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        Not all is well in the Cobblestones.

      

        

      
        While life with the grumpy cat might have settled for Cassie, it's not going to stay peaceful for long. A source of negative energy shows up to disrupt her life and it's going to take more than a simple cleansing to get rid of it.  

        ****

        The Coffee House Witch & The Unwelcome Guest is book 4 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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      There was something wrong with Balthazar.

      He was being polite. Not just occasional reluctant thank you grumbles, but actual manners. No mean remarks, no snarky comments under his breath, no biting sarcasm.

      I carried my tray back to the counter, setting it down next to where the royal orange cat was supervising. He had all his legs folded under him and looked a lot like a freshly baked loaf.

      “You’re back,” he remarked.

      “Yes, and with one of my drinks. I have to remake it because I used the wrong milk.”

      He gave a nod. “Only a small error.”

      I waited for more commentary like how I was so ditzy or that it was embarrassing to be failing at making hot drinks, something that wasn’t even a real skill. All things he had said to me before.

      Instead, he tucked his paws even more under him and let out a soft sigh. It almost looked like he was enjoying himself.

      This wasn’t right.

      I put my hands on my hips. “Really?”

      Balthazar opened one eye. “Really what?”

      “That’s it? You’re not going to comment on how I’ve just messed up?”

      “It’s not becoming of a gentleman to point out another’s failings,” he replied while squeezing his eyes shut.

      “And when were you ever a gentleman?”

      He puffed up his chest. “A cat ought to have manners.”

      Yes, something was wrong with him.

      I kept an eye on him as I remade my hot drink, waiting for his commentary and remarks but it never came. Instead, he sat there in his little stripe of sun. One might mistake this demeanour for peaceful but I knew better. There was no way that the grumpy fussy cat had magically become compliant and easy-going overnight.

      The bell above the door went and I put on my customer-smile, only for it to turn into a real one. Faye was here and she looked super cute. She’d traded in her usual leather jacket for a thicker coat that suited the chilly autumn weather and her hood came with fluff. I didn’t know why but it made her look adorable.

      She unwrapped her scarf as she came towards me and let out a sigh. “I need coffee.”

      “You’ve come to the right place,” I replied, tapping the tablet to come to life. “You want your usual? Double espresso with a brownie?”

      “Yes, please. I need it or I’m going to tear my own hair out,” she said as she plonked down on a barstool. “Hi, Balthazar.”

      He gave her a glance. “Greetings, Antique-girl. What ails you today?”

      “What ails me today?” Faye looked at me, a new frown hanging between her eyebrows. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “No idea, he’s been weird all day. He said thank you earlier,” I said as I set the espresso and brownie down in front of her.

      She let out another sigh, but this one sounded a lot more like one of relief. “Cassie, my saviour.”

      “It’s just coffee,” I pointed out.

      “It’s not just coffee, it’s also your smile.”

      Heat instantly rushed up to my face and I almost knocked a tray off the counter. How could she say something so smooth so casually and why was it flustering me so much? I was a grown adult and she had me fluttering like a teenager, except that I definitely didn’t have this kind of reaction to her when I was that age. I used to be able to laugh off her flirtations and now, it was making me stumble around like a fool.

      And the worst part? Judging from the pleased sparkle in Faye’s dark eyes, she was aware that her comment had landed.

      I cleared my throat, hoping to move past it. “So, what ails you?”

      “Just the usual. I’m having a disagreement with Gugu about shelves. It’s quite maddening, really.” She took a humongous bite from her brownie. “If I could give you one piece of advice, it would be not to work with family but too late.”

      A chuckle came out of my mouth. “Far too late. And I can’t complain. Gran is Gran and Mila is doing a great job at social media and she knows how to make the orders flow. I’d prefer it if she didn’t video-chat so loudly with her friends but that seems to be their thing.”

      Faye gave me an amused smile from behind her little coffee cup. “It’s good to see you enjoying yourself. You were so muted and depressed when you just got here.”

      “That’s because the capital is a soul-sucking place where hopes and dreams die.”

      “Are you talking about the capital or Agatha?” Faye asked, instantly pulling a face. “Sorry.”

