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The Story So Far


For eight hundred years since the catastrophic Breaking, only women have wielded mana. That all changed with Matt.

Plucked from an ordinary village life after instinctively destroying a terrifying Blight monster, Matt was revealed to be the first male mystic mage in centuries and potentially the volatile "Chosen One" of ancient prophecy.

Recruited into the prestigious, all-female Mystic Mage Academy, Matt faced intense scrutiny and hostility from classmates who viewed his very existence as a corrupted anomaly. His struggles deepened when he realized his magic defied all known conventions. Rather than projecting mana outward, his core acts as an amplifier, absorbing the elemental power of others to unleash it with devastating force.

To survive and master his unique abilities, Matt formed unbreakable bonds with three powerful classmates. Amelia is a fierce flame-wielder, Chloe is a sharp-witted mind mage, and Lily is a timid but immensely talented earth mage. Together, they forged a magical and deeply romantic connection.

Their unity was put to the ultimate test when a premonition led Matt and his companions back to his home village. Standing against an overwhelming army of Blight monsters, Matt drew on the combined mana of his partners, amplifying their magic to god-like levels to obliterate the horde. He saved his home and proved his legendary potential to the academy.

But as whispers of his power spread and new threats gather in the shadows, Matt's true journey has only just begun.


Chapter
One



The carriage rocked back and forth over the dirt road. Matt rested his elbow on the windowsill and stared out at the passing trees. The wood was a blur of green leaves and brown trunks. He let out a long breath and tried to relax his shoulders. The tension from the battle was still locked in his muscles.

He looked around the carriage. Amelia sat right beside him. She wore a crimson tunic that clung tightly to her chest. The fabric stretched across her curves with every bump in the road. Matt let his eyes linger on her body.

After all, he was a normal twenty-year-old man. He had desires, and he refused to apologize for them. Amelia caught his gaze, and a small smirk touched her lips. She didn't mind the attention at all.

Across from them sat Chloe. She was wearing an elegant dress made of blue silk. The hem rested high on her thighs. She had her legs crossed. Matt appreciated the view. Chloe noticed him looking and shifted her posture to give him a slightly better angle, knowing exactly what she was doing.

Matt leaned back against the padded seat. His life had changed so incredibly fast. Just a few weeks ago he was an ordinary villager. He chopped wood and helped his grandfather around the farmstead.

Now he was the only male mage in the entire world. He possessed magic that defied all logical rules. Matt absorbed raw mana from the women around him and amplified it into pure destruction. He had just used that exact power to wipe out an army of Blight monsters, but to be honest, it still felt like a bizarre dream.

He shifted his gaze to Lily. She sat quietly in the corner of the carriage, wearing a simple brown skirt and a plain cream sweater. Her hands rested in her lap. She looked so timid and small, but Matt knew the truth about her.

She was fiercely powerful.

During the attack on his village, she had ripped the earth apart. Lily summoned massive pillars of stone to crush their enemies. He really liked that hidden strength. She was quiet, but she had a core of pure steel.

Finally, his eyes landed on Professor Vanessa Vane sitting near the carriage door. She wore her standard academy uniform, the blue material tailored perfectly to her figure. It highlighted her wide hips and her full chest. Matt openly stared at her for a moment. He used to think she was just a bitter woman. She was incredibly hard on him during his first days at the academy, but things were different now. She had fought right beside them to protect his home, and she put her life on the line for his family.

Matt respected her now. He also realized he was deeply attracted to her. She carried an air of mature authority that he found incredibly appealing.

"Uh, how much longer until we get there?" Matt asked after realizing he was staring at Vane’s cleavage.

Amelia stretched her arms above her head. Her tunic rode up slightly to reveal a sliver of her flat stomach. "Oh, probably another hour. Are you getting tired of sitting with us?"

Matt laughed and shook his head. "I don't think I could ever get tired of being with all of you."

Chloe smiled and leaned forward. "Hmm, that is very sweet of you. But I think we’re all ready for a hot bath and a soft bed."

"I second that," Lily mumbled from her corner. "I feel like I have dirt in places I didn't know existed."

Professor Vane uncrossed her arms and looked at Matt. "You all deserve a little pampering. You did exceptionally well back there. I’m incredibly proud of how you handled yourselves. You didn't panic, and you stood your ground."

"Well, we had a good teacher," Matt said.

A faint blush appeared on Vane's cheeks. She quickly looked out the window to hide it. "Just make sure you don't let it go to your head. The academy will be in an uproar when we return. You need to stay focused."

"I'll handle it," Matt said confidently, meaning every word. He wanted to develop his power. He wanted to understand the absolute limits of what his body could do.

If he really was the Chosen One of the ancient prophecy, he needed to be ready to reshape the world. It went beyond just merely caring for the women in this carriage. He wanted to protect them and make the kingdom safe.

An hour later, the carriage finally passed through the massive iron gates of the Mystic Mage Academy. The stone towers stretched high into the sky. The sprawling campus usually felt intimidating to Matt, but today, it felt strangely like home.

The carriage rolled to a stop in the main courtyard. Headmistress Regina Dutton was already waiting for them on the cobblestone path. She’d gone ahead after the battle at his village, returning to the academy early to let them know what happened. Several other professors stood behind her.

Regina stepped forward as Matt climbed out of the carriage. She offered a rare smile. "Welcome back. We have a lot to discuss, but first, the entire student body needs to be addressed about what happened."

"Uh, right now?" Matt asked.

"Immediately," said Regina with a faint smile. "I have already called for a grand assembly in the Great Hall. Follow me."

Matt looked back at Amelia and Chloe. They offered encouraging nods. He took a deep breath and followed the headmistress toward the main keep.

The Great Hall was an enormous cavernous room. Floating candles illuminated the arched ceilings. Thousands of female students were already gathered inside. They sat on long wooden benches. The chatter in the room was deafening.

The noise instantly died when Regina walked through the side doors. Matt followed close behind her. Amelia, Chloe, Lily, and Professor Vane trailed behind him. Every single eye in the room locked onto Matt, the weight of their combined stares heavy.

Regina walked up to the raised wooden podium at the front of the hall. She placed her hands on the edges of the lectern and looked out over the sea of students.

"Listen closely," said Regina, her voice echoing off the stone walls with magical amplification. "A few days ago, our world faced a terrible threat. A massive Blight horde broke through our borders. They marched toward a peaceful village in the western territories."

Gasps rippled through the crowd. Girls leaned forward in their seats.

"There were thousands upon thousands of monsters," Regina continued. Her voice rose in volume. "It was an army large enough to wipe an entire country off the map, a threat we have not witnessed in centuries."

Matt pursed his lips. There were so many Blight monsters that he could still see them in his head as clearly as if the battle were still going on. 

"But they were stopped," added Regina with a growing smile. "They were completely eradicated before they could take a single innocent life. And they were stopped by one person. Matt faced the horde alone. He stood his ground and destroyed the entire army with raw magical power."

Matt blinked in surprise. That was a blatant lie. He didn't do it alone. He relied heavily on Amelia's fire, Lily's earth, Chloe's mind, and Vane’s aqua mana.

Matt was the amplifier, but they provided the source. He opened his mouth to correct the headmistress.

Amelia elbowed him sharply in the ribs. "Don't say a word," she whispered out of the corner of her mouth. "Let her build the legend."

"Because of this unprecedented display of power," Regina announced, "Matt is no longer a novice student. I am officially promoting him to Mystic status effective immediately."

The hall erupted into absolute chaos.

A Mystic was a third-year rank and a highly prestigious title. Mystics had access to restricted library sections and private dormitories. Skipping the novice and initiate ranks entirely was unheard of in the history of the academy.

Matt heard the whispers spreading through the front rows like a wildfire.

"Did she say thousands?"

"He killed them all alone."

"He really is the Chosen One."

Girls who had previously glared at him with disgust were now looking at him with wide eyes of reverence. Some of the older students were looking at him with outright hunger.

The political and social dynamics of the academy had just flipped entirely upside down.

Regina dismissed the assembly a few minutes later. The students stood up from their benches and began heading toward the exits.

Matt tried to walk toward the main hallway, but a crowd of girls immediately swarmed him. These were the same students who had mocked him for being a male just weeks ago. Now they acted like a pack of eager sycophants.

A tall blonde girl stepped directly into his path. "Oh Matt, you are incredibly brave. I was wondering if you wanted to join my study group tonight?"

"Oh, I'm pretty tired right now," Matt said politely but firmly.

A girl with short red hair grabbed his forearm. She pressed her chest against his shoulder. "Hmm, maybe I can show you to the Mystic lounge later? We could get a drink and talk about your battle."

"I've got somewhere to be," said Matt, gently pulling his arm away from her grip. He didn't like the fake attention. He preferred the girls who had stood by him when he was a nobody.

Matt pushed his way through the crowd. As he reached the edge of the mob, he locked eyes with Beatrice. The arrogant noble girl was standing near a stone pillar. She usually sneered at him and called him a corrupted beast or some other imaginative insult. Today she just looked terrified. Her face was pale, and she shrank back against the pillar as he walked past her.

Matt smiled at her fear. He enjoyed the power he held over his bullies now. He didn't intend to abuse it, but it felt incredibly good to be respected.

He regrouped with Amelia and Chloe in the main corridor. Lily had already slipped away to her dorm to rest.

"Well," Chloe said with a bright smile. "You’re officially the most popular person in the entire country."

"It feels fake," Matt grumbled. "They only like me because they think I'm some legendary savior."

"You are a legendary savior," Amelia pointed out. "Come on. Let's go check out your new room. Mystics get the good suites on the upper floors."

A junior faculty member escorted them up a winding staircase to the eastern tower. She handed Matt an iron key and quickly bowed before scurrying away. Matt unlocked the heavy wooden door and pushed it open.

The room was massive. It was easily three times the size of their old novice quarters. A huge canopy bed sat in the center of the room. It had thick velvet curtains and plush pillows. A stone fireplace occupied one wall. A set of glass double doors led out to a private balcony overlooking the academy gardens.

Amelia immediately walked over to the bed and flopped backward onto the mattress. She let out a loud groan of pleasure. "Oh wow. This is incredible. The mattresses down in the novice wing feel like wooden planks compared to this."

Chloe kicked off her shoes and climbed onto the bed beside her. She smoothed down her silk dress. "I could get used to this lifestyle. Being attached to a Mystic certainly has its perks."

Matt locked the door and walked over to the edge of the bed. He looked down at the two beautiful women. He felt a deep surge of affection for both of them. They had accepted him when he was an outcast, and that meant more to him than the fake attention from the rest of the academy.

But there was still one thing weighing heavily on his mind.

"Regina lied to them," Matt said quietly, running a hand through his hair. "She told the whole school I fought that army alone."

Amelia propped herself up on her elbows. "She is playing the political game. The kingdom is scared of the Blight. They need a symbol of hope. You are that symbol right now, Matt."

"Plus, you really did do the heavy lifting," Chloe added. "We just gave you a tiny spark of mana. You turned it into a hurricane."

Matt sat down on the edge of the mattress. He placed his hands on his knees and looked at his palms. "Something changed during that fight. It happened right before the end."

Amelia sat up completely, her expression turning serious. "What do you mean?"

"I mean my body feels fundamentally different," Matt explained. "Before today, my core just felt like a sponge. It soaked up your magic until it was full, and then I had to release it. But when those monsters surrounded us, I felt a physical snap inside my chest. It hurt for a second. Then it felt like a huge release of pressure."

Chloe tilted her head. "A release of pressure? Like a valve opening or something?"

"Exactly," said Matt, glancing at her with intense eyes. "My ley lines were forced open."

Amelia gasped softly. "Ley lines? But you said you couldn't feel them before."

"I couldn't," Matt agreed. "They were completely dormant, but the sheer volume of power we needed to survive that attack forced ley lines open that weren't open before. It essentially blew the pathways wide open. And now I'm capable of getting so much extra power."

Matt held up his right hand. He focused his mind and pulled a tiny thread of ambient mana from the air. He didn't need to absorb it from the girls this time. Instead, he just pulled the natural energy around them.

The veins in his forearm suddenly glowed with a brilliant white light. The light didn't just sit in his core. It traveled rapidly up his arm and pooled in his palm. The air crackled with raw electricity.

"I can push it now," Matt said softly. The white light illuminated his face. "I'm not just a storage tank anymore. The pathways are huge. I can push massive amounts of mana through my body without it tearing me apart."

He closed his fist, and the light vanished. The room plunged back into normal shadow.

Amelia and Chloe stared at him in stunned silence. It was the complete opposite situation of where he found himself months ago, when he could barely use his core while his classmates thrived.

Now, everything was different.

"You survived an intense core expansion," Chloe whispered, her voice full of awe. "That’s the kind of thing that can kill a person instantly."

“Maybe an ordinary person,” added Amelia with a growing grin. “But Matt’s far from ordinary.”

"I think my body is designed to adapt," said Matt, flexing his fingers. He felt powerful, like he was in complete control of his destiny. "The more power I absorb, the wider the channels get to accommodate it."

Amelia reached out and placed her hand over his heart. She could feel the steady strong rhythm beating against his ribs. "The prophecy," she murmured.

"What about it?" Matt asked.

"The ancient texts say the Chosen One will possess a core of infinite depth," Chloe said. She shifted closer on the bed until her knee touched his thigh. "We thought it was just a poetic metaphor, but if your ley lines expand to handle whatever you absorb, then your depth really is infinite."

Matt looked between the two of them. They weren't looking at him with fear. They were looking at him with complete reverence and undeniable desire.

The display of raw masculine power had clearly affected them both.

"I don't care about the prophecy," Matt said. He leaned in closer to Amelia. He could smell the sweet scent of her skin. "I only care about protecting the people in my life. I want to make this world safe, and I'm going to use this power to do exactly that."

Amelia smiled and slid her hand from his chest up to the back of his neck. She pulled his face toward hers. "I think the world is in excellent hands," she whispered against his lips.

She kissed him deeply. Her mouth was hot and demanding. Matt kissed her back with matching intensity, letting his hands slide down to grip her waist.

Chloe leaned in from the other side and kissed his cheek. "Hmm, don't forget about me," she teased softly.

Matt pulled back slightly and looked at Chloe. Her blue silk dress had ridden even higher up her thighs. He placed his hand on her bare leg and smiled. "I could never forget about you."

He felt the magic pulsing quietly through his newly opened ley lines. He could also feel the warmth of the two beautiful women pressing against his sides. The kingdom was facing dark times, and political games were just beginning. But as Matt pulled them both down onto the plush mattress of his new room, he knew he was perfectly equipped to handle whatever came next.


Chapter
Two



Sunlight poured through the glass doors of the balcony. It washed over the huge bed in the center of the room. Matt slowly opened his eyes. He let out a long breath and stared up at the canopy ceiling. He felt well-rested for the first time in weeks.

He shifted his weight on the plush mattress. A warm body pressed against his left side. Another curled up against his right. He turned his head and looked at Amelia. Her blonde hair was a messy tangle across the pillow. The thick blankets had slipped down to her waist, showing that she wore nothing underneath. Matt let his eyes drag over her bare chest and her smooth stomach, appreciating the view. He felt a familiar stir of desire in his gut.

Matt turned his head the other way. Chloe was fast asleep with her back pressed against his shoulder, her silk nightgown clinging to her curves. Matt rested his hand on her hip, liking the feel of her soft skin.

He closed his eyes and focused inward, searching his chest for the familiar pressure of his mana. The old tight feeling was entirely gone. Instead, he felt wide pathways thrumming just beneath his skin. The ley lines were open. He could pull ambient mana from the air without any effort at all. It was an intoxicating feeling of power. He knew he could reshape the kingdom if he tried.

Amelia groaned softly and rolled onto her back. She stretched her arms above her head and let out a yawn.

"Hmm, morning," mumbled Amelia.

"Morning," said Matt, tracing a finger down her arm. "Did you sleep well?"

"I slept like a rock," replied Amelia, propping herself up on her elbow. She didn't bother pulling the blankets up to cover herself, knowing that Matt enjoyed looking at her. "That bed is amazing. I don't think I can ever go back to the novice dorms. The beds down there are made of rocks and hay. This mattress is like a cloud. I could stay here all day."

Chloe stirred on his other side. She rubbed her eyes and sat up.

"Oh, what time is it?" asked Chloe.

"It's time to get up," answered Matt. "I'm starving. I could eat an entire boar right now. Plus, we have class today."

Chloe laughed and slid out of the bed.

"Well, let's get dressed," suggested Chloe. "I want to see how the rest of the academy treats you today. I bet the rumors have grown overnight."

They spent the next few minutes getting ready. Matt put on his new academy uniform. A junior professor had delivered it late last night. It was a dark tunic with silver trim along the collar. The fabric was much thicker than his old novice clothes. It fit broadly across his shoulders and tight across his chest. He looked in the mirror and liked what he saw. He actually looked like a Mystic.

Amelia and Chloe dressed in their standard robes. They walked out of the suite and headed down the winding staircase.

The corridors were bustling with students heading to breakfast. Yesterday, Matt would have walked through these halls with his head down. Girls used to point at him and whisper cruel insults. They used to call him a freak.

Today was entirely different.

A group of second-year students stopped walking the moment Matt stepped into the hallway. They turned and stared at him with wide eyes. One of them actually gasped and nudged her friend.

"Oh my goodness," whispered a blonde girl. "He's coming this way."

Matt kept his chin high. He walked down the center of the stone corridor with Amelia and Chloe right behind him. He enjoyed the respect, and it felt good to walk through this castle as the most powerful person in it.

A brave initiate stepped out of the crowd and stood directly in his path. She had bright blue eyes and a nervous smile.

"Uh, excuse me," stammered the girl. "Are you really the Chosen One?"

"I'm just Matt," he replied.

"I heard you destroyed ten thousand monsters all by yourself," said the girl with a shaky voice. Her eyes fluttered rapidly. "I heard you summoned a sword made of pure light and chopped off the head of a giant dragon. I was wondering if you might need a personal assistant? Or I can fetch your books for you. I also give great shoulder massages too."

Matt raised an eyebrow. He looked at the eager girl. She was practically offering herself to him in the middle of the hallway.

"There was no dragon," corrected Matt. "And I didn't have a sword. I appreciate the offer, but I don't need an assistant right now."

"Oh, well, you’re still very brave," replied the girl, looking crushed. She stepped aside and let them pass.

Amelia let out a loud snort of laughter.

"A personal assistant," mocked Amelia. "That's a new one. She practically threw herself at your feet. You could have had free massages for life."

"I just don't like the sycophants," explained Matt. "They didn't care about me when I was just a nobody. I still think they don’t care about me now."

They turned a corner and encountered another pack of girls. These were third-year Mystics. They wore the same dark tunics with silver trim that Matt wore. A tall brunette stepped forward and blocked his way. She had a sultry smirk on her face.

"Well hello there," purred the brunette. "Welcome to the upper ranks. My name is Victoria. I was wondering if you wanted someone to show you around? Now that you’re a Mystic too, it would be helpful to have someone show you the ropes."

"Oh, I'm pretty tired right now," said Matt politely but firmly. “Thanks anyway.”

Victoria reached out and grabbed his forearm. She pressed her chest against his shoulder.

"Hmm, maybe I can show you my room later?" suggested Victoria. "We could get some food and talk about your battle. I'd love to hear all the exciting details. I'm very good at keeping secrets."

She highlighted that last statement with a playful wink.

"I've got somewhere to be," stated Matt. He gently pulled his arm away from her grip.

"You're breaking hearts all over the castle," laughed Chloe as they walked away. "I think it's hilarious."

"I think it's annoying," muttered Matt.

"Oh, don't be such a grump," teased Amelia. She bumped her hip against his side. "We could always use more help. Maybe we should expand the harem. Victoria seemed very eager to please you."

"Don't even joke about that," groaned Matt.

"It wouldn't be the worst idea," added Chloe. "You do have a lot of new energy to burn off."

They reached the main courtyard just outside the Great Hall. The morning air was crisp and cool. Lily was sitting on a stone bench near the fountain. She waved a hand at them. Matt led the girls over to her.

"Good morning," greeted Lily. A shy smile touched her lips.

"Morning," said Matt. He sat down next to her on the bench.

Amelia and Chloe sat down on the other side.

"Uh, is it safe for a simple novice to sit with a famous Mystic?" asked Lily playfully.

"It's always safe," promised Matt. He reached over and squeezed her hand. "You look nice today."

A bright blush spread across Lily's cheeks. She wore her simple brown skirt, but her hair was pulled back into a neat braid.

"Oh, thank you," murmured Lily.

"We were just talking about Matt's new fan club," said Chloe. "Girls are throwing themselves at him in the hallways. Amelia suggested we expand our little harem."

Lily stiffened. Her eyes went wide, and she looked down at her lap. She wrung her hands together.

"Uh, do we really need more girls?" asked Lily nervously. "I mean, we have a good group right now. I don't know if I could handle a bunch of strangers joining us. We barely have enough room on the benches."

Matt shot a glaring look at Chloe. He wrapped his arm around Lily's shoulder and pulled her close.

"We aren't expanding anything," promised Matt. "Chloe and Amelia are just giving me a hard time. You don't have to worry about anything."

Lily let out a relieved breath and leaned into his side.

"I'm just teasing," apologized Chloe. She gave him a warm smile. "We wouldn't bring anyone else in unless we all agreed on it. You're part of this family now."

"We should head to class," suggested Amelia. "Regina said she wanted to meet with us for private instruction this morning. We don't want to keep the headmistress waiting."

"Right," agreed Matt.

They stood up from the bench and walked across the courtyard. They headed toward the secluded training grounds behind the main keep. The path was lined with tall oaks. It was usually very quiet in this part of the academy.

They walked down a gravel path that wound through the dense trees. The leaves rustled in the morning breeze. Matt enjoyed the quiet peace of the gardens. It was a nice break from the chaotic hallways.

A loud voice suddenly shattered the silence.

"Look at this freak," sneered a harsh voice. "She belongs in a cage."

Matt stopped walking. His internal danger sense flared slightly. It wasn't a threat of monsters, but it was a warning of conflict. He turned his head toward the sound.

A group of four girls stood near a stone wall just ahead. They wore the robes of second-year initiates. They had a younger girl backed into a corner.

Matt narrowed his eyes and walked closer, getting a good look at the victim.

She looked to be about his age, but she wasn’t wearing an academy robe. She wore tight leather pants and a short vest, with her midriff bare. Matt noticed her large breasts. They were barely contained by the tight fabric of her vest. She had an athletic build and a confident posture.

But the most striking thing about her was her head.

She had gray ears poking out from the top of her dark hair. They were pointed and covered in fur. They twitched back and forth as she watched the bullies. A bushy tail swayed behind her. It brushed against the back of her legs.

She possessed a wild beauty that immediately grabbed his attention. She looked feral, but she also carried a noble spirit. The wolf girl didn't cower against the wall either. She stood tall and glared at the girls surrounding her.

"I wonder if she eats from a bowl on the floor," mocked a tall girl. She seemed to be the leader of the bullies.

"Probably," agreed a shorter girl. "We should throw a stick and see if she fetches it. Maybe she'll roll over and beg for a treat."

"I bet she sheds all over the furniture," laughed a third girl.

The wolf girl stiffened. Her furry ears flattened against her head. She uncrossed her arms, and her hands balled into tight fists. She looked furious.

"You should step away from me," warned the wolf girl. Her voice had a low growl to it.

"Or what?" challenged the leader. She summoned a small ball of water in her palm. "Are you going to bite us? You're just a filthy animal who needs a bath."

Matt felt a surge of anger in his chest. He knew exactly how she felt. He remembered standing in the Great Hall while his classmates called him a corrupted beast.

Matt knew what it felt like to be the outcast. He refused to let anyone else suffer that kind of abuse in front of him.

He stepped off the gravel path and marched toward the group.

"Hey," shouted Matt. "Back off right now."

The four bullies jumped in surprise. They spun around to face him. The ball of water vanished from the leader's hand.

"Oh," gasped the leader, her harsh expression instantly melting into a sweet smile. She quickly smoothed down the front of her robes. "Matt, we didn't see you there."

"I can see that," growled Matt. He stepped directly between the bullies and the wolf girl. "What do you think you're doing?"

"Uh, we were just teaching the new girl some manners," explained the leader. She batted her eyelashes at him. She took a step closer and lowered her voice to a sultry purr. "She doesn't know how things work around here. But maybe you can teach me a few things instead? I'm free after lunch."

Matt looked at her with pure disgust. She was bullying a stranger one second and flirting with him the next. It made his stomach churn.

"I'm not interested," rejected Matt coldly.

"Oh, come on," coaxed the girl. She reached out to touch his arm. "Don't be like that. We can have a lot of fun together."

Matt let his magic flare. He didn't pull from anyone else. Instead, he just opened his own pathways and let the ambient mana rush into his veins. A brilliant white light glowed under the skin of his arms. The air around him suddenly felt heavy and electric.

"Get your hand away from me," commanded Matt. His voice carried a sharp edge. "And get away from her. If I ever catch you harassing her again, I'll deal with you personally. And I know that you know what I’m capable of doing."

The leader looked at his glowing arms in terror. Her sweet facade dropped entirely.

"Yes, sir," squeaked the girl.

"Get out of my sight," ordered Matt.

The four bullies quickly turned around and practically ran down the path. They didn't look back once.

Matt took a deep breath and let the magic fade from his arms. The white light vanished. He turned around to face the wolf girl.

She stared at him with wide golden eyes. Her ears were perked straight up again. She looked at his chest and then back up to his face.

"Uh, sorry about them," apologized Matt. He gave her a friendly smile. "Some people here have terrible manners. They fear things they don't understand."

The girl studied him carefully. She sensed no hostility from him.

"Thank you," said the girl. Her voice had a slight purr to it.

"I'm Matt," introduced Matt.

"I'm Gialanathalia," replied the wolf girl.

Matt blinked. That was a very long name.

"Hmm, that's a mouthful," noted Matt. "Is there a shorter version? Can I just call you Gia?"

Gia tilted her head to the side. Her bushy tail swished behind her.

"Gia works," she agreed. "It's acceptable."

"Well Gia, welcome to the academy," said Matt. "Where do you need to be? Are you lost?"

"I need to be here," answered Gia. She pointed toward the stone courtyard just beyond the trees. "I have private instruction with the headmistress this morning."

Matt frowned in confusion.

"Uh, that's where we're going," said Matt. "Regina called us for private instruction too."

A set of heavy footsteps crunched on the gravel path behind them.

"That would be my doing," announced Regina.

Matt turned around. Headmistress Regina Dutton walked down the path toward them. She wore her grand robes, but she looked incredibly tired this morning. The dark circles under her eyes proved she hadn't slept much since the battle.

"Good morning, students," greeted Regina.

"Morning," replied Matt. He gestured toward the wolf girl. "We just found Gia out here. A group of initiates was giving her a hard time."

Regina sighed and rubbed her temples.

"I expected as much," admitted Regina. "The noble houses are deeply prejudiced against the Lupine people. They view them as uncultured savages. I'll have the faculty increase their patrols in the hallways. We can't afford any diplomatic incidents right now."

"Why is she here?" asked Chloe. She stepped up beside Matt. "I didn't think her people possessed magic."

"They usually don't," explained Regina. She motioned for them to follow her into the secluded courtyard.

They walked into a circular stone area surrounded by high walls. It was the perfect place for magical practice. There were no prying eyes here.

Regina stood in the center of the courtyard and folded her hands together.

"The Lupine Freehold lies beyond the eastern mountains," lectured Regina. "They are a proud society, one that keeps to themselves and rarely interacts with the crown. They don't have mana cores like we do. Instead, they rely on physical strength and a shared spiritual bond to survive the harsh wilderness."

Matt looked at Gia. She stood off to the side, keeping her arms crossed over her stomach. He couldn't help but notice how her leather vest pushed her breasts up. She was undeniably attractive, having a strong presence. She carried herself with dignity despite the bullying.

"So how does she have magic?" asked Amelia.

"She is an anomaly," answered Regina. "Just like Matt. Gialanathalia is the first Lupine in recorded history to ever develop a functional mana core. It's a wind discipline. It's tied closely to nature."

Gia looked down at her hands. She opened her palms. A greenish light flickered across her fingers. It felt earthy but much lighter than Lily's magic. It felt like a gentle breeze blowing through a dense forest.

"It's weak," admitted Gia. "I don't know how to control it. My people don't understand it. That's why my father sent me here."

"Her father is the Chief of the Freehold," added Regina. "He sent her to Carletta to learn control. One of the strict conditions of her arrival was that she receive private tutelage from me personally. He didn't want his daughter thrown into a class full of hostile nobles."

"I don't blame him," muttered Matt. "They're awful."

"Since I'm already instructing your group privately," continued Regina, "I decided to combine your sessions. Gia will train with us from now on. You'll help her understand her core."

Lily stepped forward. She looked at Gia with sympathetic eyes.

"It must be scary being so far from home," sympathized Lily. "Especially when everyone treats you differently."

Gia's furry ears perked up. She looked at the quiet earth mage in surprise.

"It's lonely," confessed Gia. "My people rely on the pack. We share a link that grounds us. Being here without them feels like a piece of my soul is missing. The air in this stone castle feels dead."

"I know the feeling," chuckled Matt. "When I first got here, I was the only man in a castle full of women. They thought my existence was a disease."

Gia looked at him with renewed interest. Her golden eyes sparkled in the morning sun.

"But you fought back," noted Gia. "You just made those females run away in fear. You defended me."

"I earned my place," replied Matt. "And you'll earn yours too. You have mana inside you. I can feel it."

Regina clapped her hands together. The sharp sound echoed off the stone walls.

"That's enough chatting for now," interrupted Regina. "We have a lot of work to do. Matt, your ley lines have expanded significantly. We need to test the new limits of your absorption. Amelia, I want you to start throwing fire at him on my mark."

"Yes, Headmistress," obeyed Amelia.

The group spread out across the courtyard. Matt walked over to the far wall. He rolled his shoulders and stretched his arms, feeling ready to test his new power.

Amelia walked past him to take her position. She leaned in close to his ear.

"Hmm, she seems interesting," whispered Amelia.

Matt glanced at the blonde. Amelia was looking right at Gia.

"She's definitely different," agreed Matt.

"I wonder what this will all bring," pondered Amelia. She flashed a wicked grin and walked away.

Matt shook his head and smiled. He could already tell what she was thinking, which was a reminder of the harem talk from earlier drifting into his head. 

And as he glanced at Gia, he wondered if that was a possibility.


Chapter
Three



The final blast of fire struck his chest and vanished. Matt absorbed the heat without a single flinch. The raw energy rushed through his newly opened ley lines, settling deep in his core without causing any pain. He let out a breath of hot air and smiled.

"That’s enough for today," announced Regina. She wiped a drop of sweat from her forehead. "You handled that barrage perfectly. Your capacity has grown."

"I barely felt it," admitted Matt as he flexed his fingers. "The pathways are wide open now. I feel like I could absorb an entire volcano."

"We will test your limits further tomorrow," promised Regina with a proud smile. "Amelia, Chloe, and Lily, you are dismissed to prepare for afternoon lectures. Matt, I want you to finish giving Gia a tour of the grounds. She needs to know where the library and the dining halls are located."

"Uh, sure thing," agreed Matt.

Amelia walked past him and offered a quick wink. Chloe smiled, and Lily gave a shy wave. The three girls left the courtyard together to go freshen up before their next class.

Matt turned his attention back to Gia. She stood near the stone wall, her furry tail flicking back and forth. She watched him with keen interest.

She’d done well today despite her somewhat limited mana core. At least she was able to follow Regina’s instructions, even if the mana that emerged wasn’t that powerful. Gia didn’t seem overwhelmed by that notion either, and Matt suspected that once her core opened up, she would make a powerful mystic mage.

"Ready to see the rest of this place?" asked Matt.

"I suppose so," replied Gia. She stepped away from the wall and joined him in the center of the courtyard.

They walked out of the training area together. Matt led her down a long corridor. The walls were lined with old portraits of former headmistresses. The academy was huge and often confusing for new students.

"This place is very large," noted Gia. She looked up at the arched ceiling. "It smells like old paper and cold stone. It lacks the kind of life that you find in the Freehold."

"Oh, you get used to it," said Matt. "There are some nice spots. We have a greenhouse and some gardens. I can show you those later. First, we should knock out the boring stuff so you don't get lost."

"Sure, lead the way," urged Gia.

They visited the grand library first. Matt pushed open the oak doors. Rows of tall bookshelves stretched out before them. Hundreds of students sat at wooden tables, studying heavy tomes and taking notes. The room was incredibly quiet.

"This is where you will spend a lot of time," explained Matt. He kept his voice low so he wouldn't disturb the studying initiates. "They have books on every magical discipline here. Chloe actually found a restricted book about old male mages in the back section."

Gia frowned. She looked at the dusty shelves with a look of distaste.

"My people don’t read books," said Gia. "We pass down our history through songs and stories. Staring at dead wood seems like a waste of time. You learn by doing, not by sitting."

"Well, you might have to learn to like it," teased Matt. "The headmistress loves assigning reading homework. If you don't read the chapters, she will definitely yell at you."

Gia let out a soft huff. They left the library and walked toward the western wing. Matt showed her the primary dining hall next. The room was currently empty between meal services. Long tables filled the vast space.

"This is where we eat," announced Matt. "The food is actually really good. The cooks make excellent roasted chicken."

"Do you hunt the chickens yourselves?" asked Gia, giving him a strange look.

"Uh, no," laughed Matt. "The academy buys them from local farmers. The kitchen staff does all the cooking and preparing."

Gia shook her head. "That’s strange. Meat tastes better when you earn it yourself. It honors the animal."

"I grew up on a farm," shared Matt. "I agree that working for your meals makes them taste better, but the noble girls here would probably faint if they had to pluck a chicken."

Gia offered a genuine laugh. It was a nice sound.

Matt showed her the student lounges and the main lecture halls next. Gia watched everything with intense curiosity. Her golden eyes darted around the rooms. Her furry ears twitched at every sudden noise.

She was fascinating to watch. Matt found himself admiring her profile as they walked. She had a strong jawline and high cheekbones. Her leather vest left her stomach bare. He appreciated her athletic physique. Her large breasts strained against the tight fabric of her top. She was very pretty. She carried herself with a quiet confidence that he really liked.

Gia wasn’t the kind to seek attention. She just existed comfortably in her own skin.

They eventually found themselves outside again. Matt led her to a quiet balcony. It overlooked the eastern woods. The bright sun was shining directly on them, and a warm breeze rustled the leaves below.

Gia gripped the stone railing. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

"This is much better," sighed Gia. "The air actually moves out here. Those stone corridors make me feel trapped."

"So, how did it happen?" asked Matt. He leaned against the railing next to her. "Regina said you’re the first Lupine to get mana."

Gia opened her eyes. She stared out at the trees.

"It was a strange day," answered Gia. "It happened two months ago. I was on a hunt with my brothers. We were tracking a great boar through the western valleys. Anyway, we found the boar near a river. It was huge. It had tusks the size of my arm."

Matt listened closely. He could picture the chaotic scene in the wild terrain.

"We surrounded it," continued Gia. "But the boar charged before we were ready. It caught my oldest brother off guard and tossed him aside. He hit a rock and was dazed."

"Oh wow," mumbled Matt.

"The beast turned around to finish him," explained Gia. "I dropped my bow and jumped in front of my brother. I raised my hands to brace for the impact. I thought I was going to die. But then I felt a strange warmth in my chest. A sudden pressure built up inside my ribs."

"Your core," noted Matt.

"Yes," agreed Gia. "I pushed my hands forward instinctively. A violent gust of wind erupted from my palms. It wasn’t just air. It was heavy, hitting the boar and throwing it against a tree. The beast died instantly."

"That sounds incredible," replied Matt. "You saved his life."

"It was terrifying," corrected Gia, her expression turning grim. "My brothers did not cheer. They stared at me like I was a monster. When we returned to the Freehold, the news spread quickly. The other clan chiefs were frightened."

"Why?" asked Matt. "You did a heroic thing."

"Because magic goes against our traditions," explained Gia. "The Lupine rely on physical strength. We rely on the pack. Magic is considered a human trait. We see it as a corruption of our blood."

She gripped the stone railing tighter. Her knuckles turned white.

"The elders demanded that I be cast out," whispered Gia. "They said I would bring ruin to the Freehold. They feared my wind magic would poison the crops."

"Hmm, that sounds awful," sympathized Matt. He hated the idea of people turning on their own family because of fear.

"My father is the Chief," added Gia. "He stood up for me. He refused to banish his own daughter to the wild, telling the elders I was a blessing, not a curse."

"That was brave of him," said Matt.

"It put him in a terrible position," replied Gia. "His leadership became insecure. Several rival chiefs challenged his authority. They used me as an excuse to question his judgment. The Freehold was on the brink of a civil war because of my existence."

She looked down at her boots. A look of heavy guilt crossed her face.

"He sent me here to learn control," stated Gia. "But he also sent me away to protect his claim to the throne. I’m an exile, Matt. I was sent away to keep the peace. As long as I’m here, my father is safe from any challengers."

Matt felt a tight ache in his chest. He reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder. He gave her a reassuring squeeze. Her skin was warm under his touch.

"I'm sorry," sympathized Matt. "That is a terrible burden to carry. You shouldn't have to choose between your family and your own safety."

"You understand," said Gia. She looked up at him. Her golden eyes were full of emotion. "You know what it feels like to be different. You know what it feels like to leave your home behind."

"I do," agreed Matt.

"Tell me your story," requested Gia. "How did you discover your power?"

Matt leaned his back against the stone railing. He crossed his arms over his chest.

"I was just a normal guy," started Matt. "I lived in a small village near the Blight border. I spent my days chopping wood and helping my grandfather around the house. I had no idea mana even existed inside me. Men aren't supposed to have it."

"You were truly blind to it?" asked Gia.

"Entirely blind," confirmed Matt. "Then one night, I got this awful feeling in my gut. I call it my danger sense. It pulled me into the woods. I found a Blight monster attacking a little boy."

Gia perked up. Her ears twitched forward with interest.

