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	Christmas Creek

	Monsters Ink Book 1

	 


Rampaging vampires, mischievous cat-shifters, frustrated spinsters, a forbidden lover and low cal. erotic desserts—just routine for a wizard...

	 

	 

	Banned from using his magic, Severin is banished to live in the world of humans. So what’s a sixth level mystic meant to do? Simple: use his remaining skills and open up a bakery at Christmas Creek. Severin’s creations are all low cal, but it is his Decadence line—the erotic desserts—that cause a culinary stir in the normally quiet Australian town.

	Severin’s plans for revenge against his enemies are put on hold the moment he meets Will Lawrence, the young Aussie whose golden hair and sexy smile bring Severin to his knees... all things considered that’s not such a bad place to be when you have a lover like Will. Except the vampires demand Sev’s blood, the shapeshifters want a piece of him, and the unmarried women of Christmas Creek want more than his chocolate éclairs... Except he isn’t a ladies’ man. Watch the fur and fangs fly.

	 


 

	 

	Dear Reader,

	I am an Australian writer. Consequently, you may notice variations in spelling, punctuation and grammar. The setting for this story is outback Australia and to be true to the story, I have used Aussie slang in the places where appropriate, but have explained the meaning within the context of the story. However, some words may be untranslatable, so I have included a small glossary for reference. If you’d like a more personal explanation, please contact me, at the email address below, using the subject header christmascreek. I will be only too happy to discuss the nuances of Aussie-speak!

	 

	I hope you enjoy this book.

	 

	Best wishes

	Astrid Cooper.

	asti8@bigpond.com

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Just what was a former sixth-level wizard doing in the kitchen? If anyone dared question him, Severin had a reply: go drop in the void, which was equivalent to the human expression—mind your own ... expletive-of-your-choice ... business.

	The recipe was not going well. The damn toffee was stick-jaw when it should be brittle and the red cherries he had planned to use contained wriggling things. In his life, he’d faced down warlocks and rabid vampires, but the sight of something wriggling or slithering sent him running. Even if the wriggling thing was a quarter of an inch long.

	Returning to the kitchen after the worms had been removed by the domestic cleaner, and after a medicinal brandy to settle his nerves, Sev resumed work on his sponge cake.

	Sev stared at it. This was not one of his culinary masterpieces. But a wizard never admitted defeat. So, begin again. He wove the containment field, the tips of his fingers glowing purple.

	Ripples of chocolate oozed over the cake, peaking in the centre. Severin concentrated his spell on the design. Frustration didn’t describe the moment. A wizard in disgrace, his magic reduced to six percent, what had taken him a nano-second before, was consuming precious minutes. And the spell wasn’t working.

	Just a little more and—

	“Severin! You can’t do this!”

	With his attention diverted by the sound of Tarix’s voice, the binding shattered and chocolate erupted like a volcanic plume, slamming against the ceiling. The glutinous mass fanned outwards, splattering the kitchen.

	Severin ducked as rogue globules flew past. A warm, sticky droplet stuck to his cheek. He wiped it away and stood up.

	Hell’s coldest depths! He stared at the disaster. The normally pristine kitchen was coated in chocolate and slivers of congealed toffee. Just great! It’d take him hours to clean—unless he could bribe a wizard to vanish it all with a wave of his wand. No, that wasn’t going to happen. Severin was outcast and he’d be left to stew in his own chocolate.

	“What the hell happened?” Tarix demanded, striding into the room, his gaze on the chocolate trickling down the walls.

	“You—that’s what happened.”

	“Me? I didn’t do a damn thing.” Tarix’s green eyes danced mischief.

	Sev ignored the glint, focusing instead on Tarix’s transformation. His auburn hair, that was his pride, was secured in a severe bun at his nape by a metal clasp. The black and crimson tabard and leggings hugged his powerful frame. Sev swallowed hard. The sight invoked memories, best left in the past. At Tax’s side the ceremonial knife rested in an ornate gilt sheath. Tarix was a lover not a fighter, which was another reason why Sev had been so surprised when he’d heard that his former bed-mate had taken on guard duty. But, who could follow the thought processes of a cat shifter? Sev had tried for centuries and failed.

	Tarix stepped up to Sev and ran a thumb over the older man’s cheek. He held out his thumb, the tip encased in chocolate. Tarix put it into his mouth and licked, slowly sucking. His green eyes, holding Sev’s gaze, sparked gold.

	Uh-oh. When Tax looked at him like that Sev knew he had to watch out for his arse—literally and figuratively. He wasn’t in the mood for any cat-boy games and retreated a step, placing himself behind the work bench.

	“What is it you want?” Severin asked.

	Splat. Drip. Squelch.

	Chocolate dripped from the ceiling.

	Both men looked up. The corner of Tarix’s lip curled.

	Sev’s fists clenched. Just say it... just you dare! Was the cat-boy foolish enough to make a joke of a wizard’s spell gone wrong? He watched Tax, his heart rate increasing. It was suffocatingly close in the kitchen. The cat returned the stare, a heated gaze, that under normal circumstances would have had them tangling on the floor or on the bench in seconds.

	“These aren’t normal circumstances,” Tax said huskily, picking up Sev’s thoughts.

	“So, tell me what brings you here?” It had been months since he had seen his ex-lover.

	Tax frowned, arms folded. The playfulness was gone. “You’re a sixth-level wizard. Tell me that it’s just another vicious rumour, that you aren’t going to spend your banishment cooking for humans.”

	“Millions might argue that a four-tiered toffee mud cake without calories isn’t a gross waste of my skills. Maybe you’d rather see me in a tall, pointed hat and cape, telling fortunes or drawing rabbits from hats in some sideshow?”

