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White. Irene blinked and the white returned. It took several seconds for her to identify the cause. In the forest nothing was white, well, not in such large enough quantities to exclude any other colour. At their cottage there was some white, but again, not enough for what she saw now.

But she wasn’t in the forest or the cottage. She sighed as memories of the last few days flooded back. Faehame. She was stuck in the land of her kin with very little chance of escape. Gone was her Deep Forest and so too her family. Mama J and Papa were now slaves, pets. Trapped as much as Irene was.

The white wall stared back at her with a blankness that made her itch to find a tree, a bush or even a few blades of grass. 

Even the oddly artificial nature in the hallway and stairwell was better than the total white that assaulted her senses right now. 

She rolled over and saw more white, but this time punctuated by a wooden-framed window that looked out onto a brilliant blue sky.

Even the bedsheets and blanket that covered her were white and Irene threw back the covers and got out of bed. 

A quick glance around the room told her that there was no sign of the dress she wore yesterday, nor her old clothes. She plucked at the white nightgown and shook her head. The absence of any colour except the sky was making her nervous. 

She padded barefoot across the whitewashed floor to one of the few pieces of furniture in the room. The white wardrobe stood next to a table and chair with a mirror on the wall above the table.

‘Maybe my clothes are in here?’ She muttered to herself. She wasn’t one to talk to herself in general. In the forest there were always small animals to chatter to and even though they couldn’t talk back, it had not seemed odd to talk to them. Their chittering and chirping had seemed like a reply of sorts. Here though, muttering quietly to herself made her feel even more out of place. She glanced around the room one more time to make sure she was definitely alone.

The wardrobe was small and the two doors swung open easily as they revealed the sparse contents inside. 

There was the rose-coloured dress from yesterday, and next to it several others of similar flower-petal shades. There were no trousers, shirts or even any shoes. She sighed heavily and knew there was very little choice. If she did not put on one of the pastel gowns, she would be forced to remain in the silky white nightgown. 

She supposed that any colour was better than white, even if they reminded her of the masquerade ball back at the manor. That had seemed such a long time ago, but logically she knew it was only a couple of days. 

Find and rescue her foster parents. That had been the goal, but she had failed and now they were in even more peril than they had been at the hands of Alderman Abbet. 

How could she rescue them when she didn’t even know how to rescue herself?

She hung the nightgown on the plain wooden hanger which had previously held the pale purple dress she now wore. It annoyed her to admit that it was a beautiful colour. She didn’t want to like anything about it even as she admitted that the wide silver belt that clasped it tightly to her waist contrasted nicely with it.

‘Purple shoes would finish the look.’

The voice behind her made her jump. It wasn’t that she didn’t recognise Mama J’s voice, but she hadn’t heard her come in.

Irene turned to see her foster mother striding across the room and indicating that Irene should sit at the table.

‘If the shoes will let me run through the forest, I’d be happy to have them.’ Irene looked in the mirror at Mama J’s expression as she spoke, but the familiar mother figure simply picked up a brush and styled Irene’s hair.

‘Today is a busy day for you, miss Rene,’ Mama J began as she tugged and twisted then pinned and adorned Irene’s hair.

Irene simply stared as Mama J’s fingers wove her hair like magic into an artful display that seemed almost impossible. 

‘Have you always been able to do that?’ Irene asked quietly. She missed their usual banter and laughter that started each morning. She missed a lot of things and her shoulders sagged a little as she realised they might all be gone for good.

‘First there’s a fitting for new clothes, then your magic tutor will come to test your skills.’

Mama J made no acknowledgment that she heard Irene speak and focused her attention on pinning the last strands of hair. 

Irene stared at the creation on her head. It looked like a butterfly about to take flight. Purple and silver strands were woven through it and matched her dress perfectly.

‘First, though, it’s time for breakfast, miss Rene.’

‘Irene,’ Irene corrected automatically. 

