
  
    
      
    
  

 
   
    Slippery Slope 
 
    A Riddler’s Edge Side Story 
 
    by A.A. Albright


 
   
  
 



 
 
    This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, organisations, places, events and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright © A.A. Albright 2020 
 
    All Rights Reserved 
 
      
 
    No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the author. 
 
      
 
    Newsletter: http://www.subscribepage.com/z4n0f4 
 
    Website: https://aaalbright.com 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Table of Contents 
 
    1. Welcome to Snowy Hollow 
 
    2. Come, Come, Madam Montague! 
 
    3. Après Flea 
 
    4. With Friends Like These 
 
    5. Kang’s Place 
 
    6. The Man in Red 
 
    7. Rude Awakening 
 
    8. Mister Forgetful 
 
    9. Slippery Slope 
 
    10. Back Where We Began 
 
    11. We’ve Gotta Get Out of this Place 
 
    12. DIY Sleuthing 
 
    13. When Darkness Falls 
 
    14. Plan B 
 
    15. Punning in Times of Crisis 
 
    16. The Karma Competition 
 
    17. Mayor Day, Mayor Day! 
 
    18. The Smoking Wand 
 
    19. Detective Montague 
 
    20. What the Snowman Saw 
 
    21. If Only I Knew a Genius … 
 
    22. The Last Word 
 
    Also by A.A. Albright 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    1. Welcome to Snowy Hollow 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘My name is Pru Montague, and I’m a vampire.’ 
 
    The Peaceforce officer looked absentmindedly at me.  He was far too busy paying attention to the skiing competition playing on the TV.  ‘Sorry, could you repeat that once more please?  I was distracted by … important events.’  He picked up his notepad, still struggling to look away from the TV screen. 
 
    My head went into my hands and I squeezed my eyes shut.  I couldn’t look at the interrogation room any longer.  Mainly because it wasn’t actually an interrogation room, but some sort of store room for the station.  There were skis and snow gear, jackets, scarves and boots, plus a few boxes of disposable cups and coffee filters. 
 
    We had a slightly similar set-up at home in Riddler’s Edge, which was odd, seeing as that town had more crime than most places.  There, there was an actual interrogation room, but it doubled up as a store room for boxes of paper, loo rolls and whatever else had no other home.  It was incredibly optimistic, I thought – blindly optimistic, even – to have no proper space for interviewing suspects.  Maybe they hoped that if they didn’t build it, the criminals wouldn’t come. 
 
    ‘My name is Pru Montague,’ I replied in an exhausted tone.  ‘And I’m a vampire.  Next question, please.’ 
 
    He banged a hand against the table, and I opened my eyes, flinching. 
 
    ‘Sod it, anyway!’ he cried.  ‘I bet ten gold rounds on that race.  Who would have thought blooming Grant would win it this time?’  He sighed and looked my way.  ‘So.  Let’s start this interview.  Can you state your name and your supernatural type for me, please?’ 
 
    With the most incredible of headaches, I repeated myself for the third time.  ‘My name is Pru Montague, and I’m a vampire.’ 
 
    Now that I’ve told this guy three times, you’ll probably want an explanation yourself.  Yes, it’s true, I am a vampire – but I’m not the kind who hides in the shadows to suck your blood.  Although even if I were, it wouldn’t do you any harm as long as I only drank a bit.  You might even have improved health and energy for quite a while after.  Sort of like a ginseng shot, or a high dose of B vitamins.  But … I guess I’m getting off point.  The point is, I was just your average centuries’ old vampire who hadn’t a clue what I was doing in this place. 
 
    And because I didn’t have a clue, I asked the Peaceforce officer, ‘Now please, can you just tell me what you’ve arrested me for?’ 
 
    He slammed a set of photographs on the table.  They all depicted the same sad scene: there was a patch of melted snow, and the charred tip of a ski-pole, but nothing else.  Even so, I knew exactly what I was looking at, because I’d been there when it happened. 
 
    ‘You’re here so I can question you about a murder, Miss Montague.  A very grisly murder.  Oh, I know everyone says Oscar’s death was an accident, caused by a pair of combusting skis … but I happen to think differently.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  I fiddled nervously with my earlobe.  I would have fiddled nervously with one of my earrings, but they’d confiscated my jewellery.  Now I knew why.  Well … kind of.  ‘It’s crappy if Oscar was murdered,’ I said.  ‘I mean, I only met him once, but he seemed like a really nice guy.  Wait – you don’t actually think I had anything to do with it, do you?’ 
 
    He folded his arms and gave me a slit-eyed stare.  ‘Don’t I?  Miss Montague, here on the Peaceforce we have a saying – guilty until proven innocent.’ 
 
    I fought back a nervous shiver.  ‘You have that the wrong way around,’ I informed him.  ‘It’s innocent until proven guilty.’ 
 
    For the first time since he’d dragged me to the station, he smiled.  It was probably more of a malevolent grin, if I were to be completely honest with myself – but I didn’t really want to be honest with myself.  What I wanted was to be back home, in Riddler’s Edge, where the law enforcement officers were my friends, instead of here, where this guy clearly had it out for me.  ‘Is it?’  He leaned forward and, in a sneering voice, said, ‘Welcome to Snowy Hollow, vampire.’ 
 
    Eek.  Much as I wished I could make some sort of sarcastic reply, I wasn’t feeling brave enough.  The best I could manage was to sit back, as far away as I could, from the Peaceforce officer, while he continued to send his malevolent grin my way.  As the grin went on, he added a touch of maliciousness, a spot of mockery, and rounded it off with a Machiavellian finish. 
 
    Oh yeah, I felt incredibly welcome – so welcome that I wished I’d never come to Snowy Hollow at all.  While the officer continued to grill me about Oscar’s death, I thought back to how this whole mess had begun … 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    2. Come, Come, Madam Montague! 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Want a snack, Pru?’ 
 
    I stirred myself from my book.  I was reading a story by Ariadne Albright called And Then There Were Buns.  It was about a group of witch bakers who think they’re being taken to a remote island for a baking contest, but they actually get murdered one by one by their mysterious human host. 
 
    It probably wasn’t the best story to read when I’d been invited to a remote enclave for a weekend of fortune-telling work, but it sure was enjoyable.  ‘Huh?  Snack?  Nah, I’m okay,’ I said.  ‘I’m enjoying the flight.  I never get the chance to read.’ 
 
    He popped a lollipop into his mouth and smiled.  ‘I’m glad you’re enjoying the break, even if we are both here for work.  Maybe it’ll be such a good weekend that you won’t even notice Ash isn’t here.’ 
 
    At the mention of my best friend, I let out a mournful sigh.  Originally, there was going to be four of us on this trip.  Ash was going to be covering the festival for the Daily Riddler, while Greg took photos to go along with her article.  Ash’s fiancé, Dylan, would have been coming along for the ride, while I got to enjoy the highest-paid fortune-telling gig I’d had for quite some time. 
 
    But there’d been a far more important article for Ash to cover back home, when the local school suddenly changed chalk suppliers.  No, I’m not kidding.  That’s a big deal in my home town.  Dylan hadn’t wanted to come without her, so now it was just me and Greg. 
 
    ‘Hey, don’t look so sad to be without your bestie,’ he said.  ‘Sure, I’ll be taking photos, but there’ll be lots and lots of time for us to spend together in the chalet.  Plus, we can have so much more fun there now that we have it all to ourselves.’ 
 
    Hmm.  I’d been too busy reading to think about that, but now that he mentioned it … I leaned across and placed a great big kiss on his lovely lips. 
 
    He stuck his van on auto-pilot and gave me a wicked grin.  Dear Dracula, I loved this wizard.  I was just getting a little more acquainted with the lollipop flavour of his lips when a chugging noise sounded behind us.  ‘Ah.’  He pulled away.  ‘Chocolate fountain needs a top-up.’ 
 
    I giggled.  Of course it did.  Only Greg could design a van that flew and had a chocolate fountain.  It had a popcorn maker and a lollipop cupboard too, but who’s counting?  Greg had a thing for snacks.  And gadgets and gizmos.  And computer games.  And, well … so far, I’ve probably made my boyfriend sound like an overgrown kid, but he really wasn’t.  Sure, he liked to eat a lot, and his idea of fun was making magical vehicles like the van we were in now.  But he was so much more than that. 
 
    Greg was tall and gorgeous, with close-cut blond hair and pale blue eyes that made me weak at the knees.  He wasn’t just good-looking, though.  He was also a wizarding genius, with a brain that fired on a trillion cylinders at once (because as we all know, brains are just like engines).  But more than any of that, when I was with him I just felt like I was in the right place, y’know?  Even though I’d been alive for hundreds upon hundreds of years, somehow, when I was with Greg, I actually felt young. 
 
    Aaaand … maybe that’s about enough enthusiasm about my boyfriend for the time being, because I now needed to enthuse about what I saw through the window of his flying van.  And oh, what a sight. 
 
    Below us was our destination for the weekend: the famous enclave of Snowy Hollow.  It was situated on the Nepalese side of Mount Everest, quite close to the human base camp.  The humans, of course, would never see this magical enclave lying in their midst.  Not for the first time, I couldn’t help but feel they were missing out on something wonderful. 
 
    Most magical enclaves had an invisible boundary separating them from the human world, but certain supernaturals could (if they squinted a bit) actually see the large, bubble-like structure that kept Snowy Hollow safe from prying eyes.  And what I saw was akin to an enormous snow globe, with an always-snowy town within. 
 
    Weather-control magic was tricky even for the most talented of witches.  There was the whole cause and effect thing to worry about – making it magically cold in one place often made it hot in another.  But the people of Snowy Hollow had perfected the art centuries earlier, and because of it the enclave hosted winter sporting events throughout the entire year. 
 
    The festival we were heading towards was called the Winter Wizard Festival, and the races in it were all for wizard entrants only.  Wizards like Greg weren’t born with magic, like witches were.  Instead they worked hard for it, studying for years so they could learn how to channel magical objects and gain power of their own.  Many wizards also tended to have a love for invention, which meant that this weekend’s events didn’t just rely on their sporting prowess, but on the skis, snowboards and brooms that each contestant would make with their very own hands. 
 
    Even if you didn’t fancy skiing or snowboarding or freezing-cold broom races, the beauty of Snowy Hollow was enough of a draw.  Right now, soft snow was falling down on forests, mountains, and pretty wooden houses and hotels. 
 
    ‘Does it look like you remember?’ Greg asked. 
 
    ‘Maybe a bit bigger,’ I admitted.  ‘But then, I haven’t been here since the eighteen hundreds, so I guess that’s to be expected.  It still looks like a human Christmas card though, so that’s promising.’ 
 
    He grinned.  ‘Yeah, it looks exactly like I expected it to look.  So em, did you … you know?’ 
 
    I arched a brow.  ‘Did I what, oh wizard of mine?  You wouldn’t be asking if I took a sneak peek at the future so I could see if our weekend away would be as magical and romantic as we hoped?’  I shook my head and chuckled.  ‘I didn’t.  You know I try to see the future as little as I possibly can.’ 
 
    It was true.  Despite the fact that I could do a pretty good job of looking into the future, I stayed away from that side of my power as much as I could.  Not only because my visions tended to be rather dramatic (usually along the lines of apocalypse, heartbreak and life-altering doom) and not because of the danger of self-fulfilling prophecies and whatnot, either.  The main reason I didn’t look into the future too much was because … well, I just didn’t want to.  Life wasn’t very interesting when you knew what was going to happen. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I thought that might be your answer.’  He returned to the van’s controls and guided us down into the carpark of the Snowy Inn, where we were staying for the weekend. 
 
    Once we were parked he hopped out of the van and I followed him, both of us heading for the luggage compartment.  I grabbed my smallest bag and pulled out my sunglasses.  I know what you’re thinking – typical vampire, right?  You’re probably wondering if garlic and crucifixes leave me trembling, too.  Well, no.  Not really.  Vampires have been around for a long time, and over the centuries we’ve evolved.  But even though the sunlight couldn’t turn me into a hissing pile of smoke, it still made me squint a little more than I’d like. 
 
    ‘My lady,’ Greg said with a glint in his eyes, pulling out some more of my bags.  ‘Allow me to escort you to our super romantic chalet.’ 
 
    I snuggled in close.  ‘Oh yeah?  And what are we gonna do when we get into our super romantic chalet?  Because I was just thinking that some wine would be nice.  And maybe a crackling fire.  Ooh, and–’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me,’ said a loud voice, interrupting what was sure to be a blush-inducing suggestion. 
 
    I stared at the newcomer.  She was wearing lemon-coloured ski clothes and had tightly-curled fair hair.  ‘Can I help you?’ 
 
    ‘You are Pru Montague?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.  And you are?’ 
 
    She smiled widely.  ‘Why, I am Mayor Gladys Byrne.  I’m here to show you around.  Come, come – no time to waste.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’  I reached into my bag and grabbed the printed copy of the email I’d received from this very woman – well, it was probably from someone who worked for her, but it came from her address.  ‘I thought we were scheduled to meet at eight tomorrow morning.  This is my boyfriend, Greg.  We were just about to check in.’ 
 
    She looked with interest at Greg.  ‘You’re that wizard from the Daily Riddler, aren’t you?  It’s an interesting little newspaper.  So you actually get to work with Roarke on a daily basis, do you?  You’re a lucky, lucky man.’ 
 
    Greg did his best to quell a sigh.  Whenever he said he worked for the Daily Riddler, their puzzle-writer, Roarke, was all anyone wanted to talk about.  We both loved Roarke, but the sheer scale of his popularity could be a little overwhelming at times.  ‘Yes, I work with Roarke.’ 
 
    The mayor clapped a hand to her heart.  ‘His puzzles are amazing.  A man who can write crosswords like that … oh my.’  She gave Greg an appraising look.  ‘So what do you do there?’ 
 
    He held up his camera.  ‘Photographer.  And IT.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’  She was losing interest.  ‘Not quite the heady world of Nine Numbers or the Daily World Wiggle, is it?  Well, I’ll just summon my butler and then we can get going.  Kang!’  She bellowed out the name.  ‘Kang!’ 
 
    An enormous yeti appeared suddenly behind her.  I knew it was rude to stare, but I couldn’t help myself.  I loved the yeti.  I’d befriended a group of them a couple of centuries before and – well, maybe we should stay in the present. 
 
    The Mayor looked her butler up and down.  ‘Oh, thank the stars.  You look halfway decent for a change, Kang.  You know that I don’t have a particular problem with your usual appearance myself, but it’s best not to look untidy, don’t you think?  Now, Madam Montague’s tent was sent ahead of time, so once you’ve brought her bags to her chalet, double-check that the tent’s been put up and is ready for tomorrow.’ 
 
    She turned her attention my way.  ‘But I’d like you to grab your fortune-telling things right now, of course.  Your crystal balls and cards and things.  We need to get you to work straight away.’ 
 
    ‘We do?  But … you just said you’d come to show me around.  Plus, your schedule says that I’m not starting at the festival until tomorrow.’ 
 
    Her smile tightened.  ‘Well, perhaps my assistant didn’t make things clear.  I was hoping you could make an exception for Snowy Hollow’s movers and shakers.  You’ll be paid for your time, of course.’  She suddenly remembered Greg existed and spoke her next words to him.  ‘And I’m sure you’d love to get some snaps of our best people for the paper’s society pages, Mister Photographer.’ 
 
    Greg did his best to feign interest.  He had no love for the society pages, but there were a lot of people who enjoyed that sort of thing.  Grace, his editor, would be happy to print the pictures in the Daily Riddler.  ‘Great.  Lead the way.’ 
 
    She walked off, crooking her index finger at me, indicating that I’d better follow on behind like a good little Igor while she said, ‘Well, what are we waiting for?  Come, come, Madam Montague.  Both of you, come on.  Our sleigh awaits.  Come, come!’ 
 
    Greg and I shared a shudder, then fell into step behind Mayor Gladys Byrne. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    3. Après Flea 
 
      
 
      
 
    If you haven’t already been totally turned off by the fact that I’m a blood-sucking vampire, you might not like to know that, as well as being a seer, I can also read minds.  Oh, and I can compel people into doing my bidding, too.  But just because I can do all of that doesn’t mean I go around doing it all the time willy-nilly, like some sort of crazed vamp-queen.  Well, except the mind reading.  I can’t afford not to cash in on that – under the right circumstances, of course.  For a long time, when vampires weren’t all that popular in the witches’ enclaves, I had to keep even that small part of my abilities a secret, but these days it’s my most popular service. 
 
    The point is, much as I know that this is my bread and butter (with some black pudding sandwiched within) it doesn’t mean that I enjoy it all.  Nowadays there were long queues outside my tent whenever I worked, mostly made up of witches who wanted me to tell them what they thought.  And as we flew along beside Gladys Byrne, I sincerely hoped she didn’t ask me that question.  Because today, for some reason, my mind-reading skills were on fire.  I could hear every single thought the mayor was having, loud and clear, and most of it involved a man called Brett Byrne. 
 
    I know what you’re thinking – ew, right?  Well, yes and no.  The thoughts she was having about Brett Byrne were verging on the icky, it’s true, but despite having the same surname they weren’t actually related.  Witches have a weird custom where everyone in a coven takes the coven-name as their second name.  It makes them feel all jolly and united, I’m sure, but it also makes it incredibly hard for the rest of us to figure out who’s related to whom. 
 
    Thanks to Gladys’s incredibly detailed fantasies (all I can safely tell you is that there was a sauna involved) I knew that she and Brett had no biological connection, but that she did want to get to know him on a far more intimate level. 
 
    And if it weren’t for her disturbing imaginings entering my poor brain while we travelled, I might have actually enjoyed the ride.  The last time I’d been to Snowy Hollow my family had rented a flying sleigh, but that one was pulled by flying reindeer.  The one we were in today had no animals hauling it about, but there were a lot of tinkling sleigh bells, lovely blankets and delicious hot chocolate to enjoy while we flew through the snowy air. 
 
    The sleigh was wizard-made, according to Greg.  I would have gotten to hear a lot more about its design if it weren’t for the near-constant mental interruptions from Gladys’s thoughts.  I’d never experienced such a horrific, sauna-soaked onslaught in my life.  Maybe it was the mountain air?  Whatever it was, I was glad when the sleigh finally stopped and Gladys’s mind turned to other things.  Important things like: I hope my bum looks good in this ski suit.  And: I hope Stacey keeps her mitts off Brett.  Or (accompanied by a faux-sweet smile in my direction): If this stupid vampire is a dud I am going to rain holy Hecate-fire upon her head. 
 
    Lovely woman, our Gladys. 
 
    She hopped out excitedly and waved a hand at the building we’d parked at.  ‘This,’ she informed us, ‘is Après Flea.’ 
 
    If I’d thought that Gladys’s thoughts were mind-melting, then Après Flea was on a whole new level.  The place was all wood and glass, and very lovely, but there was one aspect that was not as sophisticated as the rest.  Just above the doorway, there was a replica of an enormous snow flea riding some skis.  The worst thing of all, though, was the atmosphere that the building was exuding.  I’d felt something like it before when I visited Swanks in Dublin.  Après Flea was filled with people I did not want to spend time with. 
 
    ‘My very own coven built this place,’ Gladys boasted.  ‘The Snow Flea Massacre in the Year of the Orange took place on this very spot.  In the rest of the world the Byrne coven are best known for our upscale, exclusive food emporiums, but here in Snowy Hollow we’ve turned our magical fingers towards many different areas.  We own many tasteful lounges like this one.  And the Snowy Inn – the place where the two of you are staying – has just been bought by one of my coven, too.  The Peaceforcers have twenty of my coven members on board, and then of course, there’s the mayoring.  I really do excel at the mayoring.  There’ll be an election on Sunday afternoon, just before the last big party of the Winter Wizard Festival.  Of course, my opponent this year is a member of my own coven, so we’re not really fussed who wins.’ 
 
    There was an edge to her voice that told me she was fussed.  Very. 
 
    Greg paused from taking a photo of Après Flea’s exterior.  ‘Peaceforcers?’ 
 
    Gladys smiled proudly.  ‘As you know, many of the founders of this enclave started out in Ireland, but we’ve never actually been subject to Wyrd Court rule.  It was a choice we made, and now we’re making better choices.  We’ve started our very own law enforcement organisation, the Peaceforce.  Our Peaceforcers would run rings around the Wayfarers.  We believe that the way we do things will soon be the model for enclaves all over the world.’ 
 
    An uncomfortable tingle ran along my spine.  I’d been alive long enough to know that, while the Wayfarers could never be one hundred percent perfect, they were about as good as law enforcement could get.  ‘Oh.  Right.  Good.  Well … it really is a nice place.’  My eyes strayed to the giant skiing snow flea.  ‘Very … sophisticated.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t it?’  The mayor beamed and led us inside. 
 
    In Après Flea’s large, well-lit lounge, people sat around in expensive ski clothes, or expensive jeans and expensive woollen sweaters, drinking expensive drinks and chatting, looking like they were having a great time.  Unfortunately, the empathic side of my power knew that they were just looking that way.  Most people were self-conscious and miserable, while only a small few were overconfident gloaters. 
 
    Yay.  I was so looking forward to reading their minds. 
 
    The mayor led us towards a cordoned-off area.  There was an enormous sign just outside it, saying VIP.  Y’know, in case anyone should forget that these people were Very Important. 
 
    It was clear, instantly, who the most important people were.  I recognised three of the world champion wizards sitting at a central table: Marty McManus, Oscar Brown and Grant Winslow.  In skiing competitions they almost always came in first, second and third respectively.  Marty, the most famous of the three, was known as the Winter King, because he excelled in more snow sports than the others, and had been the champion snowboarder, skier and snow-flyer at this very festival the year before.  No, I didn’t have much of an interest in winter sports, but I’d been next to Greg when he was researching for our trip. 
 
    Apparently the flying competition had just taken place, and seeing as Marty was ever-so-humbly showing his trophy around, it seemed he’d placed first again.  Marty, Oscar and Grant were wearing snow gear, while the others at the table wore stylish sweaters and jeans.  Women fawned over them, and while Oscar was uncomfortable with being the centre of attention, Marty and Grant lapped it up.  I say all of that with certainty because I was certain.  I could feel everything those three guys were feeling right now.  I could also hear their thoughts, too loud and too clear. 
 
    But Gladys Byrne’s far more disturbing thoughts had just kicked themselves up a notch, usurping the wizards in my mind.  As the mayor’s eyes alighted on one of the VIPs, her inner feelings once again gave me a dose of the ick.  There was a man sitting close to Marty, swirling an amber-coloured drink in his glass.  He was handsome, that was for sure, but in a way that left me cold.  His hair was a chestnut-brown and his eyes were hazel, but they held absolutely no warmth.  His mind was a lot blanker than most of the others, until he caught the eye of the stunning blonde waitress who brought him a fresh drink.  I could hear her name in his mind: Stacey. 
 
    Then all of the thoughts around the table went into fifth gear, and I wanted to thump them out of my head.  Stacey drew the attention of a lot of men, all of their minds buzzing about her beauty, her body, and her lovely laugh.  I tried to shake most of their chatter away and focus on Brett.  But Brett wasn’t thinking of the waitress in a romantic way.  Instead, he was thinking: If I give her a really big tip, that’ll drive Gladys crazy. 
 
    And it did.  As Brett handed over an entire gold round to Stacey and the waitress left the table, Gladys burned with rage.  Composing her features, the mayor forced her thoughts and attention back to me.  ‘Here’s where we’re going to set you up, Pru.  Come, come!’ 
 
    Once again I did my good little Igor act and followed her to the table she’d set up for me.  It was one of the smaller tables in the area, situated in a dark corner.  A gauzy red tablecloth had been placed upon it, presumably for atmosphere.  The mayor turned to the others in the VIP area. 
 
    ‘I present to you the world-famous seer and mind reader, Madam Montague.  Madam Montague, take a bow.’ 
 
    I did an awkward little bob. 
 
    ‘Now, no need to worry,’ the mayor continued.  ‘She can’t read every little thing you’re thinking, so you can all go on with your usual thoughts of how lovely my ski suit is.’  She paused for a peal of laughter.  Surprisingly, the crowd laughed along with her.  ‘Isn’t that right, Pru?’ 
 
    I pulled self-consciously at one of my earrings and said, ‘Of course.  I need to focus, and to have your permission, before I can even begin to bang on the door of your brains.  Your deepest, darkest secrets are safe, believe me.’ 
 
    There was another burst of laughter, and it made me feel a little bit guilty, I can tell you.  Not just because it was completely undeserved (I hadn’t been remotely funny, had I?), but because I’d told an outright lie.  On any other occasion, what I said would have been true.  I’d worked hard over the years to tune out the chatter of people’s minds.  And usually I did have to focus to hear a specific thought over all of the others floating through a room.  I also made certain that I had a person’s permission before I went fishing around in their brains. 
 
    Today, though … it was the oddest experience … I was hearing every individual thought without even trying.  And it was giving me a bit of a headache, I can tell you.  No matter how much I tried to shut it off, I just couldn’t.  Feeling a bit dizzy and overwhelmed, I slid in behind my table.  The folk in the VIP area were only too happy to have Greg take their photo, so at least he’d have something to keep him busy while I worked. 
 
    As soon as I was seated the mayor took the chair across from me. 
 
    ‘Oh.  You’d like a reading?’ 
 
    She tossed her curly hair.  ‘Of course.  Best to start at the top, that’s what I say.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’  I began to lay out the things I would need, and said, ‘We’re really quite visible here.  Would you like to put some curtains up?  Perhaps do a muffler spell around the table so no one can overhear our reading?’ 
 
    The mayor laughed.  ‘But we want people to overhear.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’  I winced, then lowered my voice to a whisper.  ‘It’s just that sometimes once I start to read someone’s thoughts, things they might not want me to know can be hard for them to hide.  Romantic thoughts, for example.  So if it’s a mind-reading you’re after …’ 
 
    Her face grew puce and she swallowed, before loudly saying, ‘Oh, it’s not a mind-reading I’m after, though I’m aware that the witches in Riddler’s Edge have found your skills in that area to be quite the enjoyable little diversion.  But you can do that tomorrow in your tatty tent.  I want your real skills, Miss Montague.  I want you to look into my future.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.  Okay.  Well, I’ll see what I can see – but that part of my power isn’t exactly an on command thing.’  That was a little bit of a lie.  Sure, the big visions sometimes came to me at the worst moments and eluded me at others, but I could usually muster up something if I worked hard enough.  The problem was that I’d learned a lot about the future recently.  After centuries of spot-on visions, I’d had one that hadn’t ended in the doom and gloom I’d predicted.  So, now that my services had become so popular, I was more careful than ever to give people a decent warning. 
 
    ‘I’ve learned that the future is never one hundred percent set,’ I told the mayor.  ‘And we always have to be wary of making something a self-fulfilling prophecy.  And–’ 
 
    She rolled her eyes and held up a hand.  ‘Are you going to give me a three hundred page booklet of your terms and conditions, Madam Montague?  Come, come, you can’t really be this boring, can you?  How are you so famous?  I’ve told you I want you to tell me my future, and that is what you shall do.’ 
 
    I did my best not to grit my teeth.  I could see her future already, and it involved me strangling her senseless.  Horrible woman.  I mean, not that I’d actually strangle her.  I wasn’t being literal.  I’m not a violent vampire.  I’m sweet as a chocolate-chip cookie, me. 
 
    ‘Fine.  Choose your poison,’ I said.  ‘Because believe me, while knowing the future can sometimes be incredibly useful, most of the time it is a poison.  So.  Tarot or crystal ball, Mayor Byrne?  The cards are something you help with,’ I informed her.  ‘You’ll be the one who picks them so, in a way, the reading will give us a sense of what you sense.  The crystal ball, on the other hand, gives me more of an objective vision.  It’ll be easier to focus more accurately if you tell me what exactly it is you’d like to know about, but even then I make no promises that I’ll see what you desire.’ 
 
    She gave me a knowing smile.  ‘Oh, come, come, Madam Montague.  Terms and conditions again?  You might have hidden your light under a bushel for a few centuries or so, but these days we all know that you are the best seer.  So.  What I want you to tell me is whether I’ll win the mayoral election – again?’  She looked round and her friends laughed.  ‘Or will my wonderful opponent, Fergal, be the winner this time around?’ 
 
    Fergal was one of the men at the central table – he had the most bashful of expressions on his round, ruddy face.  He gave a humble little shrug and said, ‘Oh, I think we all know you’ll win by a very wide margin, Gladys.’ 
 
    ‘Well then.’  I smiled tightly, doing my best to ignore Fergal’s real thoughts on the matter – he wanted to win, and he would do anything to make that happen.  ‘Take my hands for a moment, Mayor Byrne.  I need to get a connection to you beforehand.’ 
 
    She complied, joining her palms to mine.  Even though it was necessary so I’d be focusing on her future in particular, I really wished I hadn’t taken her hands.  My glimpse into her mind grew clearer than ever, and I saw her deepest fantasy: she would win the election, and afterwards Brett Byrne would propose and they would live happily ever after. 
 
    I pulled my hands out of hers and concentrated on my crystal ball, blocking her thoughts from mine and focusing only on her specific question: would she win this Sunday’s mayoral election? 
 