	“That would be marginally more acceptable.” Tarix spread his hands. “I don’t give a pinch of wizard dust for humans. It’s you I worry about. You have a reputation to uphold.”

	Severin snorted. “Tax, you’re such a snob.”

	“True, but that’s why you love me.”

	The older man ignored that remark. It went without saying. “You shouldn’t be here. I’m outcast. You of all people know that.”

	“I’m here in my official capacity. Don’t you appreciate the fact I’m in uniform?” He tugged at the high collar. “I’m close to choking and my balls itch in breeches. How do you endure it?”

	Severin glanced down at his black jeans and t-shirt. “I’m breaking myself in for life on the outside. If I wore my silk robe out there, I’d be beaten up. Humans don’t like men in dresses.”

	“Except Scotsmen’s kilts.” Tarix ran a hand over his chin. “I knew a Scotsman once...”

	“Spare me your reminiscences.”

	“Jealous?”

	Sev grimaced. “You’re incorrigible.”

	“I like the way the jeans hug your arse, and the t-shirt shows your body to perfection, but you don’t have to renounce your wizard robe for human clothes. Really, Sev, you’ve gone too far with this outcast thing.”

	Severin snorted. “I’ve gone too far?”

	“There’s rumblings all over Sanctuary.”

	“More than usual?” Sanctuary—the wizard retreat—was always a hot bed of gossip and intrigue. Sev had remained aloof from it, even when the rumours centred on him.

	“That’s why I came here. Word has it you’re going to live in the human world. Working as a cook. A bloody cook for the stars’ sake.”

	“It’s true.” Severin tried hard not to laugh at the shocked disbelief on Tax’s face. “I like to cook and with my magic reduced to base grade, there’s not much I can do—”

	Tarix cat-growled. “Even on your worst days you can run rings around every wizard in Sanctuary.”

	“When I was sixth-level, but now I’m just base grade.”

	“There’s nothing just about you, Sev.”

	Their gazes clashed. The memories cut deep, cramping Sev’s gut. He saw the younger man’s pain. How the hell had it come to this? And one word was his answer.

	Vampires.

	Sev drew in a deep breath. The past was the past. “I’m retreating, not surrendering, Tax! You can share that information with all the scandal-mongers in Sanctuary.”

	Tarix smiled. “That will be my pleasure. Sev, you’re being expelled tomorrow. I can manage to postpone it by a day, maybe, but—”

	“I’m ready to go.”

	“You aren’t going to appeal? Just leave Sanctuary and live outside with humans? I can intercede, mount a last minute stay of proceedings...” Tarix frowned. “It’s not too late to try.”

	“No.”

	“Have you lost your nerve?”

	Sev smiled grimly. “Tell me why I should listen to advice from someone who’s standing there with chocolate running down his back?”

	“I—What?” Tarix glanced over his shoulder, horrified at what he saw. Hissing, he leapt forward, swatting at his uniform.

	The cat was fastidious, bordering on obsession. Severin laughed at the appalled look on his friend’s face.

	Tarix walked to the work bench, trailing a thin sliver of chocolate. More drops fell from the ceiling, narrowly missing his gold braided tabard.

	“I thought you’d fight them, Sev. I don’t understand you.”

	“Of course not, you’re only three hundred years old. Maybe in another two hundred you might discover how wizards think.”

	“Or not think, in your case.”

	Severin smiled. Wizards were a quirky, enigmatic lot, the more powerful the wizard, the greater the eccentricity. Sev kept his own counsel, infuriating friend and foe alike, while two of his colleagues kept women as lovers. That penchant defied good taste.

	“So, just like that, you’re leaving? And not going to say goodbye to me? For that I ought to bite your arse.”

	“Like you need an excuse?” Biting was just one of the things his former lover did well... ah, very well. He must not remember, because the loss was almost unbearable. Sev wiped down the marble table top and lifted the dough from the bowl. He rolled it out, elongating the pastry, shaping it in the semblance of a rigid cock.

	Tarix swore, then laughed. “You’ve got a good memory.”

	The retort stung them both. It had been nearly a year since they had shared a bed. Sev had missed the inventiveness of his friend, but his sixth-level training took all his time and energy. Tarix had understood and sought the beds of other men. Many men, simultaneously, so Sev had heard. The cat gave new meaning to the word ménage.

	But now Tax was a guard, he had to abstain for the term of his contract. Abstinence and cats were mutually exclusive. What had gotten into the boy? Or—who had gotten to him? The thought intruded and Sev suddenly felt cold. Had Tax betrayed... He shook his head. No, the cat was a loyal friend. He had to believe that, because what else was there to believe in?

	“No wizard has ever dared renounce Sanctuary.”

	“Until now.”

	“Sev, out there... it’ll mean you’ll have to store what little magic you’re allowed just to maintain your age. Please reconsider. Take your banishment here. Don’t leave Sanctuary. It’s the only thing that keeps us alive, forever young.”

	“It’s a risk I’m prepared to take.”

	“And then there’s the vamps. There’s a blood call on you.”

	“I can outwit a gods-be-damned fang boy.”

	“But not the whole Family.”

	“It’s a challenge.”

	“You’re out of your mind.”

	“So you always tell me.”

	Tarix swore in his cat language. Sev had never learnt all the profanity in the cat vocabulary—inventive and comprehensive as it was.

	“Right now, I could kick your ass. That’s what humans say, isn’t it?”

