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The old queen was not dead. That much was certain. 

No one knew where she was or how many of her 

witches were with her or what her plans might 

be — but everyone agreed that she could not be 

far away. 

Some said she had become a storm cloud above 

Witches Borough, spying on everyone who spoke 

against her. Some said she hid behind the faces 

of ordinary animals, listening and watching and 

remembering.

Her defeat had been a trick, they said. 

She was only testing them. 

She would be back. 

And when she returned, woe betide anyone foolish 

enough to have sided with her daughter.

Over the Border to 
the Glittering Land
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* * *

Mam would not allow any of these rumours to stop 

her. In the weeks that followed the queen’s defeat, 

she strode through all the doubts and fear with grave 

determination, coming and going across the border, 

carrying on with her plans. Finally it was time to move, 

and Mam came home one last time, ready to bring Mup 

and Dad and Tipper across the border. Ready to start 

their new life in the Glittering Land.

She had told Mup to bring her favourite things with 

her when she moved. “My mother’s castle is a strange, 

cold place, Mup. If we are to live there, you should 

take some of your old life with you — to make things 

easier.” 

Mup chose her pink-and-yellow bed. She chose 

the writing desk and chair that Dad had made for her 

and that were painted with butterfl ies and fl owers. 

She chose her bookcase and all her many books. She 

chose a mountain of multicoloured cushions and her 

wardrobe overfl owing with rainbow-bright clothes. 

That should be enough, she thought, staring at the 

colourful jumble piled in the frosty garden. Enough things 

to fi ll a bedroom and make a place of my very own.

But was it enough? Would any cushion be comfy 

enough to soften the cold rooms of the old queen’s 
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palace? Would any painted chair be bright enough to 

cancel out the darkness there?

Dad squeezed her shoulder and smiled his warm 

smile. “Come on, Mup. Lots to do.”

He and Mup and Mam spent that whole morning 

staggering up and down the lawn, carrying all their 

things. They brought them through the dark trees at 

the end of their garden and down to the edge of the 

river, which Mup had once thought was just a stream, 

but which she now knew was the border to Witches 

Borough. 

There was a raft fl oating there and they heaped 

their belongings onto it. The two steers-folk — natives 

of Witches Borough — leaned on their poles and eyed 

the growing pile as if the beds and chairs and books 

and blankets were the strangest things they’d ever seen.

Overhead, the branches rustled with sharp-eyed 

ravens. All around them the shadows fl owed with 

watchful cats. Mup knew these were Clann’n Cheoil — the 

music people. She knew they were there to protect 

Mam and keep her safe. But on this side of the border 

the clann insisted on staying in their animal forms, 

and — ashamed as she was to admit it — Mup couldn’t 

tell one of them from the other. 

You could be anyone, she thought, eyeing each cat 
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and raven as she approached them. You could even be a 

raggedy witch.

Mup’s newfound suspicion gave her friend Crow no 

end of grumpy amusement. But Mup wasn’t willing to 

take any chances. Particularly when her little brother, 

Tipper, was still so young and her dog, Badger, was so 

old. Particularly when Dad hadn’t a trace of magic with 

which to defend himself. (And as for Crow, he needed 

protecting too; no matter how loudly he protested how

otherwise.) 

Just let someone try something, Mup thought. Just let them 

try. Me and Mam will sort them out. After everything that 

had happened, Mup was determined her family would 

never be hurt again.

At last, there was only Tipper’s cot left to carry and all 

his baby things. 

Mup helped Dad with them while Mam stood by 

the back door of their house, speaking with Fírinne, 

the leader of Clann’n Cheoilr of . 

“People will never accept you as queen if you insist on 

lugging your own furniture about,” grumbled Fírinne.

“I’ve told you before,” said Mam. “I am not a queen.”

Fírinne tutted in impatience. “If they can’t bow to 

you, Stella, they’ll look for someone else to bow to. You 
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need to take control. Now. While they’re all still afraid NowNow

of you.” 

Carrying Tipper’s cot down the garden with Dad, 

Mup craned her neck to keep Fírinne in sight. The tall, 

silver-haired woman was the fi rst friend Mup could 

ever remember Mam having. For all her talk of bowing, 

there was something fi erce and proud and unbending 

about her. Mup liked her. 

Mam gestured as if to assure her friend that she 

would be all right. With another tut, Fírinne stretched, 

transformed into a cat, and prowled grouchily off into 

the shadows. 

Mam was left on her own, looking thoughtful.

She’ll be OK, thought Mup with a twist of pride. She’s 

Mam. Nothing can hurt her.

Down on the raft, Tipper was sitting to attention with 

Badger, ostentatiously guarding the heap of belongings. 

When Mup and Dad emerged into the sunshine, 

carrying his things, he barked excitedly. 

“I don’t needs any of them stuffs now, Daddy!” he 

barked. “Remember? I’m’s a dog!”