This time there was a flick of warning and fear in Mama J’s eyes. It told Irene instantly that she should never say that name again. Mama J was back to tuck stray strands of hair into place, then stepped back and looked at her work critically.

‘It will do for now. They are waiting in the dining room.’

‘Would you walk me down...’ Irene saw the hesitation in her foster mother’s eyes. ‘I’m afraid I still get lost here.’

‘Of course, miss Rene.’ 

Irene matched her step to match her foster mother’s shorter stride, and they walked down the stairs together. Irene let her arm brush against Mama J’s as they reached the deer-path hallway.

‘You’ll find them just down there.’ Mama J pointed to the room just beyond the sitting room where Irene had seen her mother yesterday.

‘Thank you,’ Irene said with a smile that did not reach her eyes. Seeing her foster mother reduced to a servant was wrong, and she hardened her resolve to help them all escape. 

Maeryn and the king sat at a small table with large plates of food on the lacy tablecloth. 

‘I suppose your mother’s old gowns will do for now.’ The king’s critical eye made one pass from head to toe, then he returned his attention to the food. ‘Sit, child. Eat.’

Irene felt a small wave of sympathy for her mother. How could she have turned out anything other than how she was being brought up in this house? Tight corsets, fancy hairstyles, and a very stern father. Irene had a feeling she was going to find out what the life of a daughter of the House of Light was like.

The decorations in the house might be fake but the food was not. Fresh fruit of all kinds, bread and jams. The aroma of the loaf of bread reached her nose, and she sighed. Mama J baked the best bread.

Irene ate her fill, then picked slowly at a bunch of grapes while she waited to be told what to do. Her gaze flicked out the window at the trees. Usually she would be off running through the forest, after finishing her chores, of course. Here she did not know if she could just stand up and leave the table, even.

‘I hope you didn’t eat too much.’ Her mother’s voice was slightly sharp. ‘You have a dress fitting soon.’

Irene shrugged. She had never worried about what she ate. A life in the forest used a lot of energy and kept her figure lean.

That was the only conversation as, moments later, the king rose and left without acknowledging either of them. Her mother followed a few seconds later, and Irene was left sitting at the table that was still groaning with food. Did that mean she too could leave and where could she go?

A movement outside the window drew her attention, and she saw Zeb leading a horse across the grass. It was too far to see his expression and there was no sign of Ink. 

Had Zeb eaten as well this morning? Irene doubted it. She laid out a napkin and filled it with food, then pulled up the edges and tied them together. Taking him food was the least she could do.

Before she could change her mind she was out the front doors and hurrying down the steps.

‘Zeb,’ she called out as she hurried across the lawn. Her dress limited her stride, and she knew it must look comical. Such a dress was designed for short, delicate steps, not striding across a lawn. Zeb, however, looked up at his name but did not smile. Irene stopped when she reached him and waited for him to acknowledge her. He just stared as if waiting for instruction.

‘I brought you some food,’ she said, holding out the napkin.

Zeb took the offered napkin without comment, then tipped his head slightly. ‘Irene?’

He didn’t sound, or look, quite as dazed as yesterday, and Irene beamed at him. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll be out of here soon.’

Zeb frowned as his gaze strayed to her hands, and he took a step back as if scared of her. 

‘What’s wrong? It’s just me. I’m the same person I was before. We’ll get out of this place as soon as I can arrange it. I have no interest in staying. You do believe me?’ 

Irene’s question went unanswered as a noise drew both of their attentions. Horses. 

A large carriage was crunching its way along the stoned driveway not far away. Two snow-white horses pulled it and stopped as it drew level to her.

The door opened and, to her surprise, Finian stepped out, followed by a young human. Irene cringed at her automatic categorisation of the girl who followed Finian. She wore a simple, pale green tunic and her long hair hung unadorned. How Irene envied her right now. She looked a little familiar, but Irene couldn’t place where she’d seen her.