	Tarix leaned across the work bench, selected one of the chocolate éclairs from the silver platter and lifted it to his mouth. Severin watched his former lover run his tongue over the pastry, separating the folds of cream and chocolate in a lazy lick. How often that tongue had licked and caressed him, teasing his cock, his balls, or his arse. The thought, the memories, hardened his sex instantly.

	His breathing picked up a notch. That fluttering feeling in the pit of his stomach... Hell, he wanted to cross his legs, the desire and the denial was so intense.

	Concentrate. Focus. Tarix was out of bounds. For both their sakes.

	The cat-boy eyed Severin, his gaze narrowing, hardening in a rare display of anger. “I’m not going to forgive the Council for doing this to you. And they cut your hair!”

	“So all know I am outcast.” Severin ran a hand over his head, his fingers knotting in the curls at his nape. They had not used a spell for the shearing, but scissors. The magic was in place, like an itch, so his hair would not grow while he was banished. Wizards were vain about a lot of things, but their hair was sacrosanct.

	“You had such beautiful hair... blue-black, like a raven’s wing and down to your waist. You know how much I liked to run my hands through it and suck the ends.” Tarix’s eyes misted. “And now you stink.”

	“I—what?”

	“The shearing spell... it’s clinging to you and smells like someone’s old boot.”

	“That’s why no one sits next to me in the dining hall? I thought it was because I was outcast.”

	Tarix’s smile was grim. “That was someone’s payback, Sev. I won’t give you any prizes for guessing who. Only wizard-kin will smell it, not humans. But they have their own stink, anyway, so they’d not notice you. What a confounded mess. You should have fried the lot of them when you had the chance.” He paused. “They gave you a hundred years to repent and after that you can petition the Council to have your banishment commuted. Big of ‘em.”

	“There were some who called for the death penalty.”

	“Only the vamps and they never think beyond the next bite.”

	Severin shrugged. “I got off lightly, Tax, you know it, so does everyone else.”

	“I don’t call reduction of your magic to base level as getting off lightly. How will you manage? It’d kill me.”

	Severin smiled grimly. “I won’t give anyone the satisfaction of dying.”

	Tarix reached across the table and took Severin’s hand between his, his eyes bright with unshed tears. “Promise me you’ll survive.”

	“I give you my word.” Sev pulled free from Tax’s grasp, but the feel of flesh sliding against flesh, nearly was his undoing.

	“Let me love you.” Tarix’s gaze was severe, his emerald eyes dark with desire.

	Severin tried to ignore that look, but... what was he doing now?

	Tarix ran his tongue the length of the éclair, then bit down, taking it into his mouth, swallowing the damn thing whole. Severin winced. For Tarix’s sake, he had to refuse the cat’s seduction. Bloody difficult to do with a throbbing hard-on straining against his jeans.

	Beyond frustrated, Severin pounded fresh dough onto the floored board and added a sprinkle of crystal dust and his own spell to counter the calories and carbohydrates in the concoction. He worked furiously until he had gained control of his sex.

	“There’s something I need to tell you, Tax.” He lifted his gaze, pausing. “I’m moving to the country.” Travel and distance for wizard kin was marked in seconds—thanks to the vortex—no long term travelling for them, just a flick of the wrist and a severing of dimensions and they arrived in a new place within moments.

	“Fine. I’ll come and visit. Which country?”

	“This country. A tiny town in the middle of nowhere. It’s called Christmas Creek. No vortex connection.”

	The silence in the kitchen was deafening.

	“The next thing you’re going to tell me is that you’re taking a woman as a lover—”

	“There’s no need to be insulting.” Sev’s hands tightened around the dough.

	“You’re cutting yourself off from everyone?” The hurt in Tax’s voice tugged at Sev. “Why, Sev? Why?”

	“I have plans.”

	“That don’t include me, or any of your friends?”

	“I have my reasons.”

	“And like the bloody wizard you are, you won’t tell me. What are you planning?”

	Severin lifted his chin and their gazes clashed. He hoped in that moment, that the cat would have enough wizard-sense to understand without the need for words.

	“Mmmm.” Tax nodded. “I’ll escort you to the vortex. If we time it right, there won’t be any spectators. I thought you’d prefer that.”

	“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe I could have a few fireworks to mark the occasion. Perhaps a cheering squad.”

	“That’s not funny, Sev. There are a few who will shed tears at your departure.”

	“And stain that pretty uniform of yours, Tarix? Tsk. What will the Council say?”

	“Whatever they want and they can go to the coldest hell.” He folded his arms, his look intense. “Now, I’m going to shock you, like you shock me. I’ve taken on Watcher duty. I know, I know! Twelve months of abstinence. But at least I can watch them and report to you.”

	“You can’t. Too dangerous. If they discovered your spying, you’d be relegated to domestic cleaner. If you were lucky.”

	“It’s the least I can do for you, Sev, for old times’ sake.”

	Wizards rarely cried, but tears stung the backs of Sev’s eyes. He blinked furiously. “You have to forget me.”

	“Not fucking likely.”

	“I’m dangerous to be around, Tax. My loyalty has been questioned.”

	“Just because you saved that human family from the vamp’s orgy. Maybe you should have let them die, Sev. Look what’s happened to you... a reprimand and a demotion.”

	“What else could I have done? Turned away?”

	“Better that, than see you in disgrace.”

	Severin’s hands fastened around the dough. “Sometimes I think I don’t know you.”

	“Sev... I didn’t...”

	“We’re taught that humans are expendable. If a vampire wants to sink his fangs into a human, or three, what’s it to us? Right? Well, I believe, I have always believed that humans are a life form with the same rights as us. We live on their world for the stars’ sake. We owe—”

	“We owe them nothing. They amuse. They can be trained to be passable lovers. But equal rights?” Tarix shook his head. “Sev, you shock me.”