Dad chuckled and bent from his great height to 

scratch his son between his ears. “You never know what 

you might want to be, Tip. Don’t limit your possibilities.” 
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Mup stood back, surveying their belongings. “I . . . 

I think that’s it, Dad,” she said.

Dad crouched in front of Tipper. “Tip, won’t you 

come up and say goodbye to our house?”

Tipper backed away. He knew that as soon as he 

stepped off the raft, he’d turn back into a human baby. 

Tipper very much did not want to be a human baby. 

Dad glanced up at Mup. She shrugged. 

“You sure, Tip?” she asked. “Daddy can carry you.”

But Tipper just retreated to lie at Badger’s side. He 

rested his golden head on his big golden paws. “Me’ll 

wait here,” he said softly.

Mam and Dad talked in the kitchen while Mup walked 

from room to room saying goodbye. 

The house was unnaturally quiet and still. Already, 

it seemed to be gathering dust.

There came a fl utter of shadow, and a glossy 

young raven fl ew in at the door. It hopped across the 

fl oor to her, shook itself in a disgruntled manner, and 

transformed into the thin, wild-haired boy Mup now 

thought of as her best friend: Crow.

Crow frowned at the expression on Mup’s face. 

“Why the frown so grim and dreary, 

Have you decided not to leave? 
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Does crossing borders make you weary? 

Will moving homes cause you to grieve?” 

Mup smiled and, for what felt like the millionth 

time, said, “You don’t have to speak in rhyme anymore, 

Crow. The old queen is gone and so are her horrible 

rules.” 

Crow just looked at her in his sideways fashion. 

“Are you not going to cross?” he said. 

Mup looked around the house. 

Crow has the clothes he wears, she thought. That’s all he owns 

in the world.

She pulled on her rabbit-eared hat and fi rmly zipped 

up her red jacket. “Of course I’m crossing, Crow.” 

Together they walked out of the house and down to 

the river without looking back. 

Within the shade of the pine trees, the ravens and cats 

kept guard and Mup and Crow watched the water, 

waiting for Mam and Dad to catch up. The far bank 

was hidden in light-dazzle. Nothing would become 

visible there until they crossed the border into Witches 

Borough. On this side of the river was Mup’s normal 

life. On the other lay her grandmother’s kingdom of 

witches, magic, war, strangeness. 

“Are you scared, Mup?” asked Crow. 
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“Me’s not scared!” barked Tipper from his perch on 

the raft. “Dogs are brave! Not like babies!”

I’m a bit scared, thought Mup. 

But then again I am the hare — I am the stitcher of worlds.

She crouched and pressed her hand to the ground. 

Show me, she thought. 

The world immediately unfurled itself into a web 

of shining, silver paths visible only to her. Mup let her 

mind follow one of these paths down between the 

roots and stones of the riverbank, out beneath the cool 

water, across the weedy riverbed and over to the far 

side: to the Glittering Land, to Witches Borough, a place 

separate from the mundane world but part of it — a 

place the same and not the same all at once. 

No need to be afraid, thought Mup. Everything in the world 

is connected, and I am part of that. No matter where I go, I belong. 

Just then, Dad came through the trees. “Oops-a-

daisy!” he yelled as he grabbed Mup under the arms 

and swung her out across the sunshine and onto the 

bobbing raft. Before she had time to fi nd her footing, 

Dad picked up Crow and tossed him after her. 

“I . . . I can fl y, you know!” blustered Crow. “I don’t 

need anyone to fl ing me!” And as if to prove it, he shook 

himself into his bird form and retreated in a disgruntled 

fl urry of wings to the top of the belongings pile. 
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Mup grinned up at him from the deck.

“Sorry, Crow,” called Dad cheerfully. “Not yet used 

to kids with wings!” He stepped across, his great size 

momentarily tilting the raft. 

“Majesty,” he teased, offering his hand to Mam, 

who was standing on the shore. 

She just tutted fondly and lightly leapt on board.

Tipper bounced around her. “I looked-ed after all 

the things!” he barked. “Amn’t I good?”

“You’re very good,” said Dad, hunkering down to 

scratch Tipper’s ears. “A very good boy.”

Mam smiled gravely.

Mup clapped her hands, suddenly delighted. Because 

what more did she need than this? Her and Crow, Tipper 

and Badger, Mam and Dad — all here in the brittle sun-

shine, ready to face things together. “Let’s go!” she cried.

“Right-oh,” said the steers-folk, and they pushed 

sharply from the shore. 

The raft jolted. Everyone stumbled. The world spun 

upside down. 

Mup’s eyes and nose and mouth fi lled with the 

burbling river.

I remember this! she thought. This upside-down, under-the-

water, churny feeling!

Fírinne had told her to trust the steers-folk. “They’ll 



10

get us where we need to go,” she’d said. “Without 

them, we could end up scattered along the border, and I 

don’t fancy hunting the countryside, hoping to fi nd you 

before what’s left of your grandmother’s crea tures do.”

Trust the steers-folk, thought Mup as bubbles sang past 

her face and eyes. Trust them.

