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CHAPTER 1
“Ruby, if you don’t get up this second I’m throwing your 

spider eggs in the bin!”

I opened my eyes. I am so not a morning person. My mum 

always shouts a lot to get me out of bed, but I could tell she 

really meant business this time when she threatened to 

throw my breakfast away. Spider eggs are my favourite.

If I knew then what I know now, though, I would have 

closed my eyes and refused to get out of bed at all.

Dragging myself out from under my dragon-skin 

duvet, I washed and dressed quickly, wolfed down my 

spider eggs on toast, and knocked back a glass of bat milk. 

I picked up my backpack and Vronsky then bolted up the 

stairs into the attic. Vronsky’s our family’s familiar – a 

sleek black cat with bright gold eyes. He always comes to 

school with me – I’m pretty sure I’m his favourite family 

member. He likes to nestle in the bristles at the back of 

my broom while I dash around. Easy for some. Opening 

the hatch to the flyway, I grabbed my broom and leapt on. 

My take-off was a little hurried, and I nearly crashed into 

the tree in front of our house, I was going so fast. 
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“Hey, watch it – safety first!” Mum shouted out the 

window. 

I checked to make sure the point on my hat hadn’t got 

bent out of shape (I hate it when that happens), then flew 

off through the mist towards school.

We live on an island called Hexadonia. It’s the 

biggest in a cluster of islands known as the Hexadonian 

Archipelago, and although all of the other school teams 

we played cockroach matches against said that their 

island was the best, they were so wrong. 

 I made it to the East Hexadonia Sorcery Academy with 

just a few seconds to spare. Mrs Zephyr, my class teacher, 

was tapping her fingers on the desk when I ran in, with 

Vronsky sauntering in behind me.

“Ruby McCracken,” Mrs Zephyr said, in that voice  

I knew meant trouble. 

“At your service,” I said.

“You’re late.” The wart on the end of her large nose 

quivered. 

I took out my pocket sundial. “No, I’m actually a few 

seconds early—”

“Don’t talk back.” She cut me off. “You’re late if I say 

you’re late. That’ll be five minutes off your Shadow Time.”

“But—”

“Would you like me to make it ten?”

“No,” I mumbled, and trudged past the rows of wooden 

desks to my seat. Abigail and Margaret, my best friends, 

both gave me sympathetic eye rolls. 
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Losing Shadow Time meant that I would have to sit 

watching the others having fun at break without being 

allowed to join in. Shadow Time was the time in between 

lessons when we were allowed to do whatever we wanted 

for a few precious, non-boring minutes. I’d already lost 

five minutes on Monday for forgetting my homework, and 

another five on Tuesday for mislaying my reading jotter. I 

guess you could say I’m not so good at holding on to things.

We had a lesson that morning on history – the famously 

bloody Battle of the Hexadonian Archipelago. I tried to pay 

attention, especially during the gory bits, but my mind 

kept wandering. And besides, Vronsky was distracting me. 

Usually he dozes during my lessons (I can’t blame him, some 

of them are really boring), but that day he kept nudging his 

nose into the palm of my hand to get me to stroke him. 

At the time, I thought he was just feeling affectionate, 

but of course now, looking back, I realise that he needed 

reassurance. It was as though he knew what was coming. 

I didn’t have cockroach practice after school, so I 

decided to make a quick getaway before Mrs Zephyr 

could find an excuse to dock any more Shadow Time. 

Grabbing my cape from the cloakroom, I unlocked my 

broom from the rack in front of the school, sat Vronsky 

on the back, and raced home.

The journey home was smoother than the ride to 

school had been, but as I approached my house, I saw 

something that made me stop suddenly in mid-air:  

my mum and my dad’s brooms were both parked in 
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the flyway. That was my first clue that all was not well. 

My parents never got home from work before 5.30 pm. 

Something was definitely off. Puzzled, I headed to the 

front door. We live – or rather, lived – in a big, three-storey 

house with turrets and cupolas and cobwebs everywhere. 

Nice and cosy. When I walked in, though, it didn’t feel 

cosy. The whole family was sitting in the living room:  

my mum, dad and even my annoying little brother Carl. 

My parents both stood up as soon as I came in, as though 

they had been waiting for me.

