professional, which didn't leave much of a chance for chatting with anyone, especially not guards who were already at work.

      And I had no idea what Chamomile was going to be like. Probably just as annoying as her name. I wasn't sure what possessed the tea witch family to name their children the way they had. There were plenty of other tea witches in Purple Oak and most of them had normal names and weren't called after types of tea. Or maybe it was their gods, I'd heard a few mentions of the tea gods before, but I didn't know enough about them to be sure it was related. As a ward, I had no use for them. If I was going to worship a god, it would be the Great Ward, but I wasn't into that kind of thing.

      I said hello to a few other guards as I passed, but didn't stop to make small talk. I needed to get to my destination and find out if Chamomile was still here. I wasn't super keen on someone coming into my office, even if it was someone from the Four Families. While they might run Purple Oasis, they were not the ones in charge of the guard. Our family had been taking care of that for generations and I'd spent my entire life learning about rotations, schedules, and training.

      What value could a tea witch who had probably never seen a fight add?

      I stepped into the office that I shared with my mother and the head guard of the day shift, relieved to find it empty. My relief didn't last long because someone had tampered with the schedule on the large board that dominated the far wall of the office.

      The schedule that I'd been perfecting for years.

      "Are you kidding me?" I muttered to myself as I leaned in, trying to decipher the messy handwriting. If this was Chamomile's work, I was going to chew her out. I didn't care how important her family was to Purple Oak, this entire thing was an unbelievable mess. The adjustments meant the night shift wasn't covered properly, which wasn't a huge issue if nothing happened, but one bad fight could pull enough guards away from their posts to leave the entrance gates unsecured.

      It was unlikely anyone would try and sneak in, but that wasn't the point. Most nights, nothing bad happened. Most nights, we stood here for no real reason except that the people of Purple Oak could sleep safe and sound, knowing nothing would happen. That was the whole point of the guard. It was the reason not much happened. We were here as a deterrent, and we were a good one.

      Twinkle seemed to sense my distress and a blur of black announced her arrival as she swooped into the room and straight towards me.

      I lifted my arm at the last minute and she caught onto one of the raised pieces of leather. It had taken me a while to come to the right design for this piece. I'd taken a farrier's glove and then modified it to suit how Twinkle liked to use it. I wasn't sure if that was a normal thing that bat wards did, I wasn't even sure I knew any others, or certainly not any others whose bats I'd also met, but it was how the two of us managed everything.

      "It's work time," I told the little bat.

      She chittered and climbed onto the line strung above my temporary desk for her. She wrapped her little claws around it and hung upside down, her ears flicking back and forth while she watched me clear the room, all while throwing dirty looks at the schedule that had been changed without consulting me. If someone had just told me about it, my first thought would have been my mother, simply because she rarely bothered to tell me anything about the changes she made. But it wasn't her writing, which probably meant that it was Chamomile. No one else was going to have had the audacity to change it.

      The frustration built up inside me to the point that I was also now annoyed at Randy, despite the fact he'd retired and had nothing to do with the guards any more. He'd been a great head guard and I looked up to but he was messy, messy, messy. That was definitely one habit of him that I didn't want to copy when I became the head guard of the night shift.
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