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The Story So Far


For over eight hundred years, only women wielded magic, until Matt.

Discovered to be the first male mage since the Breaking, Matt is brought to the Mystic Mage Academy. Initially mocked as defective, Matt soon realizes his core acts as a magical sponge. He can’t project mana on his own, but he can absorb and exponentially magnify the elements of his female companions. By forming intimate bonds with his harem, including Amelia, Chloe, and Lily, he unleashes god-like power to annihilate a Blight monster army, proving he is the prophesied Chosen One.

As his legend grows, Matt welcomes the fierce Lupine princess, Gia, and forms a secret, passionate connection with the stern Professor Vanessa Vane. When the rival Kingdom of Ranosta attempts to drain his core through a deceptive peace ritual, Matt turns their trap against them. He purifies their corruption, shatters the enemy mages' cores, places a devastating curse upon Ranosta's lands to render them barren, and permanently seals the Blight.

This victory invites immediate retaliation. The corrupt Carlettan King brands Matt an outlaw, while Headmistress Regina Dutton warns of an impending war. To prepare Matt, Regina reveals an ancient, power-multiplying artifact that requires an intense connection to activate. But as they prepare to initiate the ritual, the heavens awake. Yara and Gareth, the ancient deities who stripped male mages of their magic, descend with arrogant fury to stop Matt and restore their divine order, setting the stage for a final showdown.


Chapter
One



The intense pressure in the room made it difficult to breathe.

Matt stood frozen in place, staring at the two deities who had just materialized inside the office. The raw energy filled the space and pushed him back a step. He was still trying to process what was happening.

Just moments ago he had been speaking with the headmistress about an ancient artifact. Now he was face to face with the beings who created the rules of their world.

"You won't undo the world we've created," declared Gareth, the god pointing his impressive spear right at Matt's chest. "And we're here to stop you."

Matt swallowed hard as he looked at the man holding the weapon. Gareth appeared strong and powerful, and his features were sharp and punitive. He wore armor that gleamed with an inner light, with his eyes holding no warmth or understanding.

They only held strict judgment.

Beside him stood Yara. The goddess was blindingly beautiful. Her blonde hair cascaded down her shoulders in a way that only made him salivate. Matt could barely look at her without squinting.

Despite her bright appearance, she seemed far more humane than her partner. A distinct hint of sorrow rested in her eyes. She watched Matt with a quiet sympathy that contradicted Gareth's harsh demeanor.

"This can't be happening," whispered Regina. “You’re making a terrible mistake.”

Matt glanced over at the headmistress. Regina stood behind her wooden desk, her shocked face turning incredibly pale. Chestnut brown hair framed her cheeks in loose curls. Her amber eyes were wide with disbelief. She gripped the edge of the desk so hard that her knuckles turned white.

"You've bypassed our divine restrictions," said Yara, her voice sounding like a gentle choir. It still carried a sharp edge of warning despite the soothing quality. "If we don't step in right now, the world could end."

"I didn't ask for any of this," replied Matt. He kept his hands visible and open. "I was just a normal person a few months ago. Then a monster attacked my village. I had to defend my home, and it’s what led to me being here right now."

"You did far more than defend a single village," scoffed Gareth. The god lowered his spear slightly but kept his rigid posture. "You shattered an army of Blight monsters. You sealed the Blight after that. Matt, you’ve disrupted the natural order of things. We designed that rift for a reason, and now it’s ruined centuries of careful planning."

Matt felt a spark of anger cut through his fear. "Is the will of the gods just to see innocent people struggle? People were dying every single day. The Blight sent out horrific monsters that slaughtered travelers and farmers. I just protected them from the nightmare you created."

"The monsters were a test," replied Gareth with a shrug. His voice boomed across the room. "They forced humanity to rely on mana, forced your kingdoms to train and adapt. We restricted the flow of magic to women eight hundred years ago because men like you corrupted it. Men grew arrogant. They sought to conquer the world instead of stewarding it."

"Well, I'm not them," said Matt, crossing his arms in front of his chest. He took a slow breath to steady his racing heart. "I don't want to conquer anyone. I just want to protect my friends and keep this academy safe."

"Your intentions don't matter," stated Gareth. "Your existence is a flaw in the system. A mortal shouldn't hold that kind of power. It throws the scales out of balance, and now we are here to reset them."

Yara stepped forward and placed a gentle hand on Gareth's arm. "Gareth, perhaps we can reason with him. He hasn't shown the madness of the ancient ones yet. We still have time."

"He placed a devastating curse upon the Ranostan lands," argued Gareth, glaring at his partner. The god turned his aggression toward Matt. "He rendered their soil barren. He crippled an entire nation in a single afternoon. That is the exact arrogance we sought to eradicate."

"They tried to attack me!" protested Matt. He stepped closer to the center of the room. "The Ranostan delegation brought a dark siphon into this very building. They planned to flood me with corrupted mana and use me to conquer Carletta. I just turned their trap against them. What was I supposed to do? Let them brainwash me?"

"You should have allowed the natural conflict to play out," said Gareth. "Mortal wars keep the populations in check. They spur innovation. Your interference ends the struggle. It makes humanity complacent."

"That's the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard," said Regina, shaking her head as she stepped out from behind her desk. Her voice trembled, but she stood tall. "You engineered suffering just to watch us struggle? You call yourselves gods, but you act like cruel children playing with toys. Our lives are not a game."

Gareth snapped his gaze toward the headmistress. The air temperature in the room plummeted. The golden lightning on his spear flared brighter.

"Watch your tongue, mortal," warned Gareth. "We gave you the gift of mana. We can take it away just as easily."

Yara looked between Regina and Gareth. Her beautiful face twisted with doubt. "Please let's not resort to threats. We didn't come here to hurt anyone."

"Then why are you here?" asked Matt. His danger sense flared to life. The familiar tingling sensation crawled up his spine, warning him of an impending attack. He knew a fight was coming.

He could feel the hostility rolling off Gareth in thick waves.

"We came to restore the order," said Gareth. He tightened his grip on his weapon. "We came to fix the anomaly."

Matt shifted his weight. He didn't have any mana of his own to project. He needed a source, a connection to a female mage to draw power and defend himself. His thoughts immediately went to his friends. He wished Amelia were here with her fire, or Chloe with her mental tenacity.

He wanted Lily or Gia or Vanessa to lend him their strength. Right now he only had the headmistress. Not that Regina wasn’t powerful on her own, but he needed all he could get if he hoped to stand up to the gods.

Regina noticed his subtle movement. She understood what he needed. Reaching out with her mind, the headmistress pushed a stream of her mana toward him. Matt felt the warm energy approach his core, where he prepared to absorb it and form a defensive shield.

Gareth casually raised his left hand.

The flow of mana slammed into an invisible wall. It bounced off and dissipated into the air before it could reach Matt. Regina gasped and stumbled backward. She clutched her chest as the magical feedback shocked her system.

"Did you really think a simple trick would work against us?" asked Gareth, a cruel smirk touching his lips. "I control the very fabric of mana in this world. You can't use it against me."

"Stop this!" yelled Matt. He rushed forward to check on Regina.

"I'm fine," said Regina, holding up a hand to wave him off. She took a ragged breath and glared at the deities. "Don't hurt him. He's just a boy."

"He's a threat to the cosmos," replied Gareth. "And he must be neutralized."

Yara looked away. She couldn't meet Matt's eyes. "I'm sorry, Matt. It really is for the best. We can't risk another Breaking. The world barely survived the last time men held this much power."

"I'm telling you I won't go crazy!" shouted Matt. "Just give me a chance to prove it. Let me help fix things. I can cleanse the dark mana from the world. I can make things better."

"The world doesn't need your version of better," said Gareth, stepping forward. The distance between them vanished instantly.

Matt tried to dodge. He moved to the right, but his body felt incredibly slow. Gareth moved with divine speed. The god brought the silver spear down in a swift arc.

Matt braced for a fatal blow. He expected the blade to pierce his heart. Instead, Gareth flipped the weapon at the last second. He struck Matt squarely in the chest with the blunt butt of the spear.

A shock wave of cold energy exploded outward from the impact point.

The force didn't throw Matt across the room, but it drove straight into his body. It pierced through his skin and muscle but bypassed his bones. The energy sank directly into his magical core.

Matt gasped as the coldness spread. It felt like someone had poured freezing water over his soul. The intricate network of ley lines inside his body seized up.

The pathways that usually buzzed with latent energy suddenly went dark. His connection to the world around him snapped.

Matt fell to his knees. The hardwood floor hit his legs hard.

A wave of intense nausea washed over him. His stomach churned violently, making him gag and cough. He felt sick. He felt like he could barely move. Every muscle in his body felt heavy and weak. Leaning forward, Matt braced his hands on the floor to keep from collapsing entirely. He wanted to vomit, but his throat was too tight.

"What did you do to him?" screamed Regina as she ran forward and dropped to her knees beside Matt. She placed her hands on his shoulders as she tried to comfort him.

"I placed a stilling onto his core," stated Gareth simply. The god looked down at Matt with cold satisfaction. "It stops the flow of mana in any direction. He can no longer absorb energy. He can no longer amplify it, nor can he project anything. Matt is now severed from the magical current."

Matt tried to take a deep breath, but his lungs burned. He reached inward with his mind, trying desperately to find his core. He usually felt a warm empty space waiting to be filled.

Now he felt nothing. It was like a thick wall had been built inside his chest. He pushed against the wall, but it didn't budge.

"You broke him!" cried Regina. Tears spilled down her cheeks. She pulled Matt against her side, keeping her arms tight around him. "You took away his gift."

"I protected the world from a disaster," replied Gareth, resting the spear against his shoulder. "This is necessary for the world's protection. Without his magic, he can't disrupt the balance. He will live out his days as a normal mortal. The kingdoms will go back to fighting their normal wars. The natural order will resume, just as it should."

Matt groaned. He squeezed his eyes shut as a headache split his skull. "It hurts. Everything hurts."

"The physical discomfort will pass," said Yara as she took a tentative step toward them. Her voice trembled slightly as if she knew what had just happened was terrible. "Your body just needs time to adjust to the silence. Once the residual energy fades, you'll feel normal again. You'll just be a regular man, Matt. I promise."

"A regular man?" asked Regina as her amber eyes burned with fierce hatred. "You just stripped him of his identity! You took away his ability to defend himself. The Carlettan King is marching on this academy right now. The Ranostans want him dead. You didn't just take his magic, you bastards. You sentenced him to death."

Yara flinched. The words clearly struck a nerve. She looked down at her hands. "We don't govern mortal politics. He must face the consequences of his actions."

"You're monsters!" yelled Regina, her voice echoing inside the large office. "You come down here and act righteous while you doom an innocent man! You're worse than the dark mages. At least they admit they're evil. You pretend you're doing this out of compassion."

Yara gasped as she took a step back. The accusation clearly hit her hard. She looked at Matt's pale face, seeing him shivering on the floor. A tear slipped down her perfect cheek. She seemed the most affected by the headmistress's words.

"We’re done here," announced Gareth. He grabbed Yara by the arm. "The anomaly is contained. The stilling is permanent. Do not try to undo it. Any attempt to break the seal will only cause him more pain."

"Wait," croaked Matt. He forced himself to look up. His vision blurred slightly. "Please don't do this. I need to protect my friends."

"Your friends will have to protect themselves," said Gareth.

The god tapped the butt of his spear against the floor. A blinding flash of golden light filled the office. Matt squeezed his eyes shut and turned his head away from the glare. A loud crack of thunder shook the windows.

When the spots cleared from his vision, the deities were gone. The suffocating pressure in the room vanished, and the air temperature returned to normal.

The silence left behind was deafening.

Matt slumped sideways. He hit the floor with a dull thud, not having the strength to hold himself up anymore even with Regina’s help. The nausea continued to roll through his stomach. He felt a cold sweat break out across his forehead.

"Matt!" yelled Regina. She scrambled to help him and pulled his head into her lap. She brushed his sandy brown hair out of his eyes. "Oh no. Just hold on. Just breathe for me."

"I can't feel it," whispered Matt. He stared up at the ceiling. "I can't feel anything. It's gone."

"Shh, it's okay," said Regina as she rocked him gently. "We'll fix this. We'll find a way to break the seal. I promise you."

Matt shook his head slowly. "He said it was permanent. He said I'm cut off."

Regina rested a hand against his pale cheek. "I don't care what that arrogant bastard said. I'm not going to let this happen to you. Just relax. Let me try to help you."

Regina closed her eyes and focused. A soft blue aura surrounded her hands. She tried to use her mind mana to soothe him. She wanted to ease his physical pain and calm his racing thoughts. Regina pushed the healing energy down into his temples.

The blue aura struck an invisible barrier right below his skin. The energy shattered into tiny sparks and faded away.

Regina gasped and pulled her hands back, staring at her palms in shock. "It bounced off."

"I told you," said Matt. A single tear escaped the corner of his eye and tracked down his face. "The wall is too thick. I'm empty."

Regina tried again. She pushed more mana toward his chest, trying to find a crack in the stilling. She tried to force a connection. The result was exactly the same. Her energy hit the barrier and dissipated harmlessly. She couldn't reach his core, nor could she heal his pain.

"Damn it," cursed Regina. She hit the floor with a frustrated fist. "Damn them both. How could they do this to you? How could they do this to us?"

Matt didn't have an answer. He just lay there and listened to his own shallow breathing. The reality of his situation started to settle into his mind.

He was powerless. He was exactly as useless as he had been during his first week at the academy. Matt remembered how awful that felt, to have no control over his core. To be taunted by the girls. He remembered the feeling of being a defective freak.

Matt had worked so hard to overcome that. Everything he’d done had been to prove that he wasn’t useless. And he’d accomplished great things, achievements that no one had ever done before.

Now it was all gone. Stolen instantly by a god holding a grudge.

"What are we going to do?" asked Matt, his voice sounding hollow.

Regina looked down at him. Her amber eyes were filled with worry. "We're going to get you into a bed. You need to rest. Your body went through a massive shock."

"I can't rest," said Matt. He tried to sit up, but his arms shook too badly. He collapsed back into her lap. "The king is coming. You said he branded me an enemy of the state. He has an army with him, and you know he’s going to use this against us."

"I'll handle the king," promised Regina. "I'm the headmistress of this academy, which comes with a considerable amount of political leverage. I won't let him touch you."

"He doesn't care about politics," argued Matt. "The only thing he cares about is his ruined alliance. He's going to demand my head."

"Then I'll fight him," stated Regina as her voice hardened. "I'll rally the professors. We'll lock down the grounds."

"But you can't fight a royal army," said Matt. "People will die. The students will get hurt. I can't let that happen. Not because of me."

"You aren't in any condition to make decisions right now," said Regina. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and hugged him tight. She tried her best to soothe him with physical touch since her magic wouldn't work. "You need to focus on healing. Let me worry about the crown."

Matt rested his head against her chest, where he could hear her rapid heartbeat. He appreciated her comfort, but it didn't chase away the coldness inside him. He thought about Amelia.

About Chloe and Lily and Gia. He thought about Vanessa too.

They all relied on him. They had formed a team around his unique abilities. Together, they’d faced deadly threats because they trusted in his power to protect them. How could he look them in the eyes now? How could he tell them he was broken?

It made him feel like a burden. He felt like a liability.

"I need to get up," muttered Matt. He forced himself to roll over onto his hands and knees. The nausea flared again, but he swallowed it down. He gritted his teeth and pushed himself up.

Regina stood up and grabbed his arm to steady him. "Take it easy. Don't rush."

Matt leaned heavily against her side. His legs felt like jelly. Every step took a huge amount of effort. They slowly walked across the office toward the door.

"Where are we going?" asked Matt.

"We're going to my private quarters," said Regina. "It's safer there. I don't want anyone else to see you like this right now. We need to keep this quiet until we figure out a plan."

Matt nodded slowly. He understood her logic. If the rest of the academy found out the Chosen One had lost his magic, a panic would break out. The sycophants would turn on him. The bullies would return. The illusion of safety would shatter.

Regina opened the office door and peeked out into the hallway. The corridor was empty. Classes were over for the day, which meant most students were already in their dorms. She slipped her arm around his waist and helped him walk down the hall.

The stone walls of the academy felt different to Matt now. He used to feel the latent mana humming through the old bricks. It was possible to sense the ambient energy of the ley lines running beneath the floors.

Now he felt nothing but cold stone. The vibrant world of magic had been turned gray and silent.

They reached Regina's private quarters at the end of the hall. She quickly unlocked the heavy oak door and guided him inside. The room was warm and cozy. A small fire crackled in the hearth. Large bookshelves lined the walls. A plush bed sat in the center of the room.

Regina led him over to the bed and helped him sit down on the edge. "Lie back. Let me get you a blanket."

Matt did as he was told. He swung his legs up and lay back against the pillows, with his head staring up at the ceiling canopy. He felt totally exhausted. The physical toll of the stilling was draining his energy reserves.

Regina returned a moment later with a thick quilt. She draped it over his body and tucked it around his sides. She sat down on the edge of the mattress and brushed his hair back again.

"Are you warm enough?" she asked.

"I'm fine," lied Matt. He still felt freezing cold on the inside. "Thank you."

"You don't need to thank me," said Regina, giving him a sad smile. "If anything, this feels like my fault. I’m the one that brought you to this academy. I told you about the prophecy. I put all this pressure on your shoulders. I'm sorry I couldn't protect you from them."

"You tried. You pushed your mana toward me. He was just too strong."

"He's a god," sighed Regina. "I suppose I shouldn't be surprised that my magic bounced off his shield. But it still makes me angry. It makes me feel helpless."

"Now you know how I feel," murmured Matt.

Regina squeezed his hand. "We won't give up. The artifact is still downstairs in the vault. We just didn't get a chance to use it. If we can activate it, maybe the surge of power will break the stilling."

Matt felt a tiny spark of hope. He remembered the conversation they had right before the gods appeared. Regina had told him about the ancient artifact, one that required a powerful biological trigger. She had locked the door and looked at him with intense desire, making him wonder just what kind of act was required to access its power.

"You said the trigger was intimacy," said Matt as he glanced over at her. "You said we had to perform a ritual?"

Regina blushed slightly. The pink color returned to her pale cheeks. "Yes. I did say that. The artifact responds to pure life energy, the kind that’s most prevalent in emotional and physical bonds. Since your core relies on the women around you, the artifact requires that same connection to activate."

"Do you think it will work?" asked Matt, raising an eyebrow.

"I don't know," admitted Regina as she combed her fingers through her hair. "But it's our best option. We just have to figure out how to get you past the initial block. If the stilling prevents you from absorbing any energy at all, then the artifact might not register your presence."

Matt frowned. "So I might be stuck like this."

"We'll cross that bridge when we get to it," said Regina, patting his chest gently. "For right now, you just need to rest. Let your body recover from the shock, okay? We will gather your team once you get some rest and explain the situation. They need to know what happened."

Matt dreaded that conversation. He didn't want to see the pity in Amelia's blue eyes, nor did he want Lily or Chloe or Gia to feel unsafe.

He was supposed to be their rock. Now he was a fragile piece of glass.

"Okay," whispered Matt as he closed his eyes. The headache throbbed behind his temples. "Tomorrow."

"Get some sleep," said Regina. She leaned down and kissed his forehead. The gesture was tender and maternal. "I'll be right here if you need anything. I'm not going to leave you alone."

Matt nodded slightly. He pulled the quilt up higher under his chin. He listened to the sound of the fire crackling in the hearth, trying to focus on the warmth radiating from the flames. He tried to ignore the hollow emptiness inside his chest.

Matt drifted off to sleep with the image of a golden spear burned into his mind. He dreamed of a blinding light and a cold voice telling him he was broken.

The Chosen One had fallen. The world's order had been restored.

And Matt had never felt more alone.


Chapter
Two



Morning sunlight leaked through the heavy curtains. The bright rays hit the floorboards and stretched toward the bed, where Matt was slowly opening his eyes. He stared up at the fabric canopy above him and tried to remember where he was. The events of the previous day rushed back into his mind with terrible clarity.

The sudden memory hit him like a physical blow to the stomach.

He didn't have his mana anymore.

Matt took a slow breath, searching for the familiar warmth that usually lived inside his chest. He always felt a low hum of energy vibrating through his veins, a comforting sensation that connected him to the world.

Now he found nothing but a hollow void. The divine stilling Gareth had placed on him felt like a block of ice sitting right over his heart.

The physical pain from the strike had faded over the night. The intense nausea was gone too. Only a dull ache remained in his muscles, making his body feel heavy and slow. It felt like he had slept on a pile of rocks instead of a plush mattress.

"Oh, I think he's waking up!" whispered a soft voice.

Matt turned his head toward the door. The oak door to Regina's private quarters stood wide open as the headmistress walked into the room. She was followed closely by the rest of his team. They filed into the bedroom with hesitant steps. They all looked exhausted. Dark circles shadowed their eyes. It was obvious that none of them had slept very well.

Regina led the group, giving Matt a sympathetic smile as she approached the edge of the bed.

"Good morning," said Regina as she brushed her fingers over his arm. "How are you feeling today?"

"I've been better," replied Matt. He pushed himself up into a sitting position while pulling the thick quilt over his lap.

Amelia rushed past Regina and threw her arms around Matt's neck, hugging him tight. Her blonde hair brushed against his cheek. He smelled the faint scent of her perfume that always lingered on her skin. Her blue eyes were bright with unshed tears as she pulled back to look at his face.

"Oh, Matt, we were so worried," gushed Amelia while cupping his jaw with both hands. "Regina told us everything that happened. I can't believe those bastards actually attacked you right here in the academy."

"I'm okay," lied Matt. He forced a smile for her benefit. "Just a little sore."

Chloe stepped up beside Amelia. The elegant socialite looked totally out of place in the rustic bedroom. She wore a pristine silk robe, with her brown hair falling over her shoulders in perfect waves. Her green eyes scanned Matt from head to toe. She frowned once she analyzed him. She could always read his emotions better than anyone else.

"You don't look okay," observed Chloe, crossing her arms over her breasts. "You look like someone tore your heart out. You're pale, and you're shaking, Matt. Please don't lie to us."

"Hmm, she's right," added Lily. The shy girl stood near the foot of the bed. Her red hair was braided over one shoulder. Her hazel eyes darted nervously around the room. She twisted her fingers together in front of her waist. "You don't have to pretend to be strong for us right now. We know what Gareth did to you."

“You heard about that, did you?” muttered Matt.

Gia pushed her way through the group. The Lupine princess didn't bother with pleasantries. Her wolf ears twitched on top of her head while her fluffy tail swished back and forth behind her. She leaned over the mattress and sniffed the air near Matt's neck. A low growl rumbled in her throat.

"Your scent is all wrong, Matt," stated Gia. She bared her teeth at the empty air. "The energy is gone. You smell like a normal human now. I hate it. It makes my skin itch."

Vanessa closed the bedroom door behind them. The stern professor lingered near the back of the group. Her gray eyes met Matt's gaze over the heads of the other girls. She didn't say a word, but her expression spoke volumes.

Vanessa looked furious and devastated all at once.

Matt looked around the room, appraising the beautiful women surrounding him. They were his team, his friends, and even his lovers. He had bonded with each of them to amplify their power and save the world. Now they were looking at him with a mixture of pity and terror. He hated seeing them so frightened.

He was supposed to be their shield against the darkness.

"I'm sorry," said Matt as he looked down at his hands resting on the quilt. "I tried to fight back. Regina tried to give me her mana. It just bounced right off his invisible shield. He was too fast. Too powerful."

"You have absolutely nothing to apologize for," said Vanessa as she stepped closer to the bed. Her voice carried a hard edge. "You faced down two deities, Matt. The fact that you survived the encounter is a miracle. They have thousands of years of combat experience. You did the best you could."

"It wasn't good enough," muttered Matt. He rubbed his chest right over his core. "I'm cut off. I can't feel anything. I'm just empty."

"Maybe we can try to push through it," suggested Amelia brightly. She held up her right hand. A small spark of bright flame danced across her knuckles. "If we give you a big enough surge, it might jumpstart your core. We could overload the stilling."

"It won't work," said Regina, shaking her head sadly. "I already tried that last night. The stilling acts as an absolute barrier. It rejects any incoming energy. If you try to force your fire into him, it will just burn his skin. His ley lines are sealed shut."

Amelia extinguished her flame with a frustrated sigh. "There has to be some way to fix this! We can't just let those arrogant gods get away with this. They assaulted a student. They crippled our best fighter. This is Matt we’re talking about here!"

Tears went down the blonde’s cheeks as she squeezed his arm. It wasn’t difficult to see just how deeply Amelia felt for him.

"We need to hit them back," growled Gia. Her claws extended slightly from her fingertips. "We need to hunt them down. I'll rip Gareth's throat out myself if I can just get the chance."

"How?" asked Matt. He looked at the Lupine girl with a tired expression. "They're gods, Gia. They teleported away in a flash of light. We don't even know where they live. We certainly can't fight them in a direct battle. Without my amplification, our team doesn't have the raw power to hurt them."

"He has a point," said Chloe, uncrossing her arms as she sat down on the edge of the mattress next to Amelia. "We need to be realistic about our current situation. The deities are out of our reach for now. We have a much more pressing problem heading toward the academy gates. The Carlettan king."

The mention of the corrupt monarch sent a chill through the room. Everyone went silent.

"Regina said the king branded you an enemy of the state," said Lily. She walked around the bed and stood next to Chloe. "He's bringing an army to arrest you. He wants to punish you for ruining his precious alliance with Ranosta."

"He doesn't care that Ranosta tried to drain my core," said Matt. "He only cares about his political standing. He's willing to execute me just to save face with the other nobles. And then the Ranostans will manage to get what they want anyway—me, neutralized or dead."

"We aren't going to let that happen," vowed Vanessa. She placed a hand on the hilt of her sword. "The academy wards are strong. We have dozens of trained professors. If the king wants to take you, he will have to fight his way through all of us. Same with the Ranostans."

"I don't want anyone dying for me," argued Matt. "I can't ask the students to fight a royal army. They're just girls learning how to control their mana. The king's elite mages will slaughter them."

“How elite are these mages exactly?” asked Amelia quietly.

“Some of the best in the world,” replied Vanessa. “Every year, the Carlettan crown brings in the best mystic mages and sometimes the newest graduates of the academy. He only keeps those that are the best fighters and strategists. They represent the cream of the crop. No one ever guessed that they would be used against us.”

"They won't have to fight," said Regina. She walked over to the window and peeked out through the curtains. "I will negotiate with the king. I have a lot of influence in the capital. I'll remind him how much the crown relies on our graduates. I can buy us some time."

"Time for what?" asked Matt, throwing his hands up in frustration. "Time for me to sit here and hide while you all do the heavy lifting? I'm useless like this. I'm exactly back to where I started on my first day here. I'm just a defective freak."

"Don't ever call yourself that," snapped Amelia. She grabbed his arm and squeezed it hard. Her blue eyes blazed with fierce intensity. "You are not a freak. You're the bravest person I know. Magic or no magic, you're still Matt. My Matt. You're still the man who saved my life in the hallway. You're the man who stopped the Blight." Her intensity broke into a small smile. “The one that still likes me even though my nose is too big, remember?”

Matt couldn’t hold back a smile when he heard that. If there was one person who knew him well, it was Amelia.

“Your nose is perfect,” said Matt, making her smile larger.

"She's right," agreed Chloe. She placed a gentle hand on his knee. "Not about Amelia’s nose, but that your worth isn't tied to your core. We don't love you just because you can shoot giant shock waves. We love you for who you are. You have a good heart, and you care about people, Matt. That matters more than any spell."

Matt felt a lump form in his throat. He looked at their sincere faces, knowing they meant every word. They really did care about him.

That realization made the loss of his mana even harder to bear. He wanted to protect these wonderful, beautiful women. He needed his strength to keep them safe from the dangers ahead.

"There might be a way to get it back," said Matt. He looked past the girls and caught Regina's eye. A spark of hope ignited in his mind. "We still have the artifact. It could be something to help us, to reverse the stilling."

Regina flinched. She dropped the curtain and turned away from the window. She wouldn't meet his gaze.

"Regina and I were talking about it right before Gareth showed up," explained Matt. He looked around the room at the confused faces of his harem. "It's a relic from the original male mages. If we use the artifact, the resulting power spike might be strong enough to shatter the stilling."

Amelia perked up considerably. "Oh, that sounds perfect! Why didn’t you start with that? Maybe that’s how we overcome this?"

Chloe smirked. "I'm certainly willing to help with whatever’s needed. We can use it right now. Where is it?"

"We can't," whispered Lily.

The soft voice cut through the rising excitement. Everyone turned to look at her. Lily stood with her head bowed. Tears filled her hazel eyes. She nervously twisted her fingers together again.

"What do you mean we can't?" asked Matt. The spark of hope in his chest flickered.

Lily took a shaky breath as she looked up at Matt with a devastated expression. "Regina and I went down to the deepest cellars while you were asleep. We wanted to prepare the safe room for the ritual. We wanted everything to be ready for you."

"And?" prompted Amelia. She leaned forward.

"And the vault was empty," finished Regina.

The headmistress walked back over to the bed, her amber eyes filled with deep regret. She crossed her arms tightly over her chest. "The heavy door was still locked. The magical wards were untouched. But the pedestal inside was bare. The artifact is gone."

Matt felt the blood drain from his face. The cold block of ice inside his chest seemed to expand. It froze his lungs and made it difficult to breathe again. "Gone? How is it gone? You said it was hidden away for eight hundred years!"

"It was," said Regina. "I checked on it just yesterday morning. It was perfectly safe. But Gareth and Yara are gods. They don't need keys to open doors. They can bypass any mortal ward."

"They took it," realized Matt. He clenched his fists on top of the quilt. "They knew about the artifact. They knew it was the only thing capable of breaking their stilling. They stole it to make sure I could never fight back."

"The bastards," hissed Vanessa. She kicked the wooden leg of a nearby chair. The furniture clattered against the floor. "They really planned this out. They wanted to ensure you were totally defenseless against the king. They set you up to be slaughtered."

A wave of hot, furious anger washed over Matt as he threw the quilt off his legs. He swung his feet over the edge of the bed and planted them on the floorboards. He wanted to hit something. Matt punched the soft mattress beside him.

"This isn't fair!" shouted Matt, his voice echoing in the small room. "I did exactly what I was supposed to do! I saved the people of Carletta! I cured the Lupine lands! I did all the hard work, and now I'm being punished for it!"

"Shh, calm down," urged Chloe, reaching out to touch his shoulder. “We’ll figure this out, Matt.”

Matt pulled away from her hand. He stood up on shaky legs. He paced across the short distance of the bedroom. "I don't want to calm down. I'm angry. I'm furious. I have a corrupt king marching on this school with an army. I have a pair of gods breathing down my neck. And my only weapon was stolen by the very people who gave us mana in the first place."

Gia watched him pace. The Lupine girl didn't offer any words of advice. She simply walked over to the bed and crawled right into the center of the mattress. She patted the empty space beside her.

"Come here," demanded Gia.

"I don't want to lie down," argued Matt. He rubbed a hand over his face. "I need to think. We need to figure out a plan."

"You’re asking too much from yourself right now," said Gia. She patted the mattress again. "You’re too stressed to think. You need comfort. Come here."

Matt stopped pacing. He looked at the wild girl sitting in the bed. Her wolf ears were flattened back against her head in a sign of submission. She looked so earnest and caring. He let out a long breath and gave up the fight. He walked back to the bed and climbed onto the mattress.

He lay down flat on his back. Gia immediately curled up against his side. She rested her head right on his chest over his frozen core. She threw an arm over his stomach and draped her fluffy tail across his legs. The physical contact was incredibly grounding. Her body heat seeped through his shirt and offered a small amount of warmth to his chilled skin.

"It'll be fine," murmured Gia as she nuzzled her nose against his neck. "We will protect the pack. You just rest."

Matt wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her close. He looked up at the other women standing around the room. They all watched the interaction with soft smiles. There was no jealousy among his harem since they all understood his needs. They knew he required physical touch to stay grounded.

Regina cleared her throat. She gestured toward the door. "Gia is right. Matt needs more sleep. His body went through a terrible shock yesterday. The residual divine energy is still messing with his system. We should let him rest for a few more hours."

"Ugh, do we really have to go?" asked Lily, who was wiping a tear from her hazel eyes. "I want to stay with him."

"We have to prepare the academy," said Vanessa reluctantly. "If the king arrives today, we need the defensive wards fully charged. The capital is not that far away. We need to brief the senior students on evacuation protocols, assuming that’s what we’re going to do since we can’t fight. We have work to do."

"Vanessa is right," agreed Chloe. She stood up from the bed and smoothed the front of her silk robe. "We need to handle the logistics while Matt recovers. We can't just sit here and panic. We have to be proactive."

Lily nodded reluctantly. She walked over to the bed and leaned down. She pressed a soft kiss to Matt's forehead. "I'll see you later, okay? Try to get some sleep. We love you, Matt."

"I love you too," replied Matt, giving her a genuine smile.

Chloe followed suit. She leaned over and kissed him on the lips. Her green eyes sparkled with determination. "Don't let those gods break your spirit, Matt. You're stronger than they think. We will find a way out of this mess. I promise."

"Thank you, Chloe," said Matt.

Regina and Vanessa lingered by the door. The professor offered him a sharp nod of respect before slipping out into the hallway. The headmistress gave him a lingering look filled with unspoken promises. She quietly closed the door behind the exiting girls.

Amelia didn't leave.

The blonde stood her ground near the foot of the bed. She watched the door click shut. She waited a few seconds to ensure everyone else was gone. Then she kicked off her shoes and climbed right into the bed next to Matt.

Gia grumbled a low protest as the mattress shifted. The Lupine girl didn't move from her spot on Matt's chest. Amelia simply ignored the quiet growl. She curled up on Matt's other side, resting her head on his shoulder and threw an arm across his stomach. Her hand met Gia's hand in the middle.

"Hmm, you're freezing," observed Amelia. She pressed her warm cheek against his neck. "Your skin feels like ice."

"It's the stilling," explained Matt. He shifted slightly to accommodate both women, wrapping his free arm around Amelia's waist. "It feels like I swallowed a snowball. I just can't get warm."

"Well, I can certainly warm you up," offered Amelia. A playful smirk touched her lips. "I am a Flame mage after all. I generate enough heat for many people. I can turn this bed into a sauna if you want. Or we can do things the old-fashioned way?"

Matt chuckled softly. The sound felt foreign in his tight throat. "Please don't set Regina's bed on fire. I don't think she would appreciate that."

"Oh, she wouldn't mind," joked Amelia. "She likes you too much to stay mad at a little property damage. Besides, I have perfect control over my fire now. Thanks to you."

Matt's smile faded. The reminder of his past utility brought the dark thoughts back to the surface. "You don't need me for your fire. You're a brilliant mage on your own. You proved that during the fight with the Ranostans."

Amelia propped herself up on one elbow. She looked down at him. Her blue eyes were serious and focused. "Hey. Stop that. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. We didn't form this team just to use you as an amplifier. We formed this team because we care about each other."

"It's hard not to feel useless," admitted Matt. He stared up at the ceiling canopy again. "I went from being the Chosen One to being a liability in a matter of seconds. I can't protect you from the king. I can't stop Gareth or Yara if they come back. I'm just a nobody again."

"You're our man," stated Amelia before leaning down to kiss him tenderly. "And even without your mana, you're stuck with us. We aren't going anywhere. Do you really think Chloe would abandon you just because you can't throw a shock wave? Do you think Lily would leave you? Do you think this wild wolf girl sleeping on your chest would run away?"

Gia let out a soft snore in response. Her fluffy tail twitched against his leg.

Matt chuckled. The heavy weight in his chest lifted just a fraction. He looked at Amelia's beautiful face. He remembered the first time he met her in the academy carriage. She had been so standoffish and guarded. Now she was fiercely protective and incredibly loving. She had been his first real connection in this strange world.

"I know you guys won't leave," said Matt. He reached up and brushed a stray lock of blonde hair behind her ear. "I just want to be worthy of you. I want to earn my place here."

"You already earned it," whispered Amelia. She settled back down against his shoulder. "You saved my life more times than I can count. You gave me a family when I was so ashamed of the one I was born with. You don't have to prove anything to me ever again. I love you, Matt. We all do. I speak for the entire harem when I say we will stand by your side no matter what happens."

"Thank you, Amelia," murmured Matt. He turned his head and kissed the top of her hair. "I love you too."

They lay there in silence for a long time. The only sounds in the room were the crackling embers in the hearth and Gia's soft snoring. The peaceful atmosphere offered a stark contrast to the chaotic danger waiting outside the academy walls. It was a tender, lighthearted moment suspended in time. Matt savored the feeling of having two beautiful women holding him tight. It reminded him exactly what he was fighting for.

Eventually, Amelia shifted. She let out a small sigh and sat up, stretching her arms over her head. "I should probably go help the others. Vanessa will need assistance setting up the defensive wards near the front gates. If the royal guard arrives, we need to be ready to stall them."

"Be careful out there," warned Matt. He didn't want her to leave the safety of the room. "The king's elite mages are dangerous. Don't engage them directly if you don't have to."

"Don't worry about me," said Amelia. She climbed out of the bed and slipped her shoes back on. "I'll stay behind the academy walls. You just focus on resting your body. Let us handle the outside world today."

She walked around the bed and kissed his cheek one last time. "Get some sleep. I'll be back to check on you later."

"Okay," said Matt.

Amelia offered a final brave smile and walked out the door.

Matt was left alone in the quiet room with the sleeping Lupine princess. He stared up at the ceiling. The brief moment of comfort evaporated. The cold reality of his situation rushed back into his thoughts. He appreciated the girls' fierce loyalty, and he loved them for their willingness to fight the King's army on his behalf.

But he couldn't let them do it alone.

Matt couldn't let innocent students face down trained soldiers just to protect someone who didn't even have mana anymore. The impending war with the crown was his fault.

He was the one who destroyed the potential alliance between Ranosta and Carletta.

He was the one who placed the curse on the Ranostan lands.

The consequences belonged to him alone.

Matt needed to fix this mess. He needed a plan. The ancient artifact was gone. His magical core was sealed shut by a divine stilling. He had absolutely no power of his own.

He just didn't know how to fix it.


Chapter
Three



A sharp, blaring sound pierced Matt's dream. It cut through the lingering image of Gareth's impressive spear and dragged him back to consciousness. He bolted upright in the bed, his heart hammering against his ribs. The sound came again—a long, drawn-out trumpet blast that echoed through the stone walls of the academy.

It was a royal summons. The king had arrived.

Matt rubbed his eyes and looked around the room. The morning sunlight was still bright, but the room felt emptier. The space beside him on the mattress was bare. Gia was gone. She must have slipped away while he was deep in sleep to join the others in preparing for the royal guard. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and pushed himself up. His body still felt heavy and sluggish, but the panic rising in his chest gave him a burst of adrenaline.

He didn't have time to feel sorry for himself. He needed to get out there.

Matt dressed quickly, throwing on a simple tunic and trousers. He didn't bother with his Mystic robes since they made him feel like an imposter wearing them without his mana. Leaving Regina's private quarters, he jogged down the empty corridor. The academy was eerily silent. There were no students bustling between classes or professors roaming the halls. Everyone was suspiciously absent.

Matt made his way toward the front entrance of the main building. As he pushed open the heavy double doors, a wave of cool morning air hit him.

The courtyard was completely transformed. The usually peaceful grounds were now a staging area for a standoff.

Dozens of academy professors and senior students were lined up in a defensive formation. They stood shoulder to shoulder, their hands glowing with various colors of mana, ready to cast spells at a moment's notice. At the very front of the line stood Regina, Vanessa, Amelia, Chloe, Lily, and Gia. They formed a protective barrier across the main path leading to the gates.

Opposite them, just inside the academy's front gates, was the royal army.