    Quickly – a little too quickly – a vision began to form.  It was crystal clear, and even though that sounds like a bad pun, it really isn’t.  See, this crystal ball had been a Christmas gift from Greg.  The quartz it was made of was extra-special, originating in Mount Maplania.  It looked veiny as heck, and the visions it gave me usually required a whole lot of squinting.  But despite its rough appearance and the extra strain on the eyes, this particular crystal was the most powerful I’d ever used.  The visions I saw with it might not look good, or come easy, but they were always accurate. 
 
    Today, however, the vision was accurate and clear – no squinting required. 
 
    In my vision, Election Day was taking place in Snowy Hollow’s Central Square.  There was a strange hush in the audience.  Some looked pale and shocked.  I got the feeling I’d just missed out on something very important, and I tried to go back a little to try to figure out what it had been.  But I couldn’t.  All I could do was watch as someone stood at a podium and announced the winner. 
 
    ‘Well now,’ said the speaker (I didn’t recognise him).  ‘While the Peaceforcers deal with that horrible mess, I suppose the results are now obvious.  With a tally of one thousand and three votes to Fergal Byrne’s eight hundred and fifty-one, it looks like Gladys Byrne is the mayor once again.’ 
 
    There was a half-hearted cheer from a small section of the audience, and Gladys sauntered towards the stage.  The vision faded away. 
 
    ‘Well, what did you see?’ the mayor demanded.  ‘I know you saw something.  You don’t have that dumbfounded expression on your face for nothing.’ 
 
    ‘I … well, you win the election,’ I said.  ‘But it looks like something must have happened beforehand.  There was a very subdued atmosphere in the crowd.  I don’t know what it was about, but I get the feeling it was bad.  I think that if I concentrate a bit more …’ 
 
    She gave a lazy shake of her head.  ‘No need, Madam Montague.  I mean, who cares what it was about?  All that matters is I win.  Again.’  She turned and gave Fergal Byrne a gloating smile.  ‘But better luck next time, darling.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    4. With Friends Like These 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d like to tell you that reading the mayor’s future was the low point of my day, but it really wasn’t.  One by one, Snowy Hollow’s ‘movers and shakers’ came my way.  Unlike the mayor, most of them wanted my usual best-seller – for me to read their minds.  One woman wanted to know if she liked her own brand new couch, while a young man asked me very earnestly if he preferred redheads or brunettes.  I do like it when people know their own minds, don’t you? 
 
    It was all going by in an irritating but harmless fashion, right up until I heard the mayor suggest that the three champion wizards should have their fortune told. 
 
    Oscar shook his head.  ‘Nah.  It doesn’t matter who wins.  What matters is that I get to spend another season here in Snowy Hollow, having a great time with my two best mates in the world.’  His thoughts were completely in agreement with his words (which is far, far rarer than you’d think). 
 
    Stacey was bringing a platter of finger-food to the table at the time, and she reddened and very nearly swooned.  Her lashes fluttered wildly and as soon as she placed her platter down, her hand went to her heart and she thought: Oh, Oscar!  You really are the most perfect man in the world. 
 
    Unfortunately, at the very same time, Oscar’s friend Grant was inwardly swooning over Stacey and thinking: Oh, Stacey!  You really are the most perfect woman in the world. 
 
    That was bound to end well, wasn’t it? 
 
    Marty, the guy with the enormous trophy from today’s event, grinned around at his friends and said, ‘Ah, come on lads, what’s the harm?  And didn’t Madam Montague herself say that the future wasn’t certain?  It’ll be a laugh.  All three of us’ll go and ask her where we’ll place tomorrow.’ 
 
    Despite his outward casual air, I could hear his thoughts just as clearly as the others: I have to be the champion, I have to be the champion, I have to be the champion! 
 
    From that, I took that he wanted to win a whole lot more than he was admitting.  But then I’ve always been astute. 
 
    Reluctantly Oscar and Grant agreed, and came to my table along with Marty.  It was interesting to see them close-up.  While they were all young, fit guys, I could see deep half-moons of worry beneath Marty’s blue eyes, and he’d messed up his blond hair from constantly running his hands through it. 
 
    Grant and Oscar were fairly similar to each other, looks-wise – they both had brown hair, blue eyes and chiselled features.  But, like Marty, Grant had deep under-eye bags.  Unlike Marty, though, Grant had applied some concealer to try to cover up his tiredness.  Oscar looked wide awake, his skin fresh and clear, and his eyes sparkling with warmth and life.  I could see why Stacey liked him so much.  He was almost as attractive as Greg. 
 
    Grant gave me a charming smile and said, ‘Hello there, Madam Montague.  You’re even more beautiful close-up than you are from afar.’  While he spoke, what he was actually thinking was: I wouldn’t turn her down if she offered it on a plate, but she’s no Stacey, is she? 
 
    I wondered then, as I’d often wondered in the past: just how does a girl arrange herself on a plate? 
 
    Marty gave me an even more charming smile than Grant’s and said, ‘So, tomorrow is the Slippery Slope, Madam Montague – the most dangerous of all three events this weekend.  We’d like to know – not that it matters, of course – what the outcome will be.’  His thoughts did not agree with his words (which was just about as common as you’d think). 
 
    Grant pointed to a mountain outside the window.  ‘That’s the Slippery Slope.  Looks dangerous, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    I stared at the mountain and inwardly gulped.  It was incredibly steep, and there was as much bare rock and ice on the outlined course as there was snow.  ‘Gulp,’ I said (my words agreeing with my thoughts).  ‘Isn’t the Slippery Slope a skiing competition?  I would have thought that required a lot more snow.’ 
 
    Marty sniggered.  ‘Yeah, well that’s where our skill as wizards comes in.  The magical tech we use for our skis has to be spot on.  We have to be able to adapt to all terrains, not just the powdery white stuff – although that does make up about half of the course.  Jeez, I thought everyone knew that.’  For once, his thoughts were in agreement with his words, and every one of them was smug and obnoxious. 
 
    Oscar gave me an apologetic smile and said, ‘Not everyone needs to be as obsessed with winter sports as us, Marty.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks Oscar,’ I replied.  ‘My boyfriend’s been telling me about it actually, so I should have remembered.  But seeing the Slippery Slope as opposed to hearing about it is a very different thing.’ 
 
    Marty was too busy glaring at Oscar to pay any attention to what I’d just said.  ‘You can talk, Oscar!’ he spat.  ‘You’re the one who was making modifications to your skis while the rest of us were at Brett Byrne’s party last night.’ 
 
    Oscar didn’t seem to notice the venom in Marty’s eyes.  He shrugged and said, ‘Only because it’s a lot more fun than drinking with a bunch of snobs.  Anyway, if we don’t enjoy what we do, what’s the point?’ 
 
    Marty didn’t reply.  He simply glowered.  And while Grant didn’t appear to notice the awkward atmosphere, I could sense that he was secretly happy to see Marty take his mood out on Oscar.  Their precise thoughts were coming too quick to get a proper hold on anything specific, but I knew one thing: with friends like these, poor Oscar didn’t need enemies. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said, breaking the edgy silence.  ‘Let’s do this thing.  I’ll just focus on the competition, so there’ll be no need to hold hands.’ 
 
    ‘Aw, shame.’  Grant sent a flirtatious wink my way. 
 
    He didn’t think it was a shame, really, and neither did I.  By now, my head was pounding and I was feeling incredibly wound up – and not just because I disliked Marty and Grant so much.  I felt like something was crackling in the air around me, worming its way into my veins.  Smiling briefly at the three wizards, I focused my thoughts on the Slippery Slope event and stared into the veins of the quartz crystal. 
 
    At first, the vision was incredibly clear.  I saw the end of the Slippery Slope race, as the medals were being handed out.  There were three podiums, and three figures standing there, but that’s when things grew hazy.  I couldn’t see the faces of who was first, second or third.  All I could see was the announcer, saying, ‘After a horrible start to the Slippery Slope, our brave competitors have just completed their re-run, and we have a different winner this time around …’ 
 
    The image shifted before I could hear the winner being announced.  I seemed to be going back in time, to the race itself, in a way that I hadn’t been able to do during my vision of the mayoral election.  The crystal ball showed me the snowiest portion of the Slippery Slope race, and what was happening there was horrible. 
 
    Oscar was skiing along when suddenly his eyes grew wild with fright.  I stared down at his skis.  They had been white and green, but now they were red-hot.  In a fraction of a second, before Oscar could react, they burst into flames.  Just as the fire began to creep up his legs, the vision ended. 
 
    I sat back, taking a huge gulp of the drink Stacey had just brought me.  It was hot chocolate, just like I’d requested, but it tasted watery and bitter.  I pushed the cup away from me and said, ‘Oscar, you said–’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ Marty interrupted with a frown.  ‘Why are you talking to Oscar?  Don’t I win, after all?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know who wins, okay?’  I shook my head in anger and focused on Oscar.  ‘Oscar, you said you were working on your skis last night?  Well, you’d better get them checked out before the competition tomorrow.  Something’s going to happen to them in the race.  You could be badly hurt.’ 
 
    Oscar’s face fell, as a flurry of conflicting thoughts ran through Marty’s and Grant’s minds – actually, thoughts was the wrong word.  These were emotions, deep and pure and brutal.  I wished I could pick them apart and examine them in detail, but what stood out above all else was that they both felt a whole lot of animosity, and it was focused on Oscar, not me. 
 
    Greg stopped taking photos and shimmied closer to the table.  ‘Hey Oscar, is it against the rules to have someone else help with your skis?  So you can get someone to double-check them for you, I mean.’ 
 
    Oscar shook his head.  ‘It’s not against the rules, no.  The only stipulation is that any modifications we make can’t cost more than a certain amount of money – to make sure no one has an unfair advantage.  Marty and Grant both get some of Brett Byrne’s wizard members of staff to help with their equipment.  I’ve always done it myself, though.  It’s the best part of the job.’  He heaved his shoulders in a sigh.  ‘But maybe the work I did last night wasn’t as awesome as I thought.’  He blinked, staring at Greg.  ‘Wait … you’re the guy who invented all that amazing stuff, right?  A van that travels as fast as Púca magic, all of that aura-matching technology the Wayfarers use … I don’t suppose you know anything about magical skis.’ 
 
    Greg reached into his front pocket and grabbed a packet of peanuts (he liked to snack when he was thinking something over, or when he was relaxing, or when he was excited, or … well, you get the picture).  ‘As it happens,’ he told Oscar between mouthfuls, ‘I have been researching the tech a little bit madly the last few days.  Just for fun.  I guess I could take a look if you’d let me.’ 
 
    Oscar’s face lit up with delight.  ‘If I’d let you?  Man, I feel like you’re Santa Claus and I’m an excited human kid.  Of course I’ll let you.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    5. Kang’s Place 
 
     
 
      
 
    The mayor wanted to take me to her place for dinner, but I politely declined and said I was meeting Greg back at the chalet.  The truth was, Greg was now busy helping Oscar, but we would be meeting for dinner later this evening. 
 
    Before I headed back towards the Snowy Inn, I stood outside Après Flea, taking some time away from the crowd to calm down the chatter in my mind, but even outside I could hear voices.  No … wait … I could hear voices.  With my ears.  Sure, that might be the usual way, but after the afternoon I’d had in Après Flea, it felt like a miracle. 
 
    The voices were arguing – a woman and a man – and I took a quick look around the side of the building.  Stacey was standing outside a delivery area, and a man was standing with her, his back to me.  He was dressed in jeans and a winter jacket, but the only other thing I could tell from this distance was that he had fair hair. 
 
    ‘I don’t like the way they all look at you!’ shouted the man.  ‘Oscar especially.  Who does he think he is?’ 
 
    ‘Oscar doesn’t look at me,’ Stacey said, unable to hide the wistful note in her voice.  ‘Other blokes might, but he doesn’t.’ 
 
    The man grumbled something I couldn’t hear, and Stacey responded with, ‘Well if I knew that our marriage was going to be like this, I wouldn’t have married you either.’ 
 
    ‘Well then.  Maybe we should get a divorce and then you can go flirting with every man in town!’  That was what he said.  What he actually thought was: I love you so much, Stacey.  Please don’t leave me! 
 
    But seeing as he couldn’t bring himself to say those words aloud, Stacey stomped inside the bar, and the man clicked his fingers and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    A short while later I’d left the drama of Stacey and her husband behind, and walked my way into the centre of the town.  I was enjoying the fresh air and lack of mental chatter so much that I bypassed my hotel and kept on walking.  I soon began to realise, though, that my coat, hat and gloves might be fine in a mild Irish winter, but here they were nearly useless. 
 
    Back home in Riddler’s Edge spring was well underway, and I found myself wishing I was there, looking at primroses and tulips instead of snow and ice.  I thought of stopping in somewhere for a hot drink, but most of the bars and restaurants I passed looked just as awful as Après Flea.  I knew it had been a couple of centuries since I’d last been here, but I honestly hadn’t expected it to be quite this different.  Okay, I realise that sounds odd – obviously I’d expected some modernisation.  But the enclave had been so charming back then.  It had been founded so that supernaturals from all walks of life could enjoy winter sports all year round.  Now it seemed to only cater for people like the mayor and her friends. 
 
    I had a memory of an area of the enclave called Mountainside, where my family and I had enjoyed the best food and wine.  Back then it was where all of the locals ate and drank, so maybe it was still the same?  With my hopes high, I headed that way, stopping short when I arrived. 
 
    Instead of candlelit cafés and braziers burning in the centre of the area’s small square, Mountainside was now taken over by only one business – all of the buildings had been knocked together, right around the square, to make way for Brett’s Winter Wear and Sporting Equipment.  There were huge showrooms and even a glass-fronted factory, through which I could see many of the staff still at work, making (so the signage told me) the store’s bespoke line of skis, snowboards and brooms. 
 
    There was only one other business remaining, tucked in at the very end of the eastern side of the square: a bar and restaurant called Kang’s Place.  With a smile of relief, I headed that way, and as I pushed open the door and entered, I finally felt my mind relax. 
 
    This was the Snowy Hollow I remembered.  Real fires blazed in open hearths, and people sat around talking easily and enjoying the food and drink on offer.  I sensed a lot of vampires in the room, most of them sitting close to the yeti customers.  I could see why it was so popular – the atmosphere was amazing, and the food smelled amazing, too. 
 
    ‘Kang!’  My eyes widened as I saw the mayor’s butler standing behind the counter.  ‘So you are the Kang of Kang’s place, then.  I didn’t want to get my hopes up when I saw the sign outside – I know it’s a pretty popular name among the yeti.’ 
 
    He smiled proudly.  ‘It’s my place all right.  It’s been in my family for a couple of generations now.’ 
 
    A sudden puzzled thought occurred to me.  ‘Kang, this place is buzzing.  If it’s like this every night of the week then I don’t understand how come you have to work for the mayor as well.’ 
 
    Kang sighed and said, ‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you?  But the rates are pretty high in Snowy Hollow for the last couple of years.  I pay for water even though I supply my own from a well.  I pay for lighting even though it’s been hooked up by a wizard friend and it’s off the grid.  Don’t mind paying general taxes, don’t get me wrong, but it’s just crazy lately.’ 
 
    There was a series of mumbles and grumbles of agreement from others round the bar. 
 
    ‘Kang was brilliant at the last town meeting on the subject,’ said a short, curvy yeti lady, sending a smile his way. 
 
    ‘He really was,’ a vampire agreed.  ‘You should have run for mayor, Kang.  I mean, you got them to erect some warning signs on Icy Avenue for Dracula’s sake!  We’d been trying for years.’ 
 
    Kang bowed his head.  ‘Nah.  I mean, the mayor might have finally put those signs up after my petition, but she only did it to look good for the election.  It didn’t have much to do with me.  Plus …’  He heaved his huge shoulders.  ‘… I honestly don’t know how much longer I can hold out in this enclave.  I might take Brett’s offer and sell up.’ 
 
    ‘Brett Byrne wants to buy this place?’ I asked.  ‘I guess it shouldn’t surprise me seeing as he owns everything else on the street.’ 
 
    The vampire tossed her hair in irritation.  Although she looked around the same age as me, I knew she wasn’t a day over a hundred.  ‘Well he can’t have Kang’s!’ she cried.  ‘Where will we go during the Chaos storms?’ 
 
    Her yeti friend pulled her into a hug.  ‘No need to worry, Val.  We’ll open our houses to you and your friends so you can sit them out in safety.’ 
 
    ‘Chaos storms?’ I asked. 
 
    Val shivered.  ‘You can’t feel it?  How it’s so much calmer in here than everywhere else?  I mean, it must be even worse for you.  You’re Pru Montague, right?  So you have a lot more psychic power than most vampires.’ 
 
    I focused on removing my hat and gloves.  My family were particularly powerful, but we tried to keep it quiet.  Rumours circulated, nonetheless.  ‘I thought that the Chaos Chasm was way up on Mount Everest.  Sorry, I mean Qomolangma.’  I corrected myself, using the proper name for the mountain.  I remembered from my last visit that the yeti preferred to call it that. 
 
    Kang nodded.  ‘Chaos Chasm is on the mountain, it’s true, and witches lose their power whenever they try to fly over it – which is why any witch who enters that crazy broom race they have up there every November a complete idiot.’  There were nods and murmurs of agreement as he continued.  ‘But lately the chasm has been acting up.  The energy that sends witches’ magic haywire kind of rolls out and up into the atmosphere every few weeks.  There’ll be crazy lightning over the next day or two, and then the witches will lose their power for quite a few hours – maybe even for a couple of days.  But vampires are always the first to feel it coming.  The electricity does something to your power.  At first it makes you guys too powerful, but then it gets erratic at best.  You must have felt it.’ 
 
    ‘I have, actually,’ I admitted.  ‘But not in here – like Val said, it’s calm in here.  Why is that?’ 
 
    Kang and his yeti friend smiled.  ‘Us,’ she said.  ‘I don’t know why, but we grow calmer when it’s happening.  And the calmness in our power seems to even things out for you vampires.’ 
 
    ‘Well then I’m very glad I found this place,’ I replied.  ‘I might stay a while, I think.’ 
 
    Kang grinned.  ‘Always happy to welcome a new customer,’ he said.  ‘Especially when I know that my horrible boss was looking forward to showing you off at dinner tonight.  We have an amazing stew on the go here, which will be way better than her fancy food.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get that to take away for dinner,’ I said.  ‘Enough for two, and a bottle of red to go with it.  Oh, and I’ll sit here and have a hot chocolate while I wait.  The stuff at Après Flea was so watery.’ 
 
    ‘One hot chocolate coming up.’ 
 
    I sat chatting with the other customers while I waited.  Kang was a really popular guy, which didn’t surprise me.  Popular, but maybe a little forgetful.  I’d been waiting about five minutes when he said, ‘I’m really sorry, Pru, but what did you ask for again?’ 
 
    ‘Oh.  I guess I can’t blame you for being forgetful, working two jobs and all.’  I gave him a big smile and repeated my order. 
 
    He nodded quickly, looking irritated with himself.  ‘Coming right up.  For real this time.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    6. The Man in Red 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was still in hot chocolate heaven as I entered our chalet a while later.  I could smell the stew in the containers, and it was making my mouth water.  I almost dropped it, though, when I saw that Greg was already back.  He’d lit the fire, lit some candles, laid the table, poured some wine, and was in the process of taking room-service food from a cart and arranging it on the table.  It was steak and chips. 
 
    ‘Oh.’  He chewed his lip when he saw that I had food, too.  ‘Great minds, I guess.  Kang’s Place?’  He read the name on the bag.  ‘Isn’t Kang the name of the mayor’s butler?’ 
 
    ‘Sure is.  He has a bar and restaurant over in Mountainside.  But I can stick this in the fridge till tomorrow.’  I gave Greg a sly grin.  ‘Ah, who am I kidding?  This is you we’re talking about.  You’ll probably eat all of your steak and chips plus this stew.  And dessert.  And some snacks.’ 
 
    He chuckled.  ‘Yeah, you know me pretty well.  The stew smells like heaven.’ 
 
    It really did.  But steak was one of my favourite things, so I stowed the Kang’s Place food in the fridge and joined Greg at the table.  ‘You were quick.’ 
 
    He nodded, swallowing a bite of steak and frowning.  ‘It’s a bit dry, this.  Anyway yeah, I was quick.  Sorry I abandoned you for Oscar like that.  It’s just that I know if you saw something happening to his skis, then it was gonna happen.  I helped him fix the problem, though.  He’d put together something a little like the McRory Component.’  He bit his lips.  ‘I know better than to give you a very long explanation.  Basically it helps the skis adapt to the different terrains.  But Oscar’s version was way better.  His skis’ll adapt quicker than anything I’ve seen before.  The problem was he’d wound the component up too tight.  Way too tight.  It was gonna create friction after a while, the kind of friction that meant he really would have gone up in flames.’  He gave me a soppy smile.  ‘You saved his life, Pru.  You’re a hero.  So what happened after I left?  Did you suddenly have some nice clients?’ 
 
    I had been trying to eat while he spoke, but I was struggling.  Not just because I was self-conscious at being called a hero, but also because the steak was pretty bad.  The Byrne coven might be able to build bars and restaurants that looked good, but they’d unfortunately forgotten about the part where the food and drink were supposed to taste good, too.  ‘Meh,’ I said in an eloquent fashion, before quickly telling him what I’d been up to.  I didn’t linger on the parts that made me dislike how the enclave had changed.  I was still determined to enjoy it as much as I could.  And I had Greg with me now, so that wouldn’t be hard. 
 
    ‘I heard about the Chaos storm from Oscar,’ Greg said.  ‘Apparently all of the town’s magic-reliant infrastructure switched to a wizard-tech backup recently, because any magic the witches used for the boundary and everything else… it all goes haywire as the storm creeps in.  Pity you can’t surround yourself with yeti for the next few days – it sounds like being around Kang and his friends really helped.  Though how you knew he was a yeti in the first place is a mystery to me.’ 
 
    ‘Sarcasm.  Funny.’ 
 
    ‘Funny?’  His brow furrowed, but then he suddenly groaned and pushed his plate away.  ‘Sorry, Pru, I can’t do it.  You know me.  I’ll eat anything, usually.  But this is inedible even for me.  The chips are burnt on the outside and raw in the middle, and the steak tastes like an old sponge.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, thank the stars!’  I pushed my plate away and hopped to my feet.  ‘I didn’t want to be rude, but this food is awful.  Let’s dish up the stew!’ 
 
    The stew was just as good as it smelled – so good I was sure I’d be eating all my meals from Kang’s for the rest of the weekend.  After we ate we headed to the rug by the fire, where we chatted for a while before bed.  I got Greg to tell me the full details of how he’d fixed Oscar’s skis, because although my boyfriend might not believe it, I loved to hear him talk about technical stuff.  It was the way his eyes lit up, the way he became so alive, the way he chewed furiously through snack after snack after snack … 
 
    It turned out he was especially enthusiastic this evening, because while he’d been fixing Oscar’s skis he’d decided to make some skis of his own.  Just for kicks.  And once he’d done that he decided to enter the Slippery Slope competition – also, according to him, just for kicks. 
 
    As he told me the news, a shiver of nerves ran through me, and I tried to focus on why that might be.  But no useful premonitions came my way.  I was afraid I might be getting to the erratic part of the Chaos storm, the way Kang and his friends had told me would happen.  If so, tomorrow was not going to be fun. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    When I first fell asleep that night, I was as happy as a vamp during a solar eclipse – or maybe as happy as a clam at high water, whichever you prefer.  Either way, I was happy.  When I started to dream, however, things took a darker turn. 
 
    Because this was one of those nights when I didn’t have dreams, as such; instead, I had visions. 
 
    Over and over again I saw Sunday’s election results in Snowy Hollow.  But unlike when I’d looked through my crystal ball, I was now able to see what happened before the results were read.  The announcer was saying, ‘Well, that’s all very unusual.  But we do have such things enshrined in our enclave’s constitution, and this unique result has the full force of the law behind it.  So without further ado, I’m happy to announce that …’ 
 
    I tried to stay in that moment, but the dream was skipping backwards and forwards too fast for me to grab a hold.  The next thing I saw was a man in a red suit, heading towards the stage.  Who was he, though?  I didn’t think I’d met him before, and yet there was something ever so familiar about him.  He had a smile of shock on his face, and the crowd was cheering wildly.  He mounted the steps and turned to the audience, waving and smiling.  I could feel his happiness and surprise.  Whoever this guy was, I liked him a lot. 
 
    Suddenly, he clutched his chest and fell to the stage floor.  People crowded around, the announcer calling out, ‘Oh my stars, I think he’s been hit with a death spell!  A healer!  We need a healer right now!’ 
 
    I relived that dream several times over, but I never could figure out who the man in the red suit was, or why he was killed.  His wasn’t the only death I saw that night, though.  Over and over again I saw Oscar going up in flames as he skied across the snow, and over and over again I felt responsible. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    7. Rude Awakening 
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up next morning to knocking on the door and the cry of ‘Come, come, Madam Montague!  I don’t have all day!’ 
 
    With a groan I dragged myself out of bed and lumbered to the door.  Although not everything you hear about vampires is true, it is true most of us enjoy the darker hours better than the light.  But staying up until the early hours of the morning and getting up in the early hours of the morning are two very different things. 
 
    ‘It’s four-thirty,’ I pointed out.  ‘In the morning.  What are you doing here so early?’ 
 
    She gave me an unfriendly smile.  ‘Come, come, Madam Montague, your contract does say you’ll be working at any time we request for the duration of the festival.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but I assumed that the hours would at least align with the festival opening hours.  And that’s from ten this morning, not half past four.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’  She placed her hands on her hips and gave me a haughty stare.  ‘Well, I never thought you’d be the sort to turn your nose up at the normal working-class folk of Snowy Hollow.  I mean, when do you think poor Omar, the man who’ll be frying your doughnuts all day long, will get a chance to have his fortune read?  Or what about Leeza, who sells those little flags for the kiddies to wave during the competitions?  You think she’s supposed to waste her entire five minute lunchbreak queuing up for you?’ 
 
    ‘Leeza only gets five minutes for lunch?  You’re joking, right?’  I’d met Leeza just last night – she was Kang’s curvy yeti friend, and she was lovely. 
 
    ‘Am I?  You’ll be lucky if you get three minutes to yourself today – which is why you’re opening up at five.  I wanted to make sure that the festival staff can come see you before they start work for the day.  I happen to know that almost every single person in this enclave shall be seeking your services today, so it’s only sensible that you get an early start.’  Her haughty stare turned into a vicious smile.  ‘I mean, it’s not like you’re tired is it?  Seeing as you weren’t at my dinner party last night.’ 
 
    I glared at the mayor.  ‘So this is because I didn’t have dinner with you last night, is it?’ 
 
    The vicious smile remained.  ‘You think I’d take offence to the fact that I had to explain to my twenty-six dinner guests why you were a no-show?  Come, come, Madam Montague – I’m more mature than that.’ 
 
    She really wasn’t.  But she was the mayor, and if I wanted to get paid what I was due for this weekend, then I probably shouldn’t throttle her, bite her or kick her in the shins.  Sometimes, doing the right thing was incredibly hard. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I kissed a sleepy Greg goodbye, got dressed quickly, and joined the mayor in her flying sleigh.  Along the way to the festival grounds she asked me, ‘So … did Brett Byrne have his mind read yesterday, by any chance?  Or even his future?  You’d remember him.  He’s the handsomest and richest man in the Byrne coven.  Every woman wants him.’  She locked her eyes on mine.  ‘But of course, they can’t have him.  I’ve called dibs.’ 
 
    I quelled a quiver, stifled a shudder, and bit back a scream.  My mind really was erratic this morning, and the mayor’s thoughts were thankfully not as clear to me as they’d been yesterday, but they were still horrific enough to make me glad I’d not had time for breakfast. 
 
    ‘Um, no.  He didn’t come to me for a reading,’ I told her. 
 
    ‘Oh.’  She sat back in silence for a few seconds.  She was wearing a lilac ski suit this morning, and her curls were curlier than ever.  She was really quite pretty when she was quiet.  ‘I was hoping he might.  I wish I knew what went through that man’s mind.’ 
 
    ‘Are you … together?’  I already knew they weren’t, except in her fantasies, but I decided that telling her just how strong my powers could be might not be a good idea.  When your imaginings were as detailed and disgusting as the mayor’s, you really didn’t want other people to know. 
 
    ‘Oh, we will be,’ she said with certainty.  ‘In fact, there were some very steamy moments between Brett and I just last night.  He’s promised me that we’ll have our first official date as soon as we’re over the craziness of the election and the festival.’  She groaned.  ‘But I just wish I knew if he wanted me as much as he says he does.  Because if he does, why the wait?  Why is it so much easier for men to push their feelings aside and put business and practicality first?’ 
 
    I decided that this was yet another moment when I shouldn’t tell the mayor the truth.  But in my experience, men found it just as hard as women to put their emotions aside.  If a guy liked you, he wanted to be with you, and the sooner the better.  Of course I’d been in Brett Byrne’s mind, if only very temporarily, and I’d sensed no love for Mayor Gladys Byrne.  I hadn’t sensed much at all, except for that weird thought about giving Stacey a big tip just to drive her crazy.  Why would he need to make Gladys crazy when she was already head over heels in lust?  A power move, maybe?  Making sure he stayed in control? 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ I replied with a shrug of my shoulders.  ‘But as my mother says, if it’s meant for you it won’t pass you by.’  Yes, my mother was oddly optimistic, especially for an ancient vampire who’d had her heart broken too many times to count. 
 
