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Chapter
One



Something didn’t seem quite right.

That was the first thought on Matt’s mind as he looked out the window of the small cottage that he shared with his blind grandfather that afternoon. To the west, the sun was hidden behind a haze of gray clouds, signaling the arrival of rain in another hour or so.

Just below the clouds, the nearby woods swayed with a stiff breeze that made it seem like the trees were alive. Their leaves danced, with several falling to the ground quickly thanks to the howling wind.

None of that was strange. The wind in this part of the kingdom was usually a pesky nuisance, especially at this time of the year. Rain was all too common as well, making this one of the wettest areas of the Kingdom of Carletta.

So why then did Matt feel an awkward pang in his stomach?

Staring out the window, Matt felt uneasy despite his best efforts to ignore it. It was similar to the feeling of being watched, but no matter how long he scanned the base of the trees, nothing manifested to cause alarm.

“Maybe I’m just imagining things,” he muttered aloud as he stepped away from the window to put his boots on.

The feeling didn’t go away until Matt forced it back below. It had been something he’d been dealing with lately. It was hard for him to explain, especially because he never had the right words to describe the inner turmoil that he felt in several specific situations.

Like three months ago, when his good friend Griff was cornered by a wolf not far from the mine entrance on the other side of the village. Matt had no idea that Griff was even in trouble until he felt that grain of doubt inside his head, telling him that something wasn’t right.

Seconds later, he heard the growling of the wolf. He arrived just in time, coming to Griff’s aid with two other friends and scaring off the wolf.

For the next couple of days, Matt was the toast of his small group of friends, but he still found it difficult to explain how he knew Griff was in trouble.

Or why no one else seemed to have this extra sense like he did.

At least he knew that his friends weren’t in trouble now. They were all waiting for him at the Blue Bottle Tavern, the only drinking well inside their small village. It was a gathering place for the villagers, a cozy spot where locals mixed with travelers coming and going along the main road through the town.

And right now, he was very late for their gathering.

Putting aside those morose thoughts from earlier, Matt grabbed his boots off the ground. He slipped his feet inside, feeling his toes cram together once they were on. It wasn’t comfortable at all, and he knew he would need a new pair before winter.

He’d just have to add it to the list of all the other things they needed around here. Life might have been simple in the village, but it was anything but easy. This part of Carletta was used to hardship, especially being so close to the Blight, where threats could arrive at any moment.

As a result, it made the villagers hardy, grounded people, but money was something that never came easy.

And there were other things that they needed more than a slightly larger pair of boots.

Once he was satisfied, Matt opened the door to the main room, where he could already smell a stew cooking over the open flame. Taking a deep whiff of Eliza’s cooking, he sat down at the table with his grandfather.

“Now, where are you going off to in such a hurry?” asked Grandpa as he patted the table in front of Matt’s place.

Matt raised an eyebrow. “How did you know I was about to leave?”

Grandpa just grinned. “I may be half blind, but I didn’t live this long by being stupid, Matt.”

Close to the fire, Eliza snickered at the response. She gave Matt a sympathetic grin but said nothing more.

Matt was used to this by now. His grandfather was one of the wisest men he knew and possibly one of the oldest in the village too. Always ready with a quip and a story, Grandpa had lived for nearly seventy years, which was unheard of this close to the Blight.

In recent years, his sight began to fail, though you wouldn’t know it just by looking at him. He could still see, but he usually let his ears and nose take over where his eyes failed.

And there were times when it was a little frustrating how clever the old man could be.

“Okay, since you seem to know already, I was going to the tavern,” said Matt, thumbing his finger outside. “I’m meeting up with my friends.”

Grandpa stuck out his lower lip like he was saddened by that news. “And not staying with me and Eliza? She spent all day cooking that stew. If you skip another meal, she might develop a nervous stutter.”

Eliza snorted and approached the table. She put her hand on my shoulder. “As you can see, he still enjoys a good guilt trip.”

Grandpa smiled. “Why’d you have to go and ruin it? I almost had the boy.”

Matt rolled his eyes. “You might have, but you forget that I know you better than anyone. And I can usually tell when you’re up to no good.”

Grandpa made a mocking face in response. “No good? Me? Why, I possess the character of a noble. I don’t have the pockets of one, but certainly the bearing.”

“If you had the pockets of one, we wouldn’t be having stew five days in a row,” muttered Eliza, hitting me with a wink.

“Bah, you knew what you were getting into with me, woman,” replied Grandpa quickly. “If you wanted a rich man, you came sniffing at the wrong house.”

“And yet, I love you all the same,” said Eliza with a deep sigh. “Must be something wrong with me.”

“Or something very right with you,” he added at the last second. “The gods were fortunate enough to give you a very good helping of common sense. And a fantastic body to go with it. Sometimes, I’m surprised it was my eyes that went first and not my heart after the kind of stuff you put me through, woman.”

Matt resisted the urge to laugh. Most of his friends had strict fathers who had no time for a simple joke. His grandfather was on the other end of the spectrum. There were even a few in the village who called him a perverted old man, and they weren’t entirely wrong.

Sure, Grandpa might have had a filthy mind, but his heart was in the right place.

Not that Eliza seemed to mind. She wasn’t related to Matt in any way, being more like a caretaker who came to live with them after the death of Matt’s mother. It helped to have an extra pair of hands around the house to manage his grandfather, but Matt wasn’t entirely surprised when romance blossomed between them.

They made quite the pair. Grandpa being so old and weathered, and Eliza nearly twenty-five years his junior. Still, the love between them was real, and she was probably the only other person in the village who truly understood him besides Matt.

“Are you sure you don’t want to stick around?” Grandpa asked a few moments later.

“I told the guys I’d be there this afternoon,” replied Matt. “I don’t want to break my word.”

Grandpa nodded absentmindedly. “Oh, it’s no problem. We’ll just have to find a way to keep ourselves entertained while you’re gone. I wonder what we’ll do while we have the house all to ourselves for a few hours.”

Matt shook his head. “I really don’t want to know the answer to that question.”

Grandpa grinned lecherously until Eliza deposited a bowl of stew right in front of him. Then, she smacked his hand with her cooking spoon.

“Enjoy your time with your friends, dear,” she said sweetly. “Though, you might want to knock when you get back.”

Matt snorted. “Duly noted. Save some stew for me, okay?”

“No promises!” called out Grandpa right as Matt slipped out the door. “Food is only for those that are present!”

It never got old being around those two. Even though he could be grossed out by the intimacy they shared, it was still something that he wanted for himself.

He wanted to find a woman who treated him just like Eliza treated Grandpa. Or maybe two or three if he was being honest with himself.

Wouldn’t that be something?

Putting those thoughts out of his head, Matt concentrated on making his way to the tavern. His family lived on the outskirts of the village, beyond the shallow ditch and wooden palisade that marked the formal boundary of the town proper.

As he crossed over one of the main entrances, he saw several older men manning that palisade, keeping an eye out for threats. A necessity when one lived this close to danger, it wasn’t uncommon for a beast from the Blight to make its way to the village.

That always caused an uproar. Just last winter, something large and very hairy was killed by five men of the town watch as it tried to slip past the palisade. It was the talk of the village for an entire week, mostly because they weren’t supposed to get this close in the first place.

The mystic mages were supposed to keep the border near the Blight safe for the rest of the kingdom, so it was an odd event when monsters managed to slip through on their watch.

The Blue Bottle Tavern was easy to find. It occupied the main road that ran through town, having a haggard appearance to it that often drove richer travelers to just keep on going, hoping for better accommodations in the next town.

For Matt, it was the closest thing to a watering hole, meeting place, and town hall that their village had. And it was where anyone who was staying in town went to get a drink.

Those visits were typically what fueled the local rumor mill, which was certainly the case today.

Entering the tavern, Matt spotted his group of friends sitting at a nearby table. They all had flagons of ale already, with one of them already starting a second. A full one was placed in front of an empty chair at the table, and this was where Matt sat down after he approached.

“There you are,” said Griff, leaning forward so far that his wooden chair groaned under his hefty weight. “We almost thought you weren’t coming, Matt.”

“Oh, you know how chores are,” said Matt, taking a sip of his ale. It was a little on the bitter side today, but that was to be expected. The brewmaster here wasn’t the most consistent, and the quality of ale went up or down daily. “What did I miss?”

Griff leaned to one side and gestured stealthily over his shoulder. “Right at the main bar. See him? Has that dark gray cloak around his shoulders. Nothing else is visible.”

Matt took another drink of ale while he looked over Griff’s shoulder. He spotted the figure at the bar easily. Even for a tavern that was used to seeing travelers, this person stood out from all the rest.

“Apparently, he won’t give his name to anyone,” said Ren, a boy of seventeen that was one year younger than Matt. “And the barmaid Sylvia keeps trying to get him to talk. He won’t answer her.”

“Maybe he’s a mute?” suggested Matt.

The other boy at the table, a lanky one with a name that matched his frame, shook his head.