Matt stopped on the top step of the entrance, taking in the sight. The Carlettan King had brought a massive force. Rows upon rows of tall, burly soldiers stood in perfect formation, their armor gleaming in the sunlight. They held long, wickedly sharp pikes pointed directly at the academy defenders. Behind the foot soldiers stood a corps of elite mages—women draped in the King's royal colors, their faces stern and utterly loyal to the crown.

At the center of the royal force stood King Saden.

The monarch was a large, imposing man with a thick, dark beard and cruel, narrow eyes. He wore a heavy velvet cloak over intricate, gilded armor. He looked sadistic and arrogant, as if he expected the entire academy to bow to him on sight.

"Ah, Headmistress Dutton," boomed King Saden. His voice dripped with condescension. "I must say, your welcoming committee is a bit aggressive. Is this how you greet your sovereign?"

Regina stood tall, her amber eyes flashing with defiance. "We greet friends with open arms, Your Majesty. We greet armed incursions with caution. You've brought an army to a school for young women. I'd say our reaction is entirely appropriate."

The king chuckled darkly. "A school that has grown too bold, it seems. You and your academy are in big trouble, Regina. You've harbored a dangerous criminal and allowed him to ruin the most important political alliance in Carlettan history."

"The academy is just fine, Your Majesty," Regina shot back. She didn't flinch under his glare. "We have our strongest crop of students in years. Our wards are fully charged, and our professors are ready to defend these grounds. If you think you can simply march in here and dictate terms, you are sorely mistaken."

King Saden waved a dismissive hand. "Spare me the posturing. You know exactly why I'm here. I don't care about your students or your defensive wards. I want the boy. Produce him immediately, and perhaps I won't order my men to burn this place to the ground."

Regina's jaw tightened. She hadn't noticed Matt standing on the steps behind her yet. "Matt is resting. He suffered a terrible shock last night, and he is not in any condition to speak with you."

"I don't care if he's sleeping!" roared the king, his face turning a splotchy shade of red. "Wake him up and bring him out here! He is an enemy of the state, and I will see him in chains!"

"I'm right here."

Matt's voice wasn't loud, but it carried across the tense courtyard. Every head snapped toward him. Regina turned around, her eyes widening in alarm. Vanessa gripped the hilt of her sword tighter. Amelia took a half step toward him, a spark of flame already dancing on her fingertips.

Matt walked slowly down the steps. His legs felt like lead, but he forced himself to stand straight. He walked past his harem and stood right beside Regina, facing the king. He felt completely exposed without his mana, but he refused to let Saden see his fear.

"So, this is the so-called Chosen One," sneered the king. He looked Matt up and down with obvious disgust. "You don't look like much. Just a scrawny boy playing at being a hero if you ask me."

"I never asked to be a hero," said Matt, meeting the king's sadistic gaze without blinking. "And I'm not a criminal. I did what was necessary."

"Necessary?" barked Saden. "You call destroying the Ranostan diplomatic mission necessary? You call placing a devastating curse on their lands necessary? You ruined years of careful negotiations, boy! You single-handedly provoked a war that Carletta is not prepared to fight!"

"They weren't negotiating a peace treaty!" argued Matt. His anger flared, momentarily overriding the coldness in his chest. "Corvina tricked you. She tricked all of us. Their joint ritual was a sham. They brought a dark mana siphon into this academy with the intention to corrupt me over to their side."

King Saden crossed his arms. "A siphon? That sounds like a convenient excuse for your reckless actions. Surely, you don’t think I’d actually believe that?"

"It's the truth," said Regina, stepping up beside Matt. "We uncovered their plot. They intended to flood Matt's core with corrupted mana. They wanted to corrupt him so they could use his amplified power to conquer Carletta. If Matt hadn't stopped them, you wouldn't be standing here right now. Ranosta would already rule this kingdom."

"Preposterous," scoffed Saden. He glanced at his elite mages, who remained entirely stoic. "Lady Corvina assured me of their peaceful intentions. They wanted to seal the Blight together. With our help, we would have had a real chance at peace! The Blight has cursed us for over a thousand years!"

"They wanted to control the Blight," corrected Matt. "They wanted to control me. I turned their trap against them. I purified their dark mana, shattered their mages' cores, and sealed the Blight permanently. I’m the one who saved your kingdom, King Saden. And I cursed their lands to make sure they couldn't launch an immediate counterattack. You should be thanking me, not threatening me."

The King's face darkened further. He took a menacing step forward. His burly soldiers tightened their grips on their pikes.

"I don't thank insolent peasants who usurp royal authority," spat the king. "You bypassed the crown. You made unilateral decisions that affect the entire continent. I believe you to be a terrible threat, boy. You are a danger to the stability of my reign."

"Your reign?" Matt laughed bitterly. "Is that all you care about? The people of Carletta were dying from Blight monsters, and you were willing to sell me to Ranosta just to secure your political alliances. You don't really care about your kingdom or its people. You only care about your power."

"Watch your tongue, boy!" yelled the king as he pointed a thick finger at Matt. "You are speaking to your sovereign!"

"You're no sovereign of mine," replied Matt.

Several of the elite mages gasped from behind the king. One of them looked at Matt with a mixture of shock and awe. Clearly, no one had ever spoken to King Saden like that before.

"This is a travesty," declared the king. He turned his attention back to Regina. "He admits to destroying the alliance and to placing the curse on Ranosta. He is unrepentant and openly defiant. I will not tolerate this insubordination."

"You don't have a choice," said Vanessa. She stepped forward, drawing her sword with a sharp scrape of metal. "Matt is under the protection of the academy. He is a Mystic rank mage, and we will defend him."

"Hmm, is that so?" King Saden smiled cruelly. He gestured to the rows of soldiers and the elite mages behind him. "You think your schoolgirls can stand against the royal army? I have a hundred trained mages here who will happily burn this courtyard to ash if you resist."

"Let them try," growled Gia. The Lupine girl dropped to a crouch, her claws fully extended. "I'll tear their throats out before they cast a single spell."

"Please, let's just talk about this," said Amelia, though she kept the flame dancing on her hand. "We can prove the Ranostan plot. We have witnesses."

"I don't need witnesses!" shouted the king. He interrupted Amelia with a wave of his hand. "I don't care about your excuses or your fabricated stories of a dark siphon. The boy's actions have consequences, and he needs to be punished."

Matt felt the cold reality of the situation settle over him. He couldn't fight back. He didn't have the mana to amplify Amelia's fire or Lily's terra magic. If a fight broke out right now, the royal army would overwhelm the academy defenders. Students would die. His friends would be slaughtered.

He couldn't let that happen.

"Stop," Matt said quietly.

He stepped in front of Vanessa and Regina. He looked back at his harem. Amelia's eyes were wide with panic. Chloe looked like she was about to object. Lily was already crying quietly.

"Don't do this, Matt," whispered Chloe. She reached out to grab his arm, but he gently pulled away.

"I have to," said Matt, looking back at King Saden. "If I surrender, will you leave the academy alone? Will you spare the students and the professors?"

The king smiled, a greasy, triumphant look on his face. "If you surrender willingly, I will not order an attack on the grounds. The academy will be spared."

"No!" screamed Regina. She grabbed Matt's shoulder. "You can't trust him! We will fight! We won't let him take you!"

Matt turned to look at the headmistress. He saw the desperation in her amber eyes. He knew she meant it. She was willing to risk everything for him, but he wouldn't let her pay that price.

"You can't win this fight, Regina," Matt said, his voice thick with emotion. "Not today. Not without my power. I won't let you sacrifice the girls for me."

"But they'll kill you," sobbed Amelia. She let her flame die and covered her face with her hands.

"I'll figure something out," lied Matt. He offered them all one last, brave smile. He then turned back to the king and held out his hands. "I surrender."

King Saden's smile widened into a full, sadistic grin. He snapped his fingers and pointed at Matt.

"Guards," ordered the King. "Throw him into the dungeons so that he can be executed in the morning."


Chapter
Four



The word execution echoed in Matt's ears as he stood frozen on the academy steps. He blinked rapidly to clear his vision. Matt wasn't sure he heard the king correctly. The monarch wore a sadistic grin that chilled him to the bone. The royal order hung in the cool morning air for a fraction of a second.

Then the courtyard erupted.

"No!" screamed Amelia.

She didn't hesitate or wait for permission. A roaring torrent of bright fire exploded from her hands. The flames rushed across the cobblestones toward the royal guards. The heat was intense enough to make the air shimmer. Several soldiers in the front row shouted in alarm as the fire singed their eyebrows and heated their iron armor.

"Defend Matt!" shouted Vanessa. She raised her steel sword and charged down the stairs. The stern professor didn't care about the terrible odds. She only cared about protecting her student. She shouted orders to the other faculty members as she ran. "Form a defensive perimeter! Protect the novices!"

A brief battle began instantly. The peaceful standoff shattered into a chaotic clash of violence.

Gia launched herself forward with a feral roar. The Lupine girl cleared the distance between the groups in a single bound. She slammed into the front line of soldiers with brutal force. Her sharp claws tore through thick armor like it was parchment. She knocked three burly men to the ground in a tangle of limbs. Her jaws snapped menacingly near a guard's throat.

"Hold the line!" ordered a royal captain. He scrambled backward to avoid the wild Lupine girl.

The elite mages reacted to the sudden assault with practiced discipline. They stepped in front of their sovereign to shield him. The women raised their hands in perfect unison. A thick wall of water crashed into Amelia's fire. The violent collision created a thick cloud of hot steam that rolled across the courtyard.

Lily stomped her foot against the earth. A pillar of stone shot up from the ground. It slammed into a group of advancing guards and tossed them backward. The rocks shattered on impact and sprayed harmless shrapnel across the grass.

Matt watched his friends risk their lives for him. He desperately wanted to help them. He reached inward to pull mana from Chloe, but he only found the cold void of the divine stilling. He couldn't draw energy to amplify their attacks, nor could he throw anything to shield them from harm.

Matt was utterly trapped in a useless body.

"Burn them down!" ordered King Saden. He stepped back behind his loyalist forces to avoid the rising steam like a coward.

The royal mages began chanting. Bright spheres of concentrated fire formed in the air above their heads. Jagged spears of sharp ice hovered alongside the flames. The raw power radiating from the elite squad was terrifying. They clearly intended to wipe out the academy defenders in one brutal strike.

"Stop fighting!" yelled Regina. Her voice boomed over the din of battle. "Everyone stand down right now!"

Vanessa froze mid-swing with her blade inches from a guard's neck. Amelia lowered her trembling hands. The fire died away immediately. Gia growled low in her throat, but she stepped off the terrified soldier she had pinned to the ground. Lily let the stone pillar crumble into dust.

The sudden command from the headmistress brought a fragile peace back to the courtyard. The steam cleared slowly to reveal the tense standoff once more.

"You can't fight them," said Regina. She walked out in front of her students and spread her arms wide to block the soldiers. "We will just get slaughtered."

"We have to try!" argued Amelia. Tears spilled down her cheeks. "They want to kill him, Regina. We can't just let them take Matt away."

"I won't let that happen," promised Regina. She turned her attention back to the monarch. "King Saden, please listen to reason. You are making a terrible mistake. Executing Matt will cause an uproar among the noble houses. He saved the country from a Blight army. He saved countless travelers. You will lose the support of your people if you murder a hero."

"The people will follow their sovereign," replied the king as he adjusted the collar of his velvet cloak. "They will forget about this boy in a month. Peasant memories are notoriously short."

"Think of your legacy," pleaded Regina. "This academy has stood for centuries as a beacon of learning. Do you want to be remembered as the monarch who destroyed it over a bruised ego?"

"My ego has nothing to do with this!" yelled King Saden. "My authority is absolute. You forget your place, Headmistress."

"You rely on our graduates to protect your borders," added Vanessa. She sheathed her sword with a sharp click. "If you execute a student on these grounds, the academy will officially cut ties with the crown. You won't get another battle mage from us. Your army will suffer."

The king scoffed. "You overestimate your importance, Professor Vane. Carletta is strong."

"We provide the bulk of your magical forces," countered Regina. "You need us."

"Hmm, you think executing him will solve your problems?" asked Chloe. She stepped up beside Regina with a defiant glare. "The other kingdoms will see your weakness. Ranosta will rebuild and attack again. The Lupine Freehold might declare war on Carletta for harming their princess's mate. You need Matt's power to keep your enemies at bay."

"Ranosta is crippled," stated Saden. "The curse this boy placed on their lands ruined their agriculture. They won't pose a threat for a decade. And I don't fear a pack of savage wolves. I don't need a rogue male mage causing diplomatic nightmares."

A tall woman with short black hair stepped up beside the monarch. She wore the gilded robes of the elite royal mages. She sneered at the headmistress with a look of pure contempt.

"We don't need your academy," the elite mage said. Her hands glowed with a dangerous red light. "If you resist this lawful arrest any further, we will burn this entire place down. We will turn these historic stone walls into a furnace. We will roast every novice in their dormitories. We have the numbers to turn your school into a pile of ash."

Regina clenched her jaw. She looked at the glowing spells still hovering above the royal mages. She glanced back at the terrified faces of her young novices peeking out from the dormitory windows. The situation was rapidly spiraling out of control.

They could never resist this army without Matt. His amplification power was the only thing that gave them a fighting chance against such overwhelming odds. Without his ability to multiply their power, the elite mages would simply overwhelm the academy defenses in minutes.

Regina realized she had to play a longer game. She evaluated her exhausted team and the heavily armed soldiers. She needed to form a temporary plan to regroup. If they fought right now, everyone would die. If she surrendered Matt, she might buy enough time to figure out a rescue mission.

She looked at Matt and gave him a subtle nod. It was a silent promise. They would come for him.

"Fine," whispered Regina. She lowered her head in defeat. "We stand down. Take him."

"Oh, a wise choice," gloated the king. He waved a hand at his soldiers. "Apprehend the prisoner."

Four burly guards marched forward. They didn't bother to be gentle. Two of them grabbed Matt by the arms and yanked him roughly down the stone steps. The sudden movement wrenched his sore shoulders. He grimaced but refused to cry out. He didn't want to give the king the satisfaction of seeing him in pain.

"Let him go!" shouted Chloe as she tried to rush forward.

Vanessa caught the socialite by the waist and hauled her back. "Don't do it, Chloe. You'll just get him killed faster."

Matt looked back over his shoulder. He saw his harem standing in a tight cluster. Amelia sobbed openly into Lily's shoulder. Gia paced back and forth with murderous intent in her eyes. Chloe stared at him with pure devastation. It broke his heart to leave them like this.

"I'll be okay," lied Matt. He tried to project a confidence he didn't feel. "Just stay here and stay safe."

The guards shoved him forward. They marched him across the courtyard and past the smirking monarch. Saden didn't even look at him as he passed. The king was busy admiring his victory.

The soldiers led Matt toward the rear of the main building. They pushed open a heavy iron door that led down into the deepest cellars. The air grew noticeably colder the moment they stepped inside the stairwell. The scent of damp earth filled Matt's nose.

They descended flight after flight of stone stairs as the light from the courtyard faded away. The only illumination came from flickering torches bolted to the walls. The guards marched in perfect silence. Their heavy boots echoed loudly in the confined space, with every step making him more nauseous.

Matt felt a strange sensation wash over his skin as they went deeper underground. The academy was usually buzzing with ambient mana. The ley lines ran directly under the foundation. Down here, the energy was entirely absent. The stones in the walls were specifically designed to absorb and nullify magic. It was a place built to hold rogue mages.

Even if Matt didn't have the divine stilling blocking his core, he wouldn't be able to draw an ounce of power in this place. The dead zone pressed against his skin like a heavy blanket. The void inside him matched the void of the dungeon. It was poetic agony.

"Keep moving," grunted one of the guards. He shoved Matt between the shoulder blades.

Matt stumbled on a rough stair but caught his balance. He didn't say a word. He just focused on putting one foot in front of the other. He tried to hold onto the memory of Gia’s warmth from earlier or from Amelia’s love. He tried to remember the confident look in Regina's eyes. It was the only thing keeping raw panic from setting in.

They reached the bottom of the long stairwell. A dark corridor stretched out before them. Heavy iron doors lined both sides of the hallway. Small windows offered the only glimpse inside the bleak cells. The air down here was frigid. Matt shivered in his simple tunic. He wished he had grabbed a thicker cloak before leaving the headmistress's quarters.

The guards dragged him to the very last cell at the end of the corridor. One of them pulled an iron key from his belt. He unlocked the door with a loud clank. The rusted hinges squealed in protest as the heavy door swung open.

The cell was small and barren. A wooden cot sat in the corner. A metal bucket sat near the door. There were no windows to the outside world. The walls were made of the same anti-mana stone. It felt like a tomb.

The guards threw him inside. Matt stumbled forward and caught himself against the cold wall.

Before they could close the door, footsteps echoed down the corridor. King Saden appeared in the doorway, flanked by two of his elite mages. The king looked around the dreary cell and offered a satisfied nod.

"A fitting room for a traitor," remarked Saden. “The perfect place to spend your final day in this world.”

Matt turned around and faced his captor. "I didn't betray Carletta."

"Your opinions are irrelevant," said the king. He stepped into the cell. He looked Matt up and down with an expression of pure disgust. "I expected a fight today. I expected earthquakes and firestorms. Instead, I get a pathetic boy who surrenders at the first sign of trouble. You thought you were untouchable because of your power. You thought you could dictate the future of my kingdom. You are nothing but a peasant."

"I surrendered to save innocent lives," replied Matt. "Something a true sovereign would understand."

Saden backhanded him across the face.

The loud smack echoed in the small cell. Matt stumbled sideways and grabbed his stinging cheek. He tasted copper in his mouth.

"Do not lecture me on kingship," growled Saden as he flexed his hand. "I'm the ruler of this land. You’re just a tool that outlived its usefulness."

"I'm a Mystic rank mage," stated Matt. He lifted his chin and refused to look away. "I earned my place at this academy."

"Not anymore," declared Saden. "By the authority of the crown, you are hereby stripped of your rank and your titles. You are no longer a student of the Mystic Mage Academy. You are a condemned criminal."

Matt felt a painful twist in his gut. He had worked so hard to earn that rank. He had bled for it. Now this corrupt monarch was tearing it away with a few thoughtless words. The unfairness of the situation burned inside him.

"You can take the title," replied Matt. "But you can't erase what I did. The people know I saved them."

"The people will believe what I tell them," said the king. He took a step back toward the open doorway. "And I will tell them that you conspired with Ranosta. I will say you tried to usurp the throne. They will cheer when your head rolls across the cobblestones."

"Regina won't let you do this," said Matt. "My friends will stop you."

"Your friends are powerless to help you," scoffed Saden. A dark chuckle rumbled in his chest. "Nothing more will be done to help you, boy. The headmistress knows that if she steps out of line, I will slaughter every girl in that building. She is too smart to risk a massacre for one defective male."

Matt clenched his fists. He hated the word defective. He hated how helpless he felt at that moment.

"You will die in the morning," promised the king, his narrow eyes gleaming with malice. "We will set up the execution block in the courtyard. I want all of your precious friends to watch. I want them to see exactly what happens to those who defy their sovereign."

Matt swallowed hard. The execution order felt incredibly real now. The cold dampness of the cell seeped into his bones. He was going to die down here.

"There is a reason the male mages went away," continued Saden. His voice dropped to a sinister whisper. "They were dangerous and unstable. Male mages reshaped the world to suit their whims. They refused to bow to kings, which is part of the reason they were destroyed. Magic belongs in the hands of women who know how to serve the crown."

"I'm not a conqueror," argued Matt. "I just wanted to restore the balance."

"The gods saw fit to eradicate your kind from the world eight hundred years ago," said Saden. He ignored Matt's words. "You were never meant to return. You are a mistake, Matt. An aberration. Tomorrow morning, I will correct that mistake once and for all."

"I'm not a mistake," whispered Matt.

"We will see about that," said the king.

Saden turned his back and walked out of the cell. He signaled to the royal guards. The door slammed shut with a deafening clang. A thick deadbolt slid into place on the outside.

The guards took the torch from the wall bracket outside the door. The faint light vanished instantly.

Matt was plunged into total darkness. He stood in the center of the cold cell for a long time. He listened to the footsteps of the king and his guards fading away up the stairs. The silence rushed in to fill the void.

He was alone. He was stripped of his mana and his rank. He was slated to die in a matter of hours. The despair threatened to swallow him whole. He felt his way over to the wooden cot in the corner and sat down. He pulled his knees up to his chest to preserve body heat.

Matt rested his head against the cold stone wall. He closed his eyes in the pitch black. He thought about Vanessa and wondered if she would come for him. He thought about Regina's silent promise in the courtyard. He wondered if this was really the end of his story, if the gods had won after all.


Chapter
Five



The cold dampness of the dungeon cell dug into Matt's bones. He shivered on the wooden cot and pulled his knees tighter against his chest. Sleep had offered only brief moments of escape from the nightmare. Every time he drifted off, he saw King Saden standing over him with a cruel smile. He would wake up with a jolt and find himself trapped in the pitch-black abyss all over again.

A sudden noise broke the oppressive silence. Matt snapped his eyes open and listened intently. Footsteps echoed down the stone corridor outside his cell. They were heavy and deliberate. A spark of genuine terror ignited in his stomach. He thought morning had arrived early and the executioner was coming to drag him to the courtyard block.

A soft metallic clink sounded right outside the heavy iron door. The rusted hinges squealed in protest as the door pulled open just enough to let a sliver of light inside.

"Matt?" whispered a voice.

It wasn't a burly guard or a sadistic king. It was Vanessa.

The stern professor slipped through the narrow opening and closed the door softly behind her. The deadbolt slid back into place with a quiet click. She carried a small lantern in one hand and held it up to illuminate the tiny space. The flickering yellow light chased away the shadows and revealed her standing in a dark combat uniform.

"Vanessa?" asked Matt. He swung his legs off the cot and stood up on shaky legs.

"Keep your voice down," warned Vanessa. She set the lantern on the dirt floor and rushed across the cell. "I had to bribe the night shift guards with a heavy purse of gold to take a very long walk. We don't have a lot of time."

She threw her arms around his neck and pulled him into a tight embrace. Matt wrapped his arms around her waist and buried his face in her shoulder. The smell of her lavender soap cut right through the stench of damp earth. Her body heat seeped through his thin tunic and offered a desperate comfort he didn't know he needed.

"I thought you weren't coming," whispered Matt.

"I'll always come for you," replied Vanessa. She pulled back just enough to look at his face. Her gray eyes searched his features in the dim light. "You look exhausted. Are you hurt?"

"Just a bruised cheek," said Matt. He touched the side of his face where the king had slapped him. "And a bruised ego. I've been sitting in the dark waiting to die."

"You aren't going to die," stated Vanessa. Her voice held a fierce determination. "I won't let Saden touch you again."

"What is happening upstairs?" asked Matt. He tightened his grip on her waist.

"Regina and the girls are working on something," explained Vanessa. She ran a hand through his sandy brown hair. "They are tearing the library apart looking for any ancient texts that might explain how to bypass a divine stilling. Chloe is trying to use her political connections in Millvale to pressure the crown. They are trying everything, but they're not there yet."

"I'm running out of time," said Matt. A wave of despair crashed over him again. "Saden said the execution is set for dawn. That's only a few hours away. You guys can't stop an army with a few books."

"Hmm, we might not stop them with books," agreed Vanessa. "But we will fight. I swear to you that if dawn breaks and we don't have a magical solution, every professor in this building will fight and bleed for you. We will tear this academy apart stone by stone if we have to."

"I told Regina I don't want anyone dying for me," argued Matt.

"You don't get to make that choice," replied Vanessa. She cupped his face in her hands. "We love you. You are our family now. We protect our own."

She didn't give him a chance to argue the point further. Vanessa leaned forward and pressed her lips against his.

It wasn't a quick peck or a gesture of friendly reassurance. It was a deep, lingering kiss from a devoted lover. Her soft mouth opened against his, inviting him in. Matt closed his eyes and melted into the embrace. He parted his lips and met her tongue with his own. The kiss tasted like sweet mint and raw desperation.

Vanessa slid her hands up his chest and tangled her fingers into his hair. She pulled his head down slightly to deepen the connection. Matt slid his hands down her back and pulled her hips flush against his own. The sheer physical intimacy chased the chill from his blood. The damp dungeon faded into the background. For a brief, beautiful moment, he forgot about the king and the impending execution. He only focused on the incredible woman holding him tight.

She finally pulled back with a soft gasp. A rosy flush painted her cheeks in the lantern light. She rested her forehead against his chin and took a shaky breath.

The lingering kiss worked wonders on his mood. It restored a fraction of his shattered spirit. It reminded him exactly what he stood to lose if he simply gave up and accepted his fate. He had a family to protect. He had women who loved him fiercely. He needed to survive this nightmare.

"Do you remember those times in my office?" asked Vanessa. A playful tone entered her voice as she looked up at him through her dark lashes. "When the pressure of being the Chosen One became too much for you to handle?"

"Oh, it's hard to forget those," replied Matt. A genuine smile broke through his gloom for the first time all day. "You used to lock your door and drop your strict professor act. It was the absolute highlight of my training."

"I used to suck your cock to help you bleed off your intense stress," recalled Vanessa with a wicked grin. She traced a slow circle on his chest with her index finger. "It always helped you focus your mind. It grounded you when the mana threatened to overwhelm your senses."

"I don't have any mana to overwhelm me right now," pointed out Matt. He touched the center of his chest where the cold void sat. "I'm normal again."

"You still have stress," countered Vanessa. She took a step back and looked pointedly down at his trousers. "You're facing an execution in a few hours. I think you need some serious resilience right now. I want to give you a reason to fight the guards tomorrow."

"You want to do that down here?" asked Matt incredulously as he looked around the barren cell. "On a dirty dungeon floor?"

"I don't care about the dirt," stated Vanessa, her gray eyes burning with intense desire. "I only care about making you feel good. Let me take care of you, Matt. Let me give you some hope."

Vanessa didn't wait for his permission. She dropped to her knees right on the unforgiving stone floor. The rough ground didn't seem to bother her in the slightest. She reached out with deft hands and quickly unbuckled his leather belt. The metal buckle clinked softly in the quiet room. She unbuttoned his trousers and pulled the fabric down his thighs, freeing his growing erection.

The cold dungeon air hit his sensitive skin, but the chill didn't last long. Vanessa leaned forward and took him into her mouth.

A sharp gasp escaped Matt's lips as the wet heat enveloped him. He tilted his head back against the stone wall and closed his eyes. The sensation was incredible. Her tongue swirled around the sensitive tip with practiced ease. She bobbed her head in a steady, rhythmic motion that sent waves of pure pleasure shooting up his spine.

“Fuck, that feels good,” groaned Matt as he leaned his bed back. “You do that so well.”

Vanessa tapped his cock against her tongue playfully. “Anything for my hero.”

Matt tangled his fingers into her dark hair to gently guide her rhythm. She hummed happily against his skin and took him deeper down her throat. The anti-mana stones lining the cell walls were designed to drain magic from prisoners. They couldn't drain the intense physical pleasure building in his groin. He felt his heart rate increase as the warm sensations chased away the lingering dread in his mind.

Vanessa used her hands to massage the base of his shaft while her mouth worked the tip. She sucked hard, creating a tight vacuum that made his knees tremble. He tightened his grip on her hair and ground his hips forward into her face. The primal connection anchored him to the present moment. He wasn't a condemned prisoner right now. He was just a man enjoying the passionate attentions of a beautiful woman.

Minutes ticked by in the dim lantern light. The only sounds in the cell were the wet, sloppy noises of her mouth and his ragged breathing. She swirled her tongue around the underside of his shaft and sucked the tip with renewed vigor.

“Do you like that?” asked Vanessa, teasing the tip with her tongue. “Do you like how I suck your perfect cock, Matt?”

Matt nodded. “I love it.”

She grinned wickedly. “Are you going to cum down my throat? That’s what I really need. It’s why I keep doing this. I adore the taste of your cum. I love knowing you’ve filled my stomach with your seed.”

Vanessa didn’t wait for his answer. She redoubled her efforts, sliding her lips all the way down his shaft.

Despite her expert technique, Matt found himself struggling to reach the edge. The intense physical pleasure fought a losing battle against the overwhelming psychological stress of his situation. Every time he got close to a release, the dark image of the executioner's block flashed behind his closed eyelids. The terrifying reality of the morning crept back into his thoughts and ruined his concentration. His body wanted to finish, but his mind remained trapped in fear.

He let out a frustrated groan and loosened his grip on her hair. His hips stopped moving forward.

Vanessa sensed his sudden hesitation immediately. She pulled off with a soft popping sound and looked up at him. She wiped a trail of saliva from her chin with the back of her hand. Concern etched deep lines across her forehead.

"Uh, is something wrong?" asked Vanessa with deep concern. "Am I hurting you?"

"No, you feel amazing," apologized Matt. He looked down at her with a guilty expression. "I'm sorry, Vanessa. I just keep picturing the courtyard tomorrow. My mind is a mess right now. I can't relax enough to finish."

"Shh, don't apologize," said Vanessa. She offered him a reassuring smile and patted his thigh. "You are under an immense amount of pressure. It's understandable that your head isn't in the right space for this. We just need to change tactics."

"Change tactics?" asked Matt.

"I need you closer to me," explained Vanessa. She pushed herself up from the floor and stood in front of him. "I need you to feel my heart beating against yours. I want you to know exactly who you are fighting for."

Vanessa reached down and grabbed the hem of her dark combat skirt. She raised the heavy fabric up to her waist, exposing her bare thighs. She hadn't worn any underwear beneath her uniform. The sight of her pale skin and dark curls in the flickering lantern light sent a fresh jolt of lust straight to Matt's brain.

She stepped directly into his personal space and crowded him back against the cold wall. She wrapped her arms tightly around his neck and kissed him hard on the mouth. While their tongues tangled together, she lifted one leg and wrapped it around his hip.

Matt understood her silent demand. He gripped her raised thigh and supported her weight. He guided his hard shaft to her slick entrance and pushed forward with a slow, deliberate thrust.

Vanessa threw her head back and let out a loud moan as he slid deep inside her. The tight, wet heat of her body clamped down around him instantly. Matt groaned into her neck. The incredible friction was infinitely better than her mouth. The intimate connection sparked a fire in his belly that easily rivaled Amelia's fiery passion.

"Oh, that feels so good," gasped Vanessa. She tightened her arms around his neck and rocked her hips forward. "Don't hold back, Matt. Give it to me. Fuck my pussy, Matt. Pound me as hard as you can."

Matt obliged her request. He pulled back and slammed his hips forward again. Their bodies slapped together with a loud, wet smack that echoed off the dungeon walls. The rough stone scraped against his back with every thrust, but he barely noticed the discomfort. He was entirely focused on the intense pleasure radiating from his groin and the beautiful woman panting in his ear.

They fell into a frantic, desperate rhythm. This wasn't the slow and deliberate oral sex they usually shared in her office. This was raw, primal sex fueled by fear and defiance. They were fighting the darkness of the cell with their own physical connection. Matt drove into her repeatedly, burying himself to the hilt with every powerful stroke. Vanessa matched his desperate energy. She clawed at his shoulders and moaned his name over and over again.

The emotional intensity of the act finally shattered the mental block in Matt's mind. The terrifying images of the king and the execution faded away into white noise. He only saw Vanessa. He only felt her tight warmth surrounding him.

"Please, Matt," pleaded Vanessa. Her voice was breathless and urgent. She ground her pelvis hard against his groin. "I need this. Cum inside me. Fill me up right now. Don’t hold back for me. Claim me with your seed."

Her furious begging pushed him over the edge. Matt gave a deep, guttural shout and drove his hips forward one final, punishing time. He pinned her hard against the wall and buried himself as deep as possible. A powerful climax ripped through his body. He spilled his hot release deep inside her tight channel. The intense physical relief washed over his exhausted muscles and left him trembling.

Vanessa gasped and clamped her inner muscles tightly around his pulsing shaft. She rode out her own climax with a series of sharp, stuttering breaths. She buried her face in his shoulder and squeezed him with all her remaining strength.

They stood pinned against the wall for several long minutes while their breathing slowly returned to normal. The lantern on the floor flickered slightly, casting dancing shadows across their intertwined bodies. The damp cold of the dungeon eventually began to creep back into the air, but the emotional warmth lingering between them kept the chill at bay.

Matt carefully lowered her leg back to the floor and gently pulled out of her body. He quickly adjusted his trousers and buckled his belt. Vanessa let her skirt drop back down and leaned against his chest.

She reached up and kissed him tenderly on the lips. The desperate passion was gone, replaced by a deep, abiding affection.

"You see?" whispered Vanessa. She rested her hand over his heart. "You still have life inside you. You still have a reason to keep fighting."

"You gave me a reason," replied Matt. He kissed the top of her dark hair. A newfound resilience bloomed in his chest. "I won't give up tomorrow. Whatever happens, I will fight them."

"You will be out of here soon," promised Vanessa. Her gray eyes shone with absolute conviction. "I will go back upstairs and help Regina figure out a plan. We will come for you before the sun rises. Just hold onto that hope."

"I will," said Matt.

Vanessa offered him one last, lingering hug before stepping back. She picked up her brass lantern from the floor. She gave him a brave smile and walked to the heavy iron door. Vanessa slipped through the narrow gap and closed the door softly behind her. The deadbolt slid into place with a definitive click.

The cell was plunged back into total darkness.

Matt walked over to the wooden cot and sat down on the edge. He was alone again, but the crushing despair from earlier was entirely gone. Vanessa had restored his spirit and reminded him of the love waiting for him outside these walls. He didn't feel like a condemned man waiting for the axe anymore.

He felt resilient for the first time in hours. Matt crossed his arms in the dark and waited for his family to bring the dawn.


Chapter
Six



Matt sat alone on the wooden cot and stared into the dark room. Vanessa had left a lingering warmth on his skin. He closed his eyes and inhaled the scent of lavender soap that was left behind. The pleasant smell still clung to his tunic.

The stern professor had risked everything to sneak down here and comfort him. She gave him a piece of her heart and a strong reason to survive.

And to think, Matt thought she once hated him.

He stood up from the cot and paced the dirt floor. He refused to lie down and wait for the executioner.

Footsteps suddenly echoed down the stone corridor outside. The loud sound pulled Matt out of his thoughts. He stopped pacing and turned toward the cell entrance. Two distinct sets of boots stomped against the floorboards. The night shift guards had apparently cut their bribed walk short. A yellow light leaked through the bottom crack of the heavy door. The deadbolt slid back with a loud clank. The rusted hinges squealed as the metal barrier swung outward.

Two guards stepped into the doorway. They held a glowing lantern and sneered at him.

"Look who is still awake," said the first guard as he drew a wooden club from his belt. "I thought we would find you crying in the corner."

"You thought wrong," replied Matt. He bent his knees slightly and raised his bare hands.

"Oh, he thinks he can fight," laughed the second guard. "The king stripped your rank, boy. You're just a normal piece of trash now. We can tenderize your ribs a bit before the execution."

"Come in here and try," challenged Matt.

The guards shared a cruel smile. They stepped into the cell and raised their weapons. The lantern light cast distorted shadows across the stone walls. Matt kept his eyes focused on the wooden club. He planned to dodge the first swing and tackle the man to the ground. It was a desperate strategy, but he didn't have any other options.

"You should have just stayed out of royal business," taunted the first guard. He slapped the club against his open palm. "Carletta doesn't need you uppity mages making trouble."

"I saved your country," spat Matt.

"Who cares?" replied the second guard. "The executioner is going to take your head. We just get to have some fun with you first."

"The king is already celebrating upstairs," added the first guard. "He ordered a grand feast for his elite mages. They are drinking wine while you rot down here."

"I hope they choke on it," muttered Matt.

"Watch your mouth," barked the second guard. He lunged forward with his weapon raised high.

Matt braced himself for the impact. He watched the wooden club descend toward his skull.

The first guard took a heavy step forward to join the assault, but his foot froze midair. A violent shudder ripped through his thick body. His eyes rolled back into his head. The second guard dropped his lantern on the dirt floor. The glass globe shattered, and the oil caught fire immediately. The small blaze illuminated the cell with harsh light.

"Uh, what is happening to them?" whispered Matt.

Neither man answered his question. The second guard drew his iron dagger with a jerky motion. His face twisted into a mask of pure terror. The first guard dropped his club and drew his own sword. They stood facing each other with blank eyes, clearly under the influence of mind mana.

Matt watched in utter horror as the two men simultaneously raised their sharp blades. They didn't hesitate or cry out for help. They plunged the steel directly into their throats. Hot blood sprayed across the damp walls. The two guards collapsed onto the floor with twin thuds and stopped moving.

A heavy silence descended on the cell. The only sound was the crackle of the burning lantern oil. Matt stared at the dead bodies and tried to process the gruesome sight.

"That was messier than I intended," said a familiar voice.

Chloe stepped into the doorway. The brunette stepped carefully over the pooling blood. Her green eyes glowed with residual light from her mind mana. She offered Matt an unapologetic smile.

"Chloe?" gasped Matt.

Amelia pushed past the socialite and rushed into the cramped cell. The blonde girl threw her arms around Matt's neck and kissed him hard on the lips. Her soft body trembled against his chest. Lily and Gia followed right behind her. The Lupine princess kicked the dead guard's foot out of the way with a disgusted snort. Regina brought up the rear and kept a watchful eye on the dark corridor outside.

"We told you we wouldn't leave you," said Amelia before pulling back and peppering his face with frantic kisses. "I'm so glad you're safe, baby."

"I'm glad to see you too," replied Matt as his arms wrapped tightly around her waist. He looked over her shoulder at Chloe. "You made them kill themselves?"

"They were going to beat you," stated Chloe. She didn't look remorseful at all about the violent act. "I slipped into their heads and gave them a permanent command. We don't have time to deal with prisoners or tied ropes."

"I smell more guards upstairs," warned Gia. Her wolf ears twitched on top of her head. "The blood will draw their attention soon."

"Which is why we have to work quickly," said Regina. The headmistress stepped over the bodies and entered the cell. Her amber eyes swept over Matt with obvious relief. "Are you injured?"

"I'm fine," assured Matt. He untangled himself from Amelia and walked over to Regina. "Vanessa came down here earlier. She told me you were working on a rescue plan."

"We couldn't find a way to break the divine stilling," admitted Regina. "The ancient texts were useless. We had to pivot to a physical jailbreak instead."

"The king has an army upstairs," said Matt. "How are we going to get out of the academy grounds?"

"We aren't going upstairs," replied Regina. She pointed down the corridor toward the unexplored depths. "We're going deeper underground."

"Underground?" asked Matt. "To where?"

"There are ancient tunnels beneath the academy," explained Regina. "They were built during the Breaking to hide magical artifacts. They lead far away from the main campus. We can escape the king and his elite mages down there."

"What about Vanessa?" asked Matt. "She isn't with you."

"She’s securing our rear flank," said Chloe. "She is creating a distraction in the courtyard to pull the royal guards away from the area. Or at least, as many guards as we can pull away."

"I don't like leaving her behind," argued Matt.

"She knows what she is doing," assured Amelia. She grabbed Matt's hand and squeezed it tight. "She will catch up with us once we're clear. Right now, we have to follow Regina."

Matt nodded slowly. He trusted his team implicitly. They had risked everything to spring him from the dungeon. He wasn't going to waste their efforts by arguing.

"Lead the way," said Matt.

Regina turned and hurried down the dark corridor. The girls followed closely behind her. Matt stayed near the back of the group with Amelia. He kept his eyes peeled for any signs of pursuit. The lantern light from the burning oil slowly faded away behind them. They plunged into the black depths of the academy cellars. The air grew even colder as they descended further underground.

The stone corridor ended in a blank brick wall. Regina didn't slow down. She marched right up to the dead end and pressed her hand against a loose brick. A hidden mechanism clicked loudly in the silence. The wall groaned and swung inward, revealing a gaping maw.

