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Single Creative Piece: Prologue and First Three Chapters of a Fantasy Middle-Grade Novel ‘Irrara’
Prologue
Behind a cold castle wall, a girl listened carefully to her grandmother.
‘We live in a dangerous world, full of creatures you couldn’t imagine.’ She said, poking at the fire.
Lissea perched on the edge of her seat, waiting for more.
Her grandmother unwound a tale that wasn’t meant for eavesdroppers. But a boy with a knapsack heard it all. 
Chapter 1 
Crows cawed. People pointed and muttered… and Irrara? She ran.
What she’d just seen, what she’d just done… had that really been her? Or had it just been a coincidence that she was there? She wasn’t entirely sure. They could have been pointing at someone behind her. After all, she was quite short. 
Thud. Clunk. Thud. Clunk.
She knew that sound. Guardsmen. It sounded the same in every village.
‘AFTER HER!’ Shouted one of them, red faced and forehead wrinkled.
‘Quick!’
‘SHE did it!’
They had definitely noticed her. And they definitely blamed her for what just happened. Screams behind her pierced her ears before she plunged into the chattering and bartering of the bustling street. Luckily, no one here seemed to have noticed the incident. 
Her pet bird, Flurp, flew from his perch on her shoulder and started flying back to the scene of the incident.
‘Flurp!’ She called after him. But he was gone. He was flapping his wings against the guardsmen’s helmets. She smiled. Good bird.
While Flurp flapped around the guardsmen’s faces, Irrara dodged between frock and fodder, cattle, cloak and muttering market goers, muttering apologies over and over again. Some people moved out her way, neatly folding to the sides of the stalls and shaking their heads but most were too heavily focused on bartering a cheaper price on meat. It wasn’t unusual for someone be trying to outrun the guardsmen in Thrungscourt.
They weren’t usually running for the same reason as Irrara though.
Flurp, returning from successfully causing a collision between the guardsmen and a cart of radishes, spotted Irrara through the crowds and returned to guide her.
He soared above, small wings outstretched, scanning for a gap in the stalls and white marquees. Then he stopped, landing on the edge of a canopy. As Irrara smuggled herself through the crowds, she started to see that he’d found a small gap between an apple stall and large white marquee selling news-scrolls. She side-stepped through, slipping a ribbon-tied scroll up her cloak sleeve while she did. She may as well, since she’d apparently committed a crime anyway.
The gap was just about wide enough for her and led through to a gloomy alleyway. It was shadowed in darkness. There was no suggestion as to where it went. It had a sharp corner some distance in, shadowed by more walls.
She heard the trundle of the guards’ steps. They were on their way. 
‘She went through there!’
Shaking, she bolted down the alleyway, walls looming above her like black-brick giants. Flurp followed, flying above her. Behind, a clatter startled them. The guards must’ve pushed their way through the gap and taken the apple stall with them, which was quite an obvious outcome in their hulking armour and clanking swords. You’d have thought they’d have better spatial awareness. Apples of about ten different varieties thudded to the cobbled floor, like small, misshapen canons.
Something nudged Irrara’s foot. She looked down. A purple apple, flecked with yellow. She swiftly turned the dark corner of the alleyway, not looking behind. If she had, she might have noticed that the opening she’d ran through had disappeared. 
Ahead, she could see light creeping its way through the far end of the alley. ‘Quick, Flurp.’ She muttered between heavy breaths.
When they reached the end, they found themselves at a small patch of grass lined with a forest of firs. There were no more people, stalls or marquees, apart from one. But this one was different to the others. It was deep green, trimmed with black, and much taller too, with a domed top... hang on. Wasn’t that smoke coming from the top of it? Perhaps it was a chimney in disguise.
She glanced over her shoulder, no one had followed her. She could still hear the guards at first, but they were far enough away in the manic of the market that they sounded more like they were whispering. 
‘Have you seen the girl?’
She smiled, remembering that no-one knew her here. She was just another visitor on market day. Still, she’d feel much safer not stood in an open area. As she edged closer to the tent, she noticed it had a blank sign propped against it, and that there were no wares on display, like the other stalls had. 
Flurp dug his bony talons into her shoulder, pinching her skin. ‘It’s okay.’ She whispered to him.