“No way,” said Timothy. “Bill at the door said he heard his voice when he entered. It was a little on the quiet side. Kind of gruff, though. That’s why we think it’s a man even though no one has seen his face.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s a man,” said Griff as his beady eyes darted around the table. “And I’m betting I know exactly why he’s here.”

No one said a word in response. Everyone else at the table, including Matt, leaned in closer to hear what Griff had to say.

“Yeah,” said Griff once everyone was paying close attention. “I’m betting it’s an archmage.”

He said the words so seriously too, which didn’t prevent everyone else at the table from bursting out with laughter.

“Be serious,” said Ren, shoving Griff in the side. “Who is he really?”

Griff blinked. “An archmage. I’d bet my right arm that he is.”

“You thick-headed moron, everyone knows that archmages, as well as all mystic mages, are women,” said Timothy as he scoffed loudly. “Men can’t be mages.”

“Says who?” countered Griff.

“Nearly everyone,” replied Matt, taking a sip of his ale. “Or at least not anymore. The male mages are gone, remember? Since the time of the Breaking.”

Griff shrugged. “Maybe they came back? And what other reason would they be here in our little village? I’m betting he’s moving toward the Blight. Probably to handle all those extra monsters that are coming through.”

“If it’s a bet, then I’ll take it,” said Ren quickly. “And I’ll enjoy stealing even more of your money.”

Griff and Ren got into it after that, causing Timothy, who’d always been the peacemaker of the group, to get involved.

“Archmages don’t come through small towns like this one,” said the sober-headed boy. “If they did, it would be a big event. Old Bryce would have pulled out the welcome wagon if that actually happened.”

“Old Bryce would pull out the welcome wagon for any trader from a decent-sized town,” muttered Ren. “The mayor never misses a chance to throw a party.”

“Which is why it’s probably a nobody,” replied Timothy. “And certainly not a mystic mage. We’re not important enough to have someone like them come through here.”

As the other boys debated the kind of travelers that were important enough to go through the small village, Matt turned his attention back to the cloaked stranger.

There was something about him that stoked Matt’s curiosity. Hooded strangers didn’t just show up out of the blue. The most likely possibility was that he was some kind of noble that didn’t want to be seen, perhaps hoping to pass through quietly and unnoticed.

But why would that be the case?

Still, something about the stranger didn’t seem quite right. Matt felt something from them, a weird sensation that he couldn’t explain.

It wasn’t like the same sense of danger he had earlier, but rather a spark of something else.

Something in his gut told him two things about this person. The first was that they were very important in some way, though he didn’t know how.

The other was that they were capable of great violence.

It was as Matt was thinking about this that Ren leaned forward.

“Do you think there’s a chance this person is from Ranosta?”

A deafening silence gripped the table as a stiff breeze entered from the nearby window.


Chapter
Two



By the time the breeze passed, the group was still staring at each other.

“You shouldn’t say that so loud,” said Griff, who looked around the tavern just to make sure no one had heard them. “You might give people the wrong idea.”

“What, we can’t talk about Ranosta now?” asked Ren with a look of surprise, though Matt noticed that he’d lowered his voice the second time around.

“Ranostans are not traveling through the interior of the kingdom,” said Timothy right as he finished his flagon. “They’re banned from the kingdom. Everyone knows that.”

“I’m just saying it could be one,” said Ren, sparing a glance at the cloaked stranger again. “And in times like this, I wouldn’t put it past them to sneak into the kingdom. Maybe, they’re on a fact-finding mission. Or maybe they’re looking for more users of dark mana⁠—”

“That’s enough,” snapped Timothy quickly as he glared at Ren. “You’re going to get all four of us thrown in the pit with that kind of talk! Cut it out, damnit.”

Ren’s ego looked a little bruised after that. “I’m just talking.”

“You talk too much,” replied Timothy. “But that’s nothing new.”

“Lay off him,” Matt told Timothy quietly. “He didn’t mean anything by it.”

Timothy considered that for a moment as a new flagon of ale was delivered by the barmaid. The matter was forgotten as all talk at the table drifted toward the statuesque maid with kind eyes.

“I’m going to marry that woman one day,” said Griff, staring at her with wide eyes. “That woman will bear my children.”

“Does she have any idea about that?” joked Matt. “Might be the kind of thing you share with her beforehand.”

“I’ll ask her out eventually,” said Griff defensively. “You know, when the moment’s right.”

“And by that, he means next spring,” added Ren, making the others around the table laugh. “Or possibly the following winter!”

As Griff tried to explain his master strategy about why he was taking so long (and why that was such a virtue in the first place), Matt kept his eye on the cloaked stranger.

The man did nothing out of the ordinary despite being silent and not communing with the rest of the rowdy crowd within the tavern. He didn’t seem like a threat right now, though Matt hadn’t changed his opinion about the man being capable of great violence.

Though, he still couldn’t explain why he felt that way.

At one point, the cloaked stranger turned as if he knew he was being watched. Matt watched the gray fabric of the cloak crinkle as his head turned until finally he saw a dark opening where his face was.

Or rather, where his face should be. Matt couldn’t make out any features underneath, just seeing the blackness of shadows thanks to the fading light inside the tavern.

But he knew that stranger was looking directly at him. Even in this crowded room, Matt could feel his eyes on him.

A sliver of anxiety ran down his spine. Matt looked away eventually, paying attention to the group again, who was now debating the merits of enlisting in the kingdom’s army.

When he hazarded a look at the cloaked stranger again after a couple of minutes, the figure was no longer staring at him.

“All I’m saying is that it’s a decent option,” claimed Griff as he touched his chest. “What better profession could one take that promises both good coin and the chance for glory? And it’s better than spending the rest of my days here as some kind of radish farmer or something. Look at me—do I look like the kind of man that could be a radish farmer?”

“A radish farmer sounds too good for a man like you,” muttered Ren, earning a provoking shove from Griff.

The debate went on for another hour or so before the group called it quits. After separating from the other three, who all lived within the palisade of the town, Matt made his way back home.

As he left, he noticed the hooded stranger watching him again. The man made no attempt to leave the tavern, but it made Matt uneasy.

Why would someone like that be so interested in him?

The way home was uneventful until he sighted his grandfather’s house on the edge of the woods. Darkness was approaching quickly, and with it, another breeze that made Matt pull the edges of his cloak tighter around his body.

He could already see the glow of the fire within the house, and he was looking forward to warming up around it when he sensed something to his immediate right.

It was a strong tugging sensation. Not a physical tug, but a mental one. It reminded him of the same sensation he felt when Griff needed rescuing from the wolf.

For Matt, it was the sign of danger. It came so strongly and so suddenly that it reminded him of that earlier feeling, before he’d left the house.

Back then, it wasn’t strong enough that it demanded his complete attention, but now, it was so consuming that he was forced to locate the source of it.

Closing his eyes once, Matt saw a flash inside his mind. An image appeared inside his brain of something evil and terrifying, but it was gone as quickly as it appeared.

Still, his instincts told him it was a threat he couldn’t ignore.

And they were pulling him toward the dark woods.

There were always rumors that surrounded these woods. When he was younger, his grandfather used to tell him that there were wild creatures out there, ones that had escaped from the Blight and made their home hunting for children who got lost. Matt knew that was just a story meant to keep him from going too far into the woods, but the older he became, the more he figured out that there were creatures back here.

Ordinary creatures, though, like bears and wolves. Ones that could still hurt but didn’t have the magical power of a creature from the Blight.

Still, it made one think twice before entering these woods alone, especially in the dark. Matt paused for a moment, wondering whether to tell someone about where he was going. He thought about alerting his grandfather when he heard a distant cry.

It sounded as if it came from a child, one that was deep inside the woods. And it was the kind of scream that indicated a deathly fear.

Reacting on instinct, Matt plunged into the woods as quickly as he could. He tore past bushes, fallen limbs, and down the sloping hill as he followed the distant sounds of screams. It was difficult to see this deep inside, as the fading light created plenty of shadows with the tall trees overhead.

Matt kept pushing anyway. If someone was in danger, he was going to help them. He’d been raised to always help someone in need, even if there was a threat.

To not do so was something that he wouldn’t be able to live with.

Once he reached the bottom of the ravine, Matt paused for the first time, waiting for another cry to tell him where to go. There were two options here, one that led to the north and followed the ravine. The other went south and opened up to flatter land that was more densely covered by trees and undergrowth.

A new scream appeared, this time coming from the north. Racing after it, Matt’s muscles burned with exhaustion as he closed in on the sound of trouble.

Here, his instincts were proven correct. Near an abandoned logger’s camp, he found a small boy that couldn’t have been much older than eight or nine. He was pressed flat against the wooden structure, his eyes wide and his stomach heaving.

The reason became duly apparent when Matt looked on the other side of the camp.

And there, he saw something that defied all logic.