"This is the entrance to the old catacombs," explained Regina. "Stay close and watch your step. The ground is uneven."

Amelia conjured a small ball of fire in her palm. The bright flame provided a flickering light for the group. They stepped through the hidden doorway and entered the secret tunnels. The air smelled of ancient dust and dry earth. Cobwebs hung from the low ceiling.

"How far do these tunnels go?" asked Matt.

"They run for miles," answered Regina. "They eventually empty near the eastern riverbank. We can find a boat and float downstream before the king even realizes you're missing."

"Uh, won't he just send his army after us?" asked Lily. She kept looking nervously over her shoulder.

"He can try," said Chloe. The brunette gracefully avoided a puddle of stagnant water. "But he doesn't know this terrain like we do. The royal guards are city boys. They’ll get lost down here, giving us more time to get away."

Matt squeezed Amelia's hand. "Are you sure Vanessa is okay? Setting a distraction against an entire army is dangerous."

"Vanessa is the toughest professor in the academy," replied Amelia. She smiled reassuringly. "She set a few empty supply wagons on fire near the front gates. The elite mages are too busy putting out the flames to notice we slipped away. Don’t worry, my love."

"She also rigged the armory doors to lock from the outside," added Gia with a wicked grin. "A dozen soldiers are trapped inside like angry rats."

"That’s brilliant," chuckled Matt. The tension in his chest eased a little bit. He loved hearing about his team outsmarting the corrupt monarch.

They walked in silence for a few more minutes. The tunnel twisted and turned in confusing directions. Regina navigated the maze with practiced ease. She seemed to know exactly which passages to take.

Gia suddenly stopped walking. Her wolf ears pivoted forward. She raised a hand to halt the group.

"Someone’s coming," whispered Gia. "Heavy footsteps. Sounds like a patrol."

Amelia immediately extinguished her fireball. The tunnel plunged back into darkness. Matt held his breath and listened. He heard the faint sound of leather boots scraping against the stone floor. The footsteps were approaching from a side tunnel just ahead.

"Get ready," murmured Regina. She prepared to cast a spell.

A soft glow appeared around the corner. A royal guard stepped into the main tunnel carrying a torch. He wore the gilded armor of the king's elite forces. The man stopped and held his torch higher. He squinted into the gloom right where the group stood.

"Who’s there?" barked the guard.

Chloe didn't wait for him to raise the alarm. Her green eyes flared brightly in the dark. The guard gasped and dropped his torch on the ground. He stood perfectly still with a glazed expression on his face.

"Turn around and walk away," commanded Chloe. "You didn't see anyone here."

The guard nodded slowly. He picked up his torch and turned around. The man marched right back down the side tunnel without making another sound.

"That was close," whispered Lily. She let out a shaky breath.

"The elite mages are definitely searching the upper catacombs," noted Regina. "They must have found the hidden door open. That, or they were tipped off somehow. We need to pick up the pace."

The group hurried down the winding passage. Matt had to duck his head to avoid scraping the low ceiling. The stone walls felt claustrophobic. The air grew thick and stale. They navigated the cramped tunnels for several tense minutes. Matt could hear the distant shouts of the royal guards echoing through the intersecting corridors above them. The soldiers were sweeping the area. If they were caught in this narrow space, they wouldn't stand a chance.

Regina finally pushed through a small wooden door at the end of the shaft. The group spilled out into a larger cavern. The sound of rushing water echoed in the darkness. They had reached the underground river.

"Oh, thank the gods," gasped Lily. She took a deep breath of the damp air.

"The river flows east," explained Regina. She pointed toward a wooden dock. A sturdy rowboat was tied to a wooden post. "That boat will take us past the academy grounds. We can slip into the surrounding forest undetected."

"That boat looks old," observed Matt. He walked over to the dock and inspected the wooden planks.

"It is old," replied Regina. "But it’s well maintained. It was kept here for emergencies exactly like this one. It will hold all of us."

"Great, now get in the boat," ordered Gia. The Lupine girl was already untying the mooring rope. "I can smell the royal mages getting closer. They’re heading this way."

The group scrambled into the rowboat. Matt sat in the middle and grabbed the wooden oars. Amelia and Chloe sat in the front. Lily and Gia huddled in the back. Regina stood on the dock and pushed the boat away from the wooden post. She jumped into the back seat just as the boat drifted out into the current.

Matt dipped the oars into the dark water and pulled hard. The boat glided smoothly down the underground river. He kept a steady rhythm. He was eager to put as much distance between them and the academy as possible. The sound of rushing water drowned out the distant shouts of the guards. They were finally escaping.

"So, what’s the plan now?" asked Matt. He pulled the oars smoothly through the water. The rhythmic splashing echoed off the cavern walls.

"We need to find a safe place to hide," answered Regina. She sat near the back of the boat and watched the dark tunnel behind them. "The king will send trackers into the woods. We can't stay near the academy grounds for long."

"We can go to Millvale," suggested Chloe. The brunette ran a hand through her brown hair. "My family has a secondary estate there that’s heavily fortified. The royal army wouldn't dare attack a noble house without cause."

"He doesn't need cause," argued Matt. "Saden branded me an enemy of the state. If he finds out your family is harboring me, he will burn your estate to the ground. I won't put your family in danger."

"He has a point," agreed Regina. "We can't rely on traditional allies right now. The crown's reach is too long. We need to disappear."

"The Lupine Freehold is safe," offered Gia. The wolf girl leaned forward in her seat. "My father is the chief. We don't bow to Carlettan kings. He will welcome the man who lifted our curse. The royal army will never survive a march into our territory."

"That is a generous offer, Gia," said Matt. He appreciated her fierce loyalty. "But it is a long journey to the Freehold. We need a place to lay low and figure out how to break this divine stilling. Without my mana, I'm a liability in a fight."

"You're not a liability," insisted Amelia. She reached back and squeezed his knee. "You rowed this boat perfectly fine. You kept a clear head when the guards attacked. You're our leader, Matt."

"A leader without power," muttered Matt. He stared at his calloused hands gripping the wooden oars.

"Power isn't just about throwing fireballs," said Regina quietly. The headmistress looked at him with intense pride. "Power is about inspiring loyalty. King Saden has an entire army, but his men follow him out of fear. They would betray him in a heartbeat if they thought they could win. Your friends followed you into a dark dungeon because they love you. That’s real power, Matt."

Matt looked at the headmistress. Her words struck a deep chord inside his chest. He realized she was right. He didn't need a glowing aura to be a good man. He had a team of incredible women who believed in him. He had to believe in himself too.

"Thank you, Regina," said Matt. He offered her a genuine smile. "I'm glad you guys came for me."

"We always will," replied Amelia. A soft blush colored her pale cheeks. “No matter what.”

"Uh, we still have the problem of the missing artifact," reminded Lily. The bookworm looked nervously at the dark water sliding past the boat. "Gareth and Yara took it from the vault. Without that relic, we don't have a trigger to break the seal on Matt's core."

"We will find another way," stated Chloe with absolute confidence. "The gods are arrogant. They think they tied up every loose end. But they underestimated human ingenuity. We can study the old texts or consult any wild mages we come across. We will scour the continent until we find a solution."

"I agree with Chloe," said Regina. "We won't give up. The world needs the Chosen One to restore balance. We just have to keep moving forward."

The river tunnel gradually began to widen. A sliver of moonlight appeared in the distance. The air grew noticeably fresher. It carried the pleasant scent of pine needles and soil. They were nearing the exit.

Matt pulled the oars with renewed vigor. The boat shot forward through the rushing water. He could see the dark outline of the forest trees ahead. The underground river emptied into a moonlit lake. They had successfully navigated the catacombs and escaped the academy grounds.

"We made it," whispered Amelia. She gazed out at the shimmering water with wide blue eyes.

"Keep rowing," urged Regina. "We need to reach the far shore before we celebrate. The royal guards might have patrols searching the riverbanks."

Matt didn't need to be told twice. He kept his steady rhythm and guided the small boat across the quiet lake. The cool night breeze ruffled his sandy hair. The terrible nightmare of the dungeon was finally behind him.

He was free from King Saden's cruel grasp.

For now.


Chapter
Seven



Matt didn't stop rowing until his arms burned and the wooden oars felt like lead. He pushed the small boat through the moonlit lake with a desperate, rhythmic motion. Every splash of water seemed too loud in the quiet night. He half-expected to see a squad of elite mages waiting for them on the opposite shore.

When the boat's hull finally scraped against the muddy bank, a collective sigh of relief washed over the group.

"We made it," whispered Lily. The bookworm climbed out of the boat and immediately dropped to her knees. She pressed her hands against the damp earth. "Oh, sweet solid ground. I thought we were going to die in those tunnels."

"You did great, Lily," said Amelia. She stepped over the side of the boat and offered her hand to Matt.

Matt took her hand and pulled himself onto the shore. His legs felt shaky, but the cool night breeze energized him. He looked back across the shimmering water. The academy grounds were hidden behind a thick line of trees, but he could still see a faint orange glow painting the night sky above the main gates. Vanessa's distraction was still burning brightly.

"I hope Vanessa got away," muttered Matt.

"She will find us," assured Regina. The headmistress tied the boat's mooring rope to a sturdy tree root. "I told her exactly where to go if things went wrong. We have a safe house nearby."

"A safe house?" asked Chloe as she smoothed out the wrinkles in her pristine silk robe. "I didn't know the academy kept properties outside the grounds."

"It's not an official academy property," explained Regina with a guilty smile. "It's an old hunting cabin in the deeper woods. It belonged to the original founders. It’s protected by ancient cloaking spells that the crown doesn't know about. We can regroup there and figure out our next move."

"Lead the way," said Gia. Her wolf ears twitched toward the dark forest. "I smell fresh water and pine needles in that direction. And a lot of empty space. No royal patrols, which is a good thing."

“Yet,” added Amelia. “We should make the best use of our head start.”

Regina nodded and turned toward the thick tree line. The group followed her in a single-file line.

The forest was incredibly dark. The dense canopy overhead blocked out most of the moonlight. Amelia conjured a small, glowing orb of flame and let it float a few feet above her shoulder. The soft orange light cast long, dancing shadows across the forest floor. They walked in relative silence, the only sounds being the snap of dry twigs under their boots and the distant hoot of an owl.

Matt stayed close to Regina. The reality of their situation weighed heavily on his mind. They were fugitives now. The king would undoubtedly send trackers into the woods by sunrise. They needed a plan, but Matt couldn't think of a single viable option without his mana. He felt totally useless.

"How far is this cabin?" asked Matt.

"Just over the next ridge," answered Regina. She pushed a low-hanging branch out of the way. "It's hidden in a small ravine. You wouldn't see it unless you knew exactly where to look."

They hiked for another ten minutes before the terrain began to slope downward. A small, rustic cabin appeared in the clearing below. It looked abandoned. The wooden logs were weathered and gray. The roof was covered in thick green moss. There were no lights shining from the dusty windows.

"It doesn't look like much," noted Chloe. She eyed the rustic structure with a hint of disdain. "But I suppose it beats a damp dungeon."

"It's perfectly safe," assured Regina. She walked up to the heavy wooden door and placed her hand against the center panel. A faint blue glow pulsed beneath her palm as she deactivated the hidden wards. The door clicked open with a soft squeak.

The group filed inside. The cabin was exactly as rustic on the inside as it appeared on the outside. A small stone fireplace sat against the back wall. A large wooden table dominated the center of the room. Two small cots were pushed into the corners. It smelled faintly of dust and old wood.

Amelia directed her floating fireball to the fireplace. She tossed the orb onto the dry logs stacked in the hearth. The wood caught instantly, filling the small cabin with a warm, comforting light.

"We can rest here for a few hours," said Regina. "But we need to decide on a course of action before sunrise. The king's trackers will eventually pick up our trail, even with the river masking our scent."

"We should head for the Lupine Freehold," suggested Gia. She sniffed the air in the cabin and seemed satisfied with the lack of hostile scents. "My father will protect us."

"That journey will take weeks on foot," argued Chloe. "And we are traveling with the most recognizable man in Carletta. Every bounty hunter in the kingdom will be looking for Matt by tomorrow afternoon."

"Maybe we can dye his hair?" offered Lily. She looked at Matt's sandy brown locks. "Or give him a false beard?"

“Or just have him grow a real beard,” added Chloe. “Matt would look so dashing with a thick beard.”

Matt let out a tired sigh. He leaned against the heavy wooden table. "A beard isn't going to stop King Saden. He's going to scour the continent until he finds me. He won't rest while the Chosen One is still breathing."

The mention of his title brought a heavy silence over the room. The girls looked at Matt with a mixture of sympathy and determination. They all knew the terrifying stakes. The odds were incredibly stacked against them.

"Then we need to find a way to give the Chosen One his power back," stated Regina. Her amber eyes met Matt's gaze with absolute conviction. "We need to break the divine stilling."

"You said the artifact was gone," reminded Matt. "Gareth and Yara took it from the vault."

"They might have taken the physical object," said Chloe. "But the magical theory behind it remains. The artifact required a surge of pure life energy to activate. It required an intense emotional and physical bond. We can still try to recreate that surge without the relic."

"Uh, how exactly?" asked Lily. A bright blush colored her cheeks.

Amelia snorted. “I think the answer to that is fairly obvious, don’t you?”

Lily turned even more red. “I suppose, but the question still remains. Do we just... try it?"

Regina opened her mouth to answer, but she suddenly froze. The headmistress stared down at the center of the wooden table. Her eyes widened in utter disbelief.

"Regina?" asked Matt. He pushed himself off the edge of the table. "What is it?"

"Look," whispered Regina. She pointed a trembling finger at the tabletop.

Matt stepped closer. The surface of the table had been completely bare a moment ago. Now, a strange object sat squarely in the center of the wood.

It was the artifact.

The ancient relic looked like a complex geometric puzzle made of polished obsidian. Faint, intricate runes were carved into the smooth surfaces. It pulsed with a low, latent energy that seemed to pull at the surrounding air. It was completely unmistakable.

"Where did that come from?" gasped Amelia. She took a step back from the table. "That wasn't there a second ago."

"Did the gods drop it?" asked Gia. She sniffed the artifact cautiously. "It doesn't smell like them. It smells... old."

Matt cautiously reached out and touched the smooth obsidian surface. The stone felt surprisingly warm to the touch. A faint hum vibrated against his fingertips. It wasn't the cold, dead sensation of the divine stilling.

It felt alive.

He picked up the artifact and weighed it in his hands. It was surprisingly light for its size. "This is it, right? This is the relic from the vault?"

"Yes," breathed Regina. She walked closer and stared at the artifact in his hands. "That is precisely what I showed you in the vault. But how did it get here? The gods took it."

"Maybe they didn't," suggested Chloe. The brunette narrowed her green eyes in thought. "You said Gareth seemed incredibly arrogant. He believed the stilling was an absolute permanent fix. He might have assumed we would never figure out the artifact's true purpose. He might have just left it in the vault."

"No," argued Regina. "Lily and I checked the pedestal. It was completely empty. The artifact was gone."

"Then someone brought it to us," realized Matt. He looked around the small cabin. The shadows cast by the fire seemed to dance with hidden secrets. "Someone sneaked it into this room while we were walking."

"Who?" asked Lily. "We’re the only ones here."

"Someone who wants to help," said Regina. A sudden realization dawned in her amber eyes. "Someone who changed sides. The prophecies are coming into play, Matt. The ancient texts mentioned that the arrival of the Chosen One would force a reckoning among the divine. That’s why they were in a rush to oppose you."

Matt thought back to the standoff in Regina's office. He remembered Yara's hesitant demeanor. The beautiful blonde goddess had looked incredibly conflicted. She had argued against Gareth's cruelty. She had looked at Matt with a genuine sense of sorrow before the god struck him down.

"Yara," whispered Matt. "She must have taken it from the vault and brought it here."

"A goddess is helping us?" asked Amelia. She sounded both amazed and terrified by the prospect. "Why would she do that? She was the one who helped strip the male mages of their power in the first place!"

"Because she realizes Gareth is wrong," said Regina. Her voice grew stronger with renewed hope. "She sees the corruption of King Saden. She sees the devastation caused by the Blight and the dark mages. She knows the world needs balance, not absolute control. By giving us the artifact, she is giving us a fighting chance."

Matt looked down at the geometric puzzle in his hands. The pulsing warmth seemed to synchronize with his own heartbeat. The artifact was a literal lifeline. It was the key to unlocking his core and taking the fight back to the corrupt king.

"So, what do we do with it?" asked Matt. He looked at the girls standing around the table. "How do we activate it?"

Regina took a deep breath. She brushed the front of her tunic and adopted her authoritative headmistress tone. The situation was incredibly delicate, but they didn't have time for modesty or hesitation. The king's army was searching for them right now.

"The divine stilling is a seal placed directly over your core," explained Regina. "It acts as a magical dam, preventing any energy from entering or exiting your ley lines. Normal spells will simply bounce off the barrier, as we saw in my office."

"Right," agreed Matt. "I felt the mana shatter."

"The artifact works differently," continued Regina. "It doesn't use elemental mana to break the seal. It uses pure, unfiltered life energy. It acts as a conduit to channel the raw, emotional power of human connection."

"Emotional connection?" asked Chloe. She arched a delicate eyebrow. "You mean love."

"I mean love, trust, and intense physical intimacy," clarified Regina. She looked around the circle of beautiful women. "Because Matt's core naturally operates on emotional and physical bonds with female mages, the artifact requires that same connection to trigger a surge. It requires extreme sexual intimacy to overload the stilling."

A heavy silence fell over the small cabin. The crackle of the fire was the only sound.

"Extreme intimacy," repeated Amelia. She looked at Matt with a growing smile. "Well, we can definitely provide that."

"It's not that simple," warned Regina. She held up a hand to temper their enthusiasm. "A normal encounter won't generate enough raw energy to shatter a divine seal. The stilling was placed by a god. To break it, we need an overwhelming surge of life force."

Regina took a step closer to Matt and looked him directly in the eyes. She bluntly stated the reality of the situation.

"It will require all of us," said Regina. "Simultaneously. We all have to connect with Matt at the same time. The sheer volume of love, lust, and raw devotion from his entire bonded team is the only thing that can generate enough power to activate the artifact."

Lily gasped softly and covered her mouth with her hands. Her face flushed a deep shade of crimson. "All of us? At the same time?"

"Yes," confirmed Regina. She didn't look away from Matt. "It will be a massive, coordinated ritual. Every single one of us needs to pour our physical and emotional energy into him until the artifact absorbs the surge and shatters the seal."

Gia let out a low, appreciative whistle. The Lupine girl grinned and bumped her shoulder against Matt's arm. "That sounds like a very good plan to me. The pack shares everything."

"I agree," said Chloe. The brunette dropped her pristine silk robe off her shoulders. The expensive fabric pooled around her ankles, revealing the sheer nightgown underneath. "If it saves Matt's life and gives him his power back, I am more than willing to participate in a group ritual."

Amelia didn't hesitate either. She stepped up to Matt and placed her hands on his chest, right over the cold spot where his core rested. Her blue eyes burned with fierce devotion.

"We are ready to do whatever it takes to save our Chosen One," declared Amelia. “To save our Matt.”

Lily lowered her hands from her mouth. The deep blush remained on her cheeks, but her hazel eyes showed a newfound resolve. She nodded slowly. "I'm in too. We have to break that seal."

Regina looked around the room. She saw the eager agreement on the faces of her students. They were all fully committed to the ritual. They loved Matt deeply, and they were willing to cast aside any remaining modesty to save his life.

"Then let's prepare the space," said Regina. She moved toward the back of the cabin. "We need to push the cots together and create a comfortable area. The ritual might take some time to reach the necessary energy threshold."

The girls sprang into action. Amelia and Chloe grabbed one of the wooden cots and dragged it to the center of the room, positioning it directly in front of the warm fireplace. Lily and Gia grabbed the other cot and pushed the two mattresses tightly together. They quickly stripped the dusty blankets and laid down their cloaks to create a softer surface.

Matt stood by the wooden table and watched them work. The reality of what was about to happen sent a jolt of nervous excitement straight to his groin. He held the ancient artifact tightly in his hands. The polished obsidian seemed to thrum with anticipation.

He was about to engage in a highly passionate, deeply intimate ritual with his entire harem. The thought alone was enough to make his heart race and his blood pump. The terrifying nightmare of the dungeon faded away entirely. King Saden and his royal army felt a million miles away. Right now, in this hidden cabin, Matt only cared about the incredible women preparing to save his soul.

Regina walked back over to him. She unclasped the heavy brooch holding her own cloak together. The fabric slipped off her shoulders and joined Chloe's robe on the floor. She stood before him in a simple, fitted tunic that accentuated her curves.

"Are you ready for this?" asked Regina. Her amber eyes held a burning mixture of professional determination and deep, personal desire.

"I'm ready," replied Matt.

He placed the artifact down on the wooden table. It was time to break the divine stilling. It was time to show the gods exactly how powerful human connection could truly be.

Just before the event could begin, Matt heard a sound by the main door. The entire group paused as all attention diverted to the newcomer.


Chapter
Eight



A sharp knock on the heavy door shattered the tension.

Everyone froze. Amelia’s fireball flickered wildly in the hearth. Gia dropped into a crouch, letting her claws extend instantly as a low growl rumbled in her throat. Regina raised her hands, her amber eyes wide as she prepared to cast a defensive spell just in case.

"Who's there?" called out Regina hesitantly.

"It's me," came a muffled voice from the other side. "Vanessa. Open the door before a patrol spots me."

A collective sigh of relief swept through the room. Regina rushed to the door and unlocked the deadbolt. Vanessa slipped inside and quickly secured the door behind her.

The professor looked disheveled. Her dark uniform was covered in soot, and a small cut above her eyebrow bled sluggishly. Despite the mess, her gray eyes burned with a triumphant light.

"You made it," said Matt, stepping forward and pulling her into a hug. The scent of smoke and lavender soap clung to her skin.

"Of course I made it," replied Vanessa with a smug grin. She returned the hug fiercely before pulling back. "I told you I'd catch up. The royal mages are still trying to put out the fires I started near the armory. It bought us a head start, but the trackers will eventually spread into the woods."

Vanessa looked around the room, taking in the scene. Her eyes noticed the two cots pushed together in front of the fire, draped in cloaks. She saw Chloe standing in a nightgown and Regina wearing a casual tunic instead of her heavy cloak. Finally, she noticed the artifact resting in Matt’s hands.

"What’s going on here?" asked Vanessa quietly. She arched a dark eyebrow. "You all look like you were expecting a different kind of visitor. And I’m almost afraid to ask what kind."

"Our luck hasn't run out yet," explained Regina as she pointed to the relic in Matt’s hands. "Yara brought us the artifact. Or at least, we suspect it was Yara. We found it sitting on the table when we arrived."

Vanessa's eyes widened. She recognized the obsidian piece immediately from the descriptions Regina had shared during their planning sessions. "The gods actually left it? Or a goddess smuggled it out?"

"We believe Yara changed sides," said Matt. He held the artifact up so Vanessa could see it pulsing with faint light. "She realized Gareth was wrong. Or so we hope. This is our chance to break the divine stilling."

Vanessa nodded slowly, the implication of the artifact settled into her mind. Her gaze drifted to the pushed-together cots and the state of undress among the girls. A knowing smirk spread across her lips.

"I see," said Vanessa. "I know exactly what it means to trigger that relic. The surge of life energy." She turned to Matt, her smirk growing wider. "Are you able to go one more time tonight?"

Amelia blinked, her blue eyes darting between Matt and the professor. "What do you mean, one more time tonight?"

A blush colored Vanessa's cheeks, contrasting sharply with the soot on her face. She cleared her throat and looked at the group.

"I sneaked into the dungeon earlier to check on Matt," confessed Vanessa. She refused to look embarrassed. "He was in a dark place. The stress of the execution was eating him alive. So, I seduced him. As part of my own stress relief, of course. We had an intense moment against the dungeon wall."

"You had sex in a dungeon?" asked Chloe as a look of respect crossed the brunette’s face. "Vanessa, I didn't know you had it in you. That’s incredibly bold, not to mention really fucking awesome too."

"It was exactly what I needed," defended Matt. He felt his own cheeks warm, but he stood by the professor. "She reminded me why I needed to keep fighting. She kept me from giving up."

Regina let out a bright laugh. The sound cut through the remaining tension in the cabin. She shook her head and looked at Matt with an amused expression.

"Well, Professor Vane certainly has a unique style, if nothing else," joked Regina. She stepped closer to Matt and placed a hand on his shoulder. "The question remains, Chosen One. Are you still willing and able to perform the ritual?"

Matt took one look at his women.

Vanessa stood before him, tough and devoted, her dark hair messy from battle. Amelia watched him with blue eyes, her blonde hair catching the firelight. Chloe looked like a goddess in her nightgown, her green eyes promising unimaginable pleasure. Lily stood near the beds with a blush and hazel eyes full of trust. Gia, the Lupine princess, practically vibrated with anticipation.

And Regina, the beautiful headmistress, stood right beside him, offering herself entirely for the first time.

The sheer volume of love and desire radiating from the group hit Matt like a physical wave. The void of the divine stilling inside his chest seemed to shrink back in fear.

A throbbing erection pressed against the front of his trousers instantly.

"I'm definitely willing," said Matt. His voice was thick with lust.

"Then let's not waste any more time," said Chloe.

She stepped forward and reached for the hem of Matt's tunic. "Let's get you out of these awful dungeon clothes," murmured Chloe. Pulling the fabric over his head, she tossed it into the corner. Amelia stepped in to help, her deft fingers quickly undoing his belt and unbuttoning his trousers.

Within seconds, Matt stood entirely naked before the fire. The heat from the hearth warmed his chilled skin.

The girls quickly followed suit. Vanessa unbuckled her dark uniform. The heavy fabric fell to the floor with a soft thud. She kicked off her boots and stood proudly in her bare skin.

Amelia removed her academy robes. The flawless skin of the flame mage seemed to glow in the firelight.

Lily shyly slipped out of her dress, seemingly most unnerved by what was coming. Her large breasts bounced slightly as she moved. A dark blush covered the redhead's cheeks.

Gia didn't bother with buttons. The Lupine princess practically tore her tunic off. Her fluffy wolf tail swished excitedly behind her as she bared her fangs in a feral grin.

Chloe let her nightgown pool at her ankles. She stepped out of the silk puddle with elegant grace.

Regina was the last to undress. Pulling her casual tunic over her head, the garment dropped to the floor to reveal a body that stunned Matt. She had wide hips and a narrow waist. Her heavy breasts swayed gently as her dark nipples hardened instantly in the cool air. The headmistress looked like a fertility goddess brought to life.

"Get on the bed," ordered Vanessa with a husky tone of voice. The professor naturally slipped into a commanding role. "And bring the artifact with you. It needs to stay in physical contact with your skin the entire time."

Matt climbed onto the huge bed they had created. It was nothing like mega-bed, but then again, it still managed to excite him as his eyes feasted on the women around him. He sat in the center of the cloaks. Placing the obsidian artifact against his stomach, he let it rest on his thigh. The cold stone quickly absorbed his body heat.

The women surrounded him immediately, making for an overwhelming experience.

Gia crawled onto the bed first, positioning herself behind Matt. Her arms wrapped around his waist as she pressed her bare breasts against his back. The soft mounds flattened against his muscles. She nuzzled his neck, letting her hot breath send shivers down his spine.

"Mmm, you smell so much better now," murmured Gia. She playfully nipped at his earlobe with her sharp teeth. "I can smell the desire on you, my mate."

Amelia knelt beside him. Reaching out, she wrapped her warm hand around his throbbing cock. The flame mage naturally ran hot, making her touch feel incredibly good against his sensitive skin. She stroked him slowly, maintaining a steady and agonizing pace.

"You really are incredible," whispered Amelia before leaning in to kiss his jaw. "After everything you went through today, you're still so strong for us. Your cock is so hard."

"You guys make it easy," groaned Matt. He tilted his head back. Gia kissed his neck while Amelia worked his shaft.

Chloe crawled onto the bed on his other side. The brunette didn't waste any time, leaning down to take him into her mouth. She replaced Amelia's hand with her wet lips. Her tongue swirled around the tip with practiced elegance before sucking him deep into her throat.

"Oh, fuck," cursed Matt. His hands grabbed the cloaks beneath him to anchor himself.

Lily knelt at his feet. The redhead looked incredibly beautiful in the firelight. Her hands ran up his calves and over his knees, offering a tender touch that contrasted with the intense stimulation from the others. Leaning forward, she kissed his thigh. Her lips brushed the skin right next to where the artifact rested.

Vanessa and Regina stood by the edge of the bed, watching the scene unfold.

"They're eager," noted Vanessa. Her gray eyes were dark with lust.

"We all are," replied Regina with a wicked grin. She stepped onto the mattress and moved toward Matt. "Let's build the circuit."

Matt couldn't just sit there while they lavished him with attention. The tension coiling in his groin demanded a release. He needed to be inside someone. Looking down at the beautiful brunette bobbing her head on his lap, his decision was made.

He reached down and grabbed Chloe by her bare shoulders. She pulled her mouth off his shaft with a wet sound. A trail of saliva connected her lips to his tip before snapping. Her green eyes blazed with hunger.

"I need to be inside you," stated Matt. His voice sounded rough with lust.

Chloe smiled coyly. "I was wondering when you would ask."

She swung a slender leg over his hips and straddled his thighs. Reaching down between them, she grabbed his hard shaft. With a slow sigh, she guided the thick head to her slick entrance and sank onto his length.

Matt let out a loud groan. Her inner walls stretched to accommodate his size. The tight friction sent a shock of pure heat straight to his brain. He gripped her waist tightly as she seated herself fully on his lap.

"Fuck, you feel so good," gasped Chloe. She rested her hands on his chest and began to ride him. Her hips rolled in a smooth circle. "Fill my tight pussy, Matt."

The other girls didn't step back. They joined the fray to build the magical circuit. Amelia leaned over and began kissing Chloe's neck. The blonde trailed hot, open-mouthed kisses up to the other woman’s jaw. Gia continued to grind her wet core against Matt's lower back. The wolf girl reached around his sides to tweak his nipples with her sharp fingernails. The sudden pinch of pain mixed perfectly with the overwhelming pleasure. Lily crawled up next to Matt's leg and began stroking his sweaty thigh.

"Make her cum, Matt," encouraged Vanessa. The professor stood by the edge of the bed and watched the display with hungry eyes. "Show her what the Chosen One can do."

"Uh, yes, please make me cum," panted Chloe. “Fuck, you feel so fucking good. I love how this perfect cock feels inside me.”

Matt grabbed her hips and took control of the pace. He drove his pelvis upward. Burying himself to the hilt with every powerful stroke, he made sure she felt every inch. Chloe threw her head back and moaned loudly. The wet sounds of their bodies slapping together echoed in the cabin.

"Don't hog him, Chloe," teased Amelia between kisses. "Leave some for the rest of us."

"I'm just getting him warmed up for you girls," replied Chloe breathlessly. She bounced harder on his lap. "Deeper, Matt. Stretch me out."

He hammered into her tight channel. The artifact resting against his thigh pulsed with a warm vibration. The geometric runes carved into the dark stone began to glow with a white light. The life energy from their intense bond was feeding directly into the relic.

"You are doing so great," praised Regina. The beautiful headmistress knelt beside the bed and stroked Matt's sweaty hair. "Keep going. We need a huge surge to break the stilling."

Chloe's breathing turned ragged. She leaned forward and kissed Matt passionately. Her tongue tangled with his as she rode him to the brink of her climax.

"I'm going to cum," warned Chloe. Her fingernails dug into his shoulders. "Don't stop thrusting!"

Matt quickened his pace. He pounded into her slick pussy without mercy. Chloe screamed into his mouth. Her body spasmed violently. Her tight walls clamped down around his cock. She milked him with incredible pressure. Spilling her juices over his shaft, her intense pleasure radiated through their physical bond.

Matt gritted his teeth and held his own seed back. He couldn't finish yet. The circuit wasn't fully charged. The artifact needed more energy.

Chloe collapsed against his chest. She panted heavily as she tried to catch her breath. Kissing his jaw, she slowly lifted herself off his throbbing erection. A string of slick fluids connected them for a brief second before snapping.

"My turn," whispered Lily once Chloe came down from her high.

The shy girl didn't wait for an invitation. She crawled up the bed and took Chloe's place over Matt's hips. Her face flushed a deep crimson. Her hazel eyes burned with newfound determination.

Matt looked up at her. "Are you ready for this?"

"I've never been more ready for anything," replied Lily sweetly as she caressed his face with one hand. With the other, she reached down and grabbed his wet shaft. "I want to help break the seal. I want to feel you inside me."

Lily guided him to her entrance and slowly pushed her hips down. She was incredibly tight. Matt groaned as he slid deep into her slick channel. She let out a sharp gasp and stopped halfway down. Biting her lower lip, she looked down at him.

"Oh Matt, you feel so big today," whimpered Lily. “Bigger than usual, I mean.”

"Take your time," soothed Matt. He reached up and cupped her large breasts. Squeezing the soft flesh gently, he offered an encouraging smile. "Just relax for me."

Chloe shifted over and kissed Lily's cheek. "You are doing perfectly, Lily. Let him stretch you out."

Lily took a deep breath and sank the rest of the way down. She seated herself fully on his lap. A long, shuddering sigh escaped her lips. She began to move. Lifting her hips, she slid back down with a hesitant rhythm.

Matt helped her find the pace, guiding her hips with his hands. Thrusting upward, he met her descents with practiced ease. The friction was incredible. Lily's tight walls hugged every inch of his length.

"Oh, that feels amazing," whimpered Lily. Her earlier shyness vanished entirely. Tossing her red braided hair over her shoulder, she leaned into the sensation. "Fuck me, Matt. Fill me up."

The harem continued their assault on his senses. Amelia ducked her head down and took Matt's heavy balls into her mouth. She swirled her tongue around the sensitive skin. Gia reached around and grabbed Matt's cock right where it entered Lily. The Lupine girl used her thumb to rub Lily's clit while Matt pumped into her. The added stimulation sent Lily over the edge almost instantly.

"I'm cumming!" screamed Lily. She threw her arms up in the air. Her back arched in a tight bow.

She clamped down hard on his shaft. The intense pressure sent a jolt of pleasure straight to Matt's groin. He let out a loud groan. Fucking her through her climax, he buried himself deep inside her twitching pussy until her spasms finally subsided.

The artifact on his thigh glowed much brighter now. The white light illuminated the dark cabin. The hum vibrated against his skin.

Lily collapsed onto his chest with a happy sigh. She kissed his neck and slowly pulled off his length. Crawling to the side of the bed, she curled up next to Chloe. Both girls watched him with hazy, satisfied expressions.

"He's getting close," noted Vanessa. The professor crawled onto the bed and positioned her face right next to Matt's ear. "Don't hold back, Matt. Give it to us. I want you to entirely ruin us tonight."

"You hear that?" asked Regina. The headmistress shifted her weight, positioning her slick quim directly over his face. "They all want you. We all need you."

Matt reached up and grabbed Regina's wide hips. He guided her down until her wet pussy pressed against his mouth. He stuck his tongue out and tasted her for the first time. She tasted like honey, with just enough tang to make his cock pulse.

Regina threw her head back and let out a loud moan. She ground her hips down against his face. Chasing the intense pleasure of his tongue, she rubbed herself against him frantically.

The cabin erupted into a cacophony of moans and heavy breathing.

"Oh, fuck, that feels so good," gasped Regina. Her fingers dug into Matt's shoulders as Amelia wrapped her lips around his cock. The blonde didn’t hesitate, working his shaft just like she had in the past.

"Keep sucking him, Amelia," encouraged Chloe. "Make him cum for us."

"I want to feel him throb," replied Amelia, her voice sounding muffled around his flesh.

"Faster," begged Gia. Her claws lightly scraped his ribs. "Don't stop."

The obsidian artifact hummed violently. The geometric runes carved into the dark stone glowed with a radiant light. The life energy generated by the intense bond fed directly into the relic.

Matt felt entirely lost in the sensation. He was a conduit for their love and lust. The divine stilling began to crack under the huge pressure. He could feel the warmth bleeding through the cracks. A trickle of his power returned to his ley lines.

He needed to push it over the edge. He needed to break the dam entirely.

"Regina," grunted Matt. He gently pushed her hips up. He broke contact with her wet center.

Regina looked down at him. Her amber eyes looked hazy with lust. "What is it?"

"I need to be inside you," stated Matt. He looked around at the other girls. "I need to finish this."

"Yes," agreed Vanessa. She pulled Amelia away from his balls. "Do it."

Regina didn't hesitate. She shifted her position. Moving down his body, she straddled his hips. She grabbed his hard shaft and guided the thick head to her slick entrance.

"I've always known this would happen," whispered Regina as she gazed deep into his eyes. "Since the day I brought you to this academy, I knew we were connected."

She slowly sank down onto his length.

Matt let out a loud shout as she took him in entirely. Her inner walls felt incredibly tight and hot. The friction felt perfect. It was his first time fucking the headmistress. The reality of the situation sent a huge spike of adrenaline straight to his brain.

Regina gasped as she seated herself fully on his lap. She rested her hands on his chest and began to ride him. She set a slow and grinding pace. Every time she pushed her hips down, she took him to the hilt.

"Oh, gods," moaned Regina. She closed her eyes and let her head fall back. "You feel amazing."

"You're so tight," groaned Matt. He grabbed her wide hips and thrust up to meet her strokes.

The other women didn't stop touching him. They understood the assignment. They needed to maintain the emotional connection.

Gia wrapped her arms tighter around his chest. Her breasts flattened against his back. She bit his shoulder playfully. Amelia leaned over and kissed Regina passionately on the mouth. They shared the intense energy between them. Chloe reached down and massaged Matt's balls. Her delicate fingers provided the perfect amount of pressure. Lily knelt beside him and kissed his neck. Her soft sighs puffed against his skin. Vanessa stroked his hair and whispered filthy encouragement in his ear.

"Fuck her hard," demanded Vanessa. "Make the headmistress beg for your cum, Matt."

"Give her everything," added Chloe.

Matt drove his hips upward with brutal force. He abandoned the slow pace and started hammering into Regina. The headmistress matched his desperate energy. She bounced wildly on his lap. Her heavy breasts swayed with every thrust. The wet sounds of their bodies crashing together echoed loudly in the cabin.

"Yes! Fuck!" screamed Regina. She clawed at his chest, leaving red marks on his skin. "Deeper, Matt! Give it to me!"

The artifact resting against his thigh glowed brightly now. The white light cast an angelic glow across the bodies on the bed. The hum vibrated through the mattress. It served as a physical manifestation of the raw power they generated.

Matt felt the climax building like a tidal wave. The intense friction pushed him to the absolute limit.

He looked up at Regina's beautiful face. Her features were flushed with pleasure and contorted in ecstasy. He saw Amelia and Chloe watching him with adoration. He felt Gia and Lily pressing against him with absolute trust.

"I'm close," warned Matt through gritted teeth.

"Don't hold back!" yelled Regina. She ground her pelvis hard against his own. "Cum inside me, Matt! Break the seal!"

Matt gave a final roar. He grabbed Regina's hips in a vice grip and drove upward one last time. He buried himself as deep as humanly possible.

A huge climax ripped through his body.

He spilled his release deep inside the headmistress. The intense relief crashed through his system. Pleasurable spasms shot down his legs. Regina screamed her own climax. Her inner muscles clamped down hard around his pulsing shaft. She milked every last drop from him.

As Matt's life energy peaked, the obsidian artifact reacted.

The geometric talisman flared to life. The faint glow instantly turned into a radiant light. The illumination filled the entire cabin, washing out the shadows and the firelight.

It shone brighter than the sun.