She clenched her hands against the urge to swim 

and grinned into the rushing torrent. 

This was fun!

For a moment, there were little silver fi sh staring 

right into her face. They had to swim very fast to keep 

up with Mup’s speedy pace. 

Ooooooo, they sang. The hare! The hare! We remember you!

“Hello!” cried Mup, her breath a gurgle of bubbles. 

“It’s nice to see you again!” 

She quickly left the fi shes behind, zooming ahead 

of them at tremendous speed. This journey was far 

more directed, far less chaotic than the fi rst time she’d 

crossed the river. 

Then the raft abruptly righted itself, the light 

cleared, and they were above the surface again. 

Mam’s hand was strong on Mup’s shoulder. Dad 

and Tipper were sputtering and gasping. Crow shook 

invisible water from his wings. The steers-folk looked 

at them all as if they were half-baked in the brain-pan 
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and commenced pushing their poles through the placid 

mirror of the wide river they now found themselves on. 

We’re here, thought Mup in excitement. We’re back in 

Witches Borough.

The air was golden on this side of the border, and 

shimmering with the colours of autumn. On either side 

of the river, graceful trees shed leaves into the gently 

moving water. Overhead, the sky was purest blue. 

As Mup took in all this astonishing colour, a huge 

fl ock of ravens burst from nowhere, cawing. The breeze 

from the birds’ wings ruffl ed Mup’s hat as they passed 

overhead, then they sailed onwards, their silhouettes 

refl ected sharply in the river. In the dappled shadows of 

the riverbanks, numerous cats slunk into view, keeping 

pace with the raft. 

Fírinne, thought Mup. And the rest of the clann. They 

followed us.

She turned to Dad. He stared all around him, 

frowning and wary. Mup took his hand. “Don’t you 

remember anything about your fi rst visit, Dad?”

He shook his head. “Do you?” 

Mup nodded. I remember everything.

At the top of the belongings pile, Crow softly clacked 

his beak as if he too was remembering. 
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Mam went to stand at the head of the raft. Her hands 

deep in the pockets of her sensible coat, she watched 

the river unspool before her. “How much further to the 

castle?” she asked.

“Not far,” answered the steers-folk. And though 

that shouldn’t have been possible, Mup knew they were 

telling the truth. 

Her grandmother’s castle. 

The very mention of it made her shiver. So many 

terrible things had happened there. Mup wasn’t at all 

sure how she felt about it being her new home. But things 

are different now. She looked around at the ravens and the 

cats that followed and surrounded them. She fl exed her 

hands, feeling the comforting tingle of magic at her 

fi ngertips. We’re making things different.

“We’re here,” said Mam. 

Already? Mup spun to look ahead. To her amazement, 

the square, blank walls of the castle were visible above 

the trees. 

With a squawk, Crow skittered down the precarious 

jumble of belongings and over to Mup’s shoulder. He 

perched there, close to her ear, the two of them gazing 

tensely upwards.

It’s as if the castle was waiting on us, Mup thought. As if . . . 

She shivered again. As if it’s rushing us back into its arms.
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“We comed here in a cage, Daddy,” whispered 

Tipper. “They putted us in the dark.” 

Dad laid a big comforting hand on Tipper’s back, 

his dark eyes searching the turrets and towers, taking 

in the vast stone bulk of the place.

The steers-folk ceased poling, reluctant to get any 

closer. The raft, however, seemed to have other ideas, 

and it sailed smoothly onwards as if drawn in by the 

castle itself. They rounded the corner and it rose before 

them, its great, pale, silent refl ection stretching across 

the motionless water. The walls seemed to grow taller 

as the raft passed into their shadow. Soon all on board 

had to strain their necks to look up.

The raft bumped the steps that led up the side of the 

castle. Mup remembered these steps lined with raggedy 

witches. She remembered the cold, pale faces, the cold, 

pale hands — the emotionless way they’d pulled the 

cage in. There had been a door at the top of the steps 

back then, but now a jagged hole punctured the once 

impregnable wall. Mam had torn this hole herself, 

during the battle to defeat Mup’s grandmother. She had 

pulled the blocks down using her own wild magic and 

the powerful voices of Clann’n Cheoil.

“Wow,” breathed Dad, staring upwards. “That’s . . . 

that’s some structure.”
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Mam glanced back at him, then up again to the gap 

in the wall. Figures were gathering there, staring down. 

Mam took a breath, stepped off the raft, and climbed the 

steps towards them. Overhead, her raven guards settled 

on the broken teeth of the walls. From the distant banks, 

cats swam towards her through the leaf-strewn water. 

Far above, Mam reached the top and stepped from 

sight. Mup led the others up the stairs after her, Crow 

huddled on her shoulder, quietly chattering his beak. 