The beast that confronted the boy was no bear, nor was it a wolf either. Matt didn’t even have a word to describe what it looked like. It wasn’t human at least, though it moved on two legs. It was tall, towering over Matt by a couple of feet.

For someone who was already six feet tall, Matt wasn’t used to looking up at many things.

The creature had glowing red eyes, which was the first sign that it wasn’t mundane. Hair covered the majority of its body, though the hair wasn’t thick enough to block out the signs of muscularity underneath.

It had long claws on each hand, with nails that were at least a few inches long and sharp enough to stab or slash, depending on its preference. Jagged teeth filled its mouth, with a dark saliva that dripped down from its jaws at all times.

That wasn’t the worst part of its appearance. It was the fact that the creature glowed with ghostly green light. It was such a simple thing by appearance, but if there was one thing that Matt knew living close to the Blight, it was that creatures that emerged from it always shared that same ghostly-green glow.

And that was what made this creature so much worse than just a simple bear or wolf. Not only could it kill him with claws and teeth, but it had access to mana too.

The boy screamed again as the monster moved closer to him. Matt had no idea how long the boy had been confronted with this threat, but judging by the slash marks across his shoulder, he’d suffered a few close calls.

“Can you hear me?” Matt asked the boy as he inched closer to the side of the logger’s camp. “When I say go, I want you to run as fast as you can away from this place, okay?”

The boy didn’t say a word. He was too paralyzed with fear right now.

“If you can hear me, nod your head,” said Matt as he pulled a dagger from his side. “I’m going to give you a distraction, okay?”

That caught the boy’s attention. He nodded his head so subtly that Matt almost missed it.

“Okay, good,” said Matt, eyeing the Blight monster one more time. By now, the monster seemed to be appraising his options. The boy was still his first target, but as a meal, he would be wholly unsatisfying compared to the fully grown Matt.

“That’s right, keep your ugly eyes right on me,” said Matt, waving his arms to get the monster’s attention. “I’m the one you want. Not him.”

That seemed to help. The monster took a few steps closer to Matt, which took him away from the boy. It was the opening Matt wanted.

“Okay, run now!” Matt shouted at the boy.

The boy didn’t hesitate. He darted off with so much speed that he slipped out of Matt’s view within a matter of seconds. The monster was startled at first by the speed, but with better prey in sight, it didn’t bother going after the boy.

Instead, it stalked closer to Matt, saliva still dripping from its gums.

Holding the dagger out in front of him, Matt cursed. In saving the boy, he’d likely doomed himself. Still, it was the right thing to do, but now he needed to find a way out of this.

“Help!” yelled Matt at the top of his lungs. If the boy’s screaming had reached him on the edge of the village, maybe Matt’s yells could get someone’s attention.

It was just a matter of staying alive long enough for them to intervene.

That wasn’t an easy proposition. Blight monsters had a reputation for being hard to take down, even for seasoned warriors. The only group of people for which they were no trouble were mystic mages, but there were none of them around.

Matt was truly on his own.

He managed to call out for help one more time before the monster lunged, its patience having finally eroded. The creature’s powerful hind legs allowed it to jump across the gap separating it from Matt. Leading with its claws, it slashed at the air as it came down, hoping to make a quick target out of him.

Matt was ready for its attack, though. Pulling backward, he swiped with the dagger at the claws as they came closer. Connecting with one, he managed to slice off the nail on its right thumb, which came off surprisingly easy.

“So, you’re not so tough after all,” said Matt, feeling better about his chances.

He spoke too soon. A few seconds later, the glowing around the creature intensified, and a new nail grew in to take the place of the original.

Just like that, it was like it never lost a nail in the first place.

“Fuck,” muttered Matt as he watched it happen. “That’s a neat trick.”

The monster roared and pounced again. This time, Matt didn’t try to defend himself. Racing as quickly as he could, he ran towards the abandoned logging camp, where he hoped the walls would offer a temporary defense. Despite being rundown, it was still stout enough that he might be able to wait out the monster.

Matt barely managed to throw open the wooden door before he leaped inside. Nearly jamming his fingers in the process, he pulled the door closed behind him with the force of his jump.

It almost succeeded. By the time Matt hit the ground, he felt the small structure shake as the creature ran into it. The door didn’t prove to be an impediment either, rattling several times on its hinge before it was pulled away.

There, with what little light was left over from the setting sun, was the monster bathed in its full glory. And now it was blocking the only exit from the place that Matt had.

It was going to come down to an actual fight. Matt held the dagger aloft as the monster slammed into the outer wall. In doing so, it caused a portion of that wall to collapse, making a larger opening in the process.

It wasn’t time to get his hopes up, though. The creature was large enough to cover this new gap, making escape a hard proposition.

Drifting closer to him, Matt held the dagger in his right hand, ready to strike as soon as an opportunity presented itself.

The monster lunged seconds later, using its mouth as its primary weapon. Matt felt the steel of the dagger clash against its teeth before making a desperate slash. He hit the creature’s nose, but it wasn’t a mortal blow.

Instead, it only made the monster angry. Pulling back its claws, it sent them crashing forward. Matt couldn’t block both strikes at once, nor could he retreat.

The impact not only sliced part of his right hand, but it also knocked the dagger out of it. The force alone caused the dagger to fall out of reach, tumbling across the wooden floor right past the monster.

A leaping jump for it was out of the question based on the distance alone. Despite the threat, surely trying to get to the weapon had better odds than just waiting to die, though?

Right before Matt could make the leap, the creature lunged again. This time, the glowing pulse around it had brightened considerably, which had lengthened its claws as well as its teeth.

This was going to be the end. There was no coming back from this.

As Matt stared death in the face, he waited for the final blow. The monster pulled back its arm and sent it crashing forward with its nails extended, no doubt intending to skewer Matt.

He closed his eyes, waiting for death to take him.

It never came.

Something triggered inside him, a sensation that he never felt before. It filled him with warmth, so much so that it was like putting his hands next to the warmest of fires. The feeling started deep in his chest before radiating throughout his body, seeming to escape out of his hands.

Whatever happened, it distracted the monster. The green light around it faded to a duller hue as white light from Matt’s hands slammed into it. The creature responded like it was being attacked, shrieking loudly and pulling away from Matt.

Still not knowing what happened, Matt thought about diving for his dagger now that the monster was distracted.

It was still just out of reach, but his odds were better now than they were before.

Before he could go for it, the creature recovered from its earlier malaise. And it attempted to strike him one more time until it was suddenly awash with a new kind of light. This new light was gray in color, surrounding the monster and gripping it so tightly that it was like the life was being squeezed from it.

Seeing that, Matt dove for his dagger, reaching it on the other side of the building as the monster screamed with pain. Eventually, it smashed into the nearby wall before falling over.

The green light around it disappeared. So too did the gray light, but Matt was able to follow where it came from.

His eyes drifted toward the opening that the creature made in the side of the wall. That’s when he saw the hooded stranger from earlier.

He stood there, still fully covered by his cloak. One hand was outstretched, though it was so dark now that Matt could barely make out the look or shape of it now.

Before Matt could say anything, the stranger beat him to the punch.

“Well, it seems like you have a lot of explaining to do.”


Chapter
Three



It was difficult to process that statement once it was out.

Not only because Matt wondered what possible explanation would be needed for the reason he was suddenly attacked by a Blight monster.

Further compounding the issue was the fact that the words were not the voice of a man as he might have suspected before.

The voice clearly belonged to a woman.

Once Matt put that together, the hooded stranger stepped away from the opening. “Come with me, please. I need to figure out what to do with you.”

She left the opening in the wall, emerging back into the light. Curiosity got the better of him, and Matt followed her slowly, still cautious about the danger this person posed.

His earlier intuition that she was capable of great violence hadn’t gone away. If anything, the fight with the Blight creature had only amplified it.

Once he was outside, he could see the hooded stranger standing there in the moonlight. She began to lower her hood, revealing her features to him.

And it shocked Matt to see that not only was she a woman, but she was a very beautiful woman at that.

She was older than he expected, being somewhere around forty or so guessing by the faintest creases near her eyes and mouth. She could have passed for much younger, maybe even thirty, judging by her long chestnut brown hair that had a hint of curl to it.

The light made it impossible to make out the fine details of the rest of her appearance, but Matt could see that she was wearing a long gray dress that blended in well with the cloak. It had a hint of cleavage, showing large breasts with a spattering of freckles across them.

She also caught him staring at them. The woman raised a single eyebrow when Matt met her eyes next. He looked away, but it wasn’t fast enough to not notice the tiny smile that appeared on her face.

His attention naturally turned to the Blight monster lying motionless on the ground. The woman noticed him looking.

“First time seeing a creature from the Blight?” she asked, with a soft voice that hinted at her maturity.

“One that’s alive, anyway,” replied Matt. “Or used to be alive. I’ve seen dead ones before that have attacked our village, but this was my first time staring down a live one.”

