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      Peppermint Tea And Nothing Is Free

      After performing the sever to disconnect him from his teapot, Azíl is still getting used to the modern world and all that means, including his growing relationship with Willow.

      Willow takes Azíl for a meeting at the Bureau for Witch and Warlock Affairs in order to get him set up with a passport and identity, at which point Azíl chooses the surname Amazigh. She's suspicious of Wilfred, the agent helping them but can't put her finger on why, only that he has a pin that resembles the one she saw on Aisha when she tried to use blood magic on her.

      Spooky comes into the coffee shop injured, at which point Willow has to face that she'll learn about Spooky's real owner and takes her to the vet. They say a tearful goodbye when the vet calls Spooky's owner.

      Sabine is offered a job at a dig site in Morocco, and is pleased to learn that it's in the same place where Azíl used to live, she hopes they can find out more about him and his curse as a result. Mona is also going on the dig, and brings the teapot back to the coffee shop at Willow's request.

      Willow and Azíl go out on a date and return to find the coffee shop has been broken into and that the teapot has been stolen, causing the two of them to worry about the implications.

      You can find the What Happened Before for books 1 & 2 on my website: https://www.authorlauragreenwood.co.uk/p/what-happened-before-cauldron-coffee.html
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      "Thank you for visiting Cauldron Coffee," I say cheerily, placing the cup down in front of the customer, and watching as he leaves.

      A creak from behind the counter comes, and I spin around, pulling out my wand and brandishing it toward the source of the noise.

      "It is just me, Willow," Azíl says, coming back from where he was getting creamer. He sets it down on the side.

      I let out a loud sigh and slip my wand back into my pocket. "Sorry," I murmur.

      He steps closer and reaches out for my hand, taking it in his. "What is wrong?"

      "I just don't feel safe anymore," I admit. "It'll pass."

      "And if it does not?"

      "I don't know." I've worked so hard to get the coffee shop to where it is, I can't believe that one break-in is all it takes to spook me.

      Except it isn't just any break-in. The people who did this wanted to put Azíl back in his teapot, and something tells me they're not going to stop until they manage.

      Which leaves us with a bit of a problem considering we no longer have it.

      "I wish I could do something," I admit. "But we're just here." I wave my hand around the room.

      "There is nothing we can do," he points out. "What did the agents say?"

      "The Supernatural Retrieval Agency ones?"

      He nods.

      "That they'd be in touch if they discovered anything about who broke in."

      "So there is nothing for us to do," he points out. "We have to wait."

      "I don't like it," I protest.

      Azíl chuckles. "I am aware of that. You tell me every day."

      "Sorry."

      "Do not be sorry. I should be sorry for bringing you into this."

      "You didn't do it on purpose," I counter, some of my frustration slipping away. "And I'm glad you don't have to go through it alone."

      "As am I," he promises.

      "Post." The announcement breaks through our conversation and I look over to find the delivery guy already heading out the door and a stack of letters waiting on the counter.

      I pull away from Azíl to collect them, not wanting to leave them where a customer can just come and pick them up. That seems like a good way to end up with my private information in the wrong hands, and there's already been a little too much of that going on for my liking.

      Azíl heads to the coffee machine and starts to make us drinks, causing a small smile to come to my face. It barely seems like yesterday that he was getting frustrated because he couldn't figure out how to do this, and now he's doing a great job. It's easy to see how he became such an important warlock in his former clan when he's a quick learner like this.

      I flick through the post and let out another loud sigh.

      "No ransom note today?" Azíl jokes as he hands me a cup of coffee.

      I take it from him, letting my fingers brush against his in an intimate gesture that I'm still not fully used to, but love every time we do it. "No."

      "Do you really expect them to send one?"

      "I don't know. Maybe it's irrational of me to think they will."

      "I think it is very irrational," he responds. "But that does not mean they won't do it."

      "Hmm. They would have done by now, I think." And it's annoying to not even fully know who them is. I have to assume that both Aisha and Wilfred are involved somehow, it seems unlikely that they'd be wearing the same pin for any other reason, especially when we haven't been able to find anything online about the item.

