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        When Hallewell's Bureau Of Curiosities gets repossessed by the city, Cassie must help the grumpy cat with clearing it out. It's a huge challenge when it's full of trinkets and treasure, including a cursed clock. Luckily, she has upbeat Faye to help out with the mysterious clock and to bring dumplings when the mood gets low.
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        The Coffee House Witch & The Cursed Clock is the third book in the Cobblestone Coven series and it follows witch Cassiopeia and her return to her hometown. It's a cozy fantasy with a sapphic romance in a magical world with talking animals and lots of light-hearted banter.
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      I've had many passengers on my bike over the years but none were grumpy cats riding in the front baskets. Lazy cats? Absolutely. Betty was always up for a leisurely ride through the forest that required no effort from her while I pedalled until I was beat.

      Balthazar had a different idea. He wasn't curled up and asleep, instead he was sitting up with alarm as if he believed we might crash any moment.

      Clearly, he was underestimating my superb biking skills.

      We zipped through the busy Cobblestone lanes like it was nobody's business. The uneven ground wasn't the most pleasant to ride on but that was just how it was. It was only a short trip anyway.

      "Stop here," Balthazar commanded, his tail going up.

      "I know," I replied, putting my foot down on the curb so we didn't tip over. We had arrived in front of Hallewell's Bureau of Curiosities and it looked even more desolate than last time I followed him here.

      Without another word, Balthazar hopped out of the basket and scaled the wall like a mountain goat, using the indents and ledges to get up to the open window.

      What now? Was I supposed to follow him? Was he going to let me in? He better not be hoping I was going to climb after him. I wouldn't even manage.

      Something rattled and I stepped back just in time to avoid a bundle of keys falling on my head.

      "Hey, careful!" I shouted up but Balthazar was already gone.

      There were times when I felt like we were making progress and that he was becoming more civilised or showing his sensitive side but no, he was just as rude as when we first met.

      I picked up the keys, trying not to feel like a burglar when I attempted to open the front door. It was surely making me look suspicious so hopefully, none of the neighbours were calling the police on me.

      It took a few tries but I managed to unlock the door. It creaked open and hit a copper bell above it, making it chime. Once, it was a cheery welcome but now it just felt a bit sad. Dust was everywhere, covering a myriad of unknowns. Books, maps, bowls. There was no end to the mess. Or treasure, if Balthazar was to be believed.

      It was probably both. The place might be full of dust but the vibes were good. I could feel the energy from a full life between the walls, the echo of laughter and joy.

      If only I could've seen it in action, with Viktor Hallewell alive and manning the store with Balthazar by his side. Was our grumpy cat always this moody or was that something that came with age and grief?

      Impossible to know.

      The ginger cat appeared in the door opening across the room, his tail stuck high in the air. He jumped up on the desk with a few hops, leaving small paw prints in the dust.

      "Welcome to Hallewell's, where we find what you seek. How can I be of service?" he chirped, sounding quite upbeat and sad at the same time.

      I felt myself smile. "I'm looking for a cat. He's ginger coloured and has a tendency of being a little grumpy, but I think he has a heart of gold underneath. Any idea where I might find such a fellow?"

      Balthazar glared at me while he adjusted his black bowtie. "No idea. Maybe try the Familiar Association. Or a shelter."

      "I was talking about you," I pointed out, wondering if he really didn't get it or if he was joking. It was hard to tell with cats, especially the sarcastic kind.

      "Me? I'm not ginger, I'm royal orange," he said, puffing up his chest where his fluff was a little paler.

      "Royal orange? I've never heard of that colour."

      He wrapped his striped tail around his feet. "Then you need to educate yourself more. And I'm not grumpy."

      I hold back a smile. "If you say so. If you say so."

      "That's enough of the chit chat. I brought you here because you said you would help."

      So grumpy.

      I looked around the room, a bit overwhelmed by the mess. I'd tackled cleaning and tidying projects before, but not one of this scale. The storage room back at the coffee house was never this messy.

      "I'm not sure where to start," I admitted. "I guess we should take inventory so we have an idea of how big a storage space to rent. And I think moving companies need an itinerary as well."

      "Or you could buy the shop and keep it open for me."

      A chuckle bubbled up from within me, one I couldn't hold back. "Dear Balthazar, if I had the money to buy your shop, I wouldn't be living at my Gran's."

      "Right, you have no money. I forgot."

      I could tell he wasn't even saying it as an insult, just a factual statement that was unfortunately pretty true. I couldn't even blame my ex entirely for it. I was the one who agreed to participate in a lifestyle above my pay grade. It wasn't worth it so we could live in an overpriced apartment but that was irrelevant now. The money wasn't coming back.

      I set my hands on my hips and looked around the shop again, trying to break down the task in my head.

      "When it comes to tidying, I hear it's good to sort into piles. A pile for things to throw away, things to sell, things to donate, and things to keep."

      Balthazar gave me a murderous look. "It's all to keep."

      "That can't possibly be true."

      "It's all to keep," he repeated with a glare. "This is mine and Viktor's life. These are our memories. You can't throw them away."

      My heart broke for him and I wanted to give him a hug but he didn't seem receptive to that. Instead, I picked up the thing nearest to me. It was half a rock of some kind, with a crystallised purple inside.

      "Tell me about this."

      His ears perked up. "That's an amethyst geode that was found near an active volcano. It's full of earth energy."

      Now that he said it, I could sense it. The geode was lighter than expected for its size and there was this feeling of robustness that could certainly ground a person.