	“In this instance I am pleased I do.”

	The two men exchanged frowns, silent recriminations.

	“When do you want to leave?” Tarix asked.

	“Tomorrow. Midnight.”

	“Good, that gives me time.” The younger wizard smiled. “I can fuck you once more, for old time’s sake.”

	“I don’t think so.”

	“No?” Tarix breathed in, then slowly exhaled. The pheromones swirled around Severin’s senses, igniting, tightening, luring. What Tax was doing was against the rules. One did not be-spell wizard-kin. Sex scents and spells were strictly for luring humans, or the occasional fang boy. Tarix had no scruples about how he did, or with whom—or what. Severin was a monk in comparison to Tarix’s voracious appetites. But he had remained faithful since he and Severin became lovers. For Tax that was a rare sacrifice. Now he was in the guards and had taken on a Watcher’s role. Was the cat-boy doing this for him? To plot and plan for Sev’s eventual, triumphant return? Did the boy love him that much? Or, was he playing some game of cat and mouse?

	“How will you exist out there, with just base level magic?”

	“I’ll store it. Keep some for survival, the rest goes on my business.”

	“Your what?”

	“I’m going to open a café.” Severin smiled at Tax’s outrage. “I have to earn a living. I like to cook.”

	“But for humans?” Tarix folded his arms. “They don’t have a refined palette. And they’re obsessed with weight loss and cholesterol readings and gym workouts. The only workout that burns my calories is the horizontal kind. Return me to the decadence of the eighteenth century, not all this tofu and bean sprouts nonsense.”

	Severin laughed. “Those were the times, weren’t they? The best of times, the worst of times.”

	“Don’t quote me bloody Dickens.” Tarix wiped a finger around the chocolate bowl. “This tastes strange.”

	“No calories.” Severin paused. “My speciality. Eat the cake and lose weight. How’s that for a promotional tag line?”

	Tax snorted. “You talk like a human sometimes. Eat the cake and lose weight. I like that. But no one will know. You’re going to concoct for humans and they’ll be none the wiser.”

	Severin smiled, deliberately sparking his eyes at Tax. “I have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

	Wizards’ robes were notorious for the invisible compartments where they stored spells, secrets and magic paraphernalia.

	Tarix’s hiss was pure cat. “That bloody t-shirt doesn’t have sleeves. Stop sparking at me. I hate it when you do that, when your eyes change from that sexy amethyst to that dusky grey. Stop it!” He paused. “I like your jeans, by the way. They hide nothing and I’m glad, because you say no, but your body says yes. Come to bed. You want me and I want you. Don’t dare deny it.” His gaze rested on Severin’s crotch.

	“My hands...”

	In two long strides, Tarix was at Sev’s side and lifted his hands. Raising them to his mouth, he licked up every skerrick of cream and chocolate. Then, in a rare show of dominance, he flung Severin back against the table and lifted him onto it, pushing him down, spreading his legs wide. He took Sev’s mouth in a kiss that was on the edge of brutal, his tongue plunging inside, demanding. Severin met his tongue thrusts with his own, heated and musky. They couldn’t take the sex scent away, not without killing him and he gifted his own essence to Tarix, even as his lover tugged at the jeans’ zip.

	“You were ordered, Tarix, to remove yourself from all association with this renegade.”

	Swearing, hissing, Tarix spun around. Severin struggled to sit upright on a table that was slippery with flour, spilt milk and melted butter. Together they confronted Ardan, second in the Council, a bastard in every language in the universe and Sev’s unrelenting enemy.

	Ardan’s triumphant stance, the gloating look, spoke volumes. “Get out, cat! The renegade and I—”

	Tarix rested a hand on his knife hilt. “I’m here on official business, informing this criminal of his expulsion.”

	“And such informing requires you to congress on a kitchen table?”

	Tarix glanced at Sev, raising a brow. Congress? What sort of dumb-fuck word is that? Ardan is such a pig-headed arse-wipe bore! The cat’s thoughts made Sev smile. Did Ardan overhear? Judging by the man’s puce-coloured face—yes, he had heard.

	Severin stood up, folded his arms and leant against his work bench. “What is it you want, Ardan?”

	“It’s Sir Ardan to you.”

	Sev’s palms itched with the spell he wanted to hurl at Ardan.

	Tarix interposed himself between the two men. “Well, Sir Ardan to you, what do you want?”

	“You insolent reprobate... words fail me.”

	“That would be a first!” Severin said.

	Tarix smiled and went to speak but stopped as a droplet of chocolate fell onto Ardan’s bejewelled cap. Another. Severin and Tarix raised their gazes to see the chocolate hanging by a slowly elongating thread from the ceiling, in direct line to the senior wizard’s head.

	Tarix and Severin moved back as the strand gave way and the whole mess landed with a squelch, shrouding the wizard in its sticky mass.

	Ardan howled outrage. His hands frantically wove a vanishing spell against the chocolate. The chocolate and toffee peeled back, then congealed in great lumps over his robe.

	Sev caught Tarix’s magic-scent as the cat cleverly and surreptitiously inhibited Ardan’s spell.

	Furiously, the wizard invoked more spells and slowly the chocolate vanished from his golden robe. His hat and head remained coated, a fine sliver of toffee-chocolate standing up from the cap like a bristle.

	Severin turned away trying to hide his smile. Tarix, never discreet where Ardan was concerned, roared with laughter.

	“For that, cat-boy, you will pay.”

