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        Will Willow take the chance to buy Azíl's curse and finally free him?

      

        

      
        With the Sect's offer hanging over her head, Willow has to work out whether it's worth the risk of discovering just how much they're asking for.

      

        

      
        And if that wasn't enough to deal with, Spooky doesn't seem particularly happy, they have a coffee shop to run, and a scare of a very personal nature.

      

        

      
        Can they manage to keep it together?

        -

        Berry Infusion and Lots Of Confusion is book nine in Cauldron Coffee Shop, an urban fantasy romance series featuring a coffee shop owning witch, a formerly cursed ancient warlock, and a cheeky cat.
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      Earl Grey And New Rules In Play

      After contacting the Sect, Willow and Azíl have to make an attempt at living a normal life. Azíl encounters flatpack furniture for the first time and discovers that he isn't naturally gifted at putting it together. He sets up his home office in Sabine's old room, and Sabine takes both of them on a tour of the Archive, where he'll be working sometimes.

      Azíl goes to be fitted for a wand, discovering that he has an affinity for glass wands rather than the more common wood base that Willow uses. His connection to his magic grows stronger with having the proper tools, which makes Willow particularly happy.

      The two of them continue with planning their holiday to South America and talk about the past, particularly in regards to Azíl's past experience with romance in the lead-up to meeting Willow's parents, which goes better than she expected, but they have a lot of questions for her.

      Clover reveals that she's finished her cookbook and has an agent making a deal for her, much to Willow's excitement and slight jealousy over her cousin having found more job satisfaction than she currently has. Azíl and Clover both assure Willow that it will be her turn soon and they'll be celebrating her too. Sabine reveals that she wants Willow there if she makes a big discovery in Morocco, something Willow never thought would be possible, but does think she wants.

      Just as Willow and Azíl decide that they will call the Sect if they don't hear from them soon, Wilfred (from the Bureau for Witches and Warlocks) and Aisha (who previously worked for Willow) reappear and offer her something she never even considered...a chance to buy the bond for Azíl's curse.

      You can find the What Happened Before for books 1-7 here: https://www.authorlauragreenwood.co.uk/p/what-happened-before-cauldron-coffee.html
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      I check the locks on the coffee shop door three times just to be sure they're doing the job they're supposed to. Despite the fact that the last time I heard from the Sect, they walked in through the front door during service time, I can't seem to shake the feeling that we need to be extra vigilant at the moment.

      A hand brushes against my arm and I jump, letting out a small shriek.

      "It is me," Azíl says.

      I sigh and rub my hand over my face. "I know."

      "I did not mean to scare you."

      "I'm just on edge," I respond, turning towards him and smiling. "Want a drink?"

      He nods.

      "There are a couple of samples by the till," I say. "Our tea supplier dropped them off earlier."

      He raises an eyebrow. "Why did he do that?"

      I shrug. "It's pretty normal. He's trying to get us to buy more stuff."

      He makes his way behind the counter and picks up a small packet of loose-leaf tea.

      "What is it?" I ask.

      "It says it is a strawberry, raspberry, and hibiscus infusion."

      I wrinkle my nose. "I'm not sold, but let's try it."

      Azíl makes the tea, and not for the first time, I find myself admiring the way he moves. It's clear that he's comfortable in the coffee shop, and that he knows precisely what he's doing. It's nice. When the coffee shop is closed like this, it makes it really feel as if this is our home. Which I guess makes sense, especially as Azíl has spent so much time here since he was uncursed.

      "What is on your mind?" he asks, placing our tea glasses on the counter and filling them from the pot he's brewed. "You have the expression on your face that you get when you are thinking hard."

      "I don't have an expression like that," I murmur.

      He chuckles. "I can assure you that you do." He picks up one of the tea glasses and smells it, giving an affirmative nod.

      I close the distance to the counter and pick up my own, taking a tentative sniff. I've never been a huge fan of berry-flavoured hot drinks, there's always something a little artificial about them, but this one doesn't smell so bad.

      "I was thinking about how much this feels like home," I respond.

      "That is because this is home," Azíl points out. "We live here."

      "We do." I take a sip of the tea and pull a face.

      Azíl chuckles and turns to the coffee machine, busying himself to make me a replacement drink. Within a couple of minutes, he sets a coffee down in front of me and squirts some whipped cream on top of it, finishing off with a sprinkle of cinnamon.

      I raise an eyebrow. "It's fancier than the first coffees you tried to make," I joke.

      "I have learned a lot since then," he says.

      "You have." I pick up the coffee and take a sip, almost scolding my tongue in the process. "Ah, that's good."

      "I am glad." He drinks some more of his tea.

      "You don't have to drink it if you don't like it," I say.

      "I do like it," he responds. "It is not something I would wish to drink all the time, but it has an interesting flavour."

      "You think that everything has an interesting flavour," I point out.