‘I told you I’d see you soon,’ Finian said as he strolled over to her. His walk was more of a swagger that showed his confidence, and he beamed at Irene with an infectious grin. Once again, she was drawn to his twinkling emerald green eyes.

‘I have to go,’ Zeb muttered as he tugged the horse away towards the stables. 

Finian did not even acknowledge Zeb’s retreat. Instead he put one hand on Irene’s shoulder and looked towards the immense house.

‘I’ve brought you a gift.’

Irene noted his hands were empty, and the girl carried nothing either.

‘Oh?’ she queried, unsure what other response to offer.

‘I told you there were a lot of pets here and this one will serve you well.’ Finian indicated the human girl with his free hand. ‘I hear she’s good with hair and... stuff.’

Clearly he was ignorant of what servant girls even did and he gave a half-shrug, as if that was enough to explain.

‘Oh.’ Irene was at a loss again. Did one say thank you for the gift of a living being? It felt incredibly wrong to even be presented with such an offering.

She glanced quickly at the retreating figure of her friend and she saw his disgusted expression. Irene felt a little insulted, as surely he would know how she felt about this? Hadn’t they spent the last year getting to know one another? 

‘What’s her name?’ Irene asked as Finian looked to be waiting for her to continue.

It wasn’t the response he expected, as his eyebrows rose in confusion. ‘How would I know? She worked at the guardhouse and I thought you’d like her.’

‘Oh, yes.’ Irene nodded. That was why she looked familiar. This girl was one of the few humans she’d seen so far in Faehame.

Finian took her acknowledgement as thanks for the gift and his smile returned instantly. ‘Perhaps we can take a walk on the grounds?’

‘A walk.’ Irene kept her voice even to hide her growing unease. ‘Is it permitted to be alone with a young man?’

She had wandered the Deep Forest with Zeb for hours on end without a chaperone and had seen nothing wrong with it. Even now she didn’t see it as a problem, but she felt unnerved in Finian’s presence and wanted to avoid it.

‘That’s what the girl is for.’ Finian shook his head as he laughed. ‘You really know nothing about anything, do you?’

Irene decided it was best to just laugh at that statement. A quick walk and surely he would leave. The longer she stood here talking, the longer it would take for him to be gone.

‘Not far, though. I have no shoes,’ Irene said with a smile. She instantly decided that it would be best to play along as much as possible while learning what she could to escape this insane place.

Finian looked as she held up the hem of her flowing skirt and he seemed more interested in her feet than the fact that they were shoeless.

Irene dropped the skirt instantly and indicated a path worn through the trees. Finian linked his arm with hers and swept her forward into the trees. Irene heard the light footsteps of Finian’s gift following them. Was he really giving her a person as a gift? Perhaps it was some sort of joke.

‘I’ve often wondered what the king’s estate looked like.’ Finian made a point of looking around, even though there were just trees and more trees to be seen. 

There was a lot to see if you knew what to look for, like birds nesting, a vine that needed trimming before it choked a tree, a chittering squirrel falling silent as they passed by. Irene doubted Finian noticed any of it.

‘I have seen little of it myself.’ Irene hoped the reply would stop questions she wouldn’t be able to answer about the estate.

‘My father’s estate is down by the river. You could probably see it if you climbed one of these trees. Not that a lady ever does such a thing.’

Finian kept up a light-hearted banter that Irene responded to with nods and laughs as she saw appropriate while not encouraging any topic more than necessary. Surely, she thought to herself, he must have something else to do? They had already circled the small grove of trees three times.

Apparently he did not, as another five minutes passed before she decided that enough was enough.

‘I really should return to the house. My feet...’

She could not say that they hurt, for they didn’t, but leaving the sentence hanging, she hoped he would fill in the rest for himself.

Finian obligingly turned them back towards the carriage. ‘Perhaps you should wear shoes next time.’

Next time? Irene’s only contact with young men had been with Zeb and they had developed a wonderful friendship. Spending time with him had seemed easy and fun. Finian was another matter entirely. He was funny, for certain, but she could not help feeling that the smiling, easy-going youth had a motive other than friendship.