    ‘Your mother’s an idiot,’ said the mayor.  ‘You couldn’t … you know … encourage him to reveal his real feelings, could you?  Make him think he wants his mind read.  And while we’re at it, maybe get him to hurry up and make our new relationship official.  That’d be easy for you to do, wouldn’t it?’ 
 
    I shifted away from her.  ‘You’re asking me to compel him?  There are rules about where and when a vampire can do a thing like that, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Not here there aren’t.’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth.  ‘Well then, I’m glad I don’t live here.  I’ll get out now, thanks.’ 
 
    I jumped down onto the snowy ground before she could protest.  I might not be rich enough to quit this job like I wanted to, but I was at least agile enough to put some distance between me and this woman.  We were only at the very edge of the festival grounds, and I could see the tip of my tent quite a distance away, but I really couldn’t give a toss how far I had to walk.  One more minute with Gladys and I was liable to do something silly. 
 
    ‘Suit yourself.’  She narrowed her eyes as she turned the sleigh around.  ‘But if you were expecting a bonus at the end of this weekend, Madam Montague, then I suggest you lower your expectations.  A lot.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    8. Mister Forgetful 
 
      
 
      
 
    As I walked along the crunchy ground towards my tent, I did my best to stay happy.  Bonus or not, I’d be making more money this weekend than I would for the rest of the year.  Sure, Snowy Hollow was nothing like I remembered, and the mayor was not as good at the mayoring as she thought, but I only had today and tomorrow to get through before I was back home in Riddler’s Edge. 
 
    I allowed my mind to linger on the taste of the steak in the Fisherman’s Friend, or the full Irish breakfast at Claire’s Café.  Right now I’d be at one of those places with Greg and my friends, and the sun would be shining – from behind some clouds, sure, but it would be trying its best. 
 
    I shook my head and forced myself to focus on the place where I actually was.  Soft flakes of snow were falling, and there was a pleasant hubbub as the festival staff arrived for the day.  My attention was drawn to the Slippery Slope, where some of the competition staff were working.  My eyesight was good, and I was able to tell that they were enchanting the icy patches to be extra, extra icy, while in other spots they were making sure that the wizards would have nothing but hard rocks over which to grind their skis. 
 
    I wished I could see how Greg would do in the race, but I was drawing a blank.  I just had to trust in his talents.  He might have just decided to start skiing on a whim, but this competition was all about the wizards’ tech, and no one did tech like my Greggy. 
 
    As my tent grew closer I quickened my steps, looking forward to getting inside.  It was always easy to spot mine among the others at the many festivals I attended – it was purple with silver tassels, and it almost felt like a second home. 
 
    The chalkboard out front said: 
 
    Madam Montague – Crystal Balls, Tarot Cards and Mind Reading – Whatever Your Question, Madam Montague Knows the Answer. 
 
    Kang was just setting that chalkboard down, and he turned to me with a guilty wince.  ‘I was afraid I wouldn’t get it all done in time.  It was only when an early delivery came for my bar that I remembered the mayor told me to set up your tent.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  I gave him a concerned once-over.  I could feel how worried and tense he was.  In fact, for the first time since my rude awakening this morning, my senses felt like my own again.  I was about to delve a little further (and maybe ask him if he could stay by my side all day long so I could mooch off his yeti-ness) when I noticed a strong, delicious smell.  My nose twitched, and I spied some very welcome items on the table inside the tent. 
 
    ‘Oh.’  Kang’s eyes lit up.  ‘Something else I forgot.  I brought you breakfast to say sorry for forgetting about the tent.  It’s a black pudding sandwich and a red smoothie.  Val says you mentioned it was a favourite of yours.’ 
 
    The black pudding sandwich was, for sure.  But as for the red smoothie, it wasn’t so much of a favourite as it was a necessity.  There are certain … let’s just say … practical aspects to being a vampire.  Like the fact that we have to consume a certain amount of the red stuff just to stay alive.  If you like, we can pretend that my smoothie was made of raspberries – I know I certainly do every time I drink one down. 
 
    ‘You seemed forgetful last night as well,’ I said.  ‘Maybe it’s none of my business, but I get the sense you’re worried about it.  A lot.  Do you think you should maybe go to a healer?’ 
 
    Kang let out a harsh bark of laughter.  ‘They couldn’t tell me anything I don’t already know.  Memory loss is common in people who are working under strict NDAs like mine.’ 
 
    ‘NDA – as in a non-disclosure agreement?’  I frowned.  ‘I’m guessing it’s for when you’re working for the mayor, but … I don’t get what that could have to do with memory loss.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t?  Huh.’  He sank down into the chair where the customers normally sat.  ‘So the witches in Riddler’s Edge don’t make their staff sign magical NDAs then?’ 
 
    When I shook my head he said, ‘Yeah, I didn’t think so.  Well, it’s pretty standard here.’  He waved an arm about.  ‘Once it hits ten and you get your fancy pants Snowy Hollow society members arriving at your tent, you’ll probably see their butlers with them.  And every single one of those butlers is going to seem downtrodden and scatterbrained, because every single one of them will have signed the same kind of magical NDA as I have.  When you work for someone rich and important it means that they can do and say anything in front of you – even if it’s disturbing or illegal, it doesn’t matter.  Because the NDA means you can’t remember it.  When I clock off I can barely remember a single thing I had to do for the mayor over the working day.  But … it does make things complicated, and after a while the memory loss starts to creep into other areas of your life.  Like forgetting what someone ordered at the bar, or setting up a tent, just for example.’  He let out a snort of air.  ‘I’ve campaigned to make them illegal in the enclave, but Snowy Hollow is run by the Byrne coven these days, and they love the things.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  I set my smoothie aside.  Now didn’t seem like the time for slurping.  ‘Kang, that’s awful.  I’ll tell everybody about it when I get back home.  People should know about this.’ 
 
    He smiled wanly.  ‘I really appreciate that, Pru, but you won’t be telling anyone.  The second you leave this enclave, you won’t even be able to recall that we had this conversation.  And if you’re thinking of cheating by calling or messaging someone while you’re here, I wouldn’t bother.  They scan for mention of the word in any phone or electronic communication.  Your call’d be cut off or your message would never be sent.  Oh, and you can’t even go old-school and write yourself a note either, because it’ll self-destruct.’ 
 
    ‘No way!’ 
 
    ‘Yes way.’  He tried to widen his smile, but he wound up with more of a grimace.  ‘But you know what?  It’s only been like this for a little while, and I’m sure that pretty soon someone nicer will take over and it’ll go back to the way it used to be.’ 
 
    I bit my lip.  He knew just as well as I did that Gladys Byrne had tomorrow’s election all wrapped up.  He didn’t need me to remind him of that. 
 
    He stood up and made his way towards the flap.  ‘Anyway, have a nice day at work, Pru.  Or try to, at least.  You should make the most of the normal folk you’ll be seeing this morning, because once the festival opens to the public, well … let’s just say they’re all regulars at Après Flea and leave it at that.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I had no doubt that Kang was right about the sort of customers I’d be seeing for most of the day.  But the morning, at least, was pleasant.  Omar did come in, and he even brought me some fried doughnuts with jam in the middle.  They were almost as good as the ones my mother made. 
 
    As Omar was a yeti, being near him calmed my mind enough to see his future – he wanted to know if he’d get the loan he needed to rent a building in the enclave, so he could open a café.  I was able to tell him that no, he would not be getting that loan, but he’d be getting an unexpected windfall in the next few days, and he’d be able to afford to buy somewhere outright. 
 
    ‘Windfall?’  Omar’s face fell.  ‘My granny’s not going to die, is she?  I love my granny.’ 
 
    I shook my head.  ‘Your granny’s going to live for quite a few years to come.  The windfall is some old shares you forgot you bought, back when your wife was first pregnant.’  I winced.  ‘When you …’ 
 
    He cleared his throat.  ‘Yes.  When we lost our first little girl.’ 
 
    I could feel his pain, even though my senses told me that years had passed since the child’s death.  It brought tears to my eyes, and I brushed them away before continuing.  ‘Well, you bought some shares in something back then, didn’t you?  I don’t know what the shares are for, but I can see the certificates in a box in the attic.  A red box, behind some old tins of paint.  Something’s telling me you should sell them today, if you can.  As soon as possible.  In fact …’  I had a strong sense of urgency.  ‘… if you can get someone else to look after your stall for the morning, you should go and do it right this minute.’ 
 
    His eyes widened.  ‘I’ll get my cousin to open up while I go and get the share certificates.  Mother Mountain, I’d forgotten all about those!’  He hopped up and ran out of the tent, leaving me wishing I had more to tell him just so I could enjoy the calming yeti influence a while longer.  Thankfully, many of the other staff members were also yeti, so for a few hours my work was relatively easy.  It was especially nice when someone I recognised arrived.  It was Leeza, Kang’s friend from the bar the night before, the woman who would be selling flags at the festival today.  As she took a seat, Val, her vampire friend, followed her in. 
 
    Both women yawned before smiling my way. 
 
    ‘I’m just finishing work, and poor Leeza is just starting for the day,’ Val explained with a tired chuckle.  She pulled her friend into a hug.  ‘But because she’s the sweetie pie she is, she said she’d come with me to see you this morning.’ 
 
    Leeza nodded.  ‘We just thought that, what with the Chaos in the air picking up, it’d be easier for you if I was here too.  And after that, Val is going to go home to bed and I’m going to sleepwalk my way through the day.’ 
 
    I was just about to ask Val what she did when the answer came into my mind.  ‘You’re a security guard at the Snowy Inn, right?’ 
 
    She grinned.  ‘Dear Dracula, you’re good at this psychic thing, aren’t you?  Yip.  I work nights – and it’s interesting but exhausting.  A lot of shenanigans were afoot last night.  Sneaky sleepovers, passionate arguments, sometimes even full-on fisticuffs.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’  I lifted a brow.  ‘You didn’t have to sign one of those magical NDAs then?’ 
 
    Val’s face darkened, and she flipped her vivid red hair across her shoulder.  ‘Not a magical one, no.  They don’t work as well on vampires as they do on everyone else.  But I’m not supposed to talk about what I see in the hotel, that’s for sure.  I don’t think I’m going to be able to shut up about last night, though.  The things I saw would raise the hairs on the back of a dragon’s neck.’ 
 
    ‘Dragon’s don’t have hairs,’ Leeza said, then gave a dry laugh.  ‘Ah.  That’s the point, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yip.’  Val gave her friend another little squeeze and then turned to me.  ‘I don’t have your talents, Pru.  I can’t read any minds, and I definitely can’t see the future.  Heck, I could barely compel a zombie if I tried!  But I do have strong empathy, and it’s really driving me nuts right now.  Everyone in the town is worried about the election.  About how it’s going to go.  So that’s what I’d like to know.  The election results.’ 
 
    I pulled nervously at one of my earrings.  ‘Um … the mayor asked me for that exact reading yesterday.  And I could see it in my crystal ball, but it was weird – like something big had happened in the square just before I zoomed in.  But in the end, Gladys was announced the winner.  I could try and focus again on what happened before that, if you’d like.  I think I might have dreamt of it last night but … anyway, with Leeza sitting so close I might be able to focus better.’ 
 
    ‘Please, do try,’ said Leeza.  ‘The thought of Gladys Byrne winning again is just … well, it’s bad.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’  I stared at my crystal ball.  ‘I’m not sure I like the way this enclave could be heading if the Byrnes stay in power.  Gimme a moment and I’ll see what I can see.’ 
 
    As I tried to focus, I found it hard not to notice Val’s and Leeza’s moods.  They were both extremely antsy, and I sensed that they had a strong reason for that, but the thing about thoughts is that they don’t always come with words attached.  You don’t go around thinking in precise sentences all day, like I must wash the dishes forthwith.  Sometimes thoughts sort of swim around in a wordless mess, and you don’t always pull them forward and examine them – especially if they’re unwelcome reminders of housework which needs to be done. 
 
    Leeza and Val had something more important than washing dishes on their minds, but unless I fished around in there for a good long while I couldn’t tell what it was – just that they were feeling a strange mix of hope and hopelessness, fear and bravery, and exhilaration and exhaustion. 
 
    I tried to tune them out and concentrate on the election, but although Leeza’s presence was calming, it wasn’t miraculous.  The strange power of the Chaos in the air was increasing, and it was affecting me more with every second that passed.  I shook my head and pushed the crystal ball away. 
 
    ‘I can’t see much, but I can just about make out the same as what I saw with the mayor.  She wins again.’ 
 
    ‘You said you had a dream though, right?’  Val was shaking with nerves.  ‘About what happened before the results were announced?’ 
 
    She and Leeza were both giving off waves of desperation.  I wished I could figure out why.  ‘Look, something’s got the two of you rattled,’ I said.  ‘How about you tell me what that is, and maybe then I’ll tell you what I saw?  Maybe I could help you.  Y’know, as long as you’re not planning a murder.’ 
 
    ‘Not a murder, no.’  Leeza gave me a tentative smile.  ‘It’s totally legal, but it will really shake things up around here.’ 
 
    She and Val shifted forward.  Just as Leeza was about to say more, the flap of the tent was yanked open by the mayor. 
 
    ‘Still giving the staff freebies, Madam Montague?’  Gladys shook her head in irritation.  ‘Come, come, surely someone with your talents ought to be able to see the queue of important people waiting outside.’ 
 
    I glared at the mayor.  ‘You told me to give the staff readings from five until ten this morning.  It’s only half past nine now.’ 
 
    She gave me an icy smile.  ‘Well, it really doesn’t matter what time it is.  Some people are too important to be kept waiting.’ 
 
    Leeza and Val stood up and gave me sad smiles.  ‘Never mind, Pru,’ said Leeza.  We’ll catch you up later.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    9. Slippery Slope 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the mayor left, the day got worse.  Much, much worse.  The witches who were queuing were doing so in style – they had butlers scurrying around after them, cooking them food on portable grills, while the witches lounged on comfortable chairs.  They even had braziers burning, because goddess forbid that they should have to use their own magic to keep themselves warm. 
 
    Many of the servants were yeti, like Kang, walking around with their lovely fur on show.  There were also a lot of weredogs and unempowered witches, but those servants wore a uniform – a red suit, just like the one in my dream. 
 
    Each time I went to call another customer in, my eyes would rove over the staff, wondering if one of them was the one who would get hit by the death spell.  I obviously hoped that my dream wouldn’t come true.  I wished it were a normal dream, just random and meaningless.  Or if it wasn’t random, I at least wished it could be wrong.  A mistaken prophecy, caused by the excess of Chaos in the air. 
 
    In the pit of my stomach, though, I was afraid that it could come true – which was why I’d made sure I could be at the square tomorrow when the election results were read.  If I could be there when the red-suited man was walking to the stage, maybe I could warn him.  Maybe I could do something to protect him, or to stop this from happening.  I’d checked my schedule and the festival ground would be closed while the new mayor was being announced, so there was no reason I couldn’t be there.  Unless, of course, the mayor came up with some new task that kept me away. 
 
    With deep unease and a whole lot of impatience, I spent the rest of the day answering silly questions and trying not to scream.  Finally, in the early afternoon, the festival shut down for the Slippery Slope race.  I rushed over there, and found somewhere to stand by the side of the finishing line.  Well, when I say found, I might have compelled one or two people.  Sure, I’d told the mayor that I wouldn’t compel Brett, but this was hardly the same sort of situation – and in my defence, my mind-reading skills reliably informed me that every single person I compelled to let me through was horrible. 
 
    There was a large screen erected close to where I stood, so all of the audience could see the progress of the race.  Watching it live was even more terrifying than I could have imagined.  I’d had many prophecies in my life.  Most had come true precisely, in exactly the way I saw them.  In my earlier years though, many turned out to be self-fulfilling.  Back then I was young and dumb enough to believe I could change things.  But when I took steps to prevent those earlier prophecies, it seemed like they’d actually come true because of the steps I took. 
 
    More recently I’d experienced prophecies that had turned out to be preventable, even when I feared the worst.  I hoped that the red-suited man’s death could be one of those.  But what about Oscar’s death?  Had I done enough to prevent that? 
 
    You see, the most common kind of prophecy I’d experienced was the kind where, even when you think it’s preventable, it finds a way of happening regardless.  It was different to a self-fulfilling prophecy, because it was never my actions that made it play out.  It was something else, something unexpected.  Something that I could only assume a cruel universe threw in for a laugh.  I’d named this the stubborn prophecy.  And as the skiers started gliding down the Slippery Slope, I crossed my fingers and hoped that Oscar’s death wouldn’t be one of those. 
 
    I mean, I’d told Oscar what I’d seen, and Greg had fixed the problem with his skis.  And Greg was a genius.  If he said something was fixed, then it was fixed.  There was no way either of our actions could have been anything but helpful.  I was sure of it.  Well … almost sure.  Okay, I was so unsure that, below my breath, I muttered a mantra, ‘Oscar won’t die, Oscar won’t die, Oscar won’t die …’ 
 
    I looked at the screen and tried to concentrate on anything except the possibility of impending doom.  Instead I focused on how handsome Greg looked (his eyes were alight with excitement, and his cheeks had a gorgeous glow).  He was doing so well, too.  He and Oscar were almost neck and neck the entire race, with Marty coming third and Grant following in fourth.  They flew easily over the rocky part of the mountain, and when they got to the enchanted ice, their skis skimmed over it like it was nothing. 
 
    They arrived at the second last leg – an incredibly steep and snowy drop that had been enchanted so it couldn’t be jumped across – the only way of getting past it was to ski down it at an almost ninety-degree angle.  This was the point where the wizards’ magic would be more important than ever – their skis had been through a lot, but to hold to the snow at that angle was nearly impossible.  Many of the skiers plummeted to the snow below, eliminating them from the race.  Grant seemed to be having trouble staying upright, and even Marty was struggling.  But Oscar … his face was a picture of happiness and wonder.  His skis seemed to keep him steady, even when he was at the most dangerous part of the slope. 
 
    When he arrived on the gentler section of slope below, with only a short distance to the finish-line, he was well ahead of the rest.  He would have won.  He really would have won, for the first time in his career.  After all those years of effort, he would finally have placed first over Marty and Grant.  But just as the finish-line was in his sights, his skis began to glow.  Bright red flames shot up, melting the ice, and burning Oscar until there was nothing left of him. 
 
    It happened quicker than I could have envisioned.  Too quick for me to even scream out.  Too quick for anyone to help. 
 
    Even so, Greg and I tried.  Greg stopped skiing immediately, letting Marty and Grant cross the finish-line ahead of him as he tried to put out Oscar’s fire with spells from his wand.  I vaporized myself (yes, it’s another weird thing vamps can do) trying to use my molecules to douse the flames.  At the same time, I compelled the Whizzers (the safety crew who flew over the enclave’s races on brooms with stretchers and medical supplies) to hurry to the scene. 
 
    I kept on trying to save Oscar, even though he was already dead, even though I knew by then that nothing I did mattered – because this was one of those pesky stubborn prophecies I hated so much. 
 
    When we all finally gave up our pointless efforts, I was exhausted.  I stared down at where Oscar had been; there was nothing left but some melted snow and a tiny fragment of a ski pole. 
 
    As I returned to my normal, non-vaporized form, Greg caught my eye and shook his head.  ‘It wasn’t Oscar’s new component,’ he said with certainty.  ‘For one thing, I know me and Oscar fixed the problem.  For another thing, this fire burned way too fast and too hot.  I think–’  Greg broke off, his eyes filled with fright as he caught sight of something behind me. 
 
    I turned around just in time to see an outstretched wand, as a uniformed witch sent a freezing spell my way with a shout of, ‘Conáil!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    10. Back Where We Began 
 
      
 
      
 
    So I guess that means we’re back where we began – with me in the Peaceforcer station, having no clue why I’d been frozen and arrested.  It hadn’t been a very good freezing spell, either.  It had rendered me immobile, sure, but I’d been able to blink, talk, and complain a whole lot as I was hoisted atop a flying sleigh, taken to the station, and then dragged into the interrogation room slash store room where you and I first met. 
 
    Peaceforcers were a new thing for me.  So far I’d only heard of them, via Mayor Gladys Byrne.  Now that I was meeting one in the flesh, I was even less enthusiastic about Snowy Hollow’s new police force. 
 
    The man who arrested me wore brown trousers, a brown bomber jacket, and a sort of mustard-coloured shirt beneath.  The combo did him no favours.  His skin was pale and his eyes were pinkish and watery.  I could smell that he was deficient in Vitamin D, Iron, B12, and … y’know what?  I realise that I’ve just revealed yet another vampire oddity (if you’re making a list of my not-so-adorable quirks, it could be a very long one). 
 
    Anyway, the Peaceforcer with many deficiencies was called Joey Byrne.  After unfreezing me and introducing himself, he went through with asking me to state my name and supernatural type.  But I’ve already told you this bit at the beginning, and there’s no point in us both getting annoyed all over again while he repeatedly asked me the same questions, only to ignore my answers, all the time focusing most of his attention on the TV screen in the corner of the room. 
 
    It surprised me to see that the people of Snowy Hollow had decided to go ahead and have a second Slippery Slope race, less than a couple of hours after Oscar’s death.  Joey Byrne didn’t seem to share in my shock – he was just annoyed that he’d bet on the wrong guy to win.  But I wasn’t concerned with his gambling losses.  There were two things that were concerning me.  One was why the heck he’d arrested me, and the other was where I’d heard his voice before.  Because I had, I was sure of it. 
 
    ‘I feel like we’ve met before,’ I said.  ‘Have we?’ 
 
    He snorted.  ‘Shouldn’t a vamp like you know whether or not we’ve met?  Thought you were supposed to be psychic.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I can see into the future sometimes, it’s true.  But my recollection of whether or not I met you before is more of a memory issue rather than a vampire power, don’t you think?  Look, Officer Byrne, why am I here?’ 
 
    ‘Because just after the race, two little birdies by the name of Marty and Grant–’  He cut himself off and cleared his throat.  ‘I mean, two little birdies with names I’m not going to divulge told me that you’d predicted Oscar’s death.  And that your boyfriend then oh-so-helpfully fixed Oscar’s skis after your prediction.  But I’ve got a theory, see?  I think that your little crystal ball trick was just that.  A trick.  Designed so that your boyfriend could actually sabotage Oscar’s skis and win the race.  The winner of the Slippery Slope gets a very lucrative sponsorship deal.’ 
 
    I felt my nose wrinkle.  ‘You know that makes no sense, right?  For one thing, Greg didn’t even know about any sponsorship deal, and if he had he wouldn’t have cared.  You should do your research, Officer Byrne.  My boyfriend isn’t motivated by money.  He’s invented some of the most amazing technology ever known, tech he could have made billions of gold rounds off, but he just isn’t interested.  And for another thing, if we wanted to murder Oscar then why did we try and help him when his skis went up in flames?  The second Greg saw what was happening to Oscar, he stopped skiing.  He could have ignored it like Oscar’s so-called friends did and won the race.  But he didn’t.  He helped – because Greg is not a murderer and neither am I.’ 
 
    He put his hands behind his neck and smirked.  ‘Thought you might talk about how helpful you both were after Oscar’s skis combusted, so I did.  And here’s what I think – I think Greg stopped and tried to help Oscar because he realised he’d gone too far.  He hoped that whatever sabotage he’d done to Oscar’s skis would knock Oscar out of the race, not that it’d murder him.  You both might have had a sudden attack of the guilts, but that doesn’t mean you’re not murderers.’ 
 
    ‘That’s nuts,’ I scoffed.  ‘You’re a few slices short of a loaf, do you know that?  Can we move onto your next dumb theory, please, so I can tell l you how wrong that one is, too?’ 
 
    Remember that malevolent grin I told you about at the beginning?  The one that also had a touch of maliciousness, a spot of mockery, and a Machiavellian finish?  Well, it’s time to move on to the next letter of the alphabet, because right now Peaceforcer Joey Byrne was giving me a grin that was just plain nasty. 
 
    ‘You think my theories are dumb, Miss Montague?  Well whoop-de-doo!  See, the thing is, I don’t really care about your opinion.  Because I’ve decided that your boyfriend is a murderer and that you’re his willing assistant.  And like I said a minute ago, round here it’s guilty until proven innocent – oh, and the burden is on the two of you to prove your innocence.’ 
 
    I wanted to scoff at him again, really I did.  But the truth was I was too scared for that.  There weren’t many clear thoughts in Joey Byrne’s brain that I could latch onto right now, but some things were transmitting loud and clear.  He was feeling a strong sense of victory, intermingled with relief.  And there was something more – this was the part that really scared me – he knew I wasn’t guilty, and neither was Greg.  Because as he was staring at me with that nasty grin, he was gleefully thinking: Hah!  I’ve found the perfect scapegoats! 
 
    ‘I want a lawyer,’ I said quietly. 
 
    ‘Hah!  Good luck with that,’ he sneered.  ‘We don’t just hand out lawyers willy-nilly in Snowy Hollow.  If you want one, it’ll cost you a lot of money.  Which will be difficult for you to obtain right now, seeing as I’ve frozen all of your access to your bank accounts.’ 
 
    I stared at him in horror.  I had to get out of here and get some help.  Otherwise Greg and I would be staying in Snowy Hollow for a lot longer than one weekend – and where this guy wanted to send us had even worse hospitality than the rest of the enclave.  My power was all over the place right now, but I had no choice: I was going to have to try and compel him. ‘Peaceforcer Byrne,’ I said, bringing his eyes to mine.  ‘You want to let me go.  You realise you’ve made a foolish mistake and you’re going to set me free right this second.’ 
 
    His eyes glazed over and he said, ‘You know what, Miss Montague?  I feel like I’ve made a foolish mistake.  I’m going to set you free right this second.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’  I kept my focus on his eyes.  ‘And you’ve also made a mistake about Greg.’ 
 
    He looked suddenly confused.  ‘What?  I haven’t made any mistake about Greg.  He’s a murderer, and he’s going to be in prison for a very long time.’ 
 
    Crap.  My power had fully fizzled out.  I stood up before he could change his mind about my first compulsion, then scooted out of the chair and left the room. 
 
    Joey Byrne didn’t bother to follow – he just turned his attention back to the TV, shouting about how much money he’d lost on the race. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



11. We’ve Gotta Get Out of this Place 
 
      
 
      
 
    I saw my phone, sunglasses and jewellery in a box by the door, and I grabbed them on my way out.  Once I was in the corridor, I realised just how small the station was.  There were only two rooms in this hallway – a toilet, and the small room in which I’d just been questioned. 
 
    The corridor led onto a small reception area just a few feet away from me, where a female officer was reading a magazine and eating a chocolate bar.  Just beyond the reception desk there was an open door.  Through it, I could see a small lunch area and an even smaller cell.  I walked over that way, and the Peaceforcer at the desk didn’t even blink an eye; it was either an incredibly interesting magazine, or a mighty fine bar of chocolate, seeing as her attention was so utterly consumed. 
 
    I stared in through the bars of the cell.  They were made of some kind of metal, rather than the magical bars in the Wayfarer cells back home.  Greg had his phone in his hands and a hopeless look on his face. 
 
    ‘Pru!’  His eyes suddenly lit up when he saw me.  ‘They’ve let you go.  Thank the stars.’ 
 
    I frowned.  ‘You think?  They reckon Oscar’s death was murder, and that you and me are the masterminds.  My power’s coming in and out, but I got one of the Peaceforcers to let me go and I think the compulsion will stand.  Hey, how come they left you with your phone?  Please tell me they left you with your wand too.’ 
 
    Greg sighed.  ‘I wish.  It’s locked up tight.  And they might have left me with my phone, but they’ve blocked all calls from it.  I tried calling Melissa Wayfair first, seeing as she’s a lawyer, but I couldn’t get through to her.  To anyone.  I can’t use the internet on it, either.  Pru, I don’t know what to do here.  All I know is we’ve gotta get out of this place.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ I said, getting to work with my own phone.  But after a few minutes of fiddling with it, I was just as dejected as Greg.  ‘The only thing I can do with this phone right now is play Hungry Dragons.  And as much fun as it is to feed lumps of coal and fireballs to digital dragons, it’s not going to be much help to us.’ 
 
    I moved closer to the bars and lowered my voice.  ‘I’m going to leave you right now, but only so I can get over to your van.  I can stick it in hyper-speed and be back in Ireland in no time.  I’ll bring back help.’ 
 
    He nodded eagerly.  ‘Yeah, go.  Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Will you be okay while I’m gone, though?  I’m worried, Greg.  They’re literally a law unto themselves in this enclave.  They–’  I broke off as I heard the tinkle of a bell. 
 
    Greg and I both stared out into the main office.  The bell had been ringing above the front door as Stacey, the waitress from Après Flea, made her way into the station.  She marched towards the desk and slapped a piece of paper down in front of the Peaceforcer. 
 
    ‘Where’s my husband, Marsha?’ Stacey demanded.  ‘I want to speak to him about this.’ 
 
    Marsha gave the page a quick read, then sniggered and tore it up.  Then she turned back to read her magazine. 
 
    Stacey stared at her, flabbergasted.  ‘What is with this enclave lately?  You think you’re all so untouchable, don’t you?’ 
 
    Marsha glanced up, just briefly.  ‘What I think is that your husband is in the storeroom and he couldn’t be bothered speaking to you.  Y’know, because you’re a dirty, rotten cheater.  So get out of here, cheater, before I throw you in the cell.’ 
 
