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[image: ]




From his position stretched out flat on the truck bed, Nils stared up at the clear sky. December’s weather was always fickle. It could be hot, cold, dry, and wet all on the same day.

The first month of summer already. How the actual fuck did that happen?

He snagged his water bottle, sat up, and took a few sips. Then he gave it an experimental shake, wrinkling his nose. It was running low, and he didn’t want to run out before reaching his destination.

On looking around, there was nothing but native woodland to be seen. It was beautiful, but he wasn’t there to enjoy the sights of nature. He was there to work.

”Seelie Green.” Nils chuckled. “What a name for a town.” He tapped on the back of the driver’s cab, then poked his head through the small window. “How much longer, Manu?” he asked.

“Oh, about an hour now.” Manu didn’t bother to look around. “If you want to come up front I can tell you a little about the place. Seelie isn’t the kind of place a casual traveler normally visits. Folks go there either low key to take refuge in The Sanctuary, or to do some high living in the big hotel.”

Manu pulled to the side of the road, and Nils jumped off the flat bed and clambered in the cab beside Manu.

“Don’t they ever get backpackers like me?” Nils asked. “Surely some pass through.” But Manu shook his head.

“Seelie’s one of those places that don’t lead nowhere. You have to divert from the main road to find it. And there’s nothing there when you do.”

“There’s a lake and some mountains for tramping.” Nils countered, but Manu huffed a laugh.

“There’s bigger and better lakes as well as mountains. Those around Seelie are just overgrown hills.” Manu grinned as Nils snorted.

“They’re plenty big enough for me.”

“And that’s enough to tell me you’re a city boy.” Manu chuckled. “If you were a real traveler, you’d have seen, and tackled, bigger.”

“Don’t bust my entire cover.” Nils laughed.

“Don’t worry. I don’t gossip. And if they can’t see you as I do, then that’s their look out.” Manu managed to shrug despite driving.

“Fine. Then tell me about this place we’re heading to.” Nils settled back in the passenger seat.

“Well, way back, the Scots settled in these parts.” Manu waved a hand. “But not just the Scots people. Preters from their land came with them, and they settled, too. They fell in love with the place, the trees, and the flowers. That’s where it got its name. Seelie Green. Seelie means fae. The green of the fae.”

“I know The Sanctuary is staffed by preters.” Nils scratched at his chin. “But isn’t that quite new?”

“Owned by a preter, staffed by a mix of preters and humans. It’s a good place.” Manu nodded for emphasis. “Good people. Manny makes sure the village profits from his customs as well as his patrons.”

“The owner’s name is Manny?” Nils snorted. “Where’s he from, then? I can’t find out much about him.”

“Came over from America, as I understand it.” Manu shook his head. “He doesn’t promote himself. Just his sanctuary. You can stay on any terms you like. Bed only, add in meals, and add in any of the services it offers. I spent a couple of days there.” Manu smiled. “Loved it. Not overly expensive, either.”

“Mmm.” Nils glanced at Manu. The man’s weather-beaten face seemed to have lit up talking about the place. “I heard a rumor the owner was a vampire. Any truth in that?”

“Ah, for fuck’s sake, who cares?” Manu made a rude noise that set Nils off chuckling. “If you ask me, then no, I don’t believe he is. I saw nothing that would make me think otherwise. That rumor spread because he prefers night to day, and because of that stupid bitch from the hotel on the lake.”

“Whoa, you don’t like her then?” Nils was surprised at Manu’s reaction.

“The American seems okay on his own. But not her.” Manu inhaled deeply. “She hates The Sanctuary, she hates the village and the villagers. The problem with the American is that he wants to expand. Create a marina off the lake. Allow his guests to use speedboats and jet skis.”

“I guess that would disturb The Sanctuary guests.” Nils cocked his head. “And the villagers are against this?”

“Yep. And it’s not just the guests at The Sanctuary it would disturb. It’s the lake. Scaring off the birds and upsetting the creatures that call the lake their home.” Manu clicked his tongue. “Trouble is, he has money. Knows who to approach and how to phrase things to get what he wants.”

“Yes, so I’ve heard.” Nils nodded. “That’s how he managed to get a helicopter pad as part of the hotel’s parking. Like people just have helicopters in their garages when they want to take a ride.”

“Those staying at the hotel don’t want to visit the village, or go for walks to enjoy the beauty of the place.” Manu huffed. “Just stay at the hotel, eat there, take a boat on the lake or a helicopter ride.”

“I see.” Nils shut his eyes for a second or two, then opened them again to look at Manu. “Not what the locals want then, eh?”

“He made it sound like the hotel would be for older guests wanting quiet holidays to enjoy the scenery, walks, the lake. She makes no secret of hating being in the outback and beyond of nowhere. She wants parties, night life, and quick access to them. That’s where the helicopter comes in.” Manu made a rude noise. “They claim it can be used for rescues, and keep to a strict window of time for personal use.”

“Fuck. They did do the locals over, didn’t they.”

“Yup. She doesn’t like The Sanctuary, either. Doesn’t like the idea of preters ‘prowling around where normal people are,’ as she calls it. Well, trying to close it down got nowhere. Now she’s just mean and nasty about the place. Says the most outrageous lies. The villagers ignore her. But poor Manny, he frets about it.”

“Manny?” Nils cocked an eyebrow.

“That’s what we call the owner of The Sanctuary. Not his real name, of course.” Manu chuckled. “Nice guy. Quiet. Retiring. Looks a bit...Goth, I guess. But you won’t meet anyone nicer,” Manu added emphatically.

“I believe you.” Nils held up a hand, laughing. “Manny.” Nils chuckled again. “He okay with that name?”

“He said he was happy since it was given him out of a sense of friendship.” Manu smiled. “He doesn’t offer his name to many.”

“But he did to you?” Nils hazarded a guess.

“Yup.” Manu beamed widely. “Maybe he will to you. Who knows? But if there’s one thing that I can really emphasis to you about him, it’s to be honest. Something happened in his past, he doesn’t speak of it, but the worst thing you can do is lie to him.”

“No worries there.” Nils wriggled uncomfortably in his seat, even as he spoke confidently. “Just looking for some seasonal work through to Christmas. No biggie.”

“Yeah, well, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Nils glanced at Manu, but his friend was focused on the road ahead. Sometimes, it seemed to Nils, that Manu could see right through him, and his cover. All he hoped was that the people of Seelie Green, and especially those of the hotel and The Sanctuary, didn’t.
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