"You fought the beast?" asked Gia.

"I tried," laughed Matt. "It was too quick, cornering me inside an old building. It was about to bite my face off. I threw my hands up to protect myself, and that’s when the mana appeared."

"A defensive reaction," observed Gia. "Just like mine."

"Exactly," agreed Matt. "A blinding white light shot out of my hands. It stunned the creature long enough for Regina to arrive and finish it off. She brought me here the next day. And then the noble girls started calling me a corrupted freak."

Gia stepped closer to him. She tilted her head and took a slow sniff of the air near his neck.

"Uh, what are you doing?" asked Matt. He felt a sudden spike of nervous energy.

"You don't smell like a commoner," stated Gia. She looked directly into his eyes. "You said you chopped wood. You lived a simple life. But your spirit feels different."

"I assure you, I'm just a regular guy," insisted Matt.

"No," disagreed Gia. She shook her head firmly. "I have keen senses, Matt. I can feel the aura of the people around me. The females in this castle reek of arrogance and perfume. They smell like entitlement, but you feel noble somehow. You carry the presence of an alpha."

Matt chuckled. He rubbed the back of his neck.

"I think the promotion to Mystic is just going to my head," joked Matt. "Or maybe you just smell the fancy soap they gave me."

"I'm serious," pushed Gia, sharing a laugh with him. "You have a natural authority. People want to follow you. The way you stepped between me and those bullies proved it. You protect the weak. That’s the mark of a true leader. You are not a commoner in your soul."

Matt felt a flush of heat rise in his cheeks. Compared to Amelia and Chloe, Gia was different. She didn’t have the worldly air of Chloe, nor did she have Amelia’s overt friendliness.

Instead, she walked a middle ground between them, but Matt liked that.

"Thank you," said Matt sincerely.

Gia turned her attention back to the trees. Her tail dropped lower.

"I miss the connection of my people," confessed Gia. Her voice grew soft and sad. "The Lupines share a mental link. It is a spiritual pack mentality."

"Oh, I didn't know that," admitted Matt.

"It grounds us," explained Gia. "It connects us all to the earth. My mind used to be full of whispers from my brothers and sisters. I could feel their emotions. I could sense their location in the woods. It is how we hunt so effectively."

"That sounds amazing," noted Matt.

"It is," agreed Gia. "But since I arrived here, the link is broken. The distance is too great. My mind is just quiet now, and it feels like a piece of my brain is missing. It hurts."

Matt felt a deep ache of sympathy for her. He had lost his village, but he still had his grandfather nearby. He still had his new friends. Gia was entirely alone in a hostile environment, cut off from the voices that usually comforted her.

"We can be your new pack," offered Matt. "Amelia, Chloe, Lily, and me. We look out for each other. We won't let anyone mess with you."

Gia offered a small smile. "I would like that."

She pushed off the railing.

"Come see where they put me," invited Gia. "I'll show you what I mean about feeling out of place."

"Sure," agreed Matt.

They left the balcony and walked toward the novice wing. This was the lowest level of the academy. Matt remembered spending his first few weeks in these drafty stone corridors. The torches on the walls provided very little heat.

Gia stopped in front of a wooden door at the end of the hall. She turned the iron handle and pushed it open.

Matt stepped inside and looked around. The room was incredibly sparse. The standard academy beds usually had thick quilts and feather pillows. Gia's bed was stripped down to a thin blanket over a flat mattress. The colorful rugs had been rolled up and shoved into a corner. The velvet chair was missing.

"Uh, did you get robbed?" asked Matt.

"I asked the caretakers to remove the soft things," explained Gia. She walked over to the bare window. "My people sleep on the ground since we don’t need velvet and feathers. Those things make a person weak. I prefer it simple."

Matt walked further into the room. He noticed a few carved wooden totems sitting on the stone desk. They looked like small wolves.

"Did you carve these?" asked Matt. He picked one up, noticing that the craftsmanship was excellent.

"Yes," replied Gia. "It keeps my hands busy when I feel anxious. I made one for each of my brothers."

Gia walked over to him. She stood very close. He could feel the warmth radiating from her skin. She didn't smell like fancy perfumes but rather like pine needles and fresh rain. It was an intoxicating scent.

She reached out and gently took the wooden wolf from his hand. Her fingers brushed against his palm. A spark of electricity jumped between their skin. Matt looked down at her. She was looking up at him with those bright golden eyes.

He picked up on the subtle attraction immediately. She wasn't overt about it. She didn't bat her eyelashes or press her chest against him like the random girls in the hallway.

Instead, Gia just stood there with quiet confidence. She held his gaze without blinking.

Matt found her incredibly charming. She was warm and genuine. Gia really did feel like a perfect middle ground between his other partners.

"You have a good heart, Matt," said Gia softly. She set the wooden wolf back on the desk.

"I try my best," replied Matt. His voice came out a little raspy. He cleared his throat.

"Thank you for the tour," added Gia. "And thank you for listening to my story. I feel better."

"Anytime," promised Matt. "If you need anything, my room is up in the eastern tower. You're always welcome there."

"I'll remember that," noted Gia. A hint of a smile touched her lips. Her furry ears twitched forward again.

Matt took a step back toward the door. He didn't want to overstay his welcome. He also needed to clear his head. The proximity to her was doing strange things to his newly opened ley lines. He could feel his magic buzzing under his skin just from being near her.

"I should probably get some practice in," excused Gia with a flushed smile. "I want to master my mana, and it won’t happen if I don’t practice."

"Sure," replied Matt. “If you need any help, let me know.”

Gia brushed her hair behind her furry ear. “I’ll be sure to do that.”

Matt walked out of the sparse room and pulled the wooden door shut behind him. He stood in the quiet corridor for a moment. He let out a long breath.

He’d found another outcast, another anomaly. Gia was beautiful, strong, and noble, and Matt was very eager to see where this new bond would take them.


Chapter
Four



The week passed by in a blur of intense training and quiet evenings. Matt spent hours every day in the secluded courtyard. He worked directly with Regina to push the limits of his new pathways. He absorbed fire from Amelia and earth magic from Lily. He channeled the raw energy through his body, feeling stronger every single day. The old pain in his chest was entirely gone. His core was a deep well of power now.

He also spent a lot of time watching Gia. The wolf girl adapted to the group surprisingly well over those seven days. She was not the most talkative girl in the eastern tower. She preferred to sit near the window and carve her wooden totems while the others studied, but when she did speak, her words carried volume. She commanded respect without demanding it.

She struggled with her mana training. Her wind core was weak compared to the others. Matt often stood beside her during practice. He guided her hands and encouraged her to feel the natural currents. She appreciated his patience. She didn't get frustrated, using the opportunity to focus harder.

Gia integrated into their daily routine perfectly. She joined them in the student lounges. She walked with them to the library, even though she hated the dusty books. And she sat beside Matt during every meal.

Right now, they were all sitting around a long wooden table in the primary dining hall. The evening feast was in full swing. Floating candles illuminated the vast room. Hundreds of students chatted loudly around them. The air smelled of roasted meats and sweet pastries.

"Uh, are you going to finish those potatoes?" asked Amelia, pointing a silver fork across the table.

"I'm still eating," defended Matt. He pulled his ceramic plate closer to his chest. "You already had two servings of bread. And a bowl of soup."

"I burn a lot of energy," replied Amelia. She offered a wicked grin. "You know how hot my fire gets. I need fuel to keep up with you."

"You just have a big appetite," teased Chloe. She took a sip from her glass of water. She wore a stunning blue-green dress that hugged her curves. "But I suppose we can excuse it. You do work very hard during our private sessions in the courtyard."

Matt smiled and looked over at Gia. The wolf girl was busy slicing a thick piece of roast turkey. She held her knife with expert precision, cutting the meat into neat squares. She took a slow bite and chewed thoughtfully. Her furry ears twitched at the loud noises bouncing off the stone walls.

"How’s the food tonight?" asked Matt.

"It's acceptable," answered Gia. She set her knife down on the table. "I have to admit something to you all. Having roast turkey served on a plate isn't so bad."

"Oh, really?" gasped Lily. "I thought you hated cooked meals?"

"I still prefer to hunt," clarified Gia. She wiped her mouth with a cloth napkin. "But the seasoning here is very good. They use a nice blend of herbs. I would never say this in front of my people. They would call me soft and weak, but having a warm meal handed to me without chasing it through the mud is a pleasant change of pace. Just please don't tell my brothers."

"Your secret is safe with us," promised Matt with a chuckle.

Gia let out a soft laugh, bumping her shoulder against his arm. She was opening up more every day. Even though she still felt like an outcast among the noble students, she was finding a comfortable home with Matt and his partners. She was a grounding presence for all of them.

"Hmm, I think you're getting spoiled," joked Chloe. "Next thing we know, you'll be asking for a silk dress to wear to class. I have a spare one that would look beautiful on you."

"I don't think so," replied Gia, holding up both hands in protest. "This is far more practical for fighting. I don't understand how you move in those long dresses. They seem like a tripping hazard."

"It takes practice and grace," admitted Amelia. "Something you lack, unfortunately."

"I have plenty of grace in the woods," countered Gia.

A sudden commotion near the front entrance interrupted their laughter. A younger initiate ran through the heavy oak doors. She looked entirely frantic. Her face was flushed red, and she gasped for air. She sprinted toward a table of older girls in the center of the hall. Panic spread through the room like a fast wave. Whispers turned into loud shouts within seconds.

"What's happening?" asked Lily. Her eyes grew wide with worry.

"Uh, someone looks very upset," noted Matt. He put his fork down on the table. His internal danger sense remained quiet. There were no monsters nearby, but the tension in the room was incredibly thick.

Chloe stood up from her bench, her eyes narrowing as she watched the frantic initiate whispering to the older students.

"I'll go find out," declared Chloe. "Give me a minute. Keep my seat warm."

She walked gracefully toward the growing crowd near the doors. Matt watched her go. He admired her confident stride. He turned his attention back to his friends.

"Maybe a professor gave a surprise exam," joked Amelia. "That usually causes a panic around here. Novices hate written tests."

"I don't think it's an exam," disagreed Gia. Her golden eyes tracked the movement of the crowd. "I can smell fear on them. It's a sharp, bitter scent. Something is very wrong."

Chloe returned a few moments later. Her normal calm demeanor was entirely gone. Her face looked pale in the flickering candlelight. She sat back down heavily on the wooden bench.

"You aren't going to believe this," whispered Chloe. She leaned across the table so nobody else could hear her words.

"What is it?" asked Matt.

"There are whispers that Ranostans are coming to the castle," revealed Chloe.

The entire table went dead silent. Matt felt a cold knot form in his gut. The Ranostan kingdom was located across the northern mountains. They were the sworn enemies of Carletta, having fought countless border skirmishes and full-scale wars over the centuries.

"Uh, that's impossible," stammered Lily. "They aren't allowed here."

"It's scandalous," agreed Chloe. She gripped the edge of the table. "They’re banned from entering our borders. The royal guard usually shoots them on sight. It's the law."

"Why are they banned?" asked Gia. She looked genuinely confused. The politics of humans were still foreign to her.

"Because they use dark mana," explained Matt. He remembered the strict warnings from his history books. "It's a corrupted form of magic. It twists the mind and ruins the land, not to mention their bodies."

"They embrace destruction," added Amelia. She crossed her arms tightly over her chest. "They don't care about the natural order, only caring about absolute power. They’re ruthless."

"So why are they here?" asked Matt.

"The rumors say it's a diplomatic envoy," answered Chloe. "They brought a black carriage to the front gates. They are demanding an audience with the headmistress. They claim they want a truce."

"A truce?" scoffed Amelia. "After eight centuries of hostility? That's a trap. It has to be."

"I think so too," agreed Chloe. "The Ranostan queen doesn’t send envoys for peace. She only acts that way when she wants something from us. I just wonder what their goal is."

Matt looked down at his glowing hands. He had a sinking feeling in his chest, wondering if this was far from a coincidence.

What chance was there that the Ranostans would show up out of the blue, especially when the first male mage in eight hundred years had just reappeared?

Somehow, they had to be linked.

"Hmm, I have a bad feeling about this," muttered Matt.

"We'll find out more tomorrow," promised Chloe. "Regina ordered all students to return to their dorms immediately. The faculty is handling the situation tonight. We should go back to the tower and lock the door."

The next morning brought a tense atmosphere to the academy. The sun hung low in the gray sky. A cold wind blew through the eastern tower windows. Matt woke up early. He didn't sleep well at all. He tossed and turned all night, thinking about the dark mana users waiting at the front gates.

He got dressed in his dark Mystic tunic. It fit snugly across his broad shoulders. Amelia and Chloe put on their standard academy robes. They walked down the winding stone staircase together. Lily and Gia were already waiting for them by the stone fountain in the main courtyard.

"Did you hear anything new?" asked Matt.

"Uh, just more rumors," replied Lily. She wrapped her arms around her stomach. She looked nervous. "Everyone says the headmistress is going to meet with them out here this morning. The guards didn't let them inside the walls last night."

"Then we'll stay and watch," decided Matt.

A large crowd of students had gathered near the edges of the courtyard. They stayed far back from the center cobblestone path. The atmosphere was thick with anxiety. The heavy iron gates at the front of the castle slowly groaned open. The sound echoed off the stone towers.

A black carriage rolled onto the path. It was pulled by four dark horses with thick manes. The wood of the carriage was polished to a high shine. Silver crests shaped like twisted serpents decorated the doors. It looked wealthy and highly intimidating.

Headmistress Regina walked out of the main keep. Professor Vane and Professor Murtha walked closely behind her. The teachers looked incredibly stern. They stopped in the middle of the courtyard and waited.

The black carriage came to a halt. A tall footman dressed in gray livery stepped down and opened the side door.

A woman stepped out into the morning light.

Matt stared at her. She was undeniably beautiful, but it was an evil kind of beauty. She had pale skin that looked like porcelain. Her facial features were sharp and aristocratic, with her dark hair pulled back into an elegant braid. The woman wore a long black dress that swept gracefully across the stones. She carried herself with supreme arrogance, looking like a deadly predator walking into a cage of harmless chickens.

"Who is that?" asked Amelia. She sounded thoroughly disgusted.

"That must be Lady Corvina," whispered Chloe. She recognized the noble serpent crest on the carriage door. "She's a high-ranking diplomat in the Ranostan court. She is known for being cunning and ruthless."

Lady Corvina offered a slow smile as she approached the professors. The smile didn't reach her dark, calculating eyes.

"Headmistress Dutton," greeted Corvina, her voice smooth like velvet. "It's a wonderful pleasure to finally meet you in person. Your academy is quite lovely."

"State your business, Corvina," demanded Regina. She didn't offer a bow or a polite greeting. She stood her ground firmly. "You are trespassing on Carlettan soil. You’re very lucky my guards didn't burn your carriage to ashes at the gates."

"Oh, let's not be hostile," replied Corvina, waving a pale hand dismissively. "I bring an olive branch from my people. We come in peace. We simply wish to talk about the future of our great nations."

"We have nothing to discuss," snapped Professor Vane. She took an aggressive step forward. A swirl of blue water gathered around her fists. "Your kind brings nothing but ruin and despair. Turn your carriage around and leave."

"I assure you, my intentions are pure," insisted Corvina. She didn't look scared of the water magic at all. She actually looked uninterested by the threat. "The Blight is growing stronger every day. It threatens both of our nations equally. My queen believes it's time to heal the old wounds. We have a proposal that will benefit everyone. A joint endeavor to push back the monsters permanently."

Regina narrowed her eyes. She studied the dark diplomat for a long moment. The wind whipped Regina's robes around her legs, but she didn't flinch.

"A proposal?" asked Regina.

"Yes," answered Corvina. "A magical endeavor that will save thousands of lives. But it requires a private conversation. Out of this cold wind. I'm sure you have a warm office we can use?"

The courtyard was dead silent. Every student strained their ears to hear the exchange. Matt felt a strange pressure building in his chest. His danger sense wasn't screaming, but it was definitely humming a warning tune.

"Very well," agreed Regina. She kept her voice firm and authoritative. "We'll hear your proposal, but your guards stay outside. You will come into my office alone. If you try to cast a single thread of mana, my professors will strike you down."

"That's perfectly acceptable," replied Corvina.

She turned and gave a sharp nod to her footman. The man closed the carriage door and stood at rigid attention. Corvina walked past the tense professors and headed toward the main keep. Regina and the other teachers followed closely behind her. They escorted the dark diplomat inside the castle. The heavy oak doors slammed shut behind them with a loud thud.

The crowd of students immediately erupted into loud, anxious chatter. The tension broke, replaced by wild speculation and fearful rumors.

"I can't believe Regina let her inside," said Amelia. She shook her head in sheer disbelief. "That woman is practically dripping with dark mana. You could feel the corruption from here. It felt slimy."

"She's a viper," agreed Chloe. "She's going to poison the headmistress with pretty lies. The Ranostans never do anything unless it benefits them directly. They don't care about stopping the Blight."

Gia watched the closed oak doors with a deep frown. Her furry ears flattened flat against her head.

"Her scent is awful," complained Gia. She wrinkled her nose in disgust. "It smells like rotting leaves. It makes my stomach turn. That woman is not a good person."

"Uh, I have a really bad feeling about this, guys," admitted Lily. She rubbed the pit of her stomach. She looked pale and sickly. "I feel terrible. Why would they want to talk to us now? After all these centuries of war?"

"Because things have changed," realized Matt. He looked down at his hands again. The reality of his situation crashed over him. "The Blight is acting up. And I'm here. They know about me."

"You think this is about you?" asked Amelia.

"I think it has to be," replied Matt. "If the rumors of my power reached the northern borders, they probably want to see if the stories are true. They probably want to use me in some fashion."

"Hmm, we won't let them near you," promised Chloe. She linked her arm tightly through his. She leaned her head against his shoulder. "You belong to us. The Ranostans can go back to their cold mountains empty-handed."

"I agree," added Gia. She bared her teeth slightly. "The pack protects its own."

They stood in the cold courtyard for a few more minutes. The wind continued to blow across the stones. Matt felt restless. He wanted to know what was happening inside that office. He wanted to protect his new home from whatever dark trap Corvina was setting.

The heavy oak doors suddenly opened again.

Professor Vane walked out onto the stone steps. She looked out over the crowded courtyard. Her eyes scanned the faces of the students until she found Matt standing near the fountain. She walked briskly toward their group. Her boots clicked sharply on the cobblestones.

"Professor," greeted Matt.

Vane didn't offer a polite smile. Her face was tight with intense stress. She stopped in front of him and crossed her arms over her chest.

"Matt," said Vane. Her voice was sharp and commanding. "I need you to come with me right now."

"Uh, where are we going?" asked Matt.

"To the headmistress's office," answered Vane. She glanced back at the main keep with a look of pure annoyance. "Lady Corvina requested to see you. She won't explain her grand proposal until you're in the room."

Amelia stepped forward instantly. She placed a protective hand flat against Matt's chest.

"He isn't going in there alone," declared Amelia. "That woman is dangerous. She uses dark mana."

"Technically, she’s a diplomat," corrected Vane. "She has diplomatic immunity under the crown's strict laws. We can't harm her unless she acts aggressively, and the headmistress agreed to her terms. Matt must attend the meeting if we want to hear her plan."

"I'll go," decided Matt. He gently moved Amelia's hand away from his chest. He appreciated her fierce loyalty, but he needed to handle this. "I'm not afraid of her."

"I don't like this," muttered Lily.

"Neither do I," agreed Vane. She looked at Matt with serious eyes. "Keep your guard up, okay, Matt? Do not agree to anything she says. Just listen and observe. We will protect you if she tries anything."

"I can do that," promised Matt.

"Good," said Vane, offering him a tiny smile. "Follow me. We don't want to keep our esteemed guest waiting. At least until we have the chance to kick her butt out of the country."

Matt gave the girls one last reassuring nod. He turned and followed Professor Vane toward the main keep. He didn't know what the dark diplomat wanted, but he was ready to face her.


Chapter
Five



The stone corridors of the main keep felt exceptionally cold as Matt walked beside Professor Vane. Their boots echoed loudly against the floorboards. The torches on the walls flickered in the draft caused by the morning wind. Matt kept his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his dark tunic. He felt a tense knot forming in his stomach.

"This is a lot to process," admitted Matt, glancing over at the older woman walking next to him.

"It certainly is," agreed Vane. She kept her gaze fixed straight ahead, her jaw clenched tight. "Times are incredibly crazy right now. Having a Ranostan diplomat inside these walls is unprecedented. We usually arrest them at the border before they can even speak a word."

"Chloe said it was scandalous," noted Matt. "She said they’re banned from Carletta for using dark mana."

"Chloe is absolutely correct," said Vane. "The Ranostan kingdom embraces corruption. They pull their magic from the void. It twists the natural elements and leaves the land barren. We fought border wars against them for centuries to keep that poison out of our country."

Matt rubbed the back of his neck. "Do you think she really wants peace? She didn’t seem hostile out there in the courtyard."

"I think she wants something," corrected Vane. She slowed her pace and turned to look at him. Her blue eyes were full of serious concern. "Ranostans don't do anything out of the goodness of their hearts. They are highly calculated people. That smile is just a tool she uses to disarm her enemies."

"I’ll keep my guard up," promised Matt.

Vane stopped walking completely. She turned to face him in the middle of the empty hallway. She reached out and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. Her touch was warm and comforting.

"I want you to know something," said Vane. Her voice softened considerably. "No matter what happens in that room today, you will always have my support. I stand by you, Matt. Whatever you decide to do, I will be right there with you."

"Thank you," replied Matt. He felt a warm flutter in his chest. He really appreciated her loyalty. She had been so harsh to him when he first arrived. Now she was one of his strongest defenders. "That means a lot coming from you."

"You’ve earned my respect," said Vane. She offered a tiny smile. "Just remember to keep your wits about you. Do not let her manipulate you with pretty words or sad stories."

"I can do that," agreed Matt.

They resumed their walk down the corridor. Matt let his mind wander as they approached the headmistress's office. He wondered what a dark diplomat could possibly want with him specifically.

Perhaps she just wanted to study him. Maybe she wanted to see if the rumors of his power were actually true. The thought of being a political pawn made his skin itch. He didn't want to get dragged into a centuries-old political war.

They reached the heavy wooden door of Regina's office. Vane knocked twice with her knuckles and pushed the door open without waiting for an answer.

The room was warm and inviting. A roaring fire crackled in the stone hearth. The bright flames cast a golden glow across the tall wooden bookshelves. Regina sat behind her large mahogany desk. Professor Murtha stood near the window with her arms crossed over her chest. Lady Corvina sat in a plush leather chair in the center of the room.

Corvina turned her head as Matt walked inside. Her dark eyes locked onto him instantly.

Up close, she didn't look like an evil villain at all. She actually looked tired. Faint shadows lingered beneath her eyes despite the elegant makeup she wore. Her posture was proper but slightly strained. She carried the heavy weight of a struggling nation on her shoulders. Matt felt a surprising pang of sympathy for her plight. She didn't look like a conqueror. She looked like a survivor.

Corvina stood up slowly. She smoothed down the front of her long black dress. She sized Matt up from head to toe. Her gaze lingered on his broad shoulders and the tight fit of his dark Mystic tunic. She openly appreciated his physique. A spark of genuine physical attraction flashed in her dark eyes.

"Oh my," murmured Corvina, her voice smooth and melodic. "The rumors really do not do you justice. You are quite a striking young man. You have a very commanding presence."

"Uh, thank you," replied Matt, not knowing what else to say.

Vane bristled immediately. Matt noticed the stiff tension returning to his professor's shoulders. Vane took a half step forward. She placed herself slightly between Matt and the dark diplomat. It was a highly protective gesture.

It made it crystal clear that Vane was uncomfortable with Corvina staring at him like a piece of meat.

"We brought him here as you requested," stated Vane. Her voice held a sharp cutting edge. "Now please explain this grand proposal of yours. We have classes to run today."

Corvina offered a polite smile to the angry professor. She didn't seem bothered by the hostile tone at all. She turned her attention back to Regina behind the desk.

"As I was saying before you called for him," started Corvina, "my country is suffering greatly. The Blight is pushing deeper into our northern territories every single week. We are losing entire cities to the monsters. Our dark mana is strong and our soldiers are brave, but it isn't enough to hold the horde back forever."

"That sounds like a Ranostan problem," noted Murtha. The older professor kept her gaze fixed on the courtyard outside the window. "Why come to Carletta for help? We have our own borders to defend."

"Because the Blight affects both of our nations," reasoned Corvina. She walked closer to the desk. "If Ranosta falls, the horde will wash over our borders and destroy Carletta next. You cannot pretend this is an isolated issue. We share the same enemy."

"We are well aware of the threat," said Regina, casting a side-eye glance at Matt. She leaned back in her chair. "And what exactly do you want from us? You didn't travel all this way just to warn us about monsters we already fight."

Corvina turned around and looked directly at Matt. The raw intensity in her gaze made his heart beat a little faster. She had a magnetic personality.

"We want him," declared Corvina.

The room went entirely silent for a long moment. Only the crackle of the fireplace filled the void. Vane clenched her fists tightly at her sides.

"You can’t have him," snapped Vane. She took another aggressive step forward. "He isn't a piece of property to be traded across the border. He belongs here."

"I don't want to own him," clarified Corvina. She held up her pale hands in a peaceful gesture. "I want to work with him. My scholars have discovered an ancient ritual hidden deep in our royal archives. It is a sealing spell designed to close the Blight rifts permanently."

"A sealing spell?" asked Regina. She leaned forward in her chair again. Her eyes narrowed with skepticism. "Those are just old myths. No one has sealed a major rift since the Breaking. It requires too much raw power."

"It isn't a myth," insisted Corvina. "The scholars proved the theory last month. But it requires a very specific balance of power to work. It requires the deepest dark mana combined with the purest light mana. Two opposite forces pushing against each other to create an unbreakable magical lock over the rift."

Matt felt the heavy stares of everyone in the room resting on him. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He began to understand exactly why she was here.

"And you need me for the light part," guessed Matt.

"Precisely," smiled Corvina. She looked at him with glowing admiration. "You’re the first male mage in eight hundred years. Your core is untainted by the standard elemental disciplines. You’re the only person in the world who can anchor the spell while we provide the dark energy. More importantly, we know what you’ve done to all those Blight creatures already. You have a power that hasn’t been seen in centuries. Maybe even longer than that."

"How do you even know about me?" asked Matt. He crossed his arms over his chest. "I have only been here for a few weeks. The battle at my village was not even two weeks ago. The news couldn't travel to Ranosta that fast."

Corvina let out a soft, elegant laugh.

"Oh, Matt," sighed Corvina. "News of a male mage spilling across the borders is impossible to stop. The entire continent is whispering about you. A man who wields the power of the old gods. A man who wiped out a horde of monsters single-handedly. Everyone will know of you soon enough."

"The academy likes to keep secrets," grumbled Murtha. She glared at Regina. "We clearly have a leak in the faculty or the student body."

"It isn't a leak," corrected Corvina. She walked a few steps closer to Matt. "It’s destiny. You can’t hide a shining star in a dark room. People will always see the light. The rumors traveled on the wind once your battle was over."

Regina stood up from her desk. She walked around to the front and crossed her arms. She looked very imposing in her grand robes.

"This ritual sounds incredibly dangerous," warned Regina. "Mixing light and dark mana usually results in a fatal explosion. You’re asking my student to risk his life for a theoretical spell found in a dusty archive."

"It is a calculated risk," argued Corvina. Her voice grew softer and more pleading. She looked at Regina with genuine desperation. "Think of the thousands of lives we could save. No more monsters terrorizing our roads. No more burned villages. We can end the nightmare for both of our peoples. We can save the world together."

"I won't allow it," declared Vane loudly. She looked at Regina with wide panicked eyes. "Dark mana corrupts everything it touches. If she forces her void mana into his open pathways, it could twist his mind. It could ruin him from the inside out."

"My magic is simply misunderstood," defended Corvina gently. She didn't raise her voice to match Vane. She stayed calm and composed. "It’s just a different side of the same coin. We pull from the void to find strength. It isn't inherently evil. Fire burns forests, but you do not call fire evil. Dark mana is simply a tool."

"History says otherwise," countered Murtha from the window. "Your ancestors used that tool to slaughter thousands of Carlettan people."

"That was centuries ago," said Corvina, waving her hand dismissively. "In those days, Carlettan people also killed Ranostans, but you don’t see me here aching to settle the score. I’m talking about today. I’m talking about survival."

Regina held up a hand to silence the arguing professors. The room grew quiet again. She looked at Matt with a very serious expression. The fate of the conversation rested squarely on his shoulders.

"He is a Mystic now," stated Regina. "He isn't a novice anymore. He has the right to make his own choices regarding his path. This is his life on the line. The decision belongs to Matt."

All four women turned to look at him. Matt felt a bead of sweat roll down his neck. The pressure in the room was incredibly heavy.

He looked at Professor Vane. Her blue eyes begged him to say no. She wanted to keep him safe inside the academy walls. He looked at Regina. She maintained a neutral face, but he could tell she was worried about the political implications. Then he looked at Corvina. The Ranostan diplomat looked desperate. She looked like a woman trying to save her dying home from an endless swarm of monsters.

He thought about his grandfather back at the village. He thought about the terrifying sight of the Blight horde marching toward his home. If there was a real chance to end the Blight permanently, he had to consider it. Matt wanted to use his power to protect people, but he also remembered the strict warnings about corruption.

He didn't want to get twisted by dark magic and become a monster himself.

"I don't know," hesitated Matt. He ran a hand through his hair. "This is a really big decision. You are asking me to trust a magic I have been taught to fear."

"I understand your hesitation," said Corvina softly.

"I need time," continued Matt. "I am not saying yes right now, but I am not saying no either. I need to understand exactly what this ritual entails before I agree to anything. I need to know the risks to my core."

Corvina didn't seem bothered by his hesitation at all. She actually looked relieved that he hadn't outright rejected her proposal. She offered a warm, inviting smile.

"That is very wise of you," praised Corvina. "A true leader gathers all the facts before marching into battle. Take all the time you need, Matt. I know I am asking a lot of you. I don’t expect a final answer today."

She turned her attention back to Regina.

"Headmistress," said Corvina respectfully. "Since the young man needs time to consider my proposal, I formally request permission to stay at the academy until his mind is made up."

"Absolutely not," protested Vane instantly. She stepped forward again. "We can’t host a dark mage here. It goes against every rule in our charter."

"Please," requested Corvina. She kept her eyes on Regina. "I will be on my absolute best behavior. I promise you. I will send my carriage and my guards back across the border today. They will not linger. I’ll stay here alone as your guest. You can confine me to a guest suite if you prefer. I just want to be available to answer any questions Matt might have about the ritual."

Regina frowned deeply. She tapped her fingers against her arm. She clearly hated the idea of hosting a Ranostan diplomat inside the academy walls. But turning away a peaceful envoy who was offering a cure for the Blight could spark a massive political incident. The crown would be furious if Regina ruined a chance for peace.

"Fine," agreed Regina reluctantly. She let out a heavy sigh. "You may stay in the eastern guest wing, but you will not wander the halls freely. You will take your meals in your room. You will not practice your magic on academy grounds. If you break a single rule, I will throw you in the dungeons myself."

"I accept your terms," said Corvina gracefully. She offered a deep bow of gratitude. "Thank you for your hospitality, Headmistress. You are very gracious."

"Professor Murtha will escort you to your quarters," instructed Regina. She pointed toward the door. "We are done here for today."

Murtha walked over to the door and pulled it open wide. She gestured out into the hallway.

"Right this way, Corvina," said Murtha firmly.

Corvina walked toward the exit. Her long black dress glided smoothly across the floorboards. She paused right as she reached the doorway. She turned her head and looked back at Matt. Her dark eyes sparkled with an undeniable hunger and a deep sense of hope.

"Our nations have been divided for far too long," said Corvina, her voice echoing softly in the quiet office. It carried a romantic yet theatrical tone. "We have fought each other in the mud while the true enemy destroyed our lands from the shadows. Perhaps the time has finally come to unite light and dark mana together once more. Think about the beautiful future we could build, Matt. We could heal this broken world."

She offered him one last lingering smile before she stepped out into the hallway. Murtha followed close behind her and pulled the heavy oak door shut with a loud click.


Chapter
Six



The silence in the room stretched on for several seconds after the door clicked shut. Matt let out a long breath and looked at Professor Vane. The older woman still had her fists clenched tightly at her sides.

"Well," said Matt. "That was certainly something."

"She’s a viper," hissed Vane. "A very charming viper, but a viper nevertheless."

Matt rubbed his stomach. "My danger sense was acting up the entire time she was in here."

"Oh really?" asked Regina. She sank back into her leather chair and rubbed her temples. "Did it feel like a monster attack?"

"No," answered Matt. "It wasn't screaming at me. It was just a low hum in my stomach. It felt like a grain of doubt. She had a perfectly polite facade today, but my instincts are telling me to be cautious around her."

"You should always trust that gut feeling," advised Vane. She relaxed her hands and leaned against the edge of the desk. "Your instincts kept you alive this long. Dark mana users are masters of deception. They will offer you the world just to slip a knife into your back."

"Uh, so what do we do now?" asked Matt.

"We need political guidance," stated Regina. "This situation is far beyond academy jurisdiction now. We’re dealing with international treaties and the fate of the entire kingdom. I’m going to draft a message to the King of Carletta."

"Do you think the king will actually reply?" asked Matt.

"He has to," replied Regina. She grabbed a quill from her desk and dipped it into an inkwell. "A truce proposal from the Ranostan queen is unprecedented. The crown needs to weigh in on this. I will send my fastest courier immediately."

"Hmm, that might take a few days," noted Vane. "The capital city is a long ride from here. We will have to entertain our dark guest until the royal response arrives."

"Just keep her confined to the guest wing," ordered Regina. "I do not want her speaking with the students. She could easily plant seeds of rebellion in the minds of the younger girls."

Matt nodded in agreement. He looked down at his glowing hands again. The pressure of the situation felt incredibly heavy. He was just a normal guy a few weeks ago. Now kings and queens were making decisions based on his existence.

"Hey," said Regina softly.

Matt looked up. The headmistress was offering him a genuinely sympathetic smile. It was a rare look for the strict woman.

"Hang in there, Matt," encouraged Regina. "I know this can’t be easy. Being the Chosen One comes with an incredible burden. You have the weight of the entire world resting on your shoulders right now."

"I am just trying to keep my head above water," admitted Matt.

"You are doing a fine job," praised Vane. She offered him another warm smile. "You held your ground perfectly against her. You didn't make any foolish promises. Just take things one day at a time. We will figure this out together."

"Thank you," said Matt. He appreciated their support more than he could express.

"You are dismissed for now," said Regina kindly. "Go back to your room. Tell your friends what happened. I know they are probably waiting anxiously to hear the news."

Matt gave them a polite nod and walked out of the office. He navigated the quiet corridors of the main keep. The torches flickered softly against the stone walls. His mind raced with thoughts of the sealing ritual. The idea of ending the Blight forever was incredibly tempting. He wanted to protect his grandfather and the rest of the villagers, especially after they’d suffered so much.

Matt also wanted to ensure no one ever had to face a horde of monsters again.

But the risk was huge. Pushing corrupted void energy into his newly opened ley lines sounded like suicide. He had to prioritize his own survival too.

Matt climbed the winding staircase to the eastern tower. He pulled the iron key from his pocket and unlocked the heavy door to his suite.

The room was warm and smelled like fresh flowers. The girls were all gathered near the stone fireplace. Matt stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

"You survived," joked Amelia. She rolled onto her back and looked up at him.

"Barely," replied Matt. He walked over and dropped onto the edge of the giant bed next to Lily. He let out an exhausted sigh.

"Uh, what did she want?" asked Lily. She reached out and patted his knee.

"She wants me," stated Matt bluntly.

Amelia sat up instantly. Her eyes flashed with sudden jealousy. "Excuse me? Does she want to fight me for you? Because I will if that bitch thinks she can⁠—"

"No," laughed Matt suddenly, interrupting her. "She doesn't want me like that. Although she did look at me like a piece of meat. Vane actually stepped in front of me to block her view."

"Hmm, I knew Vane had a soft spot for you," teased Chloe. She crossed her long legs. "But seriously, Matt. What was their proposal?"

"Corvina claims they found an ancient spell in their archives," explained Matt. He wanted to keep the story brief. He didn't want to meander on the boring details. "It is a ritual designed to seal the Blight rifts permanently."

"A sealing ritual?" gasped Lily. "I thought those were just myths."

"Apparently not," said Matt. "But it requires a perfect balance of opposite forces. It needs pure light mana to anchor the spell. And it needs deep dark mana to form the lock."

"And you are the light," realized Chloe. Her elegant face turned serious.

"Exactly," agreed Matt. "They want to combine our magic. She wants to push her void energy into my core to seal the rifts."

The girls went entirely silent. They all understood the magical implications of that plan.

"Oh, that sounds terrible," noted Lily. She hugged her arms around her chest. "Dark magic corrupts everything. If it gets inside your ley lines, it could destroy you."

"It sounds like a trap," agreed Chloe. She tapped her manicured fingers against the armrest of her chair. "The Ranostans are ruthless. They might be using the Blight as an excuse to turn you into a corrupted weapon. If they ruin your core, Carletta loses its greatest asset."

"Hmm, I didn't say yes," assured Matt. He reached out and grabbed Lily's hand. "I told her I needed time to think about it. Regina is sending a message to the king. We’re going to wait for royal guidance before we make any moves."

"Good," said Amelia. She let out a breath of relief. "We need to be smart about this. We can’t trust a woman who pulls her power from the void."

"I second that," added Chloe.

Matt looked over at the balcony doors. Gia hadn't said a single word since he entered the room. The wolf girl usually offered a blunt opinion on everything. Her silence was highly unusual.

"Uh, Gia?" asked Matt. "What do you think about all this?"

Gia didn't turn around. She kept her back to the room. She was gripping the brass handles of the glass doors. Her knuckles were stark white, and her furry tail was tucked securely between her legs. That was a clear sign of submission or intense fear among the Lupine.