‘Perhaps I should,’ Irene replied, without commenting that she did not have any.

‘Excellent. I’ll pick you up for a tour of Faehame tomorrow.’

Irene’s eyebrows rose. Had she agreed to such a tour? She searched back through their ever so polite conversation and couldn’t identify where she had done so. Nevertheless, it would suit her nicely to see more of this land, as it would aid her in her quest to leave.

‘And I shall have my shoes on,’ Irene replied with a parting nod as she made her quick escape towards the house.

Hurried footsteps behind her made her turn. Was Finian following her? No, it was the girl the youth had brought with him and she was attempting to walk quickly without running, while keeping her eyes cast down on the ground. So she was really a gift after all! 

Irene slowed down out of pity for the girl. She was likely to trip and fall flat walking that fast without looking where she was going. 

‘What’s your name?’ Irene asked as the girl caught up, but slowed and kept several paces away.

The question appeared to confuse her, and she momentarily looked up, then hurriedly returned her gaze to the ground.

‘What should I call you?’ Irene could see fear furrowing her brows.

‘Girl, miss.’

‘I can’t call you girl,’ Irene argued. ‘Surely you have a name?’

‘Riley, miss.’ Riley looked around, as if expecting trouble for having said her name.

‘That wasn’t so bad, was it?’ Irene looked closer at Riley. She hadn’t bathed in a while and her hair was a little matted, but she looked about the same age as herself.

Perhaps she could befriend this poor girl and maybe even help her escape as well, for it was clear that she had not had an easy life.

‘Let’s go find something to eat. I know someone who makes a great ju-berry pie.’
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They had just rounded the corner of the immense house and the door to the kitchen was in sight when a window opened high above them.

‘Rene, what are you doing?’

Irene repressed the sudden urge to sigh. Her mother popped up at the most inconvenient times. 

‘Just heading to the kitchen,’ Irene replied lightly with a smile. 

A frown creased her mother’s forehead. ‘Why?’

‘I wanted to get some...’

Maeryn cut her off. ‘Your days of fraternising with the help are gone. Get up here now and don’t use the servants’ stairs. The seamstress has just arrived.’

Irene sighed when the window banged shut. She spotted Mama J at the kitchen door and hurried over to her.

‘This is Riley. Apparently she’s mine?’ Irene felt odd saying it but Mama J nodded and seemed pleased. 

‘Yes, she’s much more suitable as she can devote all her time to you,’ Mama J took hold of the girl’s arm. ‘I’ll take her inside and send her up to you later.’

With that, Mama J and Riley disappeared into the kitchen. 

Irene headed back to the front of the house. If she couldn’t use the internal stairs from the kitchen then she would have to walk around to the front entrance. She did not hurry, but nor did she dawdle too much. Upsetting her mother would not help matters.

Maeryn waited by the top of the main staircase and her mood was easy to gauge as her arms were folded and a small frown creased her forehead.

‘What was that gate guard doing here?’ She demanded before Irene even reached the top. 

‘The gate guard?’ Irene parroted back. Was she not even allowed visitors? Not that she really wanted any, but the rules here seemed far too strict. ‘He brought me... a... human girl. I took her to the kitchen.’

‘And was Lord Star with him? We were not expecting a visit.’ 

Maeryn’s voice was accusing, as if Irene had somehow caused some societal slight on purpose.

‘Finian was alone, apart from... the girl.’ Irene shrugged. She did not know what she had done wrong.

‘Finian? Finian Star?’ Maeryn’s mouth dropped open momentarily and then it clamped shut firmly. ‘Why was Lord Star’s heir doing gate duty?’

Irene had no answer, so kept quiet and waited for her mother to continue. At first Maeryn looked angry, then worried, and after a few seconds she broke into a broad smile.

‘We might well fix this if you play your part right.’

‘Fix what?’ Irene asked, despite knowing it was best to keep quiet.