“Hmm, that’s interesting,” she said, her eyes appraising him from head to toe. “Not many live to talk about them after their first encounter. I didn’t expect to see one this far from the Blight.”

“They come here with enough regularity,” said Matt as he turned to look at her again. “It’s been more common in recent months. People in my village say that the mystic mages are stretched too thin to keep their numbers back.”

The woman set her lips with a look of mild amusement. “They say that, do they? And do you believe them?”

Matt shrugged. “I don’t know what to believe. But I’ve seen more attacks in the past year than I have the rest of my life, so there must be something to that.”

“In my world, the things that you see are often only half the story,” she replied quietly.

“In your world?”

She gave him a long look when Matt asked that last question. It was a genuine attempt to find out where she came from, as women this beautiful weren’t typically found out here on the border.

Matt suspected that she was probably from one of the larger cities. Maybe that explained why she didn’t want to be seen while she was passing through.

“You don’t know who or what I am, do you?” she asked, lifting one immaculate eyebrow.

“I know you’re the person that I saw back at the tavern,” I said, which made her nod. “You were staring at me.”

“I was. I had a feeling about you, a feeling that was proven to be correct. It’s one that has led us to this moment, and it’s the reason that Blight creature is dead at your feet.”

“You killed it, though.”

“I finished it off,” she said, touching her chest modestly. “You were the one to kill it. And you used mystic mana to do so.”

Matt scoffed. That statement was so preposterous that he could hardly take it at face value.

Everyone knew men didn’t have access to mana. And he said so out loud to her too.

“And yet, you do, for some reason,” she replied. “Which is why you were able to kill that creature with magic.”

Matt found himself shaking his head. “But that would mean . . . that would mean . . .”

The words caught in his mouth. He couldn’t say them aloud because he knew what it would mean.

She didn’t have any such qualms. “That’s right. You’re the first male mage in nearly a thousand years. The first since the Breaking. Which makes it very fortuitous that I found you and no one else.”
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Matt still didn’t know what to say or think.

He didn’t know what to do with his hands either, which were fidgeting in the light of the fire in Grandpa’s house. At the moment, he was sitting in the corner like a scolded child while the mysterious woman spoke with Grandpa and Eliza, both of whom seemed just as bewildered as he was.

Despite the chaos inside his mind, he kept making out a few streams of conversation when they reached his ears.

“. . . First male mage since the Breaking . . .”

“What does that mean? Is he in danger?”

“Possibly, if he doesn’t get the training to develop his mana core.”

“Or else what? What will you do? Kill him?”

That last line had been spoken by Grandpa, and it caught Matt’s attention. Lifting his gaze, he locked eyes with the woman, who gave him a sympathetic expression.

“I’m not quite sure what it means to be honest with you,” she explained. “There used to be male mystic mages all the time until the Breaking. After that happened, they were all gone. None were born either, because we’d know about it. The magic doesn’t stay dormant. It needs to be expressed. Any male mages who tried to hide it would have been found out eventually. The fact that your grandson has the talent could mean many things.”

“And none of them are probably good,” said Eliza bitterly, who was holding a shawl around her shoulders. “Rumors are that male mages have been discovered since the Breaking. And the female mystic mages find them and kill them before they can cause any trouble.”

The woman held up both hands. “I can assure you that’s not our policy. If any of us found a male mage, we would want to study him, not silence him. Especially because of what it could mean for us, or the world.”

“And what would it mean for all of you?” asked Grandpa. “A new piece of meat to experiment on? And what do you mean by your policy?”

The woman tried her best to give him a friendly smile. “I’m talking about the mages of the Mystic Mage Academy. Where all young mages of Carletta are trained to hone their power and use it for the good of the kingdom. That’s who I represent. My name is Grand Mage Regina Dutton. I’m the 177th Headmistress of the Academy. Which is why I can assure you that I mean your grandson no harm. He has a mana core, which means he needs to be trained on how to use his power.”

There was a healthy silence in the room after that bombshell had been dropped. Even Grandpa and Eliza were stunned. We didn’t see mages in our small town, let alone a grand mage, who were true masters of their craft. Grand mages were typically found only in the capital city, usually being advisors to the kings and queens. Or they were at the academy, which was the most famous institution in all of Carletta.

To have one in his living room was something Matt never would have guessed.

Grandpa wasn’t easily convinced. He sniffed loudly. “Words are cheap. I’m assuming you have some kind of proof of your claim?”

If Regina was offended by that, she didn’t show it. She actually seemed to have some kind of begrudging respect for the man for trying to verify her claim.

“Of course. Will this signet ring containing my initials do the job?” she asked, pulling a ring off her finger and passing it over to him. “Or would you like a demonstration of mind mana?”

Regina didn’t wait for him to respond. She opened her hand, and Matt saw that grayish energy that he’d seen wrap around the Blight monster earlier. It flickered like fire for a few seconds before Regina let it go. It seemed like a weak flame at first, but it sucked the air out of the room, making it harder to breathe.

Eliza covered her mouth with both hands once she witnessed it. Grandpa started to chew on his lower lip. He might have been nearly blind, but he still saw the demonstration of mana.

“Gods above and below,” he swore once it was over. “You really are a mystic mage.”

“Not just any mystic mage either,” replied a satisfied Regina. “As the headmistress of the academy, it’s my duty to make sure that every student who has a mana core be trained on how to adequately use their power. And that means that Matt should attend the academy in order to receive a proper education.”

“Will he become an actual mage?” asked Eliza.

Regina smiled. “As long as he follows his studies and pays attention to his professors, then yes, he will become a mystic mage upon graduation from the academy.”

“Will we ever see him again?” asked Grandpa hoarsely, which put a lump in Matt’s throat. “If we let him go with you?”

Regina nodded. “But, of course. Students and mystic mages alike are free to see their families any time it doesn’t conflict with their studies or duties. I’m under the impression that this area of the country doesn’t see too many of its youth go off to the academy?”

Grandpa shook his head. “Almost never. We’re rural folk, Headmistress. Most of us live simple lives. The closest we come to mana is usually when something hideous has escaped from the Blight.”

“I see,” said Regina as she gave Matt another look. “Rest assured that I will be taking Matt under my supervision. Not only to receive a proper education, but to make sure that he stays safe while doing so just because he’s a male mage. That prospect in itself is quite daunting. I’m . . . not certain how my fellow mages will take his appearance.”

There seemed to be a lot that she wasn’t saying with that statement. Matt thought about asking her to explain when Grandpa spoke up again.

“Can we say no? Can we say no at this time and have the realistic prospect of you going away?”

Regina cleared her throat awkwardly. “You always have a choice, but I think you already know that it would be a bad one. We would always be there for Matt should he decide to learn how his mana core works, but ignoring the problem doesn’t make it go away. Those with cores have to learn how to safely use the mana they are generating lest it start a dangerous buildup inside of them. A buildup that isn’t properly expressed over the course of a few years can lead to a terrifying result. Mana can corrupt or even . . . explode if not used in the right manner.”

“So, there is no turning back from this,” said Eliza quietly. “We’re just supposed to surrender Matt to you, and that’s supposed to be all there is? All done from there?”

Regina gave her a sympathetic look. “I understand this can be a hard thing for a family to deal with. Mine was also quite pessimistic about the prospect of me being a mage. All I can tell you are the facts of the situation. From there, it’s ultimately Matt’s decision. It’s his core and his future. What he wants from it should be his to decide.”

Grandpa met Matt’s eyes once that last part was delivered. The older man looked pained for a moment, almost as if he was still making up his mind. Finally, he turned toward Regina.

“May I have a moment alone to speak with him?”

Regina smiled politely. “Of course. I’ll be waiting outside if you need me.”

She left the room without any fanfare, shutting the door quietly behind her. Matt stood up and approached the fire, finding that his feet were a little weary after everything he’d just heard.

“Sit down with me, will you, Matt?” asked Grandpa, gesturing to the seat that Regina had just been occupying. “It’s been an interesting night so far.”

Matt did just that, warming himself by the fire. He tried to meet Eliza’s gaze, but she turned away from him after he noticed tears in her eyes.

“Well, I’ve been meaning to have this conversation with you about your future for a couple of years now,” said Grandpa lightly, almost making a joke about it. “Though I never would have imagined it would have come quite like this.”

Matt managed a weak smile but said nothing else.

“The first male mage since the Breaking,” said Grandpa, letting out a low whistle. “Somehow, I can hardly believe I’m saying those words. Much less living it. Has it sunk in for you yet, Matt?”

He shook his head. “Mentally, I’m still back in the forest trying to get away from that Blight monster.”

Grandpa chuckled. “I bet that you are. You made me proud out there. That was the miller’s boy that got trapped by the creature. You saved his life. By tomorrow morning, the whole village will know what a hero you really are. Though, I’ve always known such a thing. It’s not a surprise to Eliza and me, is it?”

Eliza shook her head but said nothing.

Matt raked his fingers through his hair. “I’m not sure what to do, Grandpa. I believe what this woman is telling us. And if she claims that I have a mana core, it must be true.”