Purple smoke billowed from the dome, as though under an enchantment. Irrara gulped, her stomach twisting. She reached out, pulling the green curtains open and slowly stepping inside.
Her heart flipped. There was no one there. No furniture, no… fire? But. The smoke!
 ‘Perhaps a trick of the eye.’ She smiled at Flurp, who chittered nervously. As Irrara flopped down on the scratchy rug, rolling her knees to her chest and burying her head, Flurp jumped off and paraded around. He pecked at the rug and squawked at the walls as though they’d personally insulted him.
‘Shush, Flurp! Someone might hear!’ She said, squeezing her eyes shut. But he wouldn’t let it go. She could still hear his small feet pattering around as he strutted in circles, before he finally perched on her shoulder. 
He kept one eye open, sensing that they weren’t alone.
Chapter 2
Dammit. Dammit. Dammit. 
Why her? Irrara wondered. And how her? She hadn’t done anything on purpose. Not that that would be an acceptable excuse in court. But really. She didn’t really realise she’d done anything at all… until those icy glares, that was.
But…how? How could she have possibly killed people if she hadn’t meant to? 
Her head felt like a spear had been jabbed through it. 
Maybe they weren’t even dead. People were probably panicking over nothing- jumping to worst case scenario. And even if they were dead, they had been pretty old. They might’ve had heart attacks.
No. People had clearly thought it was her. There must be a reason for that. Unless of course Thrungscourt was one of those villages which blamed all ills on newcomers. Yes. That was probably it.
She shook her head in annoyance. Her parents were going to kill her. Well, they’d want to, if she could get back to them. They’d only given her enough money to get to Thrungscourt. From there she was supposed to find Mr Turnpip, and send him their love and give some letter…
She screamed into her cloak sleeve. Flurp jumped up, alert. 
‘Sorry, Flurp.’ She sighed, falling backwards onto the rug. An earthy smell joined her. Then Flurp did. And then
‘And who might you be?’
She sprung back into a seated position. She whipped her head around the tent, scanning the walls and each fabric fold. Flurp also peered around. But no one was there.
‘…hello?’
‘I’m afraid you won’t be able to see my truth until you tell me yours. Who are you?’
The voice was everywhere. Inside, outside, right next to her- whispering in her ear, in the far corners, hiding in the shadows.
‘…I’m… my name’s Irrara.’
‘And what are you doing in my tent, Irrara? Surely you know what an unmarked tent means?’
‘You’re closed… I’m sorry.’ She blushed, lifting herself from the scratchy rug.
‘Actually,’ the voice replied, ‘I was thinking more that it’s a Port-Post.’
‘A what?’ She turned her head. Where was that voice coming from?
‘You clearly know little. Yet… you found me. How?’
‘Well- I was running from the-’
‘Ah! The girl who killed the people on the square.’
‘Hang on. We don’t know they’re definitely- wait. That only just happened! How do you know about that?’
‘I know many things, child.’
Flurp shuddered, slowly edging towards the door. He’d made up his mind about this voices-out-of-nowhere business. 
Irrara, though curious, supposed she should follow him. He flew up and landed on her shoulder, urging her on. 
‘Sorry for… uh, disturbing you.’ She called back into the empty tent.
But as she reached the doorway, a bookshelf appeared on her right. Then. On her left, a hat stand appeared with coats in all sorts of dazzling colours. Flurp flapped his wings in confusion before looking behind and pecking at Irrara’s cheek.
She followed his gaze to find a man had appeared in the middle of the room. He was sat behind a large desk, littered with several stacks of papers, a quill and ink pot and an empty gold cage. He was sat on a green velvet chair and a small golden fire cackled in front of the desk. Irrara’s eyes widened. The smoke.
‘How did-’ She started. But she knew how. Magic.
‘Were you here the whole time?’
‘Oh yes, but you seemed a tad deep in thought, and I didn’t want to interrupt you.’
Her eyes drifted to the empty cage. 
‘That’s where Horrace lives. He’s invisible. Not here at the moment, of course, or that bird of yours would be a lot flightier than he is now.’ He paused, then looked intently at her.
‘Now, the interesting thing to me, Irrara, is simply that this tent should be entirely invisible. Yet here you are. Now, this must be for one of two reasons. Either I, in old age have lost my touch and the tent can be seen by all- which is very bad news for both of us. Or you have a strand of magic in your blood.’ He paused.
