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      Berry Infusion And Lots Of Confusion

      Not having heard from the Sect since they visited the coffee shop a few months ago, Willow is starting to get fretful and worried about what's happening. Azíl finds and translates a recipe for a hot drink from his past, causing Willow to decide to start experimenting to try and recreate it, with some not-so-great consequences but she's determined to still make it possible.

      While talking to Clover, Willow realises that she might be pregnant and has a small freakout about it. However, when she does a pregnancy test spell, she realises that she's actually disappointed when it comes back negative. She talks with Azíl about the possibility of the two of them starting a family together, and they agree that they can't do that with the threat of his curse hanging over their heads. They decide to contact the Sect and hear them out about how much it would cost Willow to buy Azíl's curse from them, though Azíl wants them to work with the authorities. Willow agrees to a compromise where they'll hear the Sect out, but they'll also take everything they have to the Supernatural Retrieval Agency.

      After receiving a message from Wilfred to meet him at his office in the Bureau for Witches and Warlocks, Willow attends alone with a recording device. Wilfred tries to get her to sever the legal connection between her and Azíl that will stop her from being his next of kin (something she finds ironic given their talk about getting married). She refuses. He gives her an envelope including the details of the offer from the Sect.

      She returns to Cauldron Coffee Shop to open it with Azíl, being devastated to learn that the amount that it'll cost could only be gotten if they sold the coffee shop. Azíl is determined that there has to be another way, but Willow is already resigning herself to it.

      Sabine calls from Morocco and reveals that she thinks she's made the discovery of her career. She wants Azíl to return to Morocco in order to translate, and for Willow to join them because she wants to share the discovery with her.

      You can find the What Happened Before for books 1-8 here: https://www.authorlauragreenwood.co.uk/p/what-happened-before-cauldron-coffee.html
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      The bright sun is harsh despite the early hour, and I'm glad I don't have to work outside all day. Azíl brushes his hand against the small of my back, and I lean into his touch, especially as I know we won't be spending our day together. A light wind whips my hair, bringing a mouthful of sand with it. There's no escaping it, even when we're inside.

      "I need to go this way," he says, gesturing towards the mountain and coming to a stop.

      "Are you going to be okay?" I ask, trying not to worry too much about how he's going to feel entering Imane's tomb again.

      He reaches out and brushes a strand of hair out of my face. "I will be fine, Willow. Imane would have wished for me to be here for this. That is enough for me."

      I eye him warily.

      He chuckles. "You are worrying for nothing."

      "Considering the last eighteen months of our lives, I wouldn't call it nothing," I counter. "But I trust you enough to know your own mind," I assure him.

      "Will you be all right?"

      "Of course I will. I'm just going to be hanging out with Hannah for the day." And for the rest of time I'm going to be at Sabine's dig site. Which is fine because I like the researcher, but it's not exactly keeping me busy.

      "I will see you at lunch?" Azíl checks.

      "I wouldn't miss it." I lean in and kiss him. "I'll see you soon."

      He waves goodbye and heads towards the tomb. I've no real clue what he's doing there when they haven't gone beyond it yet, but I'm sure he'll explain it at some point.

      I sigh and turn towards the research tent, ducking inside and finding it empty. I don't worry about it too much, Hannah has many jobs on the dig site and not all of them involve being relegated here all the time. Unlike me.

      I head over to one of the workstations and sit down, pulling out my notebook so I can work on my stolah recipe. I'm not sure what I hope to find here that I can't discover at home, but it's as good of a start as ever.

      The tent flap opens and Hannah hurries in, her face red. "I'm so sorry, I got caught up talking to Sawyer about the permits."

      "It's fine, we all know I'm just pretending to work here," I respond, leaning back in my chair.

      "That's not true. Don't you have a proper job title now?"

      I snort. "I suppose that's true. Sabine made me the official beverage expert or something like that." Though it's all just a cover.

      "Oh yeah, Azíl said you've been trying to make stolah, have you managed yet?" She dumps the box she's carrying on her makeshift desk.