"Gia?" called Matt again. He stood up from the bed.

He walked across the room and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. He felt her muscles trembling under the leather vest. She was shaking like a leaf in a winter storm.

Gia slowly turned her head to look at him.

Matt felt a jolt of alarm in his chest. The wild girl looked incredibly sick. Her normally tan skin was pale and clammy. A layer of cold sweat coated her forehead. Her bright golden eyes were dull and unfocused. She looked like she was going to collapse at any moment.

"Whoa," said Matt. He grabbed her by both shoulders to steady her. "Are you okay? You look awful."

"I feel sick," whispered Gia. Her voice lacked its usual strong purr. It sounded raspy and weak.

Amelia and Chloe immediately stood up from their spots. They hurried over to the balcony doors.

"Oh my goodness," gasped Lily. She ran over and grabbed a soft towel from the washbasin. She handed it to Matt.

Matt gently wiped the cold sweat from Gia's forehead. "What’s wrong? Does your stomach hurt?"

"It’s not my stomach," explained Gia. She took a shaky breath. She leaned her heavy head against Matt's chest. "It’s my core. It aches terribly."

"Why would your core ache?" asked Amelia. She looked genuinely worried for the new girl.

"It’s the scent," mumbled Gia. She squeezed her eyes shut. "Ever since that dark woman arrived at the gates. The air feels poisoned. It’s suffocating me."

"Hmm, your mana is tied to nature," realized Chloe. She placed a comforting hand on Gia's back. "You have wind discipline. It relies on the natural flow of the air around you. Dark mana, like void, is the exact opposite of that wind nature. It represents decay."

"It feels like a sickness spreading through the castle," whimpered Gia. She clung to Matt's tunic. "Every time you mention her name, my chest tightens. The corruption is too close. It makes me feel hollow."

Matt wrapped his strong arms around her waist. He pulled her flush against his body to support her weight. He could feel her large breasts pressing against his chest, but he ignored the physical distraction. Right now she just needed an anchor.

"I got you," promised Matt. He rubbed a soothing circle into her lower back. "You’re safe here. She is locked away in the guest wing. She can’t hurt you."

"Her presence is enough to hurt," argued Gia weakly. "My people rely on the purity of the forest. This dark energy is a violation of everything we know. Please, Matt. Do not let her touch you. If that mana gets inside your veins, it will wither your soul."

Matt looked at the other girls over Gia's shoulder. They all shared the same look of deep concern.

"I won't let her touch me," vowed Matt. He rested his chin on top of Gia's dark hair. "I promise."

"We should get her into bed," suggested Lily. She pulled the thick velvet curtains shut to block out the harsh morning light. "She needs to rest. Her body is fighting off the ambient corruption in the air."

“She can sleep here if it makes it easier,” offered Amelia.

“I agree,” replied Matt, not waiting for an answer.

Matt scooped Gia up into his arms. She was surprisingly light despite her athletic build. He carried her over to the giant canopy bed. He laid her down gently on the plush mattress. Amelia quickly pulled the thick blankets up to her chin.

Gia curled into a tight ball. Her furry ears flattened against her head. She let out a soft, miserable whine.

"This is ridiculous," hissed Amelia. She paced back and forth at the foot of the bed. Her hands ignited with tiny sparks of angry fire. "That Ranostan diplomat hasn't even cast a spell yet, and she is already hurting our friend. We can’t let her stay here."

"Regina gave her word," reminded Chloe. She sat on the edge of the mattress and stroked Gia's hair. "We cannot break a diplomatic promise without causing a war."

"I don't care about politics," growled Amelia. "Look at Gia. She’s suffering."

"We just have to endure it for a few days," said Matt. He sat down on the other side of the bed. He took Gia's hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. "Once the king sends his reply, Corvina will have to leave. I can’t imagine he’ll support helping the Ranostans. We just have to keep our distance until then."

"Uh, what if the king says you have to do it?" asked Lily nervously. She wrung her hands together. "What if the crown orders you to participate in the sealing ritual?"

The room fell quiet again. That was the terrible question hanging over all their heads. The king held absolute authority over the academy and its students. If the royal decree demanded Matt's cooperation, Regina would have to comply.

"He won't," said Chloe confidently. She offered a reassuring smile to Lily. "The king hates Ranostans just as much as we do. He will never agree to a joint magical venture. It’s political suicide."

"I hope you’re right," muttered Matt.

He looked down at Gia. She was shivering under the heavy blankets. The dark mana was physically draining her. It proved everything he needed to know about Lady Corvina. The Ranostan diplomat spoke of healing the world and creating a beautiful future. She smiled and acted polite.

But her very existence was causing pain to someone Matt cared about. Her magic was a literal poison to the natural world.

Matt felt his danger sense hum again. It was a steady warning vibration in his gut.

He trusted his own instincts above all else. And his instincts were telling him that Corvina was a deadly threat hiding behind a pretty mask.

"Hmm, I am going to figure out what she is really up to," declared Matt. He squeezed Gia's hand tighter. "The Ranostans don't want peace. They are plotting something sinister. And I’m not going to let them succeed."

"What are you going to do?" asked Amelia. She stopped pacing and looked at him with eager eyes. She was always ready for a fight.

"I don't know yet," admitted Matt. "But I am going to keep a very close eye on our guest. I want to know exactly what she is doing in that guest wing."

"We’ll help you," promised Chloe. She leaned over and kissed his cheek. "We’re a team. Whatever you need, you just ask us."

"We stand together," added Lily bravely.

Matt smiled at the beautiful women surrounding him. He felt an incredible surge of affection for all of them. They were his family now, and he was going to use every ounce of his new power to keep them safe from the dark mana gathering in the castle.


Chapter
Seven



The tension inside the academy grew thicker with every passing day.

Rain poured over the stone towers for three straight afternoons. Gray clouds blocked out the sun. The dismal weather perfectly matched the anxious mood of the students.

Everyone knew a Ranostan diplomat was sleeping in the eastern guest wing. The whispers in the dining halls never stopped. They were all waiting for a reply from the king.

Matt spent his mornings training with Regina, Professor Vane, and the girls in the secluded courtyard. He pushed his ley lines further during every session. The power thrummed in his veins. He absorbed massive amounts of fire, mind, and earth mana without any pain, with his capacity seemingly limitless now. The physical exercises helped distract him from the political waiting game. But his mind remained a tangled knot of worry.

Gia had recovered slightly from her initial shock, but she still felt nauseous at times. The lingering scent of dark mana from the guest wing bothered her sensitive nose. She often looked pale during breakfast, which made her push her food around her plate without eating much.

Matt continued to keep a close watch on her. He pulled her tighter into their group. He made sure she sat next to him at every meal. Matt walked her to her novice classes so she wouldn't have to face the crowded corridors alone. He stood close to her whenever they studied in the library.

"I truly appreciate this," said Gia one afternoon. They were sitting together on a velvet sofa in the student lounge. The rain tapped gently against the windowpane. "Your presence makes the sickness fade. You act like a true alpha, one that protects his pack."

"I just want to keep you safe," replied Matt. He offered her a warm smile. "You shouldn't have to suffer just because that diplomat is here."

"You do a very good job of it," noted Gia. She leaned her head against his shoulder. She closed her golden eyes and took a slow breath. "Your scent is clean. It chases away the smell of rotting leaves. I feel much better when you are near me. I don’t know how you do it, but I really enjoy your presence, Matt. And the other girls too."

Lily walked over and handed Gia a steaming mug. The quiet earth mage had spent fifteen minutes brewing herbal tea in the kitchens.

"Here you go," offered Lily. "This has peppermint and ginger in it. It'll help settle your stomach. My mother used to make it for me when I got sick on the farm."

"Thank you, Lily," said Gia. She took the mug and wrapped her hands around the warm clay. "You’re very kind to me. The females in my clan were never this nurturing. They believed weakness should be ignored until it goes away."

"Well, we take care of each other here," promised Lily. She sat down on the other side of Matt.

Amelia and Chloe walked into the lounge a few minutes later. Amelia looked ready to fight someone. She paced back and forth in front of the sofa. Her boots clicked sharply against the floorboards.

"I can't take this waiting anymore," complained Amelia. She crossed her arms over her chest. "Regina needs to kick Corvina out. The king is probably ignoring the message on purpose. We should just march over to the guest wing and burn her carriage to ashes."

"We can't do that," reasoned Chloe. She sat gracefully in a wooden chair across from them. "Starting a war without royal permission is treason. We just have to be patient. The crown will send orders eventually."

"Patience is boring," grumbled Amelia.

Matt rubbed the back of his neck. His muscles felt tight and sore. The constant worrying was taking a toll on his body. He couldn't sleep well at night. He kept tossing and turning under his blankets. He worried about the Blight horde returning. Matt worried about his grandfather and Eliza living so close to the border. He worried about the corrupted void magic twisting his mind if he agreed to the sealing ritual.

The stress was building up like a heavy weight on his shoulders. He let out a long sigh and slumped back against the sofa cushions.

"Are you okay?" asked Lily, looking at him with gentle concern.

"I'm just tired," admitted Matt. "My brain won't shut off. I keep thinking about all the ways this situation could go wrong."

"You need a distraction," noted Chloe. She studied his exhausted face with sharp eyes. "You have been training too hard. You are carrying too much tension in your shoulders."

"I'll be fine," insisted Matt. "I just need a good night of sleep."

"I don't think sleep is going to fix this," said Amelia. She shared a knowing look with Chloe. A wicked spark flashed in her blue eyes. "We need to try a different method."

Later that evening, Matt walked up the winding stairs to the eastern tower. The rain was still falling outside the narrow windows. His head pounded with a dull ache. He reached his suite and unlocked the heavy wooden door. He pushed it open and stepped inside.

The room was incredibly warm. A bright fire crackled in the stone hearth. The sweet smell of lavender filled the air.

Matt dropped his boots onto the floor near the doorway. He groaned loudly and rubbed his temples. He looked up and stopped dead in his tracks.

Amelia and Chloe were waiting for him. They stood near the foot of the giant canopy bed. They looked absolutely breathtaking.

Amelia was wearing a blue sleeveless blouse with a skirt. The fabric of the blouse clung tightly to her chest. The outline of her nipples pressed against the thin blue material. She had blue underwear on beneath her skirt, which just so gracefully poked out from above the hem.

Chloe was wearing a light pink dress with lace patterns along the hem. The dress was delicate and elegant. It hugged her curves in all the right places. She wasn't wearing any underwear at all. Matt could see the subtle shift of her bare skin through the sheer lace near her thighs.

"You look terrible," said Amelia. She placed her hands on her hips.

"I feel terrible," replied Matt. He couldn't take his eyes off them. His heart started to beat a little faster. "My head hurts. I can't stop thinking about the Ranostans. I can't relax."

"We can fix that," promised Chloe. She walked over to him. She grabbed his left hand. Her fingers were soft and warm.

"What are you doing?" asked Matt. He felt a sudden spike of anticipation.

"You need stress relief," stated Amelia. She walked over and grabbed his right hand. "Your muscles are tight, and your mind is racing. We are going to help you burn off all that nervous energy."

They pulled him toward the giant bed. They pushed him backward. Matt fell onto the plush mattress. He sank into the soft pillows. He looked up at the two beautiful women standing over him. The firelight danced across their faces.

Amelia reached for the hem of her blue blouse. She pulled it over her head in one swift motion. She tossed it onto the floor. Her bare breasts looked perfect in the dim light. She slid her skirt down her legs. She kicked it away.

Amelia stood there in just her underwear, giving him a hungry smile.

Not to be outdone, Chloe reached behind her neck. She untied a small ribbon, letting her pink dress fall to the floor in a puddle of lace. She was entirely naked underneath. Her smooth skin glowed, making her look like a piece of art.

Matt felt his breathing hitch. The pounding in his head began to fade. The stress of the political world melted away. The sight of his partners was incredibly intoxicating.

"You two are amazing," breathed Matt, his voice sounding raspy.

"We know," giggled Amelia. She crawled onto the bed, moving carefully over the blankets.

Chloe crawled up beside her. They straddled his legs. They started unbuttoning his dark tunic. Pulling his clothes off quickly, they tossed his garments onto the floor until he was as naked as they were. The cool air of the room brushed against his heated skin.

Amelia moved her hands down his chest. She traced the hard lines of his stomach muscles. Her touch sent shivers down his spine.

Chloe ducked her head down. She moved between his legs. She took him into her mouth.

Matt gasped loudly. He gripped the bedsheets with both hands. The sensation was incredible as Chloe used her tongue expertly. She swirled it around his sensitive spots, bobbing her head in a slow rhythm.

Amelia leaned down. She licked the inside of his thigh. She dragged her wet tongue up toward his groin.

"You always try to take the best part for yourself," teased Amelia. She playfully nudged Chloe's shoulder.

"I just know what he needs right now," replied Chloe. She released him for a second to speak. She wiped a drop of saliva from her chin. "He needs my soft mouth. It helps him relax."

"I have a soft mouth too," argued Amelia. She smirked at her friend.

She nudged Chloe aside gently. Amelia took him into her mouth. She sucked hard. Matt arched his back off the mattress. He dug his heels into the blankets.

"Oh, fuck," groaned Matt. "That feels amazing."

"See?" mumbled Amelia around him. "He likes me better. I know just how to suck him."

Chloe laughed musically. She moved up his body. She kissed Matt's stomach. She licked her way up to his chest. She swirled her tongue around his nipple and sucked gently. Matt let out another loud moan. The combined pleasure of their mouths was driving him crazy. It was a sensory overload in the best possible way.

They took turns using their mouths on him. They teased each other the whole time. The girls swapped positions and shared kisses. Their wet bodies slid against his legs.

"You’re hogging him again," complained Chloe, pouting her lips playfully.

"You can have him back in a minute," promised Amelia. She continued to bob her head. She used her hands to stroke the base of his shaft.

Matt felt his control slipping. He ran his fingers through their hair. He pulled them closer. He wanted to feel them all over. Matt forgot all about the Ranostans. He forgot about the Blight monsters. He only cared about the intense heat pooling in his groin.

Chloe decided she was done waiting. She pushed Amelia's shoulder firmly.

"My turn," declared Chloe. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

She moved up his body. She straddled his hips. Chloe aligned herself directly over him. She looked down at him with hungry eyes. Her brown hair fell around her shoulders in a messy halo.

"Are you ready for this?" asked Chloe. Her voice was a sultry whisper.

"I'm definitely ready," promised Matt. He reached up and grabbed her hips.

Chloe sank down onto him. She took his full length inside her wet heat. She threw her head back. She let out a loud moan that echoed across the room.

"Oh my," gasped Chloe. She squeezed her eyes shut. "You feel so deep. You fill me up perfectly."

She started to ride him. She bounced her hips in a steady rhythm. She rode him with elegant grace. Her breasts bounced with every downward movement. Matt reached up and grabbed them. He squeezed the soft flesh. He rubbed his thumbs across her hardened nipples. Chloe whimpered in response.

Amelia crawled up next to Matt's head. She rested her chin on his shoulder. She kissed his cheek. She reached out and traced a finger down Chloe's stomach, her eyes trained on the point where their bodies connected.

"You look so beautiful riding him," praised Amelia. Her voice was thick with desire. "Does he feel good inside you?"

"He feels incredible," moaned Chloe. She increased her pace. Her breathing grew ragged. "He’s so thick. Tell him how much you want him, Amelia."

"I want him so badly," whimpered Amelia. She rubbed her thighs together. "I want to feel him stretching me out."

Amelia leaned over. She kissed Chloe deeply on the lips. They shared a passionate wet kiss while Chloe continued to bounce on Matt. Matt watched them swap spit. The sight of his two gorgeous girls kissing sent a fresh wave of arousal through his veins. He thrust his hips upward to meet Chloe's downward movements.

Chloe broke the kiss and gasped for air. She rode him hard for several more minutes. The slapping sound of their skin filled the quiet suite. Matt enjoyed the spectacular view. He loved the tight friction of Chloe's body, but he wanted to feel Amelia too. He wanted to share the pleasure.

He grabbed Chloe's hips, holding her still and stopping her bouncing.

"Let's switch," suggested Matt, his voice tense. “I want to feel Amelia too.”

Chloe smiled understandingly. She lifted herself off him with a wet pop. She crawled to the side of the bed. Her skin was flushed pink. She lay on her side and propped her head up on her hand, clearly wanting a good view of the action.

Amelia didn't waste a single second. She slipped her blue underwear off her legs, tossing the fabric onto the floor. She got on her hands and knees in the middle of the mattress, arching her back. She looked back at him over her shoulder. Her blue eyes were wild with lust.

"Come get it, baby," challenged Amelia. She wiggled her hips invitingly.

Matt kneeled behind her. He grabbed her waist with both hands. He guided himself to her entrance. He thrust forward and entered her from behind, pushing deep inside her tight core.

Amelia moaned with pleasure. She dropped her head forward onto the pillows.

"Oh, yes," cried Amelia. She clawed at the bedsheets. "Right there. Hit that spot again."

Matt set a fast, brutal pace from the very beginning. He drove his hips forward again and again. He didn't hold back his strength. He let his raw masculine energy take over. He pounded into her from behind.

Chloe crawled around to the front of the bed. She kneeled directly in front of Amelia. Chloe leaned forward and kissed Amelia deeply. She slid her tongue into Amelia's mouth. Chloe reached down between them. She stroked Matt's thighs while he thrust. She loved being involved in the action.

"He’s hitting your sweet spot," observed Chloe. She pulled back from the kiss and smiled. “Doesn’t he feel so fucking good?”

"He always hits it," panted Amelia. She pushed back against his thrusts. "Fuck, Matt. Give it to me harder. Don't hold back. I want you to break the bed."

Matt obeyed her demand. He thrust harder. His breathing grew incredibly ragged. The room felt like a furnace. Sweat dripped down his chest. He grabbed Amelia's hips tighter. He loved the primal feeling of taking her from behind. She took his harsh pounding like a champion. She moaned loudly with every single strike.

He felt the familiar pressure building rapidly in his groin. His balls tightened. He was getting very close to the edge of his control. The friction was too much. The stress relief was working perfectly.

"I'm getting close," warned Matt. His voice was a strained grunt.

Chloe pulled back from Amelia's face. She looked at Matt with determined eyes. She wasn't going to let Amelia take the grand finale.

"Give him back to me," begged Chloe. She slapped Amelia's hip playfully. "Let me finish him, okay?"

Amelia groaned loudly in protest, but she pulled forward anyway. She let Matt slip out of her wet heat, collapsing onto her stomach. She panted heavily against the tangled sheets. Her body trembled with lingering pleasure.

Matt fell backward onto the mattress. Chloe quickly straddled him again. She didn't hesitate for a moment. She slid him right back inside her. The sudden change in texture and heat felt amazing.

She leaned forward. She planted her hands flat against his sweaty chest. Her brunette hair fell over his face.

"Fill me up," begged Chloe. She ground her hips down hard against his pelvis. She stared directly into his eyes. "Give it all to me, Matt. Ruin me. I want to feel every drop."

Matt reached up and grabbed her waist. He thrust up into her one final time. He pushed as deep as he possibly could. He hit her deepest spot. The pleasure exploded through his entire body. He let out a loud guttural shout. He orgasmed violently. He emptied his hot release deep inside her core.

Chloe cried out in sheer ecstasy. Her body spasmed around him. Her internal muscles clamped down hard. She milked every last drop of his climax from him. She rode out her own orgasm with a series of loud whimpers.

She collapsed onto his chest. She buried her face in the crook of his neck, gasping for air. Her heart hammered wildly against his ribs.

Matt wrapped his arms around her smooth back. He tried to catch his breath. He stared up at the canopy ceiling. The tension in his muscles was entirely gone. The headache was gone. His mind felt clear and wonderfully relaxed. He felt like a new man.

He looked over at Amelia. The fiery blonde had rolled onto her side. She was smiling at him from the pillows. Her face was flushed with satisfaction.

"I have to admit," said Matt. He let out a long breath and smiled. "That was excellent stress relief. You both are amazing."

Chloe lifted her heavy head from his chest. She looked over at Amelia. Both girls started to giggle uncontrollably. The sound filled the warm room with pure joy.

"We told you so," whispered Chloe. She leaned down and kissed his jaw. "We always know exactly what you need. You just have to trust us."

"I think we should make this a regular treatment," suggested Amelia. She crawled over and rested her head on his other shoulder. She draped her arm across his chest. "We can't have our Mystic walking around with tense muscles. It is bad for morale."

"I wouldn't argue with that logic," agreed Matt.

He pulled the thick blankets up over their naked bodies. He held his girls close to his sides. The rain continued to fall outside the window. The political storms were still brewing across the continent. The Ranostan diplomat was still plotting in the guest wing.

But Matt didn't care about any of that right now. He felt grounded. He felt loved. The intimacy had cleared his mind. He closed his eyes and drifted into the best sleep he had experienced in weeks.


Chapter
Eight



After two more days passed with no word from the king, Matt used the extra time to focus on his progression. His power was still growing by leaps and bounds, especially when mana was pushed into him from the other girls.

As for his partners, most of them were still opening ley lines. Amelia’s fire mana was very powerful when she used him as an amplifier, but on her own, her talents were far less impressive. The same could be said for the other girls, who took every possible moment to practice.

That afternoon found him spending one-on-one time with Lily. The quiet mage had asked for the private session during breakfast, feeling like she was falling behind Amelia and Chloe. She wanted to force her pathways open wider, hoping to keep up with his rapidly growing capacity.

Lily hated feeling weak when the stakes were so high.

They stood together in the secluded courtyard. The sun was starting to sink behind the western towers. The air was growing cool. Lily stood in the center of the training ring. She took a deep breath and raised her hands.

The ground cracked open. A tall pillar of rock shot up into the air. Dust billowed around her ankles.

"Push it," encouraged Matt. He stood a few paces away. He kept his hands relaxed at his sides. "Don't hold back, Lily. Send the energy straight to me. I can handle it."

Lily squeezed her eyes shut. Sweat beaded on her forehead. She forced more mana through her veins. Her magic glowed with a green light. She directed the raw power toward Matt. The invisible force rushed across the courtyard.

Matt caught the stream of energy. He let it rush into his open ley lines. The earth mana felt very grounding. It didn't burn with intense heat like Amelia's fire. It felt sturdy and incredibly safe. He absorbed the magic effortlessly. He felt his own channels expanding slightly to accommodate the fresh flow.

"Keep going," instructed Matt. "You have more in the tank. I can feel it. Just let the earth flow through you. Don't fight the current."

Lily let out a strained cry. She pushed her hands forward. The rock pillar grew another ten feet taller. The brown light around her hands flared brighter. She poured every ounce of her strength into the transfer.

"Uh, I think that is my limit," panted Lily. She dropped her hands. Her knees buckled slightly. The rock pillar crumbled back into the dirt with a loud crash. She took a ragged breath. She wiped her brow with the back of her sleeve. "My arms feel like lead. I don't think I can lift another pebble."

"You did great," praised Matt. He walked over and handed her a waterskin. "Your pathways are definitely expanding. You gave me twice as much energy as you did yesterday."

"It still feels small," said Lily. She took a long drink of water and then handed the skin back to him. She looked down at the pile of rubble. "Amelia can fill your core in seconds. Chloe can link minds without even breaking a sweat. I just make some rocks float around."

"You aren't Amelia," corrected Matt, giving her a warm smile. "You have a different style. Your magic is a steady foundation. I need that stability just as much as I need her heat. You anchor me, Lily. Without you, I might just float away."

“You’re just saying that,” she said grudgingly.

Matt chuckled. “I’m not. Don’t you remember how much help you were to me when I was frustrated in the beginning? Without you, I might have picked up everything and gone back home. You supported me, and now it’s my turn to do the same for you.”

Lily blushed at the sincere compliment. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. "Thank you, Matt. I just want to be useful. Especially with Corvina lurking around."

"You are very useful," promised Matt. "How is Gia doing today? Have you checked on her?"

"I saw her this morning," replied Lily. "She is still feeling nauseous. The dark mana really bothers her senses. She told me she spent the entire night carving wooden totems to keep her mind distracted."

"I hate that she’s suffering," muttered Matt. He frowned and crossed his arms. "Especially since it seems to ebb and flow with no warning. I really wish the king would just send a rejection letter so we can kick Corvina out of here."

"Me too," agreed Lily. "Let's take a break. We can go sit in the gardens. The evening air will do us some good. It will get our minds off the politics."

“Sure, why not?” replied Matt with a shrug.

"Oh, let me go change my clothes first," requested Lily, looking down at her messy attire. "This sweater is covered in dirt and sweat. Give me twenty minutes?"

"Take your time," replied Matt. "I will meet you by the fountain."

Matt went back to his room in the eastern tower. He washed his face and changed into a clean tunic. He walked down to the academy gardens a short while later. The sky was turning a deep shade of purple. Fireflies were starting to blink among the lush bushes. The air smelled like jasmine and damp earth. He found a stone bench near a bubbling fountain. He sat down and waited patiently.

Lily arrived a few minutes later. Matt stood up as she approached. He stared at her in pleasant surprise. She looked utterly adorable. She wore a new cream sweater, whose knit fabric looked incredibly soft and clean compared to the one she had on earlier. She paired the top with a dark skirt that fell just past her knees. Her hair was red and curly. The bright locks bounced gently around her shoulders as she walked down the gravel path.

She looked lovely. Not like a simple farm girl, but like a stunning young woman.

"Uh, Matt, are you staring at me?" asked Lily. She stopped a few feet away and looked down at her shoes. A shy smile touched her lips.

"I'm just admiring the view," answered Matt. He stepped forward and offered his hand. "You look beautiful tonight, Lily."

"You always say the nicest things," said Lily. She took his hand eagerly. Her fingers felt warm against his palm. She let him lead her to the stone bench. She sat down next to him. Lily smoothed her skirt over her knees to ensure it covered her legs properly.

"I only speak the truth," promised Matt. He sat back down. He kept his hand wrapped firmly around hers. He rested their joined hands on his thigh. "How are your arms feeling now?"

"They ache a little," admitted Lily. "But it is a good ache. I feel stronger. I think forcing my ley lines open is actually working. I just have to build up my endurance. I want to be able to protect the group if another fight happens."

"We work really well together," noted Matt. He rubbed his thumb across her knuckles in a slow circle. "When you push your earth mana into my chest, it feels entirely natural. It feels like we are perfectly in sync."

"We do work well together," agreed Lily. She looked up at the evening sky. She swung her legs slightly over the edge of the bench. Lily let out a soft nervous laugh. "Hmm, maybe I should just join the harem group with Amelia and Chloe. Then we could be in sync all the time."

The bold words hung in the quiet air, and Lily froze instantly. Her eyes went wide with pure shock. A furious blush spread across her freckled cheeks. Her skin turned bright red in a matter of seconds.

"Oh my goodness," gasped Lily in sheer panic. She pulled her hand away from his grip and covered her face with both palms. She leaned forward until her elbows rested on her knees. "I can't believe I just said that out loud. Please forget I said that, Matt. It was just a joke. A terrible joke. I’m so embarrassed."

"Don't do that," said Matt gently. He reached out and placed his hands over her wrists. He gently pulled her hands away from her burning face. He made sure she looked directly into his eyes. "Speak your mind, Lily. You never have to hide your thoughts from me."

"It’s hard," confessed Lily. Her voice was a nervous whisper. She looked as if she wanted to run away and hide in her dorm. "I'm not like them, Matt. Amelia is so bold and passionate. Chloe is so confident and elegant. They know exactly what they want. I’m just a quiet girl. I don't know how to be seductive. I don't know how to ask for things without sounding foolish."

"You don't have to be like them," reasoned Matt. He moved an inch closer to her on the bench, keeping his grip on her wrists. "I like you exactly the way you are. You’re sweet and fiercely loyal. You have a beautiful soul. I love spending time with you."

Lily searched his face for any sign of mockery. She only found genuine affection and deep respect. She let out a shaky breath. She slowly relaxed her tense shoulders.

"I can't help it," admitted Lily. She kept her gaze locked on his eyes. Her voice gained a tiny fraction of confidence. "I think about you more each day, Matt. When I wake up, I wonder what you are doing. When I go to class, I wish you were sitting next to me instead of the other initiates. When we practice magic, I just want to get closer to you. You have become the center of my world."

"I think about you too," said Matt. He rubbed his thumbs against her pulse points. Her heartbeat was frantic.

"I'm just so worried," continued Lily. A frown creased her forehead. Her eyes shimmered with unshed tears. "I’m worried about Corvina being here in the castle. I’m worried about that sealing ritual. It sounds so dangerous. She looks at you like a prize to be won. What does it mean for you? What does it mean for your future?"

"I don't know yet," confessed Matt honestly. "We’re still waiting on the king to decide our next move, but I won't do anything that puts me at risk. I won't let her dark mana corrupt me. I promise you that."

"You better not," warned Lily. She pulled her hands free and squeezed his fingers tightly. "I wouldn't worry about you if I didn't care deeply for you. I want you to be safe. I want you to be happy. I don't want to lose you to some political scheme."

Matt felt his heart swell with raw emotion. Her confession was so pure and honest. She didn't use manipulative words. She didn't try to seduce him with silk dresses. She just laid her vulnerable feelings bare for him to see.

Lily cared about his safety above all else.

Matt leaned forward. He closed the distance between them quickly. He kissed her right on the lips out of the blue.

Lily clammed up instantly. Her entire body went stiff as a wooden board. She kept her lips pressed tightly together. She didn't kiss him back. Her hands dropped to her lap. She just froze in absolute shock.

Matt realized he had surprised her way too much. He pulled back slowly. He gave her some necessary space to process the sudden action.

"Uh, I'm sorry," apologized Matt, rubbing the back of his neck awkwardly. "I shouldn't have surprised you like that. I just really wanted to kiss you. You were being so sweet."

Lily blinked several times in rapid succession. Her face was still bright red. She touched her trembling fingers to her lips. She stared at him with wide eyes.

"That did surprise me," admitted Lily. Her voice trembled slightly.

"I know," said Matt. He offered an apologetic smile. "I’ll ask next time."

"But," hesitated Lily. She lowered her hand back into her lap. She looked away toward the fountain for a second before meeting his gaze again. A spark of bravery ignited in her eyes. "What if I liked it?”

“You did?”

Lily nodded. “It felt nice. It made my stomach do flips if I’m being truly honest."

"Oh, really?" asked Matt, a confident grin spreading across his face.

"Yes," replied Lily firmly. She offered a shy smile. "I want to try it again. If you don't mind."

"I don't mind at all," promised Matt.

He reached out and placed his hands on her waist. He pulled her gently toward him. He lifted her up from the stone seat and pulled her right into his lap.

Lily gasped softly in surprise. She shifted her weight until she was straddling his legs. Her dark skirt bunched up around her pale thighs. She rested her hands tentatively against his chest.

"Is this okay?" asked Matt. He kept his hands resting respectfully on her hips. He wanted to make sure she was comfortable with the escalation.

"It’s more than okay," answered Lily. Her breathing picked up its pace. She looked down at his handsome face. "It feels warm. You’re so strong, Matt."

Matt leaned in again. This time he moved incredibly slow. He gave her plenty of time to prepare herself. He pressed his lips against hers with gentle pressure.

Lily didn't freeze this time. She kissed him back. Her lips were incredibly soft and inviting. She tasted like the peppermint tea she drank earlier. Matt deepened the kiss gradually. He parted her lips with his tongue. He slipped his tongue inside her warm mouth.

She let out a muffled moan of pleasure. She slid her arms up his chest to his broad shoulders. She wrapped her arms securely around his neck.

Lily kissed him with a surprising amount of hidden passion. Her initial shyness evaporated completely under his attentive touch. She proved she had a fiery spirit hiding beneath her quiet exterior.

Matt moved his hands up from her narrow waist. He ran his palms over the cream sweater. The knit material felt soft against his calloused fingers. He moved his hands higher. He cupped her breasts through the thick fabric. They felt full and heavy in his palms.

Lily broke the kiss abruptly. She threw her head back, exposing her neck. She let out a gasp of sheer pleasure.

"Oh my," panted Lily. She squeezed her eyes shut tightly. "That feels so good, Matt. Please don't stop."

"You feel amazing," murmured Matt. He kissed her jawline. He trailed open-mouth kisses down her neck, inhaling her sweet scent.

Matt squeezed her breasts gently, massaging the soft mounds through the sweater. He used his thumbs to rub slow circles over her peaks. The friction of the knit fabric caused her nipples to harden instantly. They peaked sharply against the cream material. She arched her back to press herself deeper into his hands.

Lily writhed in his lap. She ground her hips down against his thighs in an instinctual rhythm. She whimpered loudly into the quiet garden.

"Hmm, you are so sensitive," teased Matt. He continued to feel her up. He loved the dirty sounds she was making.

Matt also loved knowing he was the one causing her to lose control.

"I've never done this before," confessed Lily. She looked down at him. Her face was flushed with heavy desire. Her eyes were glazed with lust. "Nobody has ever touched me like this. I never thought I would feel this way."

"I'm glad I’m the first," said Matt proudly. He leaned up and kissed her lips again. She tasted incredible, and he knew he’d never be able to get enough of her mouth.

They made out on the stone bench for several more minutes. The garden remained entirely empty. The only sounds were the bubbling fountain and their ragged breathing. Matt kept his hands busy. He explored the curves of her body through her clothes. He made sure she felt loved and deeply desired. He squeezed her hips and rubbed her back.

Matt wanted to show her she was just as attractive as the noble girls.

Lily pulled back eventually. She rested her forehead against his chin. She was panting heavily. Her hair was a beautiful tangle around her flushed face.

"Uh, we should probably stop," suggested Lily. She sounded highly reluctant. She didn't make any move to get off his lap. "Anyone could walk by and see us acting indecently in the public gardens."

"You’re right," agreed Matt. He moved his hands back down to her waist. He didn't want to make her uncomfortable or risk getting her in trouble with the faculty. "But that doesn’t mean we can’t do it again."

Lily smiled brightly. The promise of future intimacy thrilled her. "I would like that very much."

"I meant what I said earlier," stated Matt. He looked her right in the eyes. His expression turned serious and resolute. "I want you in the group. I want you with me and Chloe and Amelia. You belong with us, Lily. You’re part of this."

Lily didn't hesitate this time. She didn't backtrack or make any nervous excuses. She knew exactly what she wanted.

"I accept," replied Lily. Her voice was full of newfound confidence and joy. "I want to be yours, Matt. I want to be part of the group, to stand by your side no matter what happens."

"You already are," promised Matt.

He helped her slide off his lap. She smoothed her dark skirt down over her bare legs. She straightened her cream sweater to hide her hardened nipples. Lily looked flustered but incredibly happy. The anxiety that had plagued her all week seemed to vanish entirely. She looked radiant in the moonlight.

"Should we go back inside?" asked Lily. She reached out and grabbed his hand again without any hesitation. She intertwined her fingers with his.

"Let's go," agreed Matt. He stood up from the stone bench.

They walked back toward the academy towers, keeping their hands linked tightly together. Matt felt a deep sense of satisfaction.

Lily wasn’t like the other girls, but that was fine by him. He liked her because she was different. And now that things were progressing, it helped to take the strain off what was happening around him.

Between Amelia, Chloe, and Lily, he wasn’t going to feel an ounce of stress ever again.


Chapter
Nine



The morning sun peeked through the thick curtains of the eastern tower, casting a warm glow across the tangled bedsheets. Matt opened his eyes and stretched his arms above his head. He felt incredibly rested. A deep sense of peace had settled into his bones over the last two nights.

He turned his head to the side. Chloe slept quietly with her back pressed against his hip. Amelia sprawled out on her stomach across the other side of the giant mattress. Matt smiled at the sight of them. The stress relief they provided had worked wonders for his mood. His headache was gone. His muscles felt loose and ready for a new day.

Coupled with his progress with Lily in the gardens yesterday, his life felt like it was finally clicking into place. He had three amazing women who cared about him. He had open ley lines that pulsed with ready energy. He was stronger than ever.

A sharp knock on the heavy oak door broke the morning silence.

Matt sat up quickly. He grabbed a stray blanket and wrapped it around his waist. He walked over to the door and cracked it open just an inch. A junior faculty member stood in the hallway. She looked nervous and out of breath.

"Uh, good morning," said the young woman. She kept her eyes fixed firmly on the floor. "The headmistress requires your presence in her office right away."

"Is something wrong?" asked Matt.

"I don't know," replied the messenger. "She just told me to fetch you immediately. Please don't keep her waiting."

The young woman turned and hurried back down the winding stairs. Matt closed the door and let out a soft sigh. His brief moment of peace was officially over. The political world was calling him back to reality.

He walked over to his wooden wardrobe and pulled out a clean tunic. He dressed quickly so he wouldn't wake the sleeping girls, strapping his boots on and slipping out of the suite.

The castle corridors were mostly empty at this early hour. A few novices hurried past him on their way to breakfast. They offered him wide eyes and quick bows. Matt offered polite nods in return. His danger sense began to hum a low warning tune in his stomach as he approached the main keep. It wasn't screaming like a monster attack. It just felt like a persistent itch.

He reached Regina's office and knocked firmly on the door.

"Come in," called Regina.

Matt pushed the door open and stepped inside. The room felt tense. Regina sat behind her mahogany desk with a deep frown on her face. A piece of thick parchment rested in front of her. It bore a cracked wax seal depicting a golden lion.

Corvina sat in the guest chair. She didn't wear her black dress today. She wore a stunning burgundy gown that hugged her figure perfectly. Her dark hair cascaded over one shoulder in soft waves. She looked vibrant and entirely awake.

"Morning," said Matt. He looked around the room. "Uh, where is Professor Vane?"

"I didn't invite her," answered Regina. She rubbed the bridge of her nose. "This is a private matter concerning orders from the crown. I want to keep the circle of knowledge as small as possible for right now."

Corvina turned in her chair and smiled at him. She crossed her long legs gracefully. The fabric of her gown rode up just a fraction. It revealed a tantalizing glimpse of her pale calf.

