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        Willow has to learn to trust someone else when it comes to freeing Azíl.

      

        

      
        With the Sect under investigation and the whole thing out of their hands, Willow has to do the hardest thing she can imagine. Wait.

      

        

      
        Between her cousin's wedding, working out the recipe of an ancient drink, and planning her future with Azíl, she has plenty to keep her busy.

        -

        Herbal Concoctions And Out Of Options is book eleven of the Cauldron Coffee Shop Series, a cozy urban fantasy featuring a coffee shop-owning witch, an ancient warlock cursed to live in a teapot, and a cheeky cat. It includes an m/f romantic subplot.

      

        

      
        If you love cozy urban fantasy, coffee shop settings, low-stakes adventures, cat familiars, and a warm and fuzzy feeling vibe, start the Cauldron Coffee Shops series with Pumpkin Spice And All Things Nice.
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      Strawberry Milkshake And What's At Stake

      Having returned to Morocco and the site of Imane's tomb, Willow is feeling rather underfoot, even while Azíl and Sabine are both in their element. While she's researching stolah (an ancient hot drink Azíl translated the recipe for), Sabine is making the discovery of a lifetime behind Imane's tomb, and takes both Willow and Azíl inside it, revealing it to be the burial place of all the strongest magic users from Azíl's time. Willow is saddened by the fact they don't have any family with them, which Azíl believes is due to her current focus on family-orientated matters and the future. Regardless of how she feels, there is no doubt that they have found what they're looking for and the discovery will change the way the history of magic is viewed. Hannah and Sid (who are now together) prepare Imane's tomb artefacts for the upcoming exhibition.

      Realising she's out of her depth and wanting to spend as much time at the coffee shop as possible before she has to sell, Willow decides to return to the UK, with Azíl staying behind in Morocco until it's time for Clover's book party.

      Back at the coffee shop, Willow continues her attempts at making stolah, including investigating whether or not there has been a translation in the original recipe. She also discovers from Azíl that he isn't able to make stolah himself as it is mage magic, rather than warlock magic, meaning that it is based in potions. Clover teaches Willow the spell she and her cousins use at the bakery to put the emotions into their cakes as part of her research.

      After Clover's book party goes well, and there is talk of her writing a second recipe book, she approaches Willow and offers to buy forty-five per cent of the coffee shop, which would allow Willow and Azíl to meet the strict deadline the Sect have given them (three months) in order to pay up for his curse. Willow is surprised, but agrees to think about it.

      After receiving the Sect's deadline, Azíl finally convinces Willow to go to the authorities, and the two of them have an interview with Harper Thompson (née Jones) and Pippa McKenzie at the Supernatural Retrieval Agency in Birmingham (also a series featuring Harper and Pippa), promising that there is going to be an investigation that should free them from the clutches of the Sect.

      You can find the What Happened Before for books 1-9 here: https://www.authorlauragreenwood.co.uk/p/what-happened-before-cauldron-coffee.html
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      The coffee shop is the same as it always has been, but I can't really look at it that way. How can I deal with everything that's happened here over the past couple of years? Gone are the days of simply making coffee, now this place is more than that. It's properly a home.

      A blur of orange and black catches my attention, jumping onto the chair opposite the counter and preening herself as if to prove my point.

      "Hey, Spooky," I say to the cat. "Is Azíl not giving you the attention you need?"

      "That is not what is happening."

      I look over to the flat door to find the man in question heading in my direction.

      A smile crosses my face even as he pulls me into his arms and kisses me.

      "I do believe I have missed you," he says.

      "I've been gone for twenty minutes," I respond. "Just long enough to make your drink. Then I was thinking about trying to make some stolah while I wait for Clover to arrive."

      "She is early," he responds.

      I nod. "I think she's trying to prove that she's willing to do what it takes when we sell to her." I turn and pick up his mint tea, holding it out to him. Despite how long the two of us have been together, I still find my heart fluttering the moment his fingers brush against mine.

      He smiles in thanks and heads to the other side of the counter so he isn't in my way. I don't know when this became our routine, but I particularly like it. It's like I get to start my day in the perfect way.

      "What are you going to tell her about the sale?" he asks.

      "That we should talk to the lawyer next week and get things started." I gesture to the coffee grinder so he knows there's going to be a loud noise while I empty a new batch of coffee beans into it.

      "Are you certain about that?"

      "About selling? Yes." I think I knew as soon as Clover left after suggesting that she be the one to buy half of Cauldron Coffee Shop. That answer had just seemed right to me, like it was the solution to all kinds of problems.

      "It is a big step."

      "And the right one." I flick the switch at the back of the coffee machine so it can start warming up and a loud whirring begins to fill the air. The sounds are comforting, and the familiar noise is more than welcome.

      "What if we do not have to pay the Sect?"

      I pause and turn to him. "Then selling half of the shop to Clover is still the right thing to do."

      Surprise flits over his face.

      "Not what you expected me to say?" I ask.

      "Evidently not."

      I sigh and aimlessly wipe down the already spotless side, I cleaned it with magic last night, I don't need to go through it all again by hand today, but I know it's a good distraction when I'm formulating my thoughts. It's not that I'm worried about Azíl taking whatever I have to say the wrong way, just that I want to get my feelings in order first.