Matt squeezed his eyes shut against the glare, but he could still see the white light burning through his eyelids. The sudden silence in the room felt deafening. The hum of the artifact reached a crescendo. It vibrated so intensely that Matt could feel it in his teeth.

Then, he felt it.

The cold block over his heart shattered. The divine stilling cracked into a million pieces and evaporated. The network of ley lines inside his body suddenly flooded with energy. The connection he felt to the world around him snapped back into place. He could feel the latent mana in the earth and the elemental magic of his girls.

The artifact had worked.

The Chosen One was back.


Chapter
Nine



The blinding light slowly faded from the small cabin.

Matt opened his eyes and took a deep breath. The cold void inside his chest was entirely gone. A warm ocean of limitless energy replaced the once-frozen block. He looked down at his own hands and saw faint currents of multicolored light dancing under his skin.

The obsidian artifact resting on his thigh had turned dull and gray. It crumbled into fine dust and blew away in a sudden gust of wind. The ancient relic had served its purpose.

Matt marveled at the sheer power thrumming through his veins. His magical core hadn't just been restored but rather it had expanded several times over. The network of ley lines inside his body felt wider and much more robust. He could feel the latent mana humming in the damp earth beneath the floorboards. Matt could even sense the elemental affinities of every single woman in the room without even trying. The connection felt effortless and pure.

"Uh, what just happened?" asked Amelia as she rubbed her blue eyes and blinked rapidly. “Did it work? Tell me it worked, please, so I can stop worrying about it.”

"The stilling broke," replied Regina with a soft laugh. The headmistress sat up on the bed and pulled a thick quilt over her bare chest. Her amber eyes widened as she looked at Matt. "Matt, you’re glowing."

"I feel incredible," said Matt. He flexed his fingers and watched the faint light trace along his knuckles. "I feel like I could hold the entire world in my hands right now."

Amelia crawled across the mattress and threw her arms around Matt's neck. She didn't care that they were both still naked. She hugged him tight and pressed her cheek against his chest.

"I was so worried you were going to be stuck like that forever," joked Amelia. She leaned back and kissed him playfully on the lips. "Not that I wouldn't love you anyway. But the glowing definitely suits you. Somehow, you’ve become even sexier to me."

"Oh, I think I prefer the glowing version too," replied Matt with a chuckle. He kissed her back and gently squeezed her waist. "You guys saved my life tonight. I don't even know how to thank you for doing all of that."

"You can thank us by never surrendering to a corrupt king ever again," suggested Chloe. The brunette reached down and picked up her nightgown from the floor. She slipped the silk garment over her head and smoothed the fabric over her hips. "We almost lost you today. If this hadn’t worked…"

"I won't let anyone take me away from you again," promised Matt.

Amelia leaned in for another tender kiss. She giggled softly against his mouth. "You taste like sweat. I think we gave you a pretty good workout."

"You definitely wore me out," teased Matt as he playfully poked her ribs. "I don't think I have any fluids left in my body. You girls drained me dry."

"Well, I could probably go for another round," murmured Gia. The Lupine princess stretched her arms over her head as her fluffy tail swished back and forth across the mattress. "The pack shares everything. We should share some more of this new energy."

"Give the poor boy a rest, Gia," laughed Vanessa. The professor picked up her dark uniform and began to dress. "We need him alert. The sun will be up soon, and who knows what that will bring."

Lily grabbed her dress and pulled it on with a shy blush. "How does the power work now? Do you still need to pull mana from us to do things?"

"Yes," answered Matt. He closed his eyes and focused on the bonds connecting him to the women. "I still can’t generate my own mana. I just act as an amplifier, but the capacity is entirely different. Before today I felt like a small bucket catching rain. Now I feel like a bottomless canyon. I can draw from all of you at the same time without getting overwhelmed."

"That sounds incredibly dangerous," noted Vanessa while she buckled her thick leather belt. "For our enemies, of course."

"It means he achieved god-tier status," explained Regina. She found her tunic and pulled it over her head. "The ancient texts talked about this level of power. The original male mages could amplify magic to unheard-of levels. They could reshape landscapes and alter the weather. Matt has that same potential now."

"So we can fight the gods now?" asked Chloe. She crossed her arms and looked at the headmistress. "If Gareth comes back, can Matt defeat him?"

"I don't know," admitted Regina. "But we definitely have a fighting chance now. We aren't helpless anymore."

"Speaking of enemies," said Gia. The wolf girl stood up and shook her limbs. "We need to figure out what to do next. We can't just stay in this cabin forever. The king will keep searching."

The faint gray light of dawn began to creep through the dusty windows. Matt walked over to the wooden table and grabbed his tunic. He pulled the fabric over his head and started buttoning his trousers. The fabric felt rough against his sensitive skin.

"We need a secure location," said Matt. "We need somewhere we can plan a counterattack. Saden took away my rank and branded me a traitor. I intend to take my title back."

"My family estate is still an option," offered Chloe. "We can travel to Millvale and gather political support. The other noble houses won't stand for the king executing a hero."

"I don't want to drag your parents into a war," argued Matt. "Saden is desperate. He might just attack your estate to get to me."

Gia suddenly froze in the middle of the room. Her wolf ears pivoted toward the front door. She sniffed the air and bared her fangs. A low growl started in the back of her throat.

"We have company," warned Gia. "A lot of heavy boots. The scent of iron and burning torches is blowing this way."

"Trackers?" asked Regina. The headmistress quickly joined Gia near the window.

"Worse," replied Gia. "It smells like elite mages. I can smell their arrogant perfume."

Matt felt a brief tingle at the base of his spine. His danger sense flared to life for the first time since the stilling. It warned him of hostile intent approaching the cabin. Strangely enough, he didn't feel any fear. The overwhelming power resting in his chest pushed the panic away. He felt totally calm.

He walked over to the window and peered through the dirty glass. The dense forest outside was teeming with movement. Dozens of royal guards in gilded armor emerged from the tree line. They carried long pikes and heavy crossbows. A squad of elite mages marched right behind the soldiers. The women wore the familiar red robes of the crown.

"They found us," said Matt.

"Uh, is the king out there?" asked Lily. She huddled close to Chloe for comfort.

"No," answered Matt while scanning the growing crowd outside the cabin. "I don't see Saden anywhere. This is only a portion of his people. He must have kept the rest of his forces back at the academy to hold the grounds."

"Who is leading them?" asked Vanessa. She drew her steel sword with a sharp scrape of metal.

"The tall woman with short black hair," said Matt. He pointed a finger through the glass. "The elite mage who threatened to burn the novices in their dormitories yesterday."

The royal forces formed a tight perimeter around the clearing. The soldiers raised their crossbows and aimed them directly at the cabin doors. The elite mages raised their hands. Bright spheres of volatile energy illuminated the early morning shadows. The air outside crackled with imminent violence.

"Come out, traitor!" shouted the lead mage. Her harsh voice echoed across the quiet ravine. "We know you’re inside! The king demands your head!"

The girls tensed at the sound of the aggressive demand. Amelia conjured a bright flame in her palm. Chloe's green eyes began to glow with intense mind mana. They were ready to fight a desperate battle to protect their home.

"Stay here," ordered Matt. He placed a gentle hand on Amelia's shoulder to calm her. "I will handle this."

"You can't go out there alone," argued Regina. She grabbed his arm to stop him. "There are over fifty soldiers out there. They have crossbows and destructive spells!"

"I'm not alone," replied Matt. He offered the headmistress a confident smile. "I have all of you connected to my core. The bond is stronger than ever. Just stay inside and let me show them what a terrible mistake they made."

Regina slowly let go of his arm. She saw the absolute certainty shining in his glowing eyes. The power radiating from his body was undeniable.

"Be careful," whispered Amelia. She extinguished her flame and stepped back.

Matt turned and walked toward the heavy door. He didn't hesitate or hide behind the thick wood. Pushing the door open, he stepped out onto the small wooden porch. The cool morning air hit his face and rustled his hair.

A dozen crossbows immediately tracked his movement. The elite mages shifted their glowing spells to target his chest. The lead mage stepped forward with a cruel sneer on her face. She looked at him like he was a pesky bug waiting to be squashed.

"I see you found some courage overnight," mocked the elite mage. "Or did your little girlfriends finally convince you to stop hiding behind their skirts?"

"Things have changed since yesterday," stated Matt as he walked down the wooden steps and stood in the dirt. He kept his hands relaxed at his sides. "I'm not going to be anyone's prisoner."

"You don't have a choice," laughed the mage. "You are stripped of your rank. You don't have any mana. Surrender now, and I promise to make your death quick."

"I think you misunderstood my position," said Matt. He looked around the clearing at the nervous soldiers. "I'm giving you a chance to walk away. Turn your men around and go back to the capital. Leave Carletta to the people who actually care about it."

"You dare give me orders?" spat the mage. Her pale face turned red with anger. "Kill this insolent fool!"

The soldiers squeezed their triggers without hesitation. A volley of steel bolts flew across the clearing. The projectiles cut through the crisp air with a deadly whistle.

Matt didn't flinch. He reached inward and tapped into Chloe's mental energy. Drawing a tiny fraction of her mind mana through their bond, he channeled it into his god-tier core. The amplifier multiplied the energy exponentially in a fraction of a second.

A thick dome of invisible force expanded from his body. The steel bolts struck the barrier and stopped dead in midair. They hung suspended for a single heartbeat before dropping harmlessly to the dirt.

The royal guards gasped in shock. They frantically reloaded their weapons and stepped back in fear.

"He has his magic back!" yelled a royal captain.

"Burn him!" ordered the lead mage.

The elite squad unleashed a torrent of destructive spells. Roaring fireballs and jagged ice spears rained down on the porch. The sheer volume of elemental energy would have leveled the entire cabin yesterday. Today, it felt like a minor annoyance.

Matt drew from Amelia's flame and Lily's terra mana. He mixed the distinct elements together inside his core. Raising his right hand, he released the amplified energy with a smooth push.

A swirling vortex of magma and stone erupted from his palm. The elemental storm crashed into the incoming royal spells and devoured them instantly. The enemy fireballs were snuffed out by the overwhelming heat while the ice spears melted into harmless steam. The vortex continued forward and slammed into the front line of elite mages.

The massive impact threw the arrogant women off their feet. They tumbled backward into the dirt while their red robes caught fire. Panic spread through the royal ranks as the mages scrambled to extinguish the flames.

"Hold the line!" screamed the lead mage. She scrambled to her feet and prepared another spell. "Shoot him again!"

"I told you things changed," said Matt.

He tapped into Gia's wind mana next. The wild energy rushed through his ley lines with thrilling speed. He pushed it out with a simple wave of his hand.

A fierce gale swept across the clearing. The wind hit the royal guards with the force of a battering ram. Heavy soldiers were lifted off the ground and tossed into the tree trunks like ragdolls. Pikes and crossbows flew into the dark forest. The elite mages tried to raise water shields to protect themselves. The gale ripped the water apart and sent the women sprawling again.

Matt didn't even break a sweat. He walked forward slowly as the glowing aura around his body illuminated the clearing and cast long shadows behind him. He felt the vast reserves of energy waiting to be unleashed.

He could have turned the entire forest to ash. He could have crushed the soldiers into the dirt permanently.

Matt chose to show restraint instead. He didn't want to become a monster like King Saden. He only wanted to disable the threat.

The lead mage stared at him with wide eyes. Her arrogant sneer was gone. Pure terror replaced her confidence. She realized she was standing in front of a true god-tier mage. The stories of the ancient men were real.

"Retreat!" she shrieked. Her voice cracked with panic. "Fall back!"

The broken royal forces didn't need any more encouragement. The surviving soldiers scrambled to their feet and sprinted into the woods. They abandoned their heavy weapons and their pride in the dirt. Some of the elite mages cast hasty teleportation spells and vanished in bright flashes of red light.

The clearing fell silent once more. The only sound was the crackle of a few burning bushes.

Matt stood alone in the dirt. He let the glowing aura fade away from his skin. Taking a deep breath of the crisp morning air, he felt a profound sense of peace. The divine stilling was truly gone, leaving him free to use his power again.

The feeling of absolute control was intoxicating. He knew he could protect his friends against any threat now.

The cabin door opened behind him. His harem stepped out onto the porch. They looked at the ruined clearing and the scattered weapons with awe. The destruction was undeniable, yet Matt looked perfectly calm and untouched.

"Uh, that was incredible," whispered Lily. She walked down the wooden steps and stared at a melted crossbow.

"That was hot," added Amelia. She ran over and grabbed his hand. Her blue eyes sparkled with pride. "You didn't even try hard, did you?"

"I barely used a fraction of what you guys gave me," admitted Matt. He squeezed her hand and pulled her close. "The artifact really did amplify my core to a whole new level. I feel like I could fight an entire army by myself."

"You basically just did," pointed out Chloe. The brunette stepped delicately over a fallen pike. She gave him a warm smile. "You routed the king's elite forces without breaking a sweat. I think the crown is going to have a very bad day."

"They deserve a bad day," growled Gia. The wolf girl kicked a discarded helmet into the bushes. "They tried to kill my mate. We should hunt them down and finish the job before they get any more stupid ideas."

"We aren't going to hunt fleeing soldiers," said Matt. He looked around the clearing one last time. "We have a much bigger target to focus on right now. Saden is still sitting in our school."

Regina walked down the steps and joined the group. The headmistress looked at the fleeing path of the soldiers and nodded slowly. "The king will know what happened here soon. The elite mage will report back to him. He will know you have your power back."

"Good," said Vanessa. She rested her hand on the hilt of her sword. "Let him panic. Let him realize he made a fatal error when he threw you in that dungeon."

Matt looked at the beautiful women who had saved his life. He felt a deep surge of love for every single one of them. They had braved a dungeon and challenged the gods to give him his power back. They had given him the physical and emotional surge he needed to break the seal. Now it was his turn to return the favor and clear their home of the corrupt invaders.

He turned toward the direction of the school. The faint orange glow of Vanessa's distraction fire had long burned out, but he knew exactly where to go.

"Let's retake our academy," said Matt.


Chapter
Ten



Matt and his harem approached the academy on foot. The walk from the hidden cabin took them about half an hour through the dense forest. Morning sunlight filtered through the trees and illuminated their path. They moved with a quiet determination. Matt led the group with purpose. The residual warmth of his god-tier core still thrummed beneath his skin.

As they broke through the final line of trees, the academy came into view. The sight was not a welcoming one.

The sprawling campus was entirely locked down. Heavy iron gates at the main entrance were sealed shut. Elite mages in red robes patrolled the high stone walls. A sizable contingent of royal guards stood watch in the outer courtyard. Their iron pikes glinted in the early sunlight. It looked less like a school and more like an occupied fortress.

"They've turned our home into a garrison," whispered Amelia. She ducked behind a thick oak tree and peered around the trunk. A flicker of anger danced in her blue eyes. "I really want to burn those gates down."

"Saden is nothing if not paranoid," noted Regina. She stood beside Matt and analyzed the patrol routes. "He knows the distraction fire Vanessa set was just a ruse. The king is expecting us to try to sneak back inside."

"Maybe we should," suggested Lily as she nervously twisted a lock of her red hair around her finger. "We know the secret passages better than they do. We could use the catacombs to bypass the walls and get inside the main building undetected. A stealth approach makes sense."

"The pack doesn't sneak around when challenged," disagreed Gia. The Lupine girl bared her fangs at the distant soldiers. "We fight."

"Gia is right," said Matt. He stepped out from behind the oak tree and into the open sunlight. "We aren't sneaking in. I'm not going to skulk around the shadows like a criminal anymore."

"Matt, what are you doing?" hissed Chloe. She grabbed his sleeve, her green eyes wide with alarm. "There are over a hundred trained soldiers out there."

"I'm sending a message," replied Matt. He gently pulled his arm free from her grasp. Offering the brunette a confident smile, he squared his shoulders. "I'm going to show King Saden that he never should have messed with me. I'll show him what happens when you threaten my family."

Vanessa smirked. "I like this plan." The stern professor stepped out beside him and rested her hand on the hilt of her sword. "Let's give them hell."

Matt didn't bother with a subtle approach. He walked straight down the main dirt path leading toward the sealed iron gates. The girls fanned out behind him, forming a protective wedge.

It didn't take long for the royal patrols to notice them.

A shout rang out from the top of the academy walls. An elite mage pointed directly at Matt. The alarm was sounded, and the quiet morning air was filled with the chaotic sounds of shouting soldiers and clanking armor. The heavy iron gates slowly groaned open.

The king's army poured out of the courtyard and rushed down the path to meet them.

Rows of tall soldiers with long pikes formed a tight shield wall across the road. Behind them, dozens of elite female mages began chanting in unison. Their hands glowed with volatile red and purple mana. The sheer number of enemies was staggering.

"Uh, there are a lot of them," whispered Lily. She shrank back slightly as the army surrounded them in a wide half-circle. "I really don't like being surrounded."

Amelia reached out and grabbed Lily's trembling hand. "Trust in Matt. He won't let anything happen to us. He has his power back."

Lily nodded slowly and took a deep breath. She tried her best to steady her nerves.

The ranks of the royal army suddenly parted down the middle. King Saden strode through the gap, flanked by a personal guard of ten elite mages. The corrupt monarch looked entirely too pleased with himself. He wore his heavy velvet cloak and a smug grin. Stopping a few yards away from Matt, he crossed his arms over his chest.

"Well, well, well," said Saden as he stared at Matt with clear amusement. "I must admit, boy, I didn't expect to see you again so soon. I thought my trackers would have to drag your corpse back from the woods. It seems my lead mage was exaggerating when she claimed you routed her squad."

"She wasn't exaggerating," replied Matt calmly.

"Your boldness is almost commendable," chuckled Saden. "Returning to the very place where you are condemned to die takes nerve. You must have a death wish. Or perhaps you just missed the dampness of my dungeon?"

"I returned to take my school back," said Matt. "I gave your lead mage a chance to walk away. I'm not going to offer you the same courtesy."

Saden's smile vanished instantly. His dark eyes narrowed with cruel intent. He waved a dismissive hand at the huge army standing behind him.

"Slaughter all of them," ordered the king. "Leave the boy's head for the execution block, but burn the women to ash."

The royal army roared in unison and surged forward.

The front line of pikemen lowered their weapons and charged. Boots thundered against the packed dirt of the road. The elite mages behind them unleashed a massive volley of destructive spells. Fireballs, ice spears, and crackling bolts of lightning rained down from the sky. Every single attack was aimed directly at Matt and his harem.

Matt didn't flinch. He didn't even raise his hands to defend himself at first.

He closed his eyes and turned on his power.

Reaching into the deep ocean of his amplified core, he pulled the latent mana from the girls standing behind him. He took Amelia's intense heat, Chloe's sharp mental focus, Lily's grounded strength, and Gia's wild agility. Mixing them together in a fraction of a second, he felt the god-tier energy expand within him.

When he opened his eyes, they glowed with a blinding, multicolored light.

Matt raised his right hand and snapped his fingers.

A huge pulse of pure force erupted from his body. It obliterated the incoming spells instead of just pushing them away. The fireballs were snuffed out instantly in a cloud of black smoke. The ice spears shattered into harmless mist that drifted away on the breeze. The lightning bolts grounded themselves harmlessly into the dirt.

The shock wave continued outward and slammed into the charging pikemen.

The force of the impact was devastating. The entire front line of soldiers was lifted off the ground and thrown backward. They crashed into the ranks behind them in a chaotic tangle of limbs and armor. Heavy pikes snapped like dry twigs under the intense pressure. The sound of bending steel and shouting men echoed across the courtyard while a thick cloud of dust kicked up from the road, obscuring the sky.

The soldiers didn't get back up. They lay groaning in the dirt, their armor dented and their weapons broken. Dozens of men clutched bruised ribs or broken arms. Matt had disabled an entire platoon of trained soldiers with a single gesture, using barely any energy on his part. He felt a thrill of satisfaction rush through his veins.

"Turn all your power on him!" screamed an elite mage from the back lines. "Shields up!"

"It won't help you," stated Matt.

He turned his attention to the largest group of enemy female mages. They were hastily erecting thick barriers of water and stone to protect themselves from further attacks. The glowing shields formed a shimmering dome over the royal spellcasters. Their faces were pale with terror.

Matt tapped into Amelia's flame mana. Drawing deeply from her fiery core, he amplified the heat to a temperature that rivaled the surface of the sun. The surrounding air began to distort and shimmer from the rising temperature.

He thrust both hands forward.

A roaring torrent of white-hot plasma shot from his palms. The intense heat instantly vaporized the water shields, turning the defensive liquid into a blinding cloud of hot steam. The stone barriers glowed cherry red before melting into molten slag that pooled on the ground.

The plasma wave washed over the group of elite mages. The searing heat bypassed their broken defenses entirely. They shrieked in absolute terror as their red robes caught fire. Their magical cores were instantly overwhelmed by the sheer volume of heat flooding their bodies. The air smelled of singed fabric and ozone.

The mages collapsed to the ground. They desperately tried to extinguish the flames by rolling in the dirt. Matt cut off the plasma before it could cause fatal harm, but the damage was already done. The second group was entirely incapacitated. Their magical reserves were drained dry, and their bodies were scorched. They wept openly as the reality of their defeat settled in.

King Saden watched the destruction with wide eyes. His smug grin was entirely gone. He stumbled backward, bumping into his personal guard. The monarch looked like a cornered animal.

"Protect me!" yelled Saden. His voice cracked with panic. "Kill him right now!"

The ten elite mages protecting the king stepped forward. These women were Saden's most loyal and powerful magic users. They didn't bother with defensive shields. Synchronizing their movements, they prepared a combined spell designed to drain Matt's life force. Dark purple energy crackled violently between their hands. The foul stench of rotting meat filled the air.

Matt recognized the corrupted signature immediately. It felt remarkably similar to the Ranostan siphon trap from weeks ago. These mages were using dark disciplines to protect their corrupt king. They had embraced the very forbidden magic they claimed to hate.

"You really don't learn, do you?" asked Matt.

He tapped into Chloe's mind mana and Gia's wind mana simultaneously. Amplifying the combined elements, he formed a psychic storm inside his core. The energy built up until it felt like a buzzing hive of angry bees.

Matt didn't throw a physical projectile this time. He unleashed the storm directly into the minds of the ten elite mages.

The women stopped chanting instantly. The dark purple energy fizzled out and died, leaving them staring blankly into space. The mages grabbed their heads and screamed in agony. The psychic storm ravaged their senses. It created terrifying illusions of Blight monsters tearing into their flesh. They suffered overwhelming vertigo that made the ground feel like it was spinning wildly.

The women dropped to their knees, being entirely incapacitated by the mental assault. Clawing at their faces, they begged for mercy from phantoms only they could see.

Matt followed up the mental strike with a physical one. He pushed the wind mana outward in a focused burst. The gale hit the elite guard with the force of a hurricane. The physical wind swirling around them stripped them of their gilded robes. The heavy fabric tore away, leaving them shivering and defenseless in the dirt.

In less than three minutes, Matt had systematically demolished three separate groups of the king's forces. He had disabled the pikemen with a shock wave. He had scorched the offensive mages with plasma. He had broken the minds of the elite guard with an illusionary storm.

The remaining soldiers in the courtyard watched the devastating display. They dropped their weapons and fled in absolute terror. Pikes and swords clattered against the ground as the men ran for their lives into the surrounding woods.

The path to the academy was wide open.

King Saden stood alone in the center of the road. His army was broken. His elite guard was whimpering on the ground near his feet. He looked at Matt with a profound, primal fear. The monarch finally realized the true extent of the Chosen One's power. He realized he had made a fatal mistake by trying to execute this man.

"You..." stammered Saden. He pointed a trembling finger at Matt. "You're a monster."

"I'm just protecting my home," replied Matt.

Taking a slow step toward the monarch, the multicolored light in his eyes flared brightly. He let the intimidating aura of his god-tier core wash over the area.

Saden didn't try to fight, nor did he attempt to negotiate or offer a truce. The corrupt king turned on his heel and ran.

Hiking up his heavy velvet cloak, the monarch sprinted toward the open iron gates of the academy. He was desperate to find shelter behind the thick stone walls. He looked pathetic as he stumbled over the cobblestones. His crown slipped sideways on his head.

Matt didn't let him get far. He turned to his harem. Offering them a feral, triumphant grin, he flexed his fingers.

"Wait here," said Matt.

He launched himself forward. Moving with unnatural speed fueled by Gia's wind mana, he began the pursuit of the fleeing king. The hunt was officially on.


Chapter
Eleven



Matt sprinted through the main doors of the academy building. The heavy wooden slabs banged loudly against the stone walls as he pushed them open. The grand foyer was empty. The usual hustle and bustle of novices and professors was entirely absent. The air smelled of old books and floor wax.

It didn't take long for him to pick up Saden's trail.

The king had abandoned all pretense of royal dignity in his desperate attempt to escape. A thick, gilded shoulder pauldron lay discarded near the bottom of the grand staircase. The heavy velvet cloak was thrown over the railing halfway up the steps. Saden was shedding his heavy armor to run faster.

Matt followed the trail of discarded clothing and his own finely tuned instincts. He took the stairs two at a time, his boots barely making a sound against the carpeted steps. He reached the second-floor landing and paused. The corridor stretched out in both directions. The silence was absolute.

"You can't hide forever, Saden," called out Matt. His voice echoed down the long hallway. "I'm going to find you. You might as well come out and face justice."

No answer came.

Matt walked slowly down the right corridor. He passed rows of heavy wooden doors leading to classrooms and study halls. He checked each one, pushing the doors open and scanning the empty rooms. The king wasn't in the library or the alchemy lab. He wasn't hiding in the observatory.

As Matt approached the end of the hall, he noticed a faint trail of muddy footprints leading toward the medieval bathing rooms. The door was slightly ajar, and the faint sound of splashing water echoed from inside.

Matt stopped in front of the door. He didn't just barge in. He knew the king was desperate, and desperate men were dangerous. He gently pushed the door open with his foot and stepped inside.

The bathing room was a large, humid chamber built from smooth white marble. Several large, circular tubs sat sunken into the floor. A few of the tubs were filled with steaming hot water, likely drawn earlier that morning before the lockdown began. Thick steam hung in the air, creating a hazy fog that obscured the far corners of the room.

"I know you're in here," said Matt as he stepped carefully over the wet marble tiles. "There is nowhere else to run, Saden."

Suddenly, Saden lunged from behind a marble pillar near the back of the room.

The monarch had stripped down to his silk undershirt and trousers. His face was red and covered in sweat. His dark eyes were wild with absolute panic. He held a long, silver dagger in his right hand. He didn't yell or announce his attack when he emerged.

Instead, he simply charged at Matt, aiming the sharp blade directly at Matt's chest.

Matt didn't flinch. He didn't even draw his own weapon. He had anticipated the ambush the moment he saw the muddy footprints.

He almost let Saden get close enough to strike. He waited until the silver blade was inches away from his tunic. The king's face twisted into a snarl of desperate victory. He thought he had landed a fatal blow.

Matt tapped into Gia's wind mana.

A concentrated burst of solid air slammed into the king's chest. The impact wasn't designed to throw him backward. It was designed to lock him in place. The wind wrapped around Saden's arms and legs, pinning them tightly against his sides. The silver dagger slipped from his paralyzed fingers and clattered uselessly against the marble floor.

Saden gasped in shock as he realized he couldn't move. He was completely immobilized by an invisible straightjacket.

"You really thought a knife was going to stop me?" asked Matt, shaking his head. He walked closer and looked the terrified monarch in the eye. "After you watched me obliterate your entire army outside?"

"P-please," stammered Saden. The arrogant sneer was entirely gone. "I'll give you whatever you want. Gold. Titles. Land. Women. Everybody wants women! Just let me live."

"I don't want your gold or your whores," replied Matt. He grabbed the front of the king's silk shirt. "I want you to answer for what you did."

"I did what I had to do for Carletta!" argued Saden. His voice pitched up in panic as Matt dragged him toward the nearest sunken tub. "You ruined my attempt to bring real peace to the world for the first time in generations!"

"I stopped Ranosta from draining my life force," corrected Matt. He hauled the struggling king to the edge of the steaming water. "I protected this kingdom from a dark invasion. I was innocent of the bogus charges you put on me, and you knew it. You just saw a threat to your power, and you couldn’t let that stand, could you?"

"You are a threat!" yelled Saden. He tried to thrash against the wind bindings, but he couldn't break free. "You're too powerful! Male mages are too dangerous!"

"We'll see about that," said Matt.

He pushed Saden forward. The king splashed face-first into the deep, steaming water.

Matt held him under for a few seconds, letting the monarch thrash and struggle beneath the surface. He then hauled him back up, gasping and sputtering for air.

"I didn't conquer anyone," said Matt. He shoved Saden back under the water again. The king's muffled screams bubbled to the surface. Matt pulled him up once more. "I just wanted to restore the balance. I just wanted to learn how to use my magic in peace."

"I'll abdicate!" coughed Saden. He spat out a mouthful of hot water. His wet hair plastered to his forehead. "I'll give the throne to you! Just let me go into exile!"

"You'd just raise another army and come back," stated Matt. "You're too corrupt to walk away from power."

"No! I swear it!" pleaded Saden. Tears streamed down his wet face. "I'll leave the continent! You'll never see me again!"

Matt looked at the pathetic man begging for his life. He remembered the cruel smile on Saden's face when he ordered his guards to throw Matt into the dark dungeon.

He remembered the execution order.

He remembered the terror in the eyes of the novices peeking out of their dormitories while the royal army threatened to burn them alive.

Saden didn't deserve mercy. He deserved exactly what he had planned for Matt.

"Your reign ends today," declared Matt.

He didn't use wind mana or elemental plasma. Instead, Matt used his own physical strength. He grabbed the back of the king's neck and shoved his head under the steaming water for the final time.

Saden thrashed wildly. He kicked his legs and tried to claw at Matt's arms, but the water slowed his movements. His struggles grew weaker and weaker. Bubbles stopped rising to the surface. The king's body finally went completely limp.

Matt held him under for another full minute to ensure the job was done. Then, he let go. The corrupt monarch floated listlessly in the sunken tub. The fight inside the academy was officially over.

Matt took a deep breath. He wiped the sweat from his brow and turned away from the tub. He didn't feel any remorse or guilt. He felt a profound sense of closure. The threat to his family had been eliminated.

Leaving the humid bathing room, he walked back down the grand staircase and exited the main doors.

The scene outside the academy had changed drastically while he was busy inside.

Regina and the rest of the team had not been idle. While Matt had chased Saden, his harem had systematically dismantled the remaining pockets of resistance. They had disarmed the scattered soldiers who hadn't managed to flee into the woods. The dead and wounded were pushed to the side of the cobblestone road.

More importantly, they had captured a significant number of the king's magical forces.

Approximately twenty enemy mages in scorched red robes knelt in a tight circle in the center of the courtyard. They had their hands bound behind their backs with thick ropes conjured from Lily's terra mana. They looked exhausted, terrified, and completely defeated.

Gia paced back and forth around the circle of prisoners. The Lupine girl still had her claws extended, and she occasionally snapped her fangs at the kneeling women to keep them cowed.

"We should execute them," growled Gia as Matt approached the group. She pointed a sharp claw at the prisoners. "They dared to attack the academy. They tried to kill the pack. We shouldn't leave any enemies breathing."

"No," said Matt. He walked past Gia and stood in front of the kneeling mages. "We aren't going to execute prisoners of war."

"They aren't prisoners of war," argued Vanessa. The professor stood nearby with a stain of blood on her cheek. "They are traitors to the academy. Many of them graduated from these very halls before taking the king's coin. They chose to follow a corrupt monarch and attack the place they used to learn their power."

"And the monarch is dead," announced Matt. His voice carried across the quiet courtyard.

The kneeling mages gasped collectively. Several of them bowed their heads in despair. They knew their cause was entirely lost without the king.

"I drowned Saden in a bathtub upstairs," continued Matt. He looked down at the defeated women. "His reign is over, and his army is broken. You don't have a corrupt king to follow anymore."

"So what do you intend to do with us?" asked one of the elite mages. She looked up at Matt with a mixture of fear and defiance. "Are you going to throw us in the dungeons?"

"I want you to renounce Saden," stated Matt. "I want you to take an oath of allegiance to me right now."

The mage scoffed bitterly. "An oath to you? Do you intend to be king now? Have you claimed the throne of Carletta?"

"I don't care about being a king," replied Matt as he crossed his arms over his chest. "I don't want to wear a crown or sit on an uncomfortable throne. I just care about doing what's right. I care about protecting this academy and restoring balance to the world."

He stepped closer to the mage who had spoken. The multicolored light in his eyes flared slightly. "You can either take the oath and serve a cause that actually protects people, or you can refuse and spend the rest of your lives rotting in the cells downstairs. The choice is yours."

The mages exchanged nervous glances. They were exhausted, beaten, and leaderless. They had witnessed the terrifying, god-tier power Matt wielded firsthand. They knew he wasn't bluffing.

Slowly, one by one, the elite mages bowed their heads lower.

"I renounce King Saden," whispered the first mage. "I pledge my allegiance to the Chosen One."

The others quickly followed suit. A chorus of forced oaths echoed across the courtyard. They pledged to serve Matt and the academy. They surrendered their loyalty to the man they had been sent to execute just an hour ago.

"Good," said Matt. He turned to Lily. "Release their bindings. And Vanessa, organize a detail to start clearing the bodies and the debris. I want this courtyard clean before noon."

"Consider it done," replied Vanessa. She sheathed her sword and immediately began shouting orders to the arriving academy staff.

Matt finally let the tension drain from his shoulders. He turned toward his harem. The girls had gathered together near the front steps, watching him handle the prisoners with obvious pride. They ran forward and engulfed him in a massive group hug.

Amelia kissed his cheek enthusiastically. Chloe smoothed the wrinkles out of his tunic with elegant hands. Lily squeezed his waist tightly. Gia rubbed her head affectionately against his chest. They had won. They had survived the dungeon, the stilling, and the royal army.

Regina stepped forward and joined the embrace. The headmistress looked incredibly beautiful in the morning sunlight. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him in for a warm, passionate kiss.

The kiss was deep and affectionate, entirely lacking the desperate urgency from the cabin ritual earlier that morning. It was a kiss of shared victory and profound relief.

"You did it," murmured Regina against his lips. She pulled back and offered him a brilliant smile. "You’re officially the most gifted student I have ever had the pleasure of teaching."

"Well, that's only because you're the best teacher I've ever had," replied Matt. He squeezed her ass playfully through the fabric of her tunic.

Regina gasped and swatted his hand away with a bright blush. She laughed out loud at his audacity.

"Uh, I take offense to that," interrupted Vanessa. The stern professor walked past the group, carrying a discarded royal helmet under her arm. She offered Matt a playful smirk over her shoulder. "I believe my teaching methods in the dungeon were far more effective than anything you learned in a classroom."

The girls all laughed at the joke. The joyous sound filled the courtyard, chasing away the lingering gloom of the battle. Matt smiled widely, savoring the tender moment of celebration with his incredible harem. They had earned this happiness.

The moment was incredibly short-lived.

A sudden chill swept across the courtyard. The bright morning sunlight dimmed noticeably, casting a strange, gray pallor over the academy grounds. The ambient temperature plummeted by ten degrees in a matter of seconds.

The laughter died instantly.

Matt felt a massive surge of hostile energy wash over his newly restored danger sense. The warning tingle traveled up his spine like a jolt of electricity. He turned his head and looked toward the northwest.

The rest of the group followed his gaze.

A dark, unnatural cloud had appeared on the horizon. It wasn't a normal rain cloud. It was a roiling mass of deep purple and pitch-black energy that seemed to consume the surrounding light. The dark mass stretched across the entire northwestern skyline, completely blotting out the morning sun in that direction. It was moving fast, rolling over the distant hills and forests with terrifying speed.

"Uh, what is that?" asked Amelia. She gripped Matt's arm tightly, her blue eyes wide with fresh alarm. "Is that a storm?"

Regina stared at the approaching darkness. All the color drained from her beautiful face. She looked completely numb as she realized the true nature of the threat.

"No," muttered Regina. Her voice was barely a whisper, filled with absolute dread. "It's the Ranostans. They'll be here soon."

“How is that possible?” asked a panicked Chloe as her eyes went wide. “They couldn’t have traveled the distance from the border to the academy so quickly!”

“Many unnatural things are possible with the use of dark mana,” muttered Vanessa. “One battle is over. Another is just beginning.”


Chapter
Twelve



Eighteen agonizing hours dragged by. The waiting felt far worse than any actual battle Matt had ever faced. The morning sun brought no warmth or comfort to the academy grounds. The afternoon stretched on with a suffocating tension that settled over the old stone walls. Everyone knew the enemy was coming.

Even with Saden dead and his royal army scattered to the winds, the victory over the corrupt king brought no lasting peace to the weary defenders. A dark cloud on the northwestern horizon crept closer with every passing minute.

Matt spent the long daylight hours patrolling the academy courtyard. He walked alongside his devoted harem to inspect the defensive lines.

Offering calm words of encouragement to the terrified novices became his primary duty. The young girls whispered fearful rumors about the Ranostan Queen. They talked about her cruel methods and her corrupted forces. Matt did his absolute best to soothe their frantic anxieties. He promised he would protect them from the coming storm.

He watched a group of young aqua mages filling large wooden barrels with water near the front gates. They worked with frantic energy. The girls kept glancing over their shoulders at the sky. A squad of terra mages reinforced the stone walls by pulling fresh granite from deep underground. The grinding sound of shifting earth echoed across the campus.

It was a valiant effort. He knew it wouldn't be enough to hold off a dedicated siege without his help. He walked over to the aqua novices and offered them a warm smile. He told them they were doing a perfect job. The girls blushed and nodded before returning to their vital tasks with renewed vigor.

Matt noticed the newly converted Carlettan mages standing among the frightened students. The former royal guards had kept their sworn oaths to the Chosen One. They worked tirelessly to help reinforce the outer magical wards. Channeling their residual energy into the stone pillars took immense effort, and the extra hands provided a small measure of comfort to the tired faculty members. It still wasn't enough to stop the rising dread in Matt's stomach. He felt the hostile energy pressing heavily against his heightened senses.

The sun dipped below the distant tree line. The unnatural cloud finally swallowed the remaining daylight. The dark mass plunged the surrounding lands into an eerie twilight, making the sky turn a deep purple color. The air grew thick and tasted faintly of copper and ash.

When the Ranostan army finally breached the tree line at dusk, Matt felt a genuine shock. He stood on the highest balcony of the main observation tower. Looking down at the sprawling valley below the school, he was entirely surprised by their sheer numbers. He expected a large retaliation force after he cursed their lands during the siphon incident, which might consist of a few hundred angry soldiers seeking blind revenge.

He did not expect thousands of dark mana users.

The enemy forces poured out of the woods like a plague of locusts. They marched in perfect unison across the grassy plains as the ground trembled violently beneath their heavy boots. Thousands of soldiers wore dark armor that absorbed the scarce moonlight. They carried jagged weapons coated in foul poison.

Dozens of siege engines rolled slowly behind the infantry lines. The wooden machines groaned under the immense weight of corrupted magical payloads.

The enemy army crawled across the land like a parasitic infection. Matt could see mutated beasts pulling the heavy siege engines. The animals were twisted versions of normal horses and oxen. Their eyes glowed with sickly purple light while their flesh looked rotten and inflamed by the corrupted energy they were forced to pull.

Dozens of dark banners flapped in the foul breeze. The flags bore the cruel crest of the Ranostan royal family. The sheer scale of the logistical effort was staggering. They had mobilized their entire remaining military force for this single assault.

A thick smog of purple energy rolled off their tight ranks. The foul air choked the valley and blotted out the stars. The environmental impact of their presence was immediate and horrifying to witness. The green trees near the edge of the forest withered instantly. The leaves turned brown and crumbled to dust as the corrupt energy touched them.

