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About the Book

The bizzare and hysterical climax to the most original series you’ll read all year!

The forces of evil are converging on StregaSchloss – demons, the Mafia, a changeling with a nasty bite – and the wild and weird Strega-Borgias must gather together their allies to fight back. But with Damp the toddler-witch missing in action and a pack of wolves getting in the way. Can the family keep it together?


[image: image]


This one’s for my family with all my love.

Thank you – a thousand, million Nantoes for putting up with seven years of


1. Me, writing, Why couldn’t I have chosen a ‘proper job’?

2. Supper being frequently (a) late and (b) inadequate. (Though delicious, even if I say so myself).

3. Weekends, weeks, months, years actually, hijacked by the Strega-Borgias and their outrageous demands.

4. Summer holidays waiting for what passes for Mummy’s Brain to return from StregaSchloss and resume being a parent rather than a writer.

5. The Munchies, the Drys (a.k.a. the Blocks), the Frets, the Weeps and the Grimms.

6. Inappropriate outbursts, wild hysteria and dreadful puns accompanied by unladylike snorts of mirth at my own jokes.

7. The sneaking suspicion that your lives might have been filtered, inflated, polished, tweaked and finally served up as fiction.




The Strega-Borgias are back in the fantastically funny, chaotically exciting and jam-packed conclusion to their Pure Dead adventures!


Dramatis Personae



THE FAMILY

TITUS STREGA-BORGIA – thirteen-year-old hero

PANDORA STREGA-BORGIA – eleven-year-old heroine

DAMP STREGA-BORGIA – their two-year-old sister

LITTLE NO-NAME – the new-born Baby Borgia

SIGNOR LUCIANO AND SIGNORA BACI STREGA-BORGIA – parents of the above

STREGA-NONNA – great-great-great-great-great-great-grandmother (cryogenically preserved) of Titus, Pandora, Damp and Little No-Name

DON LUCIFER DI S’EMBOWELLI BORGIA – evil half-brother to Luciano

APOLLONIUS ‘THE GREEK’ BORGIA – ancestor and portal potager

THE GOOD HELP THAT WAS HARD TO FIND

MRS FLORA McLACHLAN – nanny to Titus, Pandora, Damp and Little No-Name

LATCH – StregaSchloss butler

MISS ARAMINTA FRASER – back-up nanny to Damp and Little No-Name

LUDO GRABBIT – estate lawyer and tutor to the reluctant assassin

THE BEASTS

TARANTELLA – spider with attitude

SAB, FFUP, NESTOR AND KNOT – mythical dungeon beasts

TOCK – highly domesticated crocodile

THE SLEEPER – Scottish unreconstructed-male mythical beast

ORYNX – salamander and Hadean refugee

VESPER – Damp’s bat familiar

THE IMMORTALS

ISAGOTH – demonic defence minister

S’TAN – First Minister of the Hadean Executive and television chef

DEATH – as himself

THE CHEF – divine being from the Other Side


In the Land of the Snoke Ween

[image: image]

‘I DON’T KNOW about this,’ the dragon complained. ‘Are you absolutely positive that we’re in the Snow Queen’s neighbourhood? It’s just that it’s sooo cold. I mean, why would anyone want to live here? Can’t we just turn back? It must be nearly time for tea . . . someone’ll notice we’ve gone . . .’

The little girl sighed and folded her arms in a fashion that indicated that her mind was made up, even if her companion was having second, third or even fourth thoughts. The dragon continued, undeterred.

‘You know, I think you’ve magicked us into the middle of a National Geographic special Antarctic issue rather than between the pages of one of your fairy tales . . .’ The dragon slumped and added, ‘Don’t get me wrong, Small. I mean, you’re a brilliant sorceress, but next time could you choose a warmer fairy tale? Like The Princess and the Pea with extra quilts or . . . um . . . er . . .’

Tapping one foot impatiently, Damp sighed even louder, forcing air down her nostrils like a disgruntled duchess who’d just been mistaken for a commoner.

‘OK . . . OK . . .’ Ffup threw up her forelegs in surrender. ‘Don’t snort like that, girl. You might . . . uh, accidentally . . . you know?’

‘Make hot hot burny by nax dident?’

‘Yeah. And since right now we’re tiptoeing across a snow-bridge slung between two crevasses, more flames would be a very bad idea. Heck, any flames would be catastrophic.’

The little girl’s eyes widened as the meaning of the dragon’s words sank in, and she slipped her hand into Ffup’s paw for safety. Underfoot, a glassy blade of pale blue ice stretched ahead, its glazed surface pitted in places by rock falls and avalanches from the surrounding mountains. This was a hostile place, scoured by vicious winds that made eyes water and plucked at clothes and skin with determined tugs; a bleak place with no trees, no grass and little colour, a land of ice and stone and sky that stretched all around.

This land was nothing like Damp had imagined it, back then. However, back then, Damp had been pink and warm, fresh from her bath, wrapped in flannel pyjamas and curled up in bed in the nursery, her father’s voice as warm as the flames that flickered and danced in the hearth. Back then, the land of ice and snow was just a story. Back then.

‘My feet hurt,’ the dragon moaned, the rhythmic scrunch crunch of her footsteps coming to an abrupt halt as she turned round to peer behind her, trying to gauge how far they’d travelled. ‘It’s this horrible snow,’ she explained. ‘It sort of gathers in freezing clumps in between my paw-pads, until eventually I’m walking on massive snowballs. It’s making it hard to keep my balance. Harder, in fact.’

Wordlessly, Damp tugged Ffup behind her like a gigantic pull-along toy, ignoring the dragon’s litany of complaint and forging ahead, seemingly unaware of the weight of wet snow caking her own body from the waist down or of the dizzying drop on either side of the snow-bridge.

‘And it’s soooooo cold,’ Ffup whined. ‘My nostrils are icing up, you know. Pretty soon I’ll have to stop and try to clear them, though without using my nasal flame-throwers, I have no idea how I’m supposed to de-ice . . .’

Overhead, the highest mountain suddenly turned gold, reflecting the setting sun, which gilded its lethally steep western face. This brief exposure was enough to thaw a glistening finger of water-ice, which started trickling down the mountain, trailing small chips and flakes of loose rock behind it. As these fragments fell, they began to snowball, gathering layers of soft snow about themselves, rolling silently towards the two figures, one large, one small, carefully picking their way across the snow-bridge to the relative safety of the glacier beyond.

‘Can you hear a rumbling sound?’ Ffup stopped, her golden eyes widening with the first prickle of fear.

‘Nearly time for supper.’ Damp smiled up at the dragon and reached out a mittened hand to pat the scales of the giant beast’s belly. ‘Shush, tummy. Not home yet.’

Now there was a faint vibration in the air, as if the blue of the sky fairly hummed and trembled above them. The insignificant rock fall had become an altogether more serious affair; the patter of tumbling pebbles triggering a vast slab of snow into shearing off a rock-face, and it was this that vibrated and rumbled as it plummeted towards the tiny figures on the edge of the glacier.

‘That was not me or my tummy,’ Ffup snapped, stung by this implied criticism of her digestive excesses. ‘Why is it that you humans immediately assume that any bad smells, loud parps or distant rumblings are always the product of the nearest beast-gut? You lot are perfectly capable of producing some window-rattling, eye-watering little numbers yourselves. And don’t go all huffy on me either . . .’ Ffup dug Damp in the ribs with a playful talon, oblivious to the vast wave of snow towering above her back. ‘You, if I recall, were still wearing night-time nappies until only recen—’

Spinning round, Ffup registered the oncoming death-wall of blurred white, and in the same instant, scooped Damp up between her forepaws, her wings snapping open to bear them both into the air, straining and heaving against the heavy suck of snow churning beneath her belly.

A cloud of spindrift boiled up, hiding both mountain and glacier from their sight as they flew up for what felt like for ever, gaining height, heading out of the deadly white snow chopping beneath them; devouring the bridge, obliterating their footprints and turning Damp’s vision of the kingdom of the Snow Queen into something far more lethal than Hans Christian Andersen had conjured from words alone. Then the sun vanished behind a ridge and all at once the snow turned to blue. Beneath them lay a field of darkness, its features completely transformed by the avalanche. The tumbling slabs of snow slowed and juddered to a halt, a vast puff of powdered ice settling on the ground like a shawl. Now silence blanketed the glacier, and overhead the first cold stars began to appear in the sky. In the distance, a far-off cowbell chimed, and from a long way below came the sound of laughter echoing across the ice.

Damp shuddered, blinked and laid her head against Ffup’s neck. Beneath them, hundreds of metres below, the glacier shivered and cracked open. The distant laughter stopped as if a switch had been thrown.

‘Gerda?’ came a thin cry from far below. Then the bell. Insistent now, closer and louder, a vibrant summons at odds with the frozen world under Damp and the dragon.

‘Gerda?’ again, but this time tinged with something close to despair.

‘Make it stop,’ Ffup whispered. ‘I hate this bit. Snow, ice, Gerda, Kay, the Snow Queen, all that eternity stuff . . . eughhh. I just don’t understand why humans feel they’re obliged to wallow in such sad stories.’

‘Not sad,’ said Damp firmly. ‘This story’s got a nappy ending—’

‘Damp?’

Damp’s shoulders slumped. Uh-oh, she thought. Big sister alert. Not now. Not when I’m just getting the hang of this. Go way, Pandora.

‘Damp! For God’s sake. I’ve been going purple in the face from calling and calling and calling you. Eughhh, children. I’m never going to have any when I’m older.’

The sound of approaching footsteps galvanized Ffup into action. ‘OK, OK. Let’s go, let’s get outta here. C’mon.’ The dragon plucked Damp off her neck and flapped towards a huge white door which had appeared in the sky ahead of them. The door resembled a detached sail etched against the deep blue of the sky, luffing and flapping as if a strong wind were hitting it side-on. Ffup clung to one edge with her talons and began to poke Damp through the undulating whiteness into whatever lay beyond.

‘Go,’ she insisted. ‘Out. Back. Home. You may be the sorceress, but I’m your rear guard. You have to go first.’

‘Damp. You know you’re not supposed to play up here on your own. The attic’s out of bounds to tots.’

At this, Damp’s bottom lip popped out mutinously, but a stiff shove from Ffup reminded her that if she ever hoped to use her abilities as a baby magus to return to this kingdom of ice and snow, she had to cover her tracks. Scrabbling through the white door-sail, she fell heavily onto the floor of StregaSchloss’s biggest room – a massive attic running the entire length of Damp’s ancestral home. Ffup tumbled down behind her in a cloud of dust, her wings sending a rusty birdcage rolling across the attic floor until it came to rest against a slumped and silent set of bagpipes.

The attic trap door began to open, just as the white door to their ice kingdom began to shrink. When Damp’s big sister Pandora climbed into the attic, the much-diminished white door fluttered down to the floor before squeezing itself between the well-read pages of the picture book from which it had come.

‘Look at you,’ Pandora groaned, catching sight of her little sister and clasping a hand to her forehead. ‘What a mess. You’re soaking wet. What on earth have you two been up to?’

Ffup peered intently at her talons, turning her paws this way and that, as if wondering whether a manicure might be in order.

‘Ffup?’ Pandora marched across the attic and halted in front of the dragon. Although she only came up to the giant beast’s nipples, she radiated such fierce determination that Ffup quailed before her, blinking rapidly and breathing through her mouth in frantic puffs.

‘Stop avoiding eye-contact,’ Pandora snapped. ‘Look at me.’

‘Gosh,’ the dragon squeaked, ‘and don’t you look nice. What’s changed? Hair? Nope, don’t tell me. You’ve taken your glasses off?’

‘I don’t wear glasses, as you well know.’

‘Well, something’s different,’ Ffup insisted, edging towards the trap door, her golden eyes swivelling wildly as she tried to avoid being skewered by Pandora’s steely glare. ‘Oh, please, stop it. I hate it when you look at me like that. It makes me feel all hot . . . and squirmy and . . . and . . . like I might need to go to the bathroom. Soon. You know, I’ll wet the floor if you keep on looking at me like that. Really, I will.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ Pandora snorted. ‘I came up here to tell you it’s teatime, not to torture you. However, that doesn’t change the fact that neither of you is supposed to be up here in the attic. Damp, you’re too young, and Ffup, you’ – the dragon flinched and attempted a winning smile – ‘are too heavy.’

‘HEAVY? Are you saying that I’m fat?’ Ffup’s voice rose an octave, leavened by outrage. ‘I’m so not fat,’ she continued, her voice wobbling with indignation. ‘I am “with dragon” actually. There are two of me standing in front of you, in case you hadn’t noticed.’

‘I could hardly fail to notice,’ Pandora retorted. ‘Even Mum isn’t as baby-obsessed as you are, and that’s saying something.’

‘Your mother is expecting her fourth child, which is, you must admit, a bit of a non-event seeing as how she’s done it all before, and before and before, whereas I’m only on my sec—’

‘Whatever,’ Pandora muttered. ‘Anyway, the point I’m trying to make is that the attic was, is and always will be out of bounds to smalls and beasts. Besides’ – Pandora smiled as she pointed towards the open trap door – ‘it’s teatime and Dad’s making pizzas . . .’

Ffup’s expression softened and her eyes developed a faraway look. Pandora turned to leave, adding over her shoulder, ‘And if you get a move on, you’ll be able to select your own toppings.’

A loud rumbling rolling twang echoed round the attic, causing Damp to frown and stare at her own midriff. Ffup cleared her throat and scooped the little girl up in her forepaws.

‘That, my small mountaineer, was no avalanche,’ the dragon whispered, poking Damp’s tummy and grinning. ‘That was a rumble a dragon might be proud of.’

From far off came the distant ringing of the dinner gong.

‘Hungry,’ muttered Damp, stating the blindingly obvious.


Oh, Baby
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‘EUGHHH, WEE HAIRY fish,’ moaned Titus, turning to the fridge for comfort as his father, Luciano Strega-Borgia, arranged – in Titus’s opinion – a gruesome surfeit of anchovies across the top of a pizza as big as a pillowcase.

‘Cara mia?’ Luciano turned to his wife Baci, his eyebrows raised in query.

Expertly assessing the pizza for anchovy-coverage, Baci decided to ignore her son’s preferences fishwise.

‘Perhaps just a few more?’ she murmured, laying aside her notes and abandoning a half-hearted attempt to revise what little she remembered of Invocations, Exorcisms and Assorted Summonings (Intermediate Level II) from the approved syllabus of the Institute of Advanced Witchcraft. ‘So boring, all this studying.’ She yawned, smiling sleepily at Luciano. ‘Still, if I can scrape a pass in InvExoAssSum II, then re-sit my written paper on Hunch, Prescience and Sibylline awareness, the Examination Board might allow me to skip Practical Demonology on account of’ – she patted her pregnant tummy, which responded with a lusty kick – ‘Little No-Name, and then I could rejoin the third year halfway through the second term.’

‘Who’s going to look after the baby if you go back to college?’ Titus demanded, slamming the fridge door shut. Not waiting for an answer, he slouched across the kitchen to the pantry, muttering, ‘Why is there never any food in this house? When is supper going to be ready? I’m ravenous. What time is it, anyway? Where is everybody?’

Mercifully, the pantry door closed behind him, rendering his remaining comments inaudible. Baci and Luciano did a synchronized eye-roll.

‘Teenagers,’ came a voice from the direction of the kitchen china dresser. ‘Lordy, how they do go on and on,’ it continued. ‘And I should know. I’ve just fed my daughters, and listen to them . . .’

‘Muuum. This fly’s off, you know. It’s, like, totally rancid. You know I hate flies. I told you I hate flies.’

‘Why is there never anything decent to eat in this web? I’m starving.’

‘When is it proper suppertime? This pathetic pile of sun-dried midges is just a wee snack, right? What is for supper anyway?’

As if pursued by Furies, a huge tarantula sprang out of a willow-pattern teapot on the dresser and dropped to the floor on a hastily spun length of spidersilk.

‘Give me strength,’ she moaned, limping across the flagstones towards Baci. ‘What on earth possessed me to bring these vile children into the world? When I think back to how easy my life used to be before they arrived . . .’ Tarantella, the harassed spider mother, wearily began to ascend the leg of the kitchen table, gaining the tablecloth just as a posse of assorted vast mythical beasts and a crocodile crashed through the door from the kitchen garden, followed by a baby dragon who in turn was followed by an unspeakable stench.

‘It’s freezing out there.’ Tock shivered, his crocodile’s teeth rattling like dice in a cup. ‘Any chance of anything to eat? I’m famished.’

‘Join the queue,’ muttered Tarantella, arranging herself comfortably on top of a pomegranate withering in the fruit bowl. ‘Take your place behind the teenage man-child and my daughters—’

‘Anyone seen Ffup?’ interrupted Sab, his leathery gryphon’s hide covered in goose bumps as he headed for the range and unfolded his huge wings to dry over the hotplates. Baci reached up to pat her pet gryphon and gave an involuntary squeak. She took a deep breath and rubbed her stomach, her expression inwardly focused.

In the fruit bowl, Tarantella paused in mid-groom to stare at Baci with many calculating eyes. The tarantula’s gaze swivelled to take in the kitchen clock, then dropped back to resume combing her furry abdomen.

‘Ffup?’ Luciano frowned, his nostrils wrinkling as an unpleasant smell rolled across the kitchen. ‘I thought she was with you.’

‘Yeahhh, so did we,’ mumbled Knot, the Strega-Borgias’ pet yeti, sidling across the kitchen to slump against the range next to Sab. In the warmth of the cooker, his fur began to give off a faint odour of rotting vegetation.

‘The reason I ask,’ Sab continued, now mouth-breathing to avoid inhaling the ripe perfume of Knot’s pelt, which was matted and clotted with the evidence that the yeti still hadn’t worked out how to transfer his dinner from bowl to mouth without mishap. ‘The reason I ask,’ Sab repeated, upping the volume, ‘is because Ffup’s baby is in dire need of a nappy-change.’

Silence greeted this statement, as everybody suddenly found several pressing matters urgently requiring their undivided attention.

Sab drummed his talons on the lids of the hotplates and sighed. It was no coincidence that Ffup disappeared every time Nestor needed a clean nappy. The baby dragon had a knack for suddenly turning from a milk-scented infant into something that smelt infinitely less pleasant; witness Baci’s pained expression as the first waft of Nestor-nappy floated within range of her nose. For a brief moment she even closed her eyes, apparently overwhelmed by the baby dragon’s offending reek. Tarantella frowned, staring hard at Baci, and once again checked the time. She smiled and nodded, as if confirming something that, for the moment, she had decided to keep to herself. Oblivious to Tarantella, Sab sighed deeply. Obviously nappies weren’t Baci’s thing. Hence the fact that as well as a butler, the Strega-Borgias employed two live-in nannies: one upstairs recuperating from a near-drowning incident, and the other . . .

‘Oh, dear. Nestor? Was that you?’

Nestor froze in place, caught licking a chair leg where an overlooked lump of Damp’s breakfast porridge had stuck several days before. The baby dragon’s tail drooped, his entire expression radiating regret.

‘Oh, Nestor, poppet. We had an agreement, no?’

A young woman stood in the doorway to the kitchen garden, balancing on one leg while she removed a sparkly pink wellington boot and placed it beside its identical twin. She shook out a mane of golden hair and beamed at the assembled family and beasts.

‘What a whiffy, huh?’ she continued, striding towards the baby dragon and scooping him up in her arms as if he weighed no more than a bag of sugar. She peered into the offending nappy and groaned. ‘Come on, my darling. Let’s get this nasty thing off your bottom and give it a decent burial . . .’

Nestor submitted to this indignity, hanging in the young woman’s arms like an understuffed draught-excluder while she gathered together a selection of dragonish toiletries and bore the baby beast off to the downstairs cloakroom.

Immediately the kitchen began to smell better.

‘What was their agreement?’ Luciano wondered out loud, drizzling the top of the pizza with olive oil.

‘What, Nestor and Minty?’ Baci said, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. ‘Being a fully-qualified nanny, Minty made a star-chart to encourage Nestor with toilet training and other things. As I understand it, if he can get through a whole day with no dirty naaa—’ Baci broke off in mid-sentence and gasped.

Tarantella glanced at the kitchen clock and pursed her mouthparts. ‘I’d say they’ve been coming every two minutes,’ she said cheerily. ‘You might just make it in time, if he can be persuaded to drop his precious pizza and drive you to the hospital—’

‘Knot – for Pete’s sake,’ Luciano roared. ‘Would you go and toast your bottom somewhere else? How am I supposed to get this into the oven with you in the way?’

Unabashed, the yeti began to drool at the sight of what Luciano held in his hands. ‘Ooooh, yessss,’ he slobbered. ‘Pitzer. Pits? Or is it patzi?’ he hazarded. ‘My favourite. And with those wee hairy fishies as well. Yummeee.’

‘On the other hand,’ Tarantella muttered, ‘we could all squeeze up at one end of the kitchen table to give you space to get on with having your baby while we have supper . . .’

‘LUCIANNNNNOOO!’ Baci wailed.

The pizza crashed to the floor as Luciano spun round to face his wife.

‘Baci?’ he quavered. ‘Is it the baby? Now?’

‘Get . . . the . . . car,’ Baci muttered through clenched teeth, levering herself to her feet with some difficulty.

‘KEYS!’ shrieked Luciano. ‘Where the hell . . .?’

‘This is exciting,’ said Tarantella, clambering to the top of a candlestick to get a better view. ‘I’ve never seen a live birth before – eggs are more my kind of thing.’

‘Darling,’ Baci groaned, ‘those are the keys to the lawnmower . . .’

‘AUGHHHHHHHH!’ roared Luciano, one foot embedded in the raw dough of his abandoned pizza, the other desperately seeking purchase on the floor, which was now slippery with olive oil and scattered anchovies. ‘What bloody idiot spilled food all over the floo—?’

‘Now, dears,’ came a voice from the door to the hall, ‘why don’t you let Latch drive you both to the hospital? He’s bringing the car round to the front just now. Signora, dear, I’ve taken the liberty of packing your suitcase; there’s a clean nightie, your camomile pillow, a bottle of lavender water, some mint tea bags, a wee pot of honey and that beautiful book of flower paintings from beside your bed . . .’

As one, all heads turned to gaze in astonishment at the frail figure of Flora McLachlan silhouetted in the kitchen doorway. She stood before them, her silvery hair unpinned and tied with a black velvet ribbon in a long plait down her back. She looked smaller than they remembered, perhaps diminished by the horrors of the previous summer, when she had so nearly drowned. Mrs McLachlan – so much more than simply the children’s nanny; the family regarded her as a combination of best friend, sister, guardian angel and the wisest and most loving person they had ever known. Her eyes shone very brightly as she gazed back at the family. In the silence, Titus poked his head round the pantry door and stared at Mrs McLachlan as if she had recently arrived from Betelgeuse.

‘Don’t gawp, Titus, dear,’ she said softly. ‘We don’t all need to see that you had three bowls of Miserablios and all of the Selkirk bannock for breakfast . . .’

Titus’s mouth snapped shut and he blushed crimson.

‘What a fat pig,’ muttered Pandora, appearing in the shadows behind Mrs McLachlan. ‘I wondered where the bannock had gone. Typical. He always eats the best stuff and leaves the grot for us. I had to have brown bread for my breakf—’

‘That’s enough, Pandora dear,’ said Mrs McLachlan firmly, grasping Baci’s arm and leading her towards the hall.

Baci turned round in the kitchen doorway and addressed her husband somewhat brusquely: ‘Luciano?’

‘Cara mia?’

‘Are you coming or not?’

‘Personally, I’d’ve eaten him years ago,’ muttered Tarantella, pulling out a tiny lipstick from an abdominal cache and carefully applying it to her mouthparts. ‘Husbands,’ she continued. ‘Waste of good lipstick. Talking of which, check out this new shade of lippy . . .’

‘Somebody, please, shut that spider up,’ Titus demanded, to no avail.

‘. . . I got it as a pre-Christmas present from a delicious chap I ran into last week.’ Tarantella ran a small black tongue over her glistening mouthparts and arranged her features into an approximation of a faintly regretful smile. ‘In his honour, I’m only going to use it on special occasions—’

‘Shut up, shut up, shut up,’ Titus begged, rocking backwards and forwards in time to his words.

‘Now what was it called again?’ Tarantella murmured to herself as Luciano ran out of the kitchen and disappeared down the hall after Mrs McLachlan and Baci. Unperturbed, the tarantula peered at the base of her lipstick with her multiple eyes. She emitted a deep sigh of happiness when she finally focused on the tiny label stuck to the lipstick’s cap. Looking up, she made sure that she had Titus’s full attention before saying, ‘Of course. How could I have forgotten? How singularly appropriate. It’s called Boy-bait.’


When Hell Freezes Over
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FOR THE FIRST time ever in demonic history, an overnight snowfall had turned the mountains of Hades white. Blizzards crept stealthily over its blighted landscape, its swamps and sewage plants froze solid and ice feathered windows in the silent slums of its capital cities. As dawn broke, Hades’s demon citizens awoke to a world they barely recognized as their own. Moments later, phones began to ring in furnace rooms across the land.

‘How many times do I have to tell you? This Is Not My Fault. Right, OK, keep your fur on, I’ll try again . . .’ The duty demon rolled his eyes and put down the phone. With little enthusiasm, he crossed the furnace room to lay another fifty lashes across the back of the labouring troll who was endeavouring to stoke Boiler No. 666. The duty demon returned to his seat and picked up the phone again.

‘Right. There. Happy now? . . . You’re still freezing? . . . No, I won’t . . . Don’t be a complete cretin. Bigger whips would only kill the troll . . . No – that doesn’t mean I’m some kind of namby-pamby troll-sympathizer either . . . There’s no need to take that tone, I’m only doing my job. Yeah. I hope yours shrivels up and falls off too . . . Knobs on, yup. Uh-huh . . . Drop dead, pal—’ And with this cordial farewell, the duty demon slammed down the phone.

However, the caller had been right about one thing. It was freezing. The troll’s efforts at firing up Boiler No. 666 weren’t making a blind bit of difference to the ambient temperature, despite the fact that No. 666 looked as if it was about to melt into a pool of molten pig-iron. To his continuing dismay, the demon could see his breath forming in misty clouds in front of his face. This was all so wrong, he thought. What was going on? Hell wasn’t supposed to freeze over. It hadn’t been designed to cope with ice or snow. Its infrastructure wasn’t built to withstand so much as a light breeze, never mind the polar winds now whipping round the demon’s ankles and blowing glowing furnace ash straight down the troll’s boxer shorts. Hell’s citizens weren’t designed to cope with life in a Big Freezy. The demon looked down at his own inadequate clothing – a thong, a black leather string vest and a pair of flip-flops – and wondered how he was expected to make it back home without freezing to death. Even the thought of the walk back to his apartment brought him out in odd little shivery pimples.

Minutes later, shivering uncontrollably, he huddled against the boiler, trying to tune out the howls of agony now coming from the smouldering troll, who had, he assumed, generously set himself alight in a doomed attempt to provide his master with more warmth. With little hope of success, the demon phoned first for a taxi home (line busy), a hired car (ditto), a chauffeur-driven limousine (no answer whatsoever); then in utter desperation he phoned the Hadean Bus Company, in the hopes of finding a bus that might take him in the general direction of home before his toes froze solid and snapped off one by one. On the other end, a mechanized voice informed him that due to unprecedented snowfall all services were cancelled until further notice.

Snowfall? The demon’s brows plunged towards his nose and his eyes squeezed shut as if to expunge such a hideous notion. It never snowed in Hades. That was unthinkable. And yet, as he opened his eyes again . . . there they were, little white flaky things, dropping out of the sky, drifting in through the doorway and sizzling on the hot troll by the furnace. The demon swore loudly. This was simply not on. It was outrageous. Someone had to tell S’tan what was happening. Someone had to alert Him to the fact that His domain was on the verge of collapse. Someone – the demon swallowed – someone brave enough to endure the fiery blast of His rage, when He was informed that He had a problem with His furnaces. The demon bit down on a squeak of terror. Whoever was insane enough to face down the ire of S’tan, His Imperial Inflammableness, S’tan the First Minister of the Hadean Executive . . . whoever was brave and insane enough to do that would stand about the same chance of survival as . . . say . . . a snowflake in Hell.

‘Kinda sums it all up,’ the demon mumbled to himself, keying in the number that hopefully, after many labyrinthine twists, turns, menus, options and multiple choices, would finally allow him access to the inner sanctum of the Lord of Misrule, S’tan Himself. Perhaps it was an electrical fault, the demon thought, staring at the icicles which were forming on the ceiling of the furnace room. Or maybe the other furnace-stoking slaves were on a go-slow. As he half listened to the dialling tone, a heretical thought passed through his mind – surely it couldn’t be that the fabled powers of his Loathsome Leader, his S’tainless S’teeliness S’tan, the Arch-Fiend, were failing? The duty demon groaned out loud. How could he even think such a thought? S’tan was invincible, all-powerful. He wasn’t going to fail . . . His powers weren’t dimming like some kind of cheap battery—

‘Welcome to Below, region of eternal Punishment, everlasting Torture and unending Despair,’ the phone interrupted. The demon’s shoulders slumped. A recorded message. Gosh, what fun.

‘For barbecue with added fork and skewer involvement, press one,’ the phone continued, its merry, upbeat tone at odds with the menu it was detailing. ‘For lies, lies and more damned lies, press two. Ha-ha – only kidding. Press three . . . Or is that a lie?’

The demon sighed. The only thing to do was hang on with gritted teeth until the recording reached the ‘speak to a real person rather than a machine’ option. That was, if there was such an option. This was Hades, after all.

‘For fraud, bouncy cheques and armed robbery, press six. For Deadly Sins, press seven. For . . .’

Using a none-too-pristine fingernail, the demon picked his teeth and waited.

‘For using a mobile phone in a manner designed to alert anyone within a half-mile radius to the boring minutiae of your tedious life, press eight.’

On the point of hurling the phone against the glowing metal belly of the furnace, the demon was astonished to hear:

‘Operator services, how may I be of assistance?’

‘Um, yes,’ babbled the demon, caught unawares. ‘Put me, uh, through to the Pit, would you?’

‘Would that be the Deep Pit, the Even Deeper Pit or the Abysmally Profound Pit?’ the voice demanded.

‘Uh . . . the Deep Pit would be great,’ the demon-guessed , confused by the range of options pit-wise.

There was a click, a hum and then the return of the ringing tone. The demon closed his eyes and was on the verge of hanging up when a voice spoke in his ear.

‘THIS IS ONE’S ANSWERING MACHINE,’ the voice announced, its superior tone instantly identifying it as belonging to S’tan Himself. Before the duty demon could draw breath, S’tan, or rather S’tan’s answering machine, continued, ‘ONE IS FAR TOO BUSY TO COME TO THE PHONE RIGHT NOW, SO WHY DON’T YOU JUST LEAVE YOUR PATHETIC LITTLE BLEATINGS— OOPS, I MEAN, LEAVE YOUR MESSAGE AFTER THE TONE.’

Then came an extended pause, during which the demon could distinctly hear the sound of heavy breathing followed by S’tan’s voice, the volume lowered as if He were talking to some unseen person:

‘WHO GIVES A FAT FIG WHAT MESSAGES THEY LEAVE? YOU DON’T REALLY THINK ONE HAS TIME TO LISTEN TO ALL THEIR TEDIOUS WHINGEINGS, DO YOU? WHATEVER DO YOU TAKE ONE FOR? ONE IS A CELEBRITY, NOT AN AGONY AUNT. NOW CALL ME A CAB – ONE HAS A FLIGHT TO CATCH . . .’

There was the sound of a distant door slamming and a hiss of static. Then came several electronic beeps and whooshes, a short silence, then a click followed by a woman’s soft voice enunciating:

‘You’re through to the Totally Toast studio at bee-bee-see, dot coh, dot you-kay. No-one is available to take your  call right now, so leave us a message or send a fax after the tone.’ And then came the unmistakable sound of someone, probably S’tan, blowing a loud and mocking raspberry.


A Boo at Bedtime

[image: image]

NIGHT FELL OVER StregaSchloss, making the house look as if it were floating in the surrounding shadows, like an ocean liner far out at sea. Lit windows punctuated the vast darkness and overhead the silent stars went by. A bitter wind shook branches of the wisteria against the darkened nursery window, where they tapped on the glass, flailing and tossing. In the warmth of the Ancestors’ Room, snug behind curtains of moth-eaten damask, Minty looked up from a recipe book. Was that a cry? Had Damp woken up? The young nanny was halfway down the corridor to the nursery before she remembered that Damp didn’t sleep there any more.

The nursery was covered in dust sheets, all its furniture huddled in the centre of the room; the carpets and rugs rolled and stacked in a corner while the room was in the process of being redecorated to within an inch of its life. Well . . . perhaps not quite that far, Minty amended, recalling how Signora Strega-Borgia’s sudden enthusiasm for redecorating had vanished almost entirely upon the discovery of just how many coats of paint would be required to cover up five decades of smoke from log fires kindled in the nursery fireplace.

‘But I’ve painted it twice,’ Baci complained, standing, brush in hand, in the middle of the empty room, gazing in defeat at her newly painted walls; walls which, despite her best efforts, seemed determined to remain the exact shade of yellow of a crocodile’s tooth crossed with a colour best described as that of a pipe-smoker’s lung. Shortly thereafter, Baci had abandoned the entire project of preparing the nursery for the soon-to-arrive youngest Strega-Borgia, turning her maternal energies instead towards the bushes in her rose garden, spraying, mulching and tenderly swaddling their thorny stems in what appeared to be miles of horticultural fleece.

Damp’s new bedroom looked down on her mother’s shrouded rose garden, its wrapped roses ghostly against the deep and velvety darkness. A pale light shone through a gap in the bedroom’s distressed silk curtains, their linings tattered beyond repair. Like so many battered relics at StregaSchloss, these curtains were kept solely for their sentimental value: a long-dead relative had embroidered every silken centimetre with pale pink rosebuds, thus ensuring the fabric’s immortality. Possibly this was the same relative who had hand-painted the wallpaper in this room with her eccentric version of Toile de Jouy: hundreds of perfectly rendered nymphs and satyrs, some gambolling round Damp’s walls, others pausing above Damp’s fireplace to wind daisies around the horns of a singularly depressed-looking Minotaur; the whole originally painted in a particularly aggressive shade of pink, which thankfully had faded with each passing summer. Snug in her first proper bed, Damp slept on her back with her arms above her head, the slow rise and fall of her chest barely visible beneath the pillowy cloud of her goosedown quilt.

Minty watched her sleep, sure
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FAMILIES DON'T COME WEIRDER!
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