      “No need to be sorry, we broke up,” I responded, trying to work out how I felt about that. On the one hand, it wasn’t a great look on Faye to be dissing my ex. On the other hand, it wasn’t like Agatha was a stranger to her. We’d all gone to school together and I knew Faye’s opinions back then hadn’t been glowing.

      Agatha had always said it was just Faye being jealous of her and that had been an easier explanation to swallow than accept that perhaps Faye’s observations held some truth.

      Love really knew how to make a fool out of reason.

      Faye sipped from her espresso and cleared her throat. “So…”

      “So…” I added, wondering how I could bring back the playful atmosphere. I liked it better when I wasn’t confronted by the fact that I prioritised Agatha over Faye in the past. If I pursued Faye now, would that be something that always lingered in the back of our minds?

      Balthazar let out a big yawn as he flopped on his side, exposing his soft underbelly. If this was Betty, I would’ve given her a belly scratch but if I did that to the royal orange cat, he might actually murder me in my sleep.

      “I see you’re settling in well here at the Lazy Cat,” Faye said at the cat. “Maybe they should rename the place the Lazy Catssssss.”

      “That would be foolish since my stay here is only temporary,” Balthazar remarked while giving her a death stare with one eye. “I will be moving to the familiar shelter when they have space for me.”

      An unpleasant feeling stirred in my stomach. Balthazar had been very clear from the start about his desire to leave but I wasn’t prepared for the day that it would actually happen. I liked having him around even if he was a grumpy git who didn’t think very highly of me. He made me smile and feel just a little less lonely.

      I’d miss him when he left.

      Faye finished her brownie and dusted off her hands. “What’s the application process for the shelter like?”

      “I’ve already submitted it. I’m waiting for a room to become available and then a representative will come collect me,” he responded, yawning again.

      I picked at my apron. “Does that mean you’ll be registered as an unclaimed familiar again?”

      He nodded. “Yes, but I won’t be desperate like the young ones and respond to the very first summoning spell. I’m going to be very picky about my next guardian.” He gave me a poignant look that made it very clear that I wouldn’t meet his criteria.

      I didn’t blame him. As much as I enjoyed having him around, he wanted different things from life than what I could offer. It was clear from his life with Viktor that he loved their work of acquiring antiques and travelling around the globe.

      Life with me was boring compared to that. Stasis. It was mundane and calm and great for a familiar like Betty who wanted nothing more than to lazy around all day and be hand-fed treats by her guardian. But adventure? Adventure was sorely lacking from my life and I didn’t blame Balthazar for wanting to leave.

      Even if it would hurt to say goodbye.
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      Of all the sounds in the world, there was something magical about the squeak and crinkle of opening a can because that sound summoned cats. In this household, it summoned two of them. Betty with her fluffy grey fur and tired eyes because sleeping all night was an exhausting task, and Balthazar who usually had a lot of critique about my can-opening skills, my speed, and many other things.

      But not today.

      Today, Balthazar sat quietly at his bowl with his bowtie and what could only be described as something between a grin and a grimace.

      "We're trying a new brand of wet cat food," I said, showing the two cats the label on the can as if I was a sommelier presenting wine. It was one of Betty's favourite gags. "It's all natural ingredients, 98% salmon and chicken. Grain-free, organic, and no artificial preservatives."

      "What about our tuna?" Balthazar asked.

      "You can't have tuna every day," I said, holding out a small scoop on the spoon. "Who is tasting?"

      Betty hopped forward, all sleep forgotten. "Me, me! Pick me!"

      I held it out to her and she lapped it up with much gusto, smacking very loudly for such a small creature.

      Once she was done, she gave me a longing look. “More, please.”

      “As you wish.” I added a dollop of the wet cat food on her usual dry kibble, wincing at how it squelched. It stank and looked horrible but it was good to feed them something approved for actual cats, not human food.

      I held out a small scoop towards Balthazar. “And would the good sir like to sample the new cat food?”

      He looked like he wanted to murder me but gave it a lick nonetheless. “Splendid.”

      I didn't even know he had that word in his vocabulary, or that it would sound so fake when he used it. It was odd that he was playing along with this theatre and hadn't dashed away while muttering a string of complaints and threats. Not that long ago, he would've called this a waste of time.