	Severin whirled about, facing the older man. “Threaten him and you threaten me.”

	Ardan, with a flick of his wrist, hurled a withdrawal spell at Tarix and the younger man dematerialised, even as he struggled with the counter spell. For a moment Tax hung in the room, infuriating Ardan further.

	“Sev...”

	Severin clenched his fists and summoned. Nothing. Not one iota of magic was in reserve. His chocolate spell had depleted him. Damn it all to hell. He was as weak as a newborn.

	But Ardan was too incensed to realise he was completely magic-drained. All Sev had left was reputation and bluster. “Rest assured, Ardan, if you hurt Tarix, in any way, I’ll destroy you.”

	Ardan laughed, but Severin caught the undercurrent of fear. Ardan might be a councillor, but his powers, like his imagination were limited. Sev could out-spell him any time. Everyone knew it. Ardan had been one of the few on the Council who had called for the death penalty, not because Sev’s crimes called for it, but simply it was a means to destroy Severin. The jealousy among wizards bordered on insanity.

	“Outcast! Renegade! There will be a reckoning between us, and only one of us will survive.”

	“Glad you know the fate awaiting you, when I come back—”

	“If, Severin. If.” Ardan undulated his fingers in the vanishing spell and dematerialised.

	Severin slipped to the floor and rested his head on his knees. The confrontation had drained him. As weak as a novice and just as damn ineffectual.

	What a bloody, awful mess. Tarix had come to him, in defiance of the Council, and he’d suffer for it. But worse, a thousand times worse, and no doubt why Ardan had spirited Tax away, was that he knew Severin would be worried for his friend, and in exile had no way of protecting him. Ardan had a small victory.

	Sev was banished and Tarix had sided with him. And that chocolate... he could have held it back from Ardan, but hell, the temptation to let gravity have its way was too much. If nothing else, he would remember the sight of a chocolate-coated Ardan for years to come. Small comfort. Because Ardan said he was going after Tarix. He said, but would he be stupid enough to try?

	Ardan, like all wizards was unforgiving and punishments were inventive, cruel.

	But Severin could be crueller, more inventive. Ardan knew it.

	That threat might be enough to protect Tarix. If not, he still had friends in Sanctuary... And Tax had powerful lovers who could protect him. As if any cat needed a wizard’s help. Cats just made themselves invisible and waited until the furore—the ones they habitually invented—died down. He’d return, striding in as if nothing untoward had happened. Cats!

	But Sev didn’t think the furore of a chocolate-coated Ardan would die down in a century. Ardan was full of his own importance and wore his ceremonial robe every day. Just how many spells would it take to remove the toffee and chocolate from the silk? Pity that the cherries had been removed from the kitchen. The sight of Ardan crawling with fruit worms had enormous appeal. Maybe, he could ... Sev shook his head against the thought. He couldn’t touch those wriggling things—not in a million years.

	Without a backward glance he strode from the kitchen, seeking out his friends, so that Tarix would be protected in his absence.

	And when he returned, Sev vowed, the reckoning would be... inventive.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The town of Christmas Creek was a sleepy dusty backwater, far removed from the pristine opulence he was accustomed to. If a wizard was ever to remain undiscovered by his enemies, then Christmas Creek might just be the place.

	Sev parked by the ‘for sale’ sign and copied down the mobile phone number into his diary. At first, the blasted biro wouldn’t work. Damn it. He’d grown accustomed to scrawling notes into the ether to be retrieved with a spell when he needed them. Now, he had to write—for the gods’ sake—write on a piece of paper. Primitive. Inconvenient. He’d tried an iPad but couldn’t make the thing work. Pens and paper were his limit.

	He studied the secluded property. Between the wrought iron lattice of the fence and the overgrown garden, with its oak and fig trees, Sev could just make out the stonework of the baker’s premises, with an adjoining two-storey residence. The house was older than the bakery, with a round turreted room at the far end, its stained glass window boarded up. That room reminded him of his own at Sanctuary.

	A sharp pain slanted across his heart. He had never experienced it, this sense of homesickness, but knew it for what it was. The loss of all... Temporary loss, he reminded himself. Survive for only one hundred years and then he would return to Sanctuary. He drew in a deep breath. He would endure this.

	Sev appraised the property. It would suit him nicely, but it needed substantial renovation. No flick of the wrist and a molecular transference—the equivalent of the human abracadabra—Sev would have to get his hands dirty, or employ someone to do the restoration. Before leaving Sanctuary, he’d converted all his assets into cash, but the purchase of his car, and now the bakery would just about wipe out his nest-egg. The irony of his predicament did little to improve his mood. Wizards could conjure everything they wanted out of the ether. Sev no longer had such resources. The bakery and residence needed fixing and until he was cashed-up, he’d have to do the work himself. That might prove interesting. Not.

	He put the car into reverse and crunched the gears. He’d never get used to a car—not in a million lifetimes. The car salesman had gripped the dashboard with hands that resembled claws, his face turning white as Sev drove the test car around the street. It was the first time Sev had ever driven a car. The only thing that kept the salesman in the Porsche during the demo was the fact that Sev had put down a deposit of twenty thousand in cash—money spoke all languages and overcame all obstacles in the human world. The driver’s licence was a fabrication, as were Sev’s identity papers. He’d paid one of the castellans in Sanctuary to do all the necessary paper work. But, he still couldn’t drive a damn car.

	He gunned the engine, skidded sideways on the gravel and turned onto the dirt track in a flurry of dust.

	Returning to his B & B room at the colonial mansion on the outskirts of town, Sev rang the mobile number and a woman’s husky voice answered and then went straight to voice mail. Another human thing he hated. Answering machines. The day lurched from one bad moment to the next. And when a wizard was having an off day, look out universe!