Vanessa stood beside him on the quiet balcony. The professor leaned over the stone railing. She glared at the blighted landscape with open disgust.

"This is exactly why the air is poisoned around their capital," noted Vanessa. "All that concentration of dark mana is terrible for the environment. It rots the soil and suffocates the plant life. It corrupts the natural water sources. If they don't move on quickly, the academy and the surrounding lands won't be fit for habitation anymore."

“They’re like a curse,” muttered Matt. “A curse not just on the flesh but on the environment too.”

"I've fought dark mana users before," continued Vanessa. She gripped the stone railing tightly. "They don't care about collateral damage. They draw their power by breaking down the natural order of things. It's a destructive cycle. They pull life from the earth to fuel their spells, and the resulting dead zones take decades to recover. If they unleash a full barrage against our walls, the magical fallout will poison the groundwater for miles in every direction."

“How do they live with it in Ranosta?” asked Matt, glancing at the professor. “If they poison the environment, how can they continue to live there for centuries?”

Vanessa shrugged. “They adapt to it. They’ve never known anything different. Even the common people are corrupted by that dark mana. It’s an unnatural change, but one they are well-suited for. The long and short of it is that we’ll be long affected by the changes before they ever will.”

"We won't let them stay here," said Matt. He gripped the stone railing until his knuckles turned white. "I will cleanse this valley once we push them back into the dirt."

Regina joined them on the balcony. The headmistress looked utterly exhausted from the long day of defensive preparations. Chloe and Amelia followed close behind her. The bookworm and Gia brought up the rear. The girls lined up along the railing to look at the enemy encampment forming in the valley. The Ranostans were busy setting up thousands of purple tents and lighting foul campfires.

"This fight won't be easy like the one with Saden," said Regina. Her amber eyes reflected the purple glow of the distant flames. "There are so many mana users out there. With all their numbers, we only have two hundred female mages here to fight them. The majority of our defenders are young students who have never seen real combat. They are not prepared for a prolonged siege."

"Uh, isn't that irrelevant?" asked Chloe as she glanced at Matt with absolute confidence. "We have Matt after all. He routed the king's forces in three minutes. Let them bring their dark mana. Matt will just purify it and send it right back down their throats."

Regina sighed heavily. "It's not a matter of raw power, Chloe. It's a matter of volume and endurance. I fear they'll all focus on neutralizing Matt first. The Ranostan Queen knows he is the one who cursed her lands. She knows he is the Chosen One. They have the numbers to overwhelm our outer defenses in a coordinated strike. Can Matt really take on thousands of dark mana mages all at the same time without burning himself out?"

"He did it at the Blight," pointed out Amelia. She leaned against the stone railing and crossed her arms. A bright spark of fire danced on her fingertips. "He wiped out a monster army that stretched to the horizon. Why not do it again? We can feed him all the mana he needs. We have the entire faculty here to act as batteries."

"Monsters are mindless beasts that just charge blindly forward," argued Vanessa. "These are highly trained soldiers. They are organized into distinct magical cohorts. They are led by a vengeful queen who has likely spent time studying Matt's abilities. They will use smart tactics to draw him out. They will try to exhaust his reserves by sending waves of fodder. They will attack the weakest parts of our walls to divide our attention and force Matt to stretch his protection too thin."

"I have a feeling the Ranostans are going to want to talk before they attack," said Matt. He studied the organized layout of the enemy tents. "They marched all the way here. They’ll want to see the face of the man who cursed their kingdom. I bet they ask for a parley so they can demand our surrender. Let's see how they want to play this before we make our first move."

"Hmm, I think you might be right," agreed Regina. "The Ranostan Queen is known for her theatrical displays. She will want to gloat and demand our unconditional surrender before she orders an assault."

"Then we wait for dawn," said Matt. He turned away from the balcony railing. "Everyone should get some sleep tonight. We need our strength for tomorrow."

The group disbanded and went to their respective posts. Later that night, the academy corridors fell entirely quiet. Matt walked the halls one last time to clear his head. He found Lily standing alone in a small observation room on the third floor. The bookworm leaned against the open window frame. She stared out at the enemy army surrounding the academy. The purple campfires dotted the valley like a swarm of angry fireflies.

Matt stepped into the room. He walked up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. Pulling her back against his chest, he rested his chin on her shoulder. She leaned into his warm embrace with a soft sigh.

"You should be resting," said Matt. He kissed the top of her braided red hair.

"I couldn't sleep," replied Lily. She rested her hands over his arms. "I keep looking at those fires. I never expected my life to go this way."

"What do you mean?" asked Matt as he gently stroked her arms.

"Even as a mystic mage, I thought things would be different," explained Lily. Her hazel eyes looked incredibly sad in the dim moonlight. "I thought I would study old texts in a quiet library for the rest of my life, or I would learn how to use Terra mana to grow better crops for my village. My parents were just simple farmers. I wanted to help them. I never expected this crazy constant battle with life and death. We are always fighting for our survival. First the Blight monsters, then the Carlettan King, and now an entire foreign army. It never stops."

Matt tightened his hold on her waist. He understood her deep fears perfectly. He felt the same way most days.

Matt never asked to be a soldier, nor did he ask to be a world savior. He just wanted to protect his family and live a normal life. The universe had other plans for him.

"I know it's hard," said Matt. He pressed a soft kiss to her temple. "But we'll earn the peace that you want so badly. I promise you that. We just have to get through tomorrow. Once the Ranostan Queen is dealt with, we can finally stop looking over our shoulders. We can rebuild this academy and start focusing on the future."

Lily smiled at him. She turned her head to look into his glowing eyes. "Just being with you makes this all worthwhile. I don't care about the constant danger when you hold me like this. You make me feel incredibly safe. I just want peace so that I can enjoy my time with you. And not have to worry about death constantly finding us every time we turn around. I want to sit in your arms and watch the sunset without having to think about war being such a constant threat."

"We will have our time," said Matt. "We’ll have a long and happy life together."

"I'm holding you to that promise," whispered Lily with a tiny smile. “I want all those little moments with you, Matt.”

She turned around in his arms. Reaching up, she cupped his face. She pulled his head down and pressed her lips against his mouth. The kiss started out sweet and tender. It quickly deepened into something much more passionate. Matt parted his lips and met her tongue.

He slid his hands down her back. Grabbing her hips, he pulled her lower body flush against his groin. Lily let out a soft moan into his mouth. She tangled her fingers into his sandy brown hair. The fear of the impending battle melted away in the warmth of their embrace.

They broke apart a few minutes later. They were both breathing heavily.

"Oh, your kisses are like the best thing ever," said Lily. A bright blush colored her freckled cheeks. She traced his lower lip with her thumb. "I could stay with you like this forever."

"We should probably retire to bed," suggested Matt. He offered her a warm smile. "We can share the bed in Regina's quarters. The other girls are already sleeping. It won’t be mega-bed but it will be close enough for now."

"That sounds wonderful," replied Lily. She took his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.

Just as Matt and Lily thought about retiring to bed, the heavens opened up.

A deafening crack of thunder shook the entire academy. The sound was so loud it rattled the glass in the window frames. The stone floor vibrated beneath their boots. A blinding flash of golden light pierced the dark sky. The divine illumination washed away the purple glow of the enemy campfires instantly.

Matt felt the air pressure in the room plummet. His newly restored danger sense screamed a frantic warning in his mind. The hostile energy was absolutely overwhelming. It felt like a physical mountain was dropping on his broad shoulders. The smell of ozone flooded the small observation room. Static electricity made the hair on his arms stand straight up.

"Matt, what’s happening?" asked Lily. She gripped his hand tightly.

"Stay behind me," ordered Matt. He stepped in front of the bookworm and shielded her body.

Two figures descended from the cracked sky. They floated down toward the observation balcony on wings of pure light. The golden illumination faded slowly as their boots touched the stone tiles.

Gareth and Yara returned.

The gods had come back to finish the job.


Chapter
Thirteen



The gods had come back to finish the job.

Gareth hit the stone balcony with a heavy thud. His golden boots cracked the tiles beneath his feet as bright lightning arched from his spear and scorched the nearby masonry. The god looked absolutely furious. His sharp face was twisted into a snarl of pure rage.

Yara landed softly beside him. The beautiful goddess did not share her partner's unbridled wrath. She looked oddly pensive as she folded her wings of light. Her blue eyes darted around, taking in the sight of Matt standing protectively in front of Lily. She didn't raise a weapon, nor did she channel any offensive mana. She simply stood there with a quiet, contemplative expression.

"Just what the fuck are you doing?" demanded Gareth. His voice boomed like thunder in the confined space. The sound rattled the glass panes in the windows.

"I'm surviving," said Matt. He kept his stance wide and ready. "I'm protecting my home."

"You broke the seal," hissed the god as he pointed the tip of his sparking spear directly at Matt's chest. "How did you manage to do that? That binding was designed to hold for eternity."

"The game has changed since you visited yesterday," replied Matt. He didn't flinch under the divine threat. "Your stilling didn't work. It wasn't as permanent as you arrogantly assumed it would be."

Gareth narrowed his eyes. The lightning traveling along his weapon flared brighter. He slowly turned his head and glared at Yara. A look of deep suspicion crossed his sharp features.

"Did you have something to do with this?" asked Gareth, his tone holding a dangerous edge. "Did you betray our sacred order behind my back?"

Yara said nothing to deny that charge. She looked away from his piercing gaze and stared at the stone floor. Her silence spoke volumes. She refused to apologize for her actions, but she also refused to openly challenge him at that specific moment.

"Leave her out of this," warned Matt. He took a bold step forward to draw the god's attention back to himself. "This fight is between you and me."

"You are undoing all our divine plans," growled Gareth. He whipped his head back toward Matt. "We set the board a specific way for a reason. The world relies on the strict rules we established during the Breaking. Your continued interference threatens to unravel centuries of careful stewardship."

"Oh, so it's your plan to have dark mana users wipe us out?" asked Matt. He pointed a finger toward the enemy. "There is an entire army of Ranostans sitting in the valley right now. They want to burn this school to ash and slaughter innocent novices. Is that part of your grand design?"

"You don't understand the circumstances at play," said Yara softly, finally looking up from the floor. Her voice sounded like a gentle choir, but it carried a heavy burden. "There is a larger balance to consider. Sometimes a forest must burn so new growth can eventually take root."

"That's the problem with gods," argued Matt. A fierce anger burned in his chest. "You think we're just pieces that you can play and move around at will. You think you can sacrifice thousands of lives just to make a philosophical point. We aren't toys for your amusement."

"You speak out of turn, mortal," warned Gareth.

"I speak for the people you refuse to protect," countered Matt. "We have actual destinies to fulfill, and mine is here with my people at the academy. I won't let you or anyone else destroy my family."

Gareth grew visibly frustrated quickly. The god gripped his spear with both hands.

He didn't want to debate morality with a defiant human. He wanted absolute obedience.

"I will not tolerate your insolence any longer," declared Gareth.

The deity surrounded himself with an aura of god-tier mana. The raw energy felt like a physical weight pressing down on the room. Golden light radiated from his armor, casting harsh shadows against the walls. The sheer volume of power was intimidating. It dwarfed the energy of any mortal mage Matt had ever encountered.

"Back down right now," threatened Gareth. He took a heavy step forward. "Surrender your borrowed power, or I will wipe you from existence entirely. I won't leave a single trace of your soul behind."

Before Gareth could launch an attack, hurried footsteps echoed up the stone stairwell. Chloe and Amelia rushed forward, both breathing heavily from their sprint up the tower stairs. The elegant brunette and the fiery blonde stopped in their tracks when they saw the two deities standing on the balcony.

"What’s going on here?" asked Chloe. She smoothed a stray lock of brown hair behind her ear. Her green eyes locked onto the glowing god.

"We saw the bright light coming down from the heavens," explained Amelia as she stepped up to stand shoulder to shoulder with Matt. A fierce flame ignited in the palm of her right hand. "Did you really think we would let you fight them all by yourself?"

"I'm very glad you're here," said Matt, giving both girls a quick, grateful smile.

With half his team here, Matt decided it was time to respond back. He wouldn't let Gareth intimidate them in their own home. He reached inward and tapped into the deep reservoir of his amplified core. Pulling the latent mana from Amelia, Chloe, and the sweet bookworm standing behind him, he mixed their elements together.

Matt surrounded himself with his own aura of brilliant light. The god-tier energy pushed back against Gareth's golden pressure. The two opposing forces clashed in the center of the room, creating a swirling vortex of displaced air.

"You dare challenge a god?" roared Gareth.

"I'm not challenging you," said Matt. He raised his hands. "I'm telling you to leave."

Gareth thrust his spear forward. A blinding bolt of golden lightning shot across the room. The attack moved with terrifying speed, carrying enough destructive force to vaporize a normal man instantly.

Matt didn't try to dodge. Instead, he drew heavily from Lily's terra mana. Stomping his boot against the floor, he pulled a thick slab of solid granite right out of the academy wall. The stone barrier erupted in front of him just as the lightning struck.

The impact was deafening. The golden energy shattered the granite slab into a thousand pieces. Dust and shrapnel filled the air.

Matt didn't wait for the dust to clear. He channeled Amelia's intense heat and Chloe's sharp mental focus. Forming a roaring spear of white-hot plasma in his hand, Matt threw it directly at the god.

Gareth spun his weapon in a rapid circle to deflect the attack. The plasma spear hit the spinning metal and exploded outward. The resulting shock wave blasted everyone else back while leaving the two titans engaged in a fierce duel with raw mana.

Gareth unleashed a continuous barrage of divine lightning. The golden bolts struck the floor, leaving deep scorch marks on the ancient stone. Matt countered every single strike. He used his amplified speed to deflect the attacks with bursts of wind mana. He returned fire with spiraling vortexes of flame and telekinetic blasts that hammered against Gareth's armor.

The sheer intensity of their clash almost ripped apart the outer wall of the academy.

Huge chunks of masonry were blown to bits. The observation balcony groaned under the immense pressure of their conflicting auras. Lily threw up a curved dome of earth to protect herself and the other girls from the falling debris. The bookworm kept her hands pressed firmly against the stone floor to maintain her concentration.

"He's matching him blow for blow," whispered Chloe. She watched the fight from behind Lily's shield. Her green eyes were wide with awe.

The duel raged on for several tense minutes. It was incredibly destructive, but it remained entirely inconclusive. Gareth possessed thousands of years of combat experience and a bottomless well of divine energy. Matt possessed the unpredictable versatility of four different elemental disciplines amplified to a god-tier level.

Neither side could land a decisive blow.

Gareth grew increasingly enraged by his inability to crush the mortal. The god swung his spear in a wide arc, sending a horizontal wave of lightning across the balcony. Matt ducked under the attack and pushed a solid wall of air into Gareth's chest, knocking the deity back a few precious feet.

Without a clear victor, Yara finally decided to get involved.

The goddess couldn't stand by and watch the academy crumble around them. She stepped forward from the edge of the balcony, her blue eyes locked onto Matt. She raised her graceful hands, her fingers glowing with a soft, pure white light.

"This has to stop," declared Yara.

She threw a shimmering net of light across the room. The magical snare expanded in midair, aiming to wrap around Matt's glowing body. She intended to bind his core and stop him from using any more mana before the entire tower collapsed.

Matt saw the attack coming. He didn't try to dodge the glowing net. He stood his ground and watched the intricate strands of white light approach him.

Drawing upon Chloe's mind mana, he recognized the binding spell instantly. He analyzed the delicate structure of the divine energy in a fraction of a second. It wasn't an offensive strike meant to cause harm. It was a suppression weave, similar to the stilling Gareth had used, but far more complex and fluid.

Matt held out his bare hands. He caught the leading edge of the glowing net right out of the air.

Yara gasped in shock. She tried to pull the snare tight, but Matt's grip was like iron.

He didn't just hold the spell. He turned it back on her.

Matt channeled a massive surge of his own amplified power directly into the luminous strands. He forced the raw energy back up the magical tether, reversing the polarity of her binding spell. The white light flared brilliantly.

The net violently snapped back toward its creator.

Yara didn't have time to react. The shimmering snare wrapped tightly around her slender body. The divine light hardened into solid bands of energy. She cried out in surprise as the binding locked her arms to her sides and pinned her beautiful wings against her back.

The goddess lost her balance and fell heavily to the stone floor. She struggled against the glowing ropes, but her own spell held her fast. Yara was securely bound and entirely unable to flee or use her formidable power.

"Yara!" shouted Gareth.

The god turned his attention away from Matt for a split second to check on his partner. It was a fatal tactical error.

Matt didn't hesitate. He poured every ounce of available energy from Amelia, Lily, and Gia into a single, devastating strike.

He launched one hard attack directly at Gareth's chest.

The invisible shock wave hit the god with the force of a falling meteor. Gareth's golden armor cracked under the immense pressure. The impact lifted the deity clean off his feet and sent him flying backward. He crashed through the remaining stone railing of the balcony and tumbled out into the open night air.

Matt rushed to the edge of the broken balcony. He looked down into the darkness, fully expecting to see the god plummet toward the courtyard below.

Instead, a blinding flash of golden light illuminated the sky.

Gareth hovered in midair a hundred yards away from the tower. His glowing spear was badly bent. His radiant armor looked dull and dented. He glared up at Matt with a look of seething, unadulterated rage. The god had been humiliated by a mortal, and his pride was deeply wounded.

"This isn't over, boy," promised Gareth. His furious voice echoed across the quiet valley, reaching the ears of the distant Ranostan army. "I will make all of you pay for this insult. I will return, and I will burn your precious academy to the ground."

With that final threat, Gareth disappeared. A loud clap of thunder marked his departure. The golden light vanished, leaving the night sky dark and silent once more.

Matt let out a long, shuddering breath. He dropped his hands to his sides and allowed the multicolored aura to fade away from his skin. The intense drain on his stamina caught up with him immediately. He leaned heavily against the broken stone railing to steady his trembling legs.

"Is he gone?" asked Amelia. She cautiously stepped out from behind Lily's dirt shield. The flame in her hand extinguished with a soft hiss.

"He's gone for now," replied Matt before turning around to face his team. "He retreated, but he will definitely be back."

Lily lowered her earthen dome. The bookworm dusted off her hands and looked around the ruined observation platform. The walls were scorched, and the floor was littered with broken stone and shattered glass. It looked like a tornado had swept through the tower.

"Uh, what do we do about her?" asked Chloe.

She pointed a slender finger at the floor. Yara was still lying on the stone tiles, securely wrapped in the glowing net of light. The beautiful goddess looked totally helpless. She wriggled uncomfortably against the tight bindings. She seemed like a fish out of water in the mortal realm.

Matt walked over and crouched down beside the captive deity.

Yara stopped struggling and looked up at him. Her blue eyes held a mixture of fear and profound confusion. She clearly hadn't expected to be defeated and abandoned by her partner. She looked small and vulnerable without her divine authority projecting outward.

"Are you going to kill me?" asked Yara, her voice trembling slightly.

"I don't kill people who try to help me," said Matt. He remembered the geometric artifact she had smuggled to the cabin. Or at least, he thought she did it. If that was the case, he knew she wasn't his true enemy. "You gave me the key to breaking the stilling. You gave me a chance to save my family. I haven't forgotten that."

"Gareth will punish me for my betrayal," whispered the goddess, confirming what he already suspected. She cast a nervous glance toward the broken balcony. "He left me here because I failed him."

"He left you here because he’s a coward," corrected Matt. He offered her a surprisingly gentle smile. "He cares more about his own pride than he cares about his partner."

"So, what happens now?" asked Lily. She stepped closer to Matt and peered down at the glowing ropes. "We can't just leave a goddess lying on the floor. The other students might panic if they find her up here."

"I agree," said Amelia. She crossed her arms and frowned at the captive. "She might try to escape once she catches her breath. We need to secure her somewhere."

Matt stood up and looked around the damaged balcony, sensing that it was no longer secure. The cold night wind blew freely across the upper walls. He needed to keep Yara hidden until he could figure out a way to talk to her properly without Gareth interfering.

"I'm taking her inside the academy," said Matt. He reached down and grabbed the edge of the glowing net. "Somewhere safe."


Chapter
Fourteen



Gareth hovered high above the valley inside a swirling storm while dark clouds wrapped tightly around his dented armor. He stared down at the distant academy grounds. Righteous fury boiled hotly in his ancient veins.

Yara had actually betrayed him in front of a mere mortal. Turning her back on the divine order, she sided with the very anomaly they came to destroy. The unbelievable thought made his jaw clench tight.

Thousands of years of partnership were broken by a single boy.

Mortals were inherently weak creatures. They shouldn't ever hope to contend with the gods. Gareth truly despised their fragile nature. Men were meant to serve their betters without question.

Matt was a disgusting glitch in the magical system. The boy's power was rising far too fast. Left entirely unchecked, Matt could rise to contend with the heavens and overwhelm their divine authority. For that specific reason, Gareth knew the boy needed to be destroyed tonight.

Turning his angry gaze toward the northwest, the god focused on the Ranostan camp. Purple fires burned across the vast valley. He descended from the stormy clouds like a falling star. Landing softly on the outskirts of the sprawling encampment, he immediately smelled the foul stench of corruption. Thousands of dark mana users bustled around the purple tents. Observing them with open disgust, Gareth sneered at their pathetic forms.

Many of the soldiers were terribly deformed. Hideous features marked their faces from so many years of using dark mana. Twisted limbs and weeping sores covered their bodies. These fools traded their physical health for raw power. The dark disciplines exacted a terrible toll on the human form. One soldier walked past with an extra eye bulging from his forehead. Another woman dragged a mutated arm that ended in a sharp bone blade.

They were walking nightmares.

Gareth ignored the deformed guards and walked directly toward the largest tent. Pushing the heavy fabric aside, he stepped gracefully into the royal pavilion.

Queen Sheemay, the leader of this foul host, sat resting on a velvet cushion. She looked beautiful in a very artificial way. Her face resembled a polished mask painted over an ugly veneer. She possessed dark eyes and raven hair, the kind that seemed insincere and conniving all at once.

Jumping to her feet when Gareth entered, she looked deeply unnerved by his sudden appearance. Her personal guards rushed forward to protect their sovereign.

Incapacitating the men with a casual wave, Gareth didn't even break his stride. An invisible force slammed the guards violently against the canvas walls. The men slumped to the floor in an unconscious heap.

"Who are you?" demanded Sheemay. Her voice trembled slightly despite her regal posture. "How did you get in here past my army?"

"I'm Gareth," said the god, letting his golden aura illuminate the dark tent. "And I'm here to offer you a gift."

"A gift from a glowing stranger?" asked Sheemay, still trying to regain her royal composure by lifting her chin. "I don't usually accept offers from men who trespass in my pavilion."

"You will accept this one," replied Gareth. He took a slow step closer to the throne. "I intend to throw my full support behind you. We are going to destroy those followers of Matt."

"Why would a god care about a mortal boy?" asked the queen. She narrowed her dark eyes in suspicion.

"That boy is an anomaly," said Gareth. His golden armor flared brightly with his rising anger. "His existence threatens the natural order. I want him erased from the world. You have the numbers to breach the academy walls, but you lack the raw strength to overwhelm his amplified core."

"My army is stronger than you think," argued Sheemay. She crossed her arms over her chest defensively. "We don't need divine intervention to crush a single boy and a few hundred schoolgirls."

"You are a fool if you believe that," stated Gareth. "Matt shattered my stilling. He possesses god-tier power now. Your deformed soldiers will shatter against his defenses like fragile glass."

Frowning at the direct insult to her troops, Sheemay tapped her foot against the floorboards. "Then what do you propose we do?"

"I will give you the strength you lack," promised Gareth. "I will imbue your forces with my own divine energy. Turning your pathetic soldiers into unstoppable beasts will guarantee our victory. That is, as long as they can handle my power."

Turning around, Gareth walked out of the royal pavilion. Sheemay followed closely behind him. The god stood in the center of the foul encampment. Raising his hands toward the dark sky, he gathered his strength. He pushed his divine energy outward into the camp. The golden light washed over the entire army. Blending violently with the ambient purple smog, the bright illumination created a sickening hybrid energy.

The deformed soldiers screamed in agony as the divine energy seeped into their corrupted veins. Their bodies began to mutate further under the intense pressure. Growing into towering titans, the men and women howled into the night. Bulging muscles ripped through their dark armor. Twisted limbs straightened out and swelled with unnatural strength. Gasping for breath as the agonizing transformation finished, the soldiers looked at their hands in sheer disbelief. The dark mana users realized they could now use three to four times their normal power.

Gareth turned his attention back to the queen. Grabbing her shoulders firmly, he forced his energy directly into her core. Sheemay gasped loudly as the power flooded her system. Her artificial beauty cracked for a brief moment before settling into a terrifying visage of absolute authority. Feeling like a titan herself, raw elemental energy buzzed in her fingertips.

"Nothing will stand in our way now," said Gareth. Releasing her shoulders, he took a step back to admire his handiwork. "We will crush them into the dirt."

"We will leave no survivors," agreed Sheemay. A cruel smile stretched across her polished face. "The academy will burn tonight."
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Regina stood on the eastern wall of the academy. The cold night wind whipped her chestnut hair around her face. Looking out at the distant horizon with a heavy heart, she observed the enemy force. Purple fires burned brightly in the valley below. The enemy encampment looked incredibly intimidating from this high vantage point. Feeling a huge burden resting squarely on her shoulders, the headmistress sighed softly. She was responsible for the lives of every single student inside these stone walls.

Vanessa paced back and forth in front of a squad of students. The stern professor looked fierce in her dark uniform. Barking orders loudly, she corrected the fighting stances of the nervous young women.

"You don't need to be afraid of them," said Vanessa, her voice carried easily over the howling wind. "You have trained for this exact moment. Focus your energy. Draw the mana into your bare hands. We don't rely on wooden tools here. Relying on our own internal strength is the only way to survive."

The students nodded in unison. Raising their empty hands, they summoned bright sparks of elemental energy. Aqua mages formed swirling globes of water. Terra mages pulled loose gravel from the parapets to create floating shields. Looking terrified but resolute, the girls stood their ground bravely.

Gia walked over to Regina. The Lupine girl's fluffy tail twitched nervously behind her back. Staring out at the dark valley with glowing yellow eyes, she sniffed the foul air.

"I sent word to the Freehold a few hours ago," said Gia. Crossing her arms over her chest, she shivered slightly in the cold. "I asked my father to bring whatever warriors he can spare for the fight. The pack owes Matt a great debt for lifting our curse."

"Will they get here in time?" asked Regina as she turned to look at the wild princess. "The Ranostans look ready to march at any moment."

"I fear they won't arrive in time," replied Gia. A soft whine escaped her throat. "The distance between the academy and our territory is vast. Even our fastest runners will take a full day to reach the chief. Being on our own for the initial assault is highly likely."

"We’ll hold the line the best we can," said Regina. Placing a comforting hand on Gia's shoulder, she offered a reassuring squeeze. "We just have to trust in Matt. He has never let us down before."

"I know," agreed Gia. "My mate is strong. He will protect us. I just know it."

Offering the girl a warm smile before turning away, Regina knew she needed to keep moving. Inspecting the rest of the defensive perimeter was vital. The eastern wall was secure, but the campus was vast. Leaving Vanessa in charge of the senior squad, the headmistress walked down the steep stone stairs. She entered the main courtyard.

The academy grounds looked very different tonight. The beautiful gardens were trampled by the earlier battle with King Saden. Deep scorch marks scarred the cobblestone paths. Small groups of younger novices huddled together near the dormitory entrances. Channeling weak mana into their bare hands, they tried to stay warm in the freezing night air.

Regina gave them reassuring nods as she passed by. Projecting an aura of absolute calm kept the students from panicking. Inside, her stomach churned with anxiety.

Walking past the shattered remains of the main iron gates, she frowned at the damage. The heavy metal doors were blown entirely off their hinges during the morning skirmish. A team of earth mages had erected a temporary barricade of solid granite to plug the gap. Knowing it wouldn't hold back a dedicated siege engine, she hoped it would at least slow the enemy infantry down.

Regina continued her long patrol toward the western wall. The air on this side of the campus felt noticeably warmer. The smell of sulfur filled her nose. Climbing the narrow wooden stairs leading up to the western parapets, she finally spotted her missing faculty members.

Chloe and Amelia were busy working in the loose dirt near the edge of the wall. The elegant socialite and the fiery blonde were covered in sweat. Looking up when they heard Regina approaching, they paused their strenuous labor.

"What are you two doing over here?" asked Regina. Stepping over a pile of loose bricks, she joined them near the ledge.

"We have improvised attacks of our own," said Chloe. Wiping a smudge of dirt from her forehead, she gestured to the ground below. "We are setting traps for the enemy soldiers."

Amelia held up a soot-stained hand. "I'm burying pockets of concentrated fire under the grass just outside the wall. It takes a lot of focus to keep the heat contained underground without suffocating the flame."

"And I'm using my mind mana to create visual illusions over the disturbed dirt," added Chloe. Her green eyes glowed faintly in the dark. "The soldiers won't see the traps until they step right on them. The ground looks entirely undisturbed from a distance."

"That’s incredibly clever," praised Regina as she grinned at the two women. Looking over the edge of the wall, she admired their handiwork. The grass below looked perfectly normal. "How many traps have you managed to set?"

"About fifty so far," replied Amelia. Stretching her sore back, she let out a tired groan. "It's exhausting work. Digging the holes by hand helps avoid disturbing the natural ley lines too much. I just hope it's enough to thin their ranks."

"Every little bit helps," said Regina. "The Ranostans have superior numbers. Using our terrain to our advantage is essential."

"Hmm, I just wish Matt was out here with us," said Chloe. The brunette looked toward the tall observation tower rising above the main building. "He went up there with Yara hours ago. Do you think he's making any progress?"

"I hope Matt has made a breakthrough with Yara," said Amelia. Crossing her arms, she shivered in the cold wind. "If he can convince a goddess to fight on our side, this battle will be over before it even begins."

"We can't rely on divine intervention," warned Regina. "Yara is unpredictable. Helping us break the stilling was a bold move, but that doesn't mean she will raise a hand against her own brother. Preparing as if we are fighting this war alone is the safest strategy."

"We aren't alone," said Chloe. Offering the headmistress a confident smirk, she brushed some dirt off her tunic. "We have the best faculty in the kingdom. Having a pack of angry wolves on the way helps too. And we have a god-tier amplifier on our side. The Ranostans are going to regret marching on this school."

"I admire your optimism, Chloe," said Regina. Turning her gaze back toward the dark valley, she watched the enemy campfires flicker in the wind. "Let's hope your faith is rewarded."

The three women stood together on the wall for a long time. They watched the distant army preparing for the impending siege. The silence stretching between them felt heavy with unspoken fears. Every passing minute brought the inevitable conflict closer to their doorstep.

"Do you think Gareth will come back?" asked Amelia. She broke the uncomfortable silence with a soft whisper. "He promised to make us pay."

"Gods rarely make empty threats," replied Regina. She gripped the cold stone of the parapet. "Gareth is arrogant and deeply prideful. Being humiliated by a mortal boy wounded his ego. He will definitely return to settle the score."

"Let him come," said Chloe fiercely. Her green eyes hardened with determination. "Matt beat him once. He can beat him again."

"It wasn't a clean victory," cautioned Regina. "Matt surprised him with the amplified power from the artifact. Gareth underestimated him. The god won't make that same mistake twice. Next time, he will strike with his full divine authority."

Amelia looked down at her soot-stained hands. "I just want this to be over. I want to go back to attending boring lectures and practicing simple spells in the courtyard. Fighting for our lives every single day is exhausting."

"I know," said Regina softly. She reached out and wrapped an arm around the blonde girl's shoulders. "You have all grown up far too fast. This academy was supposed to be a sanctuary. I failed to protect you from the harsh realities of the world."

"You didn't fail us," argued Chloe, shaking her head before placing a hand on Regina's arm. "You brought Matt here. You believed in the prophecy when no one else did. You gave us the tools to fight back. We wouldn't be standing here right now without your guidance."

Regina offered them a sad smile. "Thank you, Chloe. Your words mean a great deal to me. I just pray I can lead you through this final storm."

A sudden commotion from the eastern wall drew their attention. Shouts echoed across the dark campus. The sound of running boots indicated a shift in the defensive lines. Vanessa's sharp voice cut through the noise, ordering her students into a tighter formation.

"Something’s happening," said Amelia. She ignited a small flame in her palm to provide some localized light.

"The enemy is moving," confirmed Regina. She squinted into the darkness.

The purple campfires in the distant valley were systematically being extinguished. The sprawling Ranostan encampment was plunging into total darkness. The eerie silence that followed was far more terrifying than the previous noise. The dark army was preparing to march under the cover of night.

"They’re coming," whispered Chloe. She dropped her hands to her sides and prepared her mind mana.

"Hold your positions," ordered Regina. She turned to face the two younger women. "Don't trigger the traps until the infantry is right on top of them. We need to maximize the damage."

Amelia nodded firmly. "I'm ready."

Regina turned her gaze back toward the tall observation tower. The windows remained dark and silent. She silently pleaded for the Chosen One to finish his conversation with the captive goddess. They needed his god-tier power on the front lines right now. The survival of the academy depended entirely on his swift return.

"Please, Matt," prayed Regina under her breath. "Hurry."

The ground beneath their boots began to vibrate softly. The rhythmic thud of thousands of marching boots signaled the beginning of the end. The Ranostan army was advancing across the valley. The final battle for the Mystic Mage Academy had officially begun.


Chapter
Fifteen



Matt led Yara through the quiet halls of the academy. The heavy sounds of the distant siege preparations faded away slowly as they climbed the stone stairs to the dormitory wing.

The goddess walked at a very deliberate pace. The shimmering net of light still bound her arms and wings tightly against her back. She didn't struggle against the magical ropes anymore, choosing instead to follow him with a quiet, resigned dignity.

Shadows danced across the ancient stone walls. The flickering torches cast long, distorted shapes that seemed to mock their somber procession. Matt kept a close eye on his divine captive. He expected her to try another spell or call out to her brother for a rescue. Yara remained entirely silent. Her bare feet barely made a sound against the polished floorboards.

He took her directly to his old room. The large suite he had shared with Amelia and Chloe during his novice months felt like a lifetime away. The door clicked shut behind them. Sealing them inside the familiar space provided a brief illusion of safety. The room smelled faintly of Amelia's cinnamon perfume and old parchment.

Matt gestured toward the edge of the mattress. "Have a seat."

Yara looked at the bed, then looked back at him. Her bright blue eyes held a mixture of deep apprehension and intense curiosity. She hesitated for a fraction of a second before stepping forward.

"Do you plan to torture me?" asked Yara. Her voice sounded steady, but her rigid posture betrayed her underlying nervousness. "Is this where you exact your bloody revenge against the divine?"

"I don't torture people," replied Matt. He walked over to a nearby wooden chair and sat down facing her. Letting out a tired sigh, he rubbed his temples to ease a growing headache. "That's not the kind of man I'm trying to be, Yara."

Yara studied his face carefully. She seemed to search his glowing eyes for any hidden trace of deception or cruelty. The tension in her shoulders slowly eased when she found nothing but genuine exhaustion. She sat down on the edge of the mattress. The glowing net shifted uncomfortably around her bound wings, forcing her to sit unnaturally straight.

"I believe you," said Yara softly. "I can sense the raw energy humming in your core. It's incredibly powerful, but it isn't malicious at all. You aren't the vile corruption that Gareth believes you to be."

"Then why did he attack me?" asked Matt. He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. "Why did he try to permanently cripple me with that stilling if he knew I wasn't evil?"

"Gareth is driven by fear," explained the goddess. She looked down at her bound hands resting in her lap. "He remembers the Breaking vividly, including the ancient men who grew arrogant with their overwhelming mana. They tried to usurp the heavens and claim dominion over the entire earth. These mages caused unimaginable devastation before we finally managed to strip them of their power. Gareth looks at you and only sees the terrifying ghosts of the past. He believes history is doomed to repeat itself if you’re allowed to live."

"But you don't believe that," noted Matt. He watched her reaction closely, searching for a crack in her divine armor. "Is that why you returned the ancient artifact to us? Because you knew I wouldn't go crazy and destroy the world like the others?"

Yara flinched slightly at the direct accusation. She refused to look up or answer the probing question. Keeping her silence for several long moments, she stared at the intricate patterns woven into the floor rug. The only sound in the room was the distant howl of the cold wind rattling the glass windowpanes.

Matt didn't push her for a forced confession. He understood the incredibly difficult position she was currently in. She had betrayed her lifelong partner and defied the established divine order just to help a mortal man.

Admitting her treason out loud was a terrifying prospect for a deity who had always followed the strict rules.

"I was a nobody before Regina found me in the woods," said Matt, breaking the heavy silence. He leaned back in his chair and stared up at the draped ceiling canopy. "I didn't know anything about mana or ley lines or ancient prophecies. I was just going to live an ordinary, quiet life with my grandfather. We lived in a small, drafty cottage near the edge of the forest. I chopped firewood every morning and met with my friends in the afternoon. I might have even become a farmer eventually. I was perfectly content with that peaceful life."

Yara looked up at him. She seemed genuinely surprised by his humble, unassuming origins. "You didn't desire immense power or ultimate glory?"

"No," scoffed Matt. "Power usually just brings a whole lot of trouble. And trouble definitely found me the moment my core awakened. When I first got to this academy, they treated me like I was the mortal enemy just because I was a man. They thought my very existence was a terrible insult to their sacred, long-standing traditions."

"And why didn't you hate them for that?" asked Yara. A look of genuine confusion crossed her beautiful face. "They mocked you and cast you out of their circles. The ancient men would have slaughtered them for showing such blatant insolence."

"Because they were just misguided," explained Matt. He offered the captive goddess a gentle smile. "They were taught to deeply fear men who possessed mana. They were raised on terrifying bedtime stories of the Breaking and the ruined cities. They didn't know me at all, but they came around eventually. Once they saw I was just trying to help protect them, they finally accepted me. We became a close family."

Matt paused for a moment and let his honest words sink in. He looked directly into her bright blue eyes, refusing to let her look away again.

"You should know exactly how that feels, Yara," added Matt.

A bright, rosy blush colored the goddess's pale cheeks. Yara looked away quickly, caught firmly in his logical trap. She had also judged him based entirely on the terrible sins of the past. She had stood by silently while Gareth placed the painful stilling on his core because she was afraid of what he might eventually become. But she had also seen his true, caring nature and changed her divine mind.

"You are very clever with your words," murmured Yara. She shifted her weight on the mattress. "You twist my own actions to serve your argument."

"I'm just telling you the truth," said Matt. He uncrossed his arms and leaned forward again. "There are incredibly good people living here. Amelia is fiercely loyal to a fault. Chloe is brilliant and kind, befriending me when I had next to no one. Lily is a dedicated bookworm who just wants to be loved. Gia protects her pack with everything she has. Regina and Vanessa risk their lives every single day to educate and protect others. They don't deserve to be slaughtered by an army of corrupted Ranostan soldiers tonight."

"The Ranostans are already marching," whispered Yara. She closed her eyes as if trying to block out a terrible vision. "The dark tide is rising."

"I know," said Matt. "I don't know what kind of grand divine plan necessitates the painful deaths of good, innocent people. I don't understand how a god can look at that incoming army and decide it's a necessary, vital part of the world's balance."

"It's not about achieving perfect balance," admitted Yara. She opened her eyes and looked at him with profound, bottomless sadness. "Dark mana is supposed to win out in the end. The pure, unfiltered aggression of it is supposed to overwhelm light mana eventually. That is exactly how the cycle ends. We have been strictly entreated by the higher cosmic laws not to interfere in the final outcome. The mortal realm is designed to consume itself entirely so it can be reborn anew from the ashes."