      "Not even slightly. I can't even get the magic or the taste right." I let out a loud sigh. "I feel like I'm just wasting my time, but I want to make it for Azíl."

      "You know he'll appreciate you putting in the time and thought regardless of if you succeed or not, right?" She starts unpacking the files and setting them down in various piles, though I have no idea what any of it means.

      "I know. But he'll be disappointed if I don't manage." I can see the hope on his face every time I give him a new version to try. I hate that I haven't been able to figure it out yet.

      "There might be something in our research system that could help you," Hannah says. "Have you looked yet?"

      I shake my head.

      "You should." She waves vaguely to the laptop powered up on one of the desks.

      "Thanks, I might take you up on that. I'm at a dead end." I wave at the notebook in front of me. I'm not sure this is what I should be worrying about considering the Sect's insanely high price for the bond on Azíl's curse, but it helps to keep my mind from spiralling too badly.

      "I know Azíl is good at what he does, but is there a chance it's a mistranslation on his part?" Hannah asks as she starts flipping through one of the books from her box.

      I frown. "I hadn't considered that." I grab my notes and turn to the right page. "I guess I just assumed the translation was right."

      "It might not be that. He might have written down an ingredient that he thinks is right, but has multiple meanings to us."

      "What do you mean?"

      She pauses as she thinks of an example. "Ah, I know. So it's a milk drink, right?"

      I nod.

      "So if he just wrote down milk, you'd reach for cow milk because that's what we're used to."

      "Ah, I see what you mean. He'd write down milk instead of goat milk," I muse.

      Hannah chuckles. "You've had the conversation already."

      "About the milk, yes."

      "It might be worth talking to him about the rest of it. He is good, but people make translation mistakes from ancient languages all the time."

      "I guess most people don't speak the ancient language fluently though." But I can see a lot of merit in what she's saying. It could just be a miscommunication in what we're both reading.

      "It could be that one of the spices had a different name or something like that. So it's not his native language that's the issue, it's translating it into English."

      I blink a few times, trying to consider the possibility and if I think it could be the explanation to my recipe issue. I'm not convinced, it's more likely an error or missing skill on my part, but it's definitely worth considering.

      The tent flap opens before I can ask her if she has more theories. Sid walks in, and she immediately looks at anything but him.

      "Hey, Willow," he says brightly.

      "Hi," I greet the ghoul, immediately turning my attention back to my notes to give them the illusion of privacy, even if I'm really noisily listening in.

      "Hi, Hannah." He grins at the other witch.

      She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. "Morning, Sid."

      "Did you miss me while you weren't here?" he asks.

      She rolls her eyes. "I couldn't wait to get back to you. It was all I could think about on the plane."

      I smother a laugh. I know she's trying to tell him that to tease him, but I can see the truth written all over her face even with only half paying attention.

      I pull out my phone and check it for messages, unsurprised that I don't have one from Azíl. But there is one from Clover. I click on it, bringing up a photo of Spooky making herself at home in the coffee shop.

      I smile and type out a reply, but inside I'm wishing I was there.

      It seems that being in Morocco isn't really helping put distance between me and the coffee shop after all.

      "All right, which is the crate that needs moving?" Sid asks.

      "The one over there," Hannah says, pointing to a crate by the entrance to the tent.

      "I'm on it. I'll be back for the next one in a few hours."

      She smiles at him, affection fairly clear on her face.

      Sid grunts as he picks up the box and takes it outside.

      Hannah watches him leave then lets out a loud sigh.

      "What was that about?" I ask, my curiosity getting the better of me.

      "The crates? We're packing up the finds from Imane's tomb so they can be sent for the exhibition. Did Sabine not tell you?"

      "No, but that also wasn't what I was asking about." Though it's good to know that I need to prepare for that. Azíl is going to be expected to attend, especially given how much he's contributed to the discoveries. And that's going to mean a lot of support. This is the grave of one of his closest friends. And nominally, the reason he got cursed in the first place, though I personally believe that would have happened for another reason if it hadn't been for Imane. His interference with her marriage was only the excuse that was used.