The courtyard was fi lled with people: Clann’n Cheoil, 

Speirling, some villagers, some river people, a knot of 

wary castle staff. At the back of the rubble-strewn court-

yard, at the base of one of the many staircases that led 

up and up to distant doors and windows, the small 

group of raggedy witches who had broken with the old 

queen stood isolated and aloof. At the sight of them, 

Crow bristled, his sharp feet biting into Mup’s shoulder. 

Mup clenched her fi sts. 

They said they were on Mam’s side because she 

was stronger than the old queen. But how could 

they be trusted? Mup didn’t like how confi dent they 

looked — despite their queen having been defeated in 

battle only weeks before. She didn’t like how coldly 

they sneered at the people around them. 
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They still believe this is their home, she thought.

Well, they were wrong.

This was Mup’s home now. Mup’s and Dad’s and 

Tipper’s and Crow’s.

There was no place here for the kind of cruelty these 

creatures were used to infl icting.

Mam would show them. Mam would make them see.

Mam hesitated a few paces into the courtyard, 

obviously daunted by the size of the crowd. She knew 

none of these people. All of them knew Mam, though, 

or at least knew of her. She was the stolen heir come of

home at last. They’d feared her mother, the old queen; 

they’d been abandoned by her aunty, the old queen’s 

sister — and they’d fi nally had their hopes granted 

when Mam returned from nowhere to free them from 

her mother’s tyranny.

But now what? 

The crowd regarded Mam with wariness. Not sure, 

Mup supposed, what to make of her or where things 

might go from here. In the watchful quiet, she went to 

Mam’s side. 

Behind them, Dad was leading Tipper and Badger 

up the stairs. Tipper was pressed to Dad’s legs, his eyes 

roaming the walls and the sky and the people. Badger 

was panting with the effort of the climb. Before they 
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could reach the top step, Fírinne came striding up 

behind them and pushed her way past. 

Her silver hair fl ying, her face set in grim 

determination, the tall woman shoved Mup aside. She 

grabbed Mam’s hand and fl ung it aloft in a gesture of 

proud defi ance. 

“Behold!” she yelled. “Your new queen!”

Mam gasped, No.

The crowd, their faces suddenly luminous with 

relief, went wild. A queen, it would appear, was 

something they all knew how to deal with. Instantly, 

they began pulling papers from their pockets. Instantly, 

they began elbowing each other aside. Mup noticed 

that the stiffl y dressed castle folk — the Speirling and the 

old queen’s remaining staff — were the ones to most 

eagerly push forward. 

“Majesty!” they cried, their hands extended, the 

papers fl uttering. “Majesty! Hear me!” Watched by 

the cool, pale-faced witches and a fi ercely triumphant 

Fírinne, the crowd surged towards Mam in a great 

roaring wave of urgency.

Dad pulled Tipper to him in alarm. “Let’s get the 

kids inside!” he shouted. 

Mam was busy yelling at Fírinne. “We agreed, 

Fírinne! I will not be a queen . . .”
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The crowd closed in. Mup staggered backwards, 

people on all sides. A man leaned over her, waving 

papers, the huge lace ruff at his neck blocking the light. 

Crow squawked as he was knocked from Mup’s shoulder. 

Mup tripped over someone’s legs. She tumbled between 

close-pressed bodies and slammed to her hands and 

knees in a stamping chaos of feet. 

“Majesty!” yelled a voice overhead. “A petition! A 

petition!”

The shouter’s buckled shoes missed Mup’s fi ngers 

by a fraction. 

“Get back!” she cried, elbowing him in the 

kneecaps. 

“Majesty, are Clann’n Cheoil your enforcers?”

This person accidentally kicked Crow, who rolled 

away in an outraged fl uff of feathers. 

“Hey!” Mup yelled, squeezing through legs to get to 

him. “Hey! That’s my friend!” 

She grabbed Crow and clung to him in the tumult.

“Majesty, shall you kill the old queen?” 

Mup zapped this person: a little jolt to send them 

hopping.

“Majesty, may we speak in private?” 

Mup slapped this person with her hat. But it was 

getting dark and frightening. It was getting hard to 
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breathe. All was crushing, crowding legs and heedless 

adults pushing forward. 

“Stop!” she yelled desperately. “Stop!”

Then, BOOM, a great voice shook the stones. 

SWOOSH, the forest of legs slid backwards as if on ice. 

Mup and Crow were left clear and free, gasping 

in the air. Slowly, Dad uncurled himself from around 

Tipper and Badger. Panting, they all stood up. 

The crowd had been pushed into a startled 

semicircle, ten feet or more away. Mam stood between 

them and her family, her hands raised and sparking, 

her hair standing out in an angry cloud. “How dare you!” 

she hissed. “Stay back.”

There was a moment’s stunned silence and then 

the crowd, as if on strings, dropped with a rustle and 

bowed their terrifi ed faces to the stones.

Mam lowered her hands. “That’s . . . that’s not what 

I mean,” she said.

But Mup thought she looked magnifi cent. 

Across the courtyard, even the raggedy witches had 

fallen to their knees.