	He glared at the phone after he left the message. Sev rarely had dealings with women and the encounters always made him nervous and irritable. Nothing for it though, but to live in the human world and interact with women. What a monstrous thought. Why didn’t human men keep their women subjugated, or even better, cloistered?

	A few minutes later and the phone in his room rang. The caller was Susan Lawrence who made an appointment for them to view the property, as Sev had requested, in an hour’s time.

	That would give him time to erect a glamour around himself to avoid female contamination. Though it would cost him a week’s worth of magic, it was a small price to pay.

	Sev drove his car down the road and parked it in the shade of an ancient peppercorn tree, its twisted, flaking trunk resembling the face of an old man. Another car which Sev recognised as a utility vehicle, a ute in Australian speak—covered in red dust and spattered insects—was parked under another tree in the driveway. One of the large wrought iron gates had been opened and hung askew.

	A figure, thankfully male, detached itself from the shadows and walked forward. For a moment Sev’s mouth dried and his heart flipped. The man walked like a panther. Was this a trap? Was he a shifter...

	Then Sev caught the human scent. Mere human. But the man walked... Gods how he walked...

	The man was young, but then any man was young compared to a sixth level wizard who counted a lifetime in centuries. The human pushed back his stained akubra from his head and drew off his sunglasses as he halted before Sev, holding out his hand.

	“Gidday? You’re Mr Smith?”

	Severin took him in—all six feet four of him—at a single glance. It was an unexpected, but pleasant surprise to meet a man whose height matched his own. The handshake was firm, the palm touching his, work roughened. The man’s scent was... indescribable. Sex on legs, Tax would have said and the thought made Sev catch his breath as memories kicked in.

	Tarix had not earned any significant punishments for the kitchen incident with Ardan. His friend had taken a reprimand, gone to the bottom of the promotions list and received a month’s additional guard duty at Sanctuary. It could have been worse, much worse, but Tax and Sev still had connections in the right places...

	“Mr Smith? You ok?”

	The voice brought Sev back to the present. He thrust his hands in his jacket pockets.

	“I’m Smith. You are?”

	“Will Lawrence. I’m the lawyer administering the estate.”

	“I was expecting a woman.”

	“Sorry to disappoint.”

	“I’m not disappointed.”

	Will’s tawny gaze levelled at him. It was rare any man could meet a wizard’s eyes, but this one did and more besides. He issued a challenge. Back off.

	Sev smiled, to reassure. “You don’t look like a lawyer.”

	He glanced disdainfully at Sev and his car. “We don’t all wear Armani and drive a Porsche.”

	“Apparently not.”

	Will’s contempt of foreign cars and suits was fairly typical, Sev soon discovered on entering human society and Australian society in particular. He couldn’t understand the reasoning—unless it was due to envy?

	“I’ll show you inside,” Will said.

	Sev’s breath caught in the back of his throat.

	In certain wizard and shifter circles, the I’ll show you inside, would be an invitation to offer one’s body... Tax would have had no hesitation. But there were limits to depravity and Sev had never—would never—fuck a human.

	Oblivious to Sev’s thoughts, Will turned and walked away, his stained, faded levis and work boots and cotton t-shirt covering a body that was tense with anger and with... yes, Sev felt it, a frisson of sex of which the human was unaware.

	Sev followed the human up the weed-choked pathway to the front door. Will inserted the key into the old lock and gave the door a heave with his shoulder. The wood creaked ominously, but opened, and Will stood aside as Sev stalked past him into the dark interior. Dust lay on every surface.

	“It’s the maid’s week off,” Will said.

	“I’ll take it.”

	“You... what?”

	“I will purchase this property.”

	“You haven’t seen the rest and... well, she needs a lot of work—”

	“She?”

	Will spread his arms wide. “She. The house.” His tawny gaze narrowed. “You’re not from around here, are ya?”

	“Not exactly.” Sev paused, taking in the rooms, sensing the cellar below, the overgrown garden outside and the rooms adjoining where the baker once worked.

	Will drew off his hat and ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll be honest with you, Mr Smith, this place has a lot of history, so I can’t let it go cheap.”

	Salesmen the universe over were the same, it seemed.

	“What is the asking price?”

	“Give me your best offer.”

	Sev sighed. More human games. He caught a faint emanation from Will—the lowest figure he was prepared to accept. Sev folded his arms. “Two hundred and thirty thousand dollars.”

	“Two fifty and you’ve got a deal.”

	“Is cash acceptable?”

	Will’s jaw almost dropped. “You carry that kinda money around?”

	“Not exactly.”

	“Then I’ll give you the BSB and account details.”

	Gibberish. Humans always spoke gibberish. “I can give you the cash when you draw up the papers. When? I need to take possession urgently.”

	Will studied him, head askew. “I can get it all sorted within the next coupla days. You’re staying at Peppertrees?”

	Sev grew cold, alarmed. “How do you know where I’m staying?”

	“Bush telegraph.”

	“What?”

	“Someone pegged the car the moment it hit town. Not many Porches, red or otherwise, hit Christmas Creek. The stranger alert went out.”

	Sev stared, heart racing, mind reeling. What was the human saying? “My car hasn’t ever been pegged and I didn’t hit anything in the town.” He’d come close, but not an actual collision. His driving was getting better—marginally—with experience.

	Will laughed, and for a moment Sev’s body thrummed in response. The human was unaware of his sexuality, but Sev wasn’t immune. He ought to run from the danger this man represented.