"Why?" asked Matt in disbelief. He stood up from his chair and walked over to the large window. He pointed outside toward the dark, swirling clouds dominating the northwestern horizon. "So your beautiful creation can be corrupted and tainted with all that foul dark mana? So the clear rivers can boil and the green forests can rot away? So everything can be made ugly and broken before it's finally destroyed?"

"I don't like it any better than you do!" argued Yara, her melodic voice cracking with sudden emotion. "I hate watching the foul corruption spread across the lands I helped shape. I despise seeing the twisted monsters and the blighted earth. But it is the highest law. We are merely stewards of the cycle, not the ultimate authors."

"Then help me break the law," pleaded Matt. He turned away from the glass window and walked back toward the mega-bed. He stopped right in front of the bound goddess. "Switch sides again, Yara. You already defied Gareth once by giving us the ancient artifact. Go all the way this time. Help me defeat the Ranostans. Help me stop Gareth from burning this world to ash prematurely."

Yara shook her head slowly from side to side. The glowing net shifted and tightened against her pristine wings. "I can't do that. You don't understand the cosmic forces you are casually dealing with here."

"I understand perfectly," stated Matt. His voice grew hard and resolute. "I understand that a corrupt, power-hungry queen is bringing a hostile army right to my doorstep. I understand that my best friends are standing on those high stone walls right now, preparing to die defending a school they love."

"It's far worse than you think," revealed Yara. A single, luminous tear slipped down her perfect cheek. "Gareth has already gone to the Ranostans to give them his direct aid. He descended into their foul camp an hour ago. He intends to imbue their dark mana users with his own divine energy. He is going to turn them into unstoppable titans just to ensure you are destroyed when the battle begins."

Matt felt a sharp chill run rapidly down his spine. The tactical situation was far more desperate than he had initially realized. Fighting thousands of dark mana users was hard enough for the academy defenders. Fighting thousands of god-enhanced dark mana users felt like a truly impossible task, even with his newly amplified core.

"All the more reason to help us," urged Matt as he knelt down on the rug so he could be perfectly eye level with the distressed goddess. He looked at her with desperation. "If Gareth is breaking the sacred rules by interfering directly in the war, then you can break them too. We need your light, Yara. I need your help to protect my family from his wrath."

Yara didn't know what to say at first. She stared deeply into his eyes. She saw the love he held for the women standing bravely on the academy walls.

In a way, his burning determination shone brighter than any divine mandate she had ever known. He wasn't a ruthless conqueror seeking dominion over the weak.

He was a dedicated protector fighting for survival.

"You’re asking me to abandon my brother," whispered Yara. "You ask me to forsake the only family I have ever known since the dawn of time."

"He abandoned you first," reminded Matt gently. "He left you bound on the floor of the observation balcony because his bruised pride was more important than your safety. He chose his anger over your partnership."

"He was enraged by my betrayal," defended Yara, though her voice lacked any real conviction. "He felt I had stabbed him in the back by giving you the artifact."

"He was enraged because he lost control," corrected Matt. "Gods demand obedience. When I broke his stilling, he realized he wasn't invincible anymore. He is throwing a divine tantrum, and he doesn't care how many innocent mortals he has to slaughter to feel powerful again."

Yara lowered her head. The glowing strands of the magical net hummed softly against her pale skin. She knew Matt was speaking the absolute truth. Gareth had grown increasingly erratic and cruel over the last few centuries. His fear of another Breaking had warped his judgment. He was willing to empower the very corruption they were supposed to loathe just to spite a single, defiant boy.

"If I help you," started Yara hesitantly. She looked up through her blonde lashes. "If I lend you my light to combat his dark titans... what happens to the world afterward? What happens when the Chosen One reigns supreme?"

"I don't plan on reigning over anyone," assured Matt. He reached out and gently placed his warm hand over her bound wrists. "I just want to cleanse the dark mana from the continent, sealing it away forever just like I did with the Blight. So people can live without constant fear. I want to build a world where men and women can use mana together without the threat of madness."

"A world in perfect balance," murmured Yara. The concept sounded incredibly appealing to her weary soul. "A world where the cycle of destruction is finally broken."

"Yes," agreed Matt. "But I can't build that world if the academy falls tonight. I need you, Yara."

The goddess took a deep, shuddering breath. The internal conflict warring inside her mind was palpable. She had spent eight hundred years adhering to a strict policy of non-interference, watching the mortal realm tear itself apart in endless, bloody conflicts. Breaking that vow meant accepting the chaotic, unpredictable nature of free will. It meant placing her faith in a mortal man.

Before she could form a final answer, the silence of the night was violently shattered.

An earth-shattering explosion rocked the entire academy.

The solid stone floor beneath Matt's boots shook violently, nearly throwing him off balance. The thick glass panes in the bedroom window shattered inward with a terrifying crash, raining jagged shards across the ornate rug. A bright flash of purple light illuminated the dark room, casting eerie shadows against the walls. The flash was followed immediately by another concussive boom that rattled Matt's teeth in his skull.

The final battle had officially begun. The Ranostan army was throwing destructive, god-enhanced mana directly at the castle walls.

"They're here," said Matt as he jumped to his feet. “I have to take care of this.”

He didn't wait for Yara to make up her mind. He didn't have time to argue cosmic theology with a conflicted deity anymore. His chosen family was under a brutal attack. The academy was being bombarded by the most dangerous force the world had seen in centuries.

Matt turned and sprinted out of the bedroom without a backward glance. He left the bound goddess sitting entirely alone in the dark, her mind still racing with the heavy weight of his desperate plea. He rushed down the corridor, the urgent shouts of the academy defenders calling him to the front lines.
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Matt sprinted down the long corridor, leaving the bound goddess sitting quietly in the dark suite.

All around him, the stone walls trembled violently. Another concussive blast shook the ancient foundation. Dust fell from the arched ceiling in thick sheets.

Pushing his tired legs to move faster, he practically flew down the grand staircase. The frantic shouts of terrified novices echoed from the lower levels. He burst through the wooden doors and ran out into the main courtyard.

The night sky burned with a purple glow. An enormous Ranostan army had launched their full assault against the western perimeter. This coordinated attack wasn't just a simple skirmish. It was a brutal siege designed to destroy the academy forever.

The enemy mages looked absolutely terrifying. These weren't normal soldiers fighting a standard war. Gareth had imbued them with divine energy. Their bodies swelled with unnatural muscle. Dark armor stretched across their bulging frames. They threw globes of corrupted mana that hit the academy wards like falling meteors.

The protective dome over the school flashed bright blue with every impact. The magical barrier whined under the intense strain. Thousands of empowered troops swarmed the rolling hills outside the boundaries. They didn't show any fear or hesitation. Their eyes glowed with a sickly yellow light. The foul stench of rotting vegetation and ozone filled the cold air.

Matt ran toward the western wall to join the fight. He found Regina, Amelia, and Chloe holding the defensive line. The headmistress projected a wide shield of hard air to block the incoming projectiles. Amelia threw spears of hot plasma down into the dark valley. Chloe used her mind mana to disrupt the coordination of the advancing troops.

"They hit much harder than before!" shouted Amelia over the roar of the ongoing battle. She wiped black soot from her sweating forehead. "My flames barely slow them down at all."

"Gareth gave them his power," explained Matt as he joined his friends on the high parapet. "He turned their dark mana into something far worse."

"That explains the terrifying size of those brutes," replied Regina. She gritted her teeth and pushed her bare hands forward. A fresh volley of purple energy crashed against her invisible shield. "They are tearing our outer defenses apart. We need your help right now."

Matt didn't hesitate for a single second. He reached out through the chaotic air. Connecting his amplified core to the three women standing beside him, he drew their distinct elemental signatures inward. The warm energy rushed through his ley lines. He multiplied the raw power and pushed it back out into the freezing night.

A roaring inferno erupted from the edge of the stone parapet. The sheer volume of fire washed over the vanguard of the enemy army. It incinerated the first row of corrupted titans in a blinding flash. The intense heat turned the muddy ground into smooth glass.

"Oh, that is much better," laughed Amelia. She fed more of her own passion into the magical circuit.

The enemy didn't retreat from the flames. They simply marched over the burning remains of their fallen comrades. A squad of dark mages near the rear raised their bare hands. They chanted a foul curse that echoed across the valley. Thick clouds of toxic green gas rolled out from their position. The deadly smog hugged the grass and drifted toward the base of the academy wall.

"We can't let that gas rise," warned Chloe. Her green eyes glowed with sharp focus. "It will suffocate the younger novices hiding in the lower dorms."

"I have it," said Matt.

He channeled Regina's wind affinity immediately. Whipping his arms in a wide circle, he generated a fierce tornado. The spinning vortex dropped over the side of the stone wall. It sucked the toxic gas into its swirling center. He flung the poisoned air back toward the enemy encampment. The dark mages scattered wildly to avoid their own foul creation.

The brutal assault continued without pause. For every titan they knocked away, three more took its place. The sheer volume of the enemy force was staggering to behold. The sky rained purple fire incessantly. Dark fireballs struck the academy courtyard behind them. They shattered the cobblestones and scorched the beautiful gardens.

"Keep pushing them back," ordered Matt. He funneled Chloe's mind mana toward the largest cluster of approaching soldiers.

A wave of crippling vertigo washed over the Ranostan ranks. Hundreds of huge men dropped to their knees and clutched their ringing heads. They vomited violently onto the grass. The psychic attack disrupted their organized formation. It bought the tired defenders a few precious seconds to breathe.

"Hmm, they possess strong mental barriers," noted Chloe. She rubbed her temples with a tired sigh. "Gareth's divine blessing makes them highly resistant to illusion. I can only disorient them for a short time."

"Then we use physical force," said Regina. The headmistress swept her hands upward in a swift motion.

A localized earthquake ripped through the valley. Deep fissures opened in the earth and swallowed entire squads of screaming soldiers. The ground churned and twisted like a stormy ocean. The terrain became a treacherous nightmare of jagged rock and gaping holes.

The Ranostans absorbed the punishment and kept coming anyway. Gareth's divine blessing made them incredibly resilient to trauma. Normal injuries healed in a matter of seconds. Severed limbs reattached themselves with sickening squelches. The corrupted soldiers fought with the mindless aggression of a starving locust swarm. They threw huge boulders coated in dark mana directly at the protective dome. Every impact sent a terrible shudder through the foundation of the school.

Matt unleashed typhoons of fire to counter the incoming projectiles. He blasted the air with concussive shock waves that shattered the flying rocks into harmless gravel. The physical toll of acting as a god-tier conduit was immense. Sweat poured freely down his face. His muscles burned with acid. The core inside his chest hummed with frantic energy.

He was pushing his physical vessel to the absolute limit.

The grueling battle raged on for nearly two agonizing hours. The initial adrenaline faded slowly into deep exhaustion. Matt stood on the western wall and fought like a man possessed. He pulled mana from every willing defender along the perimeter. Multiplying their efforts a hundredfold required absolute concentration. The sky remained dark and choked with foul smoke. The relentless nature of the siege began to break the spirits of the younger novices.

Regina dropped to one knee beside him. The headmistress gasped loudly for air. Her amber eyes looked sunken and tired.

"The wards are failing," panted Regina, pointing a trembling finger at the blue dome above them. "We can't sustain this output much longer. The outer barrier is cracking."

A loud whine confirmed her terrifying assessment. The protective dome flickered violently in the dark sky. A huge fissure spiderwebbed across the magical shield. The enemy mages cheered from the valley below. They focused their dark spells on the weakened structural point. A concentrated beam of purple energy slammed into the crack.

The blue dome shattered into a million glowing pieces. The magical debris rained down on the courtyard like falling snow. The academy was officially exposed to enemy fire.

"We have to hold the line," yelled Matt. He poured more of his own life force into the connection. "Just give me a little more time to push them back."

"Uh, I'm running out of heat," admitted Amelia. She leaned heavily against the stone parapet, looking completely exhausted. "My flames are turning weak. We need reinforcements right now."

Amidst the deafening chaos, a strange shift occurred in the courtyard behind them. Matt turned his head to check on the inner defenses. He noticed a familiar figure standing near the entrance of the main hall.

Yara had emerged from the academy. The beautiful goddess no longer wore the glowing net of light. She had somehow managed to break the binding spell on her own. She didn't raise her hands to attack the tired defenders, nor did she fly into the air to join her angry partner in the clouds.

Yara simply stood on the stone steps and watched the carnage unfold.

Her bright blue eyes swept across the ruined gardens. She watched the young novices huddled together in pure terror. She saw the dedicated professors bleeding to protect their beloved home.

The harsh reality of the siege unfolded before her in all its gruesome detail.

Gareth had caused this terrible destruction. Her partner had empowered these foul creatures just to prove a selfish point. He had abandoned his divine duty to preserve the world and chose destruction instead.

Finally, her gaze locked onto Matt.

She seemed deeply uncertain about what she was witnessing right now. The ancient texts she helped write claimed that men with power became ruthless tyrants. They were supposed to conquer and enslave the weak for their own amusement. They were inherently greedy and prone to absolute madness.

Yet here was the prophesied anomaly, bleeding and exhausting himself to shield a school full of young women. Matt wasn't demanding worship or blood sacrifice from his followers. He was serving as their desperate protector. He drew the deadly danger toward himself to spare the innocent students.

This wasn't the selfish behavior of a corrupted monster. This was the defining trait of a true hero. He fought with honor and pure intentions. He relied on the women around him instead of dominating them. The profound realization shook the very foundation of her divine beliefs. She had been wrong about him from the very beginning.

A sudden scream ripped Matt's attention away from the observing goddess.

He looked down toward the base of the western wall. A small group of brave defenders had ventured outside the main gate. A dozen young novices got trapped behind a fallen siege engine when the wards fell. Gia led the desperate sortie to rescue them. The Lupine princess tore through the enemy ranks with feral grace. She used her bare hands to channel sharp blades of pressurized wind. The invisible blades severed dark armor and rotting flesh with equal ease.

She fought with the wild fury of a cornered wolf protecting her vulnerable pups.

"Run back to the courtyard!" barked Gia. She grabbed a terrified aqua novice by the collar and shoved her toward the broken gates. "Don't look back!"

The novices scrambled frantically over the rubble. Gia stood her ground to cover their hasty retreat. She ducked under a swinging broadsword and retaliated with a fierce kick to a soldier's knee. The bone snapped loudly, but the corrupted titan didn't even flinch. He simply lunged forward and grabbed her tunic.

She slashed his throat with her sharp claws. The man dropped her and fell backward into the mud.

But she pushed too far into the endless horde. The enemy numbers simply overwhelmed her agility. A towering Ranostan titan swung a heavy iron mace. The crude weapon clipped Gia's shoulder with brutal force. The sickening crunch of breaking bone echoed over the din of combat.

Gia tumbled across the bloody grass. She tried to scramble back to her feet. Her right arm hung at an unnatural angle. A whimper of pain escaped her lips.

Three dark mages rushed forward to finish off the injured Lupine. They raised their bare hands in unison as sickly purple energy gathered in their palms. The fatal spells were aimed directly at Gia's chest. She didn't have the strength to dodge the incoming attack. She squeezed her yellow eyes shut and braced for the end.

"No!" roared Matt.

He didn't think about his own safety for a single second. He didn't consider the tactical disadvantage of leaving the high ground. He just reacted to the immediate threat.

Matt vaulted over the stone parapet. He plummeted toward the ground, using a brief burst of wind mana to cushion his rough landing. He hit the dirt and sprinted toward the fallen Lupine girl. His boots kicked up clumps of bloody mud.

The dark mages unleashed their spells. Three beams of concentrated corruption shot across the grass.

Matt dove in front of Gia. He threw his arms wide to shield her broken body from the blast.

The purple energy slammed directly into his chest.

The impact felt like a charging bull made of solid ice. The raw dark mana burned through his tunic and scorched his pale skin. The foul corruption tried to invade his pristine ley lines, seeking to poison his amplified core with dark intent. Agony ripped through his nervous system in hot waves. His vision flashed with blinding white spots. He tasted copper and foul ash in the back of his throat.

Matt fell to his knees in the dirt. He gasped for air as the dark energy ravaged his tired body. He was nearly dying in the mud to save a single friend.

"Matt!" sobbed Gia. She clutched his arm with her good hand. "Why did you do that?"

"I protect my pack," wheezed Matt. He forced a bloody smile for her benefit. "I won't let them hurt you."

From the high steps of the academy, Yara witnessed the entire selfless act.

The goddess felt a profound shift in her ancient soul. She saw a man risk his own life to save a wounded, helpless girl. He took a devastating hit that would have ended any normal mortal. He didn't do it for personal glory or divine favor.

He did it out of love.

Yara finally recognized the truth. Matt didn't want to be some supreme overlord. He had no desire to rule the heavens or dominate the earth. He was nothing like the corrupted mages of old.

He was a good person fighting a righteous war against impossible odds.

Down in the dirt, Matt refused to die.

He channeled the searing pain into raw fury. Drawing upon the desperate fear radiating from Gia, he amplified the emotion into pure elemental power. His eyes flared with a terrifying light. The multicolored aura returned with a vengeance. It pushed the dark corruption out of his veins and cleansed his system.

"Get behind me," ordered Matt. He slowly pushed himself back to his feet.

The three dark mages backed away in sudden horror. They realized their powerful spells hadn't killed the anomaly. Panic replaced their previous arrogance.

Matt raised his bare hands toward the sky. He didn't hold anything back this time. He pulled every ounce of available energy from his surrounding harem.

An enormous typhoon of swirling fire, rushing water, jagged earth, and howling wind erupted from his palms. The god-tier storm swept across the dark battlefield. It hit the Ranostan vanguard with apocalyptic force.

The towering titans were reduced to ash in a matter of seconds. The dark mages screamed as the blazing tornado consumed their corrupted bodies. The raging inferno carved a deep trench right through the center of the enemy lines. Matt slaughtered the entire front wave of the attacking army without an ounce of mercy. He turned hundreds of empowered soldiers into blowing dust.

The sudden destruction brought the assault to a screeching halt. The surviving Ranostan soldiers stared at the burning trench in absolute awe. They dropped their weapons and took a terrified step backward.

The dark clouds above the valley suddenly parted.

A beam of golden light struck the center of the bloody battlefield. The earth trembled violently under the divine pressure. Gareth descended from the stormy sky. The angry god held his silver spear high. His pristine armor gleamed with absolute authority.

Matt had drawn him out.

And now Gareth would have to answer for what he’d done.
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Gareth’s golden boots hit the scorched earth, with the heavy impact sending a tremor right through the bloody battlefield. He held his silver spear loosely in his right hand. His pristine armor reflected the surrounding purple fires of the Ranostan encampment. The dark clouds above the valley swirled in a chaotic, unnatural storm that mirrored the angry deity’s fierce mood.

"You really don't know when to quit," said Gareth. His voice boomed over the roaring flames and the distant screams of the retreating soldiers.

"I'll quit when you leave my home alone," replied Matt. He stepped carefully in front of Gia to shield her broken body from the god’s piercing gaze.

"You're a stubborn fool," noted Gareth, shaking his head slowly. "You honestly think a stolen artifact gives you the right to challenge me? I forged the magical rules of this world before your primitive ancestors even learned how to build a fire."

"Nobody cares about your ancient rules anymore," said Amelia. She rushed out from the broken academy gates to stand by Matt's side. Her bare hands burned with a bright, intense flame. Chloe and Regina followed right behind her, taking up defensive positions.

"You always bring your little pets to fight your battles," mocked Gareth. He gestured dismissively toward the gathered women. “Can’t you do anything on your own?”

"They aren't pets," said Matt as he glared at the arrogant deity. "They're my family. We stand together in this fight."

"Then you will all die together," promised Gareth.

Matt didn't wait for the glowing god to strike first. Reaching back through the chaotic air, he pulled raw energy directly from his harem. The magical connection hummed with frantic urgency in his chest. He channeled Regina's howling wind and Amelia's burning fire into a single, combined attack. A roaring tornado of white-hot plasma shot across the smoking trench. The heat felt intense enough to melt the remaining cobblestones into liquid glass.

Gareth didn't even try to dodge the incoming storm. He simply raised his empty left hand. A thick wall of solid golden light materialized in front of him. The plasma tornado crashed violently into the barrier and broke apart into harmless sparks that drifted away on the breeze.

"Is that the best you can do?" asked Gareth. He sounded genuinely bored by the display.

Pushing harder, Matt tapped into Lily's terra mana from afar. He ripped a huge chunk of solid bedrock right out from beneath the god's feet. The ground shattered upward to crush the deity in a heavy stone vice. Gareth swung his silver spear in a lazy, upward arc. The sharp blade cut through the solid rock like it was soft butter. Chunks of granite rained down on the scorched grass.

"You possess raw power," admitted Gareth. He stepped casually over the broken stone. "But you have zero discipline. You fight like a brawling tavern drunk."

Matt gritted his teeth and launched himself forward. Surrounding his fists with condensed, pressurized air, he increased his striking power exponentially. He threw a punch aimed directly at Gareth's jaw. The god caught his incoming fist effortlessly. The sudden impact sent an agonizing pulse right up Matt's arm.

"You're out of your depth," said Gareth. He twisted Matt's wrist viciously and drove a heavy knee straight into his stomach.

The air rushed out of Matt's lungs in a pained gasp. He stumbled backward and fell onto the muddy dirt. Grasping his bruised ribs, he struggled for breath. The physical blow hurt far worse than the dark mana strike from the Ranostan mages earlier.

"Get away from him!" yelled Chloe. She focused her bright-green eyes on the glowing deity. A psychic wave of disorientation rushed toward Gareth's mind.

The god didn't even blink. He turned his head and looked directly at the brunette. "Your parlor mental tricks are totally useless against a divine consciousness. Don't test my patience again, mortal."

Chloe gasped loudly and grabbed her head. She dropped to her knees in sudden, overwhelming pain. A tiny trickle of dark blood ran from her left nostril. The mental rebound had severely injured her instead of slowing him down.

"Leave her alone," demanded Matt, forcing himself back up onto trembling legs. Drawing water mana from Vanessa, who had just arrived at the smoking battle line, he formed dozens of sharp ice spears in the air. Pushing his hands forward with a harsh grunt, he launched the frozen projectiles right at the god.

Gareth spun his spear in a continuous circle. The spinning metal deflected every single icicle with terrifying accuracy. He didn't waste a single movement. Stepping smoothly inside Matt's guard, he struck him across the chest with the blunt shaft of his weapon. Matt flew backward and crashed heavily into the ruined academy gates.

"You see?" asked Gareth. He walked slowly toward the fallen defender. "You rely entirely on overwhelming brute force, and yet, you lack the refined tactical skill that only centuries of constant warfare can teach. I've fought towering titans and ancient beasts. You're just a boy throwing the equivalent of a magical tantrum."

Matt groaned and pushed himself up from the stone rubble. His head spun wildly with fresh vertigo. His sore muscles screamed in loud protest.

He knew Gareth was right. The god anticipated every single attack before Matt even finished casting the spell.

Regina ran forward to intercept the approaching deity. The brave headmistress summoned a thick wall of pressurized air to block his path. "We won't let you pass these gates."

"You're a huge disappointment, Regina," said Gareth as he thrust his spear directly into the wind barrier. The golden lightning overloaded the defensive spell and shattered the air pressure instantly. "You were supposed to guide these young women. Instead, you led them straight to their inevitable doom."

Gareth callously backhanded the headmistress. The heavy strike sent Regina sprawling across the grass. She hit the ground hard and didn't get back up.

"Regina!" screamed Amelia. The fiery blonde threw a continuous stream of white fire right at the god's face.

Gareth casually stepped to the side, avoiding the blaze. He grabbed Amelia by the throat and lifted her high off the ground. She kicked her legs frantically and clawed at his armored gauntlet. Her bright flames flickered and died away as he squeezed her windpipe shut.

"Let her go," growled Matt. He pulled energy from Lily and summoned a sharp spike of earth right under Gareth's boots.

The god sighed heavily and tossed Amelia aside like a discarded ragdoll. She landed in the dirt and coughed violently while clutching her bruised neck. Gareth stepped off the rising earth spike with effortless grace. He moved with a terrifying fluidity that Matt simply couldn't match.

"Your mortal bonds are your greatest weakness," noted Gareth. He pointed his sparking spear at the fallen woman. "You spend half your available energy trying to protect them. They drag you down into the mud. True power requires absolute, unflinching solitude."

"True power requires love," replied Matt. He wiped a streak of dark blood from his split lip. "Something you obviously know nothing about."

Gareth's eyes narrowed dangerously. The insult clearly struck a sensitive nerve deep inside the deity. The golden aura surrounding his armor flared with blinding, furious intensity. The air smelled strongly of ozone and burning grass.

"I'll teach you proper respect," promised Gareth.

The god vanished in a sudden flash of light. He reappeared instantly behind Matt's back. The silver spear struck Matt hard in the back of his knees. Matt fell forward into the bloody mud. Before he could roll away to safety, a heavy golden boot stomped down right on his spine. The pressure was agonizing.

"You thought breaking the stilling made you my equal," said Gareth as he pressed his boot down even harder. "You're sorely mistaken."

Matt channeled all his remaining energy into an outward pulse. He blasted the air around him to throw the angry god off his back. Gareth merely stumbled a half step backward. Scrambling quickly to his feet, Matt threw a desperate, wild punch.

Gareth caught the incoming fist again with ease. The god twisted Matt's arm behind his back until the shoulder joint popped loudly. Matt cried out in sudden pain. Gareth drove his elbow right into the center of Matt's spine. The brutal, calculated strike sent Matt crashing face-first back into the dirt.

"Please stop hurting him!" begged Lily. The bookworm ran out from the safe courtyard. She threw a handful of sharp rocks at the deity. They bounced harmlessly off his shining golden armor.

"Quiet, mortal," commanded Gareth. He didn't even look at her trembling form. He kicked Matt viciously in the ribs. The sickening sound of cracking bone echoed in the valley.

Matt refused to stay down in the mud. He spit out a mouthful of bloody dirt and forced himself back up to his knees. His right arm hung totally uselessly at his side. Glaring at the glowing deity through a red haze of pain, he refused to surrender.

"I'm not done yet," wheezed Matt.

"You're remarkably resilient," admitted Gareth. He spun his spear in a flashy arc. "But resilience only prolongs your inevitable suffering. You can't win this fight."

"We'll see about that," said Matt.

He looked over at Vanessa holding the line. The stern professor understood his silent, desperate command instantly. She drew her steel sword and charged the god from the left flank. Gareth turned slowly to engage her. Swinging his spear in a wide circle, he moved to parry her incoming blade.

Matt used the brief distraction to his tactical advantage. He pulled water mana directly from Vanessa's core while she fought the deity. Forming a thick puddle of slippery ice right under Gareth's boots, he hoped to trip the god. The deity's right foot slipped noticeably on the frozen surface.

Amelia saw the opening and struck without hesitation. She threw a concentrated blast of pure heat at the deity's chest armor. The magical fire didn't penetrate the golden metal, but it superheated the ornate plating instantly.

Gareth grunted in mild annoyance. He shoved Vanessa away with a harsh blast of wind and stepped quickly off the ice. The hot armor sizzled loudly in the cool night air. Glaring at the fiery blonde, his eyes promised terrible retribution.

"A clever trick," said Gareth. "But again, ultimately useless."

Raising his left hand toward the sky, he called upon the heavens. The dark clouds above them parted instantly. A thick bolt of golden lightning crashed down onto the scorched battlefield. It struck the ground right between Amelia and Vanessa. The explosive force threw both women through the air, where they landed near the broken academy gates and did not get back up.

"No!" yelled Matt. He felt a cold panic rising in his tight throat.

Channeling Lily's terra mana with everything he had left, he attempted a crushing maneuver. He pulled two enormous stone pillars from the ground on either side of the god. Slamming them together to crush Gareth in the middle, he hoped the sheer weight would be enough. The terrible sound of grinding rock filled the valley.

For a brief, hopeful second, Matt thought he had actually succeeded. The dust settled slowly around the two colliding stone pillars.

A blinding flash of golden light pierced the dark stone. The massive pillars exploded outward in a dangerous shower of sharp shrapnel. Gareth stood perfectly unharmed right in the center of the deep crater. His divine aura burned away the remaining dust instantly.

"You rely way too much on your environment," lectured Gareth as he stepped gracefully out of the shallow crater. "You think throwing simple rocks and fire will save your life. A true warrior understands that the weapon is merely an extension of the soul."

The god lunged forward with terrifying speed. He didn't use a flashy magical attack this time around. Relying on pure physical prowess, he thrust the silver spear directly at Matt's exposed chest.

Matt barely managed to twist his bruised torso away in time. The sharp blade sliced right through his tunic and cut a shallow gash across his ribs. The burning pain made him stumble sideways. Gareth followed up the attack with a spinning back kick that caught Matt flush in the stomach.

Flying backward through the air, Matt hit the dirt hard. He bounced twice before coming to a stop right near Chloe. The brunette knelt quickly beside him and grabbed his uninjured arm.

"Matt, you have to stay down," pleaded Chloe. Her beautiful green eyes were filled with hot tears. "He's too strong for us. We can't beat him like this."

"I can't let him into the school," gasped Matt. He coughed up a sickening splatter of blood onto the grass. "He'll kill everyone inside."

"We'll all die anyway if you keep taking these brutal hits," argued Chloe. She looked absolutely terrified. "Please just let us help you escape."

"You're helping me right now," said Matt. He squeezed her trembling hand affectionately. "Just keep feeding me your mana. I need your mental focus."

Chloe nodded tearfully. Closing her eyes tightly, she pushed her remaining mental energy into his battered core.

Matt stood up again. His entire body screamed in agonizing, fiery protest. Every single breath felt exactly like inhaling broken glass. He glared defiantly at Gareth.

"Oh, you just love punishment," chuckled Gareth. The god slowly walked across the scorched grass. Twirling his spear effortlessly in one hand, he looked entirely relaxed. "I suppose I should commend your foolish bravery. Most ordinary mortals would be begging for mercy by now."

"I'm not an ordinary mortal," replied Matt.

Gia dragged herself across the bloody mud. The Lupine girl's right arm was still badly broken from the earlier skirmish with the dark mages. Her yellow eyes burned with unwavering loyalty. Refusing to sit idly by while her mate took a brutal beating, she pushed herself up onto her good arm and bared her sharp fangs.

"Get away from him," snarled Gia. She spit a glob of blood onto the grass to show her absolute disdain.

Gareth paused his slow advance. He looked down at the injured wolf girl with disgust. "A filthy half-breed. You dare speak to your betters?"

"I'll bite your glowing face right off," promised Gia. She tried to lunge forward, but her injured body betrayed her honorable intentions. Stumbling awkwardly, she fell back into the wet dirt.

Matt felt a huge surge of protective fury in his chest. He pulled wind mana directly from her weakened core. Amplifying the wild energy, he directed it right at the glowing deity. A roaring cyclone formed around Gareth instantly. The high-speed winds picked up heavy rocks and loose armor from the fallen Ranostan soldiers. The debris battered angrily against the god's golden armor in a chaotic storm.

Gareth stood calmly in the center of the fierce cyclone. He didn't even raise his arms to protect his face from the flying rocks. He just let the heavy debris bounce harmlessly off his divine plating.

"Your pathetic parlor tricks are growing tiresome," said Gareth. His voice carried clearly over the howling, violent wind.

Slamming the butt of his silver spear into the ground, the god unleashed a pulse of golden energy. It disrupted the cyclone instantly. The fierce wind died away in a heartbeat, dropping the heavy debris back onto the ruined battlefield.

"My turn," declared Gareth.

The deity closed the distance in a single heartbeat. Swinging his spear in a brutal upward arc, he aimed for maximum damage. The heavy wooden shaft caught Matt right under the chin. The sickening crunch of breaking bone echoed loudly in Matt's ringing ears. His jaw throbbed with incredible pain. Flipping backward through the air, he landed hard on his bad shoulder.

"Matt!" screamed Regina. The brave headmistress struggled back to her feet. Holding her bruised ribs carefully, she limped toward him.

Gareth pointed a casual finger at her. A thin bolt of golden lightning struck the ground right near her boots. The concussive blast knocked her back down into the mud.

"Stay out of this, woman," commanded Gareth. "This is a necessary lesson for the boy. You'll all get your rightful turns shortly."

Matt tried to push himself up again. His vision swam with dark spots. The metallic taste of blood filled his mouth entirely. Feeling utterly exhausted, the god-tier power inside his core was still active, but his physical vessel was rapidly failing.

The human body could only take so much punishment before it finally broke.

"You rely heavily on borrowed strength," lectured Gareth as he casually kicked Matt in the ribs again. "You steal the elemental affinities from these women and falsely claim them as your own. That is the ultimate cowardice. A true god generates his own power from within."

"I don't steal anything," wheezed Matt. Rolling onto his back, he looked up at the looming deity. "They share it willingly. It's a bond of trust."

"A bond that makes you incredibly weak," scoffed Gareth. He placed his heavy golden boot directly onto Matt's bruised chest. Pressing down slowly, he restricted Matt's ability to breathe. "You feel their physical pain. You worry endlessly about their safety. It distracts you from the actual fight. I have no such pathetic weaknesses."

"That just makes you lonely," gasped Matt. Grabbing the god's armored ankle, he tried to push it away. His weakened, shaking muscles couldn't budge the divine weight. “It’s why Yara had no qualms about leaving you.”

Gareth's expression hardened into a cruel mask. "I'm eternal. I don't need weak companionship. I need order."

Pressing his boot down harder, the god applied more agonizing pressure on Matt's sternum. He felt like his ribs were going to snap inward and pierce his beating heart. Gasping for air that wouldn't come, Matt's vision began to tunnel.

Amelia finally regained her footing near the broken gates. Her beautiful blonde hair was matted with dirt and sweat. Seeing Matt suffocating under the god's boot, a feral scream tore from her throat. She didn't bother forming a distinct, refined spell. Releasing a wild torrent of pure heat, she let her emotions take over completely.

The wave of fire washed right over the battlefield. It engulfed Gareth in a roaring inferno. The heat was so intense that the surrounding puddles of muddy water instantly boiled away into hot steam.

Gareth didn't move his heavy boot an inch. Standing casually inside the roaring flames, his golden aura repelled the heat with effortless ease. He looked at Amelia right through the fire and smiled a terrible, knowing smile.

"You're so eager to die for him," noted Gareth.

Raising his silver spear, he pointed it directly at the fiery blonde. A thick bolt of golden lightning shot from the metal tip. Piercing right through the wall of flames, it struck Amelia square in the chest.

The young woman flew backward immediately. Crashing hard into the stone wall of the academy, her body crumpled to the ground and lay perfectly still. The roaring fire died away immediately.

"Amelia!" yelled Matt. He felt his heart actually stop for a second. The deep fear in his chest was far worse than the physical pain of the heavy boot.

"Don't worry," said Gareth casually. "I didn't use a deadly charge. She is merely unconscious for now. I want her to wake up later and see your broken corpse."

The cruelty of the statement ignited a fresh wave of adrenaline in Matt's blood. He wouldn't let this arrogant bastard hurt his family anymore. Focusing all his remaining mental strength into his core, he pulled heavily from the latent terra mana resting deep below the battlefield.

The ground beneath Gareth's feet suddenly exploded upward.

A huge pillar of jagged stone struck the god right between the legs. The surprise attack finally managed to knock Gareth off his perfect balance. The deity stumbled backward and dropped his heavy boot from Matt's chest.

Matt didn't waste the precious opportunity. Scrambling to his feet, he lunged forward. Forming a sharp blade of pressurized wind around his right hand, he swung the invisible sword directly at Gareth's exposed neck.

The god recovered his balance incredibly fast. Raising the shaft of his spear to block the wind blade, the invisible edge clashed against the divine metal with a loud shriek.

Gareth pushed Matt's arm aside and retaliated with a brutal headbutt.

The god's armored helmet crashed right into Matt's face. The impact broke Matt's nose instantly. Dark blood poured down his chin and soaked the front of his torn tunic. Stumbling backward, he felt completely disoriented by the fierce blow.

Gareth didn't allow him a single second to recover his bearings. The deity stepped forward and launched a flurry of rapid strikes with his spear. The blunt end of the weapon battered Matt's ribs, shoulders, and thighs. Each hit landed with bone-rattling force. Matt tried to raise his aching arms to defend himself, but he was far too slow to block the divine assault.

The beating was highly systematic and cruel. Gareth used his thousands of years of combat experience to dismantle Matt's defenses entirely. Striking pressure points and vulnerable joints, he broke Matt down with calculated precision.

Matt fell to his knees again. He couldn't feel his arms anymore. His entire body was a tapestry of agonizing pain. He looked at the ruined battlefield through swollen eyes.

Vanessa tried to crawl toward him through the muck. Dragging her heavy sword behind her, she refused to give up the fight. Lily wept openly near the broken gates, her hands raw from summoning earth shields. Chloe sat slumped against a shattered stone pillar, her nose still bleeding from the earlier mental rebound. Regina lay motionless on the scorched grass. Gia whimpered softly while cradling her broken arm.

They were all broken. Everyone looked entirely exhausted.

The realization hit Matt like a physical weight. He had failed them.

His artifact-enhanced core wasn't enough to bridge the huge gap in experience. He possessed raw power, but Gareth had true divine authority.

The god was simply too strong, too fast, and too ruthless for a mortal to overcome.

"Look at your precious harem now," mocked Gareth. The deity stood over Matt with a triumphant sneer. His golden armor remained largely pristine, save for a few minor scorch marks. "They're battered and broken. They placed their blind faith in a false idol, and now they will pay the ultimate price."

"Leave them alone," mumbled Matt. Blood bubbled past his lips as he spoke. Trying to push himself up, his arms finally gave out entirely. He collapsed face-first into the muddy dirt.

"You're in no position to make demands," said Gareth. Resting the sharp tip of his silver spear against the back of Matt's neck, the metal felt ice-cold against the heated skin. "You fought very well for a mortal, I'll admit that much. But your little rebellion ends right here. I'm going to erase your anomaly from the annals of history."

Matt turned his head slightly to look at his friends one last time. He saw Amelia stirring near the academy wall. Slowly opening her blue eyes, she looked right at him. A look of horror washed over her soot-stained face. She reached a trembling hand out toward him.

"No," whispered Amelia. Her voice was barely audible over the crackling fires.

"It was a valiant effort," said Gareth. The god raised his silver spear high into the air. Golden lightning crackled violently along the metal shaft, illuminating the dark clouds above them. The air pressure dropped drastically as the deity prepared the final strike. "But order must be restored to the cosmos. Goodbye, Chosen One."

Matt closed his eyes and waited for the killing blow.
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Matt kept his eyes tightly shut, waiting for the heavy spear to pierce his chest. The air pressure dropped drastically around him. He heard the sharp crackle of golden lightning descending with terrifying speed. Then a loud, booming sound of shattering glass echoed across the valley. The fatal blow never landed on his skin.

Matt opened his swollen eyes. He blinked away the blood and dirt to clear his vision. A shimmering shield of white energy hovered mere inches above his face. The sharp tip of Gareth's spear pressed hard against the barrier. It threw hot sparks into the cool air, but it didn't pierce the light.

"What is the meaning of this?" roared Gareth. The angry god pushed harder on his weapon.

A beautiful figure stepped into the ruined space between Matt and the broken academy gates. Yara stood tall and radiant in the darkness. The blonde goddess had broken out of the glowing net inside the quiet sanctum. Her hair flowed gracefully around her shoulders in an unseen wind, and her bright blue eyes blazed with undeniable purpose. She held her bare hands up to sustain the protective barrier over Matt.

"I'm stopping you from making a terrible mistake," said Yara. Her melodic voice cut right through the roaring fires of the battlefield.

"You dare strike against me?" asked Gareth. He pulled his spear back and glared at his divine partner. "You defend the very anomaly that threatens our existence? He broke your bindings and mocked our ultimate authority!"