      None of this really makes any sense, and it's starting to become more and more frustrating as a result.

      "Oh, I have a letter from the Association of Magical Beverages," I say, a combination of hope and fear welling up within me.

      "What is that?" Azíl asks.

      "It's a guild that specialises in magical drinks," I say.

      "Like the coffees?" He gestures to the bottles of magical shots we have sitting on the shelves.

      I nod. "I've been trying to get a membership for years, but they keep turning me down."

      "Why?"

      "No idea." I turn the letter over in my hands, almost not wanting to open it. I let out a loud sigh. This is ridiculous. Whether they've taken me or not isn't going to change if I don't open it.

      "Do you wish me to do it?" Azíl says.

      I shake my head. "I should." Slowly, I tear open the seal and pull out the sheet of paper inside. I don't need to unfold it to know what it says, it's possible to tell from just how thin it is.

      Even so, I flip it open and scan the words inside.

      "What does it say?" Azíl asks.

      "Nothing good." I clear my throat. "Dear Ms Reid, thank you for your application to join the Association for Magical Beverages. Unfortunately, we do not believe you are a good fit for the association at this time."

      "Ah, that is harsh."

      I chuckle. "Very. It's fine, I'll apply again next year." I scrunch the letter up into a ball and throw it in the bin.

      "Can you not apply sooner?"

      "Only if I make a significant change to the magical drinks I offer." And that's not going to happen. Maybe if I wasn't so distracted by everything going on with Azíl, then I'd be able to come up with one, but as it stands, it's better if I just focus on one thing at once.

      "That does not seem fair."

      "Neither is the fact you lived in a teapot for three thousand years," I point out. "Sometimes, things just aren't fair."

      "You are upset."

      "I'm disappointed," I admit. "I'm not sure what they think makes me so unsuitable for their association when I pass all of the criteria on the website. Maybe it's because I've never pioneered a drink or made a huge donation to magical research. Who knows?"

      "We can figure it out," Azíl promises.

      "When are we going to do that? We've got so much going on already. We need to figure out where your teapot is, try to break your curse, and figure out how to stop the people after you from actually hurting you."

      "They may not do that."

      I raise an eyebrow. "They know that you're living and breathing, and yet they're still determined to curse you until you're trapped in a teapot for thousands more years. Trust me, they're not above hurting you."

      "Which means that they will risk doing you harm too." Concern crosses his face.

      Oops. That wasn't quite what I intended.

      I check over my shoulder to make sure none of the customers are paying us any attention, but there's only one couple left, and they seem more focused on themselves than anything else going on.

      Satisfied we have a moment to ourselves, I reach out and cup his cheek in my hand. "I wouldn't put it past them," I agree. "But that's okay. I know the risks."

      "I should not have brought this to your door."

      "You didn't have a choice," I counter. "Never be sorry for wanting to be free, Azíl."

      "Without me, you would not be in danger."

      "True. But without you, I wouldn't have a lot of things that I like either." Even if Azíl has brought all manner of complications into my life, I'd choose to do it all again so long as I still got to be with him.

      "I am glad you think I am worth it."

      "You are." I step closer and go up on my toes, pressing a quick kiss against his lips and wishing it was later in the day so I could close the coffee shop and just spend time with him.

      Though admittedly, part of that desire comes from the sheer amount of uneasiness I'm getting from how exposed I feel by having a front door that anyone can walk through.

      Then again, a lock didn't stop the people after Azíl, so they probably don't care. And there are dozens of new protection spells around the premises now.

      "Did you look at more of those defensive spell classes?" Azíl asks.

      I shake my head. "I meant to, but then I got distracted."

      "You should not have."

      "You were the one distracting me."

      "Ah, so I was." He grins widely, and I'm half surprised he doesn't wink at me.

      "I'll check later," I promise. A year ago, I might have thought it was overkill to go to some self-defence lessons, but now I'm not so sure. I never learned any offensive or defensive magic while I was at the academy, it was never where my powers shone. I'm starting to regret it now.