‘If it’s the latter, then the question pends is it good or bad magic.’ He wrapped his knuckles on the desk as he spoke. 
Irrara stood gawping at the man. Flurp also went very quiet, which was most out of character. She took in his black velvet waistcoat, threaded with silver-spun clocks. He had small eyes like little black beads, framed by two glass circles. Had he just suggested she was magic? She hoped not. Her parents hated that stuff.
‘It-it must be that you’ve lost your touch then.’ She practically squeaked.
He lowered his head to peer over his frames. ‘I wouldn’t be too sure.’
Her heart leapt.
‘Did you say good or bad magic?’ She had only heard of latter. ‘I thought there was only one kind.’
He nodded, pressing his fingers together into a sharp pyramid. 
She pondered, looking at Flurp. 
‘So… if I were, as you say, magic, would you be able to tell which one?’
‘Of course. That all depends on how this tent appeared to you. Describe, please, in as much detail and as few words as possible.’
‘Umm… dark green, black trim.’
‘Good. And how did it smell?’
How did she answer that?
‘Honesty is imperative in an accurate diagnosis.’ He nudged.
‘It smelled a bit musty, I guess. Like it needs a good dust.’
His eyes smiled.
‘And the sign outside…?’
‘The sign… ah, the sign! It was black.’
‘And what did it say? Just to be sure?’ He said, resting further into his chair.
‘It was blank.’ 
‘Yes. We’ve ascertained it was black, but what did it say?’
‘It was blank!’ Said Irrara again, louder this time. 
His fingers unpressed and his eyes opened wide. ‘BLANK? As in, it said nothing at all?’
Irrara nodded. That was certainly the meaning of blank.
‘Odd!’
‘Why-’
‘Regardless!’ He said, ignoring her, ‘Good news. You can still be diagnosed!’
He jumped up from his chair. Well. Technically, he jumped down. Stood on both legs he was exactly one inch shorter than he had been sat down. Irrara tried not to stare, and Flurp resisted going to perch on the man’s fluffy head.
‘The sign only ever reads two things. One with good magic may read ‘Post-Port: All your travel needs’ and one with bad magic may read ‘Post-Port: Discretion Guaranteed’.’
‘Oh… right. But why didn’t I see either of those?’
‘Because child… BECAUSE…’ He stopped, scrunching up his nose and sniffing wildly, mildly resembling a wild possum. 
‘I smell grey skies! And a storm too!’
‘Yes… it’s been quite grey all morning.’
Perhaps he was a con-artist. If he was, she had to admit that he was very good at it. He’d be very disappointed if he was expecting any coin from Irrara though. Her parents had hinted at her finding a job once she’d found Mr Turnpip. Actually… perhaps this man knew who he was.
‘Excuse me, sir, do you know a…’
‘HUSH child! I must consult with my teacup! Urgently!’
Irrara stayed quiet while he rummaged through a chest behind his desk, throwing out odd socks, bags of herbs and crystals. Then he moved onto the bookshelf near the door, scanning the shelves. She realised he still hadn’t told her what type of magic she had. She’d ask once he was out of this frenzied state. 
‘Eureka! Here she is!’ He said, holding the teacup in both hands, beaming at it as though it were a new-born baby.
He turned to Irrara. ‘Get some hot water, quick!’
‘I don’t know where-’
‘Useless!’ He cried. ‘Hold this!’
He thrust the teacup into Irrara’s hands and ran to the back of the tent. Flurp eyed the teacup suspiciously, hopping onto her forearm for a closer look. It looked like a regular boring plain white cup. As Flurp peered in closer, it started to shake in Irrara’s hands.
‘Uhh… Sir…’
‘What? What is it?’ He said, running over with a steaming pot. ‘Careful!’
He took the teacup from her and poured hot water into the cup. He put down the pot and closed his eyes, holding the teacup with both hands and whispering something Irrara couldn’t hear.
Flurp seized the moment to peck at Irrara’s cheek and point a wing at the door. Irrara hesitated. She wanted to know what magical diagnosis he had for her, and yet as she watched him swaying with a teacup and whispering to himself, she considered whether maybe he was the one in need of some diagnosis. She nodded at Flurp and began to slowly walk to the door when the man spoke.