‘We have offended the Star family at the gate,’ Maeryn replied offhandedly as she paced the hallway.

We? Irene didn’t recall saying or doing anything that Finian would have objected to. Maeryn, however, had yelled at him and sent him away. 

‘You were pleasant to him, I hope.’ Maeryn’s gaze bore into Irene and she shrugged again.

‘I suppose so. He wants to come back and show me around Faehame.’

Maeryn smiled, but did not direct it at Irene. It was more of a sinister grin at some plan she had just devised. Irene had no interest in her mother’s plans; she had her own.

‘Is there a dress fitting?’ Irene changed the subject.

The fitting was brief. A tall, slim fae woman took a dozen measurements, including Irene’s feet. She scribbled them all in a notebook, then left without uttering a single word.

‘I don’t know how we’re going to get those into a decent pair of shoes.’ Maeryn sneered a little at Irene’s feet.

Irene pulled her dress back a little so she could see her feet. They looked just fine to her. ‘What’s wrong with them?’

‘Everything. It looks like you’ve been running barefoot in the forest your whole life. They’re wide and flat, and dirty, and your big toe...’ Maeryn’s voice drifted off as if she couldn’t bear to describe Irene’s feet any longer.

Irene looked at her feet a little more critically. Did they look wide? Or flat? She examined her big toes as if seeing them for the first time. Should they look different? Sure, she had run through the forest for years, but wearing well-made boots usually. She shook her head slightly and took a deep breath. There was nothing wrong with her feet and she had to stop letting Maeryn get into her head. Besides, with dresses like this, who could see them?

‘They wouldn’t be dirty if you’d given me some shoes,’ Irene pointed out. ‘Finian wanted to walk in the grounds.’

‘You walked alone with him?’ Maeryn looked horrified.

‘Ril...  the girl was there too,’ Irene replied. She knew the girl had a name, but from the horrified look Riley had given when asked, it was clear she wasn’t supposed to use it.

‘That will suffice, I suppose.’ Maeryn appeared lost in thought for a moment and stared out the bedroom window.

‘Will I be getting anything other than dresses and fancy shoes?’ Irene asked hopefully. She hadn’t seen what type of shoes she might get, but if they were anything like the dresses, so far they were unlikely to be suitable attire for making an escape when the time came. 

Maeryn’s blank stare was all the answer Irene needed. Nope, nothing but dresses. Irene made a mental note to find some more serviceable clothing and shoes to stash away. 

‘Your magic instructor will be here any moment.’ Maeryn nodded towards a small carriage trundling down the driveway. It was far less ornate than the others Irene had seen so far, and the horse was a plain brown mare.

Irene’s interest picked up. Now this was something she wanted to know more about. Magic would probably help in her escape, and the more she could learn, the better. She would no doubt come up against Abbet at some point, and she couldn’t face him as ignorant of magic as she was now.

‘How long will it take to learn?’ Irene asked with an innocent expression. She did not want to raise her mother’s suspicions.

‘Learn what? All of magic?’ Maeryn laughed and this time it was a genuine laugh that burst from her like it had been trapped for years. ‘You could study for centuries and never learn it all. The best you can hope for is to manage a few illusions before the feast.’

‘What feast?’ Irene asked.

Maeryn shook her head as if exhausted by the conversation. ‘I simply don’t have time to fill you in on the ways of the fae. You will find out in time. Now come downstairs and wait for your tutor.’

Irene followed without further comment. Was it a big feast, perhaps with dancing like at Baron Kirby’s manor?

Her mother left her in a small, unadorned room at the back of the house. It was dusty, as if unused for a very long time. There were two small desks in the middle of the room and a larger one near the window. An empty bookcase stood near the door. The pale wooden floor had scorch marks on it as did the walls. It looked as if someone had lit tiny fires. 

‘Ah, good day, miss Rene...’