      "Thank you."

      The bell rings, announcing another customer. I turn my attention to them and plaster a smile on my face. Even if I'm not the biggest fan of sitting around and waiting for the Supernatural Retrieval Agency to do their thing, I know it's the best course of action. And that until we know more, I should keep smiling and serving coffee while trying to pretend that everything is normal and my life wasn't turned upside down by the arrival of an ancient cursed warlock.

      Then again, there's a chance that's going to be the best thing that ever happened to me. All we have to do is fix the mess we've found ourselves in first.
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      I smooth down my dress and take a shaky breath. Despite knowing that we haven't done anything wrong, I'm still nervous about being in the agency building. It's like there's a part of me that can sense they deal with lawbreakers, and even though nothing I've done makes me one, I feel like I'm in the wrong.

      Or maybe I just dislike that we've left the coffee shop unattended. I have to keep reminding myself that the break-in was to get one specific item, and that the people who did it have already achieved their goal. They're more likely to return while we're there than when we're out.

      The moment the thought hits me, I wish it hadn't.

      How am I supposed to go about my daily life when half of the time the only thing I can focus on is how dangerous everything is?

      "Ms Reid, Mr Amazigh, Agent Fields is ready for you now," the receptionist says.

      "Thank you." I get to my feet. "Which room is it?"

      "Third one on the left," she responds.

      I bite my bottom lip and nod, hoping that this conversation is going to go well for us, but fearing it won't.

      Azíl slips his hand into mine and gives it a squeeze.

      I flash him a reassuring smile, glad I don't have to do any of this on my own.

      We head down the corridor, coming to a stop outside the office we've been directed to. I knock and wait for the response from inside.

      "Come in," Agent Fields calls.

      I push it open and step inside.

      "Have a seat," he says.

      Azíl and I sit in the visitors' chairs and wait for the agent to start the conversation.

      "Thank you for coming in," he says.

      "Is it good news?" I ask, trying not to let too much hope enter my voice.

      He grimaces, revealing my fears for the meeting were perfectly sound. "I'm afraid we've exhausted all the possible leads."

      "So you do not know who broke into our coffee shop?" Azíl asks.

      Despite the dire news the conversation is bringing, him referring to the coffee shop as ours makes my heart do a happy little beat.

      "I'm afraid not, Mr Amazigh. Whoever did it was proficient enough to hide their tracks well enough that we couldn't make any sense of them," Agent Fields responds.

      "Even with magic?" It's impossible to miss the disappointment in Azíl's voice. Or maybe it's impossible for me to miss it. Someone who doesn't know him as well probably won't be able to pick up on it.

      "We've done all of the tests we can, and there is nothing conclusive to be gained from it. Either the person used magic we have no experience of, or they're incredibly powerful."

      Azíl and I exchange a look. If I had to guess, I'd say that it's a combination of the two. Perhaps it was even the same blood magic that Aisha used on me, that hasn't been practised in a very long time.

      It's unfortunate I didn't report it to the Agency when that happened for fear of exposing Azíl. But it's too late for that now.

      "What was it that you said was stolen?"

      "An antique teapot," I say. I hate that we've had to reveal that to them, but I know there's no way around it when they didn't steal anything else.

      "I see." Agent Fields does nothing to hide his exasperation. He has no idea what the teapot is actually worth.

      Or how important it is.

      "The teapot is very important to me, Agent Fields," Azíl says. "It has passed through many hands to get to me."

      I raise an eyebrow, but don't say anything about the semi-lie. The Agency can probably tell from the original files they have on us that Azíl is counted as a formerly cursed being, and that would tell them what they need to know about his relationship to the teapot.

      Then again, we kept all mentions of it out of the paperwork we filled out at the Bureau for Witch and Warlock Affairs.

      "I'm sorry, there really isn't anything else we can do right now," Agent Fields responds. "We will keep you apprised if that changes, but unfortunately, without any new evidence there is nothing that can be done."