‘Something is brewing for sure! Apologies, Irrara for ignoring you but you see, if a storm brews inside this teacup- then trouble is coming. If it doesn’t, then the weather is simply having an off day.’
She mumbled something in response. Surely, he realised that the weather was sometimes bad. Back in Trifgarad, where her parents were, the weather was more often bad than not. Hail often charged from behind the windows, or bit at her skin if she was outdoors. 
She kept edging towards the door when she heard the sound of rattling china. Loud and cackling. Like lightning on ice. When she turned, she noticed that the teacup was not only violently shaking but was no longer white! The saucer and the bottom of the teacup looked like a stormy sea, with rolling navy waves. The navy waves faded into a grey thundery sky. Flurp and Irrara gawped, staring at it as the water inside started to slosh over the edges and drip into the saucer.
‘Careful!’ Irrara said, worried the man might burn himself. But when she went to grab the cup, it was ice-cold.
The man’s eyes opened and he gasped. 
Then there was a shuffle outside the tent. 
The three of them turned to look as two hands pushed through the gap.
Chapter 3
A guard, it had to be a guard. They’d found her and now she’d never find Mr Turnpip, or see her parents or-
‘Brechen! About time!’ The man put down the teacup and returned to his green velvet chair. 
‘Sorry, master. There’s a brawl and half going on out there!’
The hands, it turned out, belonged to a boy. Probably four or so years older than Irrara, with dark hair, and eyes like muddy puddles. He had a pointed nose, just slightly more rounded than Flurp’s beak. And it seemed that the old man knew him. 
‘Hi. Name’s Brechen,’ He stretched out an arm. ‘You’re the girl who murdered those people on the square.’
‘I-I did not- murder makes it sound intentional!’ Irrara said, ending the handshake.
‘Didn’t think it was. Someone able to kill as precisely as you wouldn’t have chosen such a busy place.’
Irrara wasn’t entirely sure what to say to that. Was it…a compliment? For killing people? 
‘That’s Master Gabannon, by the way,’ he said, gesturing at the old man. ‘I’m sure he’s forgotten to introduce himself.’
‘Did I?’ Gabannon looked at Irrara who nodded. She’d only just noticed herself. 
‘Force of habit I’m afraid my dear. Comes with the trade to be unwilling to share one’s identity too freely. As Brechen said, I’m Huddrws Gabannon, professor of portals.’
‘You teach portals?’ 
‘Used to.’ Brechen said, throwing his knapsack on the floor. 
‘I’m retired from teaching now. Just sell a portal or two to the odd mage passing through,’ Master Gabannon smiled through his lenses. ‘Anyhoo! Brechen! Irrara here possesses a strand of bad magic.’
She felt Flurp almost drop off her shoulder in shock.
‘I do?’ She squealed.
‘Heavens! Did I forget to tell you that too?’
‘You started talking to your teacup.’ She reminded him.
‘Which reminds me! The teacup foretells trouble, Brechen.’
Brechen said nothing for a moment. Then eyed Irrara slyly.
‘What are you doing in Thrungscourt anyway? You’re not from here.’
‘My parents sent me. I’m supposed to be finding a Mr Turnpip, actually. Do you him? Or where he lives?’
Master Gabannon and Brechen exchanged a fleeting glance. 
‘You haven’t read that news-scroll up your sleeve then?’ Brechen gestured.
‘News-scroll?’ Befuddled, Irrara felt into her cloak sleeves. Then she remembered. The scroll. The thieved scroll from earlier. She hadn’t been able to feel it between her cloak and robe sleeves- her mother had made her wear an extra thick one, so she didn’t catch death on her journey. Irrara shuddered- if she’d caught it, she’d given it away again pretty snappily. 
She untied the scroll ribbon and opened it. She read the first paragraph.

YE PRIESTLY PRESSE
The Death of our Greatest Saviour
‘Tis with the greatest grief and gravest grovelling, I announce the monstrous murder of Thrungscourt’s saving grace- Dr Egward Turnpip. This man hath rescued us all, whether thou were aware of it or not! He rescued thou when thou were child, and he would have rescued your own child. Pray for Thrungscourt! For without Dr. Turnpip, this world is a dark place.
‘Great. Just my luck.’ Irrara muttered, scanning the swirly print.
‘You just missed him. Happened last night.’
‘What am I going to do now? I can’t leave without being seen. But I should go back home, tell mother and father….’