"He didn't mock us," replied Yara, standing her ground firmly. "He simply refused to roll over and die. I broke those bindings myself. Watching him fight your dark titans from the high steps of the academy changed my perspective. I saw him risk his own life to save a wounded girl. Throwing his human body in front of a terrible spell to protect his pack proved his true nature. That isn't the behavior of a corrupted monster. That is the true heart of a dedicated protector."

Gareth scoffed loudly. "He tricked you, Yara. He’s manipulating your sympathies to save his own miserable life."

"He isn't manipulating anyone," she countered. She turned her head and addressed the distant Ranostan soldiers watching from the burning trench.

"You claim to uphold the natural order," shouted Yara, her voice carrying across the entire valley. "Yet you imbued these dark mana users with your own divine energy. You turned them into horrific beasts just to satisfy your own bruised pride. Gareth, you actively corrupted the very world we swore to protect. You’re the one acting like a tyrant today, not him."

The accusation hung heavy in the smoky air. The remaining enemy soldiers exchanged nervous glances once they realized the gods were openly fighting among themselves.

Gareth's face twisted into a mask of fury. His golden armor flared with blinding intensity. "You are a traitor to the heavens, Yara. I will strip you of your divine grace and cast you into the void for this betrayal."

"You can certainly try," said Yara. She didn't flinch at his harsh threat.

The goddess turned her back on her angry partner. She dropped to her knees right in the bloody mud next to Matt. Extending her glowing hands, she placed them gently over his bruised chest. A wave of soothing energy flowed from her fingertips directly into his battered body.

"Hold still," murmured Yara. "Let me fix this."

The healing process was incredibly fast and efficient. Pure white light seeped deep into Matt's broken nose. The shattered cartilage snapped back into perfect alignment with a dull pop. A deep gash across his ribs stitched itself closed instantly. His fractured spine straightened out, and the agonizing pain washed away entirely.

Matt took a deep breath for the first time in hours. His lungs expanded without protest. He pushed himself up into a sitting position and looked at his healed hands in sheer wonder.

"Tell me she’s on our side now?" asked Amelia as the fiery blonde groaned and rubbed her bruised neck while sitting near the stone wall.

"I think she is," replied Matt. He offered the beautiful goddess a grateful smile. "Thank you for saving my life."

"You saved yourself," said Yara, giving him a genuine smile in return. "I just finally opened my eyes to the actual truth. You showed me that power doesn't always corrupt the soul. I’m sorry it took me so long to figure it out, Matt."

"Well, we’re very glad you figured that out," said Chloe as she wiped the dried blood from her upper lip. She helped Lily stand up from the dirt. "Because we were running out of available options over here."

"Are you girls okay?" asked Matt. He scrambled to his feet and looked at his tired harem.

"We’ll live," grunted Vanessa. The stern professor helped Regina stand upright. Both women looked exhausted, but their eyes still burned with fierce determination. "Though, I think I cracked a few ribs when I hit that stone pillar."

"I'll mend your arm as soon as we deal with the glowing maniac in the sky," promised Matt.

"You won't get the chance to mend anything," boomed Gareth.

The angry god floated high above the ruined courtyard. He raised his spear at the dark clouds overhead. A swirling storm intensified rapidly around his form. Golden lightning arced between the heavy thunderheads. The air pressure plummeted again, creating a suffocating vacuum. The deity was gathering an unimaginable amount of divine energy for a single, cataclysmic strike.

"He's going to level everything," warned Regina. The headmistress stared up at the gathering storm with wide eyes. "Gareth isn't going to hold anything back this time. He plans to obliterate the academy and everyone inside it."

"We have to stop him," said Amelia. She ignited a fresh flame in her palm, but the fire looked incredibly small compared to the looming divine storm. "Matt, can you amplify us again?"

"My core is fully recharged," said Matt. He flexed his fingers and felt the familiar, multicolored energy thrumming in his veins. "But I don't think it'll be enough. I threw everything we had at him earlier. He just brushed it off like annoying dust. Not even my amplified mana can pierce his true divine defense."

"Mortal mana can't harm him," agreed Yara. She stood up and faced Matt. Her blue eyes looked incredibly serious. "He is shielded by the ancient laws of creation. Earth, wind, fire, and water will always shatter against his golden armor. He possesses true dominance over the natural elements."

"Then how do we win?" asked Lily. The bookworm hugged her arms around her chest. "If we can't hurt him, we are all going to die."

"You need a weapon that operates outside the natural elements," explained Yara, stepping closer to Matt and reaching out to touch his chest. "You need pure divine essence to counter his authority. You need the power of a god."

"I don't have that," replied Matt. He looked down at her glowing hand. "I'm just a man. I can only amplify what is freely given to me."

"Then I'll freely give it to you," offered Yara, her voice sounding resolute and unwavering. "I'll merge my divine core with yours. I'll pour my essence directly into your ley lines. The resulting union will elevate your human power to a level the cosmos has never seen before. You will become a true equal to Gareth."

The stunning offer hung heavily in the air. The girls stared at the goddess in shock. Matt felt his heart skip a beat at the suggestion. The implications of such a drastic action were staggering.

"Uh, you want to merge your core with his?" asked Chloe. She tilted her head and analyzed the deity. "Is that even possible? He’s a mortal man, and you’re an eternal being. Wouldn't the sheer volume of divine energy burn him to ash?"

"His artifact-enhanced core can handle the intense strain," assured Yara. She didn't look away from Matt. "The relic he absorbed expanded his capacity to limitless boundaries. Matt’s the perfect vessel. If anyone can hold my light, it’s him."

"What happens to you?" asked Matt. He gently wrapped his fingers around her glowing wrist. "If you give me all your essence, do you disappear? Do you die?"

"I won't die," promised Yara. She offered a comforting smile. "My physical form will temporarily fade, but my consciousness will reside safely within your mind. We will share a single existence until the battle is won. And then you’ll wield my authority as your own."

"I can't ask you to make that kind of sacrifice," said Matt, shaking his head slowly. "You would be giving up your physical freedom. You would be trapping yourself inside my head."

"You aren't asking me," corrected Yara. "I'm offering, Matt. It is the only way to save this world from Gareth's destructive wrath. And it’s the right thing to do."

"We don't have a lot of time to debate the philosophy of it," interrupted Vanessa as she pointed her sword up at the sky. "That storm is getting incredibly large. If he drops that lightning on us, there won't be a world left to save."

Matt looked at the brewing apocalypse above them. The dark clouds were only growing in intensity. He looked back at his tired harem. They were battered, bleeding, and entirely out of options.

They needed a miracle right now.

"Okay," said Matt. He turned back to the beautiful goddess. He let go of her wrist and took a deep breath. "I accept your offer. How do we do this? How do we merge our cores?"

Yara's cheeks flushed with a shade of pink. The divine being suddenly looked incredibly shy. She glanced nervously at the other women standing nearby.

"The artifact you absorbed operates on a very specific biological trigger," explained Yara, her voice dropping to a soft, hesitant whisper.

Amelia snorted. “We’ve heard that before.”

Yara brushed her blonde hair away from her face. "It requires a profound emotional and physical connection to forge a new bond. I can't simply hand you my energy like a passing gift. We must initiate a transcendent union. We must break the physical intimacy barrier."

"So, you mean you have to..." Lily trailed off, her hazel eyes widening in sudden realization. She blushed just as deeply as the goddess as she used her hand to insinuate a crude gesture.

"Yes," confirmed Yara. She looked back at Matt. "We must share a highly intimate, sexual encounter to open the final pathways between our souls. It is the only way the artifact will recognize and accept my divine essence."

The revelation sent a jolt of nervous excitement straight to Matt's groin. He hadn't expected the merging process to require such an intimate act right in the middle of a warzone.

He looked at the goddess standing before him. She was breathtakingly beautiful, and she was willingly offering herself to him to save his family.

"Are you sure you want to do this?" asked Matt. He wanted to give her one last chance to back out. "You've never experienced mortal intimacy before."

"I have never wanted anything more," replied Yara. She stepped into his personal space and rested her hands on his shoulders. Her blue eyes burned with undeniable desire. "You showed me the true power of love today. I want to experience that profound connection with you. I want to feel what your harem feels."

"We fully support this," said Regina. The headmistress stepped forward and offered an encouraging nod. "Do whatever it takes to gain that power, Matt. We will cover your backs."

"Go forge your divine bond," agreed Amelia, giving him a tired, supportive smile. "We will set up a defensive perimeter and buy you as much time as possible. Just don’t enjoy yourself too much. Save some for us when you’re done, okay?"

Matt smiled. “Always. I’ll always be here for you.”

Amelia let out a sigh of relief and kissed him briefly. “Come back to us soon.”

Matt didn't need any more convincing. He looked at Lily and gestured toward the ruined courtyard.

"Lily, I need a thick earthen dome," requested Matt. "Build us a secure shelter right here on the edge of the battlefield. Make the walls as thick as you possibly can. We need a few minutes of privacy to complete this union."

"You got it," said Lily.

The bookworm slammed her hands down into the muddy dirt. Drawing upon her deep reserves, she pulled a huge, curving dome of solid rock right out of the earth. The thick stone walls rose quickly around Matt and Yara, sealing them off from everything.

The heavy stone structure plunged them into total darkness, but Yara's divine body provided a comforting glow. They were entirely alone inside the improvised sanctuary.

Muffled sounds of the raging storm outside barely penetrated the rock. Matt looked at the beautiful goddess illuminating the small space. He reached out and gently traced the line of her jaw. The final showdown awaited them outside, but right now, they needed to forge a bond that would change the cosmos forever.
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The stone walls of the earthen dome sealed them in total darkness. Lily had constructed the shelter with incredible speed. The bookworm ensured no outside forces could interrupt their vital task. Muffled booms of thunder echoed from the ruined courtyard beyond the rock. Gareth was clearly tearing the sky apart in his search for them.

Inside the quiet sanctuary, Yara provided the only source of illumination. The beautiful goddess radiated a soft glow from her pale skin. Her blue eyes searched Matt's face with undeniable hesitation as she stood mere inches away from his chest.

"Are you certain we’re safe in here?" asked Yara. She glanced nervously at the curved ceiling. "Gareth possesses enough raw power to shatter mountains."

"We are safe for a little while," replied Matt. He reached out and gently touched her shoulder. "Lily built this dome using her deepest reserves of terra mana. It will hold off his attacks long enough for us to finish our work. You just need to tell me what to do next."

Yara took a deep breath. She placed her glowing hands over his heart. The residual energy of his artifact-enhanced core hummed beneath her palms. A warm sensation spread through his tired muscles.

"The artifact you absorbed earlier acts as a cosmic bridge," explained Yara. "It was originally designed to link human souls together during periods of intense emotional stress. We must utilize that same bridge to transfer my divine essence into your mortal vessel. We have to break the final intimacy barrier between us."

"You mean we have to kiss," said Matt, giving her a gentle smile. "I think I can manage that."

"Oh, a kiss is just the beginning," said Yara, laughing softly. She looked down at his ruined tunic. "The physical connection must be total. We must share a transcendent union of body and spirit. Only then will the artifact recognize my energy and allow it to merge with your own."

Matt felt his heart race in his chest. He looked at the stunning deity standing before him. She was offering him the ultimate weapon to save his family. She was offering herself.

He raised his hands and cupped her face. Her skin felt incredibly soft against his calloused fingers.

"I'm ready," declared Matt. He leaned down slightly to match her height. "Let's do this."

Yara closed her eyes and tilted her head upward. Matt closed the remaining distance and pressed his lips against hers.

The initial contact sent a literal jolt of electricity down his spine. He parted his lips and gently coaxed her to do the same. Their tongues met in a hesitant dance. The goddess let out a soft sigh and melted against his chest. She wrapped her arms tightly around his neck.

The artifact buried deep inside his ley lines reacted instantly to the intense connection. A blinding light erupted from the center of Matt's chest. The illumination washed away the darkness of the earthen dome. It swallowed the rough stone walls and the muddy floor. The roaring sounds of the battlefield faded into absolute silence.

Matt felt a sudden sensation of weightlessness. He squeezed his eyes shut as a rushing wind battered his ears. The feeling of falling lasted for several disorienting seconds.

When he finally opened his eyes again, the stone dome was gone.

They stood in the center of a sprawling pavilion. Huge pillars of white marble supported a high ceiling painted with swirling constellations. The floor beneath their bare feet looked like polished glass. Beyond the edge of the open pavilion, endless fields of golden clouds stretched toward a vibrant horizon. The sky burned with hues of deep violet and brilliant gold. Even the air smelled of blooming lotus flowers in the spring.

"Uh, where exactly are we?" asked Matt, looking around the breathtaking landscape in sheer awe.

"Welcome to my personal sanctuary," replied Yara. She stepped away from his embrace and gestured toward the open sky. "We have entered the divine plane. This is where I reside when I'm not observing the mortal realm. It is a place of peace."

"It's beautiful," said Matt. He walked over to the edge of the pavilion and peered down at the golden clouds. "But shouldn't we be hurrying? Gareth is still out there trying to murder my friends."

Yara let out a melodic laugh. The sound echoed pleasantly across the marble pillars. "You don't need to worry about the passage of time right now. The divine plane operates on a vastly different scale than your world. A single second down in the mud equals hours up here in the clouds. We have all the time we need to properly finalize our bond."

"That is incredibly convenient," joked Matt. He turned back to face the goddess. "I never thought my day would end quite like this. Fighting a brutal war and then visiting heaven with a literal deity."

Yara smiled. "We gods are full of surprises."

She walked toward the center of the grand pavilion. A raised dais sat prominently in the middle of the floor. The circular platform was carved from a single piece of pure alabaster. Soft silk pillows and sheer curtains adorned the opulent space. It looked like an altar designed specifically for worship.

"Come here," urged Yara. She stopped at the base of the dais and turned to face him. Her blue eyes darkened with undeniable hunger. "The bridge is open. We just need to cross it."

Matt walked slowly across the glass floor. His ruined clothes felt dirty and heavy in this pristine environment. He stopped a few feet away from her. The anticipation building in his gut made his hands tremble slightly.

Yara reached up and unfastened the golden clasp at the shoulder of her flowing gown. The expensive fabric pooled around her ankles in a shimmering puddle.

Matt lost his breath.

Her flawless body was finally revealed in the bright light of the divine plane. She possessed an ethereal beauty that defied all mortal comprehension. Her skin looked as smooth as porcelain. She lacked any scars or blemishes from the harsh realities of the world below. Her perfect breasts sat high on her chest. The rosy peaks hardened instantly in the cool, fragrant breeze. The elegant curve of her narrow waist flared out into wide hips.

His gaze trailed lower. Her smooth mound was entirely shaven. The bare skin highlighted her pink, wet center. She stood proudly before him without an ounce of shame, the sheer perfection of her physical form overwhelming his tired senses.

Matt felt a wave of unquenchable horniness hit him like a physical blow. The primal urge to claim her consumed his rational thoughts. His erection surged against the restrictive fabric of his dirty trousers. The throbbing ache in his groin demanded immediate attention. He had never felt such an intense need for physical release.

"You’re absolutely stunning," whispered Matt. He couldn't tear his eyes away from her naked form.

"I'm glad you think so," replied Yara. She offered a coy smile and took a step backward. She climbed onto the raised dais and sank down onto the pile of silk pillows. Propping herself up on her elbows, she spread her legs in a welcoming invitation. "Don't make me wait any longer, Matt. Shed those ruined clothes and join me."

Matt didn't need any further encouragement. He hastily grabbed the hem of his torn tunic and pulled it over his head. Tossing the bloody garment onto the pristine floor, he quickly unbuckled his leather belt. He kicked his dirty trousers and heavy boots away. He stood completely naked before the lounging goddess.

Yara looked at his hard shaft with hungry eyes. Her breathing hitched noticeably. "You are quite impressive yourself. Your mortal vessel is remarkably sturdy."

"I try to stay in shape," joked Matt.

He stepped up onto the alabaster dais and crawled toward her over the soft pillows. The friction of the silk against his bare knees felt wonderful. He settled between her open thighs and hovered over her beautiful body. The heat radiating from her core warmed his chilled skin.

Matt leaned down and captured her lips again. This kiss wasn't hesitant or exploring. It was a demanding clash of lips and tongues. Yara moaned loudly into his mouth. She wrapped her slender arms around his broad back and pulled him closer. Her fingernails lightly scratched his shoulder blades.

He dragged his lips down her jawline. He kissed the sensitive skin of her elegant neck and then down her collarbone before moving lower on her chest.

"Oh, please," gasped Yara, arching her back to offer herself to him. “Kiss me just like that, Matt. Your lips on my skin feel incredible.”

Matt cupped her perfect breasts in his large hands. He squeezed the soft flesh gently, marveling at the heavy weight of them. He lowered his head and took a rosy peak into his mouth. Swirling his tongue around the hardened nub, he sucked with practiced enthusiasm.

Yara let out a high-pitched cry of pleasure. She tangled her fingers into his sandy hair and held his head against her chest. "That feels amazing. I’ve never experienced a mortal touch before. It burns so sweetly."

"I'm going to make you feel a lot of things," promised Matt. He switched his attention to her other breast. He laved the sensitive skin until she squirmed restlessly on the pillows.

"Please let our essences unite," begged Yara. Her voice sounded breathless and desperate. She ground her wet hips upward against his stomach. "Make me yours right now. I need to feel your power inside me."

Matt trailed wet kisses down her flat stomach. He bypassed her navel and moved toward her shaven mound. He wanted to taste her fully before claiming her. He spread her thighs wider and buried his face in her slick center.

The taste of her divine nectar drove him absolutely wild. He swirled his tongue over her swollen clit. He lapped at her dripping juices with ravenous hunger. Yara shrieked and threw her head back against the silk cushions. Her body trembled violently under his expert ministrations. She tasted sweeter than anything he had ever encountered on earth.

"Mmm, you are going to make me lose my mind," panted Yara. She gripped the silk sheets in tight fists. Her hips bucked wildly against his mouth. "Don't stop. Keep doing that."

Matt continued to feast on her until her thighs began to shake with impending climax. He pulled away with a loud, wet smack. He crawled back up her body and positioned himself directly between her parted legs.

He rested the thick head of his shaft against her slick entrance. He looked down into her flushed face. Her blue eyes were hazy with lust.

"Are you ready?" asked Matt. He wanted to ensure she was prepared for the physical joining.

"Push inside me," demanded Yara. She lifted her hips to meet his tip. "Become one with me, Matt. Don't make me wait another second."

Matt drove his hips forward with a smooth, powerful thrust.

He buried himself to the hilt in a single motion. The tight heat of her inner walls clamped down around his thick shaft instantly. The friction felt agonizingly perfect, and it made the goddess let out a loud scream of pleasure. Her back arched tightly off the pillows. She wrapped her long legs around his waist and locked her ankles together to hold him deep inside her.

The physical penetration triggered the cosmic bridge.

A massive surge of pure divine light exploded from her core. The brilliant energy flooded directly into Matt's ley lines. The sheer volume of raw power hit his nervous system like a bolt of lightning. His amplified human core eagerly absorbed the heavenly essence.

Matt felt his magical capacity expand infinitely. The artifact residing in his blood glowed with blinding intensity. It fused their distinct souls together into a single circuit.

"Oh, Matt," moaned Yara. She dug her fingernails into his back. Tears of joy streamed down her face. "I can feel your brave spirit. Your heart is so incredibly pure."

"I feel you too," grunted Matt. He gripped her wide hips and pulled her flush against his groin. "I can’t get enough of you, Yara. Your body feels wonderful."

He began to move. He pulled his hips back and slammed forward again. The wet sound of their bodies crashing together echoed loudly in the grand pavilion. Every powerful thrust sent fresh waves of divine energy cascading through his veins. He felt stronger with every passing second.

Yara matched his desperate pace. She bounced her hips upward to meet his downward strokes. Her perfect breasts swayed heavily with the violent motion, and she cried out with every impact. The melodic sounds of her pleasure fueled his unquenchable horniness.

"Deeper," pleaded Yara as she kissed his sweaty neck frantically. "Give me everything you have. I want to feel your mortal strength."

"I'm giving you all of it," promised Matt. He hammered into her tight channel without any mercy.

“Yes,” she moaned, squeezing him tight. “Fuck my pussy like that. You don’t know how good it feels to me. To have you so deep inside my wet pussy. Don’t ever stop fucking me, Matt.”

The raised dais actually began to shake under the force of their lovemaking. The golden clouds surrounding the pavilion swirled in chaotic patterns. The entire divine plane reacted to the monumental merging of a goddess and a mortal conduit. Lightning flashed silently in the distant violet sky. The air grew thick with crackling static electricity.

Matt felt the climax building rapidly in his groin. The intense physical friction pushed him to the limit. The magical feedback loop created by their shared essences overloaded his senses entirely. He looked down at the beautiful deity writhing beneath him. Her face was contorted in heavenly ecstasy.

"I'm getting close," warned Matt. His voice sounded rough and guttural.

"Then finish it," begged Yara. She stared up at him with wild eyes. "Fill me with your seed. Let our souls merge forever. Make us a single entity."

Matt gave a primal roar. He grabbed her hips in a vice grip and drove his shaft as deep as humanly possible. He buried himself to the hilt inside her perfect body.

A monumental climax ripped through his exhausted body.

He spilled his hot release deep inside her divine core. The intense physical relief crashed through his system. Pleasurable spasms shot down his legs. Yara screamed his name into the heavens. She climaxed violently around his pulsing cock. Her tight inner walls milked every last drop of his offering.

The cosmic bridge finalized its purpose.

The raw divine essence flooded his mortal vessel entirely. Matt felt his human limitations burn away in the brilliant white light. His magical core expanded beyond the boundaries of the physical world. He felt the universe open up before his mind. He could sense the intricate web of ley lines connecting every single living thing on the planet below.

Matt was no longer just a powerful mortal amplifier. He formally became a god at that very moment.

The blinding light consumed them both on the alabaster dais. Matt collapsed heavily onto Yara's sweaty chest. He buried his face in her blonde hair and tried to catch his breath. The goddess wrapped her arms around him and held him securely. Her heartbeat synchronized perfectly with his own. They rested together in the quiet aftermath of their cosmic union.

"We did it," whispered Yara. She stroked his sandy brown hair tenderly. "The bond is complete."

"I feel different," admitted Matt. He slowly lifted his head and looked at his hands. Faint traces of golden divine energy mixed perfectly with his usual bright aura. "I feel like I could tear the sky apart with a single thought."

"You possess power beyond anything the world has ever seen," said Yara. She smiled up at him with profound pride. "You hold my power now, power that has mixed with your core and made you something entirely different. Something the world hasn’t seen before. Gareth's ancient laws no longer bind you. You are his true equal in every single way."

Matt pulled out of her warm body with a soft popping sound. He climbed off the silk pillows and stood up on the marble floor, seeing what remained of his seed dripping from Yara’s fiery pussy. The unquenchable horniness was finally sated. A profound sense of righteous purpose replaced the earlier desperation. He felt ready to face the apocalypse waiting back home.

"We need to get back," said Matt. He reached down and offered the goddess his hand. "My friends are still fighting a war down there."

"They are safe for the moment," assured Yara. She took his hand and allowed him to pull her up from the dais. "Time has stood perfectly still for them."

Yara waved a graceful hand over her naked body. The golden fabric of her gown materialized out of thin air. It wrapped itself securely around her flawless curves. Matt looked around for his own ruined clothes. He frowned when he remembered the bloody, torn state of his tunic.

The goddess noticed his mild distress. She pointed a finger at his bare chest. A pristine set of dark combat robes appeared instantly over his skin. The fabric felt incredibly light and durable. Silver trim decorated the edges of the fine material. He looked exactly like a divine warrior prepared for battle.

"Thank you," said Matt. He adjusted the comfortable collar of his new robes.

"You are very welcome," replied Yara. She stepped closer and placed a hand over his heart. "I will reside right here from now on. I will guide your power when you need me. You just have to call upon my light."

"I'll make you proud," promised Matt.

"You already have," said Yara.

The goddess closed her eyes. Her physical form began to dissolve into a cloud of glowing white sparks. The bright embers swirled around Matt for a brief second before sinking directly into his chest. The warm presence of her soul settled securely inside his mind. He could hear her gentle thoughts whispering encouragement in his ear.

The grand pavilion and the golden clouds faded away slowly. The divine plane dissolved into a haze of bright light.

Matt felt the rushing sensation of falling again. The smell of lotus flowers vanished. The harsh stench of burning flesh returned to assault his nose. The muffled sounds of the raging battle outside grew louder with every passing second.

He opened his eyes.

Matt stood back in the center of the dark earthen dome. The stone walls surrounded him exactly as they had before. Lily's protective shield held strong against the distant impacts of corrupted mana. The transition back to the mortal realm felt entirely seamless.

He looked down at his hands. The divine energy pulsed brightly beneath his skin. He felt stronger than ever before. The exhaustion from the earlier fight was completely gone. His bruised ribs and battered muscles were perfectly healed. The new combat robes fit him like a tailored glove.

"Are you ready?" asked Yara's voice inside his head. She sounded eager for the coming confrontation.

"I've never been more ready," replied Matt aloud.

He raised his hand toward the curved ceiling of the dome. He didn't need to ask Lily to lower the shield. He possessed the power to command the earth himself now. He pushed a pulse of divine terra mana outward. The thick stone walls crumbled into fine dust instantly. The protective barrier vanished in a heartbeat.

The chaotic reality of the battlefield rushed in to greet him.

The night sky still burned with dangerous purple flames. The roaring winds of the storm howled across the ruined courtyard. Amelia, Chloe, and Regina stood nearby. They still looked incredibly battered and exhausted, but they turned their heads toward the sudden noise of the collapsing dome. Their tired eyes widened in absolute shock when they saw Matt standing in the rubble.

He literally radiated raw power. The golden light of his divine ascension illuminated the dark grass around his boots.

Gareth hovered high in the stormy sky above them. The angry god stared down at the glowing anomaly as the silver spear in his hand sparked with violent lightning. He clearly sensed the monumental shift in the cosmic balance. His arrogant sneer finally faltered.

Matt stepped out of the dusty rubble. He tilted his head back and glared up at the false deity threatening his home. A predatory smile stretched across his face.

The final showdown was about to begin.

A true contest of equals.


Chapter
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The golden light illuminated the dark grass. Matt stepped out of the dusty rubble with undeniable confidence. His new combat robes shifted in the cold wind. He felt the immense power humming in his veins. The exhaustion from the previous hours of fighting had vanished entirely.

Amelia stared at him with wide eyes. She lowered her bare hands and let her flames extinguish. The fiery blonde took a hesitant step forward.

"What happened to you?" she asked as she looked him up and down in sheer amazement. "You went into that rock dome wearing torn clothes."

"I got a slight upgrade," said Matt. He offered a warm smile to the confused girl. "Apparently, Yara thought I needed a better outfit for the final battle."

"You look like an actual deity," whispered Lily. The sweet bookworm dropped her hands to her sides. She brushed some dirt from her tunic. "I can feel the energy rolling off your skin from here."

"I still feel like myself," replied Matt. Walking forward, he closed the distance to his tired harem. He needed to ensure they were all safe before engaging the enemy above.

Chloe leaned against a broken stone pillar as she wiped a smudge of soot from her cheek. "Hmm, you certainly don't feel like a normal mortal anymore. My mind mana is picking up a dual consciousness inside your head. It feels like looking at a bright sun."

"Yara merged her essence with my core," explained Matt. He reached out and gently touched Chloe's shoulder. The golden energy flowed from his fingertips and instantly cured her lingering headache. "She is sharing my mind right now. We combined our strength to stop Gareth."

"That is incredible," breathed Regina. The headmistress stepped over a chunk of masonry. Her amber eyes shone with profound pride. "The ancient texts never mentioned anything about a mortal and a goddess joining forces in such a direct manner."

"We are writing our own history today," said Matt. He turned his attention to the Lupine princess sitting in the mud.

Gia whimpered softly and cradled her broken arm. Her yellow eyes looked up at him with absolute trust. Matt knelt in the dirt beside her. He didn't need to ask permission. Placing his glowing hands over her injured limb, he channeled the pure divine light. The shattered bone snapped back into perfect alignment with a dull pop. The torn muscles knit themselves together in a fraction of a second.

"Oh, that feels much better," said Gia. She flexed her fingers and grinned. She jumped to her feet and bumped her shoulder playfully against his chest. "My mate is full of wonderful surprises."

"I try my best," teased Matt. He stood up and brushed the mud from his knees.

Vanessa walked over and rested her hand on the hilt of her sword. The stern professor looked up at the stormy sky. "As much as I want to kiss you, you should probably deal with the angry god floating above us. He looks like he wants to murder someone."

Matt followed her gaze. Gareth hovered high in the roiling clouds. The enraged god gripped his silver spear with white knuckles. Violent lightning arced across his pristine armor. The deity clearly sensed the monumental shift in the cosmic balance. His arrogant sneer had finally faltered.

He is waiting for you, said Yara inside Matt's mind. Her voice sounded calm and reassuring. He knows he can't win this fight anymore. His fear is overwhelming his reason.

Then let's finish this, replied Matt silently.

He bent his knees slightly and pushed off the ground. He didn't need to draw wind mana from Regina or Gia to fly this time. The divine authority humming in his core granted him control over his own gravity. He launched into the air like a rising rocket. The sudden acceleration created a sonic boom that echoed across the ruined valley.

Matt soared upward and stopped a few yards away from the glowing deity. The cold wind whipped around them in a chaotic frenzy. The dark thunderheads formed a perfect arena in the sky.

"You stole her essence," accused Gareth. His voice boomed over the rolling thunder.

"She gave it to me willingly," said Matt, floating effortlessly in the empty air. "She recognized that your path only leads to endless destruction. She chose to protect this world instead of ruling it with an iron fist."

"Mortals can't hold divine light," yelled Gareth. He pointed the sparking tip of his spear at Matt's chest. "It goes against every single law of creation. Your body should be burning to ash right now."

"Looks like I'm breaking all your ancient rules today," joked Matt. He crossed his arms over his chest. "I feel perfectly fine. In fact, I've never felt better. Especially for what’s about to happen."

"I will correct this disgusting anomaly," promised the god.

Gareth didn't waste another second on conversation. He thrust his weapon forward with blinding speed. A thick bolt of golden lightning erupted from the silver blade. The attack carried enough raw power to level a small mountain.

Matt didn't conjure a stone wall or a shield of hard air. He simply raised his bare right hand. He caught the incoming lightning bolt right in his open palm. The golden energy crackled violently against his skin, but it didn't burn him. The divine essence flowing through his veins acted as a perfect insulator. He absorbed the raw electricity into his amplified core.

"Is that your best shot?" asked Matt, giving the deity a challenging smirk.

He channeled Amelia's fiery passion and mixed it with the absorbed lightning. Pushing his hand forward, he returned fire. A spiraling vortex of white-hot plasma and golden electricity shot across the sky.

Gareth swung his spear in a rapid circle to deflect the incoming storm. The resulting collision created a blinding explosion. The shock wave ripped the dark clouds apart and exposed the bright stars hidden above the storm. The force sent the deity tumbling backward through the air.

"You dare use my own power against me?" roared Gareth. He regained his balance and glared at the human conduit.

"I use whatever tools are available," replied Matt.

He didn't wait for the god to launch another ranged attack. Matt closed the distance in a single heartbeat. Drawing upon Gia's wind agility, he moved faster than the human eye could track. He appeared right in front of the deity and threw a heavy punch.

Gareth raised the shaft of his spear to block the incoming fist. The impact sounded like a ringing bell. The force of the blow pushed the god downward. Matt followed up with a spinning kick aimed at Gareth's armored ribs. The deity parried the strike with his forearm.

They traded brutal blows at supersonic speeds. Gareth fought with the refined precision of an immortal warrior. He thrust and slashed with his silver spear, trying to find a weak point in Matt's defenses. Matt countered with raw elemental power. He coated his forearms in hardened terra mana from Lily to deflect the sharp blade. He used Vanessa's flowing water to create freezing shields in mid-air.

Strike his left side, advised Yara in his thoughts. The heavy spear makes him overextend on his forward thrusts. His armor is weaker near the ribs.

Thanks for the tip, answered Matt.

He waited for Gareth to lunge forward. The god thrust the spear in a deadly horizontal arc. Matt ducked under the glowing weapon with effortless grace. He channeled Regina's howling wind into his right fist. The air pressure condensed into an invisible hammer. He drove the attack directly into the left side of Gareth's pristine armor.

The golden metal dented inward with a loud crunch. Gareth grunted in sudden pain and stumbled sideways.

"You hit like a frustrated novice," teased Matt. He floated backward and offered a mocking bow. "I expected a lot more from the almighty creator of the magical rules."

"I will tear your soul apart!" screamed Gareth.

The enraged god raised both hands toward the starry sky. He bypassed his physical weapon entirely. Summoning the full weight of his divine power, he called down a swarm of heavy meteors from the upper atmosphere. Dozens of flaming rocks plummeted toward the battlefield.

The attack wasn't just aimed at Matt. The deadly trajectory threatened to crush the academy and everyone standing in the courtyard below.

"He's targeting the school," realized Matt, a surge of protective fury burning in his chest.

He tapped into Chloe's sharp mental focus to track the falling rocks with perfect accuracy. He drew Amelia's heat and Regina's roaring wind simultaneously. Mixing the elements with his new divine light, he clapped his hands together.

An enormous firestorm erupted from his palms. The golden flames shot upward and expanded into a vast dome over the academy. The firestorm intercepted the falling meteors high in the air. The intense heat incinerated the heavy rocks in a matter of seconds. The dangerous projectiles turned into harmless ash that drifted away on the night breeze.

The resulting pressure from the collision rippled downward. The shock wave hit the valley floor with incredible force. The remaining Ranostan soldiers were thrown off their feet by the invisible blast. Queen Sheemay watched from her dark tent in terror while her empowered army cowered in the mud.

They realized their corrupted strength meant nothing in a battle between literal gods.

Gareth stared at the falling ash in sheer disbelief. He couldn't comprehend how a mortal vessel could output so much sustained energy.

"You can't protect them forever," snarled Gareth while gripping his spear with both hands. "I have eternal stamina. You will eventually burn out."

"I have something you lack," said Matt. He felt the steady, loving connections to the women on the ground. "I have a family feeding me their strength. I'll never run dry as long as they believe in me."

"Then, I will simply remove your anchor," declared the god.

Gareth realized he was losing the confrontation in the sky, so he changed his tactics immediately. If he couldn't kill the anomaly, he would destroy the source of the boy's power. The deity folded his arms and dove straight down toward the academy courtyard. He aimed his descent directly at the small cluster of women standing near the broken gates.

"Oh, no you don't," said Matt.

He funneled every ounce of available speed into his legs. He launched himself downward in a desperate pursuit. The air screamed past his ears. He focused his mind mana on predicting the god's exact flight path. He needed to intercept the threat before Gareth reached the ground.

Matt caught up to the falling deity halfway down. He tackled Gareth from behind.

The mid-air collision sounded like a bomb detonating over the valley. The force of their bodies crashing together sent them tumbling wildly off course. They spun out of control and slammed hard into the scorched grass just outside the academy walls.

The impact created a deep crater in the mud. Dirt and rocks flew high into the air.

Matt rolled off the angry god and scrambled to his feet. He didn't give Gareth a chance to recover his bearings. He leaped forward and grabbed the long shaft of the spear with both hands.

Gareth snarled and refused to let go of his legendary weapon. The god planted his golden boots in the dirt and pulled backward with all his might. The metal shaft groaned under the intense pressure.

"Let go of my weapon, you filthy mortal!" demanded Gareth. His face turned a splotchy shade of red from the immense exertion. Golden lightning arched wildly from his hands and shocked Matt's arms.

"You don't deserve it," replied Matt, ignoring the stinging electricity. The pain meant nothing to him anymore.

He dug his heels into the mud and stood his ground. He looked directly into the deity's furious eyes.

The time for trading elemental blasts was over. He needed to end this threat permanently.

He needed to strip the god of his primary offensive tool.

Break it, whispered Yara in his mind. The spear focuses his power. Without it, he cannot channel his destructive storms.

Gladly, thought Matt.

He didn't try to rip the weapon away from the god's grip. Matt decided to destroy it right in Gareth's hands. He channeled pure divine essence from his core, mixing the brilliant white light with Lily's terra mana.

Focusing the combined energy directly into his palms, Matt squeezed the silver metal with everything he had.

The legendary weapon began to vibrate violently. The divine metal grew incredibly hot to the touch. Gareth watched in absolute horror as fine cracks appeared along the smooth surface of the shaft.

"Stop!" yelled Gareth. The god tried to pull the spear away, but Matt's grip was as tight as a steel vice. "You don't know what you’re doing!"

"I'm ending your reign of terror," said Matt. He gritted his teeth and applied even more crushing pressure.

The silver metal began to groan loudly. The terrible sound echoed across the silent battlefield. The women in the courtyard watched the struggle with bated breath. The Ranostan soldiers stared in mute shock from the distant mud. No one dared to interfere in the monumental clash of power.

Matt gave one final roar. He channeled the love he felt for his harem into the physical act of destruction. He squeezed his hands together with god-tier strength.

The ancient weapon exploded into a million pieces.

The concussive force of the detonation threw Gareth backward. The god hit the ground hard and tumbled across the scorched grass. He slid to a stop near a broken siege engine.

The legendary silver spear was gone. Only a handful of twisted metal fragments remained scattered in the muddy crater. The golden lightning that had tormented the sky for hours died forever.

Matt stood tall in the center of the crater. His new combat robes were perfectly intact. The bright aura blazed brightly around his body. He lowered his empty hands and took a deep, steadying breath. The dark storm clouds above the valley finally began to part. Soft moonlight spilled across the ruined landscape.

The final showdown was drawing to a close.
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Matt stood tall in the center of the muddy crater. The silver fragments of the legendary spear lay scattered across the scorched grass. Gareth stared at the broken pieces in total shock, the fallen deity struggling to comprehend his sudden defeat.

He looked up at his conqueror with a mixture of hatred and profound fear.

"You broke it," whispered Gareth. The god scrambled backward in the dirt, his pristine armor covered in dark soot.

"I told you I was ending your reign," said Matt. Taking a step toward the fallen deity, he let his multicolored aura flare brightly in the night. The divine energy hummed with a reassuring warmth inside his chest.

Gareth waited for the final blow, fully expecting the mortal anomaly to drive a blade through his heart. Raising his chin in a last act of stubborn defiance, the ancient being glared at the boy.

"Do it," spat Gareth. "End me right now. But know that another will eventually rise to take my place. You will just become the tyrant you claim to despise."

"I'm not a tyrant," said Matt. He lowered his glowing hands to his sides and relaxed his shoulders. "And I don't execute defeated enemies who can't fight back."

"You are a naive fool," scoffed Gareth. Clutching his bruised ribs, he coughed up a splatter of golden blood. "Leaving me alive is a terrible mistake. I will return to destroy your precious academy and everyone inside it."

"You won't get the chance," replied Matt.

We must contain his wrath, whispered Yara in Matt's mind. Her voice sounded urgent and clear. He will never stop hunting you. We must build an inescapable cage if we hope to contain him.

How do we do that, asked Matt silently. He kept his eyes locked on the angry god.

You possess the elemental affinities of your harem, explained the goddess. Combine them with my light. We can forge a divine prison that exists outside normal reality.

Matt nodded slowly in agreement. He raised his hands again and reached out to the women standing near the broken gates. The girls felt his gentle pull and freely offered their remaining mana without hesitation.

The distinct elemental energies swirled around Matt in a vibrant cyclone. He carefully added his own divine essence to the chaotic mix. The brilliant light fused the elements into a solid structure. A shimmering cube of energy began to form right around the fallen god.