“She said she saw you take down that Blight monster on your own,” whispered Eliza. “With your own hands.”

Matt shrugged. “I’m still not sure what I did. It happened so quickly that I couldn’t make sense of it. One moment the monster was about to kill me. In the next, it was dead, and that’s when she found me.”

“I’ve seen Blight monsters take down some of the best warriors around,” said Grandpa. “Men that have years of experience in warfare have still fallen to them. Only the mystic mages can destroy them without risking everything in the process. And if you’re meant to be one, if it really is your destiny, I don’t think there’s anything we can do to stand in your way.”

Grandpa reached over to touch Matt on the hand. “But it’s your decision. It’s your future, my boy. And between you and me, I don’t think you’d make much of a farmer.”

Matt gave him a strange look, which made Grandpa start to laugh. “Oh, come on now. I’ve been trying to impart my farming wisdom for years. I finally gave up when you were about sixteen, knowing it was never going to hold. Ever since then, I wondered what kind of future you’d have, but I always knew that farming wasn’t in your blood. You were meant for something more.”

“But a mystic mage?” said Matt quietly. “That’s something else entirely. And it’s a lot more complicated than just choosing between being a farmer or a smith.”

“You’re right, of course,” said Grandpa as he dug out a handkerchief to wipe his nose. “You usually are. You’re a bright young man with his future entirely in front of him. And one that’s much too large for this small village to contain.”

Matt swallowed the lump in his throat. “It’s almost like you’re telling me which way you want me to go, Grandpa.”

The old man waved his hand. “All I know is that you won’t be happy if you stay here. I can see it in your eyes when I look at you. I knew this day would come. I knew you were special. That sixth sense of danger that you get is something regular people don’t have. It marks you as different. Maybe it has something to do with your mana core?”

Grandpa leaned in closer to me. “I suspect the world could use a man like you. Someone with your talents. The gods might be playing a cruel joke on me, but if you’re the one who’s supposed to have them, the first male mage since the Breaking, then maybe that’s their way of telling us that you were born for this? And I’m not one to defy the will of the gods.”

“You never were,” said Matt with an innocent smile. “You always look for ways that they might be talking to you. Like a sudden rainstorm that prevents you from sowing the fields.”

Grandpa gave him a conspiratorial grin. “Now, I can’t very well sow the field if the rain is just going to wash away my efforts, can I? That’s called using your brain. It’s something I’ve tried to instill in you ever since your parents died. And it’s one of the things I’m most proud of when it comes to my grandson. You have a good head on your shoulders. One that always tries to do the right thing and help others. And I think it’s kept you here at home longer than you’ve needed to be.”

Matt said nothing to that specifically. He knew Grandpa was right. One of the reasons he’d never taken up an apprenticeship with the village smith or brickmaker was because he feared what would happen to Grandpa if he left him behind.

Eliza was a great companion for him, but there were few substitutes for a strapping young man when it came to chores.

“So, it comes down to you,” said Grandpa, patting his arm again. “What do you want to do, Matt? And don’t let me influence your decision at all. Eliza takes extra special care of me, in more ways than one too, eh?”

Grandpa grinned, and Eliza blushed. Matt just shook his head.

“You’ll never change, Grandpa.”

“No, I really expect I won’t,” he said before turning serious again. “So, what do you want to do? Do you want to sleep on it? Make a decision in the morning?”

To his surprise, Matt found himself shaking his head. “No, I don’t think so. I know what I want to do. You might not understand my decision, but it’s the best one for me to make.”

When he told them, both Grandpa and Eliza started to weep.


Chapter
Four



Sleep was hard to come by that night, especially as Matt tossed and turned on his mattress.

No matter what he did, he couldn’t stop the flood of adrenaline inside his body. When it grew late enough, he started to wonder if it was the flow of mana inside him that he was feeling instead of adrenaline.

Once he had that thought, it was impossible to turn his mind off.

By the time dawn arrived, he was still wired.

All that extra time to think still didn’t make it any easier to say goodbye to his family. Eliza looked like she hadn’t slept either, having dark rings under her eyes as she squeezed the life out of him. Even though she wasn’t his mother, she was the closest thing he had to one. It still surprised Matt to see just how close they’d grown in the few years that she’d been around.

As for Grandpa, that was the worst part. The old man hugged him and never let go.

“You be safe out there, okay?” said Grandpa in his ear. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, you hear me?”

“There’s not much on that list based on all the stories I heard about you growing up,” joked Matt weakly.

“Bah, you’re probably right.” Grandpa pulled away but kept his hands on both shoulders. “But I never found myself with a mana core. Your adventure is just starting, and it’s already more interesting than mine.”

“That remains to be seen, Grandpa.”

The old man shook his head. “Just come back and see us when you can. Don’t stay away for too long. Who knows what kind of shape I’ll be in after keeping Eliza in charge for that long?”

Matt couldn’t contain his grin. “I’m more concerned with her well-being since she has to put up with you without me there to support her.”

“She’s a tough woman—she’ll be okay.”

Matt shook his head. “I’ll miss you both. I’ll come back to visit whenever I can.”

“I know you will, my boy.”

Grandpa brought it in for one more hug before letting him go. “You make me proud, okay? I’ve heard those mystic mages are an uppity bunch. Most of them probably don’t know what it’s like to do a day of hard labor. Nor do they know the feeling of going to bed hungry. Show them how strong you are. Our family has always been strong.”

Matt nodded. “I promise that I’ll make you proud. And when I come back, I’ll tell you everything that happened.”

“One more thing,” added Grandpa as an afterthought. “Bring home a woman or two or three. You’re old enough now that it’s time you start thinking about your future. And what’s life without a good woman to share it with? Or a few?”

Matt rolled his eyes. “Let’s start with one first.”

“How about two?”

“You’re incorrigible,” Eliza told Grandpa, smacking him on the shoulder. “You’re going to corrupt the poor boy.”

Grandpa beamed with a smile. “I think I already have. It’s the finest accomplishment of my life, short of landing you.”

After a few more jokes and a lot more tears, Matt stepped outside his grandfather’s house ready to start the next phase of his life.

That evening, when he told Regina that he intended to go to the academy, her response had been very brief and to the point.

“Wonderful, you’re making the right decision,” she said, giving him a friendly nod. “Meet me tomorrow at first light on the outskirts of town, near the eastern palisade. I’ll give you further instructions from there.”

She’d made her exit right after, pulling the hood up on her cloak as she left the house. Despite still having a hundred questions, Regina made it sound like nothing would be answered until the morning.

It was another reason why Matt had gotten so little sleep. And now that he was heading for the eastern palisade, he just wanted to know what to expect.

What was the Mystic Mage Academy really like? He’d heard stories about it from travelers passing through the village, but was it really as great as everyone made it seem?

And how would they take to him as a male mage? Was he liable to run into trouble? Based on what Regina said, there was cause for anxiety here, and he wondered how others would treat him.

And then there was the obvious elephant in the room. Mages were only female, which meant he was about to be the only man enrolled in an academy of women.

No wonder his grandfather wanted him to bring home a few girlfriends. There was a very good chance he’d have his fill at the academy.

And if they all looked like Regina, this was going to be quite a memorable experience.

It was still early enough that few people were out at this time of day. The sun had barely peeked over the crest of the horizon, its rays filtered through the treeline on the far side of the village. The few people who were up at this time fell mostly into two categories—farmers and bakers. He waved at a few, some of whom were probably surprised to see him up at this early hour.

Still, he wasn’t going to be late for his meeting. That was why he was surprised to see that Regina wasn’t there when he arrived at the eastern gatehouse of the palisade, seeing only the few men on guard sitting at the top.

Matt must have paced around that gatehouse for nearly twenty minutes, seeing several villagers go back and forth during that time. Just when he thought that Regina might not show, he heard the sound of a neighing horse behind him.

“I like a student who knows how to be punctual.”

He turned, seeing the headmistress in the light of the day for the very first time.

Matt’s assessment from last night about her beauty was understated, if anything. He could now see that she possessed amber-colored eyes, which were warm and friendly even at that early hour. Her hair had this natural curly wave to it, like she’d spent hours getting it just right. Somehow, Matt suspected she just woke up this way, especially because it was so early.

Unlike yesterday, she wasn’t wearing a hooded disguise to hide her identity. She was dressed plainly, but without the outer cloak covering her head and face. Even when dressed down, she still made for quite the sight, having a gray dress with black lace trimmings along the edges, even over her breasts, which were just as visible in the daylight as they were last night.

It was easier not to stare this time because Matt knew her background. And there was something in the back of his mind that told him he shouldn’t ogle a grand mage.

“I’m pleased to see you didn’t change your mind,” said Regina as she pulled back on the reins of her horse. “Some potential students do, and it’s usually a bad thing. This is not the kind of endeavor that you want to get cold feet for.”