‘You can’t go back like this!’ Master Gabannon slammed his fists onto the table.
‘Well, I know that. It would be impossible to leave now everyone’s looking for who killed those people… and I’d never make it past the guards with Flurp… he made quite a lasting impression.’
Flurp tapped his talons and ruffled his feathers proudly.
‘Not that! Your bad magic, child. It’s untamed!’
‘What?’
‘You must write to your mother and father, yes. Tell them… tell them you arrived, found Mr Turnpip dead and are now working to make the money back to go home. That is, I’m presuming they only gave you enough to get here?’
She nodded. How could he possibly know that?
‘It’s not a bad idea… I could look for work I guess.’
‘Not here you won’t. You’re a fugitive, someone will recognise you as the girl who ran through the market the day two villagers were killed.’ Brechen chipped in, fiddling with something on the bookshelf.
Gabannon, who had been clattering around, opening and closing drawers, humming a tune Irrara didn’t recognise, stopped suddenly. He held up a clear vial with a chalk-white liquid glooping around inside. ‘THIS will do it!’
‘Oooh. I could do with a glass of milk.’ Brechen said.
‘You’ll have to get some when you arrive at your destination.’
‘Destination?’ Irrara raised her brows.
‘Yes, child. You can hardly stay here! This… this here, is the Syrup of Subtlety. Exactly what you’ll need for where you’re going.’
‘Why do we need that?’ Said Brechen, narrowing his eyes.
‘Ah, dear boy, dear clueless boy, you didn’t think all these portals I concoct here go completely unseen, did you?’
‘Well… kind of. I mean, we do help some… suspicious sorts.’
‘Oh of course, and in most cases, the Regional Portal-Seer turns their head at the business of an odd meddlesome mage. However, this girl here possesses bad magic! And has killed two people!’
Irrara flinched. She wished they would stop mentioning that. One moment.
‘Is that how I… killed… those people? With the bad magic?’ 
Gabannon looked at Irrara with sad eyes.
‘Unfortunately, so, child. Something like that anyway,’ he sighed, ‘Brechen, come here. I must discuss… travel arrangements with you.’
Brechen sauntered over to Gabannon’s desk. They spoke in hushed tones, glancing at Irrara now and then before returning to their hushed huddle. Flurp tried to hop closer to them, but he was shooed away. Irrara was suspicious as to why travel arrangements would require such secrecy. But she supposed it could be business talk. Then again, she questioned whether she could trust these two peculiar people. 
She didn’t really have a choice. Portalling herself out of trouble was her best bet. 
Brechen nodded, finalising his discussion with his master, and rejoined Irrara’s side. Gabannon raised his arms like an orchestra lead. ‘Right then, let’s begin!’
‘But… wait! Where are we going?’
Gabannon smiled. ‘To a place like nowhere you’ve been before!’
‘What does that even mean?’ Irrara went to ask, but her voice was lifted away by a whoosh of whirling gold wind which spiraled around the tent. She winced as Flurp’s talons plunged into her skin as he tried to hold on. 
‘And off you go!’ The old man pushed Irrara and Brechen towards the tent door. The first thing that hit Irrara was the cold. 






Reflective Essay

In this essay I will critically reflect on the creative process of crafting the opening chapters of ‘Irrara’, a middle grade fantasy novel. I will reflect on adaption, whilst discussing fantasy concepts introduced in the Speculative Fiction module. I will discuss my story’s relation to the seven basic plots, reflect on craft technique and the influence of wider reading in the genre.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Christopher Booker, The Seven Basic Plots: Why We Tell Stories (London: Continuum, 2004).] 

I aimed to craft an engaging fantasy novel for middle-grade readers, using tropes and genre thematics, such as Gabannon’s portals. I aimed to apply module learnings of the ‘Quest’ plot style and develop upon world-building techniques used by other writers in the genre and emulate their methods of characterisation whilst devising tropes. 
