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On her second
day at the magic academy, seven year old Daria Wood quietly closed
the door to her very own first floor room and hurried to the
western stairwell, because she did not want to be late to show Mage
Morecraft what she could do with ichur, the magic energy used to
cast spells.

She almost ran
down the stairs to the ground floor in her excitement, but
remembered her mother telling her not to run while at the academy,
because ladies did not run. She pulled the ground floor stairwell
door open.

Three boys
from her class waited in the wide corridor in front of her; Roald,
Joram and Bardo. They had smirks on their faces.

Her heart
sank. She had found out the day before that they were in her class,
even though they were two or three years older, and a lot
bigger.

She should
have expected them to be waiting, because when Mage Morecraft
ordered her to not be late in front of the whole class the
afternoon before, she saw them whispering and looking at her.

Then during
the evening meal they started commenting in loud voices on her
size, even though she sat two tables away from them.

She ignored
their comments about her size because she agreed, she was small.
Then they moved onto criticizing her family members. What they said
was true, Grandfather and Grandmother were mages, and so was her
father. And Mother was an official assassin, but she only removed
very bad people who wanted to harm Convane citizens.

Daria tried
not to react when they had started on her lack of ability to build
a shield with ichur. Which she could not hold, even though
Grandmother kept explaining how to hold a personal shield. It was
hard. And no one on the property would ever try to attack her,
because if her parents and grandparents heard they would deal with
the attacker instantly.

Besides, she
clearly saw the silvery glow of personal shields that surrounded
both Roald and Bardo, and if she needed to, she could always take
their stored ichur away from them, leaving them shieldless.

And Joram
didn’t have a shield at all! Maybe he was still learning to build
one for himself, like she was.

But she had
protection. Her talisman bangle gifted from her mother before Daria
left on the long journey from her western slopes property to the
city. Mother said Father spelled each bead to stop arrows, thrown
knives, and other spells from touching her.

The three boys
were obviously there to detain her so she would be late for her
test. Another spiteful act to try and get her expelled. She never
did anything to them, magically or not.

Maybe they
thought she was better then them using magic, but she didn’t think
she was. She could sense lots of ichur under the building, but she
did not have permission to use it, so she just grabbed the ichur
she sensed around her when she needed it.

It was the
reason for her meeting, so Mage Morecraft could test her and see
what she could do. Not that she could do much, unless she was
really angry. Then accidents sometimes happened.

Daria thought
about running back up the stairs and along the corridors to the
western stairwell. They would know that was what she planned and
would be waiting at the western corridor for her to appear. She
decided to push past them and run to Mage Morecraft’s office.

She took a
deep breath and ran towards Jorum. He opened his arms to grab her,
but she dropped to the cold floor tiles and slid on her bottom
between Jorum’s legs. As she slowed she tried to get back on her
feet to keep running, but felt an arm brush her shoulder. She had
not been fast enough.

Next moment
two large arms wrapped around her chest, pinning her arms against
her body. Then he lifted her off the floor.

“You are not
getting away so easily, Daria,” Roald said.

She guessed
correctly. They wanted her to be late for her meeting with Mage
Morecraft. “Let me go,” Daria said.

She pulled all
Roald’s personal shield energy into her own body, which was easy
while her back was pressed against his chest. While she tried to
think of a spell to escape his arms, she kicked his legs with her
heels.

Roald grunted,
and tightened his arms around her chest, restricting her
breathing.

She thought
about a flea spell, but dismissed that spell, because she would
also be bitten. Bees? No, they could sting her as well as the
boys.

She kicked
backwards again, and flung her head back, hoping to hit his chin or
nose. She didn’t. All she did was hit his chest with the back of
her head. Then she tried to breathe in, but his arms were so tight
she couldn’t. She could only take a shallow breath.

“Joram, grab
her legs,” Roald ordered his friend.

Daria still
could not breathe deeply. Anger built. She panted to get some air
in her lungs, and grew angrier. She looked down the corridor for
help but it was empty. Mage Morecraft’s office door was closed. The
dining room door was also closed, because it was too early for
breakfast.

A notice
pinned to the wall beside the dining room door advised an excursion
to the southern swamps in a week’s time to study the animals. Under
the words was a picture of a swamp alligator with its mouth open,
displaying a row of long sharp teeth on the bottom jaw.