    Stacey narrowed her eyes, clicked her fingers, and vanished from the room the room. 
 
    ‘What was that about?’ Greg wondered.  ‘What I wouldn’t give to read that piece of paper.’ 
 
    I shrugged.  ‘Me too, but I can’t risk attempting to compel Marsha.  It probably won’t work, and it’ll waste a whole lot of time.  Right now, I’m getting out of this enclave and I’m bringing back help.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    It was a nice thought, while it lasted.  During the short run to the Snowy Inn’s carpark, I’d actually believed that I would get out of this enclave and come back with the cavalry.  Because one thing Greg and I had in our lives was an amazing set of friends.  We knew newspaper reporters, detectives, lawyers, faeries with amazing levels of power …  A Peaceforcer like Joey Byrne would quake in their presence.  And honestly, he’d be right to, because our friends were good at getting to the bottom of things, and making sure the right people got the punishment they deserved. 
 
    But as some pessimists out there are often heard saying, all good things must come to an end.  And when I reached the carpark of the Snowy Inn, my hopes for a happy ending came abruptly to a halt. 
 
    Greg’s van was nowhere to be seen.  It was only just gone, too, because the ground beneath it was free of snow. 
 
    No one could have driven it or flown it away – Greg had a lot of security on the Wizardly Wagon.  All that anyone else could have done was teleport it somewhere out of sight. 
 
    I bent over, hands to knees, having a bit of a panic attack.  My power was nothing like a witch’s.  There was a reason they ruled most of the magical enclaves, and that was because they could do things like click their fingers and get the heck out of Dodge.  But the Chaos storm would stop them doing that.  As for me?  It was making my power erratic, not taking it away from me altogether.  What I needed to do, for Greg’s sake, was to pull myself together and come up with a plan that would utilize the little power I had left. 
 
    The problem was, for quite a few decades now I’d become used to being somewhat of a supporting character in my life.  Sure, I could do awesome stuff, but I’d left most of my adventures and excitements in the past.  Any capers I’d been involved in recently had usually been someone else’s fault – and getting out of them had been because of someone else’s plucky plans.  As for me, I’d forgotten how to plan, pluckily or otherwise.  Those mental muscles had gotten lazy with lack of use. 
 
    But Greg’s mental muscles were never out of action.  So I straightened up and thought: what would my boyfriend do?  For all his technical wizardry, some of his best plans were also his simplest. 
 
    With that in mind, I ran over to our chalet in the Snowy Inn. 
 
    As soon as I opened the door, I let out a little shriek.  Our room had been searched, and it was not done methodically.  The things they’d left behind – clothes and jewellery – were thrown all over the place.  And the things I wanted – some of Greg’s objects of awesome power that might be able to help us right now – were all gone. 
 
    ‘Get it together, Pru,’ I mumbled, dashing to the landline on the bedside table.  But as soon as I picked it up, there was no sound on the other side.  I tried dialling my best friend’s number anyway – I’m optimistic, me – but I had no luck. 
 
    I was running on adrenaline now, and I legged it straight over to the hotel’s main building, screeching to a stop next to the payphone in the reception area (the screech came from my mouth, not my feet, in case you were wondering, and it had its roots in utter, complete panic).  It had been a long time since I’d used a payphone, but the fact that there was a monotonous tone on the other end wasn’t a good sign, was it? 
 
    I made my way to the reception desk next.  A guy with a badge that said Davin Byrne was standing there.  That coven were all over the enclave. 
 
    ‘Hi Davin,’ I said.  ‘Do you have a phone I can use, please?’ 
 
    He gave me an insipid smile.  ‘Ever so sorry, Ma’am, but we’re having problems with the Chaos storm.  All communications are down.’ 
 
    I frowned.  ‘I thought your town had backups in place.’ 
 
    He shrugged.  ‘What can I say?  We must have overlooked the phones when we were upgrading.  You won’t find a working phone in the entire enclave.  Internet’s down, too.’ 
 
    ‘Crap!’ I cried, running back outside and heading through the snow to the festival grounds.  This time I didn’t so much screech to a halt as I did limp to a dejected stop.  My tent was gone.  All of it.  Including my incredibly powerful crystal ball that Greg could probably have used to channel some magic and get himself out of the station. 
 
    My dejection almost took me over, but I couldn’t let that happen.  I couldn’t let myself panic again, either.  There was no point in going into panic attack number two.  Or was it three?  Maybe four?  My simple-solution ideas had been a bust.  So I needed to forget all about simple.  Who did I know in my life who could make things as complicated as possible? 
 
    I nodded to myself.  My brother, Jared.  He always had at least five girlfriends on the go at a time, with each relationship more complicated than the last.  He had many escape plans for difficult situations, usually using his vampire-specific skills to make a great escape.  Compulsion wouldn’t get the phones working, and vaporizing wasn’t going to help right now, though.  So … what?  What vampire-specific skill did I still have left to me? 
 
    ‘Bat out,’ I murmured.  ‘That’s what I’ve got to do.’ 
 
    I’d like to explain how a vampire turns themselves into a bat, but I don’t think you’d like the explanation so much, so let’s just say that I worked some vampy magic and ta-da!  Well, it was less of a ta-da and more of a thank the stars, if I’m honest.  The Chaos was still playing havoc, and it took quite a few attempts before I could manage to transform. 
 
    But a bat I was, flying towards the sky, hoping that once I got out of this enclave and away from the Chaos storm, I’d be able to compel someone to let me use their phone so I could call my friends and they could come and save the day. 
 
    Whatever you think about the batting-out thing, you might enjoy a description of how good it feels to fly.  It’s exhilarating.  When you’re undead, it’s one of the few activities that makes you feel truly alive.  Okay, that was a short description, but I’m a fortune-teller, not a wordsmith. 
 
    So there I was, flying gracefully through the air, on my way to save my boyfriend’s bacon.  I was thinking such thoughts as: It’s about time I did something heroic to show Greg how much I love him.  And: Maybe I’ve taken the back seat on the broom for long enough – maybe it’s time for me to be more than just a side character in my own life again.  But those thoughts would have to remain lofty ambitions, because just then, I expelled a sudden ‘Oof!’ and dipped in the air, feeling dizzy. 
 
    ‘What the …?’  I stared at the area I’d rammed into, and couldn’t see much except a sort of iridescence in the air.  I was no faerie – I couldn’t see magic in the same way they could – but Snowy Hollow liked to show off its magical protections.  Remember how I mentioned they designed their barrier to appear like a giant snow globe if you looked at it just right?  Well, I’d just found the edges of that snow globe, and it was not behaving the way it was supposed to.  Usually, supernaturals could travel in and out with ease.  But clearly I was living in unusual times. 
 
    ‘They’ve blocked me from leaving, the canny buggers!’ I muttered, staring at the shimmering air. 
 
    I tried again and again, probably giving myself a mild concussion along the way.  Eventually, I flew back to the ground and headed to the hotel carpark, hoping some new inspiration would come to me along the way.  By then, I’d been gone so long that darkness had fallen, and the ground where Greg’s van had been was now completely covered in snow. 
 
    And in all that time, I’d achieved nothing.  I couldn’t phone for help, or use the internet.  My power was not strong enough right now to send a psychic message to one of my friends.  And any magical objects we could have used had been confiscated by the Peaceforcers. 
 
    Greg had insisted that we had to get out of this place, and I knew he was right.  The problem was, how? 
 
    I sat down on a bench outside the Snowy Inn, trying to think of what else I could do.  Or rather, trying to think of what someone other than me would do in this situation.  Because I’d been wrong before – I was not ready to be more than a side character. 
 
    My best friend, what would she do?  I sighed.  If Aisling was stuck here like I was, she’d sleuth, that’s what she’d do.  She would stubbornly set about finding out who the real killer was and making sure they paid. 
 
    But I wasn’t Aisling.  I was Pru.  And Pru was good at a lot of things – fortune-telling, mindreading, binge-watching the Vamp Factor, talking about herself in the third person … 
 
    But sleuthing?  It really wasn’t my thing. 
 
    I stood up and pulled my coat tighter, shivering.  For Greg, I’d have to make it my thing.  Because there were no friends to help me right now.  If I wanted to solve Oscar’s murder and get Greg out of jail, then I was going to have to do it myself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    12. DIY Sleuthing 
 
      
 
      
 
    As I walked towards Mountainside, it was clear that the Chaos storm was picking up in strength.  Lightning was zigzagging across the dark sky at odd angles, and as I headed down Icy Avenue I saw a broom plummet to the ground; a witch fell from the broom and skidded for a good twenty feet or so before she banged into a pole.  I saw a couple of witches clicking their fingers but going nowhere, too, as their power was gone.  There were many, though, who were still carrying on as normal, so clearly the storm wasn’t yet at its worst.  For now, it was probably just affecting the witches with weaker magic. 
 
    My own power was growing more haywire by the second.  I passed by one bar where the thoughts of every patron screamed for attention in my mind, but by the time I passed the next business – a convenience store – my mind picked up absolutely nothing.  And then, when I walked past a casino, the mental chatter grew so loud that it made me stagger. 
 
    I was relieved to make it to Mountainside, and the warm and friendly Kang’s Place.  If I was going to make a Sleuthing To Do List, then I’d need the peace and quiet that being surrounded by yeti brought to my mind. 
 
    ‘Pru!’  Kang gave me a smile of relief as I walked in and took a seat by the bar.  ‘I heard they arrested you and your boyfriend.  Thank the mountain they came to their senses.’  He looked behind me, seemingly expecting Greg’s arrival.  ‘They … they did come to their senses, didn’t they?’ 
 
    I gave him an anxious shake of my head.  ‘No.  One of the Peaceforcers – a guy called Joey Byrne – outright accused Greg of messing with Oscar’s skis on purpose.’  I’d only known Kang a very short while, but my powers were strengthened now that I was next to him, and I knew he really was trustworthy.  Because of this, I found myself pouring the whole story out to him, while he passed a delicious cup of hot chocolate my way. 
 
    ‘You know,’ he said when I’d finished, ‘the thing about DIY – whether it comes to DIY detective work or DIY home decoration – is that it’s a lot easier if you have someone to help you.’ 
 
    I drained the last of my hot chocolate and sighed.  ‘It’s not really Do It Yourself then, is it?  But I guess you’re right.  It’s just that I kind of have to figure this out myself, seeing as I don’t know who to trust in Snowy Hollow.  Well … other than you.  I was even afraid to go into the hotel shop for a notepad and a pencil, seeing as everyone who works there is a member of the Byrne coven.  And I want to question Stacey because of whatever it was she brought into the station, but seeing as she seemed to be referring to Joey as her husband, then it’s safe to assume that she’s a Byrne too.  With my power all over the place like this, I won’t know if she’s telling me the truth or not.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I can solve all of those problems right now.’  He pushed a pad and pen my way.  ‘We’ll work together on a list of possible suspects and clues.  And as for questioning Stacey – yes, she’s a member of the Byrne coven, but she’s never been like the rest of them.  Plus, if I go with you, it’ll even out your power and you’ll know whether she’s being honest or not.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Kang was right – things were much easier with him by my side.  He knew everyone in the enclave, and even where Stacey lived.  He walked with me to the house she shared with her Peaceforcer husband, and I was glad to have him by my side.  Greg was in jail, I couldn’t reach any of my friends, and someone in this enclave was determined to pin Oscar’s murder on us.  Much as I wanted to be Greg’s saviour, actually saving him was more important than proving I could go it alone. 
 
    As we drew close to Stacey’s, Kang paused.  ‘I’m pretty sure Joey is at work, but do we have a plan for if he’s there?’ 
 
    I stared at the small, well-kept cabin-style house, concentrating.  There was just one person inside.  It smelled like Stacey – it also smelled like she was worried.  ‘It’s okay.  She’s alone.’ 
 
    We climbed the steps to the porch, and Kang rapped softly on the door.  When Stacey pulled it open, it was clear she’d been crying. 
 
    ‘Kang?  It’s really late – is everything okay?’  Her beautiful face wrinkled in confusion and she looked from him to me.  ‘Hey, you’re the vampire who was at Après Flea yesterday.  Madam Montague, right?  I heard my husband arrested you and your boyfriend.  I’m sorry about that.  So … can you actually read minds?’  In her mind, she was trying very hard to hide a thought: Please don’t ask me what I did last night. 
 
    I kept my expression even and told her a big fat lie.  ‘I can’t read anyone’s thoughts at the moment.  There’s too much Chaos in the air.  Look, I want to ask you something, but I really don’t want this conversation to get back to Joey.’ 
 
    She smiled dryly.  ‘Pity the Chaos is affecting you, or you’d just be able to compel me to forget we ever even spoke.  But for what it’s worth, I won’t tell him you were here.  So ask whatever you want.  Hopefully I can help.’ 
 
    Again, I fought to keep my expression even.  I could feel that Stacey was terrified of what I might ask.  ‘I saw you bring something in to the Peaceforcer station,’ I said.  ‘A piece of paper.  What was it?’ 
 
    ‘Oh!’  She wiped her brow, unable to conceal her relief.  ‘That, yeah.  That was a note.  I found it pushed under Oscar’s front door this morning when I was … em … when I was making the beds.  I work at the Snowy Inn in the mornings and Après Flea in the afternoons.  I’ve told Joey it’s to save for a new kitchen, but the truth is I’m saving to leave him.’ 
 
    She took in a deep breath.  ‘He’s just become so controlling.  And the more power he gets at work, it’s like … it goes to his head.  Anyway, like I said, I found the note this morning, and it was definitely written by Joey.  It said that Oscar had better leave me alone or that Joey would make him pay.’ 
 
    She wiped away a tear.  ‘I had a huge crush on Oscar.  I used to chat with him, you know – in the mornings when he’d be getting his gear ready for training.  He was just …’  The tears fell faster.  ‘He was just so lovely.  The total opposite of my husband.’ 
 
    I searched her thoughts, but the only thing coming through right now was that her grief was deep and genuine.  ‘Stacey, answer me honestly.  Do you think … do you think Joey would be capable of something like that?  Killing Oscar?’ 
 
    She didn’t seem remotely surprised that I asked.  ‘Capable of wanting to, yes – that’s the reason I’m so desperate to leave him.  He’s become a really nasty person in the last couple of years.  But capable of sabotaging the skis?  Well, that’s where I think that either he didn’t do it, or if he did, he had help – he likes to gamble away all our money on the wizarding snow sports, but he wouldn’t have a clue how their magical technology works.  One more thing.’  She paused for a very deep breath.  ‘Marsha might have torn up the note that Joey left, but every single word of it is etched in my memory.  And if it comes down to it, I’ll happily testify against my husband.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    13. When Darkness Falls 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kang’s Place was almost due to close, and his one member of staff, a weredog called Loki, dealt with the last few customers while Kang fed me an enormous steak and some mashed potatoes.  It was so much better than the awful steak of the night before, but I did feel guilty that Greg wasn’t enjoying it with me. 
 
    Still, the food got my brain cells all a-firing, and Kang and I came up with a plan of action. 
 
    ‘You sure she’ll be okay with this?’ I asked as we dropped our plates in the kitchen.  ‘I mean, her non-disclosure agreement isn’t magical like yours, but she could still get into trouble.’ 
 
    Kang chuckled.  ‘Val feels about trouble the same way you feel about red meat.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    When we met up with Val, I discovered that not only did she like trouble as much as I liked red meat – she also loved red meat as much as I loved red meat.  She was tucking into an enormous beef burger when we arrived at the small security hut on the grounds of the Snowy Inn. 
 
    The hut was tucked away at the back of the property, and it was completely windowless.  Although it looked like an old shed from the outside, inside it was filled with screens and computers. 
 
    ‘I’m the only one on night security,’ Val said.  ‘Which is okay, considering not much happens that needs intervention.’  She winked and tossed her red hair.  ‘But that’s not to say that things don’t happen.’ 
 
    ‘I got that impression when you came for your reading,’ I told her.  ‘That’s why we came to you tonight, actually.  You’ve probably heard that my boyfriend got arrested?  Peaceforcer Byrne thinks he’s the one who messed with Oscar’s skis.’  Val nodded and I continued.  After bringing her up to speed with the day’s misadventures, I said, ‘So I wondered if any of those exciting things that happened last night might have occurred around Oscar’s place.’ 
 
    She whistled.  ‘Yeah, you’re not the only one who wondered that.  Joey asked that very question about twenty minutes ago.  And he also asked for all of the security tapes from last night.’ 
 
    ‘Crap.’  There was an old, rickety chair next to Val’s more comfy one, and I sank into it, feeling extremely deflated (also feeling rather unsteady, because one of the wheels on the chair was missing).  Kang and I had made two plans while we ate – the plan where we got the security film and hopefully proved Greg’s innocence, and Plan B, which was very much a last resort. 
 
    ‘Crap indeed.’  Val arched a pencilled brow.  ‘Especially considering there was a lot on there to incriminate the Peaceforcer in question.  It’s almost as though he’s trying his very bestest to make sure that your wizard boyfriend goes down for this.’ 
 
    I felt my body grow tense with desperate hope.  ‘There was something that would incriminate Joey?’ 
 
    Kang’s fur stood on end, so I guessed he shared my excitement.  ‘When you add that to what Stacey said about the note, we might have our guy.’  He quickly relayed to Val what Stacey had told us.  ‘But …’  His fur fell back down and his shoulders slumped.  ‘ … now that Joey’s gone and yanked the security footage for himself, we have no proof against him.  Marsha tore the letter up, and even if Stacey testifies like she said she would, it might not be enough.’ 
 
    Val chuckled and pulled something out from her cleavage, waving it in the air.  It was a small red flash drive.  ‘Oh, you have proof.  I might have given Joey what he asked for, but I always keep backups.  In an enclave where the Byrnes get away with pretty much everything they do, it pays to be prepared.’ 
 
    I looked longingly at the flash drive.  ‘I’ll pay you whatever you want, Val.  I can’t access my money right now, but the second I can, I’ll get it to you.’ 
 
    She shook her head.  ‘That’s insulting, Pru.  But I guess I can see where you might have gotten the wrong impression.  When I said it pays to be prepared, what I meant is that I’m always looking for ways to get this enclave back to how it used to be, so that I can stop working in this crappy shed and get my old job back.’ 
 
    ‘Your old job?’ 
 
    ‘Val used to be this enclave’s hottest public defender,’ Kang explained.  ‘But when the Byrne coven took over and we stopped following the Irish laws, our public defenders were no longer needed.  If you want a defence lawyer these days, you’d better hope you can pay for it.’ 
 
    ‘Which is why I now work for far less than minimum wage.’  Val took the last bite of her burger and wiped her mouth.  ‘What they’re doing with Greg frightens me.  And you know that the Chaos storm can’t actually knock out our phones and internet, right?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought,’ I said.  ‘And I can’t even get out of the enclave right now, either.’ 
 
    ‘The enclave’s boundary spell is run on wizard tech these days, just like the phones and the internet,’ Val confirmed.  ‘And you’re not the only one who can’t get out of this place right now.  Most of the yeti who work in the enclave don’t actually live here.  They have their own places on Qomolangma.  But this evening, they couldn’t go home after their shifts at work.  The mayor is blaming that on the Chaos storm as well, but it’s just not possible.  Someone doesn’t want this news getting out.  They could have a dastardly plan in motion, Pru – like rushing Greg to trial so that he can take the fall for Oscar’s murder.  The Byrne coven always look after their own, and if Joey did this, they would cover for him.’ 
 
    ‘That’s seems likely,’ Kang told her.  ‘But the problem is, if Joey sabotaged Oscar’s skis out of jealousy, then he would have needed help.  Stacey says he wouldn’t have the knowledge to do it himself.’ 
 
    ‘Joey wouldn’t have the knowledge to dunk a jam doughnut by himself,’ Val said with a roll of her eyes.  ‘But it’s very possible that he did have help, given what I saw last night.’ 
 
    She stuck the flash drive into a port in one of her computers, and Kang and I gathered behind her, watching the screen.  We found ourselves looking at a small chalet on the inn’s property, with a forest behind it.  Val paused and said, ‘That’s Oscar’s place.  He, Marty and Grant all have separate chalets with small workshops inside.  They all keep their gear in there with them – brooms, skis, snowboards, everything.  I do a walkabout every two hours and we keep cameras pointed at them to make sure none of their equipment gets messed with.  Now, a lot happened there last night.  I’m thinking you’ll want to see it all.’ 
 
    ‘Definitely,’ I agreed.  ‘Every single bit of it.’ 
 
    She forwarded a small bit, and we saw Greg and Oscar saying goodbye at the door of Oscar’s chalet.  I watched Greg shake Oscar’s hand, stick a lollipop in his mouth, and head over to the hotel.  I placed a palm over my heart, feeling a pang at the sight of him.  That was when he went to fetch our terrible dinner from the hotel.  Back when we thought that a tough piece of steak was the worst that this enclave had in store.  Val forwarded to about an hour after Greg’s departure, when Stacey appeared in the scene.  She flattened down her hair, took a deep breath, and knocked on Oscar’s door. 
 
    Oscar looked surprised to see her, but he let her in nonetheless.  A few minutes later, Stacey emerged.  Oscar looked sorrowful, and she was crying. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t doing my rounds then, but I’m guessing he’s just had to let her down gently for the millionth night in a row.’  Val sighed.  ‘She’s a regular visitor at his place, and I have heard their conversations a few times before.  Stacey was head over heels in love with him, and they got on like a house on fire.  But Oscar … he wouldn’t even consider having an affair with her.  He told her more than once that if she wasn’t married, he’d happily date her, but nothing could happen otherwise.  He was a really stand-up guy, that Oscar.  Well, until last night he was.  Watch this.’ 
 
    She forwarded a little more – Stacey was quite a distance away from Oscar’s chalet, but he emerged and seemingly called her back, because she turned on her heels, an expression of hope and longing on her face.  She ran through the snow and into his arms.  He gathered her closer to him and kissed her.  And kissed her, and kissed her … 
 
    Val fast-forwarded through the kissing, up until Stacey followed Oscar into the chalet and they closed the door behind them.  ‘This has never happened before,’ the vampire told us.  ‘I’m not sure what got into Oscar – and it’s not like he can tell us, either.  But let’s go to the next big scene.’ 
 
    She brought us to two o’clock in the morning, and we watched as two men appeared at the side of the chalet.  We could see Val approaching a short distance away, a torch in her hands.  She switched the torch off and stood back out of sight, watching the men. 
 
    One was definitely Joey, and he was wearing black joggers and a hoodie.  The guy with him was dressed in a bright purple robe, and he had a crooked wizard hat on his head. 
 
    ‘Eaton!’ Kang exclaimed.  He turned my way.  ‘Eaton Mannix is the dodgiest wizard in this enclave.  He’s also one of the most magical.’ 
 
    I watched with interest as Joey passed a large bag to Eaton.  Eaton looked inside, smiled, and pocketed the bag, before waving a wand and disappearing.  Joey looked around, slipped something under the door – probably the letter Stacey told us about – and then snapped his fingers and vanished. 
 
    Val paused the film.  ‘The camera might not have picked up sound, but I sure did.  That was a bag of money – I could hear the gold rounds clanking while I tried to stay out of sight.  Joey said, “So that’s this taken care of, right?” and Eaton said, “Sure.  Pleasure doing business with you.”’ 
 
    She shrugged.  ‘And yes, I know they could have been talking about anything, and we can’t actually see Eaton going in to Oscar’s chalet, but it’s certainly incriminating.  Eaton would definitely have the skills to teleport himself inside and sabotage the skis – and it’s not like Oscar would have noticed an intruder, considering how occupied he was by Stacey.  But …’ 
 
    ‘But it’s going to be difficult to get the law around here to accept this as proof – and we might, in fact, wind up getting ourselves murdered by the Byrne coven in the process?’ guessed Kang. 
 
    Val laughed wryly.  ‘Well, that too.  What I was going to say was that there was even more action around Oscar’s place after that.  Keep watching.’ 
 
    She forwarded through more footage of darkness, interspersed by a few animals poking around in bins, until finally it grew light, and Stacey walked out of the chalet.  She and Oscar were kissing at the door for just a few seconds this time, when Grant marched into the scene. 
 
    We couldn’t hear what he was saying, but he was shouting at Oscar, and Oscar was holding his hands up.  Grant threw a punch which didn’t connect with Oscar’s jaw before he slipped and fell.  As he did, a small box fell out of his pocket and landed on the snow.  Stacey, Oscar and Grant stared.  Then Grant suddenly got onto his knees and opened the box, looking lovingly at Stacey.  The ring sparkled in the morning light and Stacey gawped at it, horrified. 
 
    She shook her head and moved away, staggering at first and then running.  Grant ran after her until they were both out of frame. 
 
    ‘Why wouldn’t she just click her fingers?’ I wondered.  ‘Grant punched the love of her life, proposed to her when it’s clear she’s not interested, and then chased her through the forest because he doesn’t like taking no for an answer.  I’d be using magic to get the heck away from him if I could.’ 
 
    Kang snorted.  ‘Stacey is so much nicer than the other members of her coven, but she’s not without her faults.  She’s always been a bit of a drama queen.’ 
 
    ‘It’s true,’ Val confirmed.  ‘Anyway, I have no idea what happened between them after that, but I’ll show you the next thing I caught on film.  There’s a shortcut between Oscar’s place and the hotel, and it runs past Grant’s and Marty’s chalets.’ 
 
    There was no sign of Oscar or Grant when Stacey next appeared, walking past one of the chalets and heading through the short stretch of woodland that, according to Kang, would lead her to the hotel kitchen. 
 
    In this section of the security film, Stacey had a torn trouser-knee, and she was crying a little more with each stride, right up until she bumped into Brett Byrne.  They talked for a minute or two, and Stacey tried to walk by, but Brett blocked her path and grabbed her, pushing her against a tree and trying to kiss her.  She slapped him across the face, snapped her fingers and vanished. 
 
    ‘I guess she hates Brett’s attention enough to finally use her magic,’ I remarked. 
 
    Val stopped the footage.  ‘Seems that way, although to be honest I’ve not actually seen them run into each other before.  Anyway, that’s all I saw or filmed last night.  Pretty exciting, right?  We vamps might be known as the creatures of the night, but clearly everyone gets up to interesting things when darkness falls.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    14. Plan B 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kang mumbled, ‘Yeah … when darkness falls.  That’s … that’s funny, Val.’  He continued to mumble, albeit incoherently, and sank to the floor of the hut. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ Val and I asked in unison. 
 
    He shook his head.  ‘No.  There’s something … I feel like … I feel like I’m on the cusp of remembering something.  I was feeling it a little bit while we were watching the security footage, but I didn’t think much of it – because honestly, my memory’s getting so shot that I always feel like there’s something I’m trying to remember.  But when you said “when darkness falls” Val … I got this image of being there, at the Snowy Inn.  Last night.  I saw myself walking along, taking the back entrance and then … well then there’s nothing.  That’s as far as the memory goes.’ 
 
    ‘But you weren’t there last night,’ I pointed out.  ‘You were at your place.’ 
 
    ‘Until closing time, sure.  But when I woke up this morning my summoning charm was around my neck.’  I obviously looked confused, because he said, ‘The mayor likes me to wear it so that if she can’t get me by phone, she can use it to let me know it’s time to come in.  When it lights up and hums I’m supposed to go straight to her place.  The thing is, I hate wearing it, and I know I took it off earlier on when my shift ended, along with removing that stupid uniform look I have to don on duty.  I must have made myself look the way she likes me to look, and then forgotten to take the necklace off when I got back because I was tired.’ 
 
    ‘You wear a uniform?’ I questioned.  ‘I’ve never seen you in one.’  Right now he had on a sort of lumberjack shirt and jeans, but his forearms and feet were bare.  When we first met he wasn’t wearing anything except for a necklace that must have held the summoning charm he mentioned – but with all of his fur, he wasn’t exactly naked. 
 
    He didn’t seem to have heard me, because he carried on talking, and he was so anxious that I didn’t want to interrupt just to ask an unimportant question about his work clothes. 
 
    ‘See, if I take it off and the mayor wants me for one of her mysterious night calls,’ he explained, ‘she makes it hum louder so that I can’t ignore it.  And she lives in the penthouse suite of the hotel, which means if she called me in to work, then I probably was on the grounds last night.  Maybe she wanted me to clean up after her dinner party?  I dunno … but … if I don’t remember, it means that my NDA was triggered.  Which is incredibly annoying, because what if I saw something important?’ 
 
    He let out a moan of anguish.  ‘I hate this NDA.  I hate the mayor.  I hate this enclave.  Well … these days I hate it.’  He stopped suddenly and shook himself, the beautiful white fur on his arms rippling.  ‘But maybe it’ll come to me, whatever it is that I’ve forgotten.  For now we need to figure out what we’re going to do with this footage.’ 
 
    He caught Val’s eyes.  She was chewing on her lower lip, looking terrified. 
 
    ‘You guys don’t think it’ll help, do you?’ I asked.  ‘You don’t think everything you caught on film will make a difference to Greg?  Even though it opens up a million other reasons Oscar could have been murdered?  Reasons that are far more believable than Greg wanting to win some sponsorship money he didn’t even know or care about.’ 
 
    Val brought her fingers to her temples and bowed her head.  ‘If I had this kind of evidence back when I was a lawyer, I would have been delighted.  But the enclave has changed so much since then.  I’m worried the footage won’t get to the right people.  And that even if it does, it’ll be quashed.’  Her voice lowered.  ‘Or we’ll be quashed.’ 
 