A voice made her turn and she could not help a small gasp as she saw who had spoken. Her eyes widened as she stared at the smallest man she had ever seen. Was he a man? He definitely wasn’t human, nor fae. Nor did he look like Mama J. He looked, and it almost made her laugh, like a small garden gnome that Papa had carved. They had painted it together, and it lived just below the veranda of their little cottage, half hidden in the flowers.

The man, however, had much rounder features and his nose was so large looked out of place. 

‘I was told you were raised in the North,’ the man said in a slightly bitter tone. ‘I guess I’m the first gnome you’ve met?’

Irene simply nodded dumbly. She did not trust herself to speak yet and had no wish to offend her new teacher any more than she had already done.

‘Take a seat, child. You can call me Mr. Babak.’

Irene could not hold in the snort of laughter that erupted. She coughed to cover it and kept her head down as she made her way to the desk. That was the name of their garden gnome! Clearly Papa had named it after this tutor.

Irene pulled out the wooden chair and sat down, pretending to snort-cough again to disguise the reason for her outburst.

‘I’m pleased I am only your magic instructor. I see your deportment coach will have a big job.’

Irene pasted on the most innocent expression she could muster. ‘I’m really keen to learn. I truly am. I look forward to anything you have to teach me.’

No half-truths were required here as Irene meant every word. Mr Babak looked at her for a moment, then nodded as if mollified by her declaration. He adjusted the collar of his red coat, which was strikingly similar to the garden gnome’s coat, and paced back and forth by the window.

‘Then we’ll start with the basics. What magic do you know?’

He looked at her expectantly, and she shrugged. ‘None.’

Her tutor frowned. ‘I know the fae can’t lie, but do you mean no formally learned spells or no spells at all?’

‘Nothing at all,’ Irene said truthfully. ‘I did one by accident, but I don’t know how I did it.’

She wondered if Mr Babak had been told about the gate. By his expression, he had not. 

‘Just one, and by accident?’ Mr Babak paced a little faster. ‘I was not prepared to start at infancy level. A mageling? This isn’t my job at all.’

His muttering was clearly not intended for Irene to hear, and he stopped to look out the window. Irene wondered if he was planning to leave.

‘I’m a fast learner,’ she offered quietly. ‘I’ll do anything you tell me.’

She wanted to learn, and this was probably the only person who could teach her. If he left she was very outnumbered in a land of magical folk.

After a minute, the tutor turned back to her. ‘You’re not like your mother. She was far less interested in my lessons.’

‘No, I’m nothing like her,’ Irene agreed quietly. ‘So you’ll teach me?’

Mr Babak sighed. He looked around the room and nodded. ‘I will, but not in here. It’s best to learn the basics where you can’t harm anything. We don’t want you burning the house down.’

Irene followed the small gnome out of the house and onto the broad stretch of lawn that separated the house from the small stand of trees. They stopped in the middle, equal distance from both.

‘What was the spell you did by accident?’ Mr Babak asked. ‘I need to find out what drives your magic.’

‘I... opened something I wasn’t supposed to.’ Irene figured that covered it without telling him too much.

‘Ah, a sealing spell. You clearly desired the object within enough to overcome the spell.’ The tutor nodded approvingly, as if this was good news. 

‘Is that good?’ Irene asked.

‘It is indeed. If you can already draw on your magic just by the desire for something, you don’t need to be taught how to look inside yourself to tap into it. It will make our task much easier.’

Irene nodded. ‘So I just think of something I want and it appears?’

She knew it was far too easy to be the truth, but it was worth hoping for.

‘If only that were the case. Wish magic is the stuff of a child’s dreams. Real magic takes practice and skill.’ Mr Babak looked to be warming to his subject as he paced several steps to the right and back again. ‘We’ll start with one word spells for now and see if you can do anything.’

Irene resisted the urge to sigh. How long would it take to learn something useful? She pasted a pleasant smile on her face and nodded agreeably.

Her tutor dug in his bag and drew out something, then handed it to her. It was a small seed, and she raised one eyebrow and waited to see what she was supposed to do with it. 