She
concentrated on bringing the drawing to life and released the ichur
she took from Roald. Next moment a silvery glow grew in the middle
of the corridor, half way between the closed dining room door and
Mage Morecraft’s closed office door.

Then the glow
faded to reveal a swamp alligator, twice as large as a normal swamp
alligator, resting on the tiled floor. It opened its mouth to
display a row of sharp teeth, raised its body off the tiles and ran
towards Joram and Roald.

Daria raised
her knees so the ‘gator would not bite her, and accidentally kneed
Joram in the chin as he bent down to grab her ankles. Pain flooded
her right knee where it had connected with Joram’s chin, but she
kept watching the ‘gator.

Bardo laughed
as Daria struggled to escape, but when he saw her staring down the
corridor, he turned to see if someone was coming. He was the first
of the three boys to notice the alligator.

“Run,” Bardo
yelled. “She magicked a ‘gator!”

Joram spun
around to look where Bardo pointed. The alligator lunged
forward.

Joram jumped
back, away from the ‘gator’s opened mouth, and slammed into Roald’s
arms, still wrapped around Daria. Roald stepped backwards, but kept
his arms wrapped tightly around her chest.

The alligator
closed his teeth around Joram’s left leg. Joram screamed.

It was loud
enough to be heard in the dining room because the door swung open
and three staff members looked out.

“Please help
me,” Daria begged, not sure if they heard over Joram’s screams.

They stared at
the alligator, still holding Joram’s leg and dragging Joram down
the corridor. The slippery tiles stopped the alligator from moving
very far.

Next moment
Mage Morecraft’s office door opened and he walked towards her. “I
suggest whoever bought that creature here remove it at once.” He
noticed the kitchen staff watching from the dining room. “Close
that door!”

The staff
disappeared and the door closed.

“Roald, let
Daria go.” Mage Morecraft frowned at the alligator.

Roald dropped
Daria, and backed away from Daria. Bardo kept pace with Roald.

Joram
continued to struggle, kicking the snout of the alligator with his
free leg.

In the seconds
of silence between screams and thumps as Joram’s boot connecting
with the alligator’s snout, Daria could hear the clicks and
scratches as the large beast continued to drag Joram backwards. She
also heard Mage Morecraft’s boots on the tiles as he moved one step
at a time away from the swinging tail. She quickly stood and took a
few steps away from the middle of the corridor, closer to the
stairwell doorway.

Mage Morecraft
raised his right arm, palm down and fingers spread, then made a
fist of his right hand. He frowned at the alligator. “Daria, did
you magic that swamp alligator into the corridor?”

“I think so,”
Daria whispered. “I didn’t mean for it to be so large.”

Mage Morecraft
kept stepping backwards to remain two paces behind the tip of the
alligator’s tail.

Daria finally
noticed a very thin silver thread stretching from the middle of the
alligator’s scaled spine back to the notice on the wall. Oops! She
forgot to tie off the thread when she created the alligator, even
though her father had told her time and time again that if she
created magic she had to tie off the thread before the magic
bounced back to her.

While she
concentrated on tying off the magic thread, the dining room door
opened again. Mage Leal, his long grey hair clamped tight at the
back of his neck, slowly walked into the corridor. He looked at the
alligator for a moment, then pulled the notice off the wall, and
tore it into very small pieces. The silver thread disappeared.
“Could you try removing the animal again, Mage Morecraft.”

Mage Morecraft
held his hand out again, and made a fist. The alligator
disappeared.

Daria glanced
back at the two bullies. They were blocked from disappearing around
the corner into the northern corridor by a group of students
watching the alligator. She glanced behind Mage Morecraft. That end
of the corridor was also blocked by more students and a few
journeymen. Joram sat on the floor, holding his bleeding leg and
crying softly.

Nothing for it
but wait to be expelled from the academy. Daria sighed.

Mage Leal
shook his head at Joram. “Would someone take Joram to the infirmary
and try to heal his wound. At least, get his leg bandaged, before
he loses more blood.”

When two
journeymen hurried to help Joram, Mage Leal turned to face Bardo
and Roald. “You, and you, come here!”

While Bardo
and Roald
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