      I glance down at my hands, trying to fight back the threat of tears overcoming me. If I'd listened to my gut feeling and insisted we take the teapot with us on our date, or even if I'd thought to create some stronger wards around the safe and the coffee shop, then none of this would be happening.

      "Thank you for your time," Azíl says, getting to his feet.

      I look up at him, able to see the tension in his face even from here. I don't think I've ever seen him angry before.

      I force a smile onto my face and leave the room, and Agent Fields, behind.

      We leave the building in silence, both of us lost in our own thoughts, and probably thinking of a way to curse the Agency that won't get us into more trouble than we're already in.

      I know it's not the way to fix anything, but it doesn't change the swirling anger inside me.

      Or the defeat just beneath.

      "I'm sorry, Azíl," I whisper as soon as we're far enough away from the Agency building that no one can hear us. Not that I think any of them will be when we haven't done anything wrong. Nor does anyone suspect that we did.

      He turns and faces me, some of the frustration ebbs out of his expression as he looks at me. "You have nothing to be sorry for, Willow."

      "If I'd been more careful, or if I'd done better magic, or..."

      "Or if I had listened to you when you said that we should take the teapot with us," he says, cutting me off. "You are not to blame for this."

      "But..."

      "Do you think it is my fault that the teapot was stolen?"

      "No."

      "So why would you believe it is your fault?"

      I frown. "I still feel as if it is."

      "Well, I am telling you that it is not. I do not blame you for what happened, Willow. We could both have made better choices, but we did not. When we have the teapot back, we will take better care of it."

      "You say that as if we've got any idea how to get it back," I point out.

      He chuckles. "I do not know how we will do it, but I trust that we will manage. There are still options."

      "Like what?"

      "Hmm. We could trick them into giving it back."

      It's my turn to let out a small laugh. "I don't think they're going to do that." I slip my hand into his and the two of us start walking back to the coffee shop.

      "You do not know that. There must be something that they want."

      "Power or money would be my guess. It's hardly about revenge anymore."

      "Mmm. Though this all started with revenge."

      "I doubt any of the people who are trying to curse you now even know why you were trapped in the first place." I frown. "The teapot doesn't look old enough for you to have been trapped in for three thousand years."

      "I believe one of the previous warlocks cast a spell on it to change the shape so it was easier to hide," he says. "But it only happened once."

      "Huh, that makes sense. I can't believe I've never asked before."

      "We had other things on our mind," he responds.

      "So what do we do now?" I ask. "We don't have the teapot, and law enforcement aren't going to be any help, it seems."

      "For now, we go home and try to think of the best way forward."

      I nod, feeling a little better at the mention of home. Because that's what the coffee shop has become. Not just mine, but ours.

      And I'm not ready to give that up.
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      My phone chimes and I pull it out of my pocket to find a message from Sabine asking if I'm free to call.

      I reach out and touch Azíl's arm. "Are you going to be okay if I call Sabine?" I ask.

      He nods. "It is not busy today."

      "True. Though I think it'll get busier later."

      "Unless you are planning on speaking with Sabine for many hours, I believe I will be fine," he assures me.

      "Thank you." I lean in and kiss his cheek. "I'll just be at the back of the shop."

      I step out from behind the counter and make my way to the empty table no one ever uses. I only really keep it there because I like to use it sometimes.

      I hit the call button and let the international dial tone ring a few times.

      "Hello?" Sabine's voice came over the line, crackling slightly due to the distance.

      "Hey."

      She lets out a relieved sigh. "I'm glad you're okay."

      "I didn't even say anything," I respond.

      She chuckles. "You don't need to, I can hear how you're feeling in your voice. I know you, Wils."

      Affection toward my best friend fills me. "How is the dig going?"

      "Dustily," she mutters.

      "Nothing good?"

      "Not yet, but we've not been here long, I wouldn't expect anything to be showing up just yet."

      "Oh. Somehow I expected it to be much quicker than that."

      "Probably because you think my job is all about dodging snakes and running through collapsing buildings, when it's really just me with a brush trying to find things beneath sand."