"You look very refreshed today," purred Corvina. Her dark eyes dragged slowly up his body. She lingered on the broad width of his chest. "I'm glad to see the academy is treating its new Mystic so well. You carry that tunic beautifully."

Matt noticed the vague flirtation immediately. It made the warning hum in his stomach vibrate a little harder.

"I'm feeling fine," replied Matt. He kept his voice neutral and professional. He walked over and stood beside Corvina's chair before directing his attention straight to the headmistress. "What did the king say?"

Regina picked up the heavy parchment. She let out an exhausted breath.

"The courier arrived an hour ago," explained Regina. "I sent the king a detailed report of the Ranostan proposal. I fully expected him to reject the idea and order Corvina back across the border. We all did."

"But he didn't?" asked Matt.

“Not exactly,” replied Corvina first.

"No," added Regina, casting a wary eye toward Corvina. She tossed the letter back onto the desk. "Against all our expectations, the king thinks it is worthwhile for us to work with Corvina. He wants you to attempt the sealing ritual."

Matt blinked in surprise. He felt a cold knot form in his chest. "Why would he agree to that? Everyone knows dark mana is dangerous."

"Because he’s fighting a losing war," reasoned Regina. She leaned forward and folded her hands together. "The Blight is draining our kingdom's resources. We’ve lost several mystic mages to it already, and it would have been so much worse without you." Regina paused to clear her throat, glancing at Corvina unexpectedly. “There are other considerations, but that’s enough for now.”

Matt could read between the lines. Regina didn’t want to give too much away in front of the Ranostan woman.

Corvina nodded in agreement. A bright smile of genuine joy broke across her aristocratic face. She clapped her hands together lightly.

"This is wonderful news," praised Corvina, unable to hide her excitement. "Your king is a very wise and pragmatic ruler. He sees the bigger picture. He understands that old grudges must be set aside for the sake of survival."

"It isn't just about survival," countered Regina sharply. "The king sees an opportunity. If this ritual works, Carletta won't have to spend a fortune defending the Blight border anymore. He can redirect his armies, and we can reallocate our mages. It is a calculated political risk."

"Hmm, what about the risk to me?" asked Matt. He crossed his arms over his chest. "If she pushes void energy into my core, it could twist my mind. Vane warned me about the corruption."

"We will take every possible precaution," assured Regina. “I will oversee the ritual personally. If I see a single sign of corruption taking hold of your core, I will sever the connection immediately."

"I promise I will be incredibly gentle with you," coaxed Corvina. She looked up at him with sparkling eyes. Her voice dropped to a soft whisper. "I have no desire to ruin such a perfect specimen. I will guide my magic through your pathways slowly. You won't feel any pain."

Matt shifted his weight. The flirtatious undertone of her promise made him highly uncomfortable. He didn't trust her. He remembered how sick Gia felt just from smelling the ambient dark mana in the castle air.

"I'm still very hesitant about this," admitted Matt. "I don't like the idea of mixing light and dark energy. It feels wrong on a fundamental level."

"Your hesitation is natural," said Corvina. She offered a sympathetic nod. "You have been taught to fear my people since you were a child. Breaking centuries of prejudice takes time. But think of the glory, Matt. Think of the thousands of lives we will save together. This is your destiny."

"My destiny is to protect my friends," argued Matt, crossing his arms in front of his chest. "I won't do anything that puts them in danger."

"Nobody is asking you to do this today," stated Regina. She held up a calming hand. "The king gave his blessing, but he also instructed us to prepare properly. We need to study the ritual parameters. We need to find a suitable ley line nexus to anchor the spell. You have a few days to get used to the idea."

"Fine," agreed Matt reluctantly. "We can study the theory, but I’m not making any binding promises yet."

"That’s fair," said Regina. She picked up her quill and pulled a blank sheet of paper toward her. "You are dismissed, Matt. I have to write a mountain of replies to the royal council. Corvina, you may return to the guest wing."

"Thank you, Headmistress," replied Corvina gracefully. She stood up and smoothed her burgundy dress.

Matt turned and walked out of the office, following behind her. He needed to get away from the heavy atmosphere in that room. He needed to find his girls and tell them the bad news. The king had basically ordered him to cooperate with the enemy.

It made him want to rebel. The king didn’t know what he was asking him to do. 

He marched down the quiet corridor, his boots echoing loudly against the stone floor. He was so lost in his frustrating thoughts that he didn't realize someone was following him until a soft voice called his name.

"Matt, wait a moment," requested Corvina.

Matt stopped walking and turned around. The Ranostan diplomat hurried down the hall to catch up with him. Her dress swished elegantly with every step. She closed the distance between them and stopped just a few feet away. There were no professors around to interrupt them. They were entirely alone in the corridor.

"What do you want?" asked Matt defensively.

Corvina offered a small sigh. She dropped the formal diplomatic posture she used in the office. Her shoulders relaxed. She looked at him with a relatable and friendly expression.

"You really don't like me, do you?" asked Corvina. It wasn't an accusation. It sounded like a genuine question from a curious friend.

"I don't even know you," replied Matt.

"But you glare at me like I’m a monster," noted Corvina, tilting her head to the side. "You look at me the same way those angry professors do. I expected a bit more open-mindedness from the Chosen One. You are an outcast yourself, are you not? You should know how it feels to be judged before you even speak."

Matt frowned. Her logic was irritatingly sound. He knew exactly what it felt like to be hated for something he couldn't control, but this was a different situation.

"I judge you based on the magic you bring into this castle," explained Matt. "Your dark mana is hurting someone I care about. My friend Gia has been sick to her stomach ever since you arrived at the gates. Your energy feels like a poison to her."

A look of real sadness crossed Corvina's face. Her dark eyes softened considerably.

"Oh, I'm truly sorry to hear that," sympathized Corvina. "I don't intend to hurt anyone. My magic is just very heavy. It pulls from the void. It lacks the bright warmth of the natural elements. It can be overwhelming for people who are sensitive to nature."

"It corrupts things," argued Matt.

"It changes things," corrected Corvina gently. She took a single step closer to him, where the scent of perfume filled his nostrils. He couldn’t place the scent. "All magic changes things, Matt. Your woman, Amelia, uses fire. Fire burns down forests and leaves nothing but ash. But you don't call her evil. You call her a protector."

Matt opened his mouth to argue, but the words died in his throat. He couldn't find a flaw in her reasoning.

"Mana is just a tool," continued Corvina. Her voice grew passionate and sincere. "It isn't inherently good or bad. It all depends on the person wielding it. My people live in a harsh land. We use dark mana to survive the cold winters and fight the monsters."

She reached out and lightly touched his forearm. Her fingers felt cool against his skin. Matt didn't pull away. He found himself captivated by her earnest tone.

"My reasons for doing this are pure," promised Corvina. "I walk through the orphanages in my capital city every week. I see children who lost their parents to the Blight horde. I see hungry families huddling together in fear. I came here to end their suffering. I want to seal those rifts and prevent a further loss of life."

She searched his eyes for any sign of understanding.

"How could that possibly make me a bad person?" asked Corvina softly.

Matt stared at her. He expected a cunning viper or a villain who wanted to conquer the world. But right now, he just saw a woman desperate to save her dying country. Her plea was incredibly relatable. She sounded just like Regina talking about the Carlettan soldiers on the western front.

"I guess it doesn't," admitted Matt slowly.

Corvina smiled. It wasn't a fake diplomatic smirk. It was a bright and genuine smile of relief.

"Thank you," said Corvina. She gave his arm a gentle squeeze before letting go. "I know this is a scary prospect. I know the history between our nations is written in blood, but I believe we can write a new chapter together. You have a good heart, Matt. I can see it."

"I just want to do the right thing," replied Matt.

"And you will," assured Corvina. She took a step back and smoothed her burgundy gown again. "I won't push you anymore today. Take your time. Talk to your friends. But keep an open mind. In time, you might actually come to like me very much."

She offered a playful wink. It caught him completely off guard.

"Have a wonderful morning, Matt," said Corvina.

She turned around and walked away down the corridor. Matt stood frozen in place. He watched her leave. The tight fit of her burgundy dress accentuated every single curve of her body. She walked with a confident and deliberate sway. She was subtly shaking her rear end at him with every step.

It was a mesmerizing sight. Matt was a healthy young man, and he definitely enjoyed the view. He felt a familiar stir of attraction in his gut.

He groaned and rubbed his face with both hands. The situation was getting incredibly complicated. He wanted to hate her. It would make everything so much easier if she were just a wicked villain throwing dark spells around.

But she wasn't a monster. Corvina made logical arguments. She showed genuine sympathy for Gia's illness, and she clearly knew how to use her physical charms to keep a man's attention.

Matt turned around and continued his walk toward the eastern tower. He stews on her words privately as he climbed the winding stairs.

Was dark mana really just a tool? Could he trust her intentions? The king seemed to think so. The royal decree carried a lot of weight. If the crown believed Corvina was telling the truth about the sealing ritual, maybe Matt was being too paranoid.

He reached the heavy door of his suite and unlocked it. He pushed it open and found his girls waiting for him. Chloe sat at the small table reading a book. Amelia was tossing a ball of fire from hand to hand near the window. Lily and Gia sat on the edge of the bed. Gia still looked a bit pale, but she offered him a small smile.

"You're back," noted Amelia. She extinguished her fireball and walked over to him. "What did Regina want so early in the morning?"

Matt looked at his pack. He loved these women fiercely. He would burn the world down to keep them safe. But he also had a responsibility to the rest of the kingdom. If he really was the Chosen One, he had to make the hard choices.

"The king sent his reply," announced Matt. He walked further into the warm room and shut the door behind him.

"And?" asked Chloe. She closed her book and stood up. "Did he order the Ranostan carriage to turn around?"

"No," answered Matt. He let out a heavy sigh. He ran a hand through his hair and met their expectant gazes. "He ordered us to cooperate. He wants me to do the sealing ritual with Corvina."

A shocked silence descended over the room. Amelia's jaw dropped open. Lily gasped and covered her mouth with her hands. Gia's furry ears flattened instantly against her head.

"You can't be serious," whispered Amelia, her blue eyes flashing with sudden anger.

"He thinks it is a calculated risk to end the war," explained Matt. "He wants to save the kingdom from the Blight."

"I don't care what the king wants," argued Chloe. She marched over to him and grabbed his arm. "We are not letting that dark witch put her magic inside you. It's a trick."

Matt looked down at Chloe's worried face. He thought about the orphans Corvina mentioned. He thought about the earnest look in the Ranostan diplomat's eyes in the hallway.

"Hmm, I'm not so sure if it is a trick anymore," admitted Matt quietly.

The girls stared at him in pure disbelief. The seeds of doubt had been planted in his mind.

The line between friend and enemy was blurring fast.


Chapter
Ten



Almost immediately after the request to work with Corvina, the Ranostan diplomat tried to make herself accessible to Matt. That evening, Matt found a note outside his door, one that was written by Corvina. The message was simple and to the point.

Matt,

I think it would be prudent if we started working together to acclimate you to dark mana. If you would be so kind, please meet me in the cellars of the academy tomorrow morning.

I’m eagerly anticipating the kind of power you can wield.

Yours,

Corvina

Amelia was the first to find the note, wincing after she read it.

“Ew, it’s like she’s leaving you a love letter,” she said, pinching her nose and holding the note up with one hand. “This just keeps getting weirder.”

“It makes sense, though,” replied Lily, looking up from her book. “If Matt is going to be the amplifier for all of this, he’ll need to be able to withstand dark mana.”

“Not that I’m looking forward to it,” grumbled Matt.

The next morning, Matt met Corvina in a secured training room, which was located deep in the cold cellars of the main keep. Regina stood in the corner with a notebook. The headmistress wanted to monitor every single interaction to ensure Matt's safety.

Looking ready for practical work, Corvina wore a simple tunic and dark pants. She tied her dark hair back into a tight braid.

"Are you ready for this?" asked Corvina, offering a supportive smile.

"I think so," lied Matt. He took a deep breath. He opened the ley lines in his chest, preparing his core to act as a sponge.

"I'm going to start with a very small thread," warned Corvina. "Just a tiny fraction of void mana. I want to see how your pathways react to the foreign signature."

She held out her pale hand. A wisp of black smoke materialized over her palm. It didn't cast any light, actually seeming to suck the illumination out of the room. The air grew instantly cold.

Corvina pushed the dark smoke toward Matt.

The energy hit his chest and sank into his skin. Matt gasped loudly. A wave of intense nausea hit him like a physical punch. His stomach churned violently. The magic felt like ice water in his veins. It smelled like rotting wood and stagnant mud.

He fell to his knees on the stone floor, gagging and gripping his stomach.

"Stop," ordered Regina from the corner. She took a quick step forward.

Corvina severed the connection instantly. She dropped to her knees beside Matt, rubbing his back with a soothing rhythm.

"Oh, I'm so sorry," apologized Corvina. Her voice was full of real concern. "Breathe through your mouth, Matt. Try to focus on a fixed point on the wall. Don't close your eyes."

Matt followed her instructions. He stared at a crack in the stone wall, taking shallow breaths until his stomach settled down.

"Here," offered Corvina. She handed him a wooden cup filled with fresh water.

Matt took a slow sip. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "Uh, does that awful feeling ever go away?"

"No," answered Corvina honestly. "It always feels like a sickness. We just learn to deal with it over time. Our bodies build a tolerance to the void. You will get used to the weight of it."

Matt sat back on his heels and looked at her flawless skin. He thought about the twisted monsters described in the academy history books.

"Why aren't you corrupted?" asked Matt. "The texts say dark mana twists the body. It turns people into monsters."

Corvina offered a sad smile. "The common people often suffer that terrible fate. Dark mana is incredibly hungry, and it takes a heavy toll on the flesh, but the upper class has access to specific preservation spells. We use charms to maintain our human appearance and keep the worst of the corruption at bay."

Matt studied her face closely. He wondered internally if that was why her features were so strikingly haunting yet attractive. She looked like a beautiful ghost. Her beauty was entirely unnatural but very captivating.

"We can take frequent breaks," promised Corvina. "I don't want to overwhelm you. We will go at your pace."

"Thanks," muttered Matt. He appreciated her patience.

The sessions continued over the following days. They met in the cellar every single afternoon. The work was absolutely grueling. Matt absorbed small amounts of void energy and held it in his core for a few minutes. He had to learn how to anchor the dark magic without letting it seep into his vital organs. Then he purged the dark magic back into the air.

During their frequent breaks, they sat on the floor and talked. Corvina proved to be a very engaging conversationalist. She didn't act like a snobby diplomat. She shared stories about her childhood in the snowy mountains of Ranosta.

"We used to slide down the hills on wooden planks," laughed Corvina one afternoon. She leaned against the stone wall. "It was terrifying but exhilarating. Have you ever seen real snow, Matt?"

"Just a little bit during the deep winter," replied Matt. He took another sip of water to settle his rolling stomach. "We mostly get freezing rain here in the western part of Carletta."

"Hmm, you should visit the northern peaks someday," suggested Corvina. "They are breathtaking. The ice sparkles like diamonds in the morning sun."

"Maybe after we seal the Blight," replied Matt.

Corvina smiled warmly. "I would like that very much."

She offered him tips on how to withstand the nausea, teaching him a specific breathing technique that helped slow his heart rate. She also showed him how to visualize a mental wall to keep the gross scent of decay out of his nose. Her advice was highly effective. He found himself trusting her a little more each day. Even the warning sign in his gut faded with time.

They even poked fun at the bland academy rations they were given for lunch.

"I swear these carrots taste like dirt," complained Corvina, tossing a vegetable back onto her plate. "And the bread is harder than the stone walls."

"You just have expensive tastes," said Matt. "You're probably used to royal banquets with roasted meats and fine wines."

"I'm used to food with actual flavor," countered Corvina. She grinned at him. "You need to demand better meals now that you're a Mystic. You hold a lot of power here, Matt. You shouldn't settle for peasant rations."

"I'm a peasant, though," reminded Matt. "This is newer to me than my old life living on a farm."

"Not anymore," she said softly. "You're the bridge between our worlds. You deserve the best of everything."

Despite the friendly banter, the process left him drained. He stopped eating large meals because of the constant nausea. His face grew pale, and dark circles formed under his eyes. He looked as if he hadn't slept in a week.

Gia tried to comfort him in the evenings, but she got sick just being near him after a session. The lingering scent of the void clung to his skin. He had to take long hot baths before he could even sit on the bed with his girls, which made him feel incredibly isolated.

His friends tried to cheer him up. Amelia brought him sweet pastries stolen from the kitchen staff. Chloe read funny stories to him from the library books. Lily rubbed his aching shoulders and brewed peppermint tea. They were very supportive, but they couldn't take the physical pain away from him.

"You look like a walking corpse," observed Amelia one night. She sat next to him on the plush rug. "I hate watching you do this to yourself."

"I have to build a tolerance," argued Matt weakly. "The ritual won't work if I throw up during the anchoring phase."

"You need a break," insisted Chloe. She handed him a warm pastry. "Eat this. You need a little sugar in your body."

Matt took a small bite. It tasted like ash in his mouth. He forced himself to swallow it anyway. He didn't want to disappoint them.

Friday afternoon arrived. Matt stumbled out of the cellar training room. He felt worse than ever. The session had lasted three exhausting hours. Corvina had pushed a much larger amount of dark mana into his chest today. He barely managed to hold it together. His vision was blurry, and his knees shook with every step.

He leaned against the cold stone wall in the corridor. He closed his eyes and tried to catch his breath.

Footsteps clicked sharply on the floorboards. Professor Vane walked around the corner, stopping dead in her tracks when she saw him leaning there.

"You look terrible," stated Vane. She frowned deeply.

"I feel terrible," admitted Matt. His voice was a raspy whisper.

Vane marched over to him. She grabbed his arm with a firm but gentle grip.

"Come with me," ordered Vane. "Right now."

Matt didn't argue. He let her lead him down the hallway. They climbed a short flight of stairs before she brought him into her private office. The room smelled like sea salt and fresh rain. It was a very clean scent that instantly helped clear his nose.

She pushed him down into a soft leather chair.

"You are pushing yourself too hard," scolded Vane. She stood in front of him with her hands on her hips. "The king wants a truce, but he doesn't want our only male mage dead from exhaustion. You are no use to anyone if you collapse."

"I have to build a tolerance," argued Matt. He rubbed his aching temples. "Corvina said the nausea won't go away until I get used to it."

"Corvina is a fool," snapped Vane. She raised her hands. A bright globe of blue aqua mana formed between her palms. "Your body is fighting a foreign toxin. You need healing, not more exposure to poison."

She stepped closer. She pushed the cool water mana directly into his chest.

Matt gasped in surprise. The aqua mana felt like a soothing wave. It washed over his strained ley lines. The cool energy flushed the lingering heat from his muscles. His stomach finally settled down. The dull ache in his head vanished. It felt like standing under a refreshing waterfall.

He let out a long sigh of sheer relief. He slumped back into the chair and opened his eyes.

"Thank you," said Matt. "That feels much better."

Vane let the blue light fade from her hands. She studied his face carefully. Her blue eyes were highly observant, noticing every little detail about his posture.

"Your body is perking up," noted Vane. She crossed her arms over her chest. "But your spirit is still hovering near the floor. You look incredibly defeated, Matt."

"It's just hard," confessed Matt. He stared down at his boots. "The void energy is so heavy. It makes everything feel hopeless. I miss the bright warmth of Amelia's fire. I miss the sturdy feeling of Lily's earth. The dark mana just leaves me feeling empty."

Vane stared at him for a long moment. She didn't offer a strict lecture, nor did she quote academy rules or royal decrees. She just looked at him with deep understanding.

She saw a young man carrying the weight of two nations on his shoulders.

She saw how much he was sacrificing to keep his friends safe.

An unexpected spark of desire flashed in her eyes, and she made a sudden decision.

Vane walked past his chair, heading straight for the heavy oak door. She grabbed the iron handle and turned the lock with a loud click.


Chapter
Eleven



The lock clicked with a loud sound echoing through the quiet office. Professor Vane pulled her hand away from the iron handle and turned around. She walked slowly back toward the center of the room.

Matt watched her with curious eyes, noticing a strange shift in her demeanor. He felt a little more perked up from the soothing aqua mana. The awful nausea had faded away into nothingness. He still felt weary deep down in his bones, though. The heavy void energy took a serious toll on his spirit. It felt like a cold shadow was clinging to his mind, and no amount of water mana could wash that specific chill away.

"I need you back to proper form," said Vane. She stopped right in front of his leather chair. "The kingdom needs you strong right now. I'll do anything possible to make that happen."

"Uh, what do you mean by that?" asked Matt. He looked up at her face.

Vane took a deep breath. She reached up with both hands and shook her dark hair out. The tight bun fell apart instantly. Her hair cascaded over her shoulders in soft waves. It made her look much less strict and far more inviting.

"I mean anything at all," answered Vane. Her voice dropped to a sultry whisper.

She reached for the top button of her blue blouse. Her slender fingers undid the fastening with a quick twist. She moved down to the second button right away.

"What are you doing?" asked Matt. His heart started to beat a little faster against his ribs.

"I'm taking care of my most gifted student," replied Vane smoothly. She unfastened the third button. "This is the only way I can help you right now. You need a different kind of energy to combat the darkness Corvina is pushing into you."

The fabric parted slightly to reveal her chest. Matt eyed her cleavage eagerly. He thoroughly enjoyed the sight of her pale skin. The view was incredibly distracting. He swallowed hard and gripped the armrests of the chair.

"Some of the best healing combines the two S's," whispered Vane. She leaned forward to give him an even better angle. "Spiritual and sexual."

"Hmm, this is a little odd, Professor," said Matt. He shifted nervously on the leather cushion. He had desired her for a while, but having his teacher strip in front of him felt surreal.

"Call me Vanessa," insisted Vane, giving him a coy smile. "I asked you to use my first name after the Blight monster battle. After what you’ve done, it only makes sense for us to be more personal with each other."

"Okay, Vanessa," agreed Matt. His voice sounded remarkably raspy.

She kneeled on the floor between his legs. Her hands moved to the waist of his dark pants. She unfastened his belt quickly and pulled the thick fabric down. Reaching inside his underwear next, Vanessa fished his cock out into the cool air of the office.

Matt groaned loudly as her warm hands wrapped around him. She squeezed the base of his shaft and started to stroke him. The steady friction sent a jolt of pure pleasure straight to his tired brain. It was an instant cure for his lingering depression.

"You feel so incredibly tense," noted Vanessa. She looked up at his face while maintaining a slow rhythm. "You carry too much pressure on those broad shoulders. But you're so strong, Matt."

"It doesn't always feel like it," admitted Matt. He let his head fall back against the leather chair. "That void mana makes me feel weak. It drains my energy faster than I can recover."

"You aren't weak," praised Vanessa. She increased her stroking pace just a fraction. "You're the strongest man I know. You just survived days of absorbing pure corruption without breaking. That takes a titanium will."

"Corvina said I just need to build a tolerance," mumbled Matt, enjoying the slide of her hand.

"Corvina doesn't understand your true worth," countered Vanessa. She leaned closer to his groin. "You have no idea how powerful you'll become. Your ley lines are expanding every single day. You're going to change the world, and I'll be right here to support you all the time."

Her words of affirmation mixed perfectly with the physical pleasure. She knew exactly how to stroke his ego. The lingering weariness in his spirit began to evaporate. He felt a surge of confident energy replacing the cold Ranostan mana.

Vanessa reached up with her free hand. She released the remaining buttons on her blouse. The blue fabric fell open entirely. She wasn't wearing anything underneath.

Her tits were large and beautiful. The soft mounds looked heavy with a natural bounce. Her pink nipples peaked perfectly in the cool room air. Matt stared at her bare chest with wide, appreciative eyes. She was an absolutely stunning woman.

"Do you like what you see?" asked Vanessa. A playful smirk touched her pink lips.

"I love it," breathed Matt. He reached out and grabbed one of her heavy breasts. He squeezed the soft flesh gently in his palm. "You're gorgeous, Vanessa."

Vanessa let out a soft hum of approval. She leaned forward and pressed her face against his skin. She stuck her tongue out and licked the broad tip of his cock.

Matt arched his back off the cushion. His fingers tightened around her breast. The wet heat of her tongue felt like an electric shock.

Vanessa opened her mouth wide. She took him inside her warm heat. Bobbing her head down, she swallowed his length. The tight suction was unbelievable. She used her tongue expertly, swirling it around his sensitive spots while she maintained a steady pace.

"Oh, fuck," groaned Matt. He tangled his free hand into her loose hair. "That feels so good, Vanessa."

She hummed around his shaft in response. The vibration sent a fresh wave of arousal through his body. She pulled back slightly to lick the underside of his cock. Then she drove her head forward again to take him deep. She didn't hold anything back. Vanessa wanted to erase every trace of the dark mana from his mind.

Matt watched her perform. Her gray eyes looked up at him with pure devotion. Her cheeks hollowed out as she sucked hard. The sight of the strict professor on her knees was incredibly hot. It made him feel dominant and powerful.

"You're amazing at this," praised Matt. He thrust his hips forward to meet her mouth.

Vanessa pulled off him for a brief second. A string of saliva connected her lips to his tip.

"I told you I'd do anything for you," whispered Vanessa. Her chest heaved with ragged breaths. "I want to drain all your tension away. Let me take it all, Matt."

She dove back down and took him into her mouth again. Picking up her pace significantly, her lips slid up and down his shaft with a wet slapping sound. She used her hands to stroke his thighs and massage his tense muscles. She was a master of sensory pleasure.

The combination of her wet mouth and her soft hands drove him toward the edge. He felt the familiar pressure building rapidly in his groin. His breathing grew shallow and harsh. Matt rubbed his thumb across her hardened nipple as she worked.

"Uh, I'm getting close," warned Matt. He gripped her hair a little tighter.

Vanessa didn't slow down or pull away. She actually sucked harder. She wanted to draw the climax right out of him. Swirling her tongue around the tip one more time, she pushed him over the brink.

Matt couldn't hold back any longer. He let out a loud guttural shout. He thrust his hips deep into her throat and orgasmed violently. He emptied his hot release directly into her mouth.

Vanessa swallowed every single drop. She didn't gag or hesitate. Milking his length with her lips, she ensured he was fully drained. She rode out his climax with a few final gentle sucks.

She pulled back slowly and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She let out a soft, satisfied sigh. Grabbing a clean cloth from her desk drawer, she wiped him clean. She tucked his cock away gently and pulled his pants back up.

Matt slumped into the leather chair. He felt like he was floating on a cloud. The awful Ranostan mana was entirely forgotten. His body hummed with relaxed energy.

"How are you feeling now?" asked Vanessa. She stayed on her knees and rested her hands on his thighs. She looked up at him with a tender expression.

"Surprisingly, so much better," answered Matt. He offered a lazy smile. "My head is totally clear. My body feels light again."

Vanessa laughed softly. The sound filled the quiet office with warmth. She reached up and began buttoning her blue blouse.

"It was my pleasure," said Vanessa sincerely. "I hate seeing you suffer under Corvina's dark influence. You possess a bright spirit, Matt. I'll always be here to support you when things get too heavy. In any manner that you may require."

"I'll definitely remember that," promised Matt. He sat up slightly and adjusted his tunic. "Is this a standard healing technique for all Mystics?"

"Don't be cheeky," teased Vanessa. She swatted his knee playfully. "This is a highly exclusive treatment. You're the only student who will ever receive this kind of attention from me."

"I feel very honored," replied Matt. He reached out and tucked a stray blonde curl behind her ear. "You really are amazing, Vanessa. I mean that."

"I just do what needs to be done," said Vanessa. She leaned into his touch for a brief moment. "The academy places a lot of expectations on you. I want to make sure you have a safe place to unwind. No judgment, no political pressure. Just you and me."

"I like the sound of that," admitted Matt. "It beats getting yelled at during trainings."

"Oh, I'll still chastise you if you make a mistake," laughed Vanessa. She stood up and smoothed out her blue skirt. "My academic standards remain high, but my private tutoring methods are far more flexible."

Matt chuckled loudly. He felt an incredible wave of affection for her. She had transformed from his harshest critic into one of his most devoted allies. The shift was jarring but highly welcomed.

"I'll make sure to study hard," joked Matt. "I wouldn't want to lose my private privileges."

"See that you do," replied Vanessa. She walked over to her desk and straightened a stack of papers. "Now, tell me the truth about your sessions with Corvina. Is the void mana getting any easier to handle?"

Matt sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. "Not really. She pushes a little more into my ley lines every day. It feels like swallowing ice mixed with mud. She claims I'll build a tolerance, but I don't feel any closer to anchoring a full sealing spell."

"You need to trust your own limits," advised Vanessa as she crossed her arms and leaned against the edge of her mahogany desk. "If your body tells you to stop, you stop. Don't let her bully you into pushing past your safe boundaries."

"She doesn't bully me," noted Matt. "She's actually very patient. We take frequent breaks. We even talk about her home in the northern mountains."

Vanessa narrowed her gray eyes. A hint of protective jealousy flared in her expression. "Don't fall for her diplomatic charm. She’s trained to make allies out of enemies. That's her job."

"I'm keeping my guard up," assured Matt. "I know she wants something from us. But she isn't acting like an evil monster. She's just… a person. A person with very heavy, gross mana."

"Just promise me you won't do anything reckless," requested Vanessa. Her voice grew soft and serious again. "The sealing ritual is highly theoretical. Mixing light and dark energy could cause a catastrophic explosion. I don't want to lose you, Matt."

"You aren't going to lose me," promised Matt. He stood up from the leather chair. His legs felt remarkably steady. The physical exhaustion was truly gone. "I have too many reasons to stick around."

"Good," said Vanessa. She offered him a fond smile. "You should go find your friends. They're probably worried about you. Go get some rest in your own bed tonight. We'll resume our normal studies on Monday."

"Have a good weekend," said Matt.

He walked over to the door and watched her reach for the iron handle. She unlocked it with a sharp click. Opening the door, she gestured out into the hallway.

Matt gave her one last appreciative look before stepping into the corridor. The image of her bare breasts was permanently burned into his memory. Her pale skin and pink nipples were a beautiful contrast to the dark uniform she normally wore.

As Matt walked away toward the eastern tower, he couldn't help but smile.

If given the option, he would take that kind of healing many times over. It was far better than drinking bitter potions or sleeping on hard mattresses. He felt like a brand new man.

And he hoped there was plenty more of that treatment to come.


Chapter
Twelve



The evening air felt remarkably cool against Matt's skin as he climbed the winding stairs to the eastern tower. He carried a lingering sense of satisfaction from Vanessa's office. The terrible weight of the void mana was entirely gone from his mind. His steps were light, and a genuine smile rested on his face for the first time in days.

He unlocked the heavy wooden door to his suite and stepped inside. The room was quiet. Chloe and Lily were nowhere to be seen, likely spending some time in the library studying for their upcoming exams. Amelia was the only one present. She lounged in the center of the giant canopy bed, reading a thick book by the light of the stone fireplace.

She wore a thin white nightgown that barely covered her thighs. The flickering firelight cast an inviting glow across her pale skin.

"You look entirely too happy," noted Amelia. She lowered her book and raised an eyebrow at him. "Did you take a nap in a broom closet?"

"No," replied Matt. He walked over to the bed and sat down on the edge of the mattress. "I just had a very relaxing session after my training with Corvina."

"Uh, did Regina finally let you take a break?" asked Amelia. She tossed her book onto the nightstand and crawled closer to him.

"Not exactly," said Matt. He kicked off his boots and leaned back against the headboard. "I ran into Professor Vane in the hallway. I was feeling pretty awful from all the dark mana. She pulled me into her office and healed me."

"Oh, that was nice of her," replied Amelia. She rested her hand on his knee. "Aqua mana is really good for flushing out toxins. Did she give you a potion?"

"She used aqua mana at first," explained Matt, trying to suppress a grin. "But then she said I needed to get back to proper form. She locked the door and took care of my stress in a very hands-on way."

Amelia blinked in surprise. Her blue eyes went wide as the implication settled in. "Wait, are you telling me the strictest teacher in the academy just gave you stress relief?"

"She told me some of the best healing combines the spiritual and the sexual," said Matt with a shrug.

A loud burst of laughter escaped Amelia's lips. She covered her mouth with her hand, giggling uncontrollably.

"I can't believe it," laughed Amelia. "The ice queen actually got on her knees for you. That’s hilarious. You really are the ultimate teacher's pet now."

"Hey, it worked," defended Matt. He crossed his arms playfully. "I feel great. She is actually very good at it."

"Hmm, I bet she is," teased Amelia. She poked his chest with a slender finger. "She always demands perfection from her students. I suppose she applies the same rigorous standards to her oral skills."

"She told me to call her Vanessa," added Matt.

Amelia rolled her eyes in mock disgust. "Oh, Vanessa now. We are on a first-name basis with the faculty. What's next? Are you going to ask Regina out for a romantic carriage ride?"

"Don't be jealous," joked Matt. He reached out and pulled Amelia into his lap. "You know you’re still my favorite girl."

"I better be," replied Amelia. She wrapped her arms around his neck and straddled his waist. Her playful demeanor shifted into something much more seductive. She ground her hips down against his pelvis. "But if you enjoyed her treatment so much, maybe I need to update my teaching methods."

"Uh, what do you have in mind?" asked Matt. His breathing picked up slightly.

"Well, you've been a very naughty student," whispered Amelia. She grabbed the collar of his tunic and pulled him closer. "You skipped your homework, Matt. I'm afraid I'm going to have to give you detention."

"Is that so, Professor?" played Matt. He rested his hands on her warm hips.

"Yes," answered Amelia smoothly. She reached down between their bodies and grabbed his cock through the fabric of his pants. She gave him a firm squeeze. "And you aren't leaving this room until you learn your lesson."

Matt groaned as her fingers worked the thick material. "I think I'm ready to learn."

Amelia smiled wickedly before crashing her lips against his. The playful banter dissolved into a heated session of intimacy that lasted well into the night, leaving Matt even more relaxed by the time he finally fell asleep.

The next morning brought a bright sun and a clear sky. Matt woke up feeling energized. He dressed in his dark tunic and headed downstairs to the main courtyard. He was supposed to meet Gia for some weekend training. They planned to work on channeling her wind mana without letting it scatter too quickly.

He stood by the stone fountain for twenty minutes. Students passed by on their way to the dining hall, but the wolf girl never showed up.

"Hmm, this isn't like her," muttered Matt.

Gia was always punctual. Her Lupine upbringing made her value discipline and routine. Matt decided to go look for her in the novice wing. He walked through the castle corridors, noting the chilly draft coming from the stone walls.

He reached her sparse room at the end of the hall. He knocked twice on the wooden door. No answer came from inside. He knocked harder the second time.

"Gia?" called Matt. "Are you in there?"

A faint groan echoed from the other side of the wood. It sounded like an animal in pain. Matt didn't hesitate. He grabbed the iron handle and pushed the door open.

The sight inside made his stomach drop. Gia was slumped on the floor near her bed. She wore her usual leather pants and vest, but her clothes were soaked with sweat. Her dark hair clung to her face in wet strands. She trembled violently, hugging her knees to her chest. Even her tail was tucked between her legs in a submissive pose.

"Oh no," gasped Matt. He rushed into the room and dropped to his knees beside her.

He touched her shoulder. Her skin was burning hot. Gia slowly lifted her head to look at him. Her golden eyes were clouded with pain, and her furry ears drooped sadly against her head.

"Matt," whimpered Gia. Her voice was incredibly weak. "I can't stand up. My legs won't work."

"What's wrong?" asked Matt. He slid his arm under her back to support her weight. "Are you sick again?"

"It hurts," cried Gia. She gripped his tunic with shaking fingers. "My core is on fire. The air in this place is suffocating me."

Matt realized she looked far worse than she did a few days ago. The nausea had escalated into a full-blown physical breakdown. He didn't know how to use healing mana like Vanessa, so he had to get her to a professional immediately.

"I've got you," promised Matt.

He scooped her up into his arms, lifting her from the floor with ease. She rested her head against his chest and let out another pained groan. Matt hurried out of the room and carried her down the hallway. He sprinted toward the academy infirmary, ignoring the curious stares of the students he passed.

The infirmary was a bright room filled with rows of white beds. The air smelled strongly of medicinal herbs and clean linen. Two older nurses in white robes rushed over the moment Matt kicked the doors open.

"Put her on the third bed," ordered the head nurse. She pointed to an empty cot near the window.

Matt laid Gia down gently on the white sheets. The second nurse quickly grabbed a wet cloth and placed it over Gia's burning forehead.

"What happened to her?" asked the head nurse. She placed two fingers against Gia's neck to check her pulse.

"I don't know," answered Matt. He stood nervously by the edge of the bed. "I found her on the floor in her room. She’s been feeling sick ever since the Ranostan diplomat arrived, but it’s never been this bad."

The head nurse frowned deeply. She placed her hands over Gia's chest. A soft blue light glowed from the nurse's palms as she cast a diagnostic spell. The light flickered unevenly before fading away entirely.

"Her core is highly inflamed," explained the nurse. She looked up at Matt with a very serious expression. "It’s acting as if it’s fighting off a foreign contaminant. She looks like someone who’s been poisoned."

"Poisoned?" repeated Matt. "Uh, did she eat something bad?"

"It isn't a foodborne toxin," corrected the nurse. She turned to her assistant. "Fetch the purification elixirs. We need to start a cleansing regimen right now. Her wind mana is eating itself trying to purge the corruption."

The assistant hurried over to a glass cabinet and pulled out several vials filled with clear liquid. They propped Gia up on the pillows and forced her to drink the bitter potions. Gia coughed and sputtered, but Matt held her hand tightly until she finished the last drop.

"Will she be okay?" asked Matt.

"The elixirs will stabilize her," assured the head nurse. She adjusted the blankets around Gia's shivering form. "But her body is under immense stress. We’ll leave her to rest for a while. You can stay with her if you'd like, Mystic."

"I'll stay," promised Matt.

The nurses walked away to tend to other duties, leaving Matt alone with the sick wolf girl. He pulled a wooden chair over to the side of her bed and sat down. He didn't let go of her hand.