“What are you doing home?” I asked, too confused by 

the weirdness of the situation to even say hello.

“Sit down, Slimeball,” my dad said softly. He only ever 

uses affectionate names for me when he’s feeling guilty 

about something, like the time he accidentally stepped 

on my pet toad, Norbert. Poor Norbert; he never hopped 

in a straight line again. 

“What’s happened?” I asked, more and more freaked out. 

It had to be something big for them to look so serious. 

“Your father and I have something to tell you both,” 

said my mum. 

After a few moments, my father broke the tension. 

“We’ve lost our jobs.”

There was a moment of shocked silence.

“What? Both of you?” I asked.

My mother nodded sadly, then came over to me and 

gently tweaked my nose. That sympathetic gesture said it 

all. I knew things must be really, really bad.

Ruby McCracken (1) Layout.indd   8 04/09/2017   16:02:07



9

My parents both worked at ABC – the Aerozoom Broom 

Corporation. In fact, that’s where they met, at an office 

party. My mum worked in public relations, and my dad was 

a manager in the product development department. They 

bonded over a shared love of slugrolls and toenail crisps 

at the buffet, and the rest is history. The Aerozoom Broom 

Corporation make brooms for all occasions – for sweeping 

and for flying (but mostly for flying). Their motto is ‘One-

stop shopping for all your household and aviation needs’. 

“But what happened?” I asked.

“We were made redundant.”

Carl piped in, “What does that mean?” 

“It means they don’t need us any more,” my dad said.

“How can they not need you any more?” I said 

indignantly. “You’re two of their best employees!”

Dad avoided my outraged gaze. “It is what it is. We 

can’t change the situation now.” 

“There are just too many witches these days and not 

enough jobs,” my mother sighed.

“Too many witches? How is that even possible?”

My dad said that with so many people in the Ordinary 

World getting fake witchery degrees off the internet and 

casting so-called ‘spells’, there was less work for the real 

witches. But this didn’t make any sense to me. Wouldn’t 

fake witches cast fake spells? And why would this affect 

real witches? And, anyway, wouldn’t more witches 

boost broomstick sales, meaning that they’d need more 

employees, not fewer? 
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But as I started to question my dad’s logic, he cut me 

off. “Look, it’s complicated. But the long and short of it is 

that we no longer have jobs.”

 “But you can get new jobs, right?” said Carl, desperate 

to believe that everything would be OK.

My mum and dad exchanged glances. “Well, we can get 

new jobs. Just not… here.”

I looked nervously at Carl.

“What do you mean not here?” I said slowly, as though 

drawing out my words would put off having to hear their 

answer.

“We’re going to have to move,” said Mum. “ABC is the 

only broom company in the Hexadonian Archipelago, 

and Hexadonia is the only one of the islands with a broom 

factory. If there are no jobs here, then…” She trailed off.

“We just can’t afford to pay the magic bills any more,” 

my dad added, as though that explained everything.  

“It’s as simple as that.”

Carl and I stared at them. 

“I don’t understand,” I felt like there was more to this 

than my parents were letting on. “Why were you both 

fired at the same time?”

Dad stood up, as if he hadn’t heard the question.

“Look, we have a lot to do to get ready for the move,” 

said Mum. “We can talk about this later.”

“But why do we have to leave right away?” I asked.

“You heard your mother,” said Dad.
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“But how—”

“That’s ENOUGH,” Dad bellowed, and I knew the 

conversation was over. My questions would have to wait. 

For now.

And that’s how my life went from being just fine to 

being awful. Because not only did we have to move from 

Hexadonia, we had to move away from the Hexadonian 

Archipelago altogether, into the world of the Ords. The 

Ordinaries – the ridiculous, dopey, incomprehensible Ords. 

I sometimes wish I could travel back in time to those 

innocent hours before I found out that my life was going 

to change for ever. If I could, I would savour every second –  

even when I was getting told off by Mrs Zephyr and could 

smell her morning toad juice on her putrid breath… Ah, 

happy memories. I guess it’s easy to look back on the past 

with rose-tinted glasses. Now I live in the Ord World,  

I realise how great life was. I miss everything about 

living in Hexadonia, but these are some of the things  

I loved most:
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Hexadonia Top 5 

1. Flying to the top of the Jaggedy Peaks 
and then coasting all the way down on 
my broom with my hands in the air, 
howling into the wind.