An astonishingly large number of dark-dressed castle 

people seemed very keen all of a sudden to be the 

ones to show Mam to the family apartments. They 

clustered around in jostling silence and rushed ahead 

on the many staircases and through the many corridors, 

bowing and holding out their hands to show the way. 

Mam marched grimly through them, Fírinne and Dad 

watchful at her side. 

Mup trotted behind, Crow on her shoulder, Badger 

and Tipper at her heels. “That was amazing,” she said. 

“Amazing. Did you see her?”

“Mammy zapped-ed the bad guys!” barked Tipper. 

“She zoomed them back!”

Crow muttered close to Mup’s ear, his eyes fi xed on 

Mam, who could just be glimpsed ahead of the large 

Grandmother’s Castle
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crowd. “That was very witchy,” he muttered. “That 

was very, very witchy.”

“Don’t be afraid, Crow.” Mup grinned. “Mam’s on 

our side.”

How could she ever have been worried with Mam 

around? How could she have forgotten for one moment 

what Mam had become? This was going to be easy. 

This was going to be great! 

Mam would fi x everything.

Up ahead, Mam’s quiet voice could just be heard 

above the stiff rustle of clothes and patter of courtly 

feet. “We had an agreement, Fírinne. I told you I don’t 

want anyone bowing to me.”

Fírinne chuckled. “You don’t understand these 

people,” she said. “Look at them. Gagging to be told what 

to do. Choking for a new master. Imagine the things you 

could do with this power, Stella.”

“People shouldn’t obey me just because I’m more 

powerful than they are, Fírinne. They should decide for 

themselves how they want to live.”

“Oh, would you stop! These fools couldn’t decide 

what to have for breakfast, let alone how to rule 

themselves. They’re too used to being told what to do.”

Dad huffed. “Can’t imagine anyone telling you what 

to do, Fírinne.”
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“That’s why the clann were hunted almost to 

extinction, isn’t it?” came the growled reply. “But now 

the whip is in our hands. Let’s not —”

“I hope you’re not calling me a whip,” interrupted 

Mam softly.

“You’re holding the whip,” insisted Fírinne. “Don’t 

waste the opportunity to do something useful with it. 

If these fools want a queen, let’s give them a damned 

queen.”

The adults faded from earshot as Mup slowed and 

fell behind. She looked about for the fi rst time, taking 

in her remarkable surroundings. “What a confusement 

of staircases,” she marvelled. “What a jumble of fancy 

rooms . . .” 

On her fi rst terrifying visit here, Mup had seen only 

the riverside courtyard and her grandmother’s chilly 

throne room before being locked in the dungeons. She 

had supposed the entire castle would be equally as stern 

and terrible — but the halls she now made her way 

through were colourful and ornate, and the rooms that 

lay off them were really quite cozy. 

The dungeons are still here, though. Under all this brightness. 

Mup looked down at her feet. Somewhere far below 

her — beneath all these corridors of paint and tile and 

polished wood — lay acres and acres of tunnels that had 
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never seen the light of day. Mup wondered if the staff 

who walked these halls had ever thought of the people 

chained in the dark below. She wondered if they’d even 

known they were there. 

“Where are the raggedy witches?” fretted Crow. 

“Are they still in the courtyard?” 

Tipper bounded to a window and put his two front 

paws on the sill, looking out. 

“Oh, we’s very high up!” he barked. “Look!”

Mup and Crow crammed in at his side. They 

were looking down on another courtyard. The walls 

surrounding it were fi lled with graceful, diamond-

paned windows, just like the one Mup now pressed 

her nose to. Dark archways punctured the distant base 

of each wall — doorways, maybe? The entrances to 

tunnels? There was a small green garden down there 

too, glowing like a fl ower-studded jewel. 

“This is all very pretty,” Mup observed. “I can’t 

imagine the old queen liking any of it.”

“Who cares what your grandma liked!” squawked 

Crow. “The real question is where have her witches 

gone?” Frantic now, he launched himself from Mup’s 

shoulder and fl ew to the other side of the corridor. 

“You can see the river from this window!” he cawed.

Mup and Tipper raced across. Sure enough, this 
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side of the corridor looked down onto the riverside 

courtyard they’d just left. They were so high above 

everything. Mup supposed this must have been how the 

world had looked to her grandmother — everything 

small and distant, people too tiny to care about. 

The great battle-scarred courtyard was empty 

except for one small fi gure. Is that a little girl? thought 

Mup. It was hard to tell. The fi gure was lurking in one 

of the dark tunnels that led to the dungeons and was 

so still and so grey it might have been a shadow on 

the wall.

Mup put her hand to the windowpane, as if to 

touch the small, drab fi gure. A sound came to her 

through the glass — low, distant, echoing — as though 

somewhere far away a dog was howling sadly in the 

dark. Mup was reminded again of the dungeons, of the 

long stretches of darkness below. She lifted her hand 

from the windowpane. The sound died. She put her 

hand back. Silence. 