‘Plant it in the soil.’ Mr Babak waited while she pushed the grass aside and rammed the seed into the earth. ‘Now encourage it to grow. Your house is strong in nature magic, so it should be the easiest of spells to master.’

‘How?’ Irene enquired.

‘Oh, of course, I keep forgetting you’re a mageling. Just say grow.’

Irene looked at her tutor for several seconds to see if he was joking. Surely there was more to magic than just telling a seed to grow.

‘Grow.’ Irene said and looked at the ground. As expected, the seed did not grow. She looked up at her tutor and then back at the seed. ‘It didn’t work.’

Mr Babak looked a little annoyed. ‘Of course it didn’t. You didn’t want it to grow, you just said the word. Do it again, and want the seed to grow. Make it real in your mind and focus on the seed.’

Irene wanted to point out that was almost like wishing something to be real even though he claimed wishing was a child’s fancy.

She looked at the tip of the seed and noted how dry it was. The seed was unlikely to germinate without water. She knew nothing in the forest grew without water and here would be no different. She wanted it to grow, so it needed to be wet, and it needed to be warm. It looked like an apple pip, but it could be some other fruit that only grew in the southern lands. She knew what an apple sapling looked like and how large they could grow. She had spent many happy hours in the apple tree at the edge of their clearing. Papa had built her a small fort in the thick branches and Mama J had often brought snacks up to her when she played there. Mama J would not climb the tree, even though Irene had fashioned a rope ladder, so she had also made a small basket that she lowered down to take the offered treats.

‘Miss Rene?’ 

Irene withdrew from her memories of her happy childhood and blinked. She nodded and focused on the seed. 

‘Grow!’ she demanded.

‘That was better,’ Mr Babak said with an approving nod. ‘I could feel the surge of magic that time. Although I don’t think you needed quite so much. Learning to only use what is required is part of...’

A rumbling noise cut the tutor’s speech off. Irene felt it under her feet and heard it above her head at the same time.

‘What the...’ Mr Babak shouted as the noise grew louder. The ground shook and the surrounding air buzzed.

Rain drenched them both as Irene looked up and saw a dark cloud above them.

‘Get back!’ The tutor grabbed Irene’s arm and dragged her a dozen paces back towards the house. ‘Why is it raining?’

‘How can a seed grow without water?’ Irene asked.

Her answer did not appear to mollify the tutor. ‘With magic, of course!’

The rain continued to pour on the small area of the lawn and seconds later; the rumbling became a resounding bang and a slender shoot emerged from the ground.

‘Well, I guess it had the same result,’ Mr Babak said with a shake of his head. ‘The rain wasn’t necessary though, but rather impressive for a first spell.’

Irene looked at the sapling. It was still growing, and she wondered if she should point that out to her tutor. He had settled into teacher mode again and was about to lecture her when she had to grab his arm. She pulled him out of the way of the rapidly growing tree. 

‘What are you doing?’ he demanded, pulling himself free.

Irene just pointed behind him, and he turned. His round-featured face went slack with shock as he stared at the enormous tree. Irene was delighted to see that it was indeed an apple tree, and a grin spread across her face as she saw a rope ladder hanging from the lowest branch. It was exactly like her tree back home.

One last rumble saw an apple fall from the tree and land directly on the small gnome’s head.

‘What happened?’ Mr Babak said in a tone that had Irene wondering if the apple had knocked him senseless.

‘You asked for a tree,’ Irene replied. Secretly she was delighted at the ease with which magic could be used. It would make their escape so much easier.

Mr Babak had no response. He simply stared at her, with rain dripping down his face and onto his red coat. The clouds faded away and the bright sunshine returned, but the tutor just continued to stare.

‘I think I need to talk to your mother. Lessons are over for today.’

With that, the little gnome walked off towards the house, dripping as he went. Irene headed for the tree; dress or not, she was going up to see if the fort was there!
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