2. Seeing the first snowfall in summer, 
when we'd throw snowcubes at each 
other during Shadow Time. 

3. Playing in the school orchestra –  
my instrument was the pentangle.  
When we'd practised really, really  
hard we could all play out of tune  
at the same time.

4. Going with my mum to the Outdoor 
Insect Market, where I would help her 
buy juicy slugs and crunchy grasshoppers 
for dinner (and some centipedes for a 
treat to eat on the way home).

5. Watching The Hex Factor with my 
friends and chatting about who had 
been voted off, and who had been 
turned into toads.
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But, as great as all those things were, the main reason 

I loved Hexadonia was quite simple: 

 It was my home.

After my parents broke the bad news to us, the big 

move happened surprisingly quickly. Over the next few 

days, we sold a lot of our belongings on wBay, and packed 

up everything else to take with us. I only went back to 

the Academy once, to say my goodbyes. The whole class 

had signed a card for me, and even Mrs Zephyr had a 

tear in her eye as she said farewell. Abigail and Margaret 

hugged me and told me to keep in touch. We crossed our 

wands and I vowed I would, but even as I said so I knew 

I probably wouldn’t. Mum had told me that there was 

no way to communicate between our world and the Ord 

World. I tried not to think about that. 

I also tried not to think about our cockroach team, the 

Sticky Witchets, for which I was the best bowler in my 

year group, if I do say so myself. In the changing room 

before my last practice, my teammates presented me with 

a snot-coloured tunic signed by everyone on the team.  

If I had stayed a minute longer, I would have dissolved into 

a blubbering mess of tears, so I took one last look around 

the room at all my friends, said goodbye, and ran out.
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CHAPTER 2

The move was chaotic, to say the least. Even though 

we’d sold most of our belongings, we still had a lot of 

trunks and boxes to carry onto the boat and no one to 

help us. My dad kept telling us that boats almost never 

travel between the Hexadonian Archipelago and the Ord 

World, and that we had been lucky to find a cargo ship 

that was both passing our way and willing to take us, for 

a price. As we boarded the huge ship that would take us 

away from the life we had always known, it didn’t feel 

lucky to me: It felt very, very unlucky. 

It was still dark the morning we set off for the Ord 

World. Mum and Dad insisted that we board early, and 

they wouldn’t even let stay me on the deck as we sailed 

away. They seemed kind of anxious for some reason;  

I guess moving is stressful. Before we went below deck, 

though, I took one last look at my island, Hexadonia. One 

last look at home. As I scanned the scenery, attempting to 

burn the image into my memory, I noticed three witches 

circling in the sky high above the port. We were the only 

islanders getting on this boat, and Mum and Dad had 
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made us promise not to tell anyone which boat we were 

leaving on, so what were the witches looking for? Weird. 

It was a nineteen-day journey on rough seas to the Ord 

World. Nineteen days at sea, couped up with my bludderfig 

of a brother, and made even worse by the fact that I was 

surrounded by water. I HATE water. Mum has to force me 

to take a shower once a week, during which I just scream. 

When we went to the seaside back home, I would wear 

a waterproof onesie at all times to protect myself from 

the water. When I was a toddler, my mum accidentally 

dropped me in the bath, and even though I was OK,  

it seems to have scarred me for life. Let’s just say I’m 

never going to be a champion swimmer…

Life on the boat wasn’t much fun. When I wasn’t 

feeling seasick or trying to stop Vronsky from pouncing 

on sea gulls, I listened anxiously to the sound of waves 

lapping against the boat. Every day was the same: we 

would eat our rations of smoked snake brains and 

candied rat guts, using an overturned door as a dinner 

table; and I would ask my mum and dad why we had had 

to leave so suddenly. Their answer was always identical:  

“Stop asking so many questions, Ruby.”

I tried to distract myself by imagining what our new 

life was going to be like, but that was actually pretty 

difficult, because I had no idea what to expect. When 

I first heard we were going to the Sceptered Isle I was 

intrigued, but my interest faded when I found out 

that this was another name for the United Kingdom.  
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I remembered studying a whole bunch of Ord countries 

at school, but all I knew about the UK was that they had 

a queen (so why wasn’t it called the United Queendom,  

I wondered?), and they had a lot of tanning salons. 