An hour passed in quiet tension. The herbal smell of the infirmary helped calm Matt's racing thoughts. He watched Gia's chest rise and fall. Her breathing eventually grew steady. The bright flush of fever slowly faded from her cheeks.

Gia stirred weakly on the pillows. She opened her golden eyes and blinked at the bright sunlight streaming through the window. She turned her head and saw Matt sitting right beside her.

"You’re still here," whispered Gia. A tiny smile touched her dry lips.

"I wasn't going to leave you," replied Matt. He squeezed her fingers gently. "How are you feeling?"

"Like I got trampled by a boar," admitted Gia. She let out a soft sigh. "The burning stopped, though. The medicine tasted awful, but it helped."

"The nurses said your core was inflamed," noted Matt. "They said it looked like poison."

Gia squeezed her eyes shut for a brief moment. A look of profound sadness crossed her face. She turned her head to stare at the white ceiling.

"I'm so thankful you’re here to help me, Matt," said Gia softly. "I don't know what I would do in this place without you. You really are a good alpha."

"I'm just doing what friends do," replied Matt.

"It’s more than that," insisted Gia. She looked back at him, her expression turning incredibly serious. "I need to tell you something. I have a secret."

Matt leaned forward in his chair. "You can tell me anything, Gia. You know that."

Gia took a deep breath. She gripped his hand a little tighter.

"The Lupine Freehold is dying," revealed Gia. Her voice cracked with raw emotion. "My people are fading away."

"What do you mean?" asked Matt. He felt a chill run down his spine.

"Children aren't being born there anymore," explained Gia. "It’s a big secret. No one outside the Freehold knows about it. The elders cover it up to prevent our enemies from striking while we are vulnerable. But there hasn't been a successful birth in five years. The crops are yielding less food. The rivers are running low."

"That sounds terrible," sympathized Matt.

"It’s worse than terrible," continued Gia, with tears welling up in her golden eyes. "Our people have been getting sick. It starts as a dull ache in the chest. Then they lose their energy. They waste away in their beds, complaining that the air feels heavy and poisonous."

"Just like you felt this morning," realized Matt.

"Yes," confirmed Gia. She wiped a tear from her cheek with her free hand. "We think of it as a curse. A foul plague sent by angry spirits. That’s the real reason my father sent me to the academy."

Matt frowned in confusion. "I thought he sent you here to learn how to control your wind mana? Because you were an anomaly."

"That was the excuse he gave the other clan chiefs," corrected Gia. "He sent me here to learn, yes. But he also ordered me to look for a cure in your grand libraries. He hoped the human scholars knew a way to break the curse. I never expected to get the sickness myself. I thought I was safe since I possessed a mana core."

Matt sat back in his wooden chair. His mind raced as he processed the new information. He thought about the symptoms she described. The heavy air. The aching chest. The feeling of being poisoned from the inside out.

He thought about the black carriage at the front gates. He thought about the rotting scent of the void.

"Uh, Gia," started Matt carefully. "When did your people start feeling this sickness?"

"About five years ago," answered Gia. "Why?"

Matt stared at her. The pieces of the puzzle were falling into place with terrifying clarity. He remembered the geography of the kingdom. The Lupine Freehold was located just beyond the western mountains. Ranosta was located to the north. They shared a long, untamed border in the wilderness.

"Does the curse feel the same way you feel when Corvina is around?" asked Matt. He kept his voice low.

Gia blinked. She processed the question for a moment before her eyes widened in sudden realization. "It feels exactly the same. The heavy pressure. The smell of decay. It feels identical to her dark energy."

"The nurses said your core looked like it was fighting a foreign contaminant," explained Matt. He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. "I don't think your people are cursed by angry spirits, Gia. I think they are being poisoned."

"Poisoned by what?" asked Gia.

"By dark mana," stated Matt firmly.

Gia let out a sharp gasp. Her furry ears stood straight up in alarm.

"You think the Ranostans are doing this?" asked Gia. Her voice trembled with sudden fury.

"It makes perfect sense," reasoned Matt. "Corvina said void mana changes things. It corrupts the natural elements. If the Ranostans are secretly pumping dark mana into the earth near your borders, it would poison the land. It would ruin the crops and cause sickness. It’s a slow, invisible invasion."

"But why?" demanded Gia. "We aren't at war with them. We stay in our forests."

"Because your forests border Ranosta," pointed out Matt. "My guess is that they want your territory. They’re weakening your people so you can't put up a fight when the real invasion begins."

Gia gripped the bedsheets with a fierce intensity. Her sadness evaporated, replaced by a burning desire to protect her pack.

"Those cowards," hissed Gia. She bared her teeth in a feral snarl. "They are killing innocent children from the shadows. They are destroying our home with their foul void."

"We don't have absolute proof yet," cautioned Matt. He reached out and placed a calming hand on her arm. "But it connects too many dots to be a coincidence. Maybe it's not just a sickness you get from being near dark mana. Maybe the dark mana is the actual weapon causing the sickness."

"We have to tell the headmistress," decided Gia. She tried to sit up from the pillows, but her muscles were still too weak. She slumped back down with a frustrated groan.

"Regina won't do anything without evidence," said Matt. He gently pushed her shoulder back onto the mattress. "She’s dealing with the king's orders right now, and he wants this truce to happen. If we accuse a foreign diplomat of poisoning an entire nation based on a hunch, it’ll cause a massive political disaster."

"So what do we do?" asked Gia. She looked at him with desperate eyes. "I can't just lie here while that bitch sleeps down the hall. I have to save my people."

"I know," promised Matt. "And we will. But we have to be smart about this."

Matt stood up from the wooden chair. He paced back and forth near the window. He thought about Corvina's friendly smile in the corridor. He thought about her relatable story concerning the orphans.

It was all a calculated lie.

Vanessa was right all along. The Ranostans were masters of deception.

They wanted to use him for the sealing ritual. If they were already using dark mana to poison the Freehold, then the ritual was likely another trap designed to weaken Carletta. Matt couldn't let them succeed.

"I'm going to explore this theme deeper," declared Matt. He stopped pacing and looked at Gia with determined eyes.

"How?" asked Gia.

"I'm going to snoop around," answered Matt. "Corvina is confined to the guest wing. She thinks she has everyone fooled with her polite manners. I'm going to find out exactly what she is doing in those rooms when the professors aren't watching."

"It’s dangerous," warned Gia. "Her magic is deadly."

"I can handle it," assured Matt. He offered her a confident smile. "I'm a Mystic now. I have plenty of power to protect myself, especially now that I’ve been exposed to dark mana on a regular basis. You just focus on resting and getting your strength back. I need my favorite wolf girl healthy if we are going to expose a Ranostan plot."

Gia offered a small, grateful smile. "Be careful, Matt. We all need you."

"I'll be careful," promised Matt.

He gave her hand one last squeeze before turning toward the infirmary doors. His danger sense hummed with a steady vibration in his gut. The political game had just turned into a fight for survival. He was ready to uncover the truth, no matter what it took.


Chapter
Thirteen



Gia needed a full day to recover from the worst of the effects. It was the following afternoon when Matt finally returned to the infirmary to check on her progress. He walked through the wooden doors and found her sitting up against a pile of white pillows.

She didn't look healed, but she looked better than before. The bright flush of fever was gone from her cheeks. Her golden eyes held a bit more focus today. She still looked very tired, though. Her furry ears drooped slightly, and she kept her arms wrapped tightly around her stomach.

"How are you feeling today?" asked Matt. He pulled up a wooden chair and sat down next to her bed.

"A little stronger," replied Gia. She offered him a weak smile. "My chest doesn't burn quite as much. The nurses have been pouring bitter potions down my throat all morning."

"I'm glad to see you sitting up," said Matt. He reached out and grabbed her hand, giving her fingers a gentle squeeze. "You gave me a really big scare yesterday."

"I hate feeling weak," admitted Gia, her expression hardening into a fierce scowl. "My people rely on strength. Lying in this bed makes me feel useless. The idea of vengeance is driving me right now, Matt. I really want to know if the Ranostans are behind this."

"We’re going to find out," promised Matt. "I've been thinking about it all night. We need to get into the guest wing and snoop around Corvina's rooms. We need hard evidence to bring to Regina."

"I want to come with you," demanded Gia. She tried to swing her legs over the edge of the bed. Her arms shook with the effort.

"Whoa, take it easy," warned Matt. He gently pushed her shoulder back against the pillows. "You can barely sit up straight. You can't go sneaking around the castle in your condition."

"I have to," insisted Gia. She looked at him with desperate, pleading eyes. "This is about my family. This is about my pack. I can't stay in this room while you risk your life to find the truth."

Matt sighed and looked around the bright infirmary. He spotted the head nurse organizing some glass vials on a nearby wooden table. He stood up from his chair and walked over to her.

"Excuse me," called Matt politely.

The nurse turned around and offered a respectful bow. "How can I help you, Mystic?"

"My friend wants to leave the infirmary for a few hours," explained Matt. "She has some urgent business to attend to. Is there anything you can give her to boost her energy? Just temporarily."

The nurse frowned and looked over at Gia. "She needs plenty of rest. Her core took a severe beating from that foreign contaminant."

"I understand that," said Matt. "But it is incredibly important. With some further aid from you, I know she can power through it. I promise I will bring her right back here tonight."

The nurse let out a soft sigh and reached into a locked cabinet. She pulled out a small crystal vial filled with a glowing orange liquid.

"This is a potent stabilizing elixir," explained the nurse. She handed the vial to Matt. "It will give her a temporary burst of physical strength. It essentially masks the fatigue for a few hours. But once it wears off, she will crash hard. You must make sure she is safe in bed before that happens."

"I'll take great care of her," promised Matt.

He walked back to the bed and handed the vial to Gia. She didn't hesitate for a single second. She popped the cork and drank the glowing liquid in one quick gulp. She shuddered violently and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

"Oh, that tastes like tree bark and dirt," complained Gia.

"But does it work?" asked Matt.

Gia closed her eyes and took a deep breath. A faint greenish aura flickered across her skin. She opened her eyes and nodded firmly. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood up. Her boots planted firmly on the floorboards. She didn't sway or tremble.

"It works," confirmed Gia. "Let's go find the others."

Matt escorted her out of the infirmary and up the winding stairs to the eastern tower. They stepped inside his suite to find the rest of the pack waiting for them. Chloe sat at the small table with a teacup. Amelia lounged on the giant canopy bed. Lily was reading a heavy book near the stone fireplace.

"Gia," cheered Lily. She dropped her book and rushed over to give the wolf girl a gentle hug.

"It is so good to see you on your feet," added Chloe. She offered a warm, elegant smile.

Amelia walked over and patted Gia on the shoulder. "You had us all worried. We thought you were going to be stuck in that hospital bed for a week."

"Matt got me a special potion," explained Gia. "I only have a few hours of energy. We need to use this time wisely."

"She told me a secret yesterday," announced Matt. He walked further into the room and gathered the girls around the fireplace. He kept his voice low to ensure nobody in the hallway could hear them. "The Lupine Freehold is dying. Her people are getting sick with the same symptoms she has."

"Are you serious?" asked Amelia. Her blue eyes widened in shock.

"I’m very serious," replied Matt, nodding his head. "They aren't having children anymore. The crops are failing. We think the Ranostans are using dark mana to poison the land near the border. They are weakening the Freehold to prepare for an invasion."

"That is horrific," gasped Lily. She covered her mouth with both hands.

"It’s a highly strategic move," noted Chloe. She tapped her chin thoughtfully. "If they wipe out the Freehold and take over that territory, it will double the size of Ranosta. And then there won’t be anything to stand in their way of attempting to destroy Carletta once and for all. It makes perfect sense. And the truce proposal is just a distraction to keep Regina and the king looking the other way."

"We need proof," stated Matt. "I want to assemble the group to infiltrate the guest wing of the academy. We need to find out what Corvina is hiding in her rooms."

"Uh, that sounds incredibly difficult," pointed out Amelia. She crossed her arms and frowned. "The professors patrol that hallway constantly. They treat the guest wing like a fortress, well, mostly because of who we have staying there. We can't just pick the lock on the front door and expect entry."

"Hmm, maybe we don't have to use the front door," suggested Lily quietly.

Everyone turned to look at the quiet earth mage. Lily blushed under the sudden attention. She hugged her arms around her stomach.

"What do you mean by that?" asked Matt.

"I've been spending a lot of time in the library," explained Lily. "I like reading about the architectural history of the castle. I researched the building plans meticulously over the last few weeks. I know all its passages."

"Passages?" repeated Chloe. "Are you saying there are hidden tunnels?"

"Yes," answered Lily. Her confidence grew a little bit under their impressed stares. "The original builders constructed an underground network to service the plumbing and the heating systems. There is a specific tunnel that runs directly under the eastern guest wing."

"You are amazing," praised Matt. He offered her a bright, genuine smile.

Lily blushed even harder and looked down at her shoes. "I just like to read."

"Where does the tunnel lead?" asked Gia. She looked eager to start moving.

"It brings us right under the bathing quarters of Corvina's room," explained Lily. "There are steam vents built into the floor to let the hot air rise. The vents are covered by iron grates. We won't be able to climb into the room, but the vents will allow us to hear everything going on inside."

"That’s brilliant!" said Amelia, clapping her hands together in excitement. "We can eavesdrop on her without ever stepping foot in the guarded hallway."

"We have to wait until it gets dark," decided Matt. "The academy needs to settle down before we go sneaking into the cellars. We will leave right after dinner."

The group spent the next few hours going over the plan. They ate a quick meal in the dining hall and hurried back to the suite to prepare. Matt strapped on a sturdy pair of leather boots. The girls changed out of their bright dresses and put on dark training tunics to blend into the shadows.

The sun finally dipped below the horizon. The castle grew quiet as the younger initiates retreated to their dormitories for the night.

"Ready?" asked Matt.

"Lead the way," replied Amelia.

They slipped out of the suite and crept down the winding stairs, moving silently through the stone corridors. Matt kept his danger sense alert for any approaching professors. They dodged a patrolling guard near the main courtyard by hiding behind a tapestry.

They eventually reached the cold cellars beneath the main keep. Rows of wooden barrels lined the brick walls.

"The entrance is right over here," whispered Lily.

She led them behind a tall stack of empty crates. She pressed her hands against a seemingly solid stone block in the wall. She channeled a tiny spark of earth mana into the brick. A soft click echoed in the dark space, and a hidden wooden door swung inward on rusty hinges.

"Wow," breathed Chloe. "I never would have found that."

Matt stepped into the dark passage first. He summoned a small sphere of white light in the palm of his hand to guide them. The tunnel was incredibly narrow. They had to walk in a single-file line. Thick cobwebs hung from the arched ceiling. Dust coated the uneven stone floor.

Gia stayed right behind Matt. She reached out and gripped the back of his tunic.

"Are you doing okay?" asked Matt quietly.

"The air is very stale," admitted Gia. Her nose twitched constantly. "But your scent is keeping me grounded. I just want to find out the truth."

They walked for a long time. Lily gave quiet directions from the back of the line. She counted the intersections with impressive accuracy. She guided them through the maze of tunnels without a single moment of hesitation. Matt felt a surge of pride for the shy girl. Her meticulous research was proving to be an invaluable asset to the pack.

"We need to take the next left," instructed Lily. "Then we follow the pipe straight to the end."

They turned a sharp corner and walked down a sloping path. The air began to grow noticeably warmer. Matt felt a bead of sweat roll down the back of his neck. The smell of damp stone was replaced by the fragrant scent of lavender soap and exotic spices.

"Uh, it smells like perfume down here," noted Amelia. She wrinkled her nose in distaste.

"We’re getting close," warned Chloe. "Keep your voices down."

The tunnel ended abruptly at a brick wall. A rusted metal ladder was bolted to the stone. It led straight up into a vertical shaft. At the very top of the shaft, Matt could see a square opening covered by a thick iron grate. Hot steam drifted down through the metal bars.

A faint splashing sound echoed from the room above.

"She’s taking a bath," whispered Matt. He extinguished the sphere of light in his hand to avoid detection. The only illumination came from the faint candlelight spilling down through the grate above them.

Matt grabbed the rungs of the metal ladder and climbed up. He moved as silently as possible, reaching the small landing just beneath the grate. The space was incredibly cramped. He motioned for the girls to follow him up.

Amelia, Chloe, Lily, and Gia climbed the ladder and squeezed onto the platform beside him. They were packed tightly together. Matt felt the soft curves of their bodies pressing against him from every angle. The heat of the steam made the cramped space feel like a sauna.

Pressing his ear against the cold iron bars, Matt strained to hear the noises above.

Water splashed again. Someone let out a soft, relaxed sigh.

"Is the water too hot?" asked a voice.

Matt froze instantly. He shared a wide-eyed look of pure shock with Chloe.

The voice belonged to a woman, but it definitely wasn't Corvina. It sounded slightly deeper and much rougher than the diplomat's melodic tone.

"It's perfect," replied Corvina. Her voice floated down through the steam vents with crystal clarity. "My muscles are incredibly sore from the training sessions with the boy today. Pour some more of that lavender oil into the tub."

"Right away," said the unknown woman with the same kind of accent as the one Corvina possessed.

Matt clenched his jaw tightly. Corvina was speaking to another Ranostan. This was incredibly odd because Corvina was supposed to be the only Ranostan inside the castle. Regina had explicitly ordered the diplomat to send her carriage and her guards back across the border. Corvina promised she would stay at the academy alone. She had lied to the headmistress's face. She had smuggled a servant or an accomplice into the guest wing right under their noses.

"How did he handle the void mana today?" asked the servant. A glass bottle clinked against the porcelain edge of the bathtub.

"He struggled," answered Corvina as water sloshed around the tub. "The nausea hits him very hard. But his ley lines are incredibly robust. He absorbs the energy much faster than our scholars predicted. He’s a magnificent vessel."

"The Carlettan king played right into our hands by ordering him to cooperate," noted the servant. She let out a cruel, mocking laugh. “I thought that part would be much harder to accomplish.”

"The king is a desperate fool fighting a losing war," scoffed Corvina. "He wants to save his precious kingdom from the Blight. He actually believes we want to seal the rifts."

Matt felt his heart pound against his ribs. His gut instinct was entirely right all along. The sealing ritual was a total fabrication. It was just a clever trap to gain access to his power.

"Does the headmistress suspect anything?" asked the servant.

"Regina suspects I’m hiding something," admitted Corvina. "She watches me like a hawk during our training sessions, but she doesn't know the true purpose of the ritual. She doesn't realize we are just using the boy."

Gia let out a furious, silent snarl next to Matt. She bared her teeth in the dim light. She wanted to tear the iron grate out of the ceiling and jump into the room above. Matt wrapped a firm arm around her waist to hold her back. They needed to hear the rest of the conversation before they made a move.

"Everything is proceeding perfectly," said Corvina. Her voice echoed off the tiled walls of the bathing quarters, dripping with sinister satisfaction. "My plan is coming to fruition."


Chapter
Fourteen



Matt held his breath. He tightened his grip around Gia's waist to keep the furious wolf girl from shaking the iron grate. Steam billowed around them in the cramped shaft.

"The Lupine Freehold won't last another winter," continued Corvina. Her voice drifted down through the vents along with the splashing water. "Our efforts near their border are finally paying off. It took years of seeping dark mana into their soil, but the results are undeniable."

"They’re crumbling," agreed the servant. "I heard reports from the scouts. The savages aren't having children anymore. Their crops are dead, and their strongest warriors are bedridden with the void sickness. I’d be surprised if they lasted another winter."

Gia let out a soft whimper. She buried her face against Matt's chest to muffle the sound. He rubbed her back in a soothing motion to keep her calm.

"They’ll die out on their own," gloated Corvina. "And once the Freehold is empty, we’ll annex that territory. It’ll give us a direct, unopposed route straight into Carletta. The Carlettan king is a fool for trusting a truce."

"What about the boy?" asked the servant. "He’s a very powerful variable. Are you sure the sealing ritual will neutralize him?"

Corvina laughed. The sound echoed off the tiled walls above them. "There is no sealing ritual. That’s just a bedtime story to get Regina to lower her guard. The spell I plan to cast is a dark mana overload."

Matt felt Chloe's hand grip his shoulder like a vise. The girls were listening in pure horror.

"His ley lines are wide open," explained Corvina. "He acts like a sponge for any mana around him. During the ritual, we will flood his core with hyper-concentrated void energy. We’ll pour so much darkness into him that his light will be crushed. It’ll overwrite his mind entirely."

"He’ll become a corrupted power source," realized the servant. Her voice held a note of dark awe.

"Exactly," confirmed Corvina. "We’ll turn him into a living battery for the Ranostan mages. He’ll belong to us. We’ll use his incredible amplification abilities to blast through Carletta's defenses. Carletta will be robbed of their most powerful mage, and they won't be able to stop us."

"It’s a brilliant strategy," praised the servant.

"It is," agreed Corvina. She shifted in the tub again. "And the best part is that they won’t see it coming. My scheme is unfolding perfectly, and they’re buying my act about being a concerned mage that wants to put the past behind her. As if! They will burn for ever daring to threaten Ranosta or to treat us with less respect than we deserve. Now, fetch my robe and wait outside the door. I want to soak for a few more minutes in private."

"Yes, Corvina," replied the servant.

Footsteps retreated across the floorboards above them. A wooden door opened and shut with a soft click. The bathing quarters fell quiet except for the gentle sound of dripping water.

Matt looked at the girls. They were all frozen in place. The reality of the plot was far worse than they had imagined. Corvina didn't just want to kill him. She wanted to enslave his mind and use him to conquer his own home.

A heavy sigh drifted down from the vent.

"It really is too bad," muttered Corvina to herself. "He’s so attractive. What a shame we have to do this to him."

Matt frowned. He exchanged a highly uncomfortable look with Amelia.

"Those broad shoulders," whispered Corvina. The water sloshed rhythmically. "And those intense eyes. I wanted nothing more than to breed little dark mages with him. He’d give me such strong children."

A soft moan escaped Corvina's lips. The splashing water picked up a steady, erratic pace.

Chloe's eyes widened in sheer disbelief. She covered her mouth to stifle a gasp.

"Oh, he’s so strong," panted Corvina. Her voice grew breathy and thick with lust. "Just thinking about that raw power makes me ache. He could pin me against the wall so easily."

Matt felt his face flush with heat. He realized exactly what she was doing up there. Corvina was touching her pussy in the bathtub. She was getting herself off while thinking about his body.

"Fuck," moaned Corvina. The splashing grew much louder. "Yes. Give it to me, Matt. Fill me with that light."

Amelia looked like she was going to throw up. She glared at the iron grate with absolute hatred. Gia bared her teeth in a silent snarl, thoroughly disgusted by the scent and the sounds.

Corvina let out a loud, drawn-out cry of pleasure. Her voice hitched as she reached her peak. She gasped for air, panting heavily against the tiled walls. The splashing stopped entirely.

"Such a waste of a beautiful man," whispered Corvina. She let out a final satisfied sigh.

More water sloshed as she stood up from the tub. Wet footprints padded across the floor. The bathroom door opened and closed again, leaving the room above them empty.

Matt didn't wait another second. He tapped Lily on the shoulder and pointed down the dark shaft.

"Let's go," mouthed Matt silently.

They climbed down the rusted metal ladder as fast as they could. Reaching the brick floor of the tunnel, Matt led the way back through the narrow passage. He summoned his sphere of white light to guide them through the dust and cobwebs. Nobody spoke a single word. They navigated the twists and turns with a fast, urgent pace.

The air grew cooler as they moved further away from the steam vents. They finally reached the hidden wooden door behind the empty crates. Matt pushed it open, and they all tumbled out into the cold cellar of the main keep.

Lily closed the secret door. The stone block clicked back into place, hiding the passage from view.

The moment they were safe in the cellar, Amelia spun around and grabbed Matt. She threw her arms around his neck, hugging him with a desperate strength.

"I'm going to kill her," hissed Amelia. Her voice shook with pure rage. Tiny sparks of fire jumped from her fingertips and singed the stone floor. "I’m going to march upstairs right now and burn that Ranostan bitch to ash."

"We can't do that yet," reasoned Chloe, though her own voice trembled. She wrapped her arms around Matt's waist from the side, pressing her face against his shoulder. "If we attack a diplomat without proof, the king will execute us all for treason."

“But we have proof!” replied Amelia, pointing back at the bathing chamber. “The woman just admitted it! Surely, our word would carry more weight than hers.”

"I don't care about treason," snarled Gia. She stepped forward and hugged him from the other side, her furry ears flattened in distress. "Did you hear what she said? She wants to turn you into a corrupted battery. She wants to ruin your mind."

"And she was touching herself while planning it," added Lily, shuddering visibly. The earth mage hugged him from behind, completing the tight circle of protective women. "That’s so incredibly twisted. She’s a sick person."

Matt stood in the center of the dark cellar, holding his girls close. He felt their hearts pounding against his chest and back. They were all deeply shaken at the thought of something terrible happening to him. The plot was vicious and deeply personal.

"Nobody is going to ruin my mind," promised Matt. He kissed Amelia's forehead and rubbed Gia's back. "I'm right here. I’m safe. We know her plan now, and that gives us the upper hand."

"She admitted to poisoning the Freehold," growled Gia. "My people are dying so she can march an army through our woods. I want her dead, Matt. I want to rip her throat out with my own hands."

"I know you do," said Matt gently. "And she’ll pay for what she’s done. But Amelia running upstairs with fireballs isn't going to solve the problem. Corvina has a servant hiding in those rooms. They might have traps set up."

"So what do we do?" asked Chloe. She pulled back slightly to look at his face. Her blue eyes were bright with unshed tears of frustration. "We can't just let her proceed with the ritual. We can't let her near you again."

"We won't," assured Matt. He took a deep breath to steady his racing thoughts. "We have the truth now. We know the sealing ritual is a lie. We know about the poison in the Freehold. We need to take this information to the one person who can actually do something about it."

"You want to tell Regina," guessed Lily.

"Yes," replied Matt. "Regina hates the Ranostans just as much as we do. She only agreed to host Corvina because the king ordered it. If we tell the headmistress about the dark mana overload, she’ll help us formulate a real plan. A plan that will put the Ranostans back on their asses."

"What if Regina doesn't believe us?" asked Lily. She reluctantly let go of his neck and took a step back. "We were eavesdropping through a steam vent. It isn't exactly hard evidence."

"She’ll believe me," stated Matt confidently. "Vanessa will back me up too. We just have to explain the connection between Gia's sickness and the dark mana. It makes too much sense to ignore."

"Hmm, I suppose it’s our best option," agreed Chloe. She wiped a stray tear from her cheek. "But we have to be careful. Corvina thinks she has everyone fooled. If she realizes we know her secret, she might strike early."

"Then we won't give her the chance," said Matt. He looked at the determined faces of his partners. They were a unified front. They were ready to fight for their home and for each other. "Let's go see Regina right now. It’s time to flip the board on this little political game."

With a shared nod of agreement, the group turned and marched toward the cellar stairs. They left the dark tunnels behind them, ready to bring the truth to light.


Chapter
Fifteen



The group left the cold cellars and headed up the stone stairs with a hurried pace. They didn't stop to catch their breath. Everyone felt the urgent need to speak with the headmistress immediately. The truth about the Ranostan plot burned hot in their minds.

Finding the main keep mostly empty was a huge relief. Most students were already asleep in their dorms. Matt marched straight toward Regina's office. He knocked firmly on the thick oak door.

"Come in," called Regina from inside.

Pushing the wood open, Matt stepped into the warm room. The girls filed in right behind him. Regina sat behind her desk with a quill in her hand. Vanessa stood near the fireplace. The dark-haired professor looked up in surprise at the sudden intrusion.

"Uh, what brings you all here at this hour?" asked Regina. She set her quill down and frowned. "You look like you just saw a ghost."

"We saw something worse than a ghost," said Matt. He walked closer to the desk. "We know exactly what Corvina is planning. The sealing ritual is a total lie."

Vanessa stepped away from the fire. Her blue eyes narrowed with sharp interest. "What are you talking about?"

"Lily knows about a network of underground tunnels," explained Chloe. She stood next to Matt and rested a hand on his arm. "We used one of the passages to sneak under the guest wing. We found a steam vent right below Corvina's bathroom."

Regina raised an eyebrow. "You were eavesdropping through the plumbing?"

"It gave us the truth," defended Gia. The wolf girl crossed her arms and glared at the floor. "Corvina wasn't alone in there. She smuggled a servant into the academy. We heard them talking about the Freehold."

“The Freehold?” questioned Vanessa.

"They're poisoning my people," growled Gia, her furry ears flattening against her head. "Corvina admitted to seeping dark mana into our soil for years. They want to wipe out the Lupines so they can march an army straight into Carletta."

"Those treacherous bastards," hissed Vanessa. Her hands curled into tight fists. A swirl of blue water manifested around her knuckles. "I knew we couldn't trust her. I knew that diplomatic smile was just a cover for something sinister."

“It appears your instincts were entirely correct,” said Regina, stroking her chin.

"I'm going to kill her right now," announced Vanessa. She took a determined step toward the office door. "I'll drown that dark witch in her own bathtub before she hurts anyone else."

"I'll help you," agreed Amelia eagerly. She held up her hands and ignited two bright flames. "We can turn her guest suite into an oven."

"Stop," ordered Regina. The headmistress stood up quickly. "Nobody is killing a foreign diplomat under my roof tonight. Extinguish those flames right now, Amelia. You too, Vanessa."

Amelia let out a frustrated huff and closed her fists. The fire vanished into thin air. Vanessa also let her water mana dissipate, but she still looked absolutely furious.

"She deserves to die," argued Amelia. She pointed an accusing finger toward the hallway. "You didn't hear the rest of it. She wants to turn Matt into a corrupted battery."

Regina sat back down heavily. "Explain that."

"The sealing ritual is a trap," said Matt. He leaned his hands on the edge of the mahogany desk. "They plan to flood my core with hyper-concentrated dark mana. Corvina wants to overwrite my mind and use my amplification powers for the Ranostan army. They want to rob Carletta of its only male mage."

"And she was touching herself in the tub while she talked about it," added Lily in a quiet voice. A bright blush covered her freckled cheeks. "She said she wanted to breed little dark mages with him. It was incredibly gross."

Regina wrinkled her nose in disgust. Vanessa looked like she wanted to vomit.

"That woman is entirely unhinged," stated Vanessa. She paced back and forth across the rug. "We should at least arrest her. We can throw her in the dungeons right now. Then we can wait for the king's judgment on the matter."

"That's unlikely to work out in our favor," said Matt. He shook his head slowly. "The king is already too vested in this truce. He wants the Blight sealed so badly. He might not support us if we just claim we heard a conversation through a vent."

"Matt is right," agreed Chloe. "The royal council demands hard proof for treason. If we arrest her now, the Ranostan queen will just deny everything. Corvina will claim we misunderstood her words."

"We need to take action regardless of his wants," argued Vanessa. She stopped pacing and glared at Regina. "We can't just let her sleep comfortably in our guest wing while she plots our destruction."

"Besides," added Matt. "Ranosta could use that arrest to declare war anyway. They'll say we attacked a peaceful envoy without cause. They'll make us look like the aggressors on the world stage."

"That's a possibility no matter what we do," replied Regina. She rubbed her temples in deep frustration. "If they want to conquer Carletta and the Freehold, the war is coming regardless. It’s obvious what the Ranostan plan is here."

"Their plan hinges on me though," noted Matt. He stood up straight and looked around the room. "They want me for their use. They need my core to power their invasion."

"So we hide you," suggested Vanessa. "We send you away to a secure location."

"No," disagreed Matt firmly. "I suggest we use that to our advantage."

"Um, how exactly do we do that?" asked Vanessa. She crossed her arms and frowned at him.

"I want to pretend to fall for the ploy," explained Matt. He walked toward the center of the room to address everyone. "I want to walk right into the ritual and have them strike first. They think they have a huge advantage over us. Let’s use that to our advantage."

"That could be insanely risky," warned Regina.

"It's a controlled risk," countered Matt. "With my power, I should be able to overwhelm Corvina. I can absorb her dark mana and send it right back at her. We can shatter her core and send a message back to Ranosta."

"It could be dangerous doing it this way," said Regina. She leaned forward and rested her chin on her folded hands. "What if Corvina strikes first outside the ritual? What if she poisons you before you even begin?"

"I won't let that happen," promised Matt. "I know how her mana feels now. I've been training with her all week. I can sense the corruption the second she channels it. And if we change course now, it might make Corvina suspicious."

"Hmm, he makes a good point," admitted Chloe. She stepped up beside him. "If we suddenly cancel the ritual or try to arrest her, she might panic and attack the students. This keeps her along for the ride until it's too late for her to respond."

"She'll be on the defensive from the start," added Matt. "She thinks she’s the predator here. We just have to let her walk into her own trap. I plan to prepare for this every single day until the ritual happens."

"How do you plan to process that much corruption?" asked Vanessa. She looked highly skeptical. "You told me yourself that the void energy makes you sick."

"I've been thinking about how to handle the dark mana," said Matt. "Corvina's energy is heavy and cold, but I have four partners with different disciplines. Gia has wind mana. Her power is tied to nature. She can act as a filter to push the rotting scent away. Lily has earth mana to ground the heavy pressure. Amelia has fire to burn away the physical chill."

"And I can use my mind mana to link us all together," finished Chloe. She offered a confident smile.

"That sounds like a complicated circuit," noted Vanessa.

"It's the only way to process that much darkness safely," argued Matt. "We form a quintet. A closed loop of energy. Corvina pushes the void into me. I pass it through the girls to purify it. Then I take the purified light back and unleash it on her."

Regina looked impressed. "That is an incredibly advanced theory for a student who's only been here for a few months, Matt."

"I have good motivation to learn quickly," replied Matt.

Vanessa looked at Regina. The headmistress stared back. They communicated silently for a long moment, weighing the fate of the academy against the bravery of their student.

"Oh, I really hate this idea," sighed Vanessa. She ran a hand through her dark hair. "But I can't deny the tactical advantage. If we catch her in the act of casting a forbidden spell, the king can't punish us for defending ourselves."

"I accept your proposal," decided Regina, giving him a stern nod. "But you won’t do this alone. You will train with your partners relentlessly. If I see even a hint of corruption taking hold of you, I will step in and end her."

"Thank you, Headmistress," said Matt. He felt a huge wave of relief wash over him.

The meeting broke up a few minutes later. Regina needed to draft some contingency plans. Vanessa wanted to review the academy's defensive wards just in case things went wrong. Matt and the girls stepped out of the office and walked down the quiet corridor.

"You guys go on ahead to the room," requested Matt. He turned to the other girls. "I want a moment alone with Chloe."

Amelia smirked and grabbed Lily's hand. "Don't take too long. We have a lot of plotting to do tonight."

Gia offered a supportive nod before following the others toward the stairs. Matt watched them leave until they disappeared around the corner. He turned back to Chloe. She stood near a tall window, looking out at the dark courtyard.

"Are you okay?" asked Matt. He walked over and stood beside her.

"I'm fine," replied Chloe. She offered a soft smile and leaned her head against his shoulder. "I'm just thinking about how crazy my life has become."

"It definitely isn't boring," joked Matt. He wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her close.

"It really isn't," agreed Chloe. She turned her body to face him. Her green eyes sparkled in the moonlight filtering through the glass. "It’s almost hard to believe that I was supposed to be with someone else at one time."

"An arrangement that you thankfully got out of," noted Matt. He couldn't imagine this brilliant woman trapped in a loveless marriage.

"Definitely," admitted Chloe. She reached up and rested her hands on his chest. Her fingers traced the silver trim of his tunic.

"But being with you is so much more interesting," confessed Chloe. Her voice dropped to a sultry whisper. "I'm helping to plan counterstrikes against foreign diplomats. I'm sneaking through underground tunnels. I'm fighting monsters and learning how to amplify the strongest mage in history."

“And having threesomes with me and a really sexy blonde,” teased Matt.

Chloe giggled. “How could I forget that part? My life is so entertaining now.”

"I'm glad I could provide some entertainment," smiled Matt.

"It's more than entertainment," corrected Chloe. She looked deep into his eyes. "You gave me freedom, Matt. You gave me a real purpose. I feel alive when I'm with you. Even when things get terrifying, I wouldn't trade this life for anything."

Matt felt a deep swell of affection for her. Chloe always knew exactly what to say to make him feel valued. She was incredibly sharp and deeply loving.

"I wouldn't trade you either," promised Matt.

Chloe smiled and leaned up on her tiptoes. She kissed him tenderly on the lips. It wasn't a rushed or urgent kiss. It was slow and full of deep emotional connection. Matt kissed her back, pulling her flush against his body. He tasted the faint hint of peppermint tea on her breath.

She broke the kiss after a long moment. She rested her forehead against his chin.

"I want you to be careful in this next endeavor," requested Chloe. Her tone turned serious. "Pretending to fall for Corvina's trap is incredibly brave. But I don't want to lose you to the void. You mean too much to me."

"I promise you I'll be careful," swore Matt. He stroked her soft hair. "I won't let her dark mana touch my mind. We’re going to filter it together. We'll show the Ranostans exactly why they shouldn't mess with Carletta."

"I know we will," said Chloe. She pulled back and offered a confident smirk. "We just have to practice our linking techniques. We need to be perfectly in sync before the ritual night."

"Then we better get back to the room," suggested Matt. He offered his arm to her. "We have a lot of work to do."

Chloe linked her arm through his. They walked together down the dark corridor toward the eastern tower. The political games were reaching a boiling point. The trap was officially set. Matt knew the coming days would be exhausting and fraught with danger. He had to face Corvina every single afternoon and pretend he was ignorant of her true intentions. He had to smile at the woman who wanted to enslave him.

But as he walked beside Chloe, he felt entirely prepared for the challenge. He had the support of the headmistress. He had the fierce loyalty of Vanessa. And most importantly, he had a group of incredible women who would fight to the bitter end to protect him.

The Ranostans thought they were springing a trap on a naive boy. They were about to discover they’d walked straight into a den of lions.