	“You really are a stranger, aren’t you? Locals always know when there’s someone new in town. The news spreads fast. That’s the bush telegraph, faster than the internet and about as reliable. You stay here long enough and you’ll learn. I can have the contract drawn up by Monday. I’ll be at Peppertrees at two pm, is that ok?”

	“Acceptable.”

	“I’ve got the papers out in the car, for formal offer and a deposit. Sorry, that’s how it works.”

	“Yes.”

	“You sure you don’t want to have a good look around?”

	“I’ve seen enough.” Sev’s gaze rested on Will.

	“Rightio.” Will pushed his hat back on his head. “Follow me out to the car.”

	Will leaned into the ute cabin and drew out a sheaf of papers from a briefcase. He strode to the front of the car, hitched up his booted foot on the front bumper bar and used his knee as a rest while he wrote on the contract. Sev’s gaze lingered over the sudden strain of denim and cotton as Will leaned forward writing. His mouth went dry and his throat tightened. These were not good reactions for a wizard dealing with a human.

	“Done,” Will said, dotting the paper with a final full stop. He turned to Sev holding out the document.

	Sev glanced at the paperwork and took the pen from Will’s hand, their fingers brushing slightly in the exchange. The frisson raced through Will, a pleasure turning to alarm, but for Sev it was as if he was engulfed by fire. Gold lights sparked behind his eyes and his body constricted painfully. A wizard knew... and if he didn’t know, the reaction unequivocally informed that this human—this human—was a man he could love.

	Insanity to consider it, to allow even the thought to intrude. There were things a wizard could do to deny a fatal attraction and gods be damned, if he was to survive he would have to do more than deny it. Because he had plans to return to Sanctuary and take his rightful place on the Council as Wizard Prime. There was also Tarix to consider. Tarix, who had risked everything to help him. For a moment Sev struggled to remember Tarix’s essence, the intimacy of years of loving. How could he forget so quickly, so easily?

	Because the man beside him was inciting responses. The human’s pheromones were overwhelming, making Sev forget. He shook his head in denial. He would not—could not—entangle with any human.

	Again, Will put the papers on the bonnet of the car and bent over, the jeans hitching around his arse in a way that Sev tried hard to ignore. And failed—miserably.

	William witnessed Sev’s signature with a flourish that would have done a wizard proud.

	“It’s true then?” Sev asked.

	“Huh?” Will flicked the lid back over the biro.

	“Lawyers’ signatures are as illegible as doctors’.”

	Will grinned, the tension evaporating. “Yeah. I’ll see you in two days’ time. But if you change your mind, there’s cooling off... that’s the form you have.”

	“I’ve decided,” Severin said. “I’ll have the cash for you Monday. You’ll have the deeds to the property?”

	“It doesn’t happen that fast. Lots of paperwork and legalese to deal with. But... as I’m the executor of the estate, I can let you rent the property until the transfer is completed and you’re the new owner. The beneficiary won’t be fazed. A bit of extra money will seal the deal. How does that sound?”

	Sev frowned. “What sound do you mean?”

	“Uh... does this arrangement meet with your approval?”

	“I understand. You require a larger deposit? Might fifty thousand seal the deal?”

	Will smiled. “Yeah.” He held out his hand and Sev took it, relishing the younger man’s strength, the feel of the smooth skin amid the calluses.

	Sev stepped back, severing the handshake.

	Will folded his tall frame into the ute and drove away.

	Sev watched the car disappear over the hill. His gut churned with conflicting emotions. So much, Sev thought, for a simple life in the country, incognito. This Will Lawrence was going to prove a challenge to his resolve. Well, danger and wizards walked hand in hand.

	And with that thought came an image—of he and Will walking hand in hand. That wasn’t going to happen.

	Not ever.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	For the first time in fifty years, the bakery became operational.

	With nervous anticipation, Severin watched the cinnamon rolls in the new stainless steel oven. He hadn’t planned on upgrading the kitchen, but rats had chewed through the cables and generations of possums had resided in the chimney, destroying the internal brickwork. The last of Sev’s money was spent on installing a state of the art kitchen. As a result he was a down and out wizard with not a cent or a pinch of magic to his name.

	He had stored magic each week and after two months, expended it in a burst of activity to get the house and business up and running.

	The frustrations of those weeks gave way as the rolls lifted, turned brown and the glorious aroma of cinnamon and roasted raisins wafted through the bakery. Sev turned out more dough on the marble bench top and worked cinnamon and fruit into the pastry, kneading it with all the patience and dexterity of a lover.

	He sucked in his breath. Sex. It had been on his mind for weeks. Deprived of companionship in bed and out of it, he regularly quashed the thoughts, the clamouring of his body for release. But the desire, like an itch, remained on the periphery of every waking moment.

	The sale had gone through without a hitch. Will Lawrence had seen to all of it with cool indifference and after their business was concluded, he had disappeared from his life.

	That was fine with Severin. He needed no more complications and a sexy human was a complication that no wizard wanted. But, that didn’t stop him from having a few sleepless nights, or sexed dreams that left him irritable and longing for the touch of Tarix, so beyond his reach... But sometimes those dreams had focused on another man, a tall, blonde-haired, tawny-eyed human, whose jeans clung to his arse like a second skin.

	Severin flipped over the dough and added chocolate to the concoction.

	The bell hanging over the front door tinkled, announcing someone’s arrival. One day he would put a spell on the latch. He wiped his hands on the closest towel and ducked through the beaded curtain, halting in a mix of shock and alarm.

	“Gidday.” Will leaned against the counter dressed, as before, in faded jeans and shirt with a smattering of red dust. “I just thought I’d drop by and see how things are doin’.”