“I know what I’m signing up for,” said Matt quietly. “Though, I still have plenty of questions.”

Regina smiled. “As I’m sure you do. So do all that undertake this journey. Go ahead and ask them, and I’ll do what I can to set your mind at ease.”

“Were you looking for me?” asked Matt, being the first thing that popped to mind. “I have a feeling your presence in this remote village wasn’t an accident or a coincidence.”

Regina gave him a motherly look. “I could feel you. You probably don’t know what that means, but I assure you, you’ll learn more with time. Mages can always feel the presence of another mana user. It’s how we can identify each other, as well as potential students. I . . . was tipped off that there might be a mana user in this town, hence my arrival.”

“And you often come to investigate new mana users yourself?” asked Matt, raising his eyebrow.

“Sometimes,” said Regina, after it seemed she thought about her response for a few moments. “When the situation calls for it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“In time, you will,” she said cryptically, which made it seem like she knew more than what she was letting on.

When Matt asked her about it again, she tried to change the subject.

“I’m here because I sensed something that had the potential to be either greatly fortuitous for the mages or of great danger,” continued Regina reluctantly. “I had to see for myself, with my own eyes. It wasn’t the kind of thing that I would trust to the new mages that scour the countryside looking for those with mana cores.”

“Does that make me important?” asked Matt as he stared up at her. “Besides being a man with a mana core?”

Regina opened her mouth to say something but paused. It was obvious from the look in her eyes that she was choosing to filter her words to not give too much away.

“Once we get to the academy, we’ll see just how important you really are.”

It was the kind of response that made Matt growl under his breath. It reminded him of when he was younger, when he would ask hard questions of his grandfather about life and would receive a non-answer due to his age.

“Ask me again when you’re older,” Grandpa used to say too often. “Maybe in a few years, you’ll be ready for the real answer.”

When hit with too many of those responses, Matt would become angry and demand the truth, and that was precisely what he did right now.

“Stop with the vague answers and give me something real,” he said with a sharp inflection that caught Regina by surprise. “I can tell you’re holding something back from me. Why can’t you tell me?”

Again, she thought about her response for a few moments before it came out. “There are some things you might not be ready to hear yet, Matt.”

“But I deserve the right to know what’s in front of me. I chose to follow you to the academy. Doesn’t that count for something?”

Regina chewed on her lower lip as she thought about the answer. Her eyes narrowed, like she was studying whether he was worthy of getting more than the half-truth right now.

To Matt’s surprise, she actually relented.

“I can tell that you’re an inquisitive young man, Matt. And I see already that there’s no use in holding out on you because it will only make you resentful. That’s not the kind of feeling I want to stoke in potential students.”

Regina slid off her horse at that moment, putting herself at eye level with him. She was tall for a woman, with the top of her head coming up to his nose.

She tilted her head to one side and gave him a disarming look. “Do you know what happened the last time there were male mystic mages?”

Matt nodded. “I’ve heard about it. Grandpa told me stories from back in those days. They all went crazy, though. They were killed off.”

“There’s more to it than that,” explained Regina. “The whole story would take us an hour or more to explain, but the male mystic mages were driven mad by the gods because of their lust for power in an event that we call the Breaking. They did terrible things, splitting the country and inventing the dark disciplines of mana. The gods punished them for it. After that happened, they restricted the use of mana to only women, and it’s been that way for the last eight hundred years.”

“Until now,” added Matt.

Regina gave him a small smile. “Until now. There’s an old legend from shortly after that time period. Some call it a prophecy. Others call it wishful thinking. And there are a small minority who call it an omen of chaos. Either way, this legend states that one day, a male mystic mage will return to undo the damage done from the Breaking. He will reunite the two disciplines of mana and usher in a time of great peace.”

Matt thought about that for a moment before responding. “That . . . doesn’t sound too bad.”

“I’m not telling you the entire story,” admitted Regina. “In order to reach that peace, this Chosen One will first usher in more chaos, calamity, and war to cleanse the divide. A great many people will die in the process. This is where the prophecy becomes muddied. There are many that see this figure as a bringer of chaos, not peace. And they will work to prevent any appearance of a male mystic mage because of what it might mean for the kingdom and the wider world.”

“And do you think I’m this figure? This Chosen One?”

Regina stared back into his eyes. “I think it’s possible. Your appearance didn’t just happen accidentally. It’s not a coincidence that there have been no male mages in the last eight hundred years. The gods had forbidden it. That tells me that they sanctioned your birth, as well as the decision to allow you a mana core. So, maybe that tells us all that we need to know?”

Matt felt the intensity in her gaze as she continued to stare at him. He looked away, needing a few moments to process what he’d just heard.

Prophecies, gods, and male mages? When did his life become so complicated?

When he glanced over again, Regina was still studying him. “And now I fear I’ve said too much. The last thing I want to do is dissuade you from the path that you’ve chosen.”

“I’m not that easy to sway,” said Matt quietly. “I have something of a hard head, as most who know me would gladly tell you.”

Regina smiled. “Good. A hard head will take you far at the academy, as well as in life.”

When Matt didn’t respond, she reached over to touch his wrist. Her hand was surprisingly soft and warm.

“This is the truth of what you’re walking into,” she said quietly. “Because the fact of the matter is that you not knowing it won’t save you from others who do. And they will treat you differently just because of your sex. I believe my students should know the kind of struggles they will face at the academy, and yours will be harder than most. You’ll be fighting the perceptions about you the entire time, or the fears about what you might bring.”

“I’m pretty harmless, though,” admitted Matt. “I don’t know a thing about mana. I still couldn’t tell you what I did with that Blight monster last night. As far as power goes, I don’t have much of it.”

“For now,” added Regina with another tight smile. “With a little training, you’ll be powerful. And then we can see if I’m right about you. If you really are this person who’s meant to change the world.”

It was a lot of weight on his shoulders. Matt didn’t know what to think about it, but even just the addition of Regina’s expectations felt heavy, like an extra pack filled with rocks had been strapped onto his shoulders.

And for some reason, he didn’t want to let her down. Despite knowing her for all of twelve hours, Matt felt the need to validate her trust in him.

“I won’t let you down,” he promised Regina.

She let out a soft laugh and leaned in closer. “Don’t make promises that you can’t keep, Matt. Education is about learning how to accept failure and keep going. You will fail in the process, but as long as you don’t give up, you will learn how to succeed. That’s all I ask of you.”

Before she could continue, Regina squeezed his wrist and then let go. She remounted her horse swiftly and fixed her outer cloak. “I will see you when you arrive at the academy. Know that my door will always be open to you when you need it.”

Matt gave her a confused look. “We’re not traveling together?”

“Oh, no,” she said with an amused expression. “I don’t accompany new students on their way to the academy. I have business to attend to before I can return, and the wagons would only slow me down.”

“Wagons?” repeated Matt.

She reached into her cloak and passed him a letter. It was small, fitting entirely in his hand. The opening was sealed with a circular sigil that included the letters R and D.

Matt recognized them from the signet ring that Regina had shown them last night.

“Yes, wagons,” she confirmed, pointing toward the horizon. “The wagons that will take you to the academy are coming from that direction. They’ll be here shortly, where you will join other new students who have also been identified as having a mana core. You’ll give that letter to the mystic mage that’s in charge of the operation. Her name is Maura White.”

Matt glanced down at the letter again, feeling like his entire future was right inside his hands. When he looked up again, Regina was already putting pressure against the horse’s sides with her legs.

“I will see you at the academy very soon,” she promised him right before she could leave. “Take care of yourself in the interim. And remember what we talked about.”

Before he knew it, Regina was gone.


Chapter
Five



Two hours and one rainstorm later, Matt was still standing at the eastern palisade when he finally spotted wagons in the distance. He was soaked to the bone, clutching his cloak tightly around his body. The rain was cold, making his teeth clatter so much that the watchmen standing atop the gatehouse felt sympathy for him, letting him stand in the doorway to shield him from the rest of the storm.

Still, it was hardly a great way to start the day. The longer that he stood there in the rain, the more he found himself cursing Regina for leaving him like this.

After an hour, there was even part of him that wondered if this had been some kind of elaborate joke on him.

But those fears dissipated when he finally saw the wagons. There were three of them in total, all of which were pulled by a team of four majestic white horses. The wagons were grand affairs, with large carriages that could fit four to six people comfortably as well as a rear section for luggage and supplies.

The wagons were all richly decorated too, with light blue paint and metal finishes that really set them apart from just about anything else in this rural part of the country. It was the first time that Matt was truly seeing the wealth of the academy, and it left a hard impression on him as the wagons neared him.

They must have known to expect him because the wagons stopped right inside the palisade. An older woman of about fifty years stepped out, wearing a traveling outfit that consisted of a large cloak that was kept together with a brooch near her neck. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun, showing more streaks of gray than black.

The first time they met eyes, Matt could tell she didn’t like him. Lifting her nose, she marched off stiffly to him.