“Where are the witches?” repeated Crow, anxiously 

bobbing from foot to foot. “They were there when we 

came in.”

“Everyone’s gone,” barked Tipper.

“Not everyone,” murmured Mup distractedly. 

“There’s a little girl.”
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“But you am the only girl, Mup!” 

Mup shook herself and pressed forward again, 

straining her eyes. “But . . . I’m sure I saw a little girl.”

“There are no little girls here,” said a soft voice at 

her shoulder. “No children at all, in fact. Except for 

Your young Highness and her companions.”

Mup spun to fi nd a dark-clad gentleman standing 

very close behind her. He was very thin and very kind-

looking — and it was only when he smiled that Mup 

realized she could see right through him.

“You’re a ghost!” she exclaimed. 

“A ghost?” cawed Crow. 

“A GHOST!” barked Tipper. “A GHOST! A GHOST!” 

Dad popped into view at the far end of the crowd. 

He stared at the ghost with some alarm. 

Mup waved. We’re OK, Dad.

Dad — a little uncertain — nodded, warily eyeing 

the ghost across the top of everyone’s head. Following 

his gaze, the rest of the crowd gave the apparition just a 

curt glance before turning dismissively away. 

The apparition sighed. “You are correct, young 

Highness. I am indeed a ghost. The very last one 

residing in the palace, to be precise — all others 

having followed your aunt to the other side. I do 

hope Your Highness shan’t hold my noncorporeality 
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against me? I can assure you that, alive or not, I am a 

most useful fellow.” 

Crow hopped up and, with a prickling of claws, 

perched on Mup’s head. He regarded the phantom from 

one round eye, then the other. “You can’t trust castle 

people,” he said, “and you can’t trust ghosts.”

“Nonsense,” said Mup. “Tipper, stop growling at 

the nice man.”

She straightened her hat, which Crow had sent 

slipping over her eyes, and curtseyed. This was not an 

easy thing to do with a large raven balanced on her 

head, but it somehow felt necessary when faced with 

a spectral gentleman whose clothes included a ruffl ed 

lace collar and shiny buckled shoes. 

Delighted, the ghost returned her bow with a 

fl ourish. “My dear princess, allow me to introduce dear

myself! I am Doctor Erasmus Emberly — Doctor 

Emberly to my friends.”

Mup opened her mouth to introduce herself, but 

before she could speak, Doctor Emberly neatly spun 

her on her heel and proceeded to herd her and Tipper 

and Crow ahead of him up the corridor. “Madam,” he 

called across the crowd. “Madam! I have found your lost 

children.”

“We weren’t lost,” objected Mup.
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The staff parted before them like a retreating tide, 

and they found themselves right at Mam’s side. The ghost 

could not quite hide his glee. “Madam,” he beamed, 

bowing ornately. “Doctor Erasmus Emberly, castle 

physician, returning your lost children safe and sound.”

“But we weren’t lost!” insisted Mup.

“It’s been a long time since there were children in 

the castle, madam,” continued Doctor Emberly, just 

as if Mup hadn’t spoken. “But I assure you, I am well 

versed in all the ailments to which infants are so often 

mortally prone.”

“Infants?” cried Mup. 

“Mortally?” cried Dad.

Mam eyed the doctor dryly. “Perhaps in the future, 

Doctor,” she suggested, “you might wait until our 

children need your help before you infl ict it on them?”

Seemingly uncertain of how best to reply, the ghost 

of Doctor Emberly once again bowed low. The rest of 

the staff — not wanting to be outdone — bowed even 

lower. Mam, Dad, Fírinne, Mup, Tipper, and Crow 

were the only people left upright in the whole crowd. 

Mam pinched the bridge of her nose and took a 

deep breath to gather her patience. “I do not,” she said, 

“want anyone bowing.”

No one straightened.
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Mup bent at the waist to be on eye level with Doctor 

Emberly. 

“It’s OK,” she assured him. “Mam really means it. 

You don’t have to bow.”

As if to double-extra confi rm this, Tipper licked the 

ghost’s spectral nose.

“I know I lost my temper in the courtyard,” said 

Mam. “I’m sorry for that. I don’t want people to be 

frightened of me. I want everyone to feel free to speak. 

I want . . .” 

As Mam spoke on, Mup felt an unpleasant tingling 

on the back of her neck. She shivered, and all around 

her, the staff shivered too. It was as though a breeze 

were gushing up everyone’s spine: a shrivelling, nasty, 

stomach-twisting coldness entirely unlike that which 

comes when someone opens a window. Frowning, 

Mup lifted her head and looked across the crowd of 

bowed backs. 

A small knot of raggedy witches were gliding up 

the corridor. 

Mup straightened. Crow rose into his boy-shape. 

Tipper growled and Mam stopped talking. 

The witches’ expressionless faces glowed and faded 

as they passed from window-light to shade, window-

light to shade. They came to a stop, gazing at Mam 
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across the backs of the staff who continued to cower in 

the wave of frigid air that the witches seemed to carry 

with them. 