      "You sure have a way of making your job sound insanely boring," I tease.

      Footsteps make me look up, and I see Azíl heading toward me with a mug in his hands. He sets it down in front of me and smiles.

      "Thank you," I whisper.

      "What did you say? The line isn't the best," Sabine says down the phone.

      "Oh, I was just thanking Azíl for bringing me a drink," I say.

      He heads back behind the counter just as a customer makes their way through the door. For a moment, I consider ending my call and heading over to help him, but then I remember I don't need to. Azíl has got this, he doesn't need me hanging over his shoulder.

      "You've got a keeper there," Sabine says. "Unless the coffee is bad."

      "I know it won't be."

      "But?"

      "I didn't say but."

      "Yes, because after over a decade of friendship, I don't know how to read your tone of voice. Spill it," Sabine instructs.

      I glance around to make sure no one is listening in, but the only customer is the one currently chatting to Azíl. There are some advantages to the quieter parts of the day.

      "I'm out of my depth, Sabby," I say.

      "I don't think that's true," she assures me.

      I raise an eyebrow despite the fact she can't see me. If she knows me half as well as she thinks she does, then she'll know what I'm doing. "I own a coffee shop."

      "Which means you know how to deal with people. That's a skill not everyone has."

      I let out an amused snort. "You've got me there, but you can't pretend that's anything compared to what you can do. Or Mona's curse breaking." Or the power Azíl is going to get once we finally break his connection to his curse.

      "You shouldn't underestimate yourself, especially when I know what you're capable of. And if it's too much, then you  have nothing to lose if you walk away."

      "You know that isn't true." I glance over in Azíl's direction. He doesn't notice, being too distracted with making small talks and drinks. "I have more to lose than I ever have."

      "I do know, but I feel like I'd be a bad friend if I didn't at least float it as an option."

      "It isn't one," I say firmly. "I can't let anything happen to him. I don't know what I'd do if I had to come back to an empty coffee shop."

      "If your coffee shop is completely empty, then you might want to re-evaluate your career path."

      "Well one thing is for sure, I shouldn't become part of the Supernatural Retrieval Agency because I'm not very good at discovering things like who broke in and stole a teapot."

      "To be fair, they probably tried really hard not to leave any traces. Besides, you know who broke in, it's the same people who want to curse Azíl," she says.

      "Yes, but who are they? It just doesn't make sense."

      "I have faith that you'll work it out, you're smart, Willow."

      "Not as smart as you are."

      "You're a different kind of smart," she points out. "And you're what Azíl needs in order to get through this."

      "Hmm, or maybe I'm making all of this harder because he's thinking too much about me, and not enough about getting out of his curse."

      "I don't think that's true," she counters. "If anything, I think your presence is making him more determined to find a solution himself. You're not the only one who feels as if there's too much here to walk away from. He's done a lot to show you that he believes the same is true."

      "I know. I just don't want to let him down any more than I already have."

      "And you won't," she assures me.

      A shout comes over the line. Sabine lets out a loud sigh. "I have to go."

      "Anything interesting?"

      "The opposite, I'm afraid. It looks like one of the interns has caused a small landslide."

      "If it's Mona, you might find something important again."

      She lets out an amused snort. "If I find another cursed item of kitchenware, I'll make sure to send it straight to you."

      "Please don't, I'm still busy with the last one."

      "Message me."

      "You know I will," I promise.

      The line clicks as she leaves to go and deal with whatever havoc is being caused. I don't envy her that.

      I pick up my coffee and take a sip, enjoying the taste. Azíl has gotten good at the flavour combinations. Probably because he insists on trying them all. It's a good approach to learning about them all.

      I get up and make my way back behind the counter.

      "This is good," I say to him, lifting my mug.

      "Thank you. Is Sabine all right?"

      I nod. "She was just giving me an update on the dig." And giving me semi-good life observations, but I don't think I'm quite ready to deal with the conversation that would come with those.

      "So she has not found anything?"