      "Oh, that's nothing," Hannah denies.

      I raise an eyebrow. "The fact you know what I'm talking about says it all."

      Hannah groans. "Have you ever felt like you're in over your head?"

      "Well, I'm a coffee shop owner and I'm currently in a research tent on the dig site of the grave of my boyfriend's best friend who died three thousand years ago," I point out.

      "Yeah, okay, that's fair. But you missed out the malicious cult trying to hunt him down."

      "So I did," I mutter. "I'm trying not to think about them too much. So, what happened with you and Sid?"

      "Pretty much what you're thinking. We went on a date, it ended well, he came back to Morocco, and now neither of us seems to actually know what to do about it."

      "Go on a second date," I respond. "You're clearly into each other, it's almost painful for everyone else to watch."

      "That's not true," she protests, then lets out a sigh. "Okay, maybe it is true. But what do I do? Just say I want to go on a date?"

      I nod.

      "All right. Fine, I'll do that." She turns her attention back to her files.

      "That was easier than I expected it to be," I admit.

      "Yeah, but I don't really have an excuse not to go for things when you and Azíl are making things work, do I? Even if he's a ghoul and I'm a witch."

      "Is that really an issue?"

      "No, I guess not? I suppose I just can't help thinking about the future. Will his parents like me? What if we have kids, they'll be witches, right?" She sets another stack down.

      "I assume so, I don't know enough about how supernatural genetics works," I respond. "But my cousin recently pointed out that worrying about what magic your kids with someone will have is basically admitting that you're serious about them."

      A furious blush jumps to her cheeks and she glances away.

      "Then again, it's sensible to talk about these things before you start dating properly," I say to give her a chance to escape the thoughts in her head. "If you want seven children and he wants none, then starting a relationship expecting one of you to change your minds isn't great."

      "Seven?"

      "I picked a random number," I assure her. "I don't think any of us could afford seven kids."

      "Except maybe Sabine when she gets the windfall from this dig."

      "Even she might not be able to." Not that I think my best friend would want seven kids anyway. Even if she thinks this is the find of her life, I don't see her giving up archaeology any time soon. She'll claim she has too much left to learn and discover.

      "Yeah, fair." A thoughtful expression crosses Hannah's face. "I'll talk to Sid. Though I'll probably skip the bit about the seven kids."

      "That might be wise," I agree. "But I think it's a good call."

      "Thanks, Willow. I appreciate it." From her smile, I think that's true. Which is a good thing. Given how close we are in age and the fact she's probably going to be working with Azíl for a long time to come, I suspect the two of us are going to be in each other's lives for a good while.

      The conversation drifts to other topics, with each of us getting lost in our work, though it's becoming clear to me that I'm limited in what I can do in a research tent, and that this isn't going to be the way I figure out how to make stolah possible.
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      I turn the page in my book, but none of the words are really registering. I know I need to do more research if I'm going to figure all of this out and actually be useful, but I hate how dry some of these books are. It would help if there were some practical examples or tips on how to make these things.

      Maybe I'm looking in the wrong place. I grab my phone from the table to see if I can find anything on food for reenactments. I don't imagine any of the recipes I find will be accurate, but that doesn't mean I won't be able to find some use in them, especially for methods and substitute ingredients.

      I lean back in the chair, grateful that our room at the dig site has a space to relax, even if it's not perfect.

      A knock breaks through my thoughts and I frown, glancing at the time. "Door's unlocked." Maybe Azíl thinks I've locked it so I wasn't disturbed.

      The door creaks open and Sabine pops her head around it. "Do you have a minute?"

      I nod and set my phone down. "You know I do." I wave to the chair opposite me and try not to worry too much about how covered in sand it is. Sabine's been running this dig for a year now, she'll be used to that.

      She enters the room and shuts the door behind her, coming to sit down with a serious expression on her face.