Then my dad explained that, within the United 

Kingdom, we were going to a place called Scotland. I did 

some research and found out that they liked to eat a food 

there made out of sheep intestines, so maybe it wouldn’t 

be so bad.

Hauling most of your worldly possessions onto a boat 

and setting sail for a foreign land isn’t something you do 

every day. But even though I was sad to leave my home 

behind, I was actually pretty relieved when we dropped 

anchor in the bustling port of a city called ‘Edinburgh’. 

Mostly just because I would be on dry land again.  

The minute we stepped off the boat, however, I noticed 

that something didn’t feel quite right. For one thing, 

my parents kept glancing around anxiously, almost as 

though they were looking for someone. I didn’t know 

who they thought they might see, because we definitely 

didn’t know anyone here. But I felt different, too – like 

something was missing, but I didn’t know what.

I wondered if I was feeling weird because I hadn’t 

eaten anything in a while. “I’m hungry,” I told my mum. 

“I need a snack.” 

“No, wait—” she said, but it was too late. I mouthed 

the Snack Spell:
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Eye of newt and hoof of yak,
Let’s conjure up a tasty snack.

Nothing happened.

I frowned. How could I get the Snack Spell wrong?  

It’s practically the first spell a witch learns. I must really 
be tired, I thought, and, before my mum could stop me,  

I tried again.

Still, nothing. Zero. Zilch.

Carl giggled. He loves to see me mess up.

I looked at my mum in panic. 

She shook her head. “Our magic stopped working 

when we left Hexadonia.”

 “Wait a minute,” I said. “You and Dad are the ones who 

lost your jobs. How come my magic doesn’t work either?”

“We were on a family plan,” said Dad.

“So you mean—”

“’Fraid so,” said Mum.

“You mean my magic doesn’t work either?” Carl 

screeched; apparently the reality of the situation had 

taken a minute or two longer to reach his tiny, pinhead 

brain. 

Now I was the one giggling. “Guess you won’t be able 

to make your delicious magic mud pies any more,” I said 

with mock sadness. Everyone knew that Carl’s magic 

mud pies were a disaster. They tasted like chocolate – 

absolutely disgusting.

“Shut up!” Carl shouted.
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“That’s enough from both of you!” my dad scolded. 

But his heart wasn’t in it. He seemed distracted, and kept 

looking around. I hoped we weren’t lost already. That 

would be a great start to our new life. 

We had just begun walking up a long ramp when  

I noticed that my mother was wearing a fur coat. Well, 

more of a wrap, really, which I’d never seen before. 

Dad had made it clear we needed to travel light,  

so why had she bought new clothes? I had read that 

the UK can be cold in October, but it wasn’t that cold.  

I opened my mouth to speak, but the way my dad glared 

at me made it clear this wasn’t the time for another 

question. 

The long ramp we seemed to have been walking on 

forever led us to a big, white concrete building. It looked 

very official.

“Where are we going?” I asked Mum

“We have to go through passport control.” 

“Oh,” I said, as though I understood, but her reply 

raised more questions than it answered. Didn’t you 

need passports to go through passport control? I couldn’t 

remember ever getting a passport, let alone having 

brought them with us. We’d never left the Hexadonian 

Archipelago before.

We walked into a large room filled with people waiting 

in long queues that zigzagged back and forth like snakes. 

Yum, snake. My stomach grumbled loudly. 

We joined a queue, pushing our enormous pile of 
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luggage in front of us, and copied everyone else (taking 

tiny little steps forward while tutting), until it was finally 

our turn to approach the kiosk.

“Passports,” the official behind the desk said in a bored 

voice.

My dad took four bright purple booklets embossed 

with gold lettering from his coat pocket and laid them 

in front of the man, who picked them up and began idly 

leafing through them. Suddenly he stopped and, wide-

eyed, looked up at my parents.

“Your majesties,” he said in a hushed tone and took off 

his hat, smoothing down his curly hair.

“Hey, why’s he calling you—” I began, but my mother –  

my own mother! – stepped on my foot hard with her 

heeled bat-skin boots. “Ow!” I yelped. 

“It’s an honour to have you in our country,” the official 

continued. He had been slouching, but now he sat up 

straight. “May I ask what brings you to our fair land?”