“You aren’t welcome here!” Mup cried. “You killed 

Crow’s dad! You put my dad in jail!” 

Still bent double, Doctor Emberly gasped. He 

seemed terrifi ed that Mup would speak to the witches 

like that. 

The witches tilted their bottomless eyes to her. One 

of them was much older than the others. She stepped 

forward, spread her cold hands, bowed her pale face, 

and — as if speaking for all of them — said: “We repent 

all previous wrongs.”

“You can’t just say sorry for murdering people!” cried 

Mup. “You can’t just —”

“Mup,” said Mam. 

Mup spun to her in outrage. 

Mam held out a hand to gently silence her. “These 

witches turned against the old queen, Mup. They helped 

us win the battle against her.”

“But they’re bad. They’ve done bad things!”

“And that will be dealt with, Mup. I promise. If 

people have done bad things, they’ll be dealt with.”

“We were only following your mother’s rules,” 

murmured the older witch. “Are we to be condemned 
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for obeying the law, as is our duty as good citizens?”

The bowing staff glanced slyly at each other from 

the corners of their eyes. For the fi rst time, Mup realized 

that all these stiffl y dressed people with their ruffl ed 

collars and shiny shoes — all of them had spent their 

lives working for her grandmother. They had upheld 

her grandmother’s laws, quietly supporting the raggedy 

witches from their position in the background of the 

queen’s terrible reign. 

She searched the crowd for the others who had been 

in the courtyard — the villagers, the river people — but 

they seemed to have gone. The only people who had 

remained after Mam’s outburst were the castle staff, 

and they bowed now — compliant and still, as they had 

always been in the face of the witches’ authority. Mup 

began to feel like there was something complicated 

going on, something more confusing than just beating 

the bad guys and rewarding the good.

Who was Mam supposed to be helping here?

“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” snapped Mam, startling 

everyone. She snagged Doctor Emberly by his 

transparent collar and jerked him upright. “No more 

bowing.” She gestured to the rest of the staff. “Up!”

They straightened slowly — bewildered. 

“No more bowing,” said Mam. “No more fear.” 
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“Majesty,” warned the older witch, “a queen cannot 

rule without fear.”

“I’m not a queen.”

Something close to shock fl ared behind the witch 

leader’s smooth, blank face. She glided forward. The 

crowd parted before her, and the other raggedy witches 

followed. Mup found herself looking up at them, and, 

with a start, she realized that, though their severe 

expressions and clothes made them seem ancient, the 

majority of these witches weren’t much older than 

teenagers. 

Is that possible? she thought. Do raggedy witches start off 

as kids? She had never thought of her grandmother’s 

witches as anything other than grown-ups — knowing, 

powerful, and eternal. Another vista opened up before 

her now as she imagined hosts of little kids being 

strapped into dark uniforms, sat before pale-faced 

teachers, learning to be wicked, learning to be cruel.

Tipper growled nervously at her side. The witches 

turned their heads in unison and stared at him. Mup’s 

heart hardened. She raised her hands. Power sparked a 

warning at her fi ngertips. 

Stay away from my brother.

The lead witch was peering into Mam’s face. She 

seemed puzzled. “If you are not a queen, what are you?”
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“She’s Mam,” said Mup.

“And she’ll zap you,” barked Tipper.

“I’m not zapping anyone!” cried Mam. She sighed. 

She pinched the bridge of her nose again. “Look,” she 

said to the witches. “I’m not here to rule.”

“You defeated the old queen. It is your duty to rule.”

“We defeated the old queen,” said Mam. She 

indicated the people around her. She indicated Mup and 

Tipper and Dad. “We did. All of us. Together. And that’s 

how things will be from now on — all of us working 

together. As equals.” 

Doctor Emberly looked up sharply at that,  

astonished.

“And if the old queen returns?” asked the raggedy 

witch.

“We’ll fi ght her.”

“We? You mean . . . ?” The witch raised a cynical 

eyebrow; she looked at the gaping staff. 

“Yes! We! Them! Us. And we’ll win.” To the older 

witch’s obvious consternation, Mam grabbed her 

shoulder. “Listen,” she said. “Everyone here is born 

with magic. The only reason they don’t use it is because 

my mother didn’t let them learn how. You were allowed 

to learn — you and all the others like you. I want you to 

teach these people what you know. Not . . . not just these
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people, everyone. All the people. I want you to teach 

them how to use their magic.”

The witch froze in horror. “You want us to give 

away our knowledge?”

“I want you to share it.”

“Willy-nilly? With any tawdry street fool or hedge 

idiot? With any merchant, dress-wright, or cooper? 

Regardless of what they do with it? Regardless of 

whether or not they deserve it?”

Mam’s fi ngers tightened on the witch’s shoulder. 

“Everyone deserves the magic they are born with,” she 

said. “Everyone.”

“How will you rule, if we have no advantage over 

the rabble?”

“Perhaps I’m not meant to rule.” 