Chapter
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The next morning, Matt and the girls woke up early to start their rigorous training. Even Gia, who had crashed hard the previous night after the potion wore off, was able to get up with them once the sun came out.

They skipped breakfast and headed straight to the secluded courtyard. Matt knew he would need more training if he were going to turn this plot on its head. Corvina thought she held the upper hand. They needed to prove her wrong.

Matt stood in the center of the stone training ring. He rolled his shoulders back to loosen his tight muscles. He took a deep breath and opened his ley lines. The pathways in his chest thrummed with eager anticipation.

"Let's try this again," said Matt. He looked around the circle of beautiful women surrounding him. "We have to get the timing down perfectly."

"I'll start," offered Amelia. She stood a few paces to his left. She ignited a bright flame in the palm of her hand. "Here comes the heat."

Amelia pushed the fire mana toward him. The energy hit his chest and sank into his open pathways. It felt incredibly warm and empowering. Matt held the fire in his core for a brief second before looking at Lily.

"Ground it," instructed Matt.

Lily stood to his right. She stomped her boot against the dirt and sent a wave of earth mana into his body. The sturdy energy mixed with the fire. It created a stable foundation inside his chest. The raw power felt amazing.

"Uh, my turn," announced Chloe. She stood directly in front of him. She pressed her fingers to her temples. A soft blue aura surrounded her head. She pushed a stream of mind mana into the loop.

The mental energy sharpened Matt's focus instantly. He felt a deep connection to all three girls. The combined mana swirled inside him like a raging storm. It was an incredible amount of power. He needed an outlet before the pressure became too great.

He turned his attention to Gia. The wolf girl stood right behind him. She held her hands out with her palms facing his back.

"Take it," said Matt. He pushed the combined energy out of his core and directed it straight into Gia.

Gia gasped softly as the heavy mana hit her. She squeezed her golden eyes shut. A green aura flared around her athletic body. She used her wind mana to act as a sieve. The natural energy filtered the intense pressure. She stripped the raw heat and the heavy earth away. She sent the purified light back into the air above the courtyard.

The loop worked seamlessly. They held the circuit open for five long minutes. Everyone breathed heavily when Matt finally severed the connection.

"Whew," panted Amelia. She wiped a line of sweat from her forehead. "That takes a lot of stamina."

"You did great," praised Matt. He stretched his arms and let out a long sigh. "But we have a big problem. This doesn't mimic the effects of dark mana at all."

"What do you mean?" asked Lily. She sat down on a stone bench to rest her tired legs.

"Corvina's energy feels like a rotting poison," explained Matt. He frowned and rubbed his stomach. "It causes intense nausea the second it enters my body. It makes my vision blur. This loop we just did feels entirely clean. It feels too good. If we don't practice filtering the actual sickness, the ritual might still overwhelm me."

"Hmm, he makes a fair point," noted Chloe. She walked over and handed him a wooden cup of water. "The void energy attacks the physical body. We need to prepare his stomach for that kind of assault."

"How are we supposed to do that?" asked Gia. Her furry ears twitched in frustration. "None of us possess dark mana. We can't recreate that awful rotting scent."

"We can't recreate the scent," agreed Chloe. A confident smirk spread across her elegant face. "But I think I have an idea. I can use my mind mana to cause nausea in Matt. I can target his senses and his equilibrium. It'll replicate the physical symptoms of dark mana without it being essentially dark."

Amelia let out a loud laugh. "You want to make him sick on purpose?"

"It's a brilliant move," replied Matt. He drank the water and tossed the cup aside. "If you can make me feel like throwing up, I can practice holding the loop together under intense physical duress. It allows me the chance to withstand the feeling of dark mana just in case I need it."

"Uh, that sounds awful," said Lily. She looked at him with gentle concern. "Are you sure you want to do that?"

"I have to," stated Matt firmly. "Corvina is going to try to break my will. I need to be ready for the worst pain imaginable."

"Okay," agreed Chloe. She stepped back into her position. "Let's form the quintet again. I'm going to push the illusion of sickness into your brain. Just tell me if it gets too intense."

"Don't hold back," instructed Matt.

They formed the circle again. Amelia sent her fire. Lily provided the grounding earth. Matt absorbed the energies and prepared his core. Chloe locked her green eyes onto his face. She sent a sharp spike of mind mana directly into his head.

The effect was instantaneous.

The courtyard spun wildly around him. The ground felt like the deck of a ship caught in a violent storm. A wave of harsh nausea hit his stomach. Matt gagged loudly and fell to one knee. He squeezed his eyes shut to stop the dizzying motion.

"Oh wow," groaned Matt. He planted a hand on the dirt to keep from falling over entirely. "That feels terrible."

"Do you want me to stop?" asked Chloe. Her voice sounded warped and distant through the mental haze.

"No," grunted Matt. "Keep pushing."

He forced himself to focus. He pushed past the sickening illusion. Matt gathered the combined mana swirling in his chest and forced it out toward Gia.

Gia caught the energy. She channeled her wind mana to filter the chaotic flow. She stripped the simulated sickness away and pushed the clean light into the sky.

"It works," cheered Gia. "I can feel the resistance in the current. I'm pushing the bad sensation out of the loop."

"You guys are doing amazing," encouraged Lily from her spot.

They practiced the nausea loop for hours. Chloe varied the intensity of the sickness. She made his head pound. She made his stomach churn. Matt learned how to anchor his feet and maintain the flow of mana despite the awful symptoms. They poked fun at each other to keep their spirits high during the grueling work.

"You look a little green around the edges," teased Amelia. She tossed a small fireball playfully near his boots.

"I feel very green," replied Matt. He wiped his sweaty face with the back of his sleeve. "I'd like to see you try holding this much energy while the world spins upside down."

"Hmm, no thanks," laughed Amelia. "I prefer burning things to throwing up."

The sun began to dip low in the sky. The shadows in the courtyard grew long and dark. The girls were utterly exhausted. Their mana reserves were tapped out from the intense training session.

"I think we should call it a day," suggested Chloe. She rubbed her temples tiredly. "My brain feels like mush. I need a hot bath and a soft bed."

"I second that," agreed Lily. She stood up from the bench and stretched her sore back. "I feel like I hauled a ton of rocks across the castle."

"You three go ahead and clean up," said Matt. He offered them an appreciative smile. "I'll be up to the room in a little bit. I want to catch my breath out here first."

Amelia walked over and kissed his sweaty cheek. "Don't take too long. We need our Mystic to keep us warm tonight."

The three girls left the courtyard together. They chatted quietly as they headed toward the main keep. Matt walked over to the stone bench and sat down heavily. His stomach was finally starting to settle. The cool evening breeze felt wonderful against his heated skin.

He noticed Gia was still standing near the training ring. She hadn't followed the others inside. She was staring at him with a thoughtful expression.

"Uh, aren't you going to bathe with them?" asked Matt.

"I prefer the fresh air," answered Gia. She walked over and sat down on the bench beside him. She left a respectable amount of space between them. Her furry tail draped casually over the edge of the stone seat.

"You did incredible today," praised Matt. He turned his head to look at her. "Your wind mana is getting much stronger. You filtered that energy perfectly."

"I had good motivation," replied Gia. She looked down at her hands. "I want to save my people. I want to see that dark diplomat fail, but I also want to protect you."

"I appreciate that," said Matt.

Gia turned her golden eyes toward him. The setting sun caught the bright amber color beautifully. She looked wild and incredibly stunning.

"I admire how so many women care for you," noted Gia. Her tone was soft and full of genuine respect. "Amelia is so fierce. Chloe is so clever. Lily is so sweet. They all look at you with such devotion. You built a very strong pack in a short amount of time."

"They’re amazing women," agreed Matt. He smiled at the thought of his partners. "I'm very lucky to have them."

"You earned their loyalty," stated Gia. "And it’s clear they’ll do anything to protect you too."

She paused for a long moment. She reached out and traced a pattern on the rough stone of the bench. She seemed to be gathering her courage to say something personal.

"The biggest thing I want to do is find a mate," revealed Gia quietly. She didn't look at him when she spoke. She kept her gaze fixed on her tracing finger.

"Oh," said Matt. He felt a sudden spark of interest. "Is that hard to do in the Freehold?"

"It is nearly impossible now," answered Gia. She let out a sad sigh. "Mating has become taboo in the Freehold ever since children stopped being born. The elders view it as a painful reminder of our dying race. They discourage couples from forming bonds. It brings too much sorrow when the unions fail to produce offspring."

"That sounds incredibly lonely," sympathized Matt. He hated the thought of her being denied love because of the Ranostan poison.

"It is very lonely," agreed Gia. She looked up at him again. A flicker of hope replaced the sadness in her eyes. "But I'm hopeful that I can do it. I'm hopeful that we can break this curse. If we stop Corvina and heal the land, my people can thrive again."

"We will stop her," promised Matt. He reached over and placed his hand over hers. Her skin felt warm and rough. "I won't let her destroy your home."

Gia stared at their joined hands. A faint blush crept across her tan cheeks. Her ears twitched nervously.

"You know," started Gia hesitantly. She stumbled over her words a little bit. "Lupines are fully compatible with humans too."

"Is that right?" asked Matt. He couldn't hide the amused smirk forming on his lips.

"Yes," replied Gia. She looked incredibly embarrassed. She tried to pull her hand away, but Matt held on gently. "It is actually said that a Lupine woman and a human man form the best pairs. The old stories claim the blending of human cunning and Lupine strength creates legendary offspring."

"Hmm, that is very interesting," teased Matt. He moved a few inches closer to her on the bench. He enjoyed the sudden shyness she was displaying. The fierce wolf girl was acting like a flustered novice. "Are you sharing these old stories for a specific reason?"

Gia's blush deepened into a bright red color. She ducked her head slightly to hide her face.

"I'm just sharing cultural history," defended Gia weakly.

"Of course you are," replied Matt. He reached up with his free hand and tucked a strand of dark hair behind her furry ear. His fingers brushed against the soft fur. A spark of electricity jumped between them. "I'm very interested in learning more about your culture."

Gia looked up at him through her eyelashes. The embarrassment faded. It was replaced by a bold, hungry look. She decided to lean into the playful banter.

"You’re an eager student," noted Gia. She shifted closer to him. Her leather vest brushed against the fabric of his tunic.

"I try my best," said Matt. He let his gaze drop to her lips. They looked incredibly inviting. "If this all works out, I want to continue to strengthen the relationship between us."

"Just our friendship?" asked Gia. She tilted her head to the side. Her golden eyes locked onto his.

"And maybe more than that," admitted Matt. His voice dropped to a low, rough pitch.

"I would look forward to more than that," breathed Gia.

She didn't wait for another invitation. She closed the remaining distance and pressed her lips against his.

The kiss was wild and hungry. Gia didn't possess the elegant restraint of Chloe or the shy hesitation of Lily. She kissed him with a primal urgency. She parted his lips with her tongue and tasted him deeply. She tasted like fresh rain and sweet berries.

Matt wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her flush against his chest. He felt her large breasts pressing firmly against him as he kissed her back with matching intensity. Matt loved her bold energy. He loved the rough texture of her leather vest under his hands.

A sudden pressure wrapped around his left calf. He realized it was her furry tail. The appendage curled securely around his leg, holding him tight. It was a highly instinctual gesture of claiming a mate.

Gia let out a loud, throaty moan. She broke the kiss and gasped for air. She rested her forehead against his chin. Her chest heaved with ragged breaths. Her heart hammered a frantic rhythm against his own.

"Oh my," panted Gia. She squeezed her eyes shut. "That is the best kiss I've ever had."

"You haven't had many kisses, have you?" teased Matt. He rubbed a soothing hand up and down her spine.

"I haven't had any," confessed Gia. She looked up at him with a fierce expression. "But I know what I want. I want to run with your pack. I want to share your den."

She grabbed the collar of his tunic. She pulled his face down close to hers again.

"If you don't want to be my mate," warned Gia softly. "You better say something right now. Because if you kiss me again, I'm yours."

Matt didn't hesitate for a single second. He looked into her beautiful golden eyes. He saw her loyalty, her strength, and her deep desire for connection. He wanted all of it.

"I intend to take you into the harem," promised Matt.

He leaned down and kissed her again. He poured all his affection and desire into the passionate embrace. He let his hands slide down to grip her hips. He pulled her even tighter against his body.

Gia shuddered violently. A pleased whine vibrated in her throat.

"Yes please," whispered Gia against his lips.

They spent the next few minutes making out on the stone bench. The shadows of the courtyard hid them from any prying eyes. Matt enjoyed the unique sensation of her tail wrapped around his leg. It felt incredibly grounding. He loved how she responded to his touch. She wasn't delicate. She liked his strong hands gripping her waist.

She finally pulled back and let out a happy sigh. The worried tension that had plagued her all week was entirely gone. She looked radiant and full of life.

"Uh, we should probably go inside," suggested Gia. She uncoiled her tail from his leg and stood up. She smoothed down her leather pants. "The others are waiting for you. And I need to wash the sweat off before I get into that giant bed."

"You’re sleeping in my room tonight?" asked Matt. He stood up and offered her a bright smile.

"I'm part of the pack now," declared Gia proudly. She grabbed his hand and intertwined her fingers with his. "I sleep where the alpha sleeps. I don't want to spend another night in that drafty novice wing alone."

"I wouldn't have it any other way," agreed Matt.

They walked out of the courtyard together. The evening air felt crisp and refreshing. The heavy burden of the Ranostan plot still loomed over their heads. They had to face Corvina tomorrow. They had to continue the dangerous training sessions and pretend to fall for the trap.

But Matt didn't feel overwhelmed anymore. He felt a surge of invincible confidence. His pack was officially whole. He had the fire of Amelia, the intellect of Chloe, the stability of Lily, and the wild strength of Gia. They were perfectly linked together.

They reached the main keep and climbed the winding stairs, encountering a few initiates in the hallway. The younger girls stared at their joined hands with wide, curious eyes. Matt ignored the whispers. He was proud to walk beside his new mate.

Matt unlocked the door to his suite. The room was warm and smelled like lavender soap. The girls were sitting around the fireplace in clean nightgowns. They all looked up as Matt and Gia walked inside.

"It's about time," noted Amelia. She smirked at the sight of their linked fingers. "We thought you got lost in the gardens."

"We were just finalizing some things between us," replied Matt, giving the blonde a knowing look that would be impossible to ignore.

"Well, the bathtub is full of hot water," said Chloe. She patted the empty spot on the sofa next to her. "Gia can wash up while we tell you about the defensive wards Vanessa showed us today."

"I'll be quick," promised Gia. She let go of Matt's hand and hurried toward the bathing quarters. Her bushy tail swayed happily behind her.

And it contained all the promise of what was to come.


Chapter
Seventeen



The evening wore on inside the eastern tower. Steam from the bathing quarters drifted through the suite, bringing the fresh scent of lavender and soap with it. Gia walked out with her dark hair wrapped in a towel. The wolf girl looked entirely refreshed after washing away the grime of their training. Chloe and Amelia were already lounging near the stone hearth. They chatted quietly about defensive wards and the upcoming trial.

Matt sat on the edge of the large bed. He watched the women interact with a profound sense of pride. His pack was coming together perfectly. The combined mana flowing between them felt incredibly strong. But something caught his eye over near the window.

Lily stood by herself looking out at the darkened academy grounds. She wore a simple white nightgown. Her arms were wrapped tightly around her stomach. She looked pale and distant, separated from the joyful mood of the others.

Matt stood up and walked over to her. The floorboards creaked softly under his bare feet. He stopped right beside her and leaned against the stone frame.

"Hey," said Matt gently. "You look like you're miles away."

Lily jumped slightly and turned to face him. She let out a small breath and offered a weak smile. "Oh, I'm sorry. I was just thinking."

"Uh, thinking about what?" asked Matt.

"Today," replied Lily. She looked back out the window. "I hated seeing you like that in the courtyard. When Chloe pushed her mind mana into you to cause the nausea, it looked so painful. Your face turned totally gray."

Matt reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder. Her skin felt cool to the touch. "It wasn't fun, but it was necessary training."

"I know," agreed Lily. She frowned and leaned into his hand. "It just terrified me. It made me wonder what would happen if Corvina sprung the trap on you before you could do the same to her. What if she overloads your ley lines when we aren't ready?"

"That won't happen," promised Matt. He squeezed her shoulder reassuringly. "We hold the upper hand because we know her secret. She thinks I'm walking blindly into a sealing ritual. I'll be prepared for the dark mana the exact second she tries to use it."

"You’d better be," said Lily. Her voice trembled just a little bit. "I want nothing more than to see you come out of this safely. I need you to survive, Matt."

She turned around fully and threw her arms around his neck. Rising on her toes, she pressed her lips firmly against his. The kiss was surprisingly urgent. Matt wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her close, kissing her back with equal passion.

Lily broke the kiss after a long moment. She rested her forehead against his chin and took a shaky breath.

"I hear the noises late at night," confessed Lily in a soft whisper.

"What noises?" asked Matt, genuinely confused for a second.

"From Chloe and Amelia," clarified Lily. A bright blush bloomed across her freckled cheeks. "When they are in bed with you. I try to sleep, but the sounds drift across the room. They sound so incredibly happy. I'm jealous, Matt. I want to experience it too."

Matt felt his heart skip a beat. He looked down at her flushed face. "We can make that happen."

Lily grew really shy right away. She looked down at his chest and fiddled with the silver trim on his tunic. "I have no experience with any of it. I'm just a simple farm girl. I don't know what to do."

"I don't care about your experience," stated Matt. He tilted her chin up so she was forced to look at his eyes. "You're already mine. I want you to be with me. We'll take things as slow as you need."

"Okay," agreed Lily. Her green eyes shone with sudden bravery. "I want to be yours in every way."

Matt smiled and took her hand. He led her away from the window. Chloe and Amelia noticed them moving. The two older girls exchanged a knowing look.

"We're going to use the private alcove," announced Matt. He pointed toward a section of the suite cordoned off by heavy velvet curtains. It held a smaller, plush bed designed for resting during the day.

"Have fun," teased Amelia with a wink.

"Take your time," added Chloe gracefully.

Gia simply nodded her approval from the hearth. She offered him a supportive smile before turning her attention back to the fire.

Matt pulled Lily behind the thick curtains. The alcove was dim and cozy. A single candle burned on a wooden side table, casting a warm light over the soft sheets. He turned to face her and let go of her hand.

"Are you sure about this?" asked Matt.

"I'm sure," replied Lily.

Matt reached out and grabbed the hem of her white nightgown. He pulled the fabric up slowly, giving her time to stop him if she felt overwhelmed. She raised her arms to help him. The garment slipped over her head and fell to the floor in a puddle of silk.

Lily stood entirely naked before him. She possessed a stunning figure. Her hips were flared and inviting. Her chest immediately captured his attention. She had large tits that looked incredibly soft. Her pink nipples peaked tightly in the cool air of the alcove.

"You're beautiful," breathed Matt.

"Thank you," whispered Lily. She crossed her arms awkwardly over her stomach to hide herself.

Matt gently pulled her arms away. He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her bare waist. He leaned down and kissed her lips gently. Moving lower, he trailed hot kisses down her neck and across her collarbone. He reached her large tits and took one into his mouth.

Lily gasped loudly as his hot tongue swirled around her nipple. She arched her back and tangled her fingers in his dark hair. Matt sucked gently on the soft flesh, drawing a series of sweet whimpers from her throat. He paid equal attention to her other breast, making sure she felt thoroughly worshiped.

He guided her backward until her knees hit the edge of the small bed. She fell back onto the mattress with a soft thud. Matt knelt on the floor between her parted legs. He looked up at her flushed face and offered a reassuring smile.

"Just relax," instructed Matt.

He lowered his head and pressed his mouth against her wet pussy. Lily jolted on the bedsheets. Her hands grabbed handfuls of the blanket as his tongue traced a line up her slick folds.

Matt knew she was inexperienced, so he took his time. He licked her slowly and methodically. He found her most sensitive spot and focused his attention right there. He applied a steady, rhythmic pressure with his tongue.

Lily began to moan loudly. The sound echoed beyond the velvet curtains, but she didn't seem to care who heard her anymore.

"Oh, Matt," cried Lily. She tossed her head from side to side. "That feels so good. I can't even describe it."

"Just let it happen," murmured Matt against her skin.

He increased his pace. His tongue darted rapidly over her swollen peak. He slid two fingers inside her tight entrance, mimicking the motion of his cock. Lily was incredibly wet and ready for him.

Her hips bucked upward. She let out a high-pitched scream of pure pleasure. Her inner muscles clamped down hard around his fingers. Matt drank in her sweet juices as she experienced her very first orgasm. She trembled violently on the mattress, panting for breath.

Matt didn't stop. He knew a woman's body could handle more. He kept licking her sensitive peak while her body was still hyper-aware.

"Uh, I don't know if I can," stammered Lily. Her voice was breathy and confused.

"You can," promised Matt.

He sucked hard on her clit. Lily let out another loud wail. The second orgasm hit her even harder than the first. She writhed on the bed, totally overwhelmed by the intense sensation. Matt gave her a third orgasm a minute later, driving her into a state of sheer mindless ecstasy.

Lily lay limp on the bedsheets. Her skin was flushed a deep crimson. Her chest heaved with ragged breaths. She looked down at him with glazed eyes.

"Please," beckoned Lily. She reached her hands out toward him. "Come up here. I need you inside me."

Matt stood up and stripped off his tunic and pants. He joined her on the plush mattress. He crawled between her legs and positioned himself over her body. Supporting his weight on his forearms, he looked down into her beautiful green eyes.

"Are you ready?" asked Matt.

"I'm ready," replied Lily firmly.

Matt guided his thick tip to her entrance. He pushed forward slowly. Her tight muscles provided a lot of resistance, but her extreme wetness helped him glide inside. He breached her maidenhead with a steady thrust.

Lily gasped and squeezed her eyes shut. She gripped his broad shoulders tightly. Her fingernails dug into his skin as she adjusted to the sudden intrusion.

Matt stopped moving immediately. He held himself perfectly still deep inside her core.

"Does it hurt at all?" asked Matt. He wanted to make sure she was comfortable.

Lily shook her head from side to side. She opened her eyes and smiled up at him. "No. It doesn't hurt. You feel so wonderful."

"Are you sure?" pushed Matt.

"I've never felt more complete than I do right now," admitted Lily. "Now that you're inside me, everything feels perfect."

Matt let out a relieved breath. He began to move his hips in a slow, rhythmic motion. He pulled almost entirely out before sinking back into her tight depths. The missionary position allowed them to maintain full eye contact. It felt incredibly intimate and loving.

Lily matched his rhythm instinctively. She raised her knees to let him penetrate even deeper. Her soft moans filled the quiet alcove. She raked her fingernails lightly down his back, urging him to increase the pace.

Matt obliged her silent request. He thrust harder and faster. Their sweaty bodies slapped together with a loud, wet sound. The friction was unbelievable. Lily was so incredibly tight that it threatened to push him over the edge early.

"You feel amazing," grunted Matt.

"You're so big," panted Lily. "It fills up my entire stomach."

They had sex in the missionary position for a long time. Matt enjoyed watching the pleasure wash over her sweet face. He loved the way her large tits bounced with every single thrust. He reached down and squeezed them, rubbing his thumbs over her hard nipples.

He eventually decided to change things up. He pulled out of her with a wet pop.

"Roll over for me," instructed Matt gently.

Lily looked confused for a second. She followed his direction and rolled onto her stomach. She pushed herself up onto her hands and knees. Her round ass was elevated perfectly in the air. She looked back at him over her shoulder.

"This feels too kinky," giggled Lily. A bright blush returned to her cheeks.

"You'll like it," promised Matt.

He knelt behind her and grabbed her hips. He guided his cock back into her wet entrance. He thrust forward, taking her from behind with a deep, satisfying plunge. The new angle hit her in an entirely different way.

Lily let out a sharp cry. Her arms gave out, and she dropped her chest to the mattress. She pushed her ass back against his groin, taking every inch he had to offer.

Matt pounded into her from behind. He didn't hold back his strength anymore. He let his primal instincts take over. He slapped his hips against her pale skin, creating a loud rhythm in the dim alcove.

Lily moaned incoherently into the pillows. The kinky position was clearly working. Her internal muscles clamped down hard around his shaft. She experienced her fourth orgasm of the night, shuddering violently against his body.

"Oh god," cried Lily. "Matt, I'm cumming again."

The tight squeeze of her climax pushed Matt dangerously close to his own breaking point. He wanted to finish while looking at her beautiful face.

"Turn back around," panted Matt. He pulled out and helped her flip onto her back.

They resumed the missionary position without missing a beat. Matt drove his hips down hard. He leaned forward and kissed her deeply on the lips. He shared his breath with her as the final wave of intense pleasure rushed through his veins.

"I'm going to cum soon," warned Matt. His voice was a strained growl.

"Do it," begged Lily. She wrapped her legs tightly around his waist to lock him in place. "Give it all to me."

Matt thrust one final time. He buried himself to the hilt and orgasmed violently. He emptied his hot seed deep inside her virgin core. A loud shout escaped his lips as the tension finally left his body.

He collapsed onto her chest, burying his face in her red curls. He gasped for air as his heart hammered wildly against his ribs. Lily held him tightly, stroking his sweaty back with gentle fingers.

They lay tangled together for several long minutes. The candle on the side table flickered, casting dancing shadows on the velvet curtains. The heavy breathing slowly faded from the small space.

Matt eventually pushed himself up on his forearms. He looked down at the sweet earth mage. Her face was radiant with post-coital bliss. A soft, content smile rested on her lips.

"How was that?" asked Matt.

"It was everything I’ve ever dreamed of," answered Lily, her hazel eyes shining with raw emotion.

She reached up and cupped his cheek with her hand. Her thumb stroked his jawline affectionately.

"I'm falling in love with you, Matt," admitted Lily softly. The confession hung in the quiet air, pure and undeniably true.

Matt felt a surge of warmth in his chest. He leaned down and kissed her forehead. "I'm falling for you too, Lily."

"You have to survive this plot," demanded Lily. Her tone grew fiercely protective. "You have to beat Corvina so that we can do this many times over. I don't want to live in a world without you."

"I promise you that I will," vowed Matt. He looked her right in the eyes, sealing his word with absolute certainty. "I'm not going anywhere."


Chapter
Eighteen



Matt and Lily emerged from the private alcove. The heavy velvet curtains brushed softly against his bare shoulders. Lily followed close behind him. A radiant, satisfied glow covered her freckled cheeks. The main suite felt wonderfully cool compared to the heated space they just left.

Amelia, Chloe, and Gia waited for them on the huge canopy bed. The older girls sat near the headboard with their legs crossed. Gia lounged at the foot of the mattress. The wolf girl rested her chin on her hands and watched them approach.

"Uh, look who finally decided to join us," teased Amelia. A wicked grin spread across her face. "This mega-bed really has gotten a lot grander lately. We almost need to order a bigger mattress to fit everyone."

"I think this one works just fine," replied Matt. He climbed onto the soft sheets.

Lily crawled in beside him. She tucked her body against his left side. Gia shifted closer on his right. The wolf girl rested her chin on his chest. Chloe and Amelia moved down to complete the tight, intimate circle.

Matt reflected on having the four women so close to him. He had been intimately involved with three of them now. Gia was the fourth. He knew that physical connection would happen very soon. The bond they shared felt incredibly strong. He loved his life right now. He wanted to keep things exactly the way they were.

"You look very proud of yourself," teased Chloe. She traced a graceful finger down his arm.

"I'm just happy," answered Matt. "I have the best pack in the world."

"We are pretty great," agreed Amelia. She leaned over and kissed Lily's flushed cheek. "Welcome to the inner circle, farm girl. You look very thoroughly loved."

Lily blushed brightly. "He was very gentle."

"He can be," laughed Chloe. "But he can also be wild. You'll learn all his tricks eventually."

They spent the next hour chatting in the dark room. The tension of the upcoming trial seemed to vanish entirely. Matt just enjoyed the feeling of their warm skin. He listened to their rhythmic breathing until sleep finally overtook him.

A few days of intense training passed quickly. The group worked relentlessly in the secluded courtyard every single morning. They needed to perfect the quintet loop before the sealing ritual took place. The survival of the entire kingdom depended on their timing.

"We have to push harder," stated Matt during one of their courtyard sessions. Sweat dripped down his nose. "Corvina is going to hit me with everything she has. I need to be ready."

"I'm giving you all the heat I have," panted Amelia. She leaned against a stone pillar. "My core is practically empty."

Lily nodded in agreement. She wiped dirt from her cheek. "Holding the earth wall is draining. But we will keep going if you need us to."

Chloe rubbed her temples. "The nausea illusion is taking a toll on my mind mana. Giving someone a localized headache requires intense focus."

Gia stretched her athletic arms. "I feel fine. My wind mana is acting like a perfect filter. The bad energy just slips right through me."

Matt offered them an encouraging smile. "You are all doing amazing. We just need to hold the quintet loop for ten full minutes today. If we can do that, we can beat her."

They formed the circle again. The mana flowed between them. Matt felt the familiar surge of power. He knew they were ready. He just had to survive the daily sessions with Corvina in the cellar.

During the afternoons, Matt continued his fake sessions with the Ranostan diplomat. He met Corvina in the cold room under Regina's watchful eye. The dark woman pushed small amounts of void mana into his chest. Matt acted exhausted and sick. He played the part of the struggling victim perfectly, gagging and leaning against the stone walls.

Corvina offered sweet smiles and fake sympathy. She handed him cups of water. She told him he was doing a wonderful job. Matt accepted her praise with a tired nod. He knew it was all a trap. The knowledge made it hard to look at her without sneering. But he kept his guard up and played his role.

Finally, the day of the journey arrived.

The king's official decree demanded the ritual take place at a specific nexus. The destination was close to the border between Carletta and Ranosta. The academy prepared a small caravan for the trip. Regina and Vanessa rode in the lead wagon. Matt and his girls shared the second carriage with Corvina.

The ride felt tense. Wooden wheels bounced over the rough dirt roads. The landscape outside the window slowly shifted from lush green forests to dying trees and gray skies.

Corvina sat across from Matt. She wore a dark traveling cloak over her elegant dress. She watched the passing scenery with a serene expression.

"Our destination is just ahead," announced Corvina on the third afternoon. She turned her attention back to Matt. "The nexus is located in a wooded grove right on the border."

"Why do we have to go so far away?" asked Lily. She hugged her arms around her waist.

"Because the nexus acts as its own amplifier," explained Corvina smoothly. "We will need that extra boost in addition to Matt's core to do what we need. Sealing a rift requires a monumental amount of power."

"I guess that makes sense," said Matt. He kept his voice perfectly neutral.

"You've done so well during our training," praised Corvina. "I know the void mana is hard on your body. I appreciate your dedication to this cause."

"I just want to end the war," replied Matt.

"We all do," agreed Corvina. She leaned forward slightly, her dark eyes sparkling with inviting charm. "Oh, once this is all over, will you consider visiting me in Ranosta? I would love to show you the snowy peaks of my home."

"I'd definitely consider it," lied Matt.

He thought about how she was acting for him right now. Her polite facade was flawless. She spoke with genuine warmth and hopeful longing. She must think she's pulled the wool entirely over his eyes. Corvina believed he was just a naive farm boy eager to please a beautiful diplomat.

He couldn't wait to shatter her smug illusion.

"Hmm, I think we are slowing down," noted Chloe. She peeked through the carriage window.

The wagons rolled to a gentle stop. The driver shouted a command to the horses. Matt pushed the carriage door open and stepped down onto the dirt path.

The air felt incredibly strange here. It hummed with latent static electricity. The hairs on Matt's arms stood straight up. He could feel the power of the ley line nexus pulsing beneath his boots.

He helped Lily and Gia down from the carriage. Amelia and Chloe jumped out right behind them. Corvina stepped down last, smoothing her dark cloak with elegant grace.

Regina and Vanessa walked over from the lead wagon. The headmistress looked highly stressed. Vanessa kept a cautious hand resting near her hip. The dark-haired professor was ready to summon her aqua mana at a moment's notice.

"This is the place," stated Regina. She looked around the clearing.

They stood in a wide grove surrounded by ancient pine trees. The ground was covered in brown needles. The sky above them was stained an ugly shade of gray.

Matt looked past the tree line. He could see the Blight in the distance. It looked like a giant shimmering black veil draped across the world. The dark curtain blocked out the horizon. It was a terrifying sight.

"Let's just get this over with," requested Regina. She clenched her fists tighter. "I don't like being this close to the rift. The ambient corruption is strong here."

"Patience, Headmistress," said Corvina. She walked toward the center of the grove. "We must prepare the anchoring runes before we begin the transfer."

"Uh, what runes?" asked Matt. He followed her into the clearing. The girls stayed close behind him.

"The ones that keep you grounded," answered Corvina. She stopped walking and turned around to face them.

A sudden rustling noise echoed from the surrounding bushes.

Matt's danger sense flared violently in his stomach. It wasn't a low hum this time. It was a screaming siren of pure threat.

"Watch out!" yelled Matt.

Dozens of figures stepped out from the shadows of the pine trees. They wore dark robes and heavy cloaks. The dark mages popped up around them in a matter of seconds. They outnumbered the Carlettan group five to one.

Regina gasped and raised her hands. A bright shield of white light flared around her body.

Vanessa summoned a swirling vortex of water around her fists. "Ambush! Protect Matt!"

Amelia ignited a huge fireball in her hands. Chloe pushed her mind mana outward to scan the threats. Lily stomped the ground to raise a defensive earthen wall. Gia bared her teeth and let out a fierce, feral snarl.

Corvina didn't look surprised at all. She dropped her friendly facade instantly. A cold sneer twisted her beautiful features. She looked at Regina and laughed.

"You really are foolish," mocked Corvina. Her voice lost all its warm melody. It sounded harsh and triumphant. "Did you actually believe my queen would leave her greatest asset unguarded in enemy territory?"

"You broke the truce terms," accused Regina. "You brought an army across our borders."

"There never was a truce," sneered Corvina. She raised her pale hands. Black smoke poured from her fingertips. "This was always a conquest. And you delivered the ultimate prize right into my hands."

Matt gritted his teeth. He knew this was the moment. The trap was sprung. It was time to unleash the quintet loop and blow her away.

He focused his mind and tried to open his ley lines.

A sudden sharp agony pierced his chest. Matt gasped and stumbled backward. He clutched his tunic with both hands. It felt like an iron band had clamped down tightly around his heart.

He tried to pull ambient mana from the air. Nothing happened. The pathways in his body were totally blocked. He found a thick lock on his core. An invisible shackle prevented anything from being pushed into him or pulled out. His power was trapped behind a wall of void energy.

"Uh, what did you do?" demanded Matt. He fell to one knee, struggling to breathe through the sudden pressure.

Corvina smiled wickedly. She walked a few steps closer to him.

"You thought I was just building your tolerance in those cellars," explained Corvina. She looked down at him with victorious eyes. "I was using those daily sessions to weave a locking spell around your core. A cage made of pure dark mana. You can't absorb anything. You can't amplify anything. You are entirely helpless."

"Matt!" cried Lily. She dropped her defensive wall and ran toward him.

"Don't take another step," warned Corvina sharply.

The dark mages raised their hands, pointing directly at Matt's kneeling form. The dark energy crackled in the air. They were ready to fire at a moment's notice.

"If anyone tries anything, they'll kill him right away," threatened Corvina. Her dark eyes locked onto Regina and Vanessa. "Drop your shields. Extinguish your flames. If a single spark of mana flies toward my people or the boy, your precious Chosen One dies before he hits the ground."

Regina froze in place. Her white shield flickered and died.

Vanessa gritted her teeth in absolute fury. She let her water vortex splash onto the dirt. She couldn't risk Matt's life.

The girls were paralyzed with fear. Amelia's fireball vanished. Chloe gasped in horror. Gia stopped snarling and stood perfectly still. They were totally trapped.
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The dirt felt rough against his bare knee as he knelt on the cold ground. Matt clutched his dark tunic tightly with both hands. The invisible iron band around his heart squeezed harder with every breath he took. He looked up at the gray sky and tried to draw ambient mana into his ley lines.

Nothing happened at all. His core was an empty void locked behind a thick wall of dark energy.

Amelia screamed his name in pure panic. She took a step forward with a fiery spark jumping from her knuckles. Chloe grabbed her arm and yanked her back immediately.

"Don't do it," warned Chloe. Her voice shook with terror. "They'll kill him."

"I can't just stand here," cried Amelia. She struggled against the mind mage's grip.

Vanessa grabbed Amelia's shoulder to help hold her in place. "Listen to Chloe right now. We don't have a choice."

Regina stood perfectly still near the lead wagon. The headmistress glared at the Ranostan diplomat with absolute fury.

"You won't get away with this," spat Regina.

Corvina threw her head back and laughed loudly. The sound echoed through the quiet pine grove. She smoothed down the front of her dark traveling cloak with an elegant sweep of her hands.

"I already have," boasted Corvina. "My entire plan worked flawlessly from the very beginning. You welcomed me into your academy with open arms. You even gave me your precious Chosen One to play with every single afternoon."

"You used those sessions to poison him," deduced Vanessa. Her blue eyes narrowed with hatred.

"I used those sessions to secure my prize," corrected Corvina. She walked a slow, victorious circle around Matt. "It was actually quite simple to do. Every time I pushed void mana into his chest, I wove a tiny thread around his core. He was too busy dealing with the nausea to notice the cage being built right under his nose."

"Uh, you really think a little cage is going to hold me?" asked Matt. He forced a strained smirk onto his face despite the agonizing pressure in his ribs.

"It holds you right now," noted Corvina. She stopped in front of him and looked down. "You look so pathetic kneeling in the dirt. I almost feel sorry for you."

"Don't patronize me," grunted Matt.

"Oh, I'm just being honest," sighed Corvina. "You have such a beautiful face. I really did enjoy looking at you during our training sessions. It truly is a shame we have to overwrite your mind today."

"You won't break him," shouted Gia. The wolf girl bared her teeth in a feral snarl. "He’s an alpha. Your foul energy will never corrupt his soul."

Corvina turned her dark eyes toward Gia. A cruel smirk touched her lips.