      "I guess I've just been thinking about it, and this is the thing that makes the most sense to me. If the Supernatural Retrieval Agency manages to stop the Sect before we have to pay them, then I don't have to sell any of the coffee shop. But that misses out two key pieces of the puzzle."

      "This is Clover we are talking about?" he guesses.

      I nod. "It's Clover. And family. And when I think about the past year, I've been more relaxed and free than I've ever been."

      He gives me an amused look.

      "All right, so I think I've also been the most stressed I've ever been," I concede. "Especially with the Sect. But that's not what I mean. With Clover's help, I was able to go to Morocco with you twice, I'll be able to go to the exhibit for Imane's tomb next month, and I get to actually spend time with you. My life before all of this was fine, but that doesn't change the fact that it was pretty boring and this is better."

      "Hmm, I had not thought about it that way."

      I shrug. "I'm pretty sure I'm going to be the only person who has thought about this because I'm really the only person it affects. But I guess the fact is, I want a life, Azíl. One with you. And once we rid ourselves of the Sect, we'll be able to have that. And if we want a family..."

      "Then you will want more time."

      "I'll need it," I point out. "I can hardly be working back here eight months pregnant."

      "I will bet good money that you will be still."

      I let out a snort. "Please tell me that my cousins haven't started including you in their inappropriate bets?"

      He grins. "Of course. Have you placed your bet for the speeches at Oakley and Justin's wedding yet?"

      "You know I haven't."

      "Because you have not decided how long your uncle is going to talk for?"

      "Or Justin's sister," I respond. "There are a lot of variables. Not that we should be betting on the length of the speeches anyway."

      "I believe even Oakley has placed a bet."

      "Well, if it's what the bride wants." I lean back against the counter. "I can't believe how close the wedding is."

      "Can you not? You knew they were never going to have a long engagement."

      "I suppose that's true." Oak is easily the most romantic of us all, if I'm honest, I'm surprised she's even waited this long. "But that's also not the point. You're distracting me. Are they really taking bets on how far into my non-existent pregnancy I'll work for?"

      Azíl shrugs and takes a sip of his tea. "Not that I am aware of. Though I suspect there is probably a current pool for when we'll announce a baby."

      "You're not part of that one?"

      "I am considered to have insider knowledge," he says. "Which I think is very unfair."

      I let out a small laugh. "Not when you could influence the outcome. Dare I ask what the shortest time is?"

      "That is a question for Clover," he responds. "Or for your other cousins. I am sure one of them will drink a little too much at the wedding and you can get it out of them then."

      "Or knowing them, they'll just volunteer the information without any prompting," I murmur. "But they're getting ahead of themselves. We're not even going to start trying until this whole business with the Sect is over. So that's at least two months."

      "You seem to think as if two months is a long time."

      "It isn't. And we're also not going to try to have a baby in two months," I point out, starting to prep the coffee shop again so it's ready for the morning rush rather than being completely distracted by talking to Azíl. "We'll have lots to sort out after that. Like what we're going to do with the coffee shop once Clover is part owner, when we're going to get married, our trip to South America. And then there's everything with Sabine's discovery behind Imane's tomb, that's going to keep you busy for a while. And if there's a trial for people in the Sect we're probably going to have to testify and..."

      "Willow," Azíl says firmly. He abandons his tea and comes around to my side of the counter, pulling me into his arms. "You seem to be thinking a lot of things."

      "It's spiralling," I murmur into his chest. "I don't mean to."

      "I know you did not, and it is okay. You do not have to explain. It is all a lot to take in."

      "The future is scary when it's so open."

      "Imagine how I feel," he half-jokes. "I spent most of my life believing that I would only know the people from my Clan. I did not even know that other countries existed, or that three thousand years in the future, I would find the person who makes my life feel right."

      "That's a very sweet thing for you to say," I respond.

      "And I mean it. No matter how scary the future may be, or how confusing it is to have to try and work out how it all fits, I am glad that I get to do it with you, Willow."

      "Me too." I look up at him and loop my arms around his neck. "I guess that's why I think it feels right to sell to Clover even if I don't have to for the money. It feels like the best way to make sure that I can have the future I want with you. That we can make it what we want. So that I can visit you on all of the digs you go to, and travel anywhere we want."

      "And so you can continue to work on ancient magical drinks?"

      "Do you think you'll find many?"

      "I do not know, but I imagine there is a lot of magic that has been lost to time, especially when it comes to food and drink. I think you will be very busy if you decide you wish to work in the field."

      "I don't know if that's what I want," I admit, though even as I say the words I realise it isn't entirely true. I've loved every moment of working on stolah, even the frustrating ones where I've gotten it wrong. The only thing I'm unclear of is whether that's because of the challenge, or simply because of who I've been recreating it for.

      Considering that at the moment I haven't even managed to figure out how to recreate it completely, I'm guessing that's a problem for another day.

      An alarm blares, cutting through the air and shocking me out of my introspection.

      I pull away from Azíl with a sigh. "I guess that's our cue to go to work."

      He chuckles. "So it would seem."

      "Are you here or at the Archive today?"

      "Here. I will message you when lunch is ready." He kisses my cheek and heads back up to the flat, with Spooky racing after him, no doubt determined to take her favourite spot in his office just in case he wants it instead.

      I smile at the thought. Two years ago, I never imagined I'd have an ancient boyfriend and a cat living at the coffee shop with me, but the way things have turned out couldn't be more perfect.
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