      "No, I don't believe so." I let out a loud sigh. "But even if she does find something, how would she know that it was actually useful without you being there to tell her?"

      "I do not know. We are not there."

      "I know."

      "But you can send photographs on your phone," he says. "Perhaps I should get one too."

      "You want a phone?"

      He nods. "I can get one now, right?"

      "Yes. We can order you one later. I'm sorry, I didn't realise you wanted one."

      "I do not know if I do," he says. "But it seems like everybody has one. I see all of the customers on theirs."

      "Most people have phones these days," I agree. "And it might help if Sabine can send you photos of things she finds without using me as a middleman all the time."

      "Then we shall do that."

      "Or we could just go to Morocco."

      "What about the shop?" he asks, looking around.

      "I can ask Clover to run it for a few weeks," I assure him. My cousin has run the coffee shop for me a couple of times before when I've been needed elsewhere, though never for that long. But that's beside the point. I can trust Clover, and I know she'd do a good job.

      "That sounds like a good plan."

      "But we shouldn't leave until we have your teapot back," I point out. "I'm not taking any risks." Which means we need to focus our efforts more on retrieving it. Though that poses many problems such as not knowing where it is, or how to get it back.

      "We shall do that," Azíl says.

      "Somehow," I mutter.

      "Somehow," he agrees.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOUR

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      A small array of ingredients covers the kitchen side, and while I recognise some of them, I'm not sure whether they're supposed to go together.

      "Are you sure you want to do this?" I ask Azíl.

      "You said you would help."

      "I did." And I'm starting to wonder if it was a good idea already.

      "Then I wish to cook you a meal."

      I nod, almost fearing he'd say that. But that's unfair. He's done well at figuring out the coffee machines downstairs, he should be able to handle the hob.

      "Just tell me what you want me to do," I say.

      "Hmm." He looks at the ingredients, picking up a pack of lamb shanks. "This is much easier than when I used to cook," he admits.

      "Do you know how to butcher lamb?"

      "Of course. Do you not?"

      "No."

      "I believe that makes sense if you are able to buy it butchered by someone else." He turns the packet over in his hands. "I do enjoy your supermarkets."

      "You've said," I respond with a doting smile. Seeing him go around the shop and pick out what he wants is akin to seeing a child on Christmas morning when all the presents are lying in wait.

      "I will need the fire on."

      "You mean the hob."

      He nods. "I have seen you use it, but I do not know how."

      "Do you want me to help, or do you want me to find you a cooking tutorial?" I ask, not wanting to get in the way of whatever it is that he has planned.

      "I wish for your help."

      "Okay." I step forward, bringing the two of us closer together. "See this here? You press it down and turn. It should click a few times and then it'll light up the burner."

      He does as I say, and the hob blares into life.

      Affection towards him wells up within me the moment a delighted smile spreads over his face. Even if this is the worst meal I've ever eaten, it'll be worth it.

      He puts the pan on the stove and begins adding spices and dried fruit to it, humming a haunting tune I don't know as he goes.

      "It is a long time since I have cooked," he says as he takes the lamb out of the packet and starts to prepare it.

      "Have you missed it?"

      "I am not certain," he responds. "It used to be a necessity because if I did not cook, I did not eat."

      "And now?"

      "It is different," he says with surety. "There is so much choice with what I can eat, and the way it is cooked too. We could have lamb every night this week and we would have it in a different way. I like that."

      "Didn't you have variety in your tribe?"

      "We would have different ingredients depending on where we were, what we had traded for, and what the season was. But not like you have shown me is available here," he says.

      I nod and head over to the fridge to get us drinks. "And I'm guessing you'd need to use things quickly so they didn't go bad too."

      "Yes. It is not like here with the freezer. Sometimes, I feel sad that my people did not get to experience some of the things I have. I know they would have liked them a lot."

      "I'm sorry."

      "Do not be. You do not control time," Azíl points out.

      "Sor-" I stop myself before completing the word. "I'm never sure what the right response is when you talk about the past like that," I say instead.