"Your faith in him is touching," mocked Corvina. "But faith doesn't stop dark mana. Your dying Freehold is proof of that fact. My people have been poisoning your borders for years, and your elders did nothing but pray to empty skies."

Gia let out a furious growl. She tried to lunge forward to rip the woman's throat out. Lily wrapped her arms around the wolf girl's waist to hold her back.

"Let me go," snarled Gia.

"You can't," sobbed Lily. "If you do anything, they’ll kill Matt."

Dozens of female dark mages stood in a wide circle around the clearing, all of whom were ready to unleash their dark mana at a moment’s notice. Their faces weren’t beautiful like Corvina’s. Instead, they all showed various signs of corruption, like boils, wrinkles, sagging skin, or outright deformities.

Forcing his attention away from them, Matt focused inward. He needed to understand the lock around his core if he wanted to break it. Matt closed his eyes and visualized the pathways inside his chest. The ley lines were usually bright and pulsing with potential. Now they were wrapped in thick chains of black smoke. The cage was incredibly dense. Every time he tried to push his own natural energy against the chains, the smoke tightened and caused a sharp spike of pain.

"Hmm, she really did a good job on this," thought Matt.

He opened his eyes and glared at the Ranostan leader.

"What happens now?" asked Matt.

"Now we begin the true ceremony," announced Corvina. She raised her pale hands into the air. "The dark mana overload. We’re going to flood your empty core with hyper-concentrated void energy. The sheer volume of corruption will crush your unified light entirely. Your memories will wash away. Your personality will burn to ash. You’ll become an empty vessel for the Ranostan kingdom."

"I won't let you," stated Matt.

"You don't have a choice," smiled Corvina.

She gave a sharp nod to the surrounding mages. The women stepped closer to form a tighter circle around Matt. They began to chant in a harsh foreign language. The guttural syllables sounded like grinding stones. The air in the pine grove grew noticeably colder. A harsh wind whipped through the trees, tearing brown needles from the branches.

"Push the void into him," commanded Corvina.

The dark mages thrust their hands forward. A torrent of thick black smoke erupted from the tips of their fingers. The corrupted mana rushed across the clearing and slammed directly into Matt's chest.

The impact knocked him backward. Matt hit the dirt hard. The pain was excruciating. It felt like freezing water flooding his veins. His muscles locked up instantly under the heavy assault. He let out a loud, agonizing scream that echoed off the surrounding trees.

"Matt!" shrieked Lily.

Tears streamed down the earth mage's face. She fell to her knees and reached out toward him. Chloe dropped to the ground beside her and wrapped a comforting arm around her shoulders.

"We have to stop this," begged Amelia. She looked at Regina with desperate pleading eyes. "Please do something. They’re killing him."

"I can't," whispered Regina. The headmistress looked utterly defeated. "If we attack, they will unleash a fatal blast right into his head. We just have to hope he can fight it off."

"He can't fight it if his core is locked," cried Vanessa. The professor looked angrier than Matt had ever seen her.

Matt writhed on the cold ground. He screamed again to sell the performance. He made sure to thrash his legs and claw at the dirt. He hated the fact that he had to lie to his harem for this, but he needed the Ranostans to believe they’d won. Corvina watched him with a look of pure triumph. She thought she had already won the war.

He wasn't actually losing his mind, though. The dark mana was pouring into his body, but it wasn't entering his core. The black smoke hit the cage Corvina had built around his ley lines. The void energy pooled in his chest, pressing heavily against the locking spell.

The freezing mud sensation of the void energy tried to creep into his thoughts. It whispered dark suggestions. It tried to tell him that his friends didn't care about him. It tried to convince him that surrender was the only way to stop the pain.

"Shut up," Matt told the voices in his head.

He focused on the warm memories of the eastern tower. He thought about Amelia's fiery passion. He thought about Chloe's elegant smile. He remembered the soft touch of Lily's skin in the private alcove. He thought about Gia's fierce loyalty and her bushy tail swishing from side to side. Those memories formed a mental shield against the creeping depression of the dark mana. He wouldn't let the void take those beautiful moments away from him.

He stopped trying to fight the cage with his own power. It was a useless effort anyway. He needed a totally different approach to solve this problem.

"Uh, think," Matt told himself.

He analyzed the flow of the incoming corruption. The chanting mages were pumping raw void energy into him. The cage around his core was also made of void energy. They shared the same frequency. They possessed the same rotting scent and the same freezing temperature.

An idea sparked in his mind. It was incredibly risky, but it was his best option.

"If I can't break the lock from the inside," thought Matt, "I'll break it from the outside."

He stopped acting like a sponge. He actively engaged the foreign mana flooding his veins. He couldn't pull it into his core, but he could redirect the flow within his own body. He grabbed the incoming streams of dark smoke with his mental focus. It felt like trying to hold onto freezing snakes. The corruption burned his mental grip.

He forced himself to ignore the pain. He gritted his teeth and let out another loud groan to keep up the charade.

"Look at him suffer," mocked Corvina. She stood over him and laughed. "The great Chosen One reduced to a weeping child in the dirt. Keep pushing the mana into him. I want his light extinguished before the sun goes down."

The dark mages chanted louder. The volume of black smoke increased. The pressure inside Matt's chest reached a critical level.

He took the redirected streams of void energy and forced them directly into the cage. He didn't try to pry the lock open. He tried to overload the spell itself. He pumped the fresh corruption into the woven threads Corvina had placed around his core.

The cage began to vibrate. It was designed to hold his light mana inside. It was not designed to withstand a hyper-concentrated flood of dark mana from the outside. The dark threads started to swell and crack under the immense pressure.

"It's working," realized Matt.

He pushed harder. He gathered every ounce of void mana the mages threw at him and slammed it into the lock. The pain in his chest shifted from a freezing chill to a burning heat. The cage was reaching its absolute breaking point.

Amelia watched him thrash on the ground. She couldn't take it anymore. She ignited a fireball in her right hand and took a step forward.

"I don't care," shouted Amelia. "I'm burning them."

"Amelia, no," warned Vanessa. The professor grabbed the blonde’s wrist and squeezed hard. "You’ll get him killed."

"He’s already dying," sobbed Amelia. "I can feel our bond fading. His energy feels so weak."

"We have to trust him," pleaded Chloe. She stood up and pulled Amelia back. "He told us he wouldn't let this happen. We have to believe he has a plan."

"It doesn't look like he has a plan," grumbled Gia. The wolf girl paced back and forth like a caged animal. "It looks like he is being tortured."

Corvina turned her head to look at the arguing women. She offered a smug, victorious smile.

"Your bond is fading because his mind is fading," gloated Corvina. "The dark mana is overwriting his personality as we speak. Soon he won't even remember your names. He’ll only know obedience to the Ranostan crown."

"You’re a sick witch," spat Lily.

"I'm a conqueror," corrected Corvina. She turned her attention back to Matt. "And this boy is my greatest weapon."

Matt heard their voices through the roaring wind of the void mana. He heard the panic in Amelia's voice. He heard the desperate hope in Chloe's plea. It gave him the final push he needed to finish the job. He couldn't let them suffer another second.

He gathered the last wave of incoming dark mana. He visualized it as a heavy iron hammer. He slammed the hammer directly against the swollen threads of the locking spell.

A loud, echoing crack snapped inside his chest.

The sound was so loud it actually carried across the physical clearing. The chanting mages faltered for a brief second. Corvina frowned and took a step back.

"What was that?" asked Corvina. Her dark eyes darted around the grove.

The cage shattered entirely. The black smoke dissolved into nothingness. The invisible iron band around Matt's heart vanished.

His ley lines blew wide open. The sudden rush of returning power was absolutely intoxicating. His core was an empty vacuum, and the ambient mana of the ley line nexus rushed in to fill the void. The static electricity in the air funneled directly into his body.

Matt stopped thrashing on the dirt. He stopped screaming.

He lay perfectly still on his back. The sudden silence from the victim unsettled the dark mages. They looked at their leader for guidance.

"Uh, why did he stop?" asked one of the chanting women.

"He must be broken," answered Corvina. A relieved smile returned to her face. "The overwrite is finished. The light is extinguished."

She stepped forward and looked down at his still body.

"Rise, my weapon," commanded Corvina as she lifted her arms. "Stand up and face your new master."

Matt didn't stand up. He just opened his eyes.

A brilliant, blinding white light erupted from his pupils. The glow was so intense it looked like two miniature suns had ignited in his skull. The light pierced through the gray gloom of the clearing.

Corvina gasped and stumbled backward. She shielded her eyes with her arm. "That's impossible."

Matt slowly pushed himself up off the dirt. He rose to his feet with fluid, effortless grace. He didn't look like a tortured victim anymore. He looked like a god of pure energy. The white light spilled from his eyes and radiated under the skin of his arms.

He looked at the surrounding dark mages. He didn't feel a single ounce of nausea. He just felt an overwhelming, limitless power.

"You thought a little cage could hold me?" asked Matt. His voice boomed across the clearing. It didn't sound strained. It sounded deep and resonant.

"Keep pushing," shrieked Corvina. She pointed her hand at him in a panic. "Flood him with more void. Drown his light."

The dark mages raised their hands again. They sent another torrent of black smoke toward him.

Matt didn't dodge. He just stood there and let the corruption hit his chest. This time, his core was open. He absorbed the hyper-concentrated dark mana directly into his ley lines. He didn't process it, nor did he try to filter it. He just gathered it all into a tight, volatile ball of energy in his chest.

Matt mixed the void energy with the raw power of the ley line nexus, amplifying the force tenfold.

"My turn," declared Matt.

He threw his arms out wide.

A shock wave of pure, concussive force exploded from his body. The blast ripped across the clearing in every direction. It tore the topsoil from the ground and snapped the branches off the ancient pine trees. The heavy black veil of the Blight in the distance seemed to shudder under the sonic boom.

The wave slammed into the circle of dark mages. The women didn't even have time to scream. The impact lifted them off their feet and hurled them backward through the air. They crashed into the tree trunks and tumbled into the bushes. Every single dark mage was knocked flat on her ass, groaning in pain.

The shock wave hit Corvina last. The diplomat tried to raise a dark shield, but the force shattered her barrier like fragile glass. She was thrown backward, landing hard on the dirt path near the carriage.

The gray sky above the grove seemed to lighten as the heavy dark mana was blasted away. The rotting scent of the void vanished, replaced by the smell of ozone and fresh pine.

Matt stood in the center of the clearing. The white light slowly faded from his eyes, but his ley lines still thrummed with incredible power. He rolled his shoulders and stared down at the Ranostan leader.

Corvina pushed herself up onto her elbows. Her elegant traveling cloak was torn and covered in dirt. Her perfect hair was a tangled mess. She looked up at him in absolute, unadulterated horror.
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Corvina pushed herself up on her elbows. Her elegant traveling cloak was torn and covered in dirt. Her perfect dark hair was a tangled mess around her pale face. Staring up at him with unadulterated horror, the Ranostan diplomat scrambled backward on the dirt path.

"How is this happening?" gasped Corvina. Her voice shook with genuine panic. "My spell was perfect. You never stood a chance against dark mana."

"You got that backward," said Matt. He took a slow step forward. "You never stood a chance against me."

The white light faded from his eyes, but his ley lines still thrummed with incredible power. He felt better than he had in weeks. The awful lock around his chest was gone. Erased entirely, the heavy burden of the void was just a bad memory. He looked over his shoulder at his partners.

Amelia let out a loud, joyous laugh. The blonde ignited a bright fireball in her right hand. "Uh, I think she ruined her dress."

"It wasn't a very good color for her anyway," replied Chloe. The mind mage planted her hands on her hips with a confident smirk.

Lily wiped the tears from her freckled cheeks. She offered him a watery but brilliant smile. Gia simply bared her teeth at the fallen enemy and let out a pleased rumble from deep in her chest.

"Are you okay?" called Regina. The headmistress looked absolutely stunned by the sudden reversal of fortune.

"I feel amazing," answered Matt. He cracked his knuckles and rolled his neck.

Vanessa walked forward and crossed her arms over her chest. "That was the most terrifying performance I’ve ever witnessed. You actually had me convinced you were dying."

"I had to sell the illusion," explained Matt. He offered the professor a quick wink. "Otherwise she wouldn't have poured enough energy into the cage to shatter it. Now, it’s time to finish this."

"Let's show them what a real pack can do," suggested Gia. The wolf girl stepped out from the group and cracked her knuckles.

"I agree," said Matt. He held his hands out toward his sides. "Girls, get into position. Let's give them the light show."

Amelia ran forward and stood to his left. Chloe rushed to stand directly in front of him. Lily hurried to his right side. Taking her place right behind his back, Gia completed the formation. They formed the tight circle they had practiced every single afternoon in the academy courtyard.

"Are you ready?" asked Matt.

"Always," answered Amelia.

The blonde pushed her fire mana toward him. A wave of intense heat washed over his skin. Matt absorbed the energy and let it pool in his open pathways. It felt like standing next to a roaring bonfire.

Lily stomped her boot against the dirt path. She sent a steady stream of earth mana into his right side. The grounding force stabilized the wild heat of the fire. Acting like a solid stone pillar, the earth energy anchored his soul to the ground.

Chloe locked her green eyes onto his face and sent a cool pulse of mind mana into his head. The mental clarity washed away the remaining adrenaline of the ambush. His thoughts became laser-focused on the task at hand.

The combination of their elements swelled inside his chest. It felt like a raging storm of raw power. He didn't hold onto it for long. Pushing the chaotic energy backward, he funneled it directly into Gia.

The wolf girl gasped softly as the force hit her. She channeled her wind mana to act as a sieve. Gia filtered out the raw heat and the heavy earth. She stripped away the chaotic mental energy. The natural wind purified the combined elements and sent a blinding stream of pure light mana straight back into the air above them.

Matt reached up and caught the descending light. He pulled the purified energy back into his own core. Using his unique ability, he amplified the force tenfold. His body began to glow again. The white illumination spilled from his skin and cast harsh shadows across the pine grove.

"Uh, that’s a lot of power," muttered Regina. She took a step back to avoid the radiant heat coming off his body.

The dark mages were still groaning on the ground. Several of the corrupted women tried to sit up, clawing at the ground like dogs. They looked at the glowing circle of Carlettan youth with terrified eyes. Their wrinkled and boil-covered faces twisted into masks of sheer panic.

"Now," said Matt.

He thrust his hands forward. The amplified light erupted from his palms in dozens of thin, brilliant tendrils. The glowing ropes of energy shot across the clearing like lightning bolts. They tracked down every single dark mage hiding in the bushes and lying on the dirt.

The tendrils pierced right into the chests of the Ranostan women.

A chorus of panicked screams filled the grove. The dark mages thrashed against the ground. They clutched their dark robes and tried to pull the light away, but the attack wasn't fatal. It didn't burn their flesh or break their bones.

Matt performed a surgical strike on their corrupted cores. The pure light mana acted like a powerful solvent. It washed over their dark ley lines and shattered the void energy holding them together. He actively ripped the capacity for mana right out of their bodies.

The process took only a few grueling seconds. Matt severed the tendrils and let the glowing ropes fade into the gray sky.

Silence descended over the clearing once again. The dark mages stopped screaming. They sat up and stared at their own trembling hands in shock.

"I can't feel the void," cried one of the older mages. She frantically clawed at her chest. "The connection is gone."

"My core is empty," sobbed another woman near the tree line. "I can't pull any mana at all."

"We’re cut off," yelled a third mage. Panic set into her voice. "He took it away."

The realization of what had just happened spread through the Ranostan ranks. They were entirely powerless. The fearsome dark mages were reduced to ordinary women in a matter of seconds. In their brutal society, losing your power was a fate far worse than death. They were defenseless and weak.

Corvina watched her elite guard fall apart. She scrambled to her feet and took a hesitant step backward. Her usual arrogant confidence was totally erased.

"What did you do to them?" demanded Corvina. Her voice cracked with genuine fear. "You ruined them."

"I just cleaned up a mess," replied Matt. He stepped out of the glowing circle of girls. Walking slowly toward the Ranostan leader, he kept his glowing hands raised. "Part of my job as the Chosen One is to remove dark mana from the world. You people have been poisoning this land for way too long. Now, it's your turn."

"No," gasped Corvina. She held her pale hands up defensively. "Stay back. You don't understand what you’re doing. If you touch my core, it’ll kill me."

"I understand perfectly," said Matt. "And I don't plan on killing you today."

He didn't bother using a tendril of light this time. Closing the distance between them, he grabbed Corvina by the shoulders. He pulled her close and stared right into her terrified dark eyes.

Corvina whimpered and tried to struggle against his grip. Her physical strength was nothing compared to his. Matt held her firmly in place.

"Please," begged Corvina. "I can offer you riches. I can give you anything you desire. Just let me keep my mana."

"I already have everything I desire," answered Matt. "Besides, you wanted to overwrite my mind. You wanted to turn me into a power source. You even talked about breeding with me while sitting in a bathtub."

Corvina's eyes went wide as she realized he knew all along. "You heard that?"

"We heard everything," replied Matt. "Our plumbing system in the guest wing has excellent acoustics. The whole group enjoyed listening to your confession and the performance that came with it."

He pushed a thick wave of pure, amplified light directly into her chest.

Corvina let out a loud, agonizing wail. She threw her head back as the brilliant energy flooded her veins. Matt didn't just shatter her core like he did with her subordinates. He decided to do something far more profound.

He actively purified her.

The light washed away the rotting smell of the void. It burned through the cold, stagnant mud in her ley lines. The toxic corruption of the dark mana evaporated under the intense heat of his power. Matt cleansed every single trace of the void from her body. The air smelled briefly of burning ozone before settling into a crisp pine scent.

Corvina collapsed against him when the process finished. Her legs gave out entirely. Matt caught her around the waist and slowly lowered her to the dirt path.

She lay on the ground gasping for air. The haunting, unnatural beauty of the void was gone from her features. She looked like an ordinary, exhausted woman. Her pale skin held a normal flush of color, and the dark shadows under her eyes were erased.

She was alive, but she was totally powerless.

The surviving dark mages didn't wait around to see what happened next. They scrambled to their feet and ran into the dense pine forest. Abandoning their leader without a second thought, they fled into the wilderness. The sound of their panicked footsteps faded quickly into the distance.

"They ran away like cowardly pups," scoffed Gia. She crossed her arms and glared at the tree line. "They don't know the first thing about loyalty or packs."

"I knew you could do it," added Lily. The earth mage kicked a clod of dirt toward the fleeing mages. "Good riddance. The soil already feels cleaner without them standing on it."

"That was incredible," praised Chloe. She walked over and wrapped her arms around Matt's waist.

Amelia jogged over and offered Chloe a high five. "We make a pretty great team. The quintet loop worked exactly like we planned."

Matt stood over Corvina. He looked down at her shivering form.

"You took everything from me," sobbed Corvina. Tears streamed down her dirty cheeks. "My queen will execute me for this failure."

"Then you better start running," suggested Matt coldly. He didn't feel a single ounce of pity for the woman who wanted to enslave his mind. "Crawl back to your queen. Tell her the Chosen One isn't to be trifled with. And tell her to stay out of Carletta."

Corvina didn't say another word. She pulled her torn cloak around her shoulders and slowly pushed herself up. Casting one final, terrified glance at Matt before turning around, she surrendered to her fate. She limped down the dirt road toward the northern border, leaving the academy carriage behind.

Regina walked over to Matt. She watched the disgraced diplomat hobble away into the gray gloom.

"I have to admit," started Regina. "I had my doubts about your plan. I thought letting her spring the trap was reckless, but you handled that beautifully, Matt. You saved us all from a terrible fate."

"I had plenty of help," replied Matt. He wrapped an arm around Chloe and pulled her close. "The girls provided the raw power. I just amplified it."

"You did more than that," argued Vanessa. The professor offered him a proud smile. "You purified her. I didn't even know that was possible. You stripped the void away without killing her."

"It felt like the right thing to do," explained Matt. "She claimed the void was just a tool. I decided to take her dangerous tool away. Let's see how well she survives without her precious dark mana."

"She won't survive long," noted Gia. The wolf girl walked over and stood by Matt's side. "The Ranostan queen doesn't tolerate weakness. Corvina will be an outcast in her own land."

Matt turned his attention back to the gray sky. The dark mages were gone, but the real threat still loomed in the distance. The shimmering black veil of the Blight stretched across the horizon. The monsters were still out there, waiting for an opportunity to strike.

"The ambush is over," said Matt. He cracked his knuckles again. "But we still have a job to do. We came here to use the ley line nexus."

"What do you mean?" asked Lily. She looked at him with wide, curious eyes.

"I mean the Ranostans aren't the only ones who can use this amplifier," answered Matt. He pointed toward the dark curtain in the distance. "I have a massive amount of purified light mana pulsing through my veins right now. The quintet loop gave me more power than I've ever held before. I'm not going to let it go to waste."

Amelia grinned wickedly. "Are you thinking what I think you're thinking?"

"I think it's time to seal the Blight for good," declared Matt. He looked around his pack. "Are you girls ready for round two?"

"Always," chorused the four women.

They stood together in the quiet pine grove, united and stronger than ever. The political games were over. The Ranostan threat was neutralized. Now, Matt was ready to show the world exactly what the Chosen One was capable of doing. He was going to seal the Blight once and for all.
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Matt walked back to the center of the clearing. He gestured for the girls to reform their circle.

Amelia took her spot on his left side. She reignited a bright flame in her palm. Chloe stood in front of him. She closed her eyes to gather her mind mana. Lily planted her boots on the right. She took a deep breath of the fresh air. Gia stood behind him. Her furry tail flicked back and forth with nervous energy.

"Okay," said Matt. "Start the flow."

Amelia pushed her heat toward him. Lily grounded the energy. Chloe sharpened his focus. Gia acted as the filter. The raw power swelled inside his chest. It felt like a raging river. He let the energy build up for a few seconds.

Then he abruptly cut the connection.

The sudden stop caused a physical jolt. Amelia stumbled forward a step. The flame in her hand vanished into thin air.

"Uh, why did you stop?" asked Amelia. She looked at him with wide eyes. "Did we do something wrong?"

"Did you lose the link?" worried Chloe. She rubbed her temples in confusion.

"No," answered Matt. He held his hands up to calm them down. "You guys did perfectly. The link is strong, but I stopped it."

"Why would you do that?" asked Gia. She peeked around his shoulder. "We were just getting started. I felt the rhythm setting in. Why stop when we already had so much power?"

"Because it isn't enough," stated Matt with a simple shrug.

He turned his attention toward the dark veil in the distance. The shimmering curtain of the Blight stretched from one end of the horizon to the other. It was an intimidating sight. The sheer scale of the rift was terrifying.

"It’s huge," explained Matt. "You four are incredibly powerful. We just handled Corvina easily. But that rift has been tearing our world apart for eight centuries. I want to make absolutely sure we wipe it out on the first try. I need way more power for this."

"Where are we going to get more power?" asked Lily. She looked around the empty pine grove. "The dark mages are all gone. Not like they would have helped us anyway."

Matt turned around to face the lead wagon. Regina and Vanessa still stood near the wooden wheels. The headmistress looked bewildered. The professor watched him with keen interest.

"I need you two to join us," said Matt.

Regina blinked in sheer shock. "You want us to join your circuit?"

"Yes," confirmed Matt. He waved a hand toward the empty spaces in their circle. "I want to form a grand loop. The nexus is feeding me ambient energy. The girls are providing the elemental base. But I need your raw strength to push it over the edge."

"I don't know if that’s safe," hesitated Regina. "Mixing so many different disciplines into a single vessel is highly dangerous. Your ley lines could rupture under that kind of intense pressure."

"They won't rupture," promised Matt. "My core adapts to whatever I absorb. You saw what I just did to Corvina. I can handle it."

"He’s right," agreed Vanessa. She stepped away from the wagon. "We can't just stand here and watch while they do all the heavy lifting. If we have a real chance to end this war, we have to take it."

Vanessa walked over to the group. She took a spot between Amelia and Chloe. She raised her hands and summoned a swirling globe of blue aqua mana.

"I'm in," declared Vanessa. She offered Matt a confident smirk. "Let's see what you can really do with a proper teacher helping you."

"Show off," teased Amelia. The blonde rolled her eyes but smiled anyway.

Regina let out a heavy sigh. Walking slowly toward the circle, she took the final empty spot between Lily and Gia.

"If the king finds out I participated in a highly unauthorized magical experiment," muttered Regina. She shook her head. "He’ll probably strip me of my title and throw me in the dungeon."

“I won’t let that happen,” promised Matt. “King or not, you’re under my protection now.”

"He’ll probably build a statue of you," said Chloe with a giggle. "You’re about to help save the world."

"Let's hope so," said Regina. She held her hands out. A brilliant white glow formed over her palms. "I haven't pushed my mana into another person since I was a novice. This feels incredibly strange."

"Just focus on the flow," advised Vanessa. "He acts like a sponge. It’s actually quite satisfying."

Matt looked around the expanded circle. Six incredible women surrounded him. They represented the strongest mages in Carletta. The air hummed with thick static electricity.

"Alright," instructed Matt. "Everyone push your mana into me at the exact same time. Don't hold back. Give me everything you have."

"Here it comes," warned Amelia. "Brace yourself, Matt."

They unleashed their power simultaneously.

The impact was staggering. A shock wave of pure energy hit Matt's chest. The intense heat of Amelia's fire mixed with the sturdy grounding of Lily's earth. It felt like standing inside a volcano that was anchored to the center of the planet. Vanessa's cool aqua mana washed over his pathways like a refreshing river, keeping the intense heat from boiling his blood. Chloe's mind mana sharpened his thoughts to a razor edge, allowing him to process the chaotic sensory input without losing his sanity. Regina's pure mind mana acted as a brilliant catalyst, elevating the entire mixture to a divine level.

The combined force funneled through Gia. The wolf girl filtered the chaotic elements with her natural wind mana. She purified the stream and sent it soaring into the sky.

Matt reached up and pulled the purified energy back down into his core.

His body ignited with a blinding illumination. The white light poured from his eyes and his mouth. His veins glowed brightly under his skin. The power level was astronomical. It felt like holding a miniature star inside his chest.

A strong bonding sensation washed over him. The shared flow of mana connected their minds and their spirits. He could feel Amelia's fierce passion burning brightly. He sensed Chloe's elegant intellect analyzing the spell. He felt Lily's sweet devotion wrapping around his heart. He experienced Gia's wild loyalty anchoring his soul.

He also felt the new additions to the pack. Vanessa's protective nature surged through the loop. Regina's unwavering sense of duty held them all together. They were a unified front. They were a single, unstoppable entity.

"This feels incredible," gasped Vanessa. The professor stared at her glowing hands in awe.

"Keep it steady," commanded Regina. Her voice shook with raw emotion.

The sheer volume of light mana radiating from the grove caught the attention of the enemy.

The Blight knew something was happening.

The dark veil in the distance began to churn violently. The smooth curtain of shadow rippled and tore. Thunder cracked loudly across the gray sky. Jagged streaks of purple lightning flashed within the dark clouds. The ground rumbled beneath their boots.

"Uh, what is that noise?" asked Lily. She sounded highly alarmed.

"The rift is reacting," realized Chloe. Her green eyes widened in fear. "It senses the light. It’s trying to defend itself."

A deafening roar echoed from the tree line.

Monsters started appearing from the shadows of the pine trees. They spilled out of the distant veil and rushed toward the grove with terrifying speed. The creatures surrounded the group in a matter of seconds.

"Look out!" yelled Gia. The wolf girl bared her teeth at the approaching horde. "They’re everywhere!"

The monsters were hideous. Hulking beasts with thick bone armor charged through the bushes. They possessed huge, muscular arms and razor-sharp tusks that dripped with foul saliva. Fast crawling creatures slithered over the dirt path. They resembled giant spiders made of pure shadow, their red eyes glowing with malice. Twisted fiends with leathery wings swooped down from the gray sky above, shrieking with ear-piercing volume.

Panic instantly set in among the girls.

"There are too many of them!" cried Lily. She squeezed her eyes shut and trembled violently. "We can't fight an entire army."

"We’re going to die right after we won," wailed Amelia. The blonde tried to pull her hands away from the circle to cast a fireball. "Let me go! I have to burn them."

"Don't break the loop!" shouted Matt. His voice boomed with amplified authority. "I need your power. Keep pushing it into me."

"They’re getting closer," warned Vanessa. The professor looked around frantically as the beasts closed the distance. "They’re going to overrun us in ten seconds, Matt."

"I've got this," promised Matt. "Just trust me."

Matt didn't panic. The immense power thrumming in his ley lines gave him absolute confidence. He was the Chosen One. He was the amplifier. He was the shield protecting his pack.

Raising his right hand, Matt aimed his palm at the charging beasts.

He pushed a wave of raw, amplified mana out of his core.

A wide arc of white energy erupted from his hand. The blast traveled across the dirt path like a tidal wave of light. It hit the front line of the hulking bone monsters. The creatures didn't even have time to roar. The light vaporized them instantly. Their bone armor turned to fine ash. Their dark bodies dissolved into empty air.

"Holy shit," breathed Amelia. She stared at the empty space where the monsters used to be.

Matt turned in a slow circle. He pushed wave after wave of mana out into the grove. He fired blasts of light at the crawling shadow spiders. The creatures shrieked and evaporated into nothingness. He aimed his hands at the sky and unleashed a vertical pillar of energy. The winged fiends were incinerated before they could even dive.

He destroyed the monsters with effortless ease. He cleared the entire perimeter in less than a minute. The ambush was entirely broken.

"Uh, that was amazing," stammered Chloe. Her jaw dropped open.

"I'm just getting started," said Matt. He offered her a confident smirk.

He turned his full attention toward the distant rift. The Blight continued to churn and spit purple lightning. The dark veil looked intimidating, but Matt knew it was just a tear in the fabric of their world. It was a wound that needed to be closed.

"Give me everything," demanded Matt.

The six women pushed their mana to the absolute limit. They poured their souls into the circuit. The heat, the earth, the water, the mind, the light, and the wind all blended perfectly. The energy fed into Matt's core.

He drew upon the latent power of the ley line nexus beneath his boots. He gathered every single ounce of mana he could hold. The white glow around his body grew so bright it hurt to look at him.

Matt pushed their combined mana toward the Blight.

He didn't fire a quick blast. He unleashed a sustained, continuous beam of pure light. The brilliant pillar of energy shot across the landscape. It illuminated the dying trees and the rocky hills. The beam hit the center of the dark veil with a thunderous crash.

The Blight crackled with violent energy. Purple lightning fought against the white light. The two opposing forces clashed in a spectacular display of magical warfare.

But the pure light was too strong.

The dark curtain started to seal itself. The edges of the rift began to close. The black veil across the land extinguished itself as it was rolled up from one horizon to the other. It looked like a giant zipper pulling the torn sky back together.

"It's working!" cheered Gia. The wolf girl bounced on her toes. "The sky is breaking through."

"Keep holding it," urged Regina. Sweat poured down the headmistress's face. "Don't let the pressure drop for a single second."

"My arms are burning," groaned Lily.

"You can do it, Lily," encouraged Chloe. "We’re almost there."

Matt maintained the beam. He pushed harder. He felt the resistance fading. The dark mana was burning away. The purple lightning sputtered and died. The vast curtain of shadow shrank into a narrow vertical line. The edges of the rift folded inward, stitching the fabric of the world back together with a blinding flash of energy.

With one final, surging push, Matt sealed the rift entirely.

The black line vanished. The sky cleared instantly. The ugly gray clouds dissipated, revealing a brilliant blue sky. The warm afternoon sun shone down on the landscape for the first time in centuries. The air felt incredibly fresh and clean.

The Blight was gone.

Matt severed the connection. The beam of light faded away. The glowing aura around his body vanished. He let out a long, exhausted breath and dropped to his knees on the dirt path.

The girls broke the circle immediately. They rushed toward him. Amelia and Chloe grabbed his arms to help him stay upright. Lily wrapped her arms around his neck. Gia nuzzled her face against his shoulder. They were all panting heavily, drained of their magical reserves.

Silence descended over the pine grove. It was a peaceful, beautiful silence.

Regina stood frozen in place. The headmistress stared at the distant, clear horizon. Tears streamed freely down her smooth cheeks.

"It’s gone," whispered Regina. Her voice broke with overwhelming emotion. "The veil is actually gone."

"We did it," said Vanessa. The professor wiped her own eyes. She looked at Matt with profound reverence. "You really did it."

"It has been the dream of mystic mages for centuries to see the evils of the Blight gone," cried Regina. She fell to her knees and buried her face in her hands. "Generations of brave women died fighting those monsters. And you ended it in a single afternoon."

Matt looked up at the crying headmistress. He leaned against Amelia's side and caught his breath.

He smirked and wiped a smudge of dirt from his cheek.

"It wasn't that hard," joked Matt. He looked around his beautiful pack. "I had a lot of help."

"You’re a legend," declared Chloe. She kissed his cheek softly.

"I'm a lot of things," replied Matt. He slowly pushed himself up to his feet. He felt a little wobbly, but the exhaustion was already starting to fade. His ley lines were eager for more.

He looked toward the northern border. The Ranostan kingdom lay just beyond the distant mountains. Corvina was probably still running through the woods. The dark queen was waiting for her new weapon to arrive.

She just didn’t know her plans had already fallen apart.


Chapter
Twenty-Two



"I'm not done yet," added Matt. "There's one more thing I need to do."

Regina slowly pushed herself up from the dirt path. She dusted off her knees and looked at him with wide, weary eyes. The headmistress had just witnessed the impossible, and she looked like she desperately needed a strong drink and a long nap.

"What else could you possibly want to do?" asked a bewildered Regina. Her voice cracked slightly under the strain of the afternoon. "You just erased an eight hundred-year-old rift. You shattered the cores of an elite dark mage unit. I think you earned the right to rest for a while."

"I'll rest later," replied Matt. He rolled his shoulders to loosen his tight muscles. "It's time to cure one more problem before calling it a day."

He turned his attention to the wolf girl standing quietly beside Lily. Gia still had her arms wrapped around her stomach. She looked exhausted from filtering the immense power of the nexus, but her golden eyes were fixed entirely on him.

"Gia, come here," requested Matt. He held out his hand toward her.

Gia blinked in surprise. She walked forward and took his hand. Her fingers felt warm and slightly calloused from years of hunting in the wild.

"What do you need?" asked Gia. Her furry ears twitched with nervous curiosity.

"You recognized that dark mana was involved in corrupting your people," explained Matt. "Corvina admitted to seeping her void energy into your soil just to weaken your borders. I want to remove that strain personally."

Gia stared at him with a mixture of shock and desperate hope. Her tail drooped slightly toward the dirt. She let out a soft, uncertain breath.

"I don't know if you can do that," hesitated Gia. She looked down at her heavy boots. "The curse has been rooted in our land for five long years. It spans the entire eastern forest. That is a vast territory to cleanse, even for you."

Amelia scoffed loudly and stepped up next to Matt. She playfully bumped her hip against his side.

"Are you seriously doubting him right now?" asked Amelia. She offered a bright, teasing grin that instantly lifted the heavy mood in the clearing. "The man just cured the Blight. He vaporized an army of monsters in ten seconds without breaking a sweat. He can do anything he wants."

"She makes a very fair point," added Chloe. "We have the greatest amplifier in history standing right here. We should use him while his ley lines are still primed and ready."

Lily nodded enthusiastically. "We are right behind you, Matt. Just tell us what to do."

Gia looked around at the supportive faces of the pack. A glimmer of real confidence replaced the doubt in her expression. The lingering fear from the ambush melted away under the warmth of their friendship.

"Okay," agreed Gia softly. She squeezed his hand tightly. "I trust you."

"Good," said Matt. He turned to the other girls. "I don't need the professors for this one. Just my core harem. Get back into your positions."

Amelia, Chloe, and Lily quickly formed a tight half-circle around them. They didn't complain about being tired or drained. They were eager to help their new friend save her home from the foul corruption of Ranosta.

"I need you to open your mind," instructed Matt. He looked deeply into Gia's golden eyes. "You told me your people share a spiritual link. It connects you all to the earth and to each other. I want to use your mental connection to the Lupines to travel across the border."

"I haven't felt the pack link since I arrived at the academy," whispered Gia. A look of profound sadness crossed her face. "The distance is very far. The stone walls of Carletta block the whispers of my people."

"I'll bridge the distance," promised Matt. "Chloe will help me guide the flow. Just relax and let us in."

Gia closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She let her tense shoulders drop.

"We’re ready," announced Amelia. She ignited a fresh, bright flame in her palm.

"Start the flow," ordered Matt.

The girls pumped their mana into him once again. The familiar rush of intense heat and sturdy earth hit his chest. Chloe pushed her cool, stabilizing mental energy into his brain. Matt absorbed the raw power and let it swirl inside his open pathways. He felt the familiar thrum of energy building up rapidly in his veins.

Matt didn't fire it outward this time. He kept the energy contained and reached out with his free hand. He placed his glowing palm flat against Gia's bare stomach, right above the leather lacing of her vest.

Matt pushed the amplified light directly into her body.

Gia let out a sharp gasp. Her eyes flew open. The green aura of her wind mana flared brilliantly around her athletic frame.

"I feel it," cried Gia. Her voice shook with profound awe. "I can feel the link opening up."

"Hold it steady," coaxed Matt. He closed his own eyes and rode the current of her mana.

Chloe guided his consciousness along the spiritual tether. It felt like flying through a long, dark tunnel at an incredible speed. He left the physical clearing behind. His mind soared over the tall pine trees and crossed the western mountains in a matter of seconds. He sensed the deep, ancient forests of the Freehold spreading out below him like a vast green ocean.

The connection was incredibly intricate. He felt the presence of thousands of Lupines scattered across the woods. He felt their quiet despair, their lingering sickness, and their fading hope. They were a proud people slowly dying away into nothingness.

"Find the source," instructed Chloe through their mental link. Her voice echoed softly in his head, keeping him focused on the task.

Matt scanned the spiritual network. He searched for the rotting scent of the void. He expected to find poisoned rivers or blighted crops. He found the corruption almost immediately, but it didn't look like a standard poison in their soil. It was much more insidious and cruel than that.

