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Entering her mistress’s private study was always a somewhat worrying proposition. Most of the time, Jen went there for her lessons with the older witch, yet those weren’t exactly a walk in the park. Agatha was demanding and stern, and, unfortunately for Jen, her mentor didn’t miss a single eyeroll.

It was a nice room, though. That Jen couldn’t deny. The late-afternoon sun slanted through the tall, arched windows of the study, painting golden stripes across the worn velvet rug and lighting up the room. At night, the runes on the walls would take care of that, but they weren’t as comforting as real sunlight.

Jen entered the place with a stack of thick, leather-bound books cradled in her arms, her blonde hair catching the light. A grin took hold of her lips once she saw some of the titles of the tomes her mistress wanted her to carry, already imagining the complex spells and shimmering incantations she’d be diving into.

“Ready to level up, Jen?” Her mistress purred, rising from her high-backed chair. She moved with a languid grace that made Jen feel suddenly, embarrassingly awkward. The older witch was a vision with her orange hair cascading in loose, artful waves down her back, green eyes like polished jade, and a figure that seemed sculpted by the gods themselves. Though probably, her frame was sculpted by Agatha’s own magic.

Jen couldn’t help but notice the way the soft fabric of her mentor’s black dress strained slightly over the impressive swell of her breasts.

“Absolutely, Mistress,” Jen chirped, trying to sound confident as she stepped forward, though the older witch always made her nervous. “I’ve been practicing the basic wards, and the elemental resonance exercises...”

As she said that, she placed the books on top of her mistress’s desk and reached for the first of them.

“Not that one,” Agatha interrupted, her voice a low, honeyed command even as her hand snapped out with terrifying speed. Jen’s fingers, just inches from the thick, embossed book in the center of the stack, met with a firm, flat palm that slapped them away. The book thudded to the floor, its leather cover scuffing the stone.

“Ow!” Jen yelped, snatching her hand back, her cheeks flaming. “Mistress! What the hell?”

“That is not for you,” Agatha said, her green eyes gleaming with amusement and something sharper, colder. “Not yet. Not until you’ve mastered the fundamentals. You’re not ready for advanced thaumaturgy.” She gestured dismissively at the fallen book. “Those are for me. You’re going to be focusing on elemental magic next, starting with fire, seeing as you can barely light a candle without setting your hair ablaze.”

Jen flushed red, humiliation prickling under her skin. She was sure she was ready for more, but she always felt like her mentor held her back. So, what if she had some difficulty controlling her output? That was something she would be able to fix in time, and there was far more interesting magic to work with than elemental one. “Mistress, elemental magic is kids’ stuff. I can do better. I’m not a child.”

Agatha stepped closer, the scent of warm sandalwood filling the air around her. She leaned forward, her face inches away from Jen’s, her breath warm against Jen’s cheek. The blonde could feel the heat radiating from her mistress and saw the faint, almost imperceptible shimmer around her mistress’s fingertips. “Are you sure about that?”

Jen gulped, wondering what her mistress would do to her. The older female was quite able to impart her lessons in a painful manner, if that was how she thought Jen could learn best. Granted, most of the pain came from Jen’s own foolishness when she tried to do something beyond her level, and yet...

“You’re my apprentice, Jennifer. I’ll know when you’re ready for more advanced magic, and you’re not. You are powerful, there is no doubt about that, but you’re clumsy with your magic and not only,” Agatha leaned back and sighed, seeming somewhat tired. For a moment, she seemed to show a hint of her actual age, though Jen knew her mentor was centuries old, and she still looked like a twenty-five-year-old. “You trip over your own feet when you try to walk across a spell circle. You accidentally turn your tea into a bubbling sludge when you get nervous. You’re clumsy with raw energy. Elemental magic is forgiving about lack of control, when compared to other magics at least.”

The blonde opened her mouth to retort, but the words died in her throat. Her mentor was... somewhat right.

The humiliation burned, but so did a spark of defiance. She wasn’t clumsy. She was just a bit... inconsistent, but she was ready for more, and she knew it. It wasn’t like elemental magic couldn’t be helpful – it was. Jen just wished to do more than that.