      Was he getting used to my antics or was there something else going on?

      It was hard to tell when he was so unforthcoming about his feelings.

      I gave him a good scoop of the cat food and wrapped up the rest of the can, not too pleased that I had to put it in the fridge with our own food. Maybe that was a good enough reason to keep feeding them tuna instead of this gloopy gelatinous mush.

      Stumbling in the hall announced Gran’s arrival and she came into the kitchen with a big yawn.

      “Good morning,” I said, moving over to the toaster to put crumpets in for her.

      Gran yawned. “Morning, Cass. Morning, cats.”

      "Sleep well?"

      "Hmm, so-so. I had some unpleasant dreams but none compared to the message I just got."

      I knew that tone.

      "Mum?" I guessed, sitting down with a sigh. "What's it this time?"

      "She got herself in a bit of trouble on her last trip and is currently being detained somewhere in Euro-Asia."

      "That's vague."

      "She didn't specify where, probably because she doesn't want me marching up there and spoiling her fun." Gran rolled her eyes. "I've long learned there's no point in doing that."

      I blew out a breath, trying not to let the frustration take hold of me. I had so many mixed feelings when it came to my neglectful mother and if I wasn't careful, my anger surrounding them could easily ruin my day.

      "Let's talk about something else," I suggested, hoping to change the topic.

      Understanding filled Gran's eyes and she nodded. "I was at Dorotea's last night and she mentioned that someone broke in at her grandson's neighbour."

      "Where was that?"

      "Not too far from here, near the docks," Gran said, waving vaguely in the direction of the estuary. "And I heard there was a burglary attempt up by the park as well. We'll have to make sure to lock everything properly at night."

      I nodded, making a mental note for when I closed the shop. "Got it."

      Some clattering came from Betty who had finished her food and was making sure she had licked every morsel from her bowl. When she was satisfied, she used up her energy for the day to trot to the table and jump up on Gran's lap. She nestled herself down and purred when she got scratches.

      So cute.

      I looked at Balthazar, knowing my request would wind him up. “Well? How about it, buddy?”

      He narrowed his eyes, looked like he wanted to mutter some profanities, but somehow swallowed them. Instead, he stuck his tail up in the air and gave a big grin that showed his teeth. “I would love to be petted.”

      He clearly didn't want that. Everything about his demeanour screamed that he was against affection so why was he pretending it was fine?

      I knew he didn't have a problem with setting boundaries or making his will known because he had been doing that ever since we met.

      First all the politeness in the coffee shop, now this? It was all baffling.

      I approached but didn't take the opportunity to tickle his ears, no matter how tempting it was. “You’re not fooling anyone, you know?"

      “I don't know what you're talking about,” he responded, looking away instead of meeting my gaze.

      Cats made for clever companions but just like all familiars, they were terrible at lying.

      “You’ve been weirdly polite and acting like a totally different cat.” I pointed out.

      Balthazar wobbled his whiskers. “Have not. This is how I always am.”

      “It's not. What's going on?”

      “I don't want to talk about it.” He made a jump up to the window and left without licking every single atom of food from his bowl.

      “What was that about?” Gran asked, from behind her cup of coffee.

      “No idea. He's just been acting weird.” I looked at Betty. “Do you know what's up with him?”

      The grey cat yawned. “No. Can I have more food?”

      Gran chuckled and tickled the cat’s belly. “No, you've had quite enough. Your tummy would burst if you had more.”

      "It would not," Betty protested.

      I cleared my throat. "Can we get back to Balthazar?"

      Betty looked up at me. "Am I still your favourite cat?"

      Eesh. Now that was a rabbit hole I wanted to avoid.

      "You're both my favourite cat," I replied as I got up, hoping to escape from the breakfast table and this dangerous line of questioning before it got out of hand. It didn't escape my notice that Gran was hiding her laughter and doing nothing to help me when it was her familiar causing chaos.

      Before Betty could ask me any more awkward questions, I gave her a tickle between her ears and fled out of the kitchen to get ready for the day. The city needed coffee to function and it wasn't going to make itself.

      But mostly, I needed to figure out what was going on with Balthazar and I knew just who to ask for help.
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