He focused his inner vision on Gia's physical form standing right in front of him. A dark, ugly stain clung to her insides. It looked like thick black mud wrapped tightly around her womb.

Matt traced the link outward. He saw the exact same dark stain wrapped around the reproductive organs of every single Lupine female in the Freehold. The Ranostans hadn't just poisoned the ground to ruin their food supply. They had specifically targeted the future of the race. They used dark mana to physically prevent the women from bearing children.

"Those sick bastards," thought Matt. A wave of pure, unadulterated fury washed over his soul.

"What is it?" asked Amelia aloud. She could feel his sudden anger bleeding heavily through the mana loop.

"They targeted their wombs," growled Matt. He opened his eyes and glared at the northern horizon. "The curse was designed to stop them from breeding. It's a biological weapon meant to erase them from history."

Gia whimpered and looked down at his hand resting on her stomach. She felt incredibly violated. The realization that Corvina and her people had placed such a foul spell inside her body made her physically sick.

"Get it out," begged Gia. Tears welled up in her golden eyes. "Please, Matt. Rip it out of me."

"I'm on it," swore Matt.

He called upon the amplified light mana pooling in his chest. He pushed a massive surge of pure energy through his palm and straight into her womb. The brilliant light crashed into the dark stain like a tidal wave hitting a muddy shore.

The void energy shrieked in silent protest. It tried to cling to her internal organs. It dug its dark, spectral claws into her flesh to resist the cleansing fire.

Matt simply pushed harder. He amplified the light until it burned with the intensity of the midday sun. He pushed the blinding energy outward through her spiritual link, sending the cure racing across the western mountains. The light cascaded fiercely through the Lupine network.

He burned the corruption away without any mercy. He washed the dark stain from every single womb in the Freehold. The rotting smell of decay evaporated from their lands instantly. He scrubbed their biology clean and restored the natural balance of their territory.

"It's gone," whispered Chloe. She smiled as she monitored the mental network. "You cleared the entire region."

"I'm not done," stated Matt. His voice held a dangerous, vindictive edge that made the girls shiver.

He gathered the remnants of the dark mana he had just scraped out of the Freehold. It formed a thick, swirling ball of pure void energy in his mental grasp. He didn't want to just dissipate it into the atmosphere. The Ranostans deserved to answer for their heinous crimes.

"Uh, what are you doing with that?" asked Vanessa. The professor watched his glowing form with a hint of genuine concern.

"Sending a message," replied Matt coldly.

He turned his focus toward the north. He locked onto the retreating signatures of the fleeing dark mages. He couldn't reach the Ranostan capital from here, but he could certainly reach their border towns.

Matt pushed the collected ball of dark mana across the border. He hurled the toxic corruption straight back into Ranosta. He watched with grim satisfaction as the black mud settled over their lands. He specifically targeted the agricultural fields and the water supplies just beyond the mountains.

He severed the mental link and dropped his hand from Gia's stomach. The blinding light faded from his eyes. The glowing aura around his body vanished entirely, leaving him standing quietly on the dirt path.

The sudden quiet of the pine grove felt deafening.

Gia stood perfectly still for a long moment. She placed both hands over her stomach. She closed her eyes and took a deep, shuddering breath of the fresh pine air.

The heavy pressure was completely gone. The foul scent of rotting leaves was entirely absent from her nose. She felt light, energized, and wonderfully healthy. For the first time in five years, her body felt pure. She could sense the distant murmurs of her pack across the mountains. The elders were crying out in shock. The warriors were cheering loudly in the forests. The curse was truly broken.

Gia started to sob.

She threw her arms around Matt's neck and buried her face in his shoulder. She wept openly, letting out loud, happy cries. She didn't care about looking tough or stoic anymore. She just clung to him with all her physical strength.

"Thank you," cried Gia. Her voice cracked with overwhelming gratitude. "Oh, thank you so much, Matt. You saved us. You saved my family."

"You're very welcome," said Matt. He wrapped his arms around her back and held her tight. He rubbed a soothing hand over her hair to calm her down.

Regina walked closer to the group. The headmistress looked incredibly troubled by the final moments of the spell.

"I sensed a very dark shift at the end there," noted Regina. She frowned deeply. "What did you do with the corruption you pulled from their lands?"

Matt looked over Gia's shoulder and met the older woman's gaze. He didn't feel guilty about his actions at all.

"I revisited it on the Ranostans," answered Matt simply.

"You sent it back across the border?" gasped Lily. The earth mage covered her mouth in shock.

"Yes," confirmed Matt. He hardened his expression. "They poisoned innocent people for half a decade. They tried to wipe out an entire race by making their women barren. I just gave them a taste of their own medicine. Now they can know the terror the Lupines have known for five years."

"That is highly unethical," scolded Regina. She shook her head in dismay. "We are supposed to be better than them. We don't use dark mana as a weapon against civilian populations."

"I didn't use it as a weapon," argued Matt. "I just returned their lost property. If their crops fail this winter, they only have their own queen to blame."

"I think it was a brilliant tactical move," agreed Vanessa. The professor offered him a supportive nod. "It forces them to deal with an internal crisis. They won't have the resources to launch an invasion if their border towns are starving."

"I love a man who knows how to hold a grudge," purred Chloe. The mind mage smiled. "It shows a very protective nature. I wouldn't want to be on your bad side, Matt."

Amelia laughed and patted Matt on the arm. "You really don't mess around, do you? I guess we don't have to worry about Ranosta bothering us for a while."

Gia finally pulled back from his shoulder. She wiped her tear-streaked face with the back of her hands. Her golden eyes burned with an intense, fiery passion. The gratitude had shifted into something much deeper and far more permanent.

She didn't offer any more words of thanks. She grabbed the collar of his dark tunic and pulled his face down.

Gia kissed him with all the passion she could muster. It was a fierce, demanding embrace. She poured every ounce of her wild spirit into the kiss. Her lips were hot and insistent. She tasted like sweet rain and pure victory. Her bushy tail whipped around and curled tightly around his thigh, locking him firmly in place.

Matt kissed her back just as hard. He wrapped his hands around her waist and pulled her flush against his body. He enjoyed the raw strength of her athletic frame.

The other girls cheered and clapped their hands.

"Get it, wolf girl," cheered Amelia. She let out a loud, supportive whistle.

Gia broke the kiss after a long, breathless moment. She rested her forehead against his chin. She panted heavily, her chest heaving against his own.

"I pledge myself to you," declared Gia. Her voice was a low, serious rumble. It carried the weight of an unbreakable vow. "I will be your undying and loyal mate. I will run by your side until the end of my days. My life, and my heart, belong to you, Matt."

Matt smiled and brushed a stray lock of dark hair behind her furry ear. He felt an incredible sense of rightness in his chest. His pack was officially complete, and the enemies of Carletta were soundly defeated.

"That sounds like a great deal to me," replied Matt.

He leaned down and kissed her again, sealing the promise under the bright, clear sky.
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The journey back from the border felt incredibly fast. The sky remained a brilliant blue for the entire trip. No dark clouds threatened to ruin the pleasant weather. Regina and Vanessa sat in the lead carriage with relaxed postures now that the burden of the Blight was gone.

Matt rode in the second wagon with his group. He enjoyed the quiet rhythm of the wooden wheels rolling over the dirt road. Amelia rested her head on his shoulder. Chloe and Lily slept on the opposite bench. Gia sat next to him, her furry tail draped comfortably over his thigh. The wolf girl seemed totally at peace.

They finally reached the academy grounds on the third afternoon. The heavy iron gates swung open with a loud groan. The carriage rolled onto the familiar cobblestone path.

Hundreds of female students stood packed together in the main courtyard. The chatter was absolutely deafening. The driver pulled the horses to a gentle stop. Matt pushed the wooden door open and stepped down.

The entire student body erupted into wild applause.

It was a staggering standing ovation. Girls cheered loudly from the ground level. Older initiates whistled from the high stone balconies. Some of the novices tossed bright flower petals into the air, made to levitate with the help of wind mana. The sound of their celebration echoed off the tall towers.

Matt took a deep breath and smiled. He liked the feeling very much. He remembered how they hated him during his first week here. They used to call him a corrupted freak. They whispered cruel insults whenever he walked past them in the halls.

Now they clapped until their hands hurt. He was the undisputed savior of Carletta.

"Um, I think they like you," joked Amelia. She stepped out of the carriage and stood beside him.

"They worship him," corrected Chloe. The mind mage stepped down next. Her brown hair shone in the sunlight, and her green eyes scanned the cheering crowd with a knowing smirk. "He’s a living legend."

"It feels a little overwhelming," admitted Lily.

"You’ll get used to it," promised Matt. He reached out and grabbed Lily's hand. He gave her fingers a reassuring squeeze. "We all did this together."

Gia jumped out of the wagon last. She stretched her athletic arms and looked at the cheering students. "Humans are very loud when they celebrate."

"We definitely are," laughed Matt.

Over the coming days, his studies resumed their normal schedule. Matt attended Regina’s lectures and practiced in the secluded courtyard, but the atmosphere of the academy had shifted entirely. He was treated like even more of a legend now that the Blight was sealed. Professors bowed their heads respectfully when he entered a room. Students parted like the sea whenever he walked down a corridor. Nobody dared to insult him or his partners.

One crisp morning, a junior novice approached him in the library. She handed him a folded piece of parchment.

"Professor Vane requests your presence in her office," said the young girl. She stared at him with wide, idolizing eyes.

"Thanks," replied Matt. He took the note and tucked it into his tunic pocket.

He left the quiet library and walked toward the faculty wing. Matt wasn't sure what the meeting was about today. He hadn't failed any exams recently. His mana control was better than ever.

He reached the familiar oak door and knocked twice.

"Come in," called Vanessa.

Matt pushed the door open and stepped inside. The office smelled like fresh rain and sea salt. Vanessa sat behind her mahogany desk. Her dark hair was pulled back behind her shoulders. Her gray eyes looked up from a stack of grading papers. She wore her blue uniform.

"You wanted to see me?" asked Matt. He walked over and stood in front of her desk.

"I did," answered Vanessa. She set her quill down and leaned back in her leather chair. “I wanted to see how you were doing now that you were back at the academy.”

Matt shrugged. “I feel great. It’s nice not having Corvina around. And Gia is back to her normal self too. What’s not to be happy about?”

Vanessa frowned. “Really? That surprises me. You look stressed again, Matt."

Matt frowned in confusion. "I'm not stressed at all. I actually slept really well last night."

Vanessa stood up from her chair. She walked slowly around the edge of the desk. Stopping right in front of him, she reached for the top button of her blue blouse.

"Are you sure about that?" asked Vanessa. A sultry, teasing smirk touched her lips. She undid the first button with a quick twist of her fingers. "You carry a lot of heavy burdens. The life of a legend is very demanding."

Matt caught on quickly. The memory of their last private session flooded his mind. His heart rate picked up an eager rhythm.

"Well, now that you mention it," grinned Matt. "I'm a little stressed now that my academy training has resumed. The homework is very difficult."

"I thought so," purred Vanessa, giving him a subtle wink.

She unfastened the next three buttons in rapid succession. She pulled the fabric apart, exposing her chest to the cool office air. She wasn't wearing anything underneath the uniform. Her large tits spilled out beautifully. The pale, soft mounds bounced slightly with her movements. Her pink nipples were already hard and inviting.

Matt stared at her bare chest with hungry eyes. He felt a familiar heat pooling in his groin.

"A stressed student needs proper care," whispered Vanessa. She took a step closer and pressed her warm body against him.

She reached up and grabbed the back of his head. Vanessa guided his face down toward her cleavage. She teased him with her tits, rubbing the soft flesh against his cheeks. The scent of her skin was incredibly intoxicating.

"Mmm, you’re amazing," groaned Matt.

He opened his mouth and took her right nipple between his lips. He sucked on the sensitive peak gently. Vanessa let out a loud gasp of pleasure. She tangled her fingers in his dark hair and held him tight. Matt swirled his tongue over the hardened bud, drawing a series of sweet whimpers from her throat. He switched his attention to her left breast, ensuring she felt equally worshiped on both sides.

"Oh, yes," panted Vanessa. "That feels so good, Matt. Bite it a little."

Matt obliged her request. He scraped his teeth lightly over her nipple. The sharp friction made her hips buck forward against his thighs. She reached down between their bodies and unfastened his dark pants.

Vanessa pushed the thick material down. She fished his hard cock out into the open air. Her soft hands wrapped around his hot skin. She stroked his length a few times to spread his slick pre-cum around the tip.

"You’re always so ready for me," noted Vanessa. She looked down at his impressive size with hungry gray eyes.

She grabbed her own heavy breasts and squeezed them together. Vanessa pushed his hard cock right between her tits. The soft friction of her cleavage was unbelievable. She used her hands to slide her breasts up and down his shaft. It provided a perfect, tight tit fuck.

Matt threw his head back and let out a strained groan. The sensation was absolute perfection.

"Fuck, Vanessa," cursed Matt. He grabbed her narrow waist to steady himself. "That feels incredible."

"I know just what you need," murmured Vanessa. “Go on, Matt. Fuck my tits.”

She leaned forward and put her mouth on the very tip of his cock. She sucked the sensitive head while continuing to stroke the base with her squeezed breasts. The combination of her wet mouth and her soft cleavage drove him absolutely crazy.

Matt thrust his hips forward into her tight grip. He set a fast, brutal pace. He fucked her tits with relentless energy. Vanessa took his harsh thrusts like a champion. She moaned around his tip, swallowing his eager groans.

The heat in the room spiked. Sweat beaded on Matt's forehead. He felt the intense pressure building rapidly in his balls. The stress relief was working a little too well. He was getting dangerously close to the edge.

"I'm cumming," warned Matt. His voice was a harsh, raspy grunt.

Vanessa didn't pull away. She sucked harder on the tip. She squeezed her tits tighter around his shaft. She wanted to draw every single drop out of him.

Matt couldn't hold back another second. He thrust deep into her cleavage and orgasmed violently. He shot his hot seed directly into her mouth. He let out a loud shout of pure ecstasy as the tension left his body.

Vanessa swallowed the heavy load. She milked his length with her lips, making sure he was entirely drained. She rode out the climax with a few gentle, soothing strokes of her breasts.

She pulled back slowly. A string of saliva connected her pink lips to his tip. She wiped her mouth elegantly with the back of her hand.

Vanessa smiled up at him. She grabbed a cloth from her desk and wiped his cock clean before tucking him back into his pants.

"You can do this with me any time you need to," reminded Vanessa. She began to button her blue blouse again. Her gray eyes sparkled with fond affection. "Whether you're stressed or not. My door is always open to you, Matt."

"You’re my favorite professor," grinned Matt. He leaned down and kissed her cheek.

"I'd better be," replied Vanessa. She swatted his arm playfully. "Now get out of here before you make me late for my afternoon lecture."

Matt left her office with a spring in his step. The political world was quiet. The monsters were gone. He had a beautiful, willing professor ready to relieve his tension whenever he desired. Life was incredibly good.

He walked back toward the eastern tower. He climbed the winding stairs and unlocked the door to his suite.

The room had been expanded significantly over the last few days. Regina ordered the academy earth mages to pull down a wall, doubling the size of the living space now that there were four women living there. The giant canopy bed remained in the center, but new velvet sofas and plush rugs filled the extra floor space. A larger fireplace crackled warmly against the far wall.

Matt walked inside and kicked his boots off. He climbed onto the huge mattress and stretched his long legs out.

Amelia immediately crawled over to him. The blonde beauty wore a sheer white nightgown. She carried a small silver bowl filled with fruit. She sat beside his hip and picked up a plump green grape.

"Open up," instructed Amelia. She held the fruit near his lips.

Matt opened his mouth. Amelia popped the sweet grape onto his tongue. He chewed the fruit and offered her a bright smile.

"You treat me like a king," grinned Matt.

"Anything for my man," replied Amelia. She leaned down and kissed his jawline. She popped another grape into his mouth.

Chloe walked over from the seating area. The mind mage wore her elegant blue silk dress. She carried a thick leather book under her arm. Climbing gracefully onto the mattress, she rested her back against the wooden headboard. Her brown hair fell over her shoulders in soft waves.

"Are you spoiling him again?" asked Chloe. She opened her book and rested it on her lap. Her green eyes watched them with fond amusement.

"He deserves to be spoiled," argued Lily. The earth mage emerged from the bathing quarters. She hurried over and climbed onto the bed next to Chloe. Her hazel eyes looked at Matt with deep, unwavering devotion.

"I won't complain about the royal treatment," said Matt. He swallowed another green grape.

The door to the suite opened. Gia walked inside. The wolf girl had spent the morning running through the eastern woods to stretch her legs.

Gia closed the heavy door. She didn't walk over to the sofas. She didn't go to the washbasin. Instead, she marched straight toward the canopy bed.

Her furry ears stood straight up. Her bushy tail swished back and forth with deliberate, predatory intent. She looked at him like they had serious unfinished business. The raw, primal hunger in her gaze was impossible to ignore.

Matt remembered the fierce kiss they shared in the courtyard. He remembered her pledge to be his loyal mate. The tension between them had been brewing for days, put on hold while they dealt with Corvina and the Blight. Now the distractions were gone.

"Um, I think the wolf is hungry," joked Amelia. She set the silver bowl of grapes on the nightstand.

"I’m starving," agreed Gia, her voice a low, sultry rumble. She crawled onto the foot of the bed, hovering over the thick blankets like a stalking predator.

Matt sat up slightly. He felt a fresh surge of heat in his groin. He loved the wild energy she brought into the room.

He decided he wanted to address that unfinished business right now.


Chapter
Twenty-Four



Matt decided he wanted to address that unfinished business right now. He slid off the plush mattress and stood up. Offering his hand to Gia, he smiled warmly at the wolf girl.

"Come with me," requested Matt.

Gia took his hand eagerly. She hopped off the foot of the bed with athletic grace. Her golden eyes sparkled with raw hunger.

"Where are we going?" asked Gia.

"To the private alcove," replied Matt. He gestured toward the heavy velvet curtains across the room. "We can have some privacy over there."

The wolf girl stopped walking immediately. She dug her heels into the floorboards and pulled back on his hand. A small frown touched her pink lips.

"But Matt, I don't want to do it in there," admitted Gia.

Matt blinked in surprise. He looked at the cozy space and then back to her. "Is something wrong with the alcove?"

"The Lupines adore nature," explained Gia. She stepped closer and ran a hand down his chest. "We belong to the wild. Anything of this nature should be done outside under the open sky. I want to feel the earth beneath my feet when I take my mate."

"Hmm, I suppose that makes sense," agreed Matt. He shrugged his broad shoulders. "Lead the way."

Amelia leaned over from her spot on the bed. The blonde tossed a green grape into her mouth. "You two have fun out there in the dirt. Try not to get eaten by any wandering bears."

"I'm the most dangerous thing in the woods," joked Gia. She flashed a quick smile at the fire mage.

Chloe closed her book and set it on the nightstand. The brown haired woman offered a graceful nod. "Be safe, Matt. The night air is quite chilly right now."

"I'll keep him very warm," promised Gia.

Lily offered a supportive smile from her spot near the pillows. "We will see you after. Have a good time."

Matt and Gia walked to the heavy oak door. They slipped out into the quiet hallway. The academy corridors were entirely empty at this late hour. Torches flickered gently against the stone walls. They navigated the winding stairs without running into a single professor or novice.

They reached the main courtyard a few minutes later. The moon hung high in the sky. It cast a silver glow over the cobblestone paths. Matt kept his hand wrapped tightly around hers. He followed her lead as she walked toward the eastern edge of the academy grounds.

A dark forest bordered the castle walls. Tall oak trees and thick pine bushes created a natural barrier. Gia pushed through a gap in the brush. She stepped onto the soft dirt of the woods.

"This is much better," sighed Gia. She let go of his hand and walked a few paces ahead. "The air feels alive out here."

"It definitely smells like pine needles," noted Matt. He followed her deep into the trees.

Gia looked back over her shoulder. She offered him a wicked, teasing grin. She reached for the leather lacing of her vest.

"You know," purred Gia. "The woods are a perfect place to shed your heavy burdens."

She pulled the laces loose with a quick tug. Slipping the leather vest off her shoulders, she tossed the garment onto a nearby bush. Her bare back glowed beautifully in the moonlight. She didn't wear anything underneath the vest.

"You move fast, Gia," laughed Matt. He enjoyed the sudden striptease.

"I just know what I want," replied Gia. She continued walking deeper into the forest.

Her hips swayed with a deliberate, hypnotic rhythm. She reached down to the waistband of her tight leather pants. Unfastening the dark material, she pushed the pants down her long legs. She stepped out of them and kicked the leather aside.

Gia stood entirely naked in the forest. Her body was absolute perfection. She possessed incredibly toned muscles from years of hunting. Her round hips flared out invitingly. Her breasts were full and firm. The soft mounds bounced slightly with every step she took. Her bushy tail swished back and forth behind her. The furry appendage acted like a hypnotic pendulum.

Matt felt a heavy heat pool in his groin. He couldn't take his eyes off her athletic frame. He reached for the hem of his dark tunic. Pulling the fabric over his head, he threw the shirt onto the grass. He undid his belt and kicked off his pants. The cool night air brushed against his bare skin. He was already hard and fully ready for action.

"Keep up, alpha," teased Gia. She picked up her pace slightly.

"I'm right behind you," promised Matt. He hurried to catch up with her.

They walked for another five minutes until they found a small clearing. Soft green moss covered the forest floor. A small wooden stump sat near the center of the space. The fading light illuminated the clearing perfectly.

Gia stopped near the stump. She turned around to face him. Her golden eyes dragged slowly down his body. She licked her lips as her gaze locked onto his thick cock.

"Oh, you look incredible," breathed Gia.

She fell to her knees right in front of him. The soft moss provided a comfortable cushion for her legs. She reached out with both hands and grabbed his hot skin. Her touch was warm and slightly rough.

"I've wanted to see it since the moment we met," admitted Gia. She stared at his length with pure devotion. "You hide so much power under those academy clothes."

"You bring out the best in me," said Matt. He reached down and stroked her dark hair.

"You’re going to give me lots of strong pups," murmured Gia. She rubbed her thumbs over the broad tip. "A powerful alpha always builds a strong pack. Our children will be legendary."

"I like the sound of that," groaned Matt.

Gia leaned forward and opened her mouth. She took him inside her warm heat. She bobbed her head down, taking his entire length into her throat.

Matt gasped loudly. The sensation was unbelievable. Her mouth was incredibly wet and tight. She sucked him with a fierce, demanding energy. She didn't use slow, elegant strokes like Chloe. She attacked his cock with raw primal enthusiasm.

She swirled her tongue around the sensitive ridge. Her hands massaged his thighs to keep him steady. She hummed happily around his shaft. The vibration sent a jolt of pure pleasure straight to his brain.

"Fuck, Gia," cursed Matt. He tangled his fingers in her dark hair. "That feels amazing."

Gia pulled back slightly to lick the underside of his shaft. She looked up at him with hungry golden eyes. Her furry ears twitched happily. She dove back down and sucked him hard. The wet slapping sound echoed through the quiet forest.

Matt enjoyed the oral worship for several long minutes. He loved watching her enthusiastically devour his cock. Her bushy tail swished wildly against the moss behind her. The visual was incredibly erotic.

But the intense friction was pushing him too close to the edge. He wanted to feel her tight core before he finished. He was tired of the foreplay and decided it was time for the main event.

"Uh, let's switch positions," instructed Matt. He pulled his hips back gently.

Gia released him with a wet pop. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and smiled up at him. "Whatever you want, Alpha."

Matt pointed to the small stump right next to them. "Bend over that stump for me."

Gia didn't hesitate for a single second. She crawled over to the wooden stump. She planted her hands firmly against the moss on the other side. Arching her back beautifully, she presented her round ass to him. Her wet pussy glistened in the moonlight. Her furry tail lifted high into the air to give him clear access.

"I'm ready," declared Gia. She wiggled her hips invitingly.

Matt stepped up behind her. He grabbed her narrow waist with both hands. He guided his slick tip right to her entrance. He pushed forward with a steady, firm thrust.

Gia let out a loud howl. The feral sound pierced the quiet night air. It wasn't a scream of pain. It was a vocal release of pure, unadulterated pleasure.

"Oh yes," panted Gia. She dropped her head forward. "You feel so incredibly deep."

The fit was exceptionally tight. Matt had to pause for a moment to let her body adjust to his size. Her internal muscles clamped down hard around his shaft. He felt like he was buried inside a furnace.

"You’re so tight," grunted Matt. He slowly pulled his hips back.

"Don't stop," begged Gia. She pushed her ass backward to chase his length. "Keep fucking me. I need it. Oh, Matt, I’m yours always."

Matt obliged her frantic request. He drove his hips forward again. He set a fast, relentless pace. He pounded into her from behind.

Gia howled again. She took every single thrust like a champion. She pushed back against him to increase the friction. The loud slapping sound of their bodies hitting together filled the clearing.

"Fuck, Matt," yelled Gia. She clawed at the moss with her fingers. "Keep fucking me just like that. I love your cock. It feels so perfect."

"You take it so well," praised Matt. He gripped her hips tighter.

He pulled almost entirely out before slamming back into her tight depths. The aggressive angle allowed him to hit her deepest spots. Gia whimpered and whined with every brutal strike. Her wild nature demanded a rough performance, and Matt was happy to provide it.

Her furry tail started to thrash wildly. The appendage whipped back and forth in the air. It brushed against his thighs and his stomach. The soft fur provided a highly erotic contrast to the sweaty friction of their bodies.

"Give me all of it," pleaded Gia. She threw her head back to look at him over her shoulder. Her golden eyes were glazed with heavy lust. "Fill my womb, Matt. Claim me as your mate."

"I'm claiming you right now," growled Matt.

He increased his pace to a furious sprint. The heat in his groin reached a boiling point. The intense grip of her inner muscles was pushing him right over the edge. He hammered into her with ruthless energy. He didn't hold anything back.

"I'm close," warned Matt. His voice was a strained, breathy shout.

"Do it," screamed Gia. "Cum inside me."

Matt thrust forward one final time. He buried himself to the hilt and orgasmed violently. He emptied his hot seed deep inside her tight core. A loud shout escaped his lips as the tension finally shattered.

Gia experienced her own violent climax at the exact same moment. She let out a long, triumphant howl that echoed across the academy grounds. Her body spasmed uncontrollably. Her internal muscles milked every last drop of his release from him.

She collapsed forward onto the moss. Her arms gave out entirely. She panted heavily, her chest heaving against the soft green ground.

Matt slumped forward and rested his chest against her sweaty back. He tried to catch his breath. His heart hammered a frantic rhythm against his ribs. The cool night air felt wonderful against his overheated skin.

He slowly pulled out of her wet heat. He rolled onto his back and stared up at the starry sky. The canopy of the oak trees framed the bright moon perfectly.

Gia didn't stay on her stomach for long. She turned around and crawled right over to him. She collapsed onto his chest and wrapped her arms tightly around his neck. She embraced him with fierce, territorial affection.

"Thank you," whispered Gia. She kissed his sweaty jawline. "Thank you for being my mate."

Matt wrapped his arms around her smooth back. He reached down and stroked her bushy tail. The fur felt incredibly soft between his fingers.

"I care for you so much, Gia," replied Matt. He kissed the top of her head. "I promise I will always protect you."

"I know you will," said Gia. She snuggled deeper into his embrace. "You cured my people. You saved my home. Now you have given me the greatest gift of all. I belong to you forever."

"We belong to each other," corrected Matt. He rubbed a soothing circle into her lower back.

They lay together in the quiet clearing for a long time. The crickets resumed their gentle chirping in the bushes. The wind rustled the leaves above them. Gia was entirely right about the location. The forest provided the perfect, natural environment for their intimate bonding.

Life was absolutely perfect.

He held Gia close and enjoyed the cool breeze. He didn't want to leave the forest just yet. He wanted to savor this quiet victory. The Chosen One finally had everything he ever desired, and he fully intended to keep it that way for the rest of his days.

"Uh, do you think the others heard you howling?" joked Matt. He broke the comfortable silence with a soft chuckle.

Gia lifted her head and offered a proud smirk. "I hope they did. The whole world should know that the alpha has claimed his mate. A Lupine never hides her joy."

"You definitely didn't hide it," laughed Matt. He stroked her tail again. "You are incredible, Gia. I've never experienced anything like that before."

"It is just the beginning," promised Gia. She rested her chin on his chest and looked at him with adoring eyes. "We have a whole lifetime to explore the woods together. I will show you all the secret places. I will teach you how to track under the moonlight. We will build a legendary pack."

"I'm looking forward to every single second of it," agreed Matt.

He pulled her face down and kissed her tenderly. The wild urgency of their earlier passion was replaced by a deep, lingering affection. They shared their breath under the open sky, content and entirely happy. The future looked incredibly bright for the mystic mage and his beautiful wolf.


Chapter
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The next afternoon brought a bright sun to the academy grounds. Matt walked down the stone corridor toward the main keep. He felt incredibly rested after his wild night in the forest with Gia. The wolf girl had tired him out in the best way possible, and his entire body hummed with relaxed energy. He passed a few initiates in the hallway. The younger girls giggled and offered him wide smiles. Matt gave them a polite nod and kept walking, feeling a deep sense of accomplishment.

He reached the heavy oak door of the headmistress. Matt knocked twice on the thick wood.

"Come in," called Regina.

Matt pushed the door open and stepped inside. The office smelled like burning firewood. Regina stood near her mahogany desk. She wore a tight purple dress today, and the fabric struggled to contain her large breasts. Her cleavage pushed upward against the neckline. Matt found his eyes drawn to her chest right away. He forced himself to look up at her face.

Her chestnut brown hair was pulled back into a messy braid, and her amber eyes looked frantic and exhausted. She held a crumpled piece of dark paper in her shaking hands. The dark circles under her eyes proved she hadn't slept at all since their return.

"Is everything okay?" asked Matt, bothered by her appearance.

"Everything is a disaster," replied Regina. She tossed the dark missive onto her desk. "Close the door and lock it. We don't have much time to prepare."

Matt turned around and turned the iron key. He walked over to the desk and frowned. "What happened? I thought we won."

"We won a battle," corrected Regina. "But we just started a war."

Regina paced back and forth across the woven rug. "That letter arrived an hour ago. It came directly from the Ranostan capital. Corvina made it back to her queen, and she told her leader exactly what you did to her elite mages in the grove."

"I just took their mana away," defended Matt. "They deserved it after trying to enslave me and poison an entire nation."

"I agree with you," said Regina. "But the Ranostan queen doesn't share our perspective. She formally declared your actions an act of war. The monarch is mobilizing her entire army as we speak. They’re preparing to march south and burn Carletta to the ground."

Matt let out a heavy sigh. "I guess a peaceful resolution was too much to hope for."

"It gets much worse," warned Regina. She stopped pacing and looked him right in the eyes. "I also received a message from our capital. The King of Carletta is furious. He believes the academy betrayed him by ruining the truce. He thinks we orchestrated the attack on the diplomatic envoy as a means to undercut his power."

“Then, the king is an idiot," muttered Matt. "Corvina set a trap for us. She brought an army of dark mages to the border. She was going to conquer his kingdom using my core."

"The king refuses to believe that," stated Regina. "He thinks you're a rogue variable, so he declared you an enemy of the crown this morning. He's on his way here with the royal guard to settle the score."

Matt crossed his arms over his chest. "So we have the Ranostans coming from the north and our own king coming from the south. That puts us right in the middle of a very tight spot."

"We’re surrounded by enemies," agreed Regina. "The academy wards won't hold back a royal army. We don't have the manpower to fight a war on two fronts."

"I can take them," promised Matt. "My ley lines are wide open. I’ve already sealed the Blight, so I can certainly handle a bunch of ordinary soldiers."

"You can't fight the entire world alone, especially when one side will have hundreds of dark mages," argued Regina. She walked closer to him. Her purple dress shifted enticingly with every step. "Even your amplified core has limits. If you try to fight two armies at once, you’ll burn yourself out. We need a different solution."

"What kind of solution?" asked Matt.

Regina walked around her desk and crouched down. She opened a hidden compartment near the floorboards. Pulling out an iron box, she set it carefully on the mahogany surface. The metal was covered in thick dust and strange runes.

"I spent the entire morning digging through the deepest cellars of the academy. Looking for anything that could help us survive the coming storm, I found this hidden vault behind a collapsed wall."

"What’s inside it?" asked Matt. He leaned forward to get a better look at the mysterious container.

"An ancient artifact," answered Regina. She unlocked the iron latch with a loud click and pushed the lid open.

Matt peered inside the box. A smooth black sphere rested on a velvet cushion. It looked like polished glass, but it pulsed with a faint golden light. The object radiated an aura of pure masculine energy, and it made the hair on Matt's arms stand straight up.

"This belonged to the male mystic mages of old," whispered Regina. She looked at the sphere with profound reverence. "The texts claim it was a focal point for their unified mana. It grants the user unparalleled power to fight any threat. It can boost your amplification limits beyond mortal comprehension."

"That sounds exactly like what we need," smiled Matt. He reached out to touch the black sphere.

Regina slapped his hand away quickly. "Don't touch it yet. There is a catch."

"There’s always a catch," grumbled Matt. He rubbed the back of his hand. "What is it?"

"The artifact has been dormant for eight centuries," explained Regina. "It requires a powerful biological trigger to activate the internal core. You can't just pour mana into it. You have to awaken it with a primal spark."

"What kind of biological trigger?" asked Matt. He felt a sudden spike of nervous anticipation.

Regina took a slow breath. Her amber eyes locked onto his face. She looked at him with intense desire. The professional boundary between headmistress and student melted away entirely.

"The trigger is sexual intimacy," dropped Regina. She stepped right into his personal space. Her large breasts pressed firmly against his chest. "You must perform the awakening ritual with a powerful female mage. The energy of our physical union will ignite the sphere."

Matt swallowed hard. "You want me to do it with you?"

"I’m the strongest female mage in this castle," stated Regina. Her voice dropped to a sultry whisper. She reached up and unfastened the top button of her purple dress. "I have to be the one to guide you through it, Matt."

Matt stared at her cleavage as the purple fabric parted. The sight was incredibly distracting. He never thought of the headmistress in a romantic way before. She always acted so strict and authoritative, so seeing her offer herself to him was a staggering shift in their dynamic. Her amber eyes held a desperate hunger. She truly believed this was the only way to save their home.

"You realize my girls might get a little jealous," teased Matt. He rested his hands on her warm waist.

"Your partners will understand," promised Regina. She leaned her face close to his neck. Her warm breath sent a shiver down his spine. "This isn't just about pleasure, because this is about survival. I need you to be strong enough to face the king. I also need you to crush the Ranostan army, and I'll give you everything I have to make that happen."

"Hmm, you’re very persuasive," murmured Matt.

Regina smiled and reached for the second button of her dress.

A blinding flash of golden light suddenly exploded in the center of the office.

Matt flinched and shielded his eyes with his arm. Regina gasped loudly and stumbled backward. The headmistress bumped into her desk and knocked the iron box to the floor. The black sphere rolled across the woven rug. The intense illumination filled every corner of the room, and it felt like the sun had just materialized inside the castle.

The light slowly faded into a soft glow.

Two figures stood in the middle of the office. They didn't use a door, nor did they teleport with standard mana. They simply willed themselves into existence.

Matt lowered his arm and stared at the intruders. His danger sense didn't hum or vibrate. It remained totally silent. The lack of warning was actually more terrifying than a monster attack. These beings operated on a level far beyond human comprehension.

A woman stood on the left. She was a goddess in every sense of the word. Her beauty was so profound that Matt could barely look directly at her, especially with her long blonde hair cascading down her back like spun gold. She wore a flowing white gown that seemed to catch the ambient light. Her face possessed flawless symmetry, and every single feature was absolute perfection.

A man stood on the right. He looked like a god of war. He possessed a tall frame and broad shoulders, with thick muscles bulging beneath his golden armor. He radiated an aura of absolute authority. His jawline looked like it was carved from solid granite. He looked powerful and strong, holding a silver spear in his right hand.

"You're gods," whispered Regina. Her voice shook with profound reverence. "You're the architects of the world."

"We are," confirmed the woman. “My name is Yara, and my partner here is Gareth. Long have we stood watch over this world, guiding the races from the spiritual realm.”

"Uh, why exactly are you here?" asked Matt. He stepped slightly in front of the headmistress. He wanted to shield her just in case things turned violent.

Gareth walked past them. The wooden floorboards groaned under his heavy boots. He stopped near the desk and looked down at the woven rug. Reaching down, he picked up the black artifact.

"We can't let you have this," stated Gareth. His voice echoed like rolling thunder. It rattled the glass in the windowpanes. "You're making way too many waves down here, boy."

"Please explain," requested Regina. She wrung her trembling hands together.

"Matt has become too powerful too quickly," explained Yara. Her voice sounded like a gentle choir, but it carried a sharp edge of warning. "You’ve bypassed our divine restrictions. If we don't step in right now, the world could end."

"You overrode the will of the gods," added Gareth, taking a harder line than his counterpart. "Shattering the Ranostan cores and sealing the Blight disrupted the natural order. We designed that rift for a reason. You’ve ruined centuries of careful planning."

"Is the will of the gods just to see good, innocent people struggle?" challenged Matt. He clenched his fists at his sides. "People were dying every single day. I just protected them from monsters you created."

Gareth narrowed his eyes. He flexed his divine power. Golden lightning crackled along the shaft of his silver spear. The raw energy filled the room with an intense, suffocating pressure. It pushed Matt back a half step and made it hard to breathe.

Yara watched the exchange quietly. Her perfect features softened as she looked at Matt. She actually looked sympathetic to his cause. A hint of sorrow rested in her bright eyes, suggesting she didn't entirely agree with her partner's harsh methods.

"You won't undo the world we've created," declared Gareth. He pointed the tip of his sparking spear right at Matt's chest. "And we're here to stop you."

The story will continue in the third and final book. Stay tuned!
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