For a moment, the lead witch’s face was slackened 

by the enormity of this suggestion. Then her expression 

closed over like a trap. 

“You are a fool,” she said. 

The crowd surged aside, terrifi ed, as the witch 

raised both hands. Shadows shot up the walls as her 

fi ngers blazed green fi re. 

Reluctantly, Mam lifted her own hands. They too 

were wreathed in lightning. 

Mup leapt to help. Before she could so much as 
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shoot off a spark, a huge force slammed her and the rest 

of the crowd violently backwards. Mup found herself 

pinned against the wall, squirming uselessly. Dad and 

Fírinne struggled at her side. They too were pinned, as 

was everyone else — held against the walls, helpless to 

get free. 

In a cleared space in the centre of the corridor, Mam 

and the witch stood facing each other. Mam’s expression 

was sad, the witch’s coldly angry. There was a bubble 

of power around them, and Mup realized that it was 

Mam’s. Mam was keeping everyone pressed against the 

wall. She was keeping everyone out of harm’s way. 

Mup stopped struggling.

Hands still raised in warning, the raggedy witch 

retreated to her young followers. They gathered behind 

her, their eyes huge as they watched over her shoulder. 

“I trusted you,” the witch told Mam. “You won this 

kingdom like a true warrior — like a queen. I thought 

you would be a match for your mother. Now I see you 

are weak.” 

“I am not weak,” said Mam. “But I am not my 

mother. I will not repeat my mother’s cruelties.”  

“I abandoned my queen for nothing.”

“Not true,” urged Mam. “You’ve given yourself the 

chance of life without her. You just need to be brave 
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enough to take it.” She extended a hand in invitation, 

allowing her lightning to die. “Share your knowledge,” 

she said. “That’s all I ask. Give others the same chances 

you’ve had.”

The witch shook her head. “Never.” Arms still 

raised to protect the young witches behind her, she 

began backing down the corridor. 

Mam called after her. “I’m offering you a new life. 

You don’t have to live by her rules anymore. You don’t 

have to be so hard, and so afraid.”

“You have power enough to crush us like bugs,” said 

the witch, “but you won’t. You have not the strength of 

character needed to rule. I was a fool to support you. 

You will fail. The queen will return, and she will never 

forgive me for betraying her. I’ve doomed my pupils. 

I’ve doomed myself. You’ve doomed us.”

Mam dropped her hands. The protection magic 

released its grip on the crowd, and, terrifi ed, they 

gathered behind her to watch the witches leave.

“You can’t let them go,” said Fírinne.

“I won’t hold anyone here against their will.”

“They’re criminals!”

“Are they, Fírinne?” said Mam in frustration. “You 

told me this lot were hardly more than brainwashed 

schoolchildren. You told me they’d known nothing 
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better in life and should be given a chance.”

“That was when I thought they were on our side! 

Before you decided to let them fl utter off into the sunset 

and do grace knows what damage!” 

“Am I meant to arrest them just because they once 

worked for my mother? If that’s the case, I’d have to 

arrest half the bloody country.”

“If you don’t stop them,” said Dad, “they’ll head 

straight back to her.”

Mam shook her head. “I don’t think they will. 

They’re too frightened of her.”

“You don’t know that for sure, Stella.”

“No,” she sighed. “I don’t — but I won’t punish 

them for something they might do.” 

The raggedy witches were already far down the 

corridor, covering a huge distance without seeming to 

move at all. Mup rushed forward to keep them in sight, 

torn between wanting them gone and fear at what might 

happen if Mam allowed them to leave. Some of the staff 

were leaving too, creeping away in the apparent hope 

that no one would notice them go. 

“Are you following them?” yelled Crow. “Have you 

forgotten what they are?”

“They’ll protect us,” whispered a retreating man. 

“They’re strong.”
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Fírinne groaned. She turned to Mam again. “You 

need to set an example. I’m begging you. Turn those 

witches to stone. Set them on fi re. Anything. Just prove 

that you’re as strong as your mother, before everyone 

loses faith in you!”

Mup felt power growing in her arms and her 

shoulders in response to this. She felt it tingling up her 

spine. Yes, she thought, glaring at the retreating witches. 

The world would be better without them. They’d deserve it. It would be 

easy and they’d be gone.

Then one of the raggedy witches looked back — just 

a fl ash of pale face before she descended the stairs — and 

Mup understood that they were hurrying away. They were ayay

afraid of Mam. 

You have power enough to crush us like bugs, the witch 

had said. 

And she was right! Mam did have that power. 

This thought fi lled Mup with sudden, angry glee. 

She clawed her sparking hands and rushed after the 

raggedy witches, ignoring the shouts of warning 

from the adults behind her. Run! she thought, wanting 

to chase the witches all the way out of the castle. Run! 

I hope you’ve nowhere to go. I hope you have to sleep in the rain. 

I hope people are cruel to you and reject you and — 

She slammed to a halt at the top of the stairs, startled 