    With Kang so close to me my powers were working perfectly, so both their thoughts and emotions were clear.  They really were afraid that this information could get them killed – and considering what I’d seen of the new and unimproved Snowy Hollow, I didn’t think they were overreacting. 
 
    ‘I just wish I could come up with some other options for you guys,’ said Val.  ‘I should be able to.  It used to be my job to defend people like Greg.  And I was good at it.  But I know my limitations – I know all of our limitations, considering the boundary to the enclave is keeping us all inside.  We can’t get out.  We can’t even get a call for help out, seeing as communications are down.  I just … I just don’t know what to do.’ 
 
    Kang looked my way.  ‘Well … me and Pru sort of came up with a contingency plan for if we couldn’t find proof.  I mean, we have found proof, but I think you’re right, Val – it’s too dangerous for us to do anything with it.  So I reckon it’s time for me and Pru to go ahead with our Plan B.’ 
 
    I stood up, hands on my hips.  ‘Kang, when we came up with that crazy idea, we hoped we’d never have to actually do it.  It’s too dangerous.  If I do it, I have to do it on my own.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t,’ he argued, his shaggy head shaking.  ‘You need me.  Your powers are all over the place without me around.’ 
 
    Well, he had me there, didn’t he? 
 
    ‘And more importantly,’ Kang continued, ‘I want to go with you.  Because what we’ve talked about … it might be dangerous, sure.  But if we manage to do this, then we won’t just be helping Greg.  We’ll be helping this whole enclave.  And since this is where I call home, I feel like I ought to be a part of that.’ 
 
    I could feel just how much he believed in what he was saying, but just because someone wanted to run blindly into danger didn’t mean I should let them.  It was true that if we went through with Plan B, we could help more people than just Greg.  But considering how many obstacles this enclave had put in the way of me so far, the chances of success were slim – the chances of Kang and me getting arrested in the process, though … those chances were pretty fat. 
 
    ‘I’d like to help, too,’ said Val. 
 
    ‘No.’  I shook my head.  ‘For one thing, we need to go now and you shouldn’t leave your post.  For another thing, I feel bad enough possibly putting Kang in danger without endangering you, too.’ 
 
    Kang grinned.  ‘So we’re agreed – you’re putting me in danger.’  He fist-bumped the air.  ‘Brilliant!  I knew you’d see things my way.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what I meant,’ I said.  ‘I just … I don’t know what I mean.’  What I did know was that it was amazing how puppy-like a yeti could make his eyes when he wanted to.  ‘Fine.  Come with me, then.  But Val, please stay here – and keep the copies of the security footage, too, so that if something happens to me and Kang …’ 
 
    She nodded sombrely.  ‘Okay.  I’ll stay.  And if the worst happens, I’ll do my very best to get help, okay?  And just … just … be careful, okay guys?’  She bent down to Kang and grasped his hands.  ‘Because a life without your cooking isn’t a life I want to live.’ 
 
    He laughed shyly.  ‘Glad to know I’m valued for something important.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    We stood in the narrow alley next to the Peaceforcer station while I felt out the building.  ‘Two people,’ I said.  ‘Marsha and Greg.’  I couldn’t bring myself to mention how forlorn Greg was.  But we’d taken a stop at the all-night convenience store along the way, and I was holding a bag filled with things that were sure to cheer him up. 
 
    Kang gave a small but determined nod of his head.  ‘Joey must be out there somewhere trying to hide and destroy even more evidence.  Okay, we go in the front way, right?’ 
 
    ‘The front way,’ I agreed, pushing my nerves down and heading for the door. 
 
    ‘Oh look,’ said Marsha as we entered the station.  ‘It’s the unfathomably popular Kang Berik.  What do you want?  I’ve told you before that we’re not going to do anything about those kids.’ 
 
    ‘Kids?’ I looked at Kang, questioning. 
 
    The yeti sighed.  ‘I’ve had three broken windows in the last month alone.  The Peaceforcers have decided it’s kids, even though I saw one of Brett Byrne’s minions doing it with my own eyes.’ 
 
    ‘Hey!’  Even in her anger, Marsha kept her eyes on her latest magazine.  But she did (almost) stand up.  I could sense that she also felt a little bit disgusted with herself, which was laudable.  She didn’t believe for a minute that kids had done the damage at Kang’s.  Unfortunately, she had no intention of doing anything about her suspicions, which wasn’t quite so laudable.  ‘That’s libel.  Unless you have proof, it’s libel.’ 
 
    I approached the desk.  ‘Oh, Marsha, Marsha, Marsha!  I think you mean slander, and if he saw it with his own eyes it isn’t slander.  It’s fact.’  I was loud and argumentative, which is not my go-to demeanour.  But right now, I needed to get Marsha angry enough to keep looking at me instead of her magazine – I’d dealt with people like her before, so I knew she was going to be a difficult subject. 
 
    ‘Whatever.’  Her gaze lifted to me momentarily, but quickly drifted down again – I could see that she was reading a story about the werewolf supermodel, Julie Rayn, and how she’d recently changed her hair colour.  With subject matter as scintillating as that, it was clear I needed to turn things up a notch. 
 
    ‘Hey, don’t you “whatever” me, you stupid excuse for a Peaceforcer!’ I cried.  ‘You and the rest of your coven are a disgrace.  Until I met the Byrnes, I didn’t think anyone could balance stupidity with cruelty as perfectly as you lot do it, but I guess I was wrong.’  It was enough – in fact, it was more than enough – to finally rile her.  Her eyes lifted fully to mine and glared.  And the very second Marsha’s peepers were glaring my way, I locked them there. 
 
    ‘You’re feeling incredibly good this evening, aren’t you, Marsha?’ I said. 
 
    ‘I’m feeling incredibly good this evening, I really am,’ she replied with a docile smile. 
 
    ‘It must be a relief to be absolutely certain that Greg is innocent and you can let him out of his cell – and give him back his wand while you’re at it.’ 
 
    She let out a sigh of contentment.  ‘I am so relieved that Greg is innocent.  Matter of fact, I’m going to let him out right now and give him his wand.’  She stood fully erect, and turned to a safe in the wall behind her.  She tried flicking her fingers to open the door, but nothing happened. 
 
    Hello Chaos, my old friend.  I could see the flashes of lightning outside the station’s windows, and I could hear the cries of frustrated witches who were also losing their power.  Now that I had Kang by my side, the fact that the storm was picking up could only be a good thing.  And even if my compulsion did slip, a magicless witch would be a whole lot easier to deal with than one whose wiggly finger was in working operation. 
 
    ‘The safe has a keypad,’ I pointed out.  ‘Maybe try that.’ 
 
    Marsha gave her finger a filthy look, before pressing a code into the keypad instead, and the safe opened.  Greg’s wand wasn’t very masculine (unless you consider purple and sparkly to be masculine) but it was powerful.  Powerful enough to do what we wanted?  I sure hoped so.  Marsha picked it up, closed the safe, and ambled to the cell, which she quickly unlocked. 
 
    ‘You’re free to go,’ she said with a faraway smile as she handed Greg his wand.  ‘Must dash – I want to know what colour Julie Rayn’s changing her hair to next.’ 
 
    Greg looked just about as shocked as he should, so I handed him something I knew would bring him back to his senses – the bag of treats I’d bought at the convenience store. 
 
    ‘I told Pru that there was no way you’d want all of that – Marsha might be a horrible person, but she does at least feed prisoners.’  Kang watched as Greg tossed his head back and downed three packets of peanuts in quick succession, before unwrapping a strawberry flavoured Chomp-Chomp.  ‘But clearly your girlfriend knows you best.’ 
 
    ‘Darn tootin.  I need a lot of calories, me.  Plus, the food Marsha gave me was even worse than the Snowy Inn’s steak.’  Greg grinned at me as he stuck the lollipop in his mouth and said, ‘Not that I’m not glad to see you, but why are you still here?  I thought you were flying the Wizardly Wagon out of the enclave.  I mean, I heard Marsha and Joey talking about how they’d closed down the border a while ago, but I knew it wouldn’t matter if you had my van – it em … it doesn’t exactly have a lot of respect for magical borders, if you know what I’m saying.  And since those borders are wizard-powered, it definitely wouldn’t have a problem busting through.’ 
 
    I winced.  ‘Well, that’d be amazingly good news if I actually had your van.’  I brought him up to speed with all that had happened since I’d left him earlier on. 
 
    ‘Oh, your poor head.’  He pulled me close and nuzzled my noggin.  ‘Bumping into a border’s gotta be painful.  So … if the Chaos storm’s getting stronger now, how come you could compel Marsha?  Not that I’m not over the moon but … I thought your power was on the fritz.’ 
 
    ‘Kang helps.  What with him being a yeti and all.’ 
 
    Greg looked with interest at Kang and then back at me.  ‘Oh yeah.  You told me that when you brought back the delicious stew.’  He salivated.  ‘That stew is a thing of beauty, it really is.’ 
 
    ‘It really is,’ I agreed, thinking with hungry fondness of Kang’s stew.  ‘Anyway, here’s the thing – things aren’t much different than the last time I saw you, Greg.  We still have to find a way to get out of here and bring in outside help, only this time you’re coming along too – because if you don’t, you’ll probably be convicted just so the Byrne coven can protect Joey.  This enclave might not want to be under Wyrd Court law anymore, but there are still international supernatural standards they have to adhere to.  I mean … there must be.  Hopefully.  And if there aren’t, at least we can make sure Snowy Hollow gets more bad press than it can handle – you do work for an incredibly popular newspaper, after all.  Plus, I’ll bet my shiniest sickle that our government back home won’t allow Snowy Hollow to prosecute you, no matter how hard Mayor Byrne stomps her feet.’ 
 
    Sure, Plan B was based on very little knowledge and a whole lot of hope, but as long as we got out of the enclave, things should be okay.  The difficult part was getting away without being arrested – especially after this prison break.  Before we sprung Greg from jail, he and I had been wrongly accused of murdering Oscar.  Now, Kang and I had committed an actual crime.  So for Kang’s sake, this had to work. 
 
    I took a deep breath and said, ‘Okay, so now that you have Sparkles, do you think you can use it to track down your van?’  (Yes, my boyfriend did have a name for his wand – and yes, it only made me love him more.) 
 
    ‘Oh yeah.  Bet you’re glad now that you’re dating a wizard instead of a witch – channelled magic for the win, baby.  All those witches and their “Oh, my magic is innate” can go and suck my lollipop.  Well, actually they can’t because I don’t want to share with them, but you get the point.’ 
 
    ‘Always.’  I kissed him briefly and then said, ‘But as for being glad that I’m dating you instead of a witch, well … A: I never considered dating a witch or a wizard – you just won me over with your penchant for peanuts.  And B: You clearly have an issue with witches and their superiority complex.’ 
 
    ‘Nah.  I like most witches, me.  But Marsha and Joey have kind of set me on edge.  They’re not nice people, Pru.  Anyway, me and Sparkles have this covered.’  He waved his wand in the air.  ‘My wand has more than enough magic for me to channel so that I can find the van.  And once we have the Wizardly Wagon again, we–’  He broke off, as the station’s back door creaked open and the lights went out. 
 
    Vampires have the ability to move fast, it’s true.  And to see in the dark.  But before I could do either of those things, a canister of what looked like some kind of gas rolled towards us and spread through the station.  Kang and Greg instantly fell to the ground.  There was a thump in the station’s main area, too, probably caused by Marsha falling from her chair.  I saw a flash of movement coming towards me, but now that my yeti lifeline was unconscious, I couldn’t make out much except a blurry shape – and I certainly couldn’t react with speed. 
 
    ‘I don’t know who you are,’ I said, ‘but if you don’t know that gas won’t work on a vamp then you’re an idiot.’  I sensed movement behind me and, just before I could turn to confront the person, something hard cracked me across the back of the head.  ‘Oof!’ I said as I slumped to the ground.  ‘That’ll work on a vamp.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    15. Punning in Times of Crisis 
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up with what felt like the wrong end of a wand pointing in my face.  It was difficult to be sure, seeing as the room was so dark.  Thankfully, this time my eyes adjusted to the dark a little quicker than before, and I could just about make out the person holding the wand.  It was Marty McManus – the one person who hadn’t figured much on Val’s security footage. 
 
    So why was he waving a wand in my face?  Not just any wand, either.  The wand he was pointing my way was purple and sparkly, and it most definitely belonged to Greg. 
 
    I tried to reach out into Marty’s mind, but all I got for myself was a headache. 
 
    My hand went to my head, rubbing it and wincing.  There didn’t seem to be anyone else in the room except the wizard.  Actually, room was the wrong word – I was in a tiny, dank space that was at best a cupboard, with his face mere inches from mine. 
 
    ‘You take a long time to wake up,’ he remarked.  ‘Thought vampires were supposed to heal fast.’ 
 
    I intended to send him a vicious smile, and to say,  ‘Oh, what I lack in speed I make up for in vengeance,’ but intentions don’t always become reality.  Instead, I gave him a wobbly smirk and spewed out some garbled nonsense, with ‘vengeance’ being the only word that sounded remotely clear. 
 
    I was incredibly disappointed with myself, I can tell you.  In recent times I’d been in a few life or death situations, but there was usually a friend or two around who knew exactly when to chime in with some smartsarse comments, snappy comebacks, clever wordplay, punning and whatnot.  And I’d hoped, now that I was on my own facing a possible murderer, that I’d be able to follow suit.  Although to be perfectly honest, I wasn’t one hundred percent sure of the difference between punning and wordplay – so maybe that was why I wasn’t at the top of my game. 
 
    Still, unless Greg or Kang could somehow fit into this tiny cupboard and make a snappy comeback for me, I should at least give it a second shot.  So I narrowed my eyes (I was going for menacing, but I probably just looked like I had an itch) and said, ‘You heard me.’ 
 
    Marty pulled a bemused face and said, ‘Right.  Sure.  It doesn’t really matter, Madam Montague.  Because you’ve just arrived at the Karma Competition, and believe me when I say that the contestants are going to get what they deserve.’ 
 
    ‘Aha!  That’s a pun!  I’m sure it is.  You’re punning in times of crisis.  I wish I could do that.’ 
 
    He pulled yet another bemused expression.  ‘I think I hit you too hard.  Although to be fair, you really should have seen it coming, what with you being psychic.  I think my trusty baseball bat might have sent you a bit batty.’ 
 
    I broke out into raucous laughter, tears streaming from my eyes. 
 
    ‘Oh my stars!’  He shook his head with disdain.  ‘You’re making this really hard, vampire.  I think I’ve gone and nabbed myself a dud.’ 
 
    I sniggered.  ‘You know what they say though – when life gives you melons, maybe it’s because you’re dyslexic.’  I was finding all of this far too funny, which was concerning (concussion was a definite possibility) so I stopped sniggering and said, ‘I think you’re right.  You hit my head way too hard, and your trusty baseball bat might have sent me batty.  Although I kind of wish it had made me batty batty, so I could fly away home.’ 
 
    He rounded his fist and knocked three times on my head with his knuckles.  ‘It seems fine to me.  A bit bumpy, but it’ll heal.  Now listen, you’re going to have to shape up or I’ll reshape reality so that it doesn’t have you in it, you got me?  I’ve got a glass coffin outside.  Whether or not I put you in it remains to be seen.’ 
 
    Having his knuckles knocking on my sore spot seemed to have exacerbated my silliness to the point where I felt drunk.  ‘I … you can’t be just coming out with these naturally.  I mean, it’s unfair.  Even if I tried really hard I could never pun like you do.  A glass coffin?  Remains to be seen?  Brilliant!’ 
 
    His nose wrinkled in confusion.  ‘What’s brilliant about that?  Glass coffins are traditional in this enclave.  I wasn’t trying to be clever.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, you were.  Wait – I’ve got one!  It’s dark in here, and I couldn’t be more de-lighted, because at least I don’t have to see too much of your stupid face.’  I sat back, proud of myself.  This time I knew I’d achieved something akin to a pun.  Probably.  I’d have to check my dictionary when I got home.  If I got home.  Reminder to self: next time a little jaunt with Greg seems like a good idea, maybe do consult the crystal ball beforehand. 
 
    ‘Sigh,’ said Marty, pulling on a cord and turning on the small lightbulb on the cupboard’s ceiling.  There were shelves on one side containing board games, candles and a box marked: Ski Goggles.  On my other side there was a rail filled with coats and hoodies.  The only items besides those were a sweeping brush and a small robotic vacuum cleaner.  Still, it’s always nice to get a feel for your surroundings.  Maybe when I got my powers back I could crack him over the head with the sweeping brush – see how he liked it. 
 
    ‘Look, I’m sorry I hit you, all right,’ he told me.  ‘I’ll get you to a healer as soon as I can.  But I had to get you all back here somehow, and I knew the gas wouldn’t knock you out.’ 
 
    ‘You’re apologising?  That doesn’t seem like a very murdery thing to do.’ 
 
    This time he actually sighed instead of saying the word, which was slightly less irritating.  ‘Of course I’m not the murderer.  Look, I know you said you were just doing a crystal ball reading for me, Grant and Oscar in Après Flea the other day, but I could see by the look on your face that you were reading my mind.  You looked kind of disgusted with me – and I can’t say I blame you.  I was obsessed with winning, and I was mad as heck that Oscar might beat me in the Slippery Slope because of the adaptations he’d made to his skis.  Especially seeing as he didn’t even care about winning as much as I did – it was only ever about fun with Oscar.  But now … now he’s gone.  I’ve lost my sponsorship deal to Grant, I don’t have Oscar to cheer me up with his endless positivity, and … I kind of realise that I’ve been seeing things all wrong.  Sure, I’m in a pile of debt and I could really have used a cash injection.  But I’ll pull through that.  What I won’t be able to get through is how much I miss Oscar.’ 
 
    I really wished I could read his mind right now.  He seemed completely genuine, but he’d knocked me out.  He’d knocked out Greg and Kang as well, and stolen Greg’s wand while he was at it. 
 
    ‘Where’s Greg and Kang?’ I asked.  ‘I want to see them.  To know they’re all right.’ 
 
    ‘Greg’s in the other room, and I’ve got Kang running a little errand for me.  I only put you in here away from everyone because you were talking in your sleep.  And singing.  It was really irritating.  It seemed like you were dreaming you were on an episode of the Vamp Factor.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’  I nodded.  ‘That’s a regular dream.  I go on as the worst singer, but I win because I’m the best at compelling the judges.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds about right.  Listen, there’s a reason you’re here.  The Karma Competition is about to take place in the living room, and you’re going to be one of the judges – the other being me.  I want you to read the minds of the suspects and figure out who dunnit.’ 
 
    So that’s what he meant by the Karma Competition.  I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out what happened to the loser.  ‘I’d really love to help you,’ I said.  ‘But … there’s just one little problem with your idea.’ 
 
    He lifted his brow.  ‘A problem?  I really hope not, Madam Montague.  Because either you use your mindreading skills to ferret out the murderer, or I just take the easy route and kill everyone who has even the remotest whiff of suspicion around them.  And I’m including you and your boyfriend in that, by the way.’ 
 
    Eek!  He sounded ever so serious about that.  Funny how he could be so insulted at the thought of murdering Oscar, but then so blasé about killing the rest of us.  ‘You don’t want to do that,’ I said.  ‘You don’t want to kill innocent people.  Anyway, it’s not that I don’t want to help you with your Karma Competition thingy.  I mean … I don’t, but … even if I did want to, I can’t.  Not without Kang.  The Chaos is affecting my powers.  Being around a yeti balances it out – except you just said he’s off on an errand.’ 
 
    ‘Huh.  So Kang’s a yeti?  Interesting.’ 
 
    ‘What?’  I frowned.  ‘Why does everything keep making that same bad joke?’ 
 
    Marty stared at me like I’d finally gone fully around the bend, and then said, ‘I’d heard something about yeti being comforting to vamps during Chaos storms before, but I thought it was a rumour.  Does it just work for vamps, or for witches, too?  Because I’ve got some witch suspects, and I don’t want them to get a sudden burst of magic until I’ve figured out who the killer is.’ 
 
    ‘Just vampires,’ I assured him.  ‘Marsha’s power wasn’t working in the station a while ago, and Kang was there, so the yeti must only have a positive effect on vamps during the storms.’ 
 
    ‘Fine.  Well …’  He glanced at his watch.  ‘… I reckon he’ll be back any minute now.  You just sit tight and I’ll come and get you when he’s here.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    16. The Karma Competition 
 
      
 
      
 
    When at last I was set free from the cupboard, I realised that it had been quite some time since I was knocked out.  Daylight spilled through the windows, making me flinch.  My hands were tied, but Marty reached into my pocket for my sunglasses and placed them on. 
 
    ‘Thanks.  The sun’s a little more blinding here than it is back home.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever,’ he grumbled, and pressed me into an armchair.  We were in a living room similar to the one in the chalet Greg and I were sharing.  Of course, Marty hadn’t lit a fire like Greg had (his aim here was far from romance), so it was a little chillier.  Through one open door I could see a bedroom with a neatly made bed, and through another I could see what must have been Marty’s workroom.  There were countertops covered in the kinds of bits, bobs and gubbins that Greg liked to work with, as well as many kinds of sporting equipment. 
 
    On the floor in front of the couch, Marsha and Grant Winslow were tied up, back to back, while in one of the corners, Greg was tied up back to back with Eaton Mannix, the wizard from Val’s security footage – Eaton was wearing a traditional wizarding robe and a hat, just as in the footage. 
 
    I could hear both wizards’ thoughts loud and clear.  Eaton was thinking: Deny, deny, deny … and then get my hands on that snazzy wand Marty’s got and get the heck out of here. 
 
    Greg’s thoughts were slightly sweeter: Pru!  Thank the stars she’s okay after being in that cupboard.  Man, when I get my wand back, I’m going to make Marty pay. 
 
    Unaware of the covetous and murderous feelings in the room, Marty went to check how securely Kang and Joey were bound together – like the others they were back to back, but seated on two chairs at the kitchen table.  Kang had removed his clothing at some point, and I’d never been so relieved to see a naked yeti in my life.  It was because of his wonderful presence that my mindreading powers were surging back to life.  The silliness caused by the head injury faded away, too, which was less of a relief – at least when I’d been joking around in the cupboard, I’d been too giddy to fully grasp the seriousness of the situation. 
 
    I felt like I could escape the ropes I was tied with now that I was back at full strength, but I wasn’t sure how well I could vaporize yet, or fly.  And Greg’s wand might have a funny name, but it was no laughing matter – with Sparkles in his hands, Marty was more of a threat than I could ever be. 
 
    With a groan, I realised that he was also incredibly good at kidnapping people, because on a small chair in a corner, Val was tied up and unconscious.  Crap.  I’d hoped to keep at least one of my new friends out of this mess. 
 
    ‘Good.’  Marty grinned, satisfied with Kang’s and Joey’s bindings.  ‘Glad to see you complied so easily, Joey.  I was a little worried when I sent Kang to fetch you at the hotel.  I know you were hanging around in the mayor’s penthouse hoping you’d be picked for her security detail.  But don’t worry.  She won’t even notice you’re gone.’ 
 
    So that was what Kang’s errand had been. 
 
    ‘Oh, she’ll notice,’ Joey insisted.  ‘I would have been there by her side on that stage when the results of the election are read out today.  But of course I came quietly when Kang asked me to – I mean, you threatened to kill Marsha and Stacey if I didn’t follow your instructions!  What else could I do?’ 
 
    ‘Hey!’  Grant glared at Marty.  ‘You threatened to kill Stacey?  Hey, where is Stacey?’ 
 
    ‘Forget about that!’ shouted Marty, clearly losing his temper.  ‘Forget about all of it.  She’s safe, all right.  I didn’t go near her.  Oscar wouldn’t have liked it.  Listen, all that matters right now is that I’ve got this incredibly ugly but powerful wand, and you lot have nothing.  So you’re going to open your minds up to Madam Montague here, so she can find out who killed my best friend.’ 
 
    ‘Best friend?’  Grant let out a wheeze of laughter.  ‘You certainly had a funny way of showing it.’ 
 
    Marty sawed his teeth and then said, ‘Maybe I did and maybe I didn’t.  But whatever mistakes I made with Oscar, I’m going to make up for them by avenging his death.’  He twirled Sparkles between his fingers and said, ‘Right.  The confused constabulary of this enclave arrested this here wizard.’ 
 
    He pointed the wand at Greg’s head.  ‘But I think we all know Greg had nothing to do with the murder.  Some nasty bugger sabotaged Oscar’s skis, and when Madam Montague saw what would happen during the Slippery Slope race, Greg fixed the problem.  But then the same nasty bugger had an idea – what if they sabotaged the skis all over again, only this time Greg took the blame?  That’s what I reckon happened, anyway.  I think Greg is being used as a scapegoat.  The question is, for who?’ 
 
    He paced the room a couple of times.  ‘Well, that’s what we’re here to find out.  Thanks to the flame-haired vampire, Val, I’ve already got some suspects.  She kindly let me have some very interesting security footage, so I know all of the strange comings and goings that happened on these grounds the night before Oscar lost his life.’ 
 
    I guess that explained why he’d kidnapped Val.  He must have gone to see her straight after Kang and I did.  And if that was true, then he managed to deal with her before he ever got his hands on Sparkles.  He was an even stronger maniac than I thought. 
 
    Marty spun on Joey.  ‘And I also know that you, Peaceforcer Byrne, have already obtained the same footage as I have from Val.  But although it gives us quite a few stronger suspects than poor old Greg, you still kept him imprisoned.  Funny, that.  So.  What were you doing outside my best mate’s chalet, with this wizard?’  He jabbed the wand at Eaton.  ‘We all know Eaton Mannix is one of the few people capable of sabotaging Oscar’s skis.  So I want you to tell Madam Montague, Joey – is that what happened?  Did you, Joey Byrne, get Eaton Mannix to help you kill Oscar off, just because he slept with your wife?’ 
 
    Joey’s eyes widened.  ‘That little moron slept with my Stacey?  When?  I’ll kill him!  I mean … he’s obviously already dead.’  He let out a low, almost growl-like sound.  ‘Pity, though.  If I’d known, I would have made sure I got to him first so I could make him pay.  Stacey is mine.’ 
 
    Well, that was disturbing.  What was more disturbing, though, was that I felt like he was hiding something.  No, not hiding, exactly – it was more that there was something in the very back of his mind that he was terrified to access.  And it felt similar to someone else’s mind: Kang’s. 
 
    Could Joey be under a magical NDA like Kang was?  Could there be a reason he arrested Greg – a reason he couldn’t remember?  And what about the note he’d left at Oscar’s chalet? 
 
    ‘Joey, you left a note for Oscar the morning he died,’ I said.  ‘Warning him off Stacey.  Why would you do that if you didn’t know they slept together?’ 
 
    Joey gritted his teeth, then said, ‘I often left him threatening notes.  I know she goes there.  To his chalet.  I’ve warned him off many a time before, but I believed him when he told me she wasn’t physically cheating with him.  She probably just talked his ear off.  She’s a right chatterbox, my Stacey.’ 
 
    Marsha snorted.  ‘Yeah, right.  She’s probably cheated on you a million times with him.  But that note didn’t look good, Joey.  I ripped it up and threw it away, but it did make me wonder …’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t kill him,’ Joey insisted.  ‘Note or no note.  But like I said, I would have.  I should have.  Stupid Oscar.  Stacey is mine.’ 
 
    Marty stamped his foot and shouted, ‘Enough about Stacey!’  He looked my way.  ‘Ask him about his meeting with Eaton Mannix, Madam Montague.  I want to know about that.  There was money exchanged, by the looks of things.  I want to know what it was for.’ 
 
    ‘Fine.’  I did as Marty ordered and concentrated on Joey again.  ‘Joey, you met up with Eaton the night before Oscar was killed, and you gave him a bag of money.  Why?’ 
 
    Joey slumped.  ‘Gambling debts.  Eaton runs a lot of dodgy businesses, and being a bookmaker is among them.  I was into him for a lot of money.’ 
 
    ‘Well?  Is he telling the truth?’ Marty demanded.  ‘He didn’t kill Oscar?  He was meeting Eaton to settle a gambling debt?’ 
 
    I answered quickly.  ‘He’s telling the truth.  He didn’t kill Oscar.’  I didn’t add that I suspected there was something Joey was hiding, even from himself.  Marty was far too unpredictable to be told a thing like that.  He could kill Joey in temper, and then I might never find out what the Peaceforcer was hiding.  There was a reason Greg had been used as a scapegoat for Oscar’s murder, and I was betting that the answer lay in those locked-up parts of Joey’s brain. 
 
    ‘Well, maybe he’s not lying about the murder, or about his gambling debts,’ Marty conceded.  ‘But I happen to know that the Peaceforcers don’t make much money.  So how come you suddenly had all those coins last night, Joey?’ 
 
    Joey stared ahead, saying nothing, but the answer to that question wasn’t hidden.  Just a cursory scan of his thoughts told me what I needed to know. 
 
    ‘He has a racket going on,’ I said, disgusted.  ‘Him and Marsha both do.  They let Après Flea stay open later than licensing hours and get backhanders in return.  They let health and safety violations slide, too.  Same with a lot of bars and casinos in town.  That’s where the money came from.’  I could have added more – like the fact that right now, Joey was picturing a trunk filled with gold rounds that he had hidden in his attic, but he had no idea what he’d done to earn that particular stash. 
 