Reading middle-grade fantasy literature was influential in familiarising with narrative voice and establishing genre tone. Ross MacKenzie’s ‘The Nowhere Emporium’ inspired me to revise the plot, beginning in medias res.[footnoteRef:2] MacKenzie’s successful creation of a well-paced starting scene which established strong sense of character, introduced fantastical elements and set the scene inspired my chapter revision. Emulating MacKenzie’s protagonist’s escape from bullies, Irrara’s run through Thrungscourt devises dramatic action mode, serving to gradually world-build, set the scene and introduce conflict. Both protagonists’ predicaments are established, and their ‘mini quest’ foreshadows the ‘Quest’ style plot. [2:  Ross MacKenzie, The Nowhere Emporium (Edinburgh: Floris Books, 2015), pp. 11- 12. (p. 11).] 

Cressida Cowell’s ‘How To Train Your Dragon’ and Alex T. Smith’s ‘Murder! By Narwhal!’ create strong sense of character in their opening chapters. They build character by presenting inner-thoughts and feelings, finding the right voice and befriending the readership.[footnoteRef:3] Cowell’s protagonist ‘feeling slightly sick ever since he woke up’ establishes nervousness, evoking sympathy in the reader and creating closeness between the reader and the hero.[footnoteRef:4] Smith’s protagonist Edna, ‘absolutely gasping for a scone’, creates a relatable character in the simplicity of being hungry.[footnoteRef:5] Both examples suggest ordinary realism as ‘at the heart of fantastic creation’.[footnoteRef:6] Grounded in realism, they create relatable sensations, allowing natural digestion of the fantasy world.[footnoteRef:7] They allow ‘audiences to follow a fantasy by identifying with its hero or heroine’.[footnoteRef:8] Emulating this, Irrara ‘screamed into her cloak sleeve’ after evocative internal dialogue. [3:  Alan Brown, ‘Writing For Children’, in The Handbook Of Creative Writing, ed. By Stephen Earnshaw, 2nd edn. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014), pp. 162- 168 (p. 163).]  [4: Cressida Cowell, How To Train Your Dragon, (London: Hodder Children’s Books, 2003), p. 16. ]  [5: Alex T. Smith, Murder! By Narwhal!: A Grimacres Whodunnit!  (London: Hodder Children’s Books, 2024), p. 9. ]  [6:  Kim Wilkins, ‘Genre and Speculative Fiction’, in The Cambridge Companion to Creative Writing, ed. By David Morley and Philip Neilsen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), pp. 37- 51 (p. 46).]  [7:  Wilkins, ‘Genre and Speculative Fiction’, in The Cambridge Companion to Creative Writing, p. 46.]  [8:  Anne Wilson, Magical Thought In Creative Writing: The Distinctive Roles of Fantasy And Imagination In Fiction (Oxford: Thimble Press, 1983), p.16. ] 

Deborah Chester’s ‘Fantasy Fiction Formula’ heavily influenced independent fantasy research and genre craft e.g. correctly executing exposition. This is evident in ‘Irrara’ when the fantasy world is revealed between bouts of action, within dialogue and is summarised in narrative.[footnoteRef:9] When Irrara notices a marquee ‘different to the others’ with ‘purple smoke’, the smoke’s presence surprises her, rather than the colour. This executes exposition subtly, illustrating Irrara reacting to a ‘norm’ in her world. ‘Bouts of action’ execute exposition through Irrara’s sight: ‘frocks and fodder, cattle, cloak and market goers’ and ‘hulking armour and clanking swords’ execute exposition through medieval-inspired diction. Exposition is related through dialogue when archetypal ‘wise-sage’ figure Gabannon is confused by Irrara’s intrusion since the tent is ‘a Port-Post'.  [9:  Deborah Chester, The Fantasy Fiction Formula (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2016), p. 236.] 

Crafting ‘Irrara’, I employed various modes of discourse. Recognising the ‘hook’ as a popular genre device, I crafted an engaging hook using the rule of three, drawing on the mythic ‘magic three’ trope. ‘The crows cawed. People pointed and muttered... and Irrara? She ran.’ creates suspense, initiates the discourse mode of dramatic action, whilst setting fantastical elements, informing the reader of three related events. I followed this with repetitive onomatopoeia of the ‘Thud. Clunk. Thud. Clunk’ to achieve sensory reader involvement and set the pace for action. Dramatic action formulated intensity to permeate the scene, delivering detail through exchanges with the fantastical world, and achieving strong sense of reader involvement.[footnoteRef:10] The direct dialogue discourse mode allowed creation of the beloved ‘illusion of eavesdropping’ for reader involvement; establishing opposing stances of the protagonist and antagonistic guardsmen, combined modes of direct dialogue, dramatic action and established pace.[footnoteRef:11] Additionally, I used the fantasy ‘familiar’ device in Flurp. This strengthened Irrara’s characterisation through interactions. He builds suspense by ‘pinching her skin’ suggesting a ‘sixth sense’ about the tent. Allusion to magic begins mid-action when the alleyway opening ‘disappeared’. Magical items are abundant in Gabannon’s tent, and there’s the magical appearance of the ‘wise-sage’ archetype himself. I implemented ‘authorisation’ from Magical Realism to ground realist feeling in the magical world through the news-scroll. [10:  Deborah Chester, The Fantasy Fiction Formula, p.227. ]  [11:  Ibid. pp 229- 230.] 