“Your letter?” she asked curtly, extending her hand and wagging her fingers impatiently.

“I’m supposed to give this to Maura White,” said Matt.

She scoffed at him. “And just who do you think I am, boy? I’m Maura White.”

That was hardly the best first impression. Matt cleared his throat and handed her the letter that Regina gave him. She examined the seal before ripping it open, giving him a hostile look the entire time she did.

“So, it is true,” she muttered under her breath as she validated the authenticity of the letter. “Gods above and below, I never thought I’d see the day.”

Maura touched her chest, as if the very thought of making a spot for Matt in the wagons was something that needed all her strength. After she composed herself, her icy glare returned.

“Very well, then,” she said, her nose sniffling. “It’s not up to me to oppose the will of the headmistress, no matter how much I might like to. You may enter the wagons with your belongings.”

“Umm, thanks,” said Matt as he grabbed his bags, which were laden down with most of his possessions. They weren’t that heavy, and compared to some of the luggage that he spied in the rear of the first wagon, he could tell he was traveling light compared to several of the prospective students.

As Matt approached the door of the first wagon, Maura groaned loudly.

“Not that one,” she said, crossing her arms with hostility. “It’s already full.”

“You could have told me that ahead of time,” muttered Matt aloud as he bypassed the first wagon and headed for the second. Maura continued to watch him, but she didn’t say a word as he marched over to the door for the second wagon.

It slammed open suddenly, revealing a girl around his age with a gap between her front teeth. She took one look at him, no doubt expecting to see another woman, and her easy smile disappeared.

Peeking into the rest of the wagon, Matt saw three other women, all of whom were now staring at him. Two of them started to whisper, and he briefly made out part of their conversation.

“What’s a man doing here?”

“Not that one either,” said Maura curtly, this time looking amused with herself about his reaction in the second wagon.

Matt was losing his patience. “Perhaps you’d like it better if I just walked behind the wagons all the way to the academy?”

“Believe me when I say the thought is very tempting,” she snapped as she pointed to the third and final wagon. “Back there should have room for you.”

Matt wasn’t too sure about that. He was already starting to second-guess his decision to go to the academy as he trudged toward the third and final wagon. At least this one was barely loaded with luggage, having only two small trunks on it.

There were no nosy students to open the door as he moved closer. Tossing his bags in the back, he opened the door and peered inside.

The first thing he noticed was that the cabin was mostly empty. Compared to the first two, which were both loaded down with students, this one was surprisingly sparse. There was one girl inside who wasn’t paying attention to the door. She was staring out the opposite window instead, looking at the village.

She was also singing, which made Matt smile as he ducked his head inside. Not because the singing was any good, but rather because it was so terribly bad.

“The god picks the man, and the goddess picks the plan,” she sang, her voice entirely off-tune and scratchy compared to other master bards that Matt had heard in the past. It was a familiar tune, one that was widely sung in Carletta, but she was definitely not doing it justice.

He was beginning to see why she’d been sequestered from the other girls.

Finally, she noticed him once he took a seat in the carriage. The seats here were made from expensive leather, being a U-shape that allowed two people to sit facing forward while two others could sit facing inward on either side. Seeing as this woman was sitting forward, Matt placed himself on the opposite side.

She looked shocked to see a man at first, but at least she didn’t appear to dislike him at first glance. Rather, it was an innate curiosity on her face, one that almost seemed friendly.

The first thing she did was lean in closer to him. “Are you playing a joke on me?”

Matt blinked a few times. “A joke? Sorry, why?”

She gave him a tiny smile as she shrugged. “Are you saying Beatrice didn’t put you up to this?”

“I’m not even sure who Beatrice is.”

Her eyes narrowed for a moment as if trying to ascertain just how truthful he was being. It didn’t last for very long until she dropped it.

“Probably the most vile person you’ll ever meet,” replied the girl. “She’s in the first wagon. She claimed it all as her own. She claims her family has had several mystic mages in recent generations, so she naturally thinks she’s better than the rest of us. Her and I didn’t start off on the right foot.”

“I know a little something about that,” mused Matt, putting on a disarming smile.

The girl matched the expression. She had a fantastic smile, one that made his heart race faster once he saw it. With kind blue eyes and stylish blonde hair that fell just to the top of her shoulders, he pegged her as someone important. Maybe the daughter of a rich merchant or even the lower nobility?

While he was still considering it, her hand darted out. “I’m Amelia.”

Even her name was pretty. Matt wasted no time reaching over to take it. “Matt.”

She let out a small smile as she shook his hand. “And you’re a boy.”

“You’ve noticed already?”

Amelia laughed softly. “Boys aren’t supposed to be mages. I’ve always heard that only women can have mana cores.” She leaned forward again. “You’re not secretly a woman, right?”

“Last time I checked, no.”

Amelia leaned back, but the smile didn’t leave her face. “Well, I’m glad for that. The girls in the other carriages are a little on the catty side. It will be nice to have someone normal here with me. As well as someone from the same area I am.”

“You’re from around here?”

Amelia thumbed her finger behind them. “Our village is two days’ ride that way. My father has a small keep on a small river crossing. We’re part of the nobility, but barely.”

So, his suspicion was correct. Matt hadn’t met any real nobles before, as his village was too small to support one. He knew that someone technically owned the land the village was set on, but as far as he knew, it was a young family with a large castle closer to the Blight.

“I’m going to guess you’re not part of the nobility, are you?” she asked, lifting one eyebrow.

“No, I’m normal,” said Matt quickly, which made her laugh. “I mean, I’m a commoner.”

“Normal is a good way to put it,” she said, touching his arm. “Our noble title isn’t that strong, as I’m reminded every time I meet other nobles. Of course, that’s common. It’s the national pastime of this country for nobles to crap on anyone who has a lower standing than them on the nobility ladder. And my family is barely on the first step.”

“I guess you’ve gotten pretty good at dodging then,” said Matt, which made Amelia frown for a moment.

“Dodging?” she repeated.

“The crap,” said Matt, putting a small smile on his face.

Amelia started to laugh. “Oh, right! Yes, you learn how not to step in it. Though, sometimes, it’s unavoidable.”

Right from the start, Matt found that he liked Amelia. Despite being a noble, she didn’t look down on him for being a man or a commoner. He got the impression that Amelia was looked down upon by the other girls enough already, and she seemed like just as much of an outcast as he was.

“So, when did you find out about your mana core?” she asked, turning toward him as the wagons finally began to move. “I’ve known about mine for two years now, since I was about sixteen. The academy won’t take you until you’ve reached eighteen, so it’s just been a waiting game until I was able to go.”

“I had no idea about it until last night,” admitted Matt honestly. “I . . . killed a Blight monster that tried to attack someone from my village.”

Amelia’s mouth fell open. “You did what? You killed a Blight monster? All on your own?”

That sparked a much longer retelling. By the time a half hour had passed, Matt had covered the entire story of his encounter with the Blight monster, his meeting with Regina, and the parting with his family.

“It sounds like they’re really going to miss you,” said Amelia softly as she touched his hand again. “Your grandpa sounds like a nice man.”

“Only at first,” replied Matt. “Once you get to know him, you realize he’s just an old pervert.”

Amelia giggled. “Aren’t most old men for that matter?”

“Grandpa takes it to new levels.”

“And how much of that side did you inherit from him, hmm?” she countered, bumping into his shoulder.

Matt shrugged, but he noticed that Amelia didn’t stop grinning at him. She was so pretty that he could have stared at that grin all day.

“Well, at least you’ll be able to visit home,” she said. “The first break in our studies that we get, I’m planning to go home too. I know I’ll be homesick by that time. It’s not that easy for me to make friends.”

“I can’t imagine why,” scoffed Matt. “You seem personable enough.”

Amelia’s eyes rolled around her head. “I’m an acquired taste. My father says I’m on the eccentric side.”

“Being eccentric sounds better than being a pain in the ass.”

“Oh, I can be that too,” she said quickly. “So can everyone, I guess. It’s just hard for me to open up to people.” Amelia thought about the statement for a moment before she continued. “Some of that is my family. When people learn who my father is, they tend to treat me differently. I’ve learned not to get too invested in people before they know exactly where I come from.”

“Why? What’s wrong with your father? Is he some kind of killer or something?”

Amelia started to play with a strand of hair nervously. “Nothing sordid like that. I think most would call him a troublemaker. Maybe even a firebrand too. The king doesn’t like him one bit, and I’m told it could result in us losing our standing within the nobility. Though, everything my father does to try to rectify that only makes it worse.”

“So, you get judged for where you come from a lot,” said Matt quietly. “Before anyone gets the chance to see who you really are.”

“Which is why I’m used to being by myself,” replied Amelia with a deep sigh. “And being unabashedly me. If people aren’t going to give me a fair shot from the beginning, then why hide who I am?”

Matt smiled. “Well, I can tell you I don’t give a shit who your father is.”