	“They’re doin’ fine.”

	“I can see that. I didn’t think this place would scrub up so well.”

	“But you sold it to me even so?”

	Will’s grin was sheepish, a dimple in his cheek. “Yeah, I’m a lawyer. No integrity. Just in for the fast buck.”

	“I don’t believe that.”

	“Of me, or lawyers in general?”

	Severin shrugged. It seemed to be the answer with the least possible chance of incrimination.

	“I would’ve been here sooner, but I had to go away up north. The floods destroyed habitat. I’ve only got the refugees placed.”

	Severin frowned. The human was talking gibberish again. His confusion must have shown because Will smiled that shy boy smile that made Sev’s gut flip.

	“I rescue native fauna. Sis and I have a sanctuary.”

	A lawyer with a social conscience? Severin was intrigued and it explained much about the incongruity of Will’s dress and the cages in the back of the ute.

	The human glanced around the shop, his gaze resting on the large, expensive coffee machine. He gave it an adoring look.

	“You’re going to be a lifesaver! You can’t get a decent espresso for one hundred Ks in all directions.”

	Sev raised a brow. “Who... where is K-a-y-s?” he asked, pronouncing the word as Will had done.

	“Ks is short for kilometres.”

	“I only know miles.”

	“Right, well a K... a kilometre... is a little over half a mile.”

	“Thank you for the explanation.”

	Will smiled. “So, when’s your café having the grand opening?”

	“I wasn’t going to have one, just—”

	“A word of advice from your lawyer, Mr Smith. Here, you have to invite everyone within two hundred Ks and maybe, just maybe, after fifty years you’ll get accepted as a newbie, never a local, you have to be sixth generation for that.”

	Severin nearly choked in shock. Sixth-generation... sixth-level. Six was always the magic number. Did the human know? He gazed long and hard at Will.

	“Something wrong?” Will asked casually. “The look you gave me...”

	“You shocked me.”

	“I shock you?” He laughed. “So, when is the grand opening?”

	“I don’t know anyone to invite, except you.”

	“The bush telegraph will take care of all that.”

	Sev knew all about the bush telegraph by now. He’d driven in to town, told the supermarket owner—who was also the region’s Mayor—about his kitchen troubles and within two hours he’d had a visit from Nobby, the local cabinetmaker. Four hours later, the plans were finalised and a deposit paid. Sometimes humans could work as if by magic.

	“Set the date, put the invite up in the post office and she’ll be right.”

	“Who, she?” Severin didn’t much care for the idea of women being involved.

	“Just a saying. It means all will be okay. Where did you say you’re from?”

	“I didn’t.”

	Will’s frown, the sudden chill in his eyes made Sev instantly regret his curt reply. But how could he explain to any human who he was, what he was and where he lived? No human was allowed to know about the existence of wizards or Sanctuary. If, by chance, they did discover the truth, they had to die. That was the Law.

	“There’s that look again.” Will said. “I like your contacts, by the way. Unusual colour, the amethyst. Special designer lenses to go with the car and suit?”

	“Mmmm.” Sev couldn’t speak, not if his life depended on it. This human... this boy was turning him inside out.

	“So, give me the date of the grand opening and I’ll put up a poster in the supermarket.”

	Sev swallowed hard against a painfully tight throat. “You choose.”

	“Ok. Four weeks’ time. October ten. Sound okay? It’s a Friday. Most people will be in town for the monthly ag sales.”

	“The what?”

	“Agricultural sales. Stock. Grain. Stuff like that. You really need to get out more. This town is your home. You can’t live in the bakery like it’s some sort of sanctuary.”

	Sev bit his lip. Why did he call the bakery a sanctuary? Was this boy psychic? “I’ve never had a home.”

	“Until now.” Will shrugged. “This town is as good as any and better than most. I’ve lived here all my life, ‘xcept when I was studying at uni. Hated the big smoke... Sorry, I meant the city. You need an Aussie dictionary Mr Smith, or better still, a mobile phone with an internet connection. It’d take you straight to a website, for a translation.”

	“Technology doesn’t work for me. Besides, you translate adequately.”

	“But I may not always be around.” His gaze searched.

	“I’ll improvise.”

	The silence in the kitchen lengthened. Sev’s heartbeat was like a tattoo in his head. “You mentioned about local acceptance. Your family is this all important sixth generation?”

	“Yep. Started off as miners, found a motherload of copper in the next valley and made their fortune. Saved the fledgling colony of South Australia from utter ruin. We still live out at Wahroonga, the family property.” He paused. “You want to come to a barbecue next Sunday? You can meet some of the locals and let them know about your grand opening.”

	“Do I have a choice about this grand opening?”

	“Not if you want to live here.”

	Severin shook his head. Social interaction with humans? What was his world coming to? But that was the past—he was in business running a bakery and coffee shop. His clientele would be humans, perhaps the stray shifter. Vamps and wizards rarely left their impenetrable sanctuaries, certainly not for something as irrelevant as pastries and espresso coffee. The last time he had lived among humans, a woman named Victoria had ruled half the earth. Most wizards had returned to Sanctuary refusing to live in a world where a woman was sovereign. Sev hadn’t much cared, but had joined the exodus simply to be politically correct. In those days he followed the rules. Did what was expected.

	In the baking room, the oven chimed.

	“Perhaps you’d like to sample the first bake?”

	Will followed him into the kitchen and watched as Sev lifted the tray from the oven, his hand encased in a thick mitten. He popped the buns on the rack to cool. The kettle boiled and he made coffee.

	“Sorry it
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