      "What's up?" I ask, putting my bookmark in so I don't lose my page and setting the book down.

      She raises an eyebrow. "That's actually what I came to ask you."

      I frown. "Why would anything be up?"

      She pulls a bottle of tequila out of her bag along with two glasses and places them on the table.

      "Oh no, I'm not drinking that with you again. Remember last time? I ended up in the hospital and with both you and Azíl fretting over me for weeks. I'm not doing that again." A shiver runs through me at the memory.

      "It wasn't that bad. And the Sect aren't here to break in," she says.

      "Still no."

      "All right. Good job I brought this instead, then." She reaches into her bag and pulls out some iced coffee. "Better?"

      "Much."

      She pours some into each of the glasses and pushes one over to me. "So, what's wrong?"

      "There's nothing wrong," I murmur, kind of hating how well my best friend knows me.

      She waves vaguely over me. "I've known you for ten years, Wils, I can tell when something's wrong. Spill."

      I let out a hard sigh. "I don't even know where to start."

      "Aha, so there is something." A triumphant expression crosses her face.

      I roll my neck and try to think of exactly where to start.

      "Huh, it must be really bad considering everything you've been through with Azíl. Did you two break up or something? That would make things really awkward considering you're sharing a room."

      "What? No, of course not. The opposite, kind of."

      She narrows her eyes at me. "Did you get married without telling me?" She checks my hands for a ring.

      I groan. "You know I'd want you there for that."

      "Good. Because if you'd done that, I'd be marching you to the nearest altar and making you have a do-over."

      An amused laugh escapes me. "Seriously?"

      "I'm not missing the wedding of my best friend. So what happened?" she prompts.

      I bite my bottom lip. "I thought I was pregnant."

      "What? Are you not on some kind of potion thing?" The way she's studying me makes me feel as if she's expecting a baby to pop out of nowhere.

      "We used protection. But you know even magic isn't completely foolproof."

      "I take it you weren't pregnant?"

      "If I was, I'd have said I'm pregnant," I point out. "So, no. Clover encouraged me to take a test and nothing." I wave my hand into the air.

      "I see." She leans back in her chair and takes a sip of her coffee.

      "You do?"

      "You're disappointed."

      "I am. But how did you know?"

      "Your face. As I said, I've known you for a long time. You look the same way you did when they wouldn't let you write your thesis on the history of coffee trade routes." She gives a soft laugh at the memory.

      "They should have done," I grumble. "It would have been interesting." I take a sip of my drink.

      Sabine chuckles. "All right, so you're not pregnant. But that seems like an easy fix if you want to have a baby."

      "It's not though, is it?"

      "I mean, it's fairly straightforward, just stop taking whatever potion you're taking, or whatever spell Azíl is doing..."

      I roll my eyes. "Not that part. I know how to make a baby. It's the there's a cult trying to get me to buy Azíl's curse thing that's the issue."

      "I thought you said they gave you a price."

      "They did. And we can't afford it."

      "How much? I'm sure we can figure out a way to make the money." As if by magic, she's all business. Affection for her rushes through me at the response.

      "I have one."

      "See, there's nothing to worry about. You can pay them, get Azíl's curse and then skip off into the distance. Or bed, if you want babies."

      "It's selling Cauldron Coffee Shop."

      Her face falls. "Oh."

      "Yeah. So it sucks, but I know I need to do it."

      "Oh, Willow."

      "It's fine." I wave away her concern, but I can tell I'm not convincing.

      "It's not fine, that's a big deal."

      "It is, but what choice do I have? We can pretend that walking away from Azíl is one, but it's not."

      "No one would blame you for that. He'd understand."

      I snort. "I wouldn't, though," I point out. "And I wouldn't even get to the guilt. When I think about the future and what I want, he's there in it."

      "But so is the coffee shop."

      I smile sadly. "Yeah, I guess so."

      "Are you still having second thoughts about it?" She holds up the bottle of iced coffee to ask if I want a refill and I nod.