Feedback was crucial in the redrafting process, resulting in a transformative revision. Initial prologue feedback related excessive exposition but successful emulation of a fantastical ‘fairy-tale feel’. I redrafted the prologue as shorter in omniscient third-person narrative, allowing the reader ‘insight’ into a ‘tale which wasn’t meant for eavesdroppers’. I created suspense, inviting reader knowledge of something hidden from the protagonist, and foreshadowing Brechen’s knowledge, identified by the knapsack. The ‘fire’ and ‘taletelling’ aspects remained to sustain a fairy-tale feel. 
Further feedback addressed dialogue tag usage. I received conflicting advice. Some feedback suggested simple dialogue tags e.g. ‘said’ for unobtrusive and smooth readership, being ‘as invisible as punctuation’.[footnoteRef:12] Stephen King echoes this, favourably advising the ‘dialogue attribution (is) said’, proposing reader awareness of characters’ tone. [footnoteRef:13]  Contrastingly, other feedback suggested over-use of ‘said’. When wider-reading middle-grade fantasy, I found that writers, including Cowell, frequently use descriptive and emotive dialogue tags. For example, ‘crowed Looter triumphantly’ possesses descriptive verb and adjective.[footnoteRef:14] Cowell habitually writes the verb preceding the noun, for example, ‘Cried Bodkin, waving his long, thin arms around’.[footnoteRef:15] Physical characterisation is also developed. I emulated this when a guard shouts, ‘red faced and forehead wrinkled’. Overall, Cowell achieves harmonic balance between descriptive and ‘invisible’ tags. Combined feedback and varied findings led to revising ‘Irrara’ with ’invisible’ tags in faster-paced scenes, and emotive ones to craft evocative and suspenseful scenes.  [12:  Janet Burroway, Writing Fiction: A Guide To Narrative Craft, 5th edn. (New York: Longman, 2000), p. 136.]  [13:  Stephen King, On Writing: A Memoir Of The Craft, 20th Anniversary edn. (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2020), 142-143.]  [14:  Cressida Cowell, The Wizards Of Once (London: Hodder Children’s Books, 2017), p.42. ]  [15:  Cowell, The Wizards Of Once, p. 58.] 

‘Irrara’s first excerpts set up the ‘Quest’ with ‘the call’. Beginning ‘on a note of the most urgent compulsion’ Gabannon urges Irrara to address her bad magic, cautioning her: ‘Your bad magic, child! It’s untamed!’.[footnoteRef:16] Additionally, the ‘distinct mark of the Quest’ is set up by Irrara meeting her first companion Brechen.[footnoteRef:17] Additionally, the trope of monsters is set up in the prologue mentioning ’creatures you couldn’t imagine’.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Booker, The Seven Basic Plots, p. 70. ]  [17:  Ibid. P.71.]  [18:  Ibid. p.73.] 

The process of crafting ‘Irrara’ allowed me to critically explore speculative fiction tropes and apply them within the middle-grade readership. Draft feedback was essential in re-crafting an exposition-heavy, first-person narrative piece into one which weaves world-building into dialogue and action. It supported reconsideration of plot aspects to suit the readership. This process has demonstrated the importance of experimental redrafting, using different narratives to achieve different creative results. Developing as a writer, I aim to consistently engage in independent craft research to improve my work. Research in this module has taught me valuable skills for crafting speculative fiction, helping establish tone, narrative voice and exposition execution whilst pacing structure. I have discovered enjoyment in creatively engaging with tropes and setting them in a fantasy construct.
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