    ‘Fine.  So Joey didn’t do it.  Hmm.’  Marty paced the room, looking at us all.  ‘I don’t think Marsha did it either – I just brought her as bait, really, but you can never be sure.  Check her out, Madam Montague.’ 
 
    ‘I dare you to keep going with this freak show, Marty McManus,’ snarled Marsha.  ‘You know, the only reason you’re not dead yet is because none of the Byrne witches have their power right now.  But that won’t last forever.  The Chaos storm will pass, and my coven will make you suffer.’ 
 
    Marty didn’t grace her with a reply, so I went ahead and probed Marsha’s mind.  At first, all I could hear her think was a whole lot of nothing: Stupid nosey vampire, she’s not getting into my mind!  My mind is a fortress.  It’s a … it’s got a moat around it.  With kraken.  And monster water spiders.  Are they a thing?  My mind is a fortress.  My mind’s got a moat with kraken and … and … would my hair look good with a red glamour spell?  That Val’s got amazing hair.  Not that I’d ever tell her that.  We’re not supposed to be nice to vampires.  My mind is a fortress … 
 
    Unfortunately for Marsha, her kraken and water spiders decided to go on their coffee break, and I had soon crossed her imaginary moat and felt her think the following: Anyway, my mind is a fortress, and Madam Weirdo is not getting in here to find out about all of the money I get on the sly from the business owners in this town.  I’ll let Joey take the fall for all of those shenanigans.  He’s up to even darker stuff than me, I’ll bet, so he deserves it.  Crap!  Maybe she didn’t hear that.  I wish I knew what Joey’s up to though.  Maybe he does know something about Oscar’s death.  He’s got to have a reason for arresting Greg when we all know he’s innocent.  Double crap!  I didn’t think that.  You didn’t hear me think that.  Y’know, if Joey did have something to do with Oscar’s death, I wouldn’t be totally okay with that.  I wish I hadn’t torn up that note.  I didn’t feel good about it.  Eek.  That’s a troubling thought.  Thoughts like that would get me kicked out of the coven … 
 
    I pulled away from her thoughts and said, ‘She has some rackets going on with Joey.  But she didn’t murder Oscar.’ 
 
    ‘Hm.’  Marty tapped Greg’s wand against his chin.  ‘Let’s see then?  Who does that leave?’  He spun on Grant.  ‘You!  It leaves you!  Question him.’ 
 
    ‘Erm … what do you want me to ask?’ I said, playing for time.  The truth was, I’d been hoping Marty would never get around to Grant, because I could sense that he had something even bigger than Joey to hide.  Even without my gifts I could see that he was feeling terrified, and possibly guilty.  He was shaking, his eyes were darting, the whole shebang.  And as much as I wanted to get to the bottom of this, I was terrified of what Marty would do with the answers. 
 
    While Marty thought of what questions I might pose, Grant’s inner monologue was flowing free: Crap, crap, crap – I should have never gotten messed up in all of this.  Stacey doesn’t even care that I won, so what was the point? 
 
    Yikes.  Out loud, Grant said, ‘Mate, we don’t need to do this, do we?  We’ve been racing together for years.  We’re buddies.  Pals.  Chums.’ 
 
    Marty moved away.  ‘You’re not my buddy, pal.  Don’t think I don’t know you wished Oscar was out of the way so Stacey might set her sights on you.  And you were desperate to get a win in the Slippery Slope.’ 
 
    I didn’t want to remind Marty of just how desperate he’d been to win the Slippery Slope.  Now probably wasn’t the time to antagonise the crazy man. 
 
    ‘Actually,’ said Marty suddenly, ‘let’s focus on Eaton Mannix for a while.  I’ve seen him hanging around the hotel grounds on more than one occasion.  And even if he was collecting gambling losses for Joey, that doesn’t explain all the other times he was here.’ 
 
    I was surprised he changed his mind, until I heard his thoughts: Please don’t say Grant did it.  If I have to kill him, that’s two friends I’ve lost. 
 
    Aloud he said, ‘The way I see it there are two major suspects.  You and Grant working together, Eaton.  Or Grant working alone.  Either of you would have had the knowhow to sabotage Oscar’s skis.  So.  Madam Montague here is going to ask you both whether you did it, so I can figure out which of you I can eliminate from my suspect list.  And also figure out who I need to eliminate in a different way.’  He glanced at me.  ‘Is that one of them pun things you were on about?’ 
 
    ‘Um, maybe?’  I shrugged.  ‘I dunno.  Just tell me what you want me to ask.’ 
 
    Before Marty could decide, Eaton Mannix held up a hand.  ‘Dude, you’ve got to believe me.  I had nothing to do with poor, sweet Oscar’s death.  Look into my eyes.  Aren’t these the eyes of an innocent man?’  In Eaton’s mind, he was repeating the same as before: Deny, Deny, deny … 
 
    Marty let out a sigh of irritation.  ‘Don’t try and appeal to me.  The only thing that matters is the truth.  And remember – this is about karma, people.  Instant karma.  The second I know who dunnit, the second I make that person pay.’ 
 
    He meant it, too.  It was written all over his mind, face and body.  His cold determination was terrifying.  Here I was, about to ask these two men – two men who now seemed to be the most likely suspects – to answer some questions that might result in their deaths.  I could feel guilt rising off both Eaton and Grant, as each worked hard to block their thoughts from me.  And I didn’t want to force my way through.  Not now.  Not under these circumstances.  I couldn’t be the one that gave Marty the evidence he needed to justify killing them.  But what else could I do? 
 
    Desperately, I looked at Marty.  ‘You know, you don’t really want to kill whoever’s responsible.  You want to find out, sure, but once you know who killed Oscar, you’re going to do the right thing and let the Peaceforcers deal with the murderer.’ 
 
    He snorted.  ‘Hah!  Do you know where we are?  This enclave doesn’t care about the truth.  For some reason they’ve decided to make your boyfriend the fall guy.  They’d have charged you with it, too, if you hadn’t managed to used your mojo to get out.’ 
 
    ‘You could be right about that,’ I admitted.  ‘But killing whoever messed with Oscar’s skis isn’t going to make the Peaceforcers change their minds about pinning it on Greg.  All it means is that you’ll wind up in prison, too.’  I tried, more forcefully this time, to keep his eyes on mine.  ‘You don’t want to do it this way.  You want to give Greg back his wand.  We can bring people from outside this enclave in to help.  We’ll make sure the right people pay for what happened to Oscar.  Go on.  You want to do it.  You want to give Greg his wand.’ 
 
    For a moment he stared at me, seemingly entranced, and I thought that it had worked – that I’d finally compelled him.  But he broke out into sniggers and smacked the wand against his thigh.  ‘Oh, I can’t keep pretending.  Madam Montague, I know you’re trying to compel me.  But I’m not going to be compelled.  See, I took me some Don’t Tell Me What To Do potion just a wee while ago.’ 
 
    My stomach sank.  Don’t Tell Me What To Do potions were new on the market, but they were mighty successful at preventing compulsion.  On a good day I could find a way around one and compel him anyway, but today was not a good day.  Even with Kang by my side, I’d struggle.  And trying to stop a murderous psycho was difficult at the best of times. 
 
    He pointed his wand at Grant and Eaton.  ‘I think that the vampire is stalling because she knows you’re both as guilty as a pixie in a sweet shop.  So let’s just get this over with, shall we?  Who shall I kill first?  Eaton or Grant?  Grant or Eaton?’ 
 
    He pointed the wand from one to the other, over and over, while both men quaked. 
 
    They were guilty, sure – but of what I didn’t have the time to discover, seeing as they were both working overtime to shield their minds from mine.  It didn’t matter, though.  I couldn’t let them die.  I’d much prefer to see whoever killed Oscar rot in jail for a very, very long time than to die a quick death at the hands of Marty. 
 
    Think, Pru, think. 
 
    I had to be the one to make a move, didn’t I?  None of the wizards had any objects of power to channel from.  Val was out for the count.  Kang was trying to undo his bonds, but I didn’t think he’d manage it in time.  And the two witches in the room … well, until the Chaos storm was over they were running on empty. 
 
    It had to be me.  It could only be me.  And there was one skill I had that might just save us. 
 
    Telekinesis. 
 
    I know, I know, I have far too many creepy talents at my disposal.  But I urge you – nay, I compel you – to believe me when I tell you that, at heart, I’m just a great big softie who only wants to use my powers for good. 
 
    I looked at Greg, and with my mind to his mind, I told him what I was going to do. 
 
    Next, I concentrated on Greg’s wand, feeling a rush of relief as the power of my mind made it move, flying from Marty’s hand and straight into Greg’s. 
 
    My wonderful wizard reacted straight away, using a spell to freeze Marty before rushing to untie me.  It was all a bit anticlimactic, really – and it left me feeling a bit disappointed with myself, too.  I should have thought of telekinesis sooner.  Next time I was kidnapped by a desperate, grieving wizard like Marty, I would definitely do better. 
 
    Joey glared at me.  With an angry toss of his head he said, ‘About time.  Now free me and Marsha before the others.  We’re the most important people in the room.’ 
 
    Greg looked at me, his astonishment written all over his face.  ‘I think he’s serious.’ 
 
    ‘Yep, and deluded,’ I agreed.  Folding my arms, I looked around the room.  ‘Right, here’s what’s going to happen next …’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    17. Mayor Day, Mayor Day! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kang, Greg, Val and I stood on the street outside the Peaceforcer station.  We could hear the noise and the music coming from nearby Central Square.  The voting itself had been taking place over a few days, so that the count would already be complete by the time everyone arrived on the square today. 
 
    ‘Do you think they’ll be all right?’ asked Val, rubbing her head and looking back at the Peaceforcer station.  Greg had performed a quick healing spell to bring her round, but she was far from one hundred percent.  I could see a huge lump on the back of her head.  Hopefully Kang’s presence would ramp up her self-healing abilities – we vamps couldn’t clear all of our ailments, but we definitely got over physical injuries faster than most.  Y’know – as long as it was a bump to the head and not a stake to the heart. 
 
    ‘Yeah, they’ll be okay,’ I replied.  ‘I mean, Marty’s trapped in his house alone where he can’t do any harm, and Joey and Marsha are in the station’s one and only prison cell.  They shouldn’t hurt each other, right?  I mean, they’re members of the same coven.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll be fine,’ Kang assured me.  ‘Byrnes look after Byrnes.’ 
 
    I nodded in agreement, thinking over what we’d accomplished since I took Greg’s wand back from Marty.  Once Greg had Sparkles in his hands, he was easily able to go through with my hastily thought-out plan – we could save carefully constructed manoeuvres for when we weren’t stuck in an enclave whose police force was trying to frame us for murder. 
 
    We’d trapped Eaton and Grant in the Peaceforcer station along with Joey and Marsha.  Well, not quite along with – Eaton was in the bathroom, while Grant was in the storeroom.  Greg wasn’t exactly an enthusiastic spell caster (the magic he was interested in was mainly related to computers, cameras and vehicles) but he knew his way around Insitu spells, and that’s what he’d used to trap Marty and the others.  I’d compelled them all to stay put, too (except Marty, who couldn’t currently be compelled) just as an extra precaution. 
 
    ‘Yeah.  They’ll be grand,’ Greg said, nibbling his way furiously through a banana.  ‘We left them food and water, and we’ll get back to them soon enough.  Anyway, I’m not going to worry about them.  They’re hardly innocents, are they?’  He looked at me.  ‘You said Marsha’s fond of racketeering, Marty was likely to murder everyone if we didn’t get the wand, and everyone else has something that they’re hiding.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I know,’ I said with a regretful groan.  ‘I just wish I had longer to get into their heads – especially Joey.  But I know it’ll have to wait – the most important thing is that we find the van and get out of here.’ 
 
    Greg threw his banana skin into a nearby bin, wiped his mouth, and pulled out his wand and his phone.  ‘Right.  Well, we might not be able to call anyone with these things, but with it and Sparkles together, I can still use it to find my van.  Hmm.’  He began to mutter below his breath, tapping the phone with the wand every now and then, but mostly punching in a series of commands I didn’t understand. 
 
    Finally, my wonderful wizard grinned a great big grin.  ‘Great.  I’ve got access to my satnav now, and look – I’ve found it!  I’ve found the Wizardly Wagon!’ 
 
    Val, Kang and I looked at his screen.  We could see where we were, and we could also see the van (showing on the satnav as a bright purple dot).  It seemed to be in a building on Central Square. 
 
    ‘Crap on crusty bread!’ cried Kang.  ‘That’s Snowy Hollow Hall – it’s our biggest government building.  It’s where the mayor has an office, and the Peaceforcer chief, too.  There’s a basement storage area where some of the flying sleighs and brooms are kept.  That must be where the van is.’ 
 
    ‘So why your exclamation about a serving of something unpleasant, then?’ Greg wondered.  ‘I’ve got Sparkles back.  I mean, I’m not amazing at teleportation spells, but reckon I can get myself in there and get the van out without doing too much bodily harm to myself.’ 
 
    ‘Or I could vaporize in without anyone seeing,’ I suggested.  Kissing Greg, I added, ‘Because, y’know, I am rather keen to keep you in one piece.  I could pick a place to meet you guys with the van and then we can all get the heck out of here.’ 
 
    ‘Erm, no to both ideas, unfortunately,’ said Val.  ‘Our current government are well aware that they’re not exactly loved by the masses.  There’s a lot of security on that building.  You can’t get in using magic – and that includes vampire magic, so vaporizing is out, too.  The only way to get into Snowy Hollow Hall is if we sneak right past the stage they’ve got set up for when they announce the results.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  Greg deflated before my eyes.  ‘Crap on crusty bread.’ 
 
    Kang patted Greg’s back.  ‘Exactly, brother.  Exactly.  We’ll have to enter Central Square while they announce the election results.  There’s no other way.’ 
 
    ‘Best get going, then,’ I said with a sigh.  The others came along with me, none of us saying much, while all of us thought almost the exact same terrified thought: This enclave is never going to let us go. 
 
    As we rounded the corner onto Central Square, Val looked with interest at her red-painted fingernails.  ‘Y’know,’ she said, ‘it might not be a bad idea, us being here.  Now that my head injury is healing, I’ve just remembered that something very interesting is going to happen at the election.’ 
 
    Something about her words felt important, and I was about to ask her to elaborate when Greg said, ‘Hey, it’s actually a bit of a weird coincidence that we’ve had no choice but to be here right now, isn’t it, Pru?  What with your dream and everything.’ 
 
    ‘My dream,’ I murmured.  Things had been so crazy that I’d forgotten all about it, but Greg was right.  It was extremely strange that we should wind up here, exactly when the events from my dream were set to unfold. 
 
    And now that I had recalled it, there was no way around it: I had to save the man in red. 
 
    I was in the middle of hatching another hastily thought-out plan on how I could achieve that, when I noticed that Greg was looking with interest at Kang. 
 
    ‘I’ve just had a funny thought.’  Greg shook his head.  ‘Nah.  Forget about it.  I know it couldn’t be that.  You would have mentioned a pretty major detail like that.’ 
 
    ‘What?’  I felt my face scrunch up with curiosity, but I could see that things were heating up on the stage.  My curiosity would have to wait.  ‘Y’know what, forget about it for now.  All of that aura-matching software you use when you’re helping the Gardaí or the Wayfarers.  Do you have it on your phone?’ 
 
    ‘Well, an experimental version – the Wayfarers asked me if I could roll something out that they could use more easily on the daily.  It’s still in beta, because it’s not quite as good as the aura photos I can take with my camera filters, but … it works.  Why?’ 
 
    While we were talking, Kang and Val didn’t hear a word we said, because they were far too busy being greeted by Leeza and about a dozen other yeti; soon their voices became too loud for Greg and me to continue our conversation. 
 
    ‘You got him here!’  Leeza grinned at Val as she leaned in to hug Kang. 
 
    ‘Em … yeah.  I totally got him here,’ Val replied with a guilty grin.  ‘Certainly wasn’t knocked over the head, kidnapped, and then brought Kang here for a totally different reason.’  When Leeza looked confused, Val said, ‘Never mind.  I’ll explain after.’ 
 
    ‘Explain after what?’ Kang asked.  ‘What are you guys up to?’ 
 
    I was wondering the same myself, but more and more of Kang’s yeti friends were gathering around him, and I had to get my message through to Greg.  Mental communication was my only option. 
 
    I need you to start recording with whatever kind of aura filters you’ve got available, my mind said to Greg’s.  Because if I’m lucky enough to save the man in red, then I want to be able to catch the bugger who was going to kill him. 
 
    Up on the stage, the announcer began to speak. 
 
    ‘I’ll jump into reading out the results immediately, because I know you’re all just as eager as I am to get over with this and on with the partying!’  There was a smattering of awkward laughter from the audience.  The announcer cleared his throat and said, ‘Well, on with the results.  Spoiled votes: thirty eight …’ 
 
    As he spoke, a large screen to the side of the stage showed the events that were happening up there, larger than life.  The announcer was the same one from my dream, there was no doubt about it.  He looked rather similar to the mayor herself – with the same tightly-curled hair.  As for the mayor, she was wearing another ski suit today, a lilac one this time.  The announcer’s shirt matched it to perfection. 
 
    Gladys was sitting next to an empty chair.  Perhaps her opponent had decided there was no point in showing up when he was never going to win. 
 
    ‘Votes for Fergal Byrne,’ the announcer continued, ‘eight hundred and fifty-one.  Votes for Gladys Byrne, one thousand and three votes, and–’  He stared at the scroll in his hands, looking puzzled.  ‘It says here that in a landslide victory, Kang Berik has four thousand, one hundred and eight votes.  That can’t be right!’  He gawped around him, and another official scurried towards him, covering up the microphone while the two of them whispered furiously. 
 
    Finally, the original announcer said, ‘We’ve just had a discussion, and now that things have been cleared up for me I’ll explain.  Although Kang Berik never put himself forward as an election candidate, his name has been added as a write-in on the majority of ballot papers. And, well, that’s all very unusual.  But we do have such things enshrined in our enclave’s constitution, and this unique result has the full force of the law behind it.’  Considering that he looked like he was chewing a wasp, I doubted the announcer was happy about that.  ‘So without further ado, I’m happy to announce that Kang Berik is Snowy Hollow’s newest mayor.  Come on up to the stage, Kang, for your official swearing-in ceremony.’ 
 
    It wasn’t easy for the cameras roaming around the gathering to find us – not when Leeza and the other yeti were hugging and cheering, congratulating Kang at the tops of their voices as they pushed him towards the stage, while he just seemed shocked.  I wasn’t looking at Kang, though – at least, not the real Kang, the one that I’d known all this time.  Instead, I was looking at what was depicted on the screen next to the stage: in the live recording, Kang, Leeza and all of the other yeti didn’t look like yeti; they looked like regular men and women. 
 
    And as for Kang, well … not only did he look like a handsome, likeable, and most importantly non-yeti guy … besides all that, I could now see that he was wearing a red suit.  I’ve often had friends tell me they wish they were psychic – at least now I have a blooming good example for when I tell them why it’s no fun at all. 
 
    And although I could blame the finicky Fates for not giving me the full picture about what would happen today, I could hardly blame them for my own stupidity. 
 
    All along, the truth had been staring me in the face, and I’d been too dumb to see it. 
 
    But there’d be more than enough time for self-deprecation afterwards.  ‘Surround Kang!’ I screamed as we walked to the stage.  ‘Val, you and me need to get in front of him on his right side.’ 
 
    Val didn’t ask questions; she immediately jumped to my side, both of us protecting Kang as he made his way onto the stage.  We’d moved so quickly that the would-be murderer didn’t have time to adjust.  The death spell came, just as it had in my dream.  But this time, instead of hitting Kang, it hit me. 
 
    The second I fell to the stage floor, Greg bent over me.  ‘Pru, Pru!  Please say you’re all right.  I’ll swear off Strawberry Chomp-Chomps if you only come back to me.  I’ll never eat another peanut again.  I’ll do anything.  Anything.’ 
 
    ‘No need for any of that.’  I sat up, wincing.  ‘Good thing about being a vampire is that a death spell can’t kill me.  Bad thing about being a vampire is it still hurts like heck.  I’m immortal, remember.  Oh, and I just figured out what you meant with that funny thought of yours a few minutes ago.  You were thinking about the fact that Kang was dressed in red, just like the man in my dream, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.  It occurred to me that he could be the man in your dream.  I didn’t consider him at first, even though I’d seen him in his uniform.  I figured you would have said it was Kang and not some  random guy.  How come you didn’t recognise him in your dream?’ 
 
    Kang leaned over me and smiled.  ‘Because Pru’s never seen my glamour.  I have a feeling she’s only ever seen me.’ 
 
    ‘Glamour?’ Greg and I asked in unison. 
 
    Leeza grimaced.  ‘Yeah, glamour.  For hundreds of years yeti wore them through choice, whenever we were out on the mountains – we noticed that humans tended to get scared of us in our natural form, so we decided not to give them all heart attacks.  But we have to wear them most of the time these days – the witches in this enclave don’t like us to look like ourselves.  They insist that we wear humanoid-looking glamours when we’re working, and they prefer we wear them at other times, too – it’s one of the reasons a lot of us moved back to the mountains.  Anyway, even when we do disguise ourselves, some people can see through it.  Our glamours aren’t like the ones that witches don – our magic works purely on perception.  Because of that, humans with the sight can see us as we are, and a lot of vamps can at least sense what we really are as well, depending on their levels of psychic ability.  We knew you’d sense we were yeti, Pru – but we should have realised that, with your kind of power, you’d be seeing us completely au naturel.  Without even the barest hint of a glamour.’ 
 
    ‘Because, y’know, you’re super psychic,’ Kang added, fussing around me.  ‘So what happened?  Why did you fall?  Why do you look so winded?’ 
 
    I took a deep breath and told him what I knew – but I didn’t say it out loud.  For all anyone in the audience knew, I was just a friend of Kang’s who’d had a fainting fit, due to excitement.  And for now, that was the way it was going to stay – if we were going to give Kang’s would-be murderer exactly what they deserved, then the ceremony needed to go ahead.  So what I had to tell him, I told him with my mind. 
 
    He heard every word I said – as did Greg, and any of the others who needed to know.  With a nod, Kang’s mind told me: I’ll do it. 
 
    I touched his arm and whispered, ‘And if you don’t mind me saying, I like your natural look best.’ 
 
    Kang chuckled, but then a strange look crossed his face.  His eyes met mine, and I knew he wanted to communicate something mentally.  I opened my thoughts to his once more and heard him say: I’ve just remembered something, Pru.  I think I know who killed Oscar. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    18. The Smoking Wand 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kang sure had dropped a bombshell, but there was no time to deal with it now.  The most important thing was for him to become mayor – because without someone other than a Byrne in power, the killer was never going to get what they deserved. 
 
    I communicated mentally – and very, very quickly – with Kang and the others, and together we came up with yet another hasty plan.  The plan was thus: Val and some other vampires would protect Kang while he went through with the mayoral ceremony, and I would take Greg and Leeza on a little hunt. 
 
    Greg had tracked the origin of the spell.  It had come from a high-up office in Snowy Hollow Hall.  The culprit had probably scarpered by now, but we went up with Leeza to check things out.  As we stood in the corridor outside the door of the office, we could hear the roars and whoops of delight from the square below (there was probably one person who wasn’t delighted – Gladys Byrne, naturally – but such a crushing defeat couldn’t have happened to a more deserving woman). 
 
    The office door was locked, and I could sense no key on the other side.  Nevertheless, I concentrated on the mechanism, smiling with relief when I caused the door to spring open. 
 
    A huge room was revealed.  There was a long table in the centre of the room, and a bar lining the far wall.  On the nearside there was a line of thick windows, looking down upon the square, with plush seats alongside each window.  Stacey Byrne leapt from one of those seats and desperately tried to stuff a wand into her pocket. 
 
    ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked.  ‘You’re not Peaceforcers.’ 
 
    ‘Just one of the many things we have to be grateful for,’ I said, making the wand fly from her pocket and into my hands.  ‘Stacey, the Byrnes aren’t in charge anymore.  There are no more Peaceforcers.’ 
 
    ‘No more Peaceforcers?’  Her face fell.  ‘But then who’ll arrest me?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been made the chief law enforcement officer for now,’ Leeza announced proudly.  ‘I have the power to arrest you.  The question is, for what?’ 
 
    Her eyes darted around, and she looked bewildered and scared.  ‘I … the … whatever happened down there.’ 
 
    ‘Huh.  Gotta tell you, Stacey,’ I said as I passed the wand to Greg, ‘you’re not really coming across as believable right now.  Terrified, maybe.  Desperate, definitely.  But there’s no way you’re the one who did … y’know … that thing that you know nothing about.’  I tried to concentrate on her mind, but all I got in return was a screeching headache.  ‘That’s weird,’ I whispered.  ‘I can’t read her mind.’ 
 
    Leeza’s eyes widened.  ‘Crap,’ she whispered back.  ‘I think I remember Val telling me about this.  I think this is the Byrne coven board room – well, it’s the board room for the government of the enclave, but the government and the Byrnes are one and the same.  Not anymore though, I guess.  Anyway, when they built it, they used some special material to make sure their minds couldn’t be affected by vampires.  They’re not really fans of you guys.  Or of yeti.  Or weredogs.  Or … well, anyone who’s not a member of their coven, really.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need to keep whispering,’ cried Stacey.  ‘I can hear every word.  Anyway, it doesn’t matter.’  She fell to her knees and offered her hands.  ‘Just arrest me.  I did it.  I … I … I killed somebody?’ 
 
    ‘Uh huh.  Once again, I’m really not believing you.’  I glanced at Greg.  ‘Any luck?’ 
 
    He’d scanned the wand with his phone and taken a photo of it too, as well as one of Stacey.  ‘The death spell definitely came from this wand.  But it’s a wizard’s wand.  Even if Stacey had any magic right now – which she doesn’t, thanks to the storm – there’d be no trace of her own innate magic on the wand.  Not that I could trace with my phone, anyway.  So there’s no way I can get an aura match.  My more sensitive equipment might give us something, but I really need to get to my van for that.’ 
 
    Stacey shook her head.  ‘You don’t need to do that.  You can take my word for it, can’t you?  I did it.  Arrest me.  Put me into jail now, please.’ 
 
    I studied her carefully.  I didn’t need my powers to know that she was lying through her teeth.  She had no idea what had happened in the square.  Someone had given her some very scant details before they convinced her to take the blame.  But who? 
 
    ‘Come on,’ I said with a sigh.  ‘Let’s take things to another location.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    A long while later, I glanced in through the library door at the people we’d assembled.  The library was one of the biggest rooms in the Snowy Inn, and it also had a roaring fire and comfy seats.  Since we’d spent quite some time gathering the suspects together and making our other preparations, I needed a comfy seat. 
 
    Greg squeezed my hand.  ‘Are you sure you want me to take off, Pru?  It’s going to be difficult in there.’ 
 
    I gave him a firm nod.  ‘There’s a lot to do, and not a lot of time to do it in.  If we don’t get it all sorted, everything we’ve managed so far will just be undone the second the storm’s over.’  I glanced out a nearby window.  ‘And by the looks and the feel of things, that’s only a few hours from now.’  I stood on my tiptoes and planted a kiss upon his lips.  Unsurprisingly, he tasted like Strawberry Chomp-Chomps.  ‘See you very soon.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Kang was seated at the head of the library’s long mahogany table, with Val on his left and Leeza on his right.  Two dozen burly-looking yeti stood along the library’s walls, keeping their eyes on things.  They always looked like furry giants to me, but according to Leeza, they looked that way to everyone right now.  No more glamours, just a lot of all-natural yeti.  That was probably why the ex-mayor was looking so irritable. 
 
    We’d left the others to choose their seats, and their positions were rather telling.  Brett Byrne had decided to sit at the other end of the table, directly facing Kang, while the ex-mayor had her chair pulled close to Brett’s. 
 
    Eaton Mannix was standing as close to the windows as possible, probably planning a quick exit.  Grant and Marty sat on over-stuffed armchairs, backs turned to each other while each man studiously ignored everyone in the room. 
 
    Joey and Marsha were at the long table, on the same end as Brett Byrne, constantly trying to attract Brett’s attention. 
 
    Stacey was pacing the room, wringing her hands, but she paused to approach Kang and whisper, ‘Just have them arrest me now, please, Mayor Berik.  I know you have the power.  That’s the great thing about being mayor of Snowy Hollow.  You’re pretty much the boss of everyone in the enclave.  Lock me up and throw away the key the way Gladys does to people.’ 
 
    Kang gave her a sad smile.  ‘You know, that might be what your coven thinks is the best thing about being in government, but that’s really not the way an enclave should be run.  You’ll get a trial, Stacey – and a lawyer to defend you, too.’ 
 
    As I approached the table and sat near Kang (oh, sweet comfy bum cheeks!) Brett Byrne sat up straight and glared at me. 
 
    ‘Oh, there she is,’ he scoffed.  ‘The marvellous Madam Montague!  The vampire who thinks she’s psychic.  Ever heard of a Chaos storm you stupid woman?  You can’t trust what’s in your mind right now.  You can’t read our thoughts correctly.  You think you know who murdered Oscar Brown, but you’re wrong.  You need to wait till the Chaos storm is over, that’s what you need to do.’ 
 