      "Yes and no. I've been enjoying trying to work out stolah, and I wouldn't be able to do that without the coffee shop. And I'm looking forward to going on the tour of coffee plantations in South America with Azíl. So I guess I've kind of been feeling like maybe my career solution is the shop and something, not an instead of thing."

      "Makes sense, you've been working hard for the shop your whole life."

      "Yeah." I take another sip of coffee and try not to think about exactly what that means. "When I think about a future without the coffee shop, I feel sad. But when I think about one without Azíl? I guess that just doesn't feel like the future to me."

      She gives me a sad smile. "It sucks."

      "It does. And I'm mostly there with accepting this is how it's got to be. It'll take time, but we're both young enough that we'll be able to have a coffee shop again by the time we're eighty."

      "I'm sorry." From her face, I think she genuinely means it.

      "Don't be. You're not the one who got me into this mess."

      "Technically I'm the one who sent you Azíl's teapot in the first place."

      "You didn't know he was in it," I point out. "And for that matter, it's not his fault either. It's nobody living's fault." I rub my hand over my face.

      "I'm still sorry."

      "Just find whoever it is that cursed him in that tomb and go all necromancer on them so I can kill them all over again," I mutter.

      "That's not how it works."

      "And you wouldn't do it even if it was," I respond. "I know. It's just nice to think about." Tears prick the corners of my eyes.

      "Willow..."

      "I promise, it's fine. It's just what it is. Things don't last forever. I know that." I attempt to smile, but I think it comes out more like a pained grimace than anything else.

      "I wish I could make it easier for you."

      "So do I, but I promise I'll be okay."

      "Does Azíl know how you feel?" she asks.

      I nod. "He's determined to find a way that doesn't involve selling, but I think it's just denial. It's the only way." Though I love him more for trying to come up with an alternative.

      The door opens, stopping our conversation in its tracks.

      Azíl's face instantly contorts in concern. "Are you all right?"

      I nod.

      "I'll leave you to it," Sabine says. "And I'll leave the tequila in case you need it."

      I shake my head in amusement even as she makes her way out of the room.

      "What might you need tequila for?" he asks, leaning in to kiss me hello. He pulls back and repositions the chair up so he can sit closer to me.

      "She just came to see if I was okay. Apparently, she could tell I'm feeling off."

      He raises an eyebrow. "But you have not spent much time together since you got here."

      "She's my best friend, sometimes you can just tell." I sigh. "I'm not okay."

      "I know."

      "But I will be."

      He smiles sadly. "I know that too. What did you tell her?"

      "Pretty much everything. The pregnancy test, the Sect's offer, the fact we'll have to sell the coffee shop..."

      "I will find a way you do not have to do that."

      I give him a weak smile. "We might not have time for another way."

      He looks like he's going to argue, but ends up nodding instead. "We shall see."

      "We shall." But I still know what the answer is going to be. There's no way around this, even if I want there to be. I just have to come to terms with it.

      But that's what I'm here to do, and I'm determined that I'm going to go home with the answers.
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      Nerves fill me at the idea of entering Imane's tomb again. I know I've been here before, and that it's normal for the situation, but it still feels wrong, even if she always meant for it to be found, otherwise, the answers to how Azíl could undo his curse wouldn't have been written on the wall with the magical dagger he gave her.

      I glance at him, seeing some of the same hesitance on his face as is lingering within me. I reach out and take his hand in mine, giving it a squeeze.

      "I am glad you are here," he says.

      "Me too." I offer him what I hope is a reassuring smile. "Didn't you come here while you were here translating before?" I actually have very little idea about where he spent his time when we were apart.

      He shakes his head. "Only once. I spent most of my time in Hannah's tent helping her there."

      "Ah."

      "Okay, okay, I'm here," Sabine says, making her way towards us. "I can't believe this is it." She's beaming, and clearly having the time of her life.

      "Has no one been inside yet?" I ask, trying to hide my surprise.