      "I do not believe there is one."

      "Ah."

      "It is a complicated way to feel," he says. "I am nostalgic for the life I lived, and sad that the people who I was fond of are no longer in my life. But I am also pleased for the chance to live a life here. The world as it is suits me. And there is you." He looks over at me, his dark eyes seeming as if they see right through me and into my soul.

      "I'm glad you're here too," I admit softly. "Though I also feel angry that you were taken and cursed. You're right, it is complicated." I set down a glass of iced tea by the side of the cooker for him.

      He doesn't seem to need much help when it comes to cooking after all. I should have known he'd take to it naturally.

      "It is a strange situation I have discovered myself in," he admits. "But I like it."

      "I'm glad."

      He adds something to the pot, but I've long since lost track of what he's doing. He seems confident about the stew he's making, and that's all that matters.

      I take a sip of my drink, trying not to feel like we're making a mistake by spending our time here and not trying to figure out where the teapot is. Every now and again, I find myself forgetting that we have it hanging over our heads and I can just enjoy the moments we're sharing together. But then it ends, and I'm not sure what to do with myself anymore.

      "Willow?" Azíl asks.

      "Hmm?"

      "I asked if you were ready to eat or if you wished to wait a while longer."

      "Oh, whichever is best for the food."

      He nods and sets a lid on the pan. "We should wait. Maybe there is a new dating show we can watch? I need to learn more things."

      I let out a dry chuckle. "You're only saying that to mildly annoy me, right?"

      He grins. "I know you do not believe that I should watch the shows to learn, yes."

      I head over to the sofa and sit down, leaving enough space for him to sit beside me. He does, lifting his arm so I can shuffle closer and rest my head against his shoulder.

      "What were you thinking of just now?" he asks.

      I consider not telling him, but only for a moment. I don't want to hide anything from him, especially not when it's so important. "Your teapot."

      "Ah, I should have known."

      "I'm sorry, I know I bring it up a lot."

      "That is because it is an important part of our lives," he replies. "I have been thinking about it too."

      "Oh?"

      "I have been considering what would happen if we ended the sever."

      I blink a few times, unable to work out if he's serious or not. "You want to end the sever?" I repeat.

      "Want is a strong word," he corrects me. "But I am considering whether it may be the best option."

      "But that would mean you'd return to the teapot, wouldn't it?"

      "I believe so, though we would not know until we do it."

      "No," I say firmly. "You can't do it, Azíl."

      "It might be the only way for us to find my teapot," he says softly.

      "That may be the case, but you'd also be trapped inside."

      "I do not believe that would be true. I would be able to leave still."

      "Unless they have redone the curses on you."

      "Which they will not have done if they believe I am not in the teapot," he points out. "And if you are correct about Wilfred being part of this, then they believe I am no longer cursed."

      "Which raises the question of why they want the teapot in the first place." I sigh. "Is there a chance there's more to this than just a curse?"

      "How do you mean?"

      "I don't know, but if they thought you'd escaped your curse, why wouldn't they just leave you to it?"

      "Never having cursed someone, I would not know."

      "Me neither." But now I've started to wonder about it, I know it's not going to be something easily forgotten. "Please don't find out by going back into your teapot."

      "What if it is the only way?" he asks.

      I bite my bottom lip, trying to work out what the right answer for that is. On the one hand, I have to admit that there could easily be some validity in his plan.

      On the other, I don't want to lose him.

      He reaches out and touches my face gently. "I will not do it unless I have to," he promises. "But it may be the only option."

      "I know. I just don't think I'm ready to say goodbye to you."

      "I am not ready for that either," he admits. "It is the last thing I want. But perhaps this way we would not have to worry about that at all."

      "Maybe." I sigh and lean my head against him. "Let's not talk about it more today?" I suggest.

      Azíl nods. "We will enjoy tonight for ourselves."

      A sad smile crosses my face. I know what he wants to achieve by saying that we should focus on our evening, but it's hard when all I can think of is the possibility that it can't, and won't, last.
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