    ‘That’d suit you, wouldn’t it?’ I remarked.  ‘If we waited until the Byrnes had their magic back?  But for your information I’ve found a way to deal with the Chaos, so my power is perfectly fine.  Thanks for your concern, though.  Anyway, we’re not just here to deal with who killed Oscar.  We’re also here to find out who attempted to murder the new mayor.’ 
 
    Brett sniffed.  ‘Well, that’s obvious, isn’t it?  Stacey did it.  She said so herself just before you came in.’ 
 
    ‘I did.’  Stacey nodded in agreement.  ‘I told them just like I told you.  I did it.  I tried to kill Kang.’  Her voice caught on the last few words.  She seemed shocked by what she was admitting to.  But then again, she’d probably only found out what she’d supposedly done a few minutes before I walked in. 
 
    Kang shook his head.  ‘You wouldn’t have tried to kill me, Stacey.  I know you’re a Byrne, but you’re the best of the Byrnes.’ 
 
    She couldn’t meet his eyes.  ‘I’m really not, Kang.  I’m a terrible woman.  A wretched woman.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a dramatic woman, anyway.’  Gladys Byrne rolled her eyes.  ‘Look, I know that you all think Stacey’s sweet as pie, but she’s really not.  She hates the yeti.  She’s always saying so.’ 
 
    Stacey glared at Gladys.  ‘I do not hate the yeti!  I sometimes don’t bother to tell you lot to shut up when you’re being mean about them, but I’ve never said a bad word about them myself.  I like them.  Kang’s Place is the only place in town that serves decent food these days.  I love going there when Joey’s working nights.  Kang never makes me feel unwelcome, the way we would if he tried to come and eat and drink in one of our coven’s places.’ 
 
    ‘So why did you try to kill him, then?’ asked Leeza.  ‘Seeing as you like his food and company so much?’ 
 
    ‘I …’  Stacey’s face reddened.  ‘I just did, all right.  Maybe … maybe I do hate the yeti.’ 
 
    I looked with interest at Stacey, trying to read her mind.  But so far, all I could get was: Never mind.  I’ll be with Oscar again soon.  That’s all that matters. 
 
    I dreaded to think what she was planning, but with so many other thoughts in the room, it was impossible to find out much more.  She was safe for now, though.  I could worry about her once everything else was done. 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ Gladys continued.  ‘Stacey told us that when you found her she had the weapon in her hand.  A smoking wand, if you will.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’  I couldn’t contain my laughter.  ‘Look, you lot might have been able to palm your crimes off on innocent people in the old Snowy Hollow, but this enclave has Kang in charge now.  We’re going to get to the actual truth.’ 
 
    Brett banged his fist on the table.  ‘Not on my watch, you’re not!  I’m the leader of the Byrne coven and–’ 
 
    Gladys kicked him in the shin. 
 
    ‘Ow!  Well, all right – Gladys is technically the leader,’ Brett amended.  ‘But I’m her partner.  We’re to be married.  So you will listen to what I say.  This whole set-up is a disgrace.  We were arrested by yeti.  Abominable snowmen.’  He narrowed his eyes in Leeza’s direction.  ‘This one manhandled my Gladys.’ 
 
    ‘I woman-handled her, actually.’ 
 
    Brett snorted.  ‘Like I can tell the difference now you’ve all gone and removed your glamours.  Well, enjoy it while it lasts.’  He stopped glaring at Leeza and turned his glare on me instead.  ‘How much more evidence do you need, woman?  Stupid Stacey did it, all right?’ 
 
    ‘Hey!’  For the first time since I’d entered, Joey spoke up.  ‘Stacey’s not stupid.  But … actually … she is a bit dim when it comes to channelling magic.  I keep telling her she needs to learn now that we’re having so many Chaos storms.  It’s only sensible, isn’t it, when our innate magic’s useless – that we should be able to gain power from magical objects.  But Stacey …’  He trailed off and swallowed, realising that Brett was sending metaphorical daggers his way.  ‘I mean … maybe Stacey did it?  She could have learned how to channel and use a wizarding wand without my knowing?  Possibly?’ 
 
    Brett growled at Joey, his fists clenched as he said, ‘You … you … you idiot!’ 
 
    While Joey quaked and the rest of the room looked on curiously, Kang stood up.  ‘I think we’ve let the accusation-chucking and name-calling go on for long enough, now.  So Pru – do you want to get the ball rolling, or shall I?’ 
 
    I stood up alongside him, regretfully leaving the comfort of my chair behind.  ‘Sure,’ I said.  ‘I’ll kick things off.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    19. Detective Montague 
 
      
 
      
 
    I put my hands behind my back and paced the room.  I was doing my best to exude confidence, but even after everything we’d achieved since Greg and I were first arrested, I still felt just a little out of my depth.  Okay, a lot. 
 
    But I’d come this far (albeit with a lot of help), so I’d just have to feign the confidence I needed to see it through. 
 
    ‘This is a very complicated web, it’s true,’ I said.  ‘But we’re going to unravel it all.  So get comfy folks.  Because no one leaves this room until we all know exactly who killed Oscar, and who tried to kill Kang.  And why.’ 
 
    I turned to Eaton.  He really was doing his best to shut me out, but I was already worming my way in.  I might have felt triumphant about that, if it weren’t for the fact that being in his mind made me feel like I needed a wash.  I stayed there anyway, feeling sick to my stomach, and found out everything I needed to know … 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    There he was with Brett Byrne, in the woods on the night before Oscar’s murder.  Eaton knew his way around the grounds, so he’d chosen a spot out of view of the cameras.  He didn’t really care if he was seen with Joey – gambling was perfectly legal in Snowy Hollow – but he definitely didn’t want to be tied to Brett if things went wrong. 
 
    ‘So,’ said Eaton.  ‘I did it, like you asked.  Pay up.’ 
 
    Brett grumbled, but handed over a bag of money.  ‘I can’t believe you expect paying again.  I already paid you for this.’ 
 
    ‘You’re telling me you wouldn’t expect paying for a job that you did twice?  It’s not my fault Greg fixed the skis after the first time I tampered with them.  I don’t do special offers.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I hope you were careful.  It’s thanks to that Greg and his vampire girlfriend that our scheme didn’t work the first time around.  If you left so much as a hair out of place in Oscar’s workroom, they’ll know you’ve been in there.  They’ll check the skis again and then it’s game over.’ 
 
    ‘I was careful, all right.  Hey – look out.  There’s that tasty piece from your coven.  It looks like she might take a shortcut this way.’ 
 
    Brett glanced over at Stacey, then rushed to block her path.  ‘Hello there, beautiful.  I was just looking for you.’ 
 
    Stacey grimaced and tried to move past.  The way she was going would have put her directly in Eaton’s path.  Brett responded quickly, pushing her against a tree so that Eaton would be out of her sight.  He then tried to kiss her, but Stacey slapped him, clicked her fingers and disappeared.  Brett made his way back to Eaton, let out a throaty laugh and said, ‘That got rid of her.  Though I must say, it was hardly a chore.  I kind of enjoyed it, actually.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    As soon as I knew what had happened from Eaton’s point of view, I did the nicest thing possible.  I told it to everyone in the room.  And I only got the slightest buzz of schadenfreude when I saw how annoyed it made Gladys. 
 
    The ex-mayor bristled and looked at Brett.  ‘You kind of enjoyed trying to kiss Stacey?  You didn’t tell me that.  You didn’t even tell me that you tried to kiss her.’ 
 
    ‘Only as a distraction, my love.’ 
 
    My love?  He was being awfully romantic with the ex-mayor for a man who hadn’t been interested in her a couple of days ago.  But … ew!  His thoughts thundered into my mind, and I realised that the last couple of days with Gladys had given him real feelings for her.  His mind said: I never thought I’d meet a woman who was my equal, but here you are.  Oh, Gladys!  When I get you home I’m going to run my fingers through that curly hair of yours, and then … 
 
    And then I rushed back out of Brett’s mind.  I wouldn’t have thought anyone could have such disturbing romantic fantasies as Gladys Byrne, but it seemed like Brett was finally feeling the same way.  I’d almost be happy for them (in a grossed-out sort of way) if they weren’t such terrible, terrible people. 
 
    ‘I think it was just a distraction, Gladys,’ Stacey said softly.  ‘I mean, he’s a creep, obviously.  But that was the first time he tried to kiss me.’ 
 
    While the oh-so-sweet Stacey tried in her own special way to cheer up Gladys, everyone else’s minds were on more important matters. 
 
    Val glared at Eaton.  ‘You collected a lot of money that night, Eaton Mannix.  Gambling money from Joey Byrne.  Blood money from Brett.  Don’t you have a conscience?’ 
 
    ‘Conscience doesn’t pay the bills, doll,’ Eaton retorted. 
 
    Marty was nearly frothing at the mouth.  ‘I knew it!  I knew you were involved.  You’re such a waste of space, Mannix.  Oscar … he was the opposite of you.  He made the world a better place.  You … you have so much talent and yet you use it to try to make the rest of the world as disgusting as you are.  Wizards are supposed to look out for each other.  We had it hard for so many years.  Witches made us feel like our power was inferior because we channelled it.  Because we worked for it, instead of having it inside like they do.  They wouldn’t even let us live in their enclaves.  And now that things are finally looking up for us, you go and drag all of us down. You’re a piece of scum, Mannix.’ 
 
    Eaton held his hands up.  ‘You have me, man.  Bang to rights, as they say.  But I think you should know I wasn’t the only wizard who betrayed the code.’  He turned to Grant and smirked.  ‘Was I?’ 
 
    Grant Winslow hung his head.  ‘No.  No.  But I don’t want to talk about it, okay?’  His head snapped up and he glared at me.  ‘Why don’t you tell them all, seeing as you’re the woman of the moment?’ 
 
    I shrugged.  ‘You know, it’s a bit pointless to be angry at me because I can see the things you did, Grant.  You should be angry with yourself for doing them.  So.  Yeah.  You were chasing Stacey that morning.  It was just after you found out she’d spent the night with Oscar, but you proposed to her anyway.  Stacey wasn’t interested – she made that perfectly clear when she ran away from you.  But Dracula forbid a woman should get to run away from you, the great Grant Winslow.’ 
 
    ‘Pah!’  Gladys shook her head.  ‘She was probably just being dramatic.’ 
 
    I cleared my throat and continued.  ‘Anyway, whether Stacey was being dramatic or not doesn’t count.  While Brett was kissing her in an effort to distract her, you had stopped chasing her altogether, hadn’t you Grant?  You decided that the conversation Eaton and Brett were having was far more interesting, so you hung back and listened some more.  They chatted on, plotting and scheming and being the scum of the earth, with no idea you were listening in.’ 
 
    He gave a defensive shrug.  ‘I knew they had to be up to something.  I wanted to know what.  Stacey didn’t notice Eaton lurking about like a sly dog, but I did.  I–’ 
 
    ‘You were lurking too,’ I interrupted. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t so much lurking as I was loitering with interest.  Anyway, I heard Eaton say he’d just sabotaged Oscar’s skis for Brett, and I threatened to expose them both.  They asked me did I want to make a deal.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’  I couldn’t conceal my disgust.  ‘A deal to allow them to kill your friend, in return for fixing the rerun of the Slippery Slope so that you’d finally come in first place.’ 
 
    Grant stiffened.  ‘Yeah, that’s right.  I’m a better skier than Marty and Oscar, but I don’t have their talent with making the equipment.  Eaton, though, he does.  I’d been trying to hire him to work for me for ages and help me improve my skis, but he’s too expensive.  Now that I had something on him, turns out his prices were suddenly really, really cheap.  As in, free.  And why shouldn’t I betray Oscar, anyway?  He betrayed me when he slept with Stacey.  She was a married woman for goodness sake.’ 
 
    ‘She wasn’t married to you!’  I was amazed at the way he could twist things to suit himself.  ‘Anyway, even after that you asked her to marry you.  You can’t have been that upset.’ 
 
    ‘And I still would marry her if she’d have me.  I love her.  And I’m a winner now.’  He stood up, staring plaintively at Stacey.  ‘Did you hear me?  I love you.  And I’m here, not dead like Oscar.  So … will you marry me, Stacey?’ 
 
    She stared at him in horror.  ‘Marry you?  You profited from Oscar’s death.  And you punched him when he was still alive.  The only man I’m going to marry is Oscar.’ 
 
    ‘Ahem!’ Joey shouted.  ‘For one thing, Oscar’s dead – and good riddance, too.  And for another thing, I think you’ve forgotten that you’re still married to me!’ 
 
    Stacey narrowed her eyes.  ‘Yeah, well not for much longer, thank the goddess.  I know you had something to do with all of this, too.’ 
 
    As scintillating as their argument was, I wished they’d shut up so I could concentrate.  Stacey’s words had freed something in her sweet little mind, and I wanted to take advantage (that sounds ickier than I intended – sorry). 
 
    I focused on her, trying not to look like I was focusing – out of all the people here today, Stacey was surprisingly adept at hiding her true intentions.  But now, distracted as she was by her quarrel with Joey, I finally got hold of something important.  Something very important. 
 
    I skedaddled to the library door and stepped outside.  Greg had gotten the phones working again, but none of the suspects in the library knew about it – or about any of the other things we’d been up to while they were locked in there.  I quickly called Greg and told him what I’d learned from Stacey. 
 
    After that, I rushed back into the library, and it was as though I’d never left.  Stacey and Joey were still squabbling and squawking. 
 
    ‘No I didn’t,’ Joey protested, sounding rather unsure.  ‘I mean … I don’t think I did.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, right.’  Stacey snapped her head in my direction.  ‘He did, didn’t he, Madam Montague?  Please tell me – was he part of the plot against my Oscar?  It’s driving me round the bend, not knowing what Joey had to do with all of this.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get to that,’ I said (and I would, because I was just as curious as she was).  ‘But first–’ 
 
    I broke off at the sound of a snigger.  It was Gladys Byrne, giving me a slit-eyed smirk as she laughed.  ‘Oh, you’ll get to that, will you?  You’re enjoying all of this, aren’t you Pru?  Trapping us all here in the library and forcing us to listen to you while you act like something out of a detective novel.  Well, you’re not Detective Montague.  You’re Madam Montague, a second-rate fortune-teller.  So enjoy this moment in the spotlight while it lasts, because soon we’ll have our power back, and then you’ll be sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, precious darkness.’  I massaged my temples, trying to keep myself from screaming.  I knew a lot now, thanks to my intrusion into Stacey’s thoughts.  But there were still one or two things I needed to clear up before I revealed the reason Stacey had taken the fall for trying to kill Kang.  But it was kind of hard to stay on track with a madwoman screaming at me.  Especially when she was being so gosh-darned nasty.  It was as though she were the psychic, sensing my deepest insecurities and throwing them in my face.  Maybe all bullies had a touch of the psychic about them. 
 
    ‘You’re a charlatan!’ Gladys screeched.  ‘A quack!  A great pretender!  You act like you’re soooo amazing and that we should all hang on your every word, but deep down you know you have no right to keep us in here like this.  You know you don’t really have the skills to solve these crimes.  I think this is a load of cobblers.  I think you’re a load of cobblers!’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth and forced her eyes to mine.  ‘You want to shut up now, don’t you, Gladys?  Because you’re really throwing me off my rhythm and it’s making me mad – and nobody wants to be stuck in a library with an angry vampire, do they?’ 
 
    Gladys quivered a little and said, ‘I want to shut up now.  I don’t want to make you mad.’  I had no idea whether I’d compelled her or scared her, and I wasn’t sure I cared. 
 
    ‘Good,’ I said with a bright smile.  ‘Now that Gladys is behaving, let’s get back to the case at hand.  By now we know a couple of things.  We know that Oscar was murdered by Brett, with the help of Eaton Mannix.  And we know that Grant agreed to cover it up for his own disgusting gains.  But what we don’t know yet, is why any of this happened.  We still haven’t gotten to the meat of the matter.  We don’t know why Oscar was killed – and we don’t know why Greg was set up to be the killer.’  I stood behind Kang and squeezed his shoulder.  ‘And since Kang’s memory problems are easing up, what with the Chaos storm – and perhaps a little bit of help from my old friend compulsion – I think he should be the one to fill us in on all of that.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    20. What the Snowman Saw 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kang groaned as the summoning charm hummed louder and louder.  Wasn’t he allowed to have any sleep?  He’d been working all day for the mayor, and most of the night at his pub – all he wanted was a few hours to rest before he had to jump through the mayor’s hoops again. 
 
    The humming grew louder still, and the necklace was glowing too, lighting up his bedroom so that it looked like daytime.  Aargh!  The thing about the mayor’s hoops was that these days, jumping through them was the only way he could afford to pay his bills. 
 
    With his body aching and complaining, he dragged himself out of bed, slipped the stupid summoning necklace over his head, and donned his hated glamour once more.  One of these days the yeti were going to start complaining about covering up their true selves – y’know, when it seemed like someone might actually listen. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    As Kang entered the penthouse, the mayor rolled her eyes.  ‘About time.  You put the abominable in abominable snowman, do you know that?  Abominable timekeeping, abominable loyalty.  Abominable everything.’ 
 
    Kang lowered his head.  ‘What can I do?’ 
 
    She swept a hand towards the dining table.  The remains of a large dinner party were evident.  ‘Do you need everything spelled out for you, Kang?  Clean it up, obviously.  I hate waking up to a mess.  And be quiet about it, too.  I’m in the middle of a meeting.’ 
 
    He glanced at the seating area by the fire.  Brett Byrne was sitting there, sipping on some brandy.  There were a lot of papers on the coffee table before him.  As Kang began to clean, the mayor joined Brett, sitting as close to him as possible.  They seemed to be talking about the Winter Wizard Festival and the mayoral election.  Well, Brett seemed to be talking about those things.  The mayor mostly tossed her hair and giggled a lot.  It was only while Kang was turning the dishwasher on that she finally got down to business. 
 
    ‘So I’ve been looking at all that stuff you had me sign the other day,’ she told Brett, twirling a tight blonde curl around her finger.  ‘You needed me to okay the changes to the contracts the entrants sign at the Winter Wizard Festival, remember?’ 
 
    Brett concentrated on his brandy and said, ‘Sure, sure.  But that’s all over and done with, Gladys.  Let’s talk about the party I’m going to throw you when you’re voted in as mayor – again.’ 
 
    Gladys smiled slyly.  ‘Changing the subject, are we Bretty?  The thing is, there’s one new clause that I don’t think many entrants would be happy about, do you?  If they noticed.  It seems to me that you might have a little too much to gain if certain talented parties did something naughty in the middle of the festival.  And it’s a bit of a coincidence, isn’t it, that you just made this amendment after you heard that a certain talented wizard inventor would be accompanying his girlfriend here for the festival.  Be a shame if Greg got himself into an accident or an unfortunate situation, and you weren’t able to take advantage of that misfortune.  Wouldn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’  Brett pulled at his collar, but did his best to look nonchalant. 
 
    ‘Section five hundred,’ the mayor said.  ‘Parts Y and Z.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s nothing.  Anyway, it’s couched in so much legalese that no one will notice.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not.  But someone could draw their attention to it, could they not?’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t.  Anyway, you’ve already signed it, which makes you complicit.’ 
 
    She theatrically winced.  ‘Yes, that’s true, Brett.  But as you say, it’s hidden amongst an awful lot of legalese.  I could say I’ve only just noticed.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t!’ 
 
    She grinned.  ‘I could be convinced not to.’ 
 
    Brett put his glass on the table and stared at her.  ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘You and I.  Together.  Officially.  And when I say official, I mean official, Brett.  I want a ring on my finger.’ 
 
    Kang was in the middle of wiping down the kitchen counters, but he took a moment to study Brett’s expression.  It was strange – Kang would have expected the businessman to look angry, or at the very least annoyed, but instead he looked more enlivened than Kang had seen him before. 
 
    ‘I always knew you were a tough cookie, Gladys.  But my stars!  You’re a woman after my own heart.  How did I not realise this before?’ 
 
    Gladys smiled sweetly.  ‘As long as you realise it now, that’s all that matters to me.  Oh, but there’s one more thing, my love – this contract is null and void if I don’t get voted in again.  So you’d better make sure I do.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Kang ran through the woods, his lungs burning.  It was almost morning, and he should be exhausted after the mess he’d just cleaned up, but he was so very, very invigorated by what he’d just done. 
 
    He’d stolen!  And from the mayor, no less.  It was reckless and he knew it, but their conversation was too suspicious to overlook.  There was something about it that made his skin crawl (and not just because they enjoyed a passionate clinch once they’d come to a deal).  He only had a vague idea of what the specifics of this contract were, but he’d made an educated guess, and he had to find out if he was right.  But oh, he really didn’t want to be right. 
 
    He glanced back at the hotel.  He was well out of sight of the mayor’s penthouse.  And she couldn’t have any idea that he’d taken the contract, could she?  It was only a copy, anyway, covertly made by Kang in the mayor’s home office while she and Brett were busy elsewhere. 
 
    It was safe to stop – it had to be, because his legs were about to give out.  Slinking to the ground to catch his breath, he pulled out the contract and leafed through the pages.  He’d copied the whole long document, suspecting that there wouldn’t be only one dodgy section, but many.  He couldn’t look through it all now, though.  He needed to remember what the mayor said.  Section … five hundred, that was right, wasn’t it?  Parts Y and Z. 
 
    Kang found the right part of the contract, and read: 
 
      
 
    Part Y: Morality Clause 
 
      
 
    Every entrant into any of the three competitions making up the Winter Wizard Festival agrees to be subject to the following morality clause: 
 
      
 
    Should the entrant be involved in any improper, immoral or criminal behaviour, then any competition winnings or offers of sponsorship shall be immediately revoked/removed.  All intellectual property and inventions of the entrant shall be thereafter owned by Brett Byrne, with no financial settlement due to the competitor. 
 
      
 
    Part Z: Death Clause 
 
      
 
    Every entrant into any of the three competitions making up the Winter Wizard Festival agrees to be subject to the following Death Clause: 
 
      
 
     Should the entrant die in the course of any of the competitions, ownership of all equipment, designs and components invented by that competitor shall thereafter belong to Brett Byrne, with no financial settlement due to the heirs of the deceased. 
 
      
 
    Kang gasped, unable to believe what he was reading.  This couldn’t be a standard contract.  Here, in the middle of hundreds of pages of legal-speak, in writing so small that Kang struggled to read it, was a set of the most horrifically specific conditions he could have imagined.  No wonder Brett had given in to the mayor’s demands.  The competitors weren’t supposed to read this.  They weren’t supposed to notice it. 
 
    He thought of the mayor’s words to Brett: ‘Be a shame if Greg got himself into an accident or an unfortunate situation …’ 
 
    He had to tell Pru.  He had to tell Val.  He had to tell Val and Pru and Greg … and everybody.  Brett Byrne was planning something bad.  Something that would give him ownership to Greg’s designs.  Everyone knew who Pru’s boyfriend was.  He’d invented so many amazing things.  If he decided to turn his hands to skis, they’d be amazing, too. 
 
    And what about the other wizards: Marty, Grant, Oscar?  They were amazing inventors, too.  Brett could be planning to do something awful to any of them.  Or maybe to all of them. 
 
    He stood up, wondering who he should go and see first.  Val.  Val would know what to do.  He headed towards the security hut, staying under cover, praying that he wouldn’t be seen. 
 
    He was about three minutes from his destination when Brett and Gladys Byrne arrived, blocking his path.  Oh, what he’d give to be able to click his fingers like they could.  He’d take himself right out of this enclave, or at the very least out of their clutches. 
 
    ‘What’s that you’ve got there, snowman?’  Brett glared at Kang.  ‘Looks like stolen property to me.’ 
 
    Kang gulped.  ‘What are you planning to do?  Is it something to do with Greg?  Or one of those three famous wizards from the competition?  What is it?’ 
 
    Brett gave him a haughty smile.  ‘Might as well tell you.  It’s not like you’ll remember.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I’ll remember this!  I didn’t read it when I was at work.  I read it out here, in the woods, after I’d finished.’ 
 
    ‘No.’  The mayor shook her head.  ‘You are still on the clock.  Haven’t you ever noticed how I have a fondness for saying a certain two words when I bid you goodbye?’ 
 
    With a churning in his stomach, Kang remembered.  ‘You say “You’re dismissed, snowman.”’ 
 
    ‘I do.  But I haven’t said it yet tonight, have I?  So technically you are on the clock.  You’ll forget all of this soon enough, though.  It’s probably already leaving your mind.’ 
 
    ‘But just before you get another giant hole in that ugly brain of yours, I’ll tell you something.’  Brett grinned.  ‘Yeah, I’m very glad that Madam Montague’s boyfriend has decided to come to Snowy Hollow with her.  I’m even gladder that he did what I hoped and decided to enter the Slippery Slope tomorrow.  I was just going to kill Oscar Brown and steal his intellectual property – he might not be the fastest of the three, but he is the best inventor.  But now I get to palm the murder off on this Greg chap and keep his inventions for myself as well.  Do you know how much money I’m going to make from that?  The man is a genius.  He’s revered the magical world over.  Oh, and while he’s in prison, I might even get some more work out of him, too.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t.’  Kang shook his head wildly, feeling terrified, and disgusted, and so, so alone.  ‘No one will go along with that.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, but they will, Kang.  They really, really will.  It’s amazing what depths people will sink to when there’s riches and rewards involved.  Joey, our friendly neighbourhood Peaceforcer, is already on board.  Of course, he’s subject to NDAs just like you, so he won’t quite be able to remember why he’s so convinced that Greg is the only suspect.  Actually …’  He tapped a finger against his chin.  ‘I might get him to arrest the psychic, too.  She got a little too close to the bone with her readings in Après Flea.  Put a lot of extra work and expense my way, so she did.  It’s best to get irritations like her out of the way.  Still … Joey’ll do exactly as I say.  And I’ll compensate him well.  Byrnes always look out for Byrnes.’ 
 
    Kang wanted to scream.  And cry.  And scream some more.  But what was the point?  Even if the entire enclave heard him and came to these woods right now, no one would help.  No one could help.  The Byrne coven ran things around here – and with the kind of cruelty on display tonight, it was likely that they’d do whatever it took to hold onto their power forever. 
 
    Things had been miserable in Snowy Hollow for a long time, and he’d just lived with it.  Sure, he protested here and there, made sure that the voices of the yeti were heard at council meetings.  But he hadn’t done as much as he should have, because he’d known, deep down, that he was fighting a futile battle against monstrous people.  But now … now he felt that futility so much more than before.  Kang wasn’t sure how he could ever recover from the events of this night. 
 
    ‘We’re going now,’ said the mayor.  She raised her hand, ready to click her fingers.  With one last look at Kang, she said, ‘You’re dismissed, snowman.’ 
 
    As soon as they vanished, Kang ran through the forest, desperately trying to hold on to what had just happened.  He needed to remember that … that someone was here.  They’d said something terrible – they were going to do something terrible.  He ran and he ran, with his head aching (and his heart, too, for a reason he couldn’t fully grasp).  When he reached the edge of the forest, he stopped, clutching his head and crying.  All of his memories of the night had faded away, and no matter how he tried, he couldn’t bring them back. 
 
    A few hours later he woke up in bed, with a mind so addled that he couldn’t even remember getting there.  But he hadn’t slept the whole night through, he knew that much.  He was exhausted for one thing, and for another, he was wearing the hated summoning charm around his neck. 
 
    Kang lugged his tired body out of bed, and with his heart heavy and his head throbbing, he began another day … 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    21. If Only I Knew a Genius … 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a lull in the room when Kang finished speaking.  Some people looked disgusted and horrified.  I know Val and I did, along with Leeza and the many yeti who stood guard.  Even Marsha looked disturbed, which was surprising.  As for Marty … he’d been so keen to find out who had murdered Oscar, and now that he knew who, and why, he looked sick to his stomach. 
 
    I shared in his nausea.  Everything that had happened since my arrival had one motivator – greed.  There was Brett’s greed, wanting Greg’s and Oscar’s inventions and not caring that he’d have to kill to get them.  There was Eaton, who cared purely about money and didn’t care what he had to do to get it.  There was Grant, whose greed for fame and for Stacey was far greater than any reservations he might have had about overlooking the murder of his friend. 
 
    Joey’s greed was more of the bury your head in the sand variety.  Until a few minutes ago, his NDA meant that he didn’t have any idea where that big trunk of gold rounds in his attic had come from.  He didn’t even have any idea why he was so eager to make Greg the scapegoat for Oscar’s murder.  But if he hadn’t valued the money so much, he might have asked himself some pertinent questions. 
 
    And as for Gladys … her motivations really made me sick.  She’d known about Brett’s plans, and promised him she’d ignore them all so she could have him on her arm.  It wasn’t even a great love story, she and Brett.  I’d been in both their minds, and their strange lust for one another was nothing like love.  And yet, she’d sold her soul just to be with him. 
 
    The worst thing was, even after almost everything was revealed, none of that greed had gone away.  None of those responsible were feeling ashamed, or sorry – unless you counted feeling sorry for themselves. 
 
    I squeezed Kang’s hand, but it wasn’t quite enough, so I bent over him and hugged him as well.  As he’d told his tale, I’d felt his emotions strongly, as if they were my own.  But even if I hadn’t, I would feel the same as he did now – the horror and futility that we feel when we realise we’re facing monsters. 
 