      "Except for those crisps you got. They were supposed to taste like roast beef."

      I smile at the memory. "Ah yeah, the one food item you've tried and not liked."

      "I did not like your mum's mashed potatoes last week either," Azíl admits. "Why did they have so many lumps?"

      I snort. "No one likes Mum's mash."

      "Why do you eat it then?"

      "Because every time we've tried to tell her about it, she gets upset. It's easier just to eat a little bit of it every now and again."

      "I shall keep that in mind," he responds. "What else were you thinking about?" He starts to load the dishwasher while I make my way behind the counter to carry on with the rest of the cleaning. Some of it can be done with magic, but it's always better to do other parts by hand.

      A part of me wants to tell him that I've got this and he doesn't have to help me clean down, but I know he won't listen to me. And I not-so-secretly love this time together. It feels so low-key.

      "I was thinking about the Sect again," I admit, making things not-so-low-key.

      "Ah." He pauses and turns to me. "Have you heard from them today?"

      I shake my head. "I haven't heard anything since they came a couple of months ago." And the more time goes by, the more I worry about it. "What if they've sold your curse again?"

      "Do you think they will do that without speaking with you first?"

      I shrug and pass him one of the milk-steaming jugs so he can put it in the dishwasher. "I have no idea. I've never been involved in a curse-buying situation before."

      "Do you know anyone who has?"

      "It's not a very common occurrence," I point out. "And I have no idea what to do about it. Should we be messaging them? Should we be entering some kind of bidding war? I have no idea."

      "What about going to the authorities?" Azíl asks.

      "Because the Supernatural Retrieval Agency did so well with catching the Sect when they broke in," I mutter.

      He grimaces. "This is different, though," he points out. "We have more information to give them, and there is something concrete."

      "Hmm."

      "You are thinking," he says, handing me a cleaning cloth so I can wipe down the sides.

      "It's just that you might be onto something. If the Sect re-curse you, then they've broken the law."

      "I do believe they have done that already by upholding the curse."

      "Yes, but they could claim ignorance on that one and say they didn't know you were a person and therefore they weren't doing anything knowingly wrong."

      "Would that work?"

      I shrug. "No idea. I have to assume so. But if they curse you now, and we can prove it considering that you're registered and living a life here. But I don't want to do anything that will test whether that's true. You're not allowed to get yourself cursed, do you understand?" I give him a stern look.

      Azíl chuckles. "It may surprise you to know that I have a lot to live for, I do not wish to be cursed again. Your flat may be small, but it has more room than my teapot."

      "I'm glad to hear it. I've always considered it important that it's bigger than a teapot."

      Azil chuckles. "I can assure you that it is."

      "Was it really bad in there?" I ask.

      "It was nothing," he responds. "That is the best way to explain it. I did not really feel cramped, but it was not pleasant either."

      "I'm..."

      "Do not say it," he cuts me off. "I know that you do not like what happened to me, but it is not your fault. If anything, you should be the least sorry of all as you are the one who enabled me to finally be free of that."

      I nod. "I think I'm just feeling a bit helpless. No matter what I do, I can't work out how we're supposed to get out of this." I throw my cloth into the basket to go to the wash and take a sip of my coffee.

      "I do not know either." There's a hint of hopelessness in his voice that I hate and it makes me wish that there was something more I could do.

      "They want me to buy your curse."

      "I am aware of that."

      "I should do it," I say, surprising myself. Most of the ways I've considered getting out of this situation involve rash acts, from stealing the bond of the curse, to going to the media. Buying it seems like a much simpler solution in some ways.

      "You can not."

      "Why? It would solve the problem. I can tell them what to do with it..."

      "And what happens after that?" he asks. "What happens when they decide that they need more money and that they are going to try and get it out of you because they have managed before?"

      "Do you think they'll do that?"

      "Is it not what they are already doing?" he points out. "They have not had more money from the people who originally paid, so they are coming to you."

      I let out a groan, closing my eyes and trying to work out why all of this is happening to me. Just over a year ago, I was a normal witch running a coffee shop. And now there's nothing normal about my life. I'm ready for that to change. I want to be done with the Sect and everything they represent. I just want to spend the rest of my days with the warlock who upended everything and turned my life upside down.

      An unbidden laugh springs from me, drawing a confused and concerned expression from Azíl.

      "Do you wish to share?" he asks.

      "I was just thinking about how all of this is the most surreal thing that's ever happened to me, and yet it's also the best."

      He raises an eyebrow.

      "You're the best thing that's ever happened to me, Azíl." I step forward just as he opens his arms and pulls me into an embrace.

      I lean my head against his chest and listen to the steady beat of his heart. Even if things aren't as easy to fix as I want them to be, I'm glad I don't have to do this alone.

      And we'll figure out how to fix this, no matter what that actually means.
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