      "I've been in," she responds. "But not for long, I had to wait until everything was properly checked to make sure that the mountain isn't going to fall down on top of us or something like that."

      I eye it warily. "Is that likely?"

      "Nope." She gestures for us to follow her.

      I exchange a glance with Azíl, relieved that he seems as nervous as I am. It would be worse if I was the only sensible one.

      I ignore the other people making their way into the tomb and tuck my head as I enter, almost stopping in my tracks as I take in how bare the whole place is. I don't know what I was expecting, but somehow it's not this.

      I glance at Azíl, who seems to be more prepared.

      He whispers what seems like a prayer under his breath, but I don't understand his native tongue to know for sure. He's taught me a few words here and there, but we both know that it's not the best use of either of our time to try and teach me a dead language. Though I suppose it's only considered dead to most of the world. It won't actually be dead until Azíl passes on.

      "All right, mind your heads," Sabine says as we reach the back of the tomb.

      The walls here look exactly like they did before, though they are cleaner, and the carvings on them are fully visible now. Someone from the dig has probably taken photos of all of them, and it does make me worry about what the Sect could learn about Azíl from them. Though I suppose that would involve them managing to get hold of copies of the photographs and the translation.

      I push the thoughts from my mind as I duck through a small passageway and out into the spacious cavern beyond.

      At least I think it's spacious. It's hard to tell in the dim light.

      "If one of you wouldn't mind giving us some illumination," Sabine mutters. "I should have asked Sawyer to come ahead but he's finishing some paperwork for us."

      I pull out my wand at the same time as Azíl gets his out, two balls of soft yellow light floating above our heads and out into the cavern.

      Azíl says something in his own language, and even without knowing what it means, I can hear the reverence in his tone. I reach out and touch his arm, hoping to convey the support and comfort I want to him in the process.

      "Is it what you thought?" Sabine asks, barely contained excitement in her voice.

      Azíl nods and clears his throat. "Do you see the symbols on the walls?"

      "Yes. What do they mean?"

      Azíl draws his wand through the air and towards the closest one, illuminating it in more detail. "This one means warlock. The one on the other side means sorcerer. Witch, mage, necromancer..." He moves his wand to each of them in turn, the ball of light moving as he does and illustrating what he's translating.

      "Necromancer," Sabine murmurs.

      Azíl looks over his shoulder to make sure none of the other workers have followed us inside.

      "Have I not told you about the necromancers from my time?"

      "You have," she responds. "I guess I just didn't really believe necromancers were ever revered until now."

      My heart aches for my best friend. She's lived most of her life hiding who she is because of the way views towards necromancers have soured over the years. It must be strange for her to learn that they used to be revered. And that they used to be buried in a place like this.

      "You will find the evidence you are looking for here," Azíl says. "This is the place where all of the most powerful magic users were buried."

      "Where are they?" I ask. "If they're buried here, where are the bodies?"

      "I do not know," Azíl responds. "I was not responsible for the burial of my predecessor. I did not know that this place was real until this very moment."

      "Even if it's where you would have been buried?" Sabine asks.

      "These places stay secret for a reason. Only those who need to know about it will have had access."

      She nods. "So, what do we do now?"

      "You're the one with the experience on that front," I point out.

      "But I've never found anything this big. This will change our entire understanding of magic."

      "Only the history of it," I remind her. "Our magic is still our magic, this is just how it came to be."

      Azíl flashes me a smile that says he approves of the statement. Probably because we've talked about this a lot considering the differences between the magic we both possess. I think he likes the idea that I've listened to him.

      Tears glisten in my best friend's eyes as she takes a few more steps into the cavern. "I'm going to spend the rest of my life here," she murmurs.

      I frown. "Is there enough for that?"

      "This is going to take decades to excavate," she says. "The magic has kept the structure sound, and there were enough curses on the entrance to give Mona and Ryan pause, but there's just so much." She sets off down one of the rocky corridors.