    But I couldn’t afford to wallow in it, because not everyone in this enclave was a monster.  And what happened now would ensure that the good people finally got the leaders they deserved.  I gave Kang one more squeeze and drew myself tall, preparing to land the final blow. 
 
    Of course, it was a little difficult to get going with the next part, seeing as a wall of a very unexpected emotion was charging my way.  I looked around the room, my eyes alighting on the source.  It was sources in the plural, actually – that great big wave of self-satisfaction was coming from none other than Gladys and Brett.  And as the two of them were wearing incredibly smug smiles, I wasn’t the only one who noticed. 
 
    ‘What is wrong with you?’ Stacey’s voice was barely a whisper as she stared at Gladys and Brett.  ‘What you did to Kang is disgusting.  You should be ashamed of yourselves, but you’re smiling.  You’re sick, the pair of you.’ 
 
    Brett sniggered.  ‘Oh, you beautiful idiot.  You tried to kill Kang, and you’re getting on at us about what we did?’ 
 
    Stacey swallowed.  ‘Well … I …’ 
 
    ‘Well … you … you what?  You are such a stupid woman!’  Brett shook his head in disdain.  ‘I have every reason to smile.  The Chaos storm will be over soon.  When it is, my coven will sort this mess.  Kang will no longer be mayor, and you –’  He glared at me.  ‘You’ll forget everything that happened here, Madam Montague.  You think it’s a coincidence that no one has any idea there are so many yeti in our enclave?  That we get away with paying them a pittance and treating them like crap and no one ever comes to say “Erm, that’s not very nice.”  No, it’s not a coincidence, actually.  It’s not just good luck.  It’s a well-crafted strategy.  Our borders don’t just keep the humans out.  They also keep selected memories in.  You can’t use your phone or the internet to tell your fancy little friends back home what’s happening here – we made sure of that.  And you can’t leave without passing through a border that has some very sophisticated memory magic in its workings.’ 
 
    Ah.  That’s why they were looking smug.  I could live with that.  I took a long, casual drink of water before saying, ‘Oh yeah.  I think I remember Kang telling me something about that.  Terrible, isn’t it?  But right now, I’m more concerned with something you said to Stacey.  Brett, do you really think she tried to kill Kang?’ 
 
    He shrugged.  ‘I don’t know.  If Stacey says it was her then it must have been her.  I do know that it wasn’t me.’ 
 
    Gladys spun in her chair and gawped at him.  ‘I thought it was you.  You said you’d make sure I got voted in.’ 
 
    ‘And I did, my love.’  He clutched her hands, rubbing them in small, calming motions.  ‘At least I tried to.  I bribed hundreds of people who were going to vote for Fergal to vote for you instead.  I thought you’d set up the hit on Kang.  I thought … I thought wrong, didn’t I?’ 
 
    The ex-mayor’s lashes were fluttering fast.  ‘You thought very wrong.  Gah!  We should have known Stacey couldn’t have done it herself.  She’s bad enough at using her own magic, so she’d certainly never manage to wrap her silly little head around the channelled magic that wizards use.  There’s no way she could have performed a death spell with a wizard’s wand.’ 
 
    Joey shook his head, looking extremely irritated.  ‘That’s pretty much what I said!’ 
 
    Gladys and Brett rolled their eyes and, in unison, said, ‘Shut up, Joey,’ before Gladys continued talking as though he’d never interrupted in the first place. 
 
    ‘Which means,’ she said, ‘someone must have convinced her to take the blame.  I know it wasn’t me, and you say it wasn’t you either.  So then … who?’ 
 
    I cocked my head to the side.  ‘Y’know, I think I can clear up that little mystery.’ 
 
    I marched to the library’s door and pulled it open.  ‘You can bring him in now, Greg.’ 
 
    Greg walked in with a small, ruddy-faced man in front of him. 
 
    ‘Fergal?’  Gladys’s mouth hung open as she stared at her mayoral opponent.  ‘What are you doing here?’ 
 
    The politician straightened his tie.  ‘I’m sure I don’t know, Gladys.  I don’t know at all.’ 
 
    Well, I knew.  I knew why he was here, and I knew why Stacey was sinking about as low as she could in her chair.  It had taken me a while, but in the middle of turning down Grant’s latest proposal and arguing with her current husband, I finally got into Stacey’s mind and understood why she lied.  After that, I’d sent Greg on a little errand to find Fergal. 
 
    I folded my arms and gave Fergal a challenging stare.  ‘Oh really?  You have no idea why you’re here?  So … you had nothing to gain from telling Stacey to take the blame for killing Kang?  You weren’t going to come in and rescue her at the last minute with recorded conversations from the mayor’s penthouse?  You weren’t going to lay the blame on Gladys and Brett, while Kang was dead and you, number nothing in the polls, would now be the mayor of Snowy Hollow?’ 
 
    He twitched.  ‘Well … you know what?  Yes.  Yes, that’s what I was going to do.’ 
 
    Darn.  I thought he’d hold out for longer.  I really didn’t like his lack of fear. 
 
    ‘I’ve been listening in on Gladys for a while now,’ he continued.  ‘As well as the rest of this enclave.  I heard Gladys tell Brett to do anything to make her mayor.  And since I knew something she didn’t – that there was a grassroots campaign going to make Kang the mayor on a right-in vote – I did what any natural born leader would do.  I saw an opportunity, and I seized it.  I knew if I killed Kang that I could easily send the blame Gladys’s way – especially with the conversation I’d recorded.’ 
 
    Stacey’s lip curled.  ‘So with Kang’s death, you were hoping to get him and Gladys out of the way so you could become mayor.  Only then I walked in.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.  It takes you a while to get there Stacey, but you got it eventually.  Good girl.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t patronise me, Fergal!’  She looked my way.  ‘Is that the right word, Madam Montague?’ 
 
    ‘It is.  But tell them what was in it for you, Stacey,’ I instructed.  ‘I already know, but I think you should tell the room exactly what depths Fergal Byrne would sink to to get what he wants.’ 
 
    Fergal shrugged.  ‘Might as well.  We’ll make them all forget soon enough.’  There it was again – that sense of self-assurance.  None of the Byrnes believed that this was the end for them.  They were just passing time. 
 
    Stacey, though, did not look proud to be a Byrne.  As she finally explained why she took the blame for trying to kill Kang, she kept her eyes on the table and pulled at her hair.  ‘I went to the board room to leave my letter of resignation from the coven on the table.  I didn’t want to be a Byrne anymore.  I hate this coven.  It’s full of horrible people.  And I hate it even more now!  Anyway, when I walked in, Fergal was at the window with a wand in his hand.  He … he didn’t tell me what he was doing, but I knew it was bad.  He told me … he told me if I took the blame, he’d bring Oscar back.  And that whatever trouble I got into for confessing, he’d sort it out later.  I didn’t know what I was agreeing to, but I didn’t care.  The promise of having Oscar back was too much to refuse.’ 
 
    ‘And at that time,’ I said, looking in disgust at Fergal, ‘you thought your death spell had landed.  You’re really very good at channelling magic like wizards do, because your own innate magic has never been all that strong.  You had no reason to consider that you’d failed in killing Kang, and you didn’t have time to look out and check – you thought that if Stacey was there it was only a matter of time before someone else came into the boardroom.  So … Stacey was the ideal person to take the heat off you for a while, while you put the rest of your plan into action.’ 
 
    He gave me a proud little smile.  ‘Exactly.  I realised that it would be much more realistic this way – if anyone tracked the death spell to the board room, I’d be able to convince people that Brett and Gladys had forced Stacey into being the killer.  They’d be responsible, she’d get off at the last minute – and I’d give her Oscar in return.’ 
 
    ‘Except … you know he couldn’t actually do that though, right?’ Val said softly, looking with sympathy at Stacey. 
 
    ‘He could!  Fergal’s not just a politician, Val, you know that.  He’s the head of the Snowy Hollow Academy for Necromancers, too.’ 
 
    Val groaned.  ‘Stacey … necromancers can’t bring him back from the dead.  Even if they could, it wouldn’t be Oscar.  He’ll have gone to a good place.  A better place.  A man like Oscar will have the best of afterlives, and you know it.’ 
 
    Stacey brushed away a tear.  ‘But … but … I loved him for so long.  And he turned me down again and again, because he wouldn’t mess with a married woman – even though I told him I was getting divorced.  But then that night, the night before he died … he finally said yes.  And it was the best night of my life.  I want him back.  I want him with me every day.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Stacey.’  I stroked her lovely hair.  ‘Sweetheart, that’s not possible.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’  She was sobbing hard now.  ‘I always knew, I think.  Fergal caught me at a low moment.  He was right – he does seize every opportunity.’ 
 
    Fergal puffed himself up.  ‘Exactly!  And that’s why I’m going to make an excellent mayor!  Better than Gladys!’ 
 
    ‘Better than Kang?’ I challenged. 
 
    He scratched his head.  ‘You can’t give everyone what they want.  But I shall endeavour to make things a little better for the yeti in the enclave, certainly.’ 
 
    ‘Uh huh.’  I let out a breath of exasperation.  He was still talking as though this interaction were just a blip, and that he’d be the mayor at the end of it.  ‘And you’d maybe profit a bit because they’d all think you were the one who discovered the murderer and brought them to justice.  The yeti might even stop complaining and asking for better pay and conditions.  For a while.’ 
 
    ‘You’re very astute,’ he said.  ‘But you do know that none of this matters.  The Chaos storm will be ending soon.  And when it does, we’ll end you, too.’ 
 
    I gave him a tight smile.  ‘You Byrnes keep saying stuff like that.  You’re all so darned sure that it’s the way things are going to go down.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because it is the way things will go down!’ snapped Brett.  ‘You don’t think we’ve never had to deal with a situation like this before?  The people that work for us will forget, because we’ve made it that way.  Kang will forget.  He’s got his memory of that night right now because of the Chaos storm and your mojo.  But he’ll soon be back under his NDA, with all the usual painful gaps in his memory.  And the people that aren’t under magical NDAs … well, there are other ways of convincing that lot.  So play detective all you like.  But very soon you’re going to realise that it’s a losing game.’ 
 
    He stood up and patted Fergal on the back.  ‘Of course, you won’t be mayor.  I promised that to Gladys, and my lady gets what she wants.  But I’m very impressed with the way you’ve handled this situation, Fergal.  The whole coven will be.  I see great things in your future.’  He paused for a chuckle.  ‘Maybe I’m the psychic!  Hah!’ 
 
    Many of the Byrnes started talking, then, loudly planning their future.  A future which included laying the blame on Greg and me once more.  Marsha shuffled her chair away and looked like she felt slightly tainted, and Stacey looked physically sick, but the rest of them just kept on going.  They even brought Eaton in for a powwow about how soon they could get Oscar’s and Greg’s ski designs into production. 
 
    It was as fascinating as it was horrifying, but I couldn’t let it go on much longer.  I jumped up on the table and clapped my hands, drawing their attention my way. 
 
    ‘So this is how it’s going to go, is it?’ I cried.  ‘You’re just going to get on with things?  Even if I … escape and tell the authorities?’  I shook my head and groaned.  ‘Oh wait – I can’t do that, can I?  Your magical boundary thingy will make sure I forget the second I cross over it, won’t it?  Shoot!’ 
 
    They were all looking suitably curious, so I hopped back down again and grinned at Greg.  ‘If only I knew some kind of … I dunno … genius?’ I said.  ‘A genius who could rework that boundary so that the things that happen in Snowy Hollow won’t be so forgettable anymore.’ 
 
    He grinned back at me.  ‘Hey, Pru, imagine if I were that incredibly humble genius.  It’d be good, wouldn’t it?  Almost as good as if I got the communications back online hours ago, while this lot were holed up in the library.  Oh, and you know what else’d be good?  If, when I got the communications working, I opened the borders and invited a whole lot of Wayfarers here.  Wayfarers who have very special agents on board who can undo the Byrne Coven’s NDAs in a matter of seconds.  I mean, that’d be awesome, right?  That’d mean that even when the Chaos storm ends, Kang would still remember who was responsible for Oscar’s murder.  In fact, every poor guy and gal whose job it is to forget the things they see and hear while working for the Byrnes … well, they’d suddenly remember a whole lot of dodgy stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Wowser.’  I whistled.  ‘That would be awesome.  Hey, and do you think that these Wayfarers would like to arrest some of the people in this room while they’re here?’ 
 
    Greg shrugged.  ‘Hmm.  I dunno.  Maybe.’  He went to the door and opened it up.  ‘Let’s see, shall we?  Commissioner Wayfair?  Wanna come in and have a chat?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    22. The Last Word 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a bit of a hullaballoo as the Wayfarers entered the room.  But while the Byrne coven screamed and complained, I took the chance to sit down again and have a break.  Finally, there was someone here to sort things out for me.  What a relief!  I might have had to cope with solving this mystery, but it didn’t mean I liked it. 
 
    ‘You have no rights here!’ cried Brett.  ‘No jurisdiction!  We have our own police force here – the Peaceforcers.’ 
 
    Christine Wayfair, the Wayfarer commissioner, curled her lip and tossed her dark red hair.  She really was a fabulous woman.  She was a seer as well as the commissioner of the Wayfarers.  She would have been a much better person to find herself stuck in Snowy Hollow and accused of murder.  Oh well.  Maybe next time.  ‘We have no rights?  You do know that even though your government is very much entitled to take charge of the day to day running of your enclave, Snowy Hollow is a signed-up member of the SI?’ 
 
    Gladys frowned in confusion, so Christine continued.  ‘The SI?  Supernaturals International?  The all-country group who make agreements that apply to supernaturals across the globe.  Like the very first piece of legislation we agreed upon?  The one you signed along with the rest of us – the International Statute on Supernatural Rights?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come, come, Commissioner Wayfair.’  Gladys waved a dismissive hand.  ‘I would never sign up for a silly thing like that.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, but you did,’ said Christine with a cold smile.  ‘In fact it was you, specifically, Gladys, who signed.  I was there myself, along with the Minister for Magical Law.  Although if I remember correctly, you were far more interested in the fact that you would be receiving a yearly grant than you were in what any of the new legislation meant.  Maybe that’s why you have not used that grant accordingly.  Magical NDAs are illegal, Gladys.  Forcing yeti to wear glamours is even more illegal.  Paying below the accepted minimum wage is so, so illegal that I can’t believe you got away with it for so long – especially when you consider that Supernaturals International have been bolstering your funds to make sure people do get paid fairly.  I could go on, but let’s just say you’re going to be defending yourself against a lot of crimes on an international level.  And as for you …’ 
 
    She turned to Brett and Fergal.  ‘It’s true, your crimes might be dealt with in Snowy Hollow,’ she said.  ‘But that all depends on what your new mayor decides.’ 
 
    Kang grinned.  ‘Well, this new mayor would very much like his enclave to be fully under your jurisdiction once more – and not just when it comes to international law.  I’ll be disbanding the Peaceforcers and adopting the Wayfarer model from now on.’  He narrowed his eyes at Gladys.  ‘Luckily, while you were mayor, you made it so that the mayor has the last word on anything.  Well now I’m the mayor – and I have the last word.’ 
 
    He turned to Christine.  ‘You can start with arresting Gladys, Commissioner Wayfair.  And then I have a long list of other people who are going to have to hope they look good in the grey jumpsuits the prisoners at Witchfield wear.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I sauntered around the ballroom of the Snowy Inn.  It was nice to be sauntering, I thought, instead of running for my life.  A full day had passed since the Wayfarers had arrived and taken the crime fighting out of my hands.  It was an enjoyable day, too.  Greg and I had some romantic walks in the snow, some romantic moments by the fire, some romantic meals at Kang’s Place (three, to be exact – I was going to miss Kang’s cooking a lot).  We’d also been at the foothills of the Slippery Slope early this morning when Kang announced Oscar as the posthumous winner of the Winter Wizard Festival. 
 
    Marty had cried a lot during the ceremony.  Shortly afterwards, he was led away for a stay at the Maze, a hospital that specialized in mental and emotional illnesses.  Oscar’s murder had hit him hard – so hard that he’d almost resorted to murder himself.  He’d be assessed while he was in the Maze, but I didn’t think he’d be a danger in the future. 
 
    Now it was night-time, and the inaugural party was in full flow.  It was taking place at the Snowy Inn because there was more space, but the catering was being handled by friends of Kang, so the food was much better than the inn’s usual fare. 
 
    Almost everyone in the enclave was here, and enjoying themselves immensely.  For most, this was a new beginning – a mayor who had the mountains in his bones, and who would always do his best for the people who lived here.  But for some, no matter how happy they might be for Kang, this meant an end to life as they knew it. 
 
    ‘Good punch, isn’t it?’  I held up my glass to Marsha, who was leaning against the buffet table, looking miserable. 
 
    She glowered.  ‘I don’t know.  It’s all right, I suppose.  Look, Madam Montague–’ 
 
    ‘Pru,’ I interrupted. 
 
    ‘Pru.  Well, Pru, why haven’t I been arrested yet?  I was involved in a lot of shenanigans.  I turned a blind eye to late opening at bars and casinos – I let one of the casinos away with worse than just late opening, mind you.  And as for Après Flea?  You do not want to know how filthy that kitchen is.  Joey and I strong-armed the health inspector into giving them a pass, when really the place should be deep-cleaned and fumigated – or better yet, burned to the ground.  Oh, and I covered up for Elijah Byrne as well, when a new spell at his glamour salon left some witches with warts on their noses.  I’m despicable.’ 
 
    ‘Well … you’ve been a bit lazy, maybe.  And a bit quick to follow what your coven tells you to do.  But I wouldn’t say you’re despicable.  I’ve read your mind, remember?  It’s not quite the fortress you’d like to think.  Those kraken of yours take way too many coffee breaks.’ 
 
    As she reddened, I continued.  ‘Look, I know you find it easier to bury your head in magazines than face up to the fact that you’re not okay with the way your coven behaves.  You felt sick to your stomach when you had to tell Kang that his bar was being targeted by kids and not by Brett Byrne’s minions.’ 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably.  ‘Well anyway.  I did do crappy things, whether I was okay with them or not.  It’s too late for me to do anything about it now, though.’ 
 
    ‘No.’  I shook my head.  ‘It’s not – or at least, it doesn’t have to be.  Leeza’s going to be the area captain for the Wayfarers.  I’ll bet she’ll give you a shot.  I’ll also bet that it’ll be one shot only – but it’ll be up to you what you do with it.’ 
 
    Stacey had been a few feet away from us, half-dancing to the music as she listened to what we said.  She drew closer to Marsha and jumped up and down.  ‘Come on, Marsha.  I’ll join too.  We’ll be crime fighting gals together.’ 
 
    Marsha shuddered.  ‘I’ll think about it.’ 
 
    I walked away, unable to stop smiling.  The thought of Stacey fighting crime was … interesting.  She seemed to know the difference between right and wrong, at least.  That was quite an achievement for a Byrne. 
 
    I spotted Greg waving from across the ballroom.  He was holding open the swinging door that led into the kitchen.  ‘Found him, Pru.’ 
 
    I ran to join him, kissing him on the cheek.  ‘And did you find him while you were raiding the fridge by any chance?’ 
 
    Greg held his head high.  ‘Maybe I did and maybe I didn’t.  But on an unrelated note I’ll say this – they did not put enough chicken wings out on the buffet table.’ 
 
    A warm, deep voice rang out of the kitchen, saying, ‘You’re right, Greg, but I’m working on that now.’ 
 
    With my eyes wide, I ran into the kitchen.  Kang was standing at the oven, pulling out a huge tray of wings.  ‘You’re cooking?  At your own inaugural party?  No wonder it’s taken us so long to find you.’ 
 
    The yeti shrugged his huge furry shoulders.  ‘I’ve got help.’  He waved a hand to indicate the activity in the kitchen, with dozens of cooks and servers running to and fro.  ‘But I had to do some of the work myself – I needed to make sure the food was up to Greg’s standards.  Can’t have my heroes going hungry, now can I?’ 
 
    ‘Hear that, Pru?’ Greg said between bites.  ‘We’re his heroes.  Funny – I kind of feel like you’re mine, Kang, seeing as you helped Pru spring me from the clink.’ 
 
    ‘And Leeza and Val are pretty humongous heroes, too,’ I added.  ‘Getting you elected behind your back like that?  That took some serious planning.’ 
 
    Kang chuckled.  ‘Oh, those wonderful women know exactly how grateful I am, don’t you worry.’  He reached out and tugged gently at my hair.  ‘But you … it’s like you came here at exactly the right time.  Almost like the Fates decided it.’ 
 
    ‘Bloody Fates,’ I grumbled.  ‘Always trying to put me through my paces.’ 
 
    Kang smiled softly.  ‘Well, seeing as you were sent to us by the Fates themselves, I em … I was wondering if you’d both like to stay here.  There’d be good jobs for you both.  And a nice little house with a view of the mountain.  Plus, I would personally ensure that you got meals delivered from Kang’s Place anytime you wanted.’ 
 
    Greg winced.  ‘Um … we would love to stay.  But we’ve got a lot going on back home in Riddler’s Edge.’ 
 
    ‘We do,’ I agreed, feeling terrible about saying no.  ‘Plus, I kind of like to see primroses and tulips and whatnot at this time of year.  Actually, the reason we were trying to find you is because we’re heading off now, Kang.  We’ve already said goodbye to Leeza and Val.  We wanted to say goodbye to you, too.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  Kang slumped a little.  ‘Well, I knew it was coming, but I still wish you could stay longer.  Or, y’know, forever.’ 
 
    I reached up and stroked his face.  ‘You’re worried things will go back to the way they used to be.’  I shook my head, unable to stop the tears falling down my cheeks.  ‘Don’t worry, Kang.  Really.  You and your friends and your generosity and your bravery – that’s what won the day for you guys this time, and that’s something no one can take away.  And they won’t dare try, either, because the Wayfarers are on top of this.  The whole of the supernatural world is, in fact.  The news of what’s been happening here is already on the front page of the Daily Riddler – and as we all know, it’s a small-town newspaper with a weirdly wide reach.’ 
 
    ‘It’s because of the puzzles,’ Kang stated. ‘Well, that and the stories by the reporter you’re friends with.  I read the article that came out today.  She really laid into the Byrne coven.’ 
 
    ‘She really did.’  I sniffed back my tears and grinned.  ‘She dislikes injustice a great deal.  And unlike me, she actually enjoys marching into battle to right those wrongs.  That’s another reason I’m looking forward to going home – I can sit back and let her sort out the next bit of life-threatening danger that comes our way.  She’ll organise and delegate, and I will very much appreciate being under the charge of someone who knows what to do.’ 
 
    Kang shook his head.  ‘Don’t sell yourself short, Pru.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not,’ I told him.  ‘But Kang, I’ve been a doer in the past.  A fighter.  A campaigner.  I’ve had many, many lives, what with being immortal and all.  And honestly?  I feel old now.  And tired.  And I want to spend time enjoying life instead of fighting all the time.’  I reached for Greg’s hand.  ‘I want to spend time with this guy.’ 
 
    Kang stepped back and sighed.  ‘I know.  And I think I kind of knew you’d say that.  Which is why I made this …’  He reached into the fridge, pulling out two large containers.  ‘There’s black pudding sandwiches and roast potatoes for you, Pru.  And some wings, some salad and some roast potatoes for Greg.  For the ride home.’  He handed us the containers, then reached into his pocket and produced a Strawberry Chomp-Chomp.  ‘Oh, and this lollipop, too.  It’s starting to seem almost normal that a fully grown man likes them so much.’ 
 
    As Greg took the lollipop, I pulled Kang in for one more hug.  I could feel so much as I held him.  There was a little bit of sadness – we were both reluctant to say goodbye.  But most of what he felt made my heart sing with relief.  Sure, he was nervous about the days to come, but he had so much more happiness in him than he had when we first met.  And as for the futility he’d felt in the woods, when Brett and Gladys tracked him down and forced him to forget the horrors they were planning … well, that futility was beginning to wane, and was slowly but surely being replaced with hope for his future. 
 
    I pulled away slightly, looking up at him as I had a sudden thought.  ‘You know, I still can’t believe I didn’t cop on that you were the man in red!  Psychic powers are not straightforward.’ 
 
    Kang tilted his head back and laughed, a big, deep, true laugh.  When he finally stopped, he wiped his eyes and said, ‘Sorry.  It wasn’t even that funny.’ 
 
    ‘Gee, thanks.  I’ll rethink that career as a stand-up, then.’ 
 
    He laughed once more, but not for as long this time.  ‘It’s just … the relief, Pru.  I was laughing out of relief.  Because when you said that, I realised: I’ll never be the man in red again.  I’ll never have to hide myself.  That’s … that’s really something.’ 
 
    I smiled softly.  ‘Yeah.  It really is.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I looked out the window, watching as we rose above the Snowy Hollow enclave.  It looked just as pretty as it always did, with the snow fluttering down constantly upon the slopes and the houses.  Even though I knew that now, the enclave was in good hands, it would probably be quite a while before I’d want to return.  And when I did, I’d be taking my best friend with me, so she could do any possible sleuthing while I enjoyed myself on the slopes. 
 
    ‘Silver sickle for them,’ said Greg as he hit the hyper-speed button, leaving Snowy Hollow in our wake. 
 
    I shuffled closer to him.  ‘Oh, I was just thinking about the usual – glad to be leaving the latest treacherous mystery behind us and so on and so forth.  But hey – next time we’re off on a weekend away and I tell you I don’t want to try and see what might happen in the crystal ball … remind me about this weekend.’ 
 
    He grinned.  ‘Nah.  You’re right not to want to go nosing into your future.  It’s way more exciting when you don’t know what lies ahead.  Although I could do with you figuring out what fruit I bought to dip in the chocolate fountain.  I couldn’t get my hands on any strawberries in Snowy Hollow.’ 
 
    I glanced back at the fountain.  The fruit beside it was vaguely strawberry-shaped, if a little browner and more bulbous.  ‘Mystery fruit?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.  Maybe we should play it safe and wait till we get home to eat.  I’m thinking we’ll be just in time for a late dinner at the Fisherman’s Friend.  Steak.  Chips.  A pint of Guinness.’ 
 
    ‘You know, we just ate at the party.  And we still have the food that Kang made for us.’ 
 
    Greg looked away.  ‘I might have eaten mine already.  But don’t worry – yours is still intact.  I would never mess with your black pudding sandwiches.’  He passed me my container of food.  ‘And just so you know – you are a hero.  Kang was right, Pru.  You should never sell yourself short.’ 
 
    I set my sandwiches aside and shuffled even closer – with auto-fly on, it didn’t really matter how distracted I made him.  ‘Aw!  You’re so sweet to me, Greg.  That’s why I love you.’ 
 
    ‘And there was me thinking you loved me because I fix your computer for you all the time.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s a big bonus, I admit.  But actually, I love everything about you.  I love your enormous appetite.  I love your endless optimism.  I love your amazing brain.  I just love you.  Now, let go of that steering wheel that you don’t even need in your magical flying van.  Then put your arms around my waist and kiss me.’ 
 
    Greg raised his eyebrows and grinned.  And then, just like the perfect boyfriend he was, he did everything I asked, and more. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached the end of Slippery Slope.  I hope you enjoyed this read.  If so, subscribe for my newsletter to keep up with the very latest releases in this series and others: http://www.subscribepage.com/z4n0f4 
 
      
 
    Or visit: https://aaalbright.com and sign up there. 
 
      
 
    To see a list of all my available books, you can visit my website or turn the page. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Also by A.A. Albright 
 
    Slippery Slope is a side story in the Riddler’s Edge series.  Although it’s a standalone, you might like to know that the action takes place after Riddler’s Edge Book Seven, A Little Bit Vampy.  Here’s a list of the full series so far (all books listed can be found on Amazon): 
 
      
 
    Books in the Riddler's Edge Series: 
 
    Book One: A Little Bit Witchy 
 
    Book Two: Witchy See, Witchy Do 
 
    Book Three: Lucky Witches 
 
    Book Four: Shiver Me Witches 
 
    Book Five: So Very Unfae 
 
    Book Six: Old-School Witch 
 
    Book Seven: A Little Bit Vampy 
 
      
 
      
 
    Other series by A.A. Albright (set in the same magical world as Riddler’s Edge) are as follows: 
 
      
 
    Books in the Wayfair Witches Series: 
 
    Book One: Bottling It 
 
    Book Two: Bricking It 
 
    Book Three: A Trick for a Treat 
 
    Book Four: Winging It 
 
    Book Five: Wrapping Up 
 
    Book Six: Loved Up 
 
    Book Seven: Rocking Out 
 
    Book Eight: Acting Up 
 
    Book Nine: Swotting Up 
 
    Book Ten: Forget Me Knot 
 
    Book Eleven: All Hallowed Out 
 
    Wayfair Witches Side Stories: 
 
    Legally Red 
 
    Holiday Heist 
 
      
 
    Books in the Katy Kramer Series: 
 
    Book One: The Case of the Wayward Witch 
 
    Book Two: The Case of the Haunted House 
 
    Book Three: The Case of the Listening Library 
 
    Book Four: The Case of the Strange Society 
 
      
 
    Boxed Sets: 
 
    Riddler's Edge Books 1-3 
 
    Wayfair Witches Books 1-3 
 
      
 
  
  
 OEBPS/Images/cover00138.jpeg
Slippeﬁ; Slope