“I’m not a child,” Jen whispered defiantly.

“Then prove it,” Agatha said, straightening up, her expression becoming closed off. “Start with fire and keep it small. Focus. Feel the heat in your core and channel it, control it.” She pointed a long, elegant finger at the fireplace, where a small, struggling log sputtered and smoked. “Bring it to life. And this time,” she added, a hint of steel returning to her voice. “Don’t make it seem like you’re going to burn down the place.”

Jen nodded, her jaw clenched. She approached the fireplace, closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and reached out with her magic, a familiar, buzzing tingle spreading from her fingertips. Her focus was on the block of wood, then on the dormant heat within herself.

Fire was light, warmth, and destruction, a consummation of what it fed on. Jen pushed her magic out, trying to keep it from escaping the leash she had on it. A small, flickering orange glow appeared in her palm, then jumped erratically to the log. It sputtered, spat, and died, leaving only a wisp of smoke and a faint acrid smell. Jen flinched, too little power; she needed more.

“Again, Jen. Focus. Breathe with the element.” Agatha ordered her.

Jen tried again, and again. Even when she succeeded, her mistress had her put out the fire and try once more, forcing her to repeat the motions again and again. It was... frustrating.

The fire flickered, danced, then died. Once more it happened. And again. Each attempt was a battle, her control over her magic fighting her more than once and eventually fraying and sending uncontrolled bursts of heat that made the air shimmer and the curtains billow.

Agatha watched, her expression unreadable, her hands clasped loosely behind her back. Time passed, the golden light from the windows fading, being replaced by the glow of the magical runes around the study. Jen was soaked in sweat, her blonde hair clinging to her temples, her breath ragged. Her control frayed further until each attempt seemed to fail.

Still, her mentor didn’t seem totally displeased with her efforts.

“You need more practice,” the older witch started in the tone of voice that Jen expected from her. “Tomorrow we’ll practice with fire once more, then cycle to the other elements, until you can get the simpler spells into shape.”

With those words, her mentor nodded and strode out of the room. Jen knew she should follow her as quickly as possible. And yet, her eyes darted to one of the books she had carried into the study, one of the tomes her mistress meant to focus on. She knew better than to do what her brain was telling her to, and yet, she knew she wouldn’t have another chance like that.

A spark of defiance flared inside of her, overriding her caution and her fear of the consequences. Jen was ready for more advanced magics; she was sure of it. And those books were the tool she needed to prove it to herself and her mentor.

She wanted to show Agatha she was ready for more.

With a swift, silent movement, Jen snatched one of the books, hiding it under her clothing, the spine digging into her ribs. She strode out of the room after her mistress, the heavy door clicking shut behind her.

There was no coming back from it once it did, there would be no chance for her to return the book without her mistress opening her study for her. Yet she didn’t regret it; the book promised her power and the chance to prove she wasn’t a useless witch.
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Jen tried not to feel guilty when she pulled the book into bed with her that night. It wasn’t like she had stolen it, not really. She would give it back to her mentor once she no longer needed it, but first, she hoped to learn something from it.

Not that her mistress wouldn’t make her regret it if she caught her with it...

She understood why Agatha could be quite harsh with her, after all, if she weren’t careful with her magic, she might end up losing her life – and that might be one of the mildest consequences. Many witches lost control completely, let their power corrupt their minds, and then others suffered.

So, Jen could understand why Agatha was a harsh mentor. It didn’t mean she enjoyed it.

The Tome of Shapeshifting: Foundations and Fluidity was thick, ancient, and written in a script that shimmered when a sliver of magic was pushed into it. Shapeshifting wasn’t exactly a topic that had drawn Jen’s attention, and she hadn’t known what the book had been about before stealing it, but the magic it taught wasn’t what mattered. Not exactly. The book was a tool to prove she was a witch ready for the more advanced magics. And she intended to succeed in her endeavor.

The following weeks passed by in a blur of studying all the magic that she could. By day, she obeyed Agatha’s strict training regimen, her hands trembling
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