Amelia looked pleasantly shocked to hear that. She let out a small giggle. “You say that now, but you’ve never met him.”

“I’m not the kind to judge someone based on something they have no control over,” he replied. “All I know is that you’re the first person I’ve met today that didn’t treat me like some kind of troll or monster.”

“Just because you’re a man with a mana core?” asked Amelia. “Seems like a trivial thing to get upset about if you ask me.”

He jerked his head toward the other two wagons. “You might want to tell them that.”

“I would,” she said suddenly before pausing to look at him. “But I doubt they would listen to me very much.”

Amelia was like no woman he’d ever met before. Matt was certain there was no one in his village quite like her, a noble who was still grounded without her head in the clouds.

And she was fun to be around. They talked for hours on that first day, and when they stopped that evening to camp, she was the only one who would consent to sleeping in the general vicinity of him.

“They all act like they’ve never seen a man before,” noted Amelia as the rest of the students and Maura huddled near their own fire for warmth. It left the two of them on their own again, staying near a much smaller secondary fire. “And I’m sure all of them have fathers, brothers, and uncles. A few of them are probably not even virgins.”

Her cheeks blushed red when she said that last part. Amelia met his eyes shyly before looking away.

“Well, it makes me glad that you’re here,” he said, taking a piece of bread that had been purchased earlier from another small village they’d passed through. “Otherwise, this experience would be lonely.”

“Likewise,” replied Amelia, bumping into his shoulder. She paused for a moment as they both stared into the flames. “So, tell me something. When you saw that Blight monster for the first time, were you scared?”

“Me? Nah,” said Matt so quickly that it made her head whip around.

“Really?”

“I was petrified,” he admitted, which took the tension out of her shoulders. “But the alternative of doing nothing was worse. Otherwise, that boy was going to die if I didn’t do anything.”

“I can’t imagine what it would be like if I were in your shoes,” said Amelia quietly. “I’ve never seen a Blight monster before.”

That piqued his interest. “Never? I would have thought you’d be close enough to the Blight that you would have seen something.”

Amelia shook her head. “No, thankfully. I don’t know what I’d do if confronted with one. It’s the part I dislike the most about having a mana core. The mystic mages monitor the Blight and keep its horrors contained within it. That alone gives me enough anxiety about having to face whatever emerges from it.”

“Yeah, but it’s not like they’re going to throw us out there our first week,” said Matt. “We’ll have time to master our mana long before we’re put in that kind of danger.”

Amelia nodded glumly. “I hope so. Speaking of mana, do you know what your discipline is?”

“Discipline?”

“Yeah, what kind of mana do you have?” she asked, holding out her hand. A small orange-red flame appeared in her hand, fueled by her own mana. “I have the flame discipline. I nearly set my room on fire the day I discovered it. Father was very upset at first until he realized that it marked me as a mage. Ever since then, I’ve tried every way possible to channel my mana, but it’s difficult to do. Anything more than that simple flame you just saw is very taxing on me, so I’m looking forward to learning how to use it at the academy.”

Matt set his jaw. “I’m not sure what kind of mana discipline I have. There are a few of them, right?”

She nodded. “The light disciplines are composed of flame, aqua, terra, winds, and mind. Those are the ones that occur naturally, so it would have to be one of them.”

This was all new to Matt. He knew that mystic mages could conjure different forms of mana, but he’d never had it explained to him before.

“I’m not sure which one I used,” he admitted. “It happened so quickly that I’m not sure what form it took.”

“Well, there is one easy way to tell,” replied Amelia as she tucked a strand of her blonde hair behind her ear. “What color was it?”

“Color?”

“Yeah, like what color did it appear when it left your hand? Flame is usually the color of fire. The other light disciplines are like that too. What color was yours?”

“It was definitely white when it surrounded that monster.”

Amelia gave him a strange look. “White? That doesn’t seem right.”

“Why not?”

“White isn’t the color of any of the light disciplines,” she replied, chewing on her lower lip. “Are you sure it wasn’t gray? Gray is the color of the mind mana.”

Matt searched his brain just in case he was misremembering the actual color. The problem was that he remembered the activity with the Blight monster vividly last night, and he was absolutely certain it was white, not gray.

“Maybe there’s something we’re missing?” he said finally, shrugging his shoulders.

Amelia didn’t look so sure. “Matt, you don’t think it’s possible that you pulled one of the dark disciplines, do you?”

“I don’t know anything about the dark disciplines.”

Amelia looked over at the other girls first to make sure they weren’t paying attention to them. Luckily, the other girls didn’t seem to care at all about the two outcasts. Still, she lowered her voice when she replied.

“There are the dark disciplines,” she whispered. “Corruptions of light mana. It’s what you find in Ranosta.”

Matt remembered that conversation from yesterday. “I know that. Ranosta has the same kind of mages as Carletta does. But they train in the dark disciplines instead of the light.”

Amelia swallowed heavily. “What if you were born with a dark discipline instead?”

The thought weighed on him for a few moments until Matt ultimately rejected it.

“I don’t know much about dark mana, but wouldn’t it come out . . . you know, dark? Why would white mana be classified as a dark discipline? That doesn’t seem right at all.”

“I hope so,” muttered Amelia quietly. “There is no training for dark mages in Carletta. To even attempt to corrupt your mana to achieve a dark discipline is punishable by death. Those that want to try all go to Ranosta, where at least they’ll find like-minded individuals. But it’s an evil place. Dark mana corrupts you. Not just your soul but your body too. It’s not possible to come back after you’ve had the corruption inside you.”

“I really don’t think I have a dark discipline,” said Matt, more for Amelia than for himself. He didn’t feel corrupt, though there was that tiny voice in the back of his head that reminded him about being a male mage.

He was already different from all the rest. What if the gods had given him a dark discipline?

“I really hope not, Matt,” said Amelia as she touched his arm. “I really hope not.”


Chapter
Six



It took three more days of traveling before an announcement was made that they were nearing the grounds of the academy.

Throughout those two days, Matt and Amelia were as thick as thieves. Forced by their own circumstances into spending all day and night with each other, they made the best of a bad situation.

And they continued to learn about each other.

“Apples, for sure,” said Amelia that morning, giving him an absurd look like there was no other option. “There’s really no comparison with other fruits. Oranges are too bitter, and have you had a pear recently? They taste like eating moldy leather.”

Matt could barely hold back his laugh. “What about grapes? I love grapes myself.”

Amelia tapped her lips with one finger as she considered it. “Good, but still inferior to apples. Though, I do like how they burst in your mouth with all that juice. It’s part of the reason I like apples so much. It’s like eating and drinking at the same time.”

“I’ve never heard it said that way before.”

“But it’s true,” she said, beaming with a smile as she leaned against him. “And it’s what makes it the best fruit in existence. Better than all the rest.”

She was just so adorable. Ordinarily, spending this much time with one person without any breaks might drive him crazy. He liked all his friends back home, but he could only take so much of them without needing some downtime. It was the same with Grandpa too, but Amelia was just different.

After three days, he still found that he liked being around her. And getting to know her was the highlight of his day.

There was also the attraction part that he had to reluctantly admit. Amelia was just downright beautiful. From the way she smiled at him to the intense look in her deep blue eyes when they discussed heavy subjects, she was the kind of woman that he could see himself with long term.

“What?” she asked suddenly when she’d caught him staring at her. “Oh, I know what this is. You’ve finally noticed my nose, haven’t you?”

Matt’s eyebrows drew in tighter. “What’s wrong with your nose?”

Amelia tried to cover it with both hands. “Everything! It’s too big. My nostrils are too large for my face. It’s hideous, isn’t it? Everyone thinks so.”

Matt scoffed. “I’m pretty certain no one has ever told you that your nose was too big.”

“Well, that’s a bet that you just lost,” she said, poking him. “Because it’s always been a little bit too big. And I swear it’s getting bigger.”

“Let me see it,” he insisted. “I’ll tell you what I really think. No games.”

“No games?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. “Truly?”

Matt nodded.

Amelia turned to face him. She took a deep breath to steady herself as he started to examine her nose. It was the first time he paid conscious attention to it. It was hard not to get sucked into those blue eyes or concentrate on the shape of her pink lips.

Still, there was nothing to see. Amelia’s nose wasn’t big. It fit her face just right. It was hard to imagine a woman that could be more attractive to him.

“I knew it,” said Amelia suddenly, covering her nose before he was done. “You hate it, don’t you? You think I’m a big-nosed freak.”

He snorted with laughter, which only made the situation worse. Amelia started to pout.

“Don’t laugh at me,” she said sullenly.

“I promise you that I’m not laughing at you,” he said, still trying to compose himself. “There’s nothing wrong with your nose.”

“There is. You think it’s too big.”

“It’s not even close to being too big. Not at all, Amelia.”

“Then, what’s wrong with it?” she said, continuing to touch it.

“Nothing,” said Matt earnestly. “It’s perfect. It’s a perfect little nose. Just like the rest of you, honestly.”

Amