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About the Book

Disaster strikes at StregaSchloss!

The roof of the ancestral pile is beyond repair and the Strega-Borgia family have to move out – while the builders move in. Pandora and Titus, along with baby sister Damp, their parents, the old family retainers and their pet beasts, decamp to the local hotel. But the talking tarantula, the frozen granny and a mysterious trickle of tincture are left behind . . .
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For Michael and Alex who not only endured countless visits to StregaSchloss but also lit the candles and kept the fires burning

I owe you big


Dramatis Personae



THE FAMILY

TITUS STREGA-BORGIA – the twelve-year-old hero

PANDORA STREGA-BORGIA – the ten-year-old heroine

DAMP STREGA-BORGIA – their eighteen-month-old sister

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 and Damp

THE GOOD HELP THAT WAS HARD TO FIND

MRS FLORA McLACHLAN – nanny to Titus, Pandora and Damp

LATCH – butler

MARIE BAIN – cook

THE BEASTS

TARANTELLA – spider with attitude

SAB, FFUP AND KNOT – mythical Schloss dungeon beasts

TOCK – crocodile inhabitant of Schloss moat

MULTITUDINA – rat, mother to multitudes, and Pandora’s pet

TERMINUS – daughter of the above

RESIDENTS OF AUCHENLOCHTERMUCHTY

MORTIMER FFORBES-CAMPBELL (Brigadier, retd) – hotel-owner

FFION FFORBES-CAMPBELL – hotel manageress and wife of above

HUGH PYLUM-HAIGHT – roofing contractor, local businessman

VINCENT BELLA-VISTA – builder, demolition contractor, wide boy

VADETTE – fiancée of Vincent Bella-Vista


There are few, if any, maps on which the amateur orienteer might discover the co-ordinates for the village of Auchenlochtermuchty. This is because the indigenous population wish to avoid being overrun with tartan-liveried tour buses, tartan tat tourist shops and, in truth, tartan anything. The author respects the local population’s desire to keep Auchenlochtermuchty’s locus secret, and begs the reader to respect their wishes in maintaining it thus.


MASTER’S DEGREE EXAMINATION IN SORCERY & WITCHCRAFT

Paper IX (section C)

The events leading up to the Slaughter at Mhoire Ochone

Multiple Choice. One of the following statements is false.

Tick ONE option only.

Candidates will be disqualified for excessive ticks.

Question 42

Back in the time known as the Dark Ages, the indigenous dragon population of the Kyles of Mhoire Ochone were hunted for what properties?

A: Dragons had fire-breathing abilities, and were thus sought after to provide draughty castles with a rudimentary form of central heating (q.v. the Frozen Buns of King James XIII).

B: Dragons laid eggs, which were the basis for the medieval Celtic Tourist Guild’s claims re Loch Ness and all associated myths and legends pertaining thereto (q.v. Leibendecker v. Scottish Tourist Board).

C: Dragons were rumoured to possess fabulous hoards of jewels and treasure, salted away in caves and roosts round Caledonia (q.v. The Hobbit, J. R. R. Tolkien).

D: Planting dragon’s teeth in the ground and watering them was regarded as being the fastest method for creating a human army, short of conscription (q.v. Jason and the Argonauts, Homer).

E: The dragon’s ability to fly made it a popular form of transport, handy for getting to Auchenlochtermuchty before last orders at the Quid’s Inn (q.v. ‘Flight regulations for dragon-pilots to be tightened up following incident over Lochnagargoyle’, Argyll Advertiser).

F: As well as being an excellent source of phosphates, dragon diarrhoea was much prized for its ability to dissolve unwanted intruders (q.v. Pure Dead Magic, Gliori).

from The Annals of the Examination Board of the International Institute for Advanced Witchcraft (April 1924)
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Elementary Magic



MUCH LATER TITUS was to remark that this must have been the only time in history when a dirty nappy could be said to have saved several lives.

On that memorable morning, unaware of the terrible danger that hung over their heads, the Strega-Borgia family had been attempting to squash themselves into the interior of their long-suffering family car. Their shopping trip to the nearby village of Auchenlochtermuchty was long overdue, and consequently all members of the family of two adults and three children were vociferous in their demands that they should not be left behind at home. Titus needed a computer magazine, Pandora had to buy something to eradicate a minuscule crop of spots that had erupted on her chin, their baby sister Damp required more nappies and their parents, Signor and Signora Strega-Borgia, had to go to the bank and do boring adult stuff.

As was usual with any planned expedition between StregaSchloss and Auchenlochtermuchty, the process of leaving the house was taking longer than anticipated. Boots and coats had to be retrieved from the cloakroom, Damp had to be supplied with a clean nappy and given a ration of crackers to stave off starvation, and Titus needed to render himself deaf to everything going on around him by the simple expedient of clamping a pair of headphones round his head and pressing the ON button on his personal stereo.

Titus threw himself into the car seat next to Damp, turned up the volume and settled back with a smile. From outside the car, where she stood with her parents as they went through the ritual of finding cheque books and car keys, Pandora noted with some satisfaction that Titus’s expression was changing rapidly to one of disgust.

‘PHWOARRR!’ he bawled, competing with the deafening sounds inside his headphones, ‘DAMP! THAT’S DISGUSTING!’

He struggled with his seatbelt, desperate to put as much distance as possible between himself and Damp’s odious nappy. Signor Strega-Borgia groaned, unbuckling his baby daughter and plucking her out of her car seat. Just at the precise moment that both Damp and Titus exited the car, the unthinkable happened.

A trio of vast and ancient roof slates that had clung to the topmost turret of StregaSchloss for six hundred years, held in place by little more than a clump of moss, broke free of their moorings and began their downward descent. Gathering momentum by the second, they barrelled down the steep incline of the roof.

It all happened so quickly that initially the family were convinced that for reasons unknown an invisible bomber had dropped its payload directly onto their car. One minute they were standing around the unfortunate vehicle, happily slandering Damp’s nappy, the next they were lying groaning on the rose-quartz drive, wondering what had hit them.

‘What on earth?’ Signor Strega-Borgia picked himself and Damp off the ground and ran to Signora Strega-Borgia to check that she was unharmed.

‘Titus? Pan? Are you all right? Whatever happened?’ Signora Strega-Borgia rubbed dirt off her clothes and stared at the car in disbelief.

‘WHAT A WRECK!’ yelled Titus, still muffled in his headphones. ‘LOOK AT IT! IT’S TOTALLY TRASH— OWW!’

‘There,’ said Pandora with satisfaction. ‘That should help.’

‘Did you have to do that?’ moaned Titus, holding his ears and glaring at his sister. His headphones dangled from Pandora’s hands.

Signor Strega-Borgia was walking slowly round the wreckage of his car, surveying it from various angles, simultaneously horrified at the damage and amazed at the family’s lucky escape. Embedded in the roof of the car, at a forty-five-degree angle to the battered paintwork, were three huge slabs of slate.

‘We could all have been killed,’ said Signor Strega-Borgia reproachfully. He squinted up at the turreted roof of StregaSchloss, attempting to locate the origin of this attempt on his life. Beside him, Signora Strega-Borgia sighed. This was proving to be a most expensive morning’s shopping thus far. To their list of items to be purchased in Auchenlochtermuchty, they now had to add one roof and one family car.

‘We’ll have to get it fixed,’ decided Signor Strega-Borgia. ‘The whole roof looks like it’s in danger of raining down on top of our heads.’

The family automatically took several hasty steps backwards, away from the danger zone. Titus tripped over a low stone wall and fell backwards into a herbaceous border with a dismayed howl. Ignoring her son completely, Signora Strega-Borgia addressed her husband. ‘But that will cost a fortune, Luciano. Look, before we call in the experts, why don’t you let me see if I can mend it. I’m sure there was something I learnt at college that would do the trick.’

‘Darling, I hardly think that your diploma in Primary Magic is a sufficient qualif—’ He halted abruptly, alerted by the glacial expression crossing his wife’s face.

Throwing her black pashmina dramatically across her shoulders, Signora Strega-Borgia stalked away from her husband across the rose quartz until she stood at the head of the steps leading down to the old croquet lawn. ‘I know you think I’m a half-baked witch, incapable, incompetent . . .’ She choked back a sob. ‘. . . inconsequential.’

The front door opened and Mrs Flora McLachlan, nanny to Titus, Pandora and Damp, emerged into the December chill, shivering as she surveyed the family and their ex-car. ‘Now, dear,’ she admonished, gazing fondly at Signora Strega-Borgia, ‘there’s no need to be like that. We all know that you’re a very fine witch indeed . . .’

‘Do we?’ muttered Pandora.

‘I don’t think so,’ whispered Titus, crawling out of the herbaceous border and coming to stand next to his sister. Beside them, Signor Strega-Borgia sighed. If only Baci wasn’t so prickly. He hadn’t meant to insult her. Not really. Just perhaps to remind her that four months into a seven-year degree course in Advanced Magic might mean that her skills weren’t exactly up to speed – yet.

‘I’ll prove you wrong,’ Signora Strega-Borgia promised, thrusting her arms wide apart and throwing back her head. Unfortunately this had the effect of making her look like a demented bat, and Titus had to avert his gaze to avoid bursting out laughing.

‘My dear,’ said Mrs McLachlan in alarm, ‘remember, if you would, that anger can cloud your judgement. Now let’s not be too hasty . . .’ The nanny started down the steps towards her employer, but it was too late. Signora Strega-Borgia had already produced a small Disposawand from her handbag and was waving it erratically in front of her face.

‘Healerum, Holerum . . .’ she began.

‘Oh no,’ sighed Pandora, ‘not that one.’

‘Stick . . .’ Signora Strega-Borgia paused, racked her brain for the correct sequence of words, and continued undeterred, ‘Stickitum Quickitum, Renderum Fix.’

There was a flash, a small apologetic puff of pink smoke and the air was filled with the inappropriate smell of antiseptic cream.

‘Oh dear!’ wailed Signora Strega-Borgia, covering her face with her hands.

‘Oh dear is right,’ groaned Titus.

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Baci. Just don’t attempt to fix the car.’ Signor Strega-Borgia strode across the drive with Damp under one arm, stamped up the stairs into the house and seconds later they all heard the sound of the bathroom door slamming shut.

Mrs McLachlan, her mouth twitching with suppressed laughter, came over to where Signora Strega-Borgia stood hunched under her shawl, shoulders shaking, little sobs escaping from between her fingers.

‘Och, pet,’ the nanny soothed, ‘it’s not the end of the world. There’s rain forecast for this afternoon, and that’ll wash it off and then we can call in a firm to mend the roof in a more . . . um . . . traditional fashion.’

Signora Strega-Borgia peered out from between her fingers. ‘Oh, Flora,’ she wailed, ‘I’m useless. I mean, look at it. Look at what I’ve done.’

At this moment the sun chose to slide out from behind the clouds and spotlight the vast Band-Aid stuck to the topmost turret of StregaSchloss. The vision of eighty square metres of pink perforated plastic set against the grey slates of the roof was a little disquieting. With a wail, Signora Strega-Borgia ran for the house, her black shawl flapping behind in her wake.

‘Oh, poor Mum,’ said Titus, horribly embarrassed by the sight of female tears. ‘I’d better go and see if I can cheer her up.’ He ran after his mother, leaving Pandora and Mrs McLachlan gazing up at the bandaged roof.

‘Can’t you fix it?’ said Pandora. ‘You know, with your amazing magic make-up box thing?’

The nanny immediately put her finger to her lips and made a shushing sound.

Pandora frowned and persisted. ‘Remember? Last summer? You had that . . . that sort of transformer that changed . . .’ She faltered. Mrs McLachlan’s expression was not even remotely encouraging. Moreover, the nanny’s eyes had stopped twinkling. Pandora shivered. Suddenly she felt chilled to the bone.

‘Heavens, is that the time?’ Mrs McLachlan gazed at her watch. ‘My fudge cake will be ready to come out of the oven in one minute. And you, young lady – not only are you appallingly inquisitive, you’re also freezing cold. Come, child, inside with you.’ Taking Pandora’s arm, she propelled her in the direction of the house. On the doorstep she paused and placed a gentle finger on Pandora’s lips. ‘One: I can’t fix the roof. Two: I don’t have the make-up box any more. Three: I swapped it for something better and . . .’

‘Four?’ said Pandora hopefully.

‘If I promise to tell you more when the time is right, would you please forget that we ever had this conversation?’

‘Yes, I promise,’ said Pandora, bursting with unanswered questions, ‘but . . .’

‘No buts,’ said Mrs McLachlan in such a way as to indicate that not only was the subject closed, it was bolted, padlocked and, in all probability, nailed shut.

With a thwarted snort, Pandora followed Mrs McLachlan inside.
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The Money Hum



FROM AS FAR back as anyone could remember there had always been somebody mending the roof at StregaSchloss. A succession of roofers with good heads for heights had clambered over its slates, scaled its pointy turrets and once, memorably, poured hot lead over a particularly leaky section. This had caused the attic to burst into flames and initiated a temporary diaspora of several thousand attic-dwelling spiders.

Like the Forth Road Bridge, the roof at StregaSchloss was never finished. No sooner had one tribe of tradesmen vanished into the surrounding hills clutching a large cheque, than another would appear, bearing scaffolding and slates, a stack of small newspapers with large headlines and several tartan thermos flasks. Two days after the incident with the slipping slates the Strega-Borgias braced themselves for the arrival of yet another firm of roofing contractors.

There was a pattern to this, Titus observed, stepping around a brimming soup tureen placed strategically under a leak from the cupola of the great hall. First of all the roofers would arrive and consult with Mum. There would be much sucking-in of air through teeth (the ferocity of the inhalation indicating how expensive the work was going to be). This would be followed by the traumatic discovery that few of their mobile phones would work this far into the wilds of Argyll. Next came the erection of a web of rusty scaffolding; this was Titus’s favourite stage, since his vocabulary of spectacular Anglo-Saxon curses had been garnered entirely from listening to the roofing tribe at work.

Titus practised a few of these as his bare toes made contact with a particularly squelchy bit of rug in the great hall.

‘I heard that,’ muttered Mrs McLachlan, who came striding along the corridor from the kitchen. ‘I’ve lost Damp again,’ she said, ‘and I did hear the postman, but where’s the post gone?’

A distant flushing sound followed by a cacophony of StregaSchloss plumbing alerted them both to Damp’s whereabouts.

‘FOR HEAVEN’S SAKE!’ yelled Mrs McLachlan. ‘DAMP! STOP IT!’ And she shot along the corridor, expertly hurdling over brimming bowls and buckets in a futile attempt to divert the baby from her discovery that flush toilets can make all sorts of things disappear.

Titus ambled into the kitchen in search of breakfast. An alien reek of powerful aftershave assailed his nostrils. The source of this proved to be a balding man sprawled over the kitchen table from Signora Strega-Borgia. Papers and glossy brochures were spread out amongst coffee cups and breakfast detritus. Titus’s mother was frowning as she scribbled numbers on the back of an envelope.

Boring, thought Titus, scanning the shelves in the fridge. Yeuch, he amended, discovering a promising paper bag to be full of yellowing Brussels sprouts.

‘Look at it this way, Mrs Sega-Porsche,’ said the balding man, waving his coffee cup expansively. ‘It’s like your dentist telling you that your teeth are fine but your gums have to come out . . .’

‘I’m not exactly sure that I understand,’ muttered Signora Strega-Borgia, frowning even more deeply and looking up from her envelope.

‘Your coffee’s wonderful, by the way,’ said Baldy, taking a slurp for emphasis, ‘best I’ve had for ages . . . anyway, your roof’s fine. Great. Tip-top. Fantastic.’

‘And?’ sighed Signora Strega-Borgia.

Titus found what he was looking for and slipped it into his pyjama pocket.

‘Excuse me, Mr Pile-Um,’ said Signora Strega-Borgia.

‘Pylum-Haight,’ interjected the bald man.

‘Indeed.’ Signora Strega-Borgia’s voice developed a marked wind-chill factor. ‘Excuse me. Titus, put that back.’

‘Mu-ummm, just a wee drop.’

‘Put it back, Titus. I’m in no mood for an argument.’

‘But I want to see if it works,’ pleaded Titus, adding somewhat cuttingly, ‘None of your other spells ever do . . .’

Signora Strega-Borgia stood up, sending brochures cascading to the kitchen floor. Titus sighed and handed her a small glass vial. Signora Strega-Borgia sat down again and flashed her visitor a patently insincere smile as she placed the vial on the table in front of her.

Mr Pylum-Haight could read the label on the side of the vial, magnified through the glass of the cafetière.
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Mentally logging this knowledge under ‘Weird Things Clients Keep in Their Fridges’, Mr Pylum-Haight pressed on. ‘As I was saying, your roof is in great shape, but the beams supporting it . . .’ Pause to suck in dramatic lungfuls of air. ‘Rotten to the core, ’m’fraid. In fact, you’re really lucky the whole thing hasn’t collapsed on you, what with all the rain we’ve been having . . .’ Meeting Signora Strega-Borgia’s steely glare, he faltered and took a deep draught of chilly coffee to sustain himself.

‘So . . . Mr Pylum-Haight . . . what exactly are we talking about?’ Signora Strega-Borgia folded her calculation-laden envelope into a small parcel and pushed it to one side.

Titus sat at the other end of the kitchen table and waited. Now, he guessed, was not the time to raise the question of an increase in pocket money in line with inflation.

‘A rough estimate – ballpark figure, off the top of my head, can’t be too definite about this, not set in stone, but possibly in the region of, give or take a few . . . um . . .’

‘How much?’ insisted Signora Strega-Borgia.

Pylum-Haight hastily scribbled a figure on the back of a business card and stood up. ‘Have a wee think,’ he advised. ‘It’s a big job. Expensive business keeping on top of these old houses. I know several clients who would be willing to take it off your hands. Get yourself something more manageable. More modern. Maybe your husband might like to give me a ring to discuss . . .’ His voice tailed off as he busied himself with folding and packing the tableful of brochures and papers back into his crocodile-skin attaché case. ‘Nice to . . . um . . . thanks for the . . . er . . . We’ll be in touch,’ he muttered, sidling in the direction of the kitchen door. ‘See myself out . . . um . . . thanks again.’ And he tiptoed backwards out into the corridor, leaving a trail of aftershave behind him.

Titus listened to the sound of footsteps fading into silence. The front door creaked open and, seconds later, slammed shut. Over the faint ticking of the kitchen clock came the sound of a car engine, a crunch of gravel under tyres and the valedictory honk as Tock the moat-guarding crocodile bid the parting guest farewell.

‘Mum?’

‘Not right now, Titus,’ mumbled Signora Strega-Borgia, waving a hand absently around her head, as if to ward off a fly. She gazed at the business card in front of her as if it might be coated with plague bacteria. ‘I need to find your dad.’ She reluctantly picked up the card and rose to her feet like a sleepwalker.

‘He’s upstairs mending my modem,’ said Titus. ‘Mum – what’s the matter? I’m sorry I made that comment about your spells. I didn’t mean it.’

Signora Strega-Borgia turned, her face pale and drawn. ‘It’s not your attack on my skills as a witch, Titus. No, it’s nothing–’ she glanced hastily at the card in her hands – ‘nothing that six hundred and eighty-six thousand, eight hundred and seventy-five pounds, seventy-two p plus VAT won’t fix.’

The kitchen door closed behind her as Titus was left staring bleakly at the tabletop in front of him. Picking up a discarded brochure and his mother’s pencil, he calculated that at his current rate of pocket money it would take him a mere three and a half millennia to acquire that kind of sum. The brochure showed a picture of an ideal family in front of their new home. There was a dog, a cat, a baby and two grinning children flanked by their smiling parents. The new home behind them was built on the model that a five-year-old might draw – front door, window each side, three windows above, and a perfect leak-free roof on top. The blurb read: ‘The Buccleuch family at home in Bogginview. Homes to depend on. Homes to raise your family in. BOGGINVIEW. Another quality build from BELLA-VISTA INC . . .’

Not even remotely like our house, thought Titus. If they’d decided to make a brochure about StregaSchloss, we’d be scowling on the moth-eaten croquet lawn – ‘The Strega-Borgias at home with their dragon, their yeti, their gryphon and . . . oh yes, their moat-guarding crocodile. Behind them you can just see their modest little STREGASCHLOSS, which looks like a cross between a fairy castle and the filmset for Vlad the Vampire Falls on Hard Times . . .’

Titus threw the brochure back on the table and stalked out of the kitchen. And I just bet that the Buccleuch fridge is full of pizzas and chocolate fudge cake, instead of mouldy Brussels sprouts, he decided, skirting an overflowing chamberpot on his way upstairs. No wonder they’re grinning, he concluded.
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Beasts in the Bedchamber



LIFE AT STREGASCHLOSS had its drawbacks. For a start, it was three miles to the nearest village, and when you finally cycled there, down rutted lanes and puddles that could have hidden a small submarine, you wondered why you’d bothered. Auchenlochtermuchty boasted three public bars, one hotel, four banks, one shop that called itself a hardware emporium, selling everything from hoof-picks to garden forks, and one mini-market that never had what you needed but stocked heaps of things that you didn’t.

No swimming pool, thought Titus, no cinema, no sweetshop . . . gloomily he pushed open his bedroom door. The curtains were drawn and the room was in total darkness. Fumbling his way towards the window, Titus flung open the drapes and gazed out at the nearby sea-loch. Last night’s snow was beginning to melt in the rain. A small cough from behind him alerted Titus to the fact that he was not alone. He spun round and shrieked, ‘What on earth d’you think you’re playing at? Get out of there! Off my bed, you filthy beasts!’

From underneath Titus’s duvet the ancient eyes of Sab the gryphon, Knot the yeti and Ffup the teenage dragon regarded him with little interest. Plucking boredly at the pillow with a long black talon, Ffup addressed the wall: ‘Chill out, Titus,’ he drawled.

‘WHAAAT?’ said Titus.

‘The dungeon’s flooded, which means we’re allowed upstairs till it dries out, the kitchen has your mum
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