My parents looked at each other. They both spoke  

at once.

“Holiday,” said my mother. 

“Classified business,” said my father. 

“A classified business holiday?” said the official, 

scratching his head.

“That’s right – a classified business holiday.” My mother 

nodded. 

“Ah,” said the official, still looking perplexed.

“Yes, that’s why we’ve brought the children,” said Dad. 
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“For the holiday part, not the classified business part,”  

he added.

“Ah.” The official seemed happy with that response. 

Then something appeared to occur to him. “May I ask 

what kind of classified business?”

“It wouldn’t be classified any more if we told you,”  

my dad said apologetically.

“Yes, of course.” The official nodded quickly.

“Well, thank you for the very kind welcome.” My mother 

had a huge smile plastered across her face. “If the rest of 

the Scottish people are as welcoming as you are, then we’re 

going to have a wonderful stay.”

The customs official blushed and stamped all four 

passports. “Thank you for taking the time to visit our 

country. I hope you enjoy your… classified business 

holiday,” he said, pleased that he had remembered.

We were ushered through a set of automatic doors,  

and immediately came upon yet another queue. They 

really seemed to like standing in lines here. At the front, 

people were hefting their luggage onto a big conveyor 

belt, which carried it through a machine that showed 

everything inside. A bit like a Transparency Spell. A notice 

on the side said ‘X-ray’.

I took the opportunity to dig for more info. “Dad, where 

did you get those passports? And why did the man call you 

‘your majesty’? We’re not royalty.”

“Shhhh!” my parent both hissed in unison. 

“But what’s—”
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“Be quiet,” my mother whispered. “We’ll talk about 

this later!”

I didn’t dare say anything more. When it was our 

turn with the X-ray machine, we lifted our bags onto the 

conveyor belt. A large woman with ginger hair and cat’s-

eye glasses sat slumped behind a monitor, chewing on the 

end of a biro. She wore a nametag on her jacket that said

As our suitcases disappeared into the tunnel, Mabel 

suddenly sat up. She stared intently at the screen. I could 

see what she was looking at from where I was standing: 

in my mum’s suitcase, nestled in among the clothes 

and shoes, was the outline of a large, pointy, triangular 

object. They’d obviously found her hat. I wondered what 

they’d make of our cauldron and collapsible broomsticks. 

Mabel motioned to her colleague, a small man with  

a bowl haircut and a moustache, who approached the 

monitor. After the two of them consulted for a moment, 

the man said, “I’m going to need you to open this suitcase, 

Madam.”

My mother’s face paled. She adjusted her fur wrap, 

and was just about to say something when the customs 

official who had stamped our passports came running 
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into the room. He tipped his hat at us then whispered 

something in Mabel’s ear. She immediately stood up and 

saluted my parents.

“Your majesties,” she said. 

“I’m so sorry about this,” the customs official said 

quickly. “Please accept our sincere apologies.”

“No worries,” said Dad.

Mabel curtsied repeatedly and bowed her head. “We  

wish you a pleasant trip in bonny Scotland.”

“Thank you so very much,” my mother said with a 

regal smile, almost as if she was enjoying herself. “We’ll 

be sure to send you an autographed royal photo.” And 

with that, she picked up her trunk, nodded to the rest 

of us to take ours, and breezed out of the room as we 

followed behind her.
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CHAPTER 3

When we got outside, I was so confused by what had just 

happened that I almost didn’t notice our surroundings. 

Apparently we were in the beautiful and historic capital 

city of Scotland. The skies were grey, the buildings were 

grey, and, by the look of it, the people were grey, too. 

As soon as we were on our own I asked, “What was 

that all about? Since when are we royalty?”

“We’re not,” Dad said. “We just didn’t want any hassles 

at passport control.”

“But how did—” 

“Before we left, we used most of our remaining magic 

to conjure up these special passports. It just makes things 

easier here.”

“Huh. OK.” I looked over at Carl who didn’t seem to 

have noticed our new royal status. Ah, the ignorance of 

youth.

We shoved our luggage into a taxi waiting outside 

the building (not a broom taxi, I might add, but a boring 

old Earth-bound vehicle). It seemed like we had brought  

a lot of stuff as the driver heaved and squeezed everything 
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