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        Alone at the coffee shop, Willow has to face the reality of what her life has come, and try to uncover what she wants for her future, even if those things are becoming increasingly less clear to her.

      

        

      
        With Azíl still in Morocco after they broke his curse, she finds herself without the person she trusts the most, and has to face what that means while still under threat from the Sect.

      

        

      
        Will the distance prove too much for the relationship they've built?

        -

        Vanilla Frappe and Reasons To Stay is book 6 in Cauldron Coffee Shop, a light-hearted urban fantasy romance with a coffee shop-owning witch, a three-thousand-year-old formerly cursed warlock, and an m/f romantic subplot.
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      Mulled Cider and No One Is Wiser

      With Azíl safely back at the coffee shop, but reconnected with his teapot, Willow is more on edge than ever about what the future holds, and even more so when Clover reveals that there have been people watching the shop, revealing that the Sect know where they are.

      After telling Wilfred that Azíl has been missing ever since the night they reversed the sever, the two of them head to Sabine's dig in Morocco, with Azíl travelling in his teapot in order to avoid too much suspicion. They arrive and Azíl finds himself enjoying being useful and translating for Sabine and her team, while Willow helps archivist, Hannah, with her work. She asks Hannah about the Sect, but while Hannah believes they are a real organisation, she doesn't know much else but promises to look into it.

      Mona comes to them and reveals that the Sect have believed their tip-off about Azíl and has attempted to bind the teapot again, giving her access to the exact spell that they used, which makes her confident that she can reverse engineer it into a counter curse.

      Meanwhile, Azíl discovers that the tomb belongs to Imane, the friend he tried to save and was cursed for. Sabine takes both him and Willow into the tomb, where he says a tearful goodbye and Willow finds drawings on the wall which reveal that Imane believed Azil's cursing to be her greatest grief. It reveals more information about the curse that can be useful to them.

      Azíl and Willow talk about their fears for their future, and the fact that Azíl's biggest fear is that he'll watch her grow old and die while still cursed. He also reveals more about his past and about his friendship with Imane, assuring Willow that it was nothing more than that.

      Between the Sect reestablishing the curse on the teapot, and the information from Imane's tomb, Mona works out a countercurse, and with the help of Willow, Sawyer, and Ryan, manages to break the curse on Azíl.

      Now completely human and no longer tied to the teapot, Azíl is ready to live his life, even if it's without magic, while Willow struggles with knowing that he doesn't have access and wants to push him to rediscover it.

      Sabine comes to the two of them and asks if they'll stay in Morocco for longer, but Willow isn't able to as Clover and Ash can no longer watch the coffee shop for her. Once they're alone, she asks him if he wants to stay, and when she realises he does, she suggests that she returns alone and he stays with Sabine and the dig site team, and that they can call and message to keep in touch. He agrees.

      You can find the What Happened Before for books 1-4 on my website: https://www.authorlauragreenwood.co.uk/p/what-happened-before-cauldron-coffee.html
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      I rub my eyes, trying to ignore how impossibly tired I'm feeling after the journey home. At least I don't have jetlag to contend with.

      Though I do have an empty coffee shop. Well, not empty, but the person I most want to be inside it definitely isn't going to be there, and that's more or less the same thing.

      I look up at the shop window and try to work out how it makes me feel to be here. I've poured so much into my business. My time, my money, my determination, even my magic. I used to think that everything I am is the shop.

      And now I'm starting to question it at every turn and I'm not sure what to do about that.

      I push my thoughts aside and head through the door.

      "I'm sorry, we're...Willow!" Clover drops the cloth she's cleaning with and hurries around the coffee bar to pull me into a hug.

      "Hey, Clo."

      "You should have told me what time you were getting in and I'd have had a drink ready for you. What do you fancy? Mocha? Mint tea? Vanilla frappe?"

      "Mmm, the last one sounds good," I admit.

      "Then it's coming right up. You need to tell me everything about your trip. And why Azíl hasn't come out of his teapot yet, don't tell me he found some delicious baklava in Morocco that he said was better than mine and now he doesn't want to face me," she says, her words coming thick and fast as she makes her way around the other side of the coffee bar.

      I chuckle. "He actually said yours were better."

      "Then he was lying. I'm good, but I'm not that good," she quips. "So, where is he?"

      "In Morocco still."

      She pauses and stares at me. "What?"

      "He's still in Morocco," I repeat.

      "Yeah, I heard, I just can't work out why you're here if he's not."

      "Because you and Ash need to get back to your lives," I point out.

      Clover shrugs. "Ash is already back at his, and you know this is a short term, he'll be on holiday before you know it." She dumps two shots of coffee into the blender and adds the vanilla syrup.

      "You'll still be needed at the bakery."

      "Mmm, I can't deny that, Oakley's already been busy. But there's three of them, they're more than capable of running things without me for a bit." She smiles reassuringly at me.

      I let out a loud sigh. "You sound like you don't want to leave the coffee shop."

      "And you sound like you're running away from something," she counters, then holds up a hand to stop me from replying while she starts the blender.

      At least it gives me a chance to actually think about my answer.

      Clover pulls the jug off the base and pours the frappe into two mugs, walking back around the bar so we can sit at one of the tables. "You might want to lock the door," she says.

      "Right." I pull out my wand and flick it in that direction, causing the bolt to slide across and a selection of protection spells to collect around the handle and lock. I try not to take any chances since the break-in. "Have there been any lurkers?" I ask as we take a seat, hoping it'll distract her from questioning what I'm running away from.

      Especially as I think the answer is the coffee shop itself, which doesn't fully make sense when I'm sitting inside it. I keep waiting for the relief of being home to settle within me, but it doesn't come.

      "For the first couple of weeks there were," she responds, cupping her hands around her mug despite the fact the drink is cold. "But they disappeared about a week and a half ago."

      "A week and a half?" I echo.

      Clover nods. "Why? Does that mean something to you?"

      "That's when we broke Azíl's curse."

      She stares at me, her eyes wide. "You broke it?"

      "Mmhm. Remember the curse breaker?"

      "Vaguely."

      "She put a spell on the fake teapot they gave to Azíl, so when the curse was reinforced, she was able to access all the information about it, along with a wall painting we found. Anyway, she worked out a countercurse, and now Azíl is completely mortal."

      "Then why don't you seem happy about it?" She tilts her head to the side and studies me.

      I take a sip of my drink.

      "Willow," she says sternly.

      I let out a loud sigh. "I miss Azíl. It's been something like twelve hours, and I miss him. How pathetic is that?"

      "Not even slightly. He's become a big part of your life," she points out. "And if he's been freed of his curse, then now you have new things to worry about as far as he's concerned. He could fall off a cliff and die."

      "And that's helpful, how?" I raise an eyebrow.

      "Sorry, I should have thought that one through."

      "It's fine, I know he's not going to fall off a cliff, and he's probably safer in Morocco than he is here considering the people responsible for his curse have no idea he's there."

      "Mmm, true. But are you really okay with that?"

      "I wish he was here, or I was there, but it's okay. I know I don't have to worry about us or anything. And we're going to video call."

      "Does he know how to do that?"

      "In theory." Though I have to admit, there's part of me that's nervous about how well he's going to manage. "We set up his phone before I left, but I guess we'll see. And even if it's a bad connection, or we're not good at it, that doesn't matter. He needs to be in Morocco where he can be useful." There's a hint of something like resentment in my voice and I hope she doesn't pick up on it. I'm not sure how I can explain what it's about without it sounding like I'm angry at Azíl for deciding to stay.

      None of how I'm feeling is really about him, but I don't have the words to vocalise exactly what's going through my head yet.

      Nor do I know if I'm ready to talk about it with anyone but Azíl, and in his case, it's mostly because he managed to work out how I was feeling without me telling him.

      A deep ache settles within me at his absence. I never thought I'd be the person who felt like I needed someone else around. But maybe that's not it. I think I just want him to be here. It's not like I can't function without his presence.

      I pick up my iced coffee and take a long drink, mostly to distract myself from the thoughts racing through my mind.

      "This is good," I say as I set it back down.

      "Thanks, I think I've gotten the hang of all the drinks now. I'm certainly going to put the old coffee machine you gave us to good use at the bakery, though I'm not sure I have all the stuff."

      "Grab what you want, just tell me what you take so I can reorder what I need to," I respond with a vague wave towards the stockroom. "It's a shame we're not next door to one another."

      "You can walk to the bakery from here," she points out.

      "I know, but I was just thinking that you guys might have even more sales if you attach a café of some kind."

      "Maybe, but we don't have space for that, we used all the spare we had for the kitchen renovations, and sometimes I even think that isn't enough for all four of us at once."

      I chuckle. "It seems big until everyone's in there."

      "Exactly." She sighs.

      "You okay?"

      She flashes me a tight smile. "Just tired."

      Something in the way she says it makes me not want to believe her, but I won't pry. If she wants to talk to me about whatever is bothering her, then she will do. I just hope it's not too much stress from running the coffee shop on my behalf.

      "Anyway, I need to get going," she says. "I have baklava to make still. But I'll be back tomorrow to properly hand over to you."

      "Thanks, Clover, I appreciate it."

      "I know you do," she assures me.

      "Oh, and I have a favour to ask."

      "At some point, you're probably going to have to stop doing that."

      I grimace. "I know, but this is a personal one, not a business one."

      "You know I'd do either for you."

      "Will you come to self-defence classes with me?"

      She raises an eyebrow. "I didn't realise you were interested in that kind of thing."

      "Azíl thinks I should take some, and I think he's right. I promised him that I'd do something about it now I'm back," I admit sheepishly.

      "Then consider me in. It could be fun, and I keep telling myself that I'm going to exercise more. Maybe this is the chance I've been looking for."

      I smile at my cousin, genuinely pleased that she's not fed up of me already. "I'll message you with the info when I find one."

      "Great. I'll see you in a bit? Don't forget to lock up after me."

      A dry chuckle escapes me. "I haven't forgotten how to run the shop, you know."

      "Just making sure." She waves and heads towards the exit, undoing the locking spells with a wave of her wand. I'm glad I made sure to cast them with her needs in mind, or it could have ended up very complicated for her.

      I watch my cousin leave, only realising after she does that it's making the coffee shop seem even emptier than it did before.

      I sigh and rise to my feet. This is probably all in my head. I just need to give it a few days and I'll start feeling completely normal again.

      I hope.
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