Gareth jumped to his feet in a panic. He pounded his armored fists against the glowing walls of his new cell. The barrier didn't even ripple under his tremendous strength. Summoning a bolt of golden lightning to shatter the cage, he threw his mana at the ceiling, but it was simply absorbed into the elemental walls, reinforcing the prison's integrity.

"You can't hold me in here!" yelled Gareth. He kicked the barrier in a blind rage. The impact echoed hollowly in the muddy crater.

"I just did," said Matt. Closing his fist to finalize the magical seal, he watched the cube solidify into permanent reality. "You are going to spend eternity in that box. You will have plenty of time to sit there and think about your arrogance."

"You will regret this!" roared the deity.

Matt ignored the empty threats echoing from the cage. He waved his hand downward in a sweeping motion. The ground opened up beneath the glowing cube. The earth swallowed the prison whole and sealed itself shut without leaving a single trace behind.

Gareth was gone. The surrounding valley felt instantly lighter with the angry god removed from the board.

A heavy silence fell over the scorched battlefield. The Ranostan soldiers witnessed the impossible defeat of their patron deity. The golden energy that had temporarily turned them into titans began to fade rapidly from their bodies. Their bulging muscles shrank back to normal size in a matter of seconds. The terrifying mutations remained etched into their flesh, but their strength evaporated into the cold air.

A collective wail of deep despair rose from the enemy camp. The exhausted soldiers dropped their poisoned weapons into the mud. Morale broke entirely across the vast valley as many of them tried to flee.

They realized they were no longer fighting a battle that could be won.

They were facing a new deity who had just buried a god alive.

Matt turned his attention toward the royal pavilion in the distance. The large tent sat on a low hill overlooking the carnage of the vanguard. He knew Queen Sheemay was hiding inside that canvas structure. The corrupt monarch needed to answer for her terrible crimes against his home.

"Stay here," instructed Matt as he glanced back at his weary friends standing near the academy wall. "I need to finish this war before they try to regroup."

"Be careful out there," said Amelia. She offered a tired smile. "She still has her dark mana reserves."

"I'll be fine," promised Matt.

He launched himself into the air and flew gracefully across the valley. The divine power humming in his core made the easy flight feel incredibly natural. He soared over the cowering soldiers and landed softly right in front of the purple tent. The remaining royal guards took one look at his glowing aura and fled into the woods.

They abandoned their queen without a second thought for her safety.

Matt pushed the fabric aside and stepped into the pavilion.

Queen Sheemay stood trembling near a moveable throne. The beautiful monarch looked absolutely terrified. Her pristine mask of artificial confidence was cracked and ruined. She raised her hands as Matt entered the room, with sickly energy gathered in her sweaty palms.

"You think you can defeat me so easily?" asked Sheemay. Her voice shook with thin panic. "I'm the rightful ruler of Ranosta. I command the dark arts!"

"Your broken army is done," said Matt. Walking slowly toward her, he didn't bother to summon a shield. "Your patron god is imprisoned deep in the earth. You have nothing left to fight with."

"I still have my power!" shrieked the queen.

She hurled dark mana straight at his chest. The foul spell hissed through the air like an angry viper dripping with toxic intent. Matt didn't bother dodging the attack. He simply raised his open hand and caught the sphere in midair. The dark energy fizzled out against his divine skin without causing a single blister.

"That trick won't work on me anymore," said Matt. He crushed the remnants of the spell in his fist.

Closing the distance between them, he grabbed the queen firmly by her delicate shoulders. Sheemay gasped in genuine shock. She tried to pull away from his iron grip, but he held her fast. Matt channeled his light directly into her corrupted core.

The purifying energy burned like a cleansing fire through her ley lines. Sheemay screamed loudly as the dark mana was forcibly stripped from her struggling body. The purple aura surrounding her form faded into nothingness, replaced by a mundane pallor. He ruthlessly purged the foul corruption from her very soul until only pure essence remained. Years of dark mana accumulation vanished in a matter of seconds, leaving her feeling empty and incredibly weak.

Matt finally released her shoulders. The queen collapsed into a weeping heap onto the wooden floorboards. She gasped for breath and stared at her trembling hands. The buzzing energy she had relied on for years was entirely gone. She was just a powerless woman now.

"What did you do to me?" cried Sheemay. She looked up at him with wet eyes. "My mana is missing."

"I removed your poison," replied Matt. He looked down at her with a stern expression. "You can't hurt anyone with dark mana ever again."

"No! You’ve ruined my life, you savage beast!" sobbed the monarch as she curled into a tight ball on the floor. "You took everything away from me!"

"No, I spared your miserable life," corrected Matt, shaking his head. "I should execute you for bringing an army to my home. I should make you pay in blood for the suffering you caused my friends."

"Then do it," challenged Sheemay. Lifting her chin in a pathetic display of hollow bravery, she glared at him. "Kill me right now and claim my throne for yourself. If you’re brave enough."

"I don't want your throne," said Matt, crossing his arms over his chest. "But you are going to answer to me from now on. You will return to Ranosta and rule under my direct supervision. You will dismantle your entire military. You will cease all hostilities against Carletta and the Lupine Freehold. If you ever step out of line again, I will return to finish the job permanently."

The queen stared at him in mute shock. She realized he was offering her a genuine chance to survive the night. It came at the terrible cost of her sovereignty, but it was far better than the executioner's block. She swallowed her battered pride and nodded slowly.

"Do you understand your new position?" asked Matt.

"Yes," whispered Sheemay. She bowed her head in submission until her forehead touched the floorboards. "I understand completely. I will obey your commands without question."

"Good," said Matt. He turned away from the weeping woman.

As he walked out of the tent, a strange voice echoed in his mind. It was Yara, but her tone had changed drastically. The guiding presence was gone entirely, replaced by a cloying sense of deep reverence.

You are truly magnificent, my lord, praised Yara. Her mental voice dripped with adoration. Your boundless mercy is a testament to your divine perfection. I'm unworthy to share a mind with such a glorious being.

Matt blinked in surprise and stumbled over a loose rock. The sudden shift in her personality caught him completely off guard.

Uh, Yara? Are you okay in there, thought Matt. He hovered a few feet off the ground and began his easy flight back to the academy. You don't need to call me lord. We're partners in this, remember?

I must revere you, insisted the goddess. You possess a spirit that outshines the brightest stars in the cosmos. You spared your enemies when you could have destroyed them with a single thought. I worship your infinite wisdom. I exist only to serve your strict will, my supreme god.

Matt frowned at the dark clouds passing by. The merging process had apparently altered her perspective on a fundamental level. Experiencing his unfiltered compassion and raw power firsthand had turned the ancient deity into a devout worshipper.

He wasn't entirely sure how to handle a literal goddess acting like a devoted fangirl inside his head.

We can talk about this later, thought Matt. Let's just focus on getting back to the girls and cleaning up this mess.

As you command, my master, replied Yara as she fell into an adoring silence.

Shaking his head in bewilderment, Matt landed softly in the ruined courtyard. His women were waiting for him near the broken gates. They had gathered together in a tight circle to stay warm in the chilly air. When they saw him land safely, a collective sigh of relief washed over the group.

"You did it!" cheered Amelia while running forward and throwing her arms around his neck. "You actually beat them all. The Ranostan soldiers are running away into the woods. We watched the entire army just drop their weapons and surrender. It was better than any spell I've ever seen."

"The battle is over," agreed Matt. He hugged the fiery blonde tight and kissed her soot-stained cheek. "Sheemay surrendered. I stripped her of her dark mana and ordered her to dismantle her army. She answers to me now."

"Making a queen bow to you is quite the flex," joked Chloe, leaning against Lily for support. "I always knew you had a dominant streak hiding under that nice exterior. It suits you well."

"I just wanted to stop the fighting," said Matt with a modest shrug. He walked over to check on the rest of the group.

Regina offered him a proud smile. "You handled the situation perfectly, Matt. Locking Gareth away in a divine prison was brilliant. Stripping the queen of her mana ensures she can never threaten us again. You showed strength and mercy in equal measure."

"I had a lot of help," replied Matt. He gestured to the women surrounding him. "I couldn't have built that prison without your elemental mana."

"Speaking of help," interrupted Vanessa. The stern professor sheathed her steel sword and crossed her arms. "How is your divine roommate doing? Is Yara behaving herself in there, or is she trying to take over your thoughts?"

"Uh, she's doing fine," said Matt. A sheepish look crossed his face as he rubbed the back of his neck nervously. "Actually, she's acting a bit strange. I think merging with my core changed her personality. She keeps calling me 'lord' and telling me how magnificent I'm acting. She says she worships me now."

The girls stared at him in stunned silence for a brief second. Then, a chorus of laughter erupted from the tired group. The joyous sound cut through the gloomy atmosphere of the ruined courtyard.

"Oh, you have a goddess worshipping you?" giggled Lily. The bookworm covered her mouth to stifle her laughter. "That’s hilarious. Our Chosen One has another new harem member."

"I suppose experiencing your performance in the bedroom would make any woman worship you," teased Chloe, giving him a wink. "Even an ancient deity isn't immune to your charms, Matt."

"It isn't like that," protested Matt as his cheeks burned with a bright blush. "She's just overwhelmed by the compassion I showed Sheemay. She thinks I'm a perfect being."

"Well, you are pretty great," said Gia. The Lupine girl leaned against his side and nudged him with her shoulder. "The pack agrees with the goddess lady in your head. You are our supreme leader."

"Please don't start calling me lord too," pleaded Matt. He wrapped an arm around the Lupine princess and chuckled.

The lighthearted banter eased the lingering tension of the long night. They had survived a brutal siege and defeated a god. They had saved their home from utter destruction. The physical damage to the academy was extensive, but the people were safe.

Your friends are so spirited, my lord, murmured Yara in his mind. They speak to you with such casual familiarity. It's a testament to your humble grace that you allow them to tease you.

They tease me because they love me, corrected Matt silently. And I love them. You'll get used to it.

I shall endeavor to understand your flawless ways, my radiant master, replied the goddess obediently.

Matt sighed inwardly, realizing it was going to take some time to break Yara out of her submissive mindset. For now, he was just happy the war was over. The dark clouds above the valley continued to dissipate, revealing a sky full of bright stars.

The long nightmare had finally ended, and a new era of peace was just beginning to dawn.


Chapter
Twenty-Two



There was still one problem to address.

Thousands of Ranostan soldiers still lingered in the muddy fields, the ones that hadn’t tried to flee after Gareth’s defeat. They had dropped their poisoned weapons in surrender, but the tension remained thick in the cold air. These troops were still heavily corrupted by dark mana. The twisted mutations inflicted by Gareth hadn't vanished entirely from their exhausted bodies.

"What do we do with them?" asked Vanessa. She stood near the broken iron gates and watched the shivering army. "We have thousands of enemy combatants sitting right on our doorstep. The queen surrendered, but her soldiers are still infected with foul corruption."

"We can't just leave them like that," said Lily. The bookworm gripped her hands together tightly and frowned at the distant camp. "They look so incredibly miserable out there. The dark mana is eating them alive, and it’s accelerated thanks to what Gareth did."

"They invaded our home," argued Gia. The Lupine princess bared her sharp fangs at the valley. "They wanted to kill the pack. Leaving them to suffer is fitting punishment for their crimes."

"No," said Matt. He looked down at the defeated men and women with genuine pity. "They didn't have a choice in the matter. Dark mana twists the mind completely out of proportion. It feeds on negative emotions and demands unwavering obedience. Their queen forced them into this war, and Gareth turned them into twisted monsters against their will. I won't punish them for being victims."

"So what’s the actual plan here?" asked Chloe. The socialite tilted her head and studied his glowing profile. "You can't just send them home to Ranosta. Their lands are entirely barren. You cursed their soil to stop their invasion. If they march back across the border now, they’ll just starve to death."

Matt felt a sharp pang of deep guilt. He had placed that terrible curse on their agricultural lands in a moment of desperate defense. He wanted to cripple their military infrastructure to prevent another attack on Carletta. Now that the war was officially over, leaving an entire nation to starve felt incredibly wrong to his restored spirit.

You possess the power to undo your past mistakes, my radiant lord, whispered Yara in his mind. Your divine light can heal the deepest wounds in the earth. You only need to will the cure into existence.

I'm going to need your help with this, thought Matt. It requires a lot of energy to reach across the continent.

I exist only to serve your glorious desires, replied the goddess with devout reverence.

Matt walked out of the ruined courtyard and moved toward the edge of the valley. He stood on a high ridge overlooking the defeated army. The Ranostan soldiers looked up at him with terrified eyes. They saw the golden aura illuminating his dark combat robes in the night.

He needed them to hear him clearly. Drawing a deep breath, he tapped directly into Regina's wind mana from afar. He used the elemental affinity to project his voice across the sprawling, silent encampment.

"Listen to me!" announced Matt. the sound rolling like thunder over the muddy hills.

The entire army fell instantly silent. Thousands of dirty faces turned toward the high ridge. They fully expected to hear their immediate death sentence proclaimed from the heavens.

"The war is over," said Matt. "Your queen has surrendered her throne to me. Your patron god is imprisoned deep within the earth for eternity. You have nothing left to fight for tonight."

A low murmur of despair rippled through the front ranks. Soldiers hung their heads in defeat.

"I have no wish to destroy you," continued Matt. "I know many of you never had a real chance to choose a peaceful life. You were force-fed dark mana from a very young age. The corruption twisted your thoughts and poisoned your fragile bodies. You were turned into blunt weapons by rulers who didn't care if you lived or died."

A tall soldier with a mutated arm stepped forward cautiously from the crowd. "What will you do to us? You’re not going to execute us for following our queen?"

"I'm going to set you free," replied Matt. "I'm going to send you home to your families."

"We don't have a home anymore!" yelled a female mage from the middle of the dense crowd. She pointed an angry, trembling finger at him. "You cursed us! The crops turned to useless ash. The rivers are dead. You doomed us to starvation before we even marched on this academy!"

"I did," admitted Matt, not trying to hide his past actions or offer cheap excuses. "I did it to stop your leaders from invading Carletta. But those leaders are gone now. The immediate threat is over. And I'm going to fix the damage I caused."

The soldiers murmured in total disbelief. Nobody had ever heard of a victorious conqueror healing the lands of his bitter enemies. It defied every rule of warfare they had ever known.

Show them your boundless mercy, my master, urged Yara inside his thoughts. Bathe them in your glorious, healing light.

Matt turned back to look at his supportive harem. The beautiful women had followed him out to the grassy ridge. They stood in a protective half-circle right behind him, waiting patiently for his next command.

"I need to cleanse the dark mana from this world," said Matt. He looked at each of their tired faces. "I want to start with the soldiers standing down there. Then, I want to push a massive wave of purification all the way to the Ranostan borders. I need to lift the curse permanently."

"That’s a monumental task," noted Regina. "It will require an ocean of mana to accomplish this. Are you sure your core can handle the intense strain?"

"My core is limitless now," promised Matt. He touched the center of his chest where the divine light pulsed steadily. "Yara's divine essence gave me the capacity to hold the entire world in my hands. But I still need your elemental affinities to shape the complex spell. I need your love to anchor my mind to reality."

"You have my fire," said Amelia. The fiery blonde stepped up and placed her warm hand flat against his back. "Use it to burn away the foul rot."

"You have my water," added Vanessa. The stern professor rested her calloused hand on his left shoulder. "Wash their poisoned bodies clean."

"Take my earth," said Lily. The bookworm touched his right arm with gentle fingers. "Restore the broken soil."

"Take our wind," offered Regina and Gia in perfect unison. The Lupine princess and the headmistress placed their hands squarely on his chest. "Scatter the foul ashes to the furthest corners of the earth."

"I'm here to guide your focus," said Chloe, pressing a sweet kiss to his cheek. "We are with you, Matt. Every single step of the way."

Matt closed his eyes and embraced the intimate connection. He felt the distinct elemental signatures flowing smoothly into his ley lines. Amelia's heat mixed perfectly with Vanessa's cool currents. Lily's sturdy foundation grounded Regina's howling gales. He funneled all of it directly into the blinding white light of Yara's divine essence.

The energy built inside him like a miniature sun. He didn't feel any pain or exhaustion from the accumulation.

He raised both glowing hands toward the dark sky.

A pillar of golden light erupted straight from his body. It pierced the remaining clouds and illuminated the entire valley below. The radiant beam rivaled the midday sun in sheer intensity. Matt pushed his hands forward in a sweeping motion.

A tsunami of energy rushed down the grassy ridge. The divine wave moved with frightening speed, washing over the Ranostan army in a fraction of a second.

The soldiers braced themselves for the eventual arrival of all that mana. The purifying wave sank directly into their corrupted veins without causing any harm. It targeted the dark mana festering inside their bodies and attacked the foul root of the disease.

Screams of initial shock turned rapidly into cries of profound relief.

The hideous mutations inflicted by Gareth's blessing began to reverse instantly. Bulging, unnatural muscles shrank back to healthy proportions. Extra appendages dissolved into fine mist. Weeping sores closed up and healed without leaving a single scar behind. The sickly yellow light faded entirely from their eyes, replaced by natural colors.

The purification didn't stop at minor physical injuries. The wave stripped away years of accumulated dark mana. The chaotic voices of the void vanished entirely from their minds. The soldiers dropped to their knees in the mud. They wept openly as the heavy burden of corruption lifted from their weary souls.

They were no longer walking nightmares or blunt tools for a cruel queen. They were just healthy human beings again.

"It's actually working!" gasped Amelia. She watched the incredible transformation from the ridge. "He's curing all of them at once!"

"His power is truly beautiful," whispered Lily as the bookworm wiped a happy tear from her eye.

Matt kept his hands raised high. He felt the dark mana evaporating across the valley. The foul smog choking the air burned away under his divine light. The toxic river bubbling near the forest edge suddenly ran clear and cold again.

He wasn't finished yet. The soldiers were safe, but their homeland was still dying in the distance.

Reach further, my master, encouraged Yara. Let your compassion touch the very edges of the continent. I will supply the necessary light for the journey.

Matt pushed his awareness far past the valley. He sent his mind soaring over the distant mountains and across the wide plains, feeling the bleeding wound he’d left on the Ranostan ecosystem. The soil there felt gray and lifeless to his magical senses. The crops were withered husks. The animals had already fled the barren wasteland.

He focused all of his gathered energy squarely on that dead zone.

A second pulse of golden light erupted from his chest. This wave didn't travel slowly across the ground. It shot straight into the upper atmosphere and expanded like a brilliant dome over the entire continent. The dark sky turned a magnificent shade of pearlescent white.

The divine energy rained down directly on the Kingdom of Ranosta.

The barren curse shattered upon contact with the pure light. The spell dissolved into nothingness. Life immediately rushed back into the starved earth with incredible vigor. Gray dirt turned into rich, fertile loam. Withered crops miraculously sprouted fresh green leaves, and dry riverbeds filled quickly with rushing water.

The dark disciplines had kept the world out of balance for eight hundred years. Matt finally tipped the scales back to perfect harmony.

He cleansed every single trace of dark mana from the globe. The foul magic was permanently eradicated from existence. No one would ever suffer from the corruption again.

Matt slowly lowered his hands as the brilliant light faded from the sky. The stars reappeared, shining brighter than ever before in the unpolluted air. The exhausting ritual was officially complete.

He severed the active connection to the girls and let his aura power down. The golden glow retreated beneath his skin, leaving him looking like a normal man once more.

The Ranostan soldiers looked at their restored hands in pure wonder. A man who had dragged a mutated bone blade just an hour ago now possessed five healthy fingers. A woman who had suffered from weeping sores now touched her flawless, smooth face. They looked up at the high ridge with expressions of reverence.

They didn't see an enemy conqueror standing there, but instead, they saw a savior.

"Go home," called out Matt. He didn't use wind mana to project his voice this time. The quiet night carried his words easily across the peaceful valley. "Your lands are fertile again. Rebuild your lives. Be safe and peaceful."

The soldiers bowed deeply in unison. It wasn't a forced act of military submission as much as it was a genuine display of gratitude. They turned around and began the long march back toward their borders, walking with light steps and hopeful hearts.

The threat of dark mana was gone from the world forever.

Matt turned his back on the departing army. He faced the six incredible women standing on the ridge.

He didn't feel the crushing fatigue that usually followed a massive spell. Yara's essence kept his stamina perfectly intact. The only physical sensation he registered was a very mundane, human feeling rumbling low in his stomach.

"I think we should probably head inside now," said Matt, giving his harem a relaxed, easy smile. "I'm officially done fighting for the day. Actually, I think I'm done fighting for the rest of the year. I could definitely use some serious downtime."

"Downtime sounds heavenly," agreed Chloe as she linked her arm through his right elbow. "I want a hot bath and a very long nap."

"I just want some real food," admitted Matt while patting his flat stomach. "All this divine war business has made me incredibly hungry. Do we have any bread left in the kitchens?"

The girls burst into laughter. The joyous sound washed away the lingering gloom of the night.

"You just reshaped the entire world and cured an army," giggled Amelia. The fiery blonde linked her arm through his left elbow. "And all you can think about is a loaf of bread?"

"What can I say? I'm a simple man with simple needs," joked Matt.

"We’ll raid the pantry for you," promised Regina. The headmistress walked up and kissed his cheek tenderly. "We will feed you a feast fit for a king."

"I prefer a feast fit for a student," corrected Matt.

Gia bumped her hip playfully against his leg. Lily offered him an affectionate smile that reached her hazel eyes. Vanessa walked ahead to open the academy doors for the group. They surrounded him with endless love and unyielding devotion.

The long nightmare was finally over. Matt walked back into his home, ready to enjoy the hard-earned peace with his beautiful family.


Chapter
Twenty-Three



Two quiet weeks had passed since the brutal battle in the valley.

Matt sat on the plush velvet cushions of the former king's throne. He stretched his long legs out across the polished marble floor. The grand throne room of the Carlettan palace was an awe-inspiring space. High vaulted ceilings featured intricate frescoes of ancient battles and celestial bodies. Sunlight streamed through tall stained-glass windows, casting vibrant arrays of color across the stone.

Despite all of it, Matt felt incredibly strange sitting in the seat of supreme power. Almost like it wasn’t real.

Queen Sheemay stood near the base of the dais, looking entirely different without the foul dark mana twisting her delicate features. Her artificial mask of cruelty had melted away, revealing a genuinely striking woman with dark eyes and raven hair. She wore a simple, elegant gown of deep purple silk with a square-shaped window over her breasts.

"The restoration is a success," reported Sheemay. She bowed deeply toward him with a look of genuine reverence. "Peace has officially returned to Ranosta. My people are planting fresh crops in the fertile earth you gifted us. The rivers run clear again. There are absolutely no problems to report today. The citizens are endlessly grateful for your divine mercy."

"I'm very glad to hear that," said Matt. "You just need to focus on rebuilding your country properly. We have a lot of hard work ahead of us to maintain this fragile peace."

Sheemay took a hesitant step forward. Her dark eyes flashed with an eager, almost desperate light. "Um, is there any possible chance you might reconsider my previous offer? I beg you to allow me to enter your harem. Serving you directly in the palace would be the greatest honor of my entire life. I wish to worship you properly, just like all the other women."

"I'll think about it," replied Matt as he rubbed the back of his neck. "We just need to make sure the political situation on the continent is totally stable first. Adding a foreign queen to my personal life might complicate things right now."

"I understand your vast wisdom," murmured Sheemay. She bowed again and backed away slowly. "I will await your holy summons with eager anticipation."

Sheemay turned around and exited the grand hall. The doors shut behind her, leaving Matt alone in the vast room.

A brilliant glow appeared right next to the ornate throne. Yara materialized seamlessly into her physical form. The goddess wore a beautiful golden dress that hugged her flawless curves perfectly. Her bright blonde hair cascaded down her back like spun sunlight. She looked at Matt with adoration.

"You are such a magnanimous god," said Yara, resting a soft, glowing hand on his broad shoulder. "Most divine beings would simply take every single woman they see without a second thought. You possess the ultimate authority over this realm, yet you show such incredible restraint. Your virtue is truly boundless."

"I just like to have a real connection with my women," explained Matt. He reached up and covered her hand with his own. "I don't just want a physical arrangement based on worship or fear. A bond needs trust and emotional intimacy to actually mean something. I want my partners to feel truly loved, not just used."

"Your wisdom never ceases to amaze me," whispered Yara. She leaned down and pressed a tender kiss to his cheek. "You elevate the very concept of divinity."

The large doors opened once more as his chosen family strolled casually into the quiet throne room. Regina, Vanessa, Chloe, Gia, and Lily brought a welcome wave of cheerful energy into the silent palace. They had spent the last two weeks settling comfortably into the luxurious estate. The corrupt king's former home was now their official residence, serving as the new heart of their world.

"Are you holding court again?" teased Regina. The beautiful headmistress walked up the steps and bumped her hip playfully against his arm. "You sit on that fancy chair every single day. I'm honestly surprised you haven't formally declared yourself king of Carletta yet."

"I never wanted to be a king," said Matt. He laughed and pulled her gently down onto his lap. "I'm just here maintaining power right now because someone ought to do it. The kingdom needs a firm hand to ensure stability until we figure out a long-term government. Saden left a giant political mess behind, and I don’t intend to let chaos develop in its wake."

"There's no one better than you for the job," noted Vanessa. The stern professor walked around the throne and examined him closely. "But you do look incredibly stressed out today. Ruling a broken country is tense work. You definitely need to relax your mind."

"I feel fine," argued Matt with a dismissive shrug.

"No, I think Vanessa is actually right," agreed Chloe as she smirked and leaned against a nearby marble pillar. "Your shoulders look a little tight. You need a proper distraction to take your mind off these heavy burdens."

Vanessa didn't bother asking for permission. She dropped onto her knees right between his open legs. The professor shot him a wicked wink. "Let me help you with that terrible tension."

She quickly unbuckled his leather belt and pulled his dark trousers down to his knees. Freeing his cock into the cool air, she leaned forward and took him into her mouth.

Matt gasped loudly as her hot tongue swirled around his sensitive tip. He leaned his head back against the velvet cushions of the throne. Vanessa bobbed her head with eager enthusiasm, sucking him deep into her warm throat.

"Oh, that feels absolutely amazing," groaned Matt. His fingers tangled instinctively into her dark hair.

"Let me join the fun," said Regina. The gorgeous headmistress slid off his lap and knelt right beside the professor.

Regina leaned in and took over for a brief moment from Vanessa. She laved the sensitive underside of his shaft with her sweet tongue as Vanessa worked the tip. The dual sensation of their wet mouths drove him absolutely wild. Vanessa shifted her focus to his heavy balls while Regina sucked the thick head.

"You two are going to make me lose my mind," panted Matt as he watched them work together in perfect harmony. Their beautiful faces were flushed with lust.

"We want to drain all that stress away," murmured Regina. She pulled off his cock with a loud, wet pop and licked her lips. "You deserve a thorough, relaxing reward."

Gia prowled up the throne steps with a feral grin. The Lupine princess let her simple tunic fall carelessly to the marble floor. Her furry tail swished excitedly behind her back. "The pack wants a turn too. You can't just keep him trapped in this uncomfortable chair all day."

"Then, let's move this party to a much more comfortable spot," suggested Chloe. She pointed a slender finger toward the sprawling pile of silk pillows arranged near the grand windows.

Matt stood up from the throne and kicked his trousers away entirely. He walked confidently over to the plush lounging area. The soft afternoon sunlight warmed his bare skin. His new godhood gave him endless stamina, but there was nothing he wanted more right now than to achieve that sweet release.

Lying back on the mountain of soft pillows, Matt’s cock bobbed in the cool air. Chloe followed him down immediately. The stunning brunette straddled his narrow hips. She reached down and guided his thick shaft directly to her wet entrance. With a long, slow sigh, she sank down onto his impressive length.

"Fuck, you feel perfect," cursed Matt. He grabbed her narrow waist and pushed his hips upward.

Chloe threw her head back and began to ride him. Her bright-green eyes glazed over with intense pleasure. She bounced on his lap with a steady, grinding rhythm that created a wonderful friction.

"Give me everything," begged Chloe. She dragged her fingernails lightly across his chest. "Stretch my tight walls out, Matt. Cum inside me."

Gia didn't wait patiently for her turn. She crawled over to Matt's head and positioned her dripping wet pussy right over his face. "Taste me," demanded the wolf girl.

Matt stuck his tongue out eagerly. He lapped at her slick folds, enjoying the tangy taste. Gia groaned loudly and rubbed herself frantically against his mouth. The dual stimulation of fucking Chloe and eating Gia out simultaneously pushed him toward the euphoric edge.

"You’re doing so great," encouraged Lily. The sweet bookworm knelt timidly beside the silk pillows. She reached out and stroked Matt's sweaty arm. "I love watching you take care of them."

"Get over here, Lily," said Matt. His voice sounded rough and thick with rising desire.

Lily blushed a bright red but crawled much closer. Vanessa grabbed the bookworm just before she reached Matt. The professor pulled the younger girl into a deep, passionate kiss.

“What was that for, Reigna?” asked Lily with a shy giggle.

“Because I wanted to,” purred the headmistress. “And I think it turns Matt on.”

Matt would have nodded without the pair of hips straddling his face. He clamped down tighter on Gia’s body, sliding his tongue all around her pussy.

Regina moved down to Matt's side and began massaging his tense thigh muscles. The entire harem worked together in a flawless symphony of pleasure.

Chloe's breathing turned ragged and desperate. She leaned forward and kissed Matt passionately on the mouth once Gia moved out of the way. "I'm going to cum," warned Chloe. She tightened her inner muscles firmly around his cock.

"Do it," grunted Matt. He thrust up hard and hit her deepest, most sensitive spot.

Chloe screamed into his mouth. Her body spasmed violently against him. She milked his shaft with incredible, localized pressure. Matt gritted his teeth and held his own seed back. He wanted to satisfy all of them before he sought his own release.

Chloe collapsed onto his sweaty chest, panting heavily. She slowly lifted herself off his throbbing erection. A string of slick, shiny fluids connected them for a brief second before snapping.

"My turn," declared Gia, who’d been waiting patiently for her turn.

The Lupine girl moved off his wet face. She quickly straddled his hips and took him inside her tight channel. She let out a loud howl of triumph once his cock bottomed out inside her pussy. Gia rode him with wild, uninhibited aggression, her sharp fingernails lightly scratched his broad shoulders as her hips rolled against his.

"Breed me," growled Gia. She leaned down and bit his collarbone. "Give me your pups, my love."

"I'll give you whatever you want," replied Matt. He grabbed her swaying hips and matched her frantic pace.

Lily watched the wild display with wide hazel eyes. Regina reached over and pulled the bookworm's simple dress right over her head, making Lily naked in the warm sunlight. Her large, beautiful breasts bounced slightly as she knelt beside Matt's hip.

"Uh, I want to feel you too, Matt" whispered Lily. She bit her lower lip nervously. “Save some for me, please?”

Gia rode Matt to a quick, explosive climax. The wolf girl shuddered violently as she finished. Her tight pussy clamped down hard on his cock. She let out a satisfied whimper and rolled off him onto the soft silk pillows.

Matt remained rock hard. The endless divine energy kept his erection firm and ready for more. He looked at Lily and offered an encouraging smile.

"Come here, gorgeous," said Matt, patting the space between his legs.

Lily climbed on top of him. She reached down and guided his wet shaft directly to her entrance. She sank down incredibly slowly, her inner walls feeling wonderfully snug around his tip. Matt let out a loud groan once she reached the bottom.

"Oh, you feel so big," whimpered Lily. She braced her hands on his chest. “I need you so bad, Matt.”

"Just relax for me," soothed Matt as he reached up and cupped her soft breasts. He rubbed his thumbs gently over her hardening pink nipples.

Lily sighed happily and began to move. She set a tender, loving pace. Regina crawled up behind her and began kissing the bookworm's pale neck. Vanessa moved back down to Matt's heavy balls and started licking the sensitive skin with careful precision.

The combined efforts of the five women easily overwhelmed his senses. Matt thrust his hips upward to meet Lily's smooth descents. He buried himself deep inside her warm, inviting body.

"Fuck me, Matt," panted Lily, her previous shyness vanishing entirely. She tossed her red hair over her bare shoulder. "Fill me up with your cock."

"I'm close," warned Matt. The intense friction finally pushed him to his absolute physical limit.

"Cum inside me," begged Lily. She ground her pelvis hard against his own.

Matt gave a primal roar as he came. He drove his hips up one last time, spilling his hot release deep inside the bookworm's tight pussy. The powerful climax sent violent, pleasurable spasms shooting down his legs. Lily moaned her own spectacular release into the open air before collapsing against his chest.

He lay there in the sun for several long minutes. Matt let his rapid breathing slow down to a normal rate. Vanessa thoughtfully wiped his sweaty brow with a cool, damp cloth. Regina pressed a soft kiss to his cheek. Chloe and Gia curled up comfortably against his sides. It was a picture of perfect, contented bliss.

But someone was noticeably missing from the pile.

"Where’s Amelia?" asked Matt once he came down from his orgasmic high. He looked around the sunny throne room.

"She went upstairs a while ago," replied Chloe as she traced a lazy circle around his nipple. "I think she wanted some fresh air. She said something about checking the scenic views from the upper balconies."

"I should go find her," said Matt. He gently shifted Lily off his tired body.

"Go," encouraged Regina. She offered a warm smile. "We will be right here resting when you get back. Take your time with her."

Matt stood up from the pillows and summoned his divine energy. A clean set of dark trousers and a simple tunic materialized seamlessly over his bare skin. He didn't even feel tired from the marathon session. The godhood flowing through his veins provided remarkable vitality.

He walked out of the quiet throne room and climbed the grand marble staircase. The sprawling palace was huge and overly extravagant. It featured winding corridors and plenty of historical decorations. Matt finally reached the highest floor of the estate. He opened a pair of tall glass doors and stepped out onto the balcony.

Amelia stood near the carved railing. The fiery blonde looked out over the palace grounds. The late afternoon sun caught the golden highlights in her hair. She wore a simple blue dress that fluttered gently in the warm breeze.

Matt walked up quietly behind her. He wrapped his arms securely around her narrow waist and pulled her back against his chest. He buried his nose in her sweet-smelling hair and inhaled deeply.

"There you are," murmured Matt.

Amelia leaned comfortably into his embrace and sighed happily. "I was just enjoying the beautiful view. It's so peaceful up here. I really adore the way I can see the entire garden from this level."

"It is very nice," agreed Matt before kissing her bare shoulder tenderly. "Why didn't you join us downstairs? The girls were keeping me very busy."

"Oh, I know they were," giggled Amelia. She turned her head and gave him a knowing smirk. "I could hear Gia howling from all the way up here. I just wanted a few quiet minutes to myself. I was reflecting on everything that happened to us."

"Reflecting on what?" asked Matt. He rested his chin on top of her head.

"On how much our lives have actually changed," explained Amelia. She turned around in his arms to face him directly. She rested her hands flat on his chest. "I mean, think about it seriously. Just a few short months ago, we were sitting in that stuffy carriage on our way to the academy. I was an outcast noble with a bad reputation, and you were the first male mage in centuries."

"We were in the back of the carriage," corrected Matt as he grinned. "Nobody else wanted to sit anywhere near us back then. We were loners."

"Exactly," said Amelia. She reached over to a nearby decorative stone table. She grabbed a crisp red apple from an ornate silver bowl. Amelia took a small bite and held it up to his mouth. "And look at us now. You're a literal god ruling the entire continent from a palace, and we have a giant, happy family. It's crazy."

Matt took a bite of the sweet apple. The rich juice coated his tongue. He chewed and swallowed before answering her. "It definitely feels like a wild dream sometimes. I keep expecting to wake up in my grandfather's farmhouse."

"I knew you were different all the way back then," confessed Amelia. She dropped the half-eaten apple back into the silver bowl. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him close. "Even when you couldn't produce a single spark of mana in class, I knew you had a special heart. You were so brave and kind to everyone."

"I just wanted to help," said Matt as he leaned down to kiss her.

They shared that tender kiss on the high balcony. The warm afternoon breeze brushed past them, carrying the faint scent of blooming jasmine from the gardens below. Matt poured his affection into the long embrace. Amelia responded with just as much fervor. Their tongues tangled together in a familiar dance.

Amelia finally pulled back and looked deeply into his eyes. "I love you so much, Matt. You’re my entire world."

"I love you too," replied Matt as he brushed his thumb gently across her soft cheek. "More than anything else in existence."

Amelia giggled softly. A wicked glint appeared in her bright blue eyes. "Hmm, if you really love me, you should prove it right now. I want you to make love to me on this open balcony. Let the whole world know I belong to you."

"Your wish is my command," said Matt.

He grabbed her waist and spun her around playfully. He pushed her down onto her back right on the smooth stone floor of the balcony. The afternoon sun had warmed the stone perfectly, making it a comfortable resting spot. Amelia laughed in happy surprise and spread her arms wide.

Matt quickly unbuttoned his trousers and pushed them down his thighs. His godliness made his manhood inflate to full size instantly. He was rock hard and aching for her despite just having a long orgy with the other girls downstairs.

He reached down and gathered the hem of her blue dress. He lifted the fabric up around her waist to expose her lower half. She wore no undergarments beneath the thin dress. Her wet, pink center was already glistening beautifully in the sunlight.

"I love when you don’t wear underwear," teased Matt as he settled between her open thighs. “It always turns me on so much.”

"I'm always eager for you," panted Amelia. She reached down and guided his thick tip directly to her slick entrance. "Hurry up and take me, baby. Please? I can’t stand not having you inside me."

After hearing that, Matt drove his hips forward with deliberate force. He entered Amelia with a smooth, powerful thrust that seated him to the hilt. She gasped loudly and arched her back off the stone floor.

"Oh, wow," whispered Amelia. Her fingernails bit sharply into his broad shoulders. "I feel so perfectly complete when you’re inside me."

"You feel amazing," groaned Matt. He kissed the side of her neck. “I needed this just as much as you did.”

They established a steady rhythm on the balcony as the loud, wet sounds of their bodies slapping together echoed across the stonework. Amelia met every single thrust with vocal enthusiasm. Her fiery passion flared brightly within her core. The ambient air around them grew noticeably hotter as her internal mana reacted to her intense physical pleasure.

"Harder," demanded Amelia as she wrapped her long legs securely around his hips. "Give me everything you have. Don't hold back, baby. Oh, fuck me, I need you so bad. Right there."

Matt gladly abandoned the slow pace. He hammered into her tight channel with brutal, loving force. Amelia screamed her pleasure into the open blue sky. She bounced on the hard stone, utterly lost in the overwhelming physical sensation.

Matt felt the familiar pressure building rapidly in his groin. He didn't want to hold back a single drop of his essence from her.

"I'm going to cum," warned Matt. His voice was hoarse and thick with impending release.

"Do it," begged Amelia. She ground her pelvis up against him furiously. "Fill me, my love. And don’t ever stop filling me with your fucking cum."

Matt gave a loud shout and buried himself to the hilt. He pumped his hot seed deep inside her warm, welcoming body as his powerful climax washed over him in intense waves. Amelia screamed her own spectacular release a second later. Her inner walls clamped down tight on his pulsing shaft, milking him dry.

They collapsed together on the balcony floor in a tangle of limbs. The cool breeze eventually washed the sweat from their flushed skin. Matt kept his heavy weight supported on his elbows to avoid crushing her delicate frame. He kissed her forehead tenderly.

Amelia let out an incredibly happy sigh as his cock pulsed inside her. She looked up at the vast blue sky stretching endlessly above them.

"Well," said Amelia. A playful, wicked smile touched her lips. "What now?"

Matt looked down at his beautiful first love. He felt his divine energy surging through his veins once again. A familiar, pleasant ache stirred low in his groin. He had the power to protect this world and the stamina to enjoy every single moment of his new life.

"How about we go again?" asked Matt.
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