      The two of us follow her, our lights bobbing along beside us and illuminating the various formations around us. Now that we're deeper into the cavern, I can see the carvings in the walls and the flash of skulls within them.

      I step closer to Azíl, who puts his arm around me.

      "It feels wrong to be here," I whisper.

      "I know what you mean," he responds softly. "Even if I was always going to end up in this place."

      "You didn't think you'd be entering alive, though," I point out.

      He shrugs. "Some of the tribes we came across did send their elderly to find their graves by themselves," he responds. "If I had moved to another one instead of staying with my tribe, perhaps I would have walked in here alive." He nods to the left, and I pause at the sight of what looks like a pile of rags.

      It takes me a moment to process what I'm actually seeing. "And they would just lie down and die?"

      He nods. "I believe so."

      "They were a warlock, like you," I say.

      "What makes you say that?"

      "The carving above them." I gesture to it with my wand, the light I'm controlling following and illuminating the symbol.

      Pride flits over Azíl's face before he remembers the solemness of where we are. "You are right."

      We start walking again, the magic and years of death hanging heavy in the air. Sabine is almost glowing, though I'm not sure if it's because of the way our light is bouncing off her, or because of the effect all of the dead bodies are having on her necromancy.

      Everywhere I look, there's another marker indicating that it's someone's final resting place. Some of them are simply curled up on the floor, while others have elaborate coffins and structures. It's a mish-mash of cultures and magic systems all in one place.

      But each grave is only home to one.

      I chew on my bottom lip, a question coming to me that I'm not sure I want the answer to.

      "You are thinking," Azíl says.

      "Did none of them have family?"

      "They will have done," he responds. "Most of them. I believe I was a rarity in that I reached thirty without one."

      "Oh."

      "That is something that bothers you?"

      "It's just that none of them have any of their family with them," I point out. "Where are they?"

      "I can not answer that because I do not know the individual circumstances," he responds. "But I would imagine that they would have been buried in the sand or in tombs of their own, it would depend on their station."

      I frown. "That's sad."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Well, they're here for eternity, but their families are not. And there's no way to visit them. You lived near this mountain for the first thirty-two years of your life, and you didn't even know that this was here. The families wouldn't have been able to visit. I don't even know why this is bothering me."

      He pulls me closer. "Because you are thinking of a family," he responds softly.

      "And you. I guess it's just strange to see all the warlock marks and know that in a different world, you would be under one."

      "That would mean nothing to you, you would not know anything about me. I would just be a name and a body."

      "I suppose." But I like the idea of that even less. He is not just a name and a body. He's so much more than that. "Do you think it's wrong for us to be here?"

      "I do not know," he responds. "I think that many of the people in this cavern would not wish to have the knowledge they worked hard for lost. I think they would be glad that we have a chance to uncover it."

      "Even at the expense of their peace?" I look around again, trying to sense what they would have wanted from the stillness around us.

      Which is potentially unfair. Azíl was there. He knows what this world was like. He may have even talked to some of the people buried here. He has more of a clue than I can ever pretend to have about what they would have wanted.

      "It was a different time, Willow," he says. "One of the reasons this place exists is so that all of the knowledge of our magic was in one place. I do not know if this is precisely what was envisaged when they decided that it was to be used as a tomb, but it is the reason."

      "I guess it's just hard to get my head around."

      "It is," he agrees. "But then so are most things."

      "Being here is making you very philosophical."

      "I suspect being in the place where you could have been buried will do that to anyone." He looks out over the cavern. "It is a strange place to be."

      I reach for his hand and give it a squeeze.

      "But it is important we are here. I have seen how much knowledge has been lost to the world and I like the idea that I can be part of changing that."

      I can see why he would like that, and I'm glad that he gets to be a part of it, even if the way it happened is a little strange.

      As much as I like seeing both Azíl and Sabine in their element, I have to admit being relieved when my best friend announces that it's time to leave. It turns out that there's a good reason why I don't have a job like this, and I'm definitely not cut out for it.
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