      "Careful with that," he added, moving slightly closer. "It's worth a fair penny."

      I set it down on the counter. "Right, so I think anything that's worth something should go to the Lis and their antique shop. They'll hopefully be able to store it or sell it."

      Balthazar grumbled. "I guess."

      I picked up a scroll with yellowed paper and wooden handles. It felt as if even attempting to open it might turn into a disaster. Balthazar might actually kill me if I broke something.

      "What's this?" I asked.

      "That's from... I don't remember what it's called. A region with lots of mountains. It has a prayer inside for good health."

      "Is it valuable?"

      "It's sacred." He stared at me with his pupils narrowed into slits. "You don't know anything about these things, do you?"

      "I don't but you don't have to be nasty about it," I rebuked. "Do you know how to make a matcha latte? Or how to make the perfect milk foam? Do you know the perfect steep time for an espresso?"

      He pouted, as much as cats could pout. "No."

      "There you go. We all have different fields of expertise."

      "I wouldn't call making coffee a field of expertise," he muttered under his breath.

      "What's that?" I asked, surprising myself by how much I sounded like Gran.

      Balthazar must've heard it too because his ears lowered. "Nothing."

      "That's what I thought. You know, you can be very rude considering I'm here trying to help you," I pointed out, not to make him feel guilty but to remind him I wasn't a punching bag. I could take a few hits but enough was enough.

      He nodded and looked almost shameful. Or maybe I was imagining it.

      "So let's start with getting rid of anything that's broken and can't be sold," I suggested, letting my gaze travel through the room. My attention latched onto a large standing clock with golden accents and elegant lettering. It looked beautiful but it was missing the front door and none of the gears inside were moving. "Like that clock."

      Balthazar hissed. "No! You can't get rid of the clock."

      "But it's broken."

      "It's an important clock. We're not getting rid of it!"

      I rubbed my forehead, trying to keep my composure. His tone made it very clear he wasn't budging on this and I didn't know how to proceed. I didn't come here to force him into anything but that didn't mean this wasn't getting on my nerves.

      This was going to be a slow and frustrating process. All that for a cat that was mostly rude to me.

      What was I doing with my life?
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      I never knew one room could contain so much dust. There was dust in cupboards that hadn't seen the sunlight in years. Viktor Hallewell hadn't even been dead for all that long.

      Hours of work had barely made a dent in their huge collection. I'd given up on throwing things away and we were just moving things to clear space.

      At least Balthazar looked absolutely adorable with his dust mask. It was way too big for him so I cut out holes for his eyes and ears. It made him look like he was getting ready for a space trip to a planet without oxygen.

      Someone knocked on the window and my heart jumped up in my throat. Had the police finally arrived?

      No, it was Faye in her leather jacket and her big smile that could brighten anyone's day. She came carrying a big plastic bag that smelled of fried spring rolls and sweet and sour sauce.

      "Sorry I couldn't come sooner to help, you know what it's like at the antique shop," she said as she came in. "But I brought food. It's from the Chinese takeaway down the street."

      Balthazar eyed her up. "Is there any tuna in there?"

      "No, but there's prawn toast and crab claws."

      "Acceptable," he responded with a nod. "You may enter."

      She pumped her fist and came in further, her gaze latching onto me. Her smile broadened even more and her hand briefly smoothed down my arm. "Hey, Cass. I like your sweater, it looks nice on you."

      My heart was pounding again but for a whole different reason. It was such a silly small compliment but it had me fluttering from the way she was looking at me, like there was something special about me.

      I returned her smile, doing my best to maintain my composure. "Thanks, you look nice too. Is your hair different?"

      "No, this is the same hair I had yesterday," she joked, giving the lower part of her ponytail a flip.

      "You know what I mean."

      She grinned. "I do. But no, I don't think I did anything different."

      "Huh. You just look different. Maybe it's your face."

      Faye reached up to touch her cheek. "What about my face?"

      "I don't know. You just look cute." It was out of my mouth before I fully thought it through. I was becoming careless around Faye. Unguarded. It was taking both me and her aback because her cheeks were getting a bit pinker.

      It only made her cuter.

      Balthazar meowed and scraped his nails down the side of an old cabinet he earlier claimed was priceless. "Can we eat? I'm hungryyyyy. I might faint if I don't bite into a spring roll."

      His little tantrum broke the tension that was growing between us and I was grateful for it. Thank goodness for moody cats without filters.

      Faye looked away from me, but the pink hue on her cheeks hadn't fully gone yet. "Let's eat then. Where's the kitchen?"

      Balthazar hopped off his box and ran into an open door without saying anything else, but I took it as an invitation to go further in.

      As expected, the hallway leading out of the main store room was packed with boxes and items.

      At the end of the hallway, the space opened up enough for a small living area and a kitchenette that looked like it had been there since the dawn of time.

      Faye put the bag on the round wooden table. "Plates and cutlery?"

      "Up there," Balthazar said, looking up at a cabinet.

      While they set the table, I looked around a bit more. The living room was more functional than anything. A large grey carpet, a worn recliner in front of an old TV, and a coffee table with water rings and dust. The only thing that gave a real sense of his personality were the photos on the wall. Captured moments of a man with a strong moustache and a big smile in front of a mountain, out in a forest, on a steam train. In all of them, Balthazar was draped over his shoulder or peeking out of a backpack. He looked so happy and bright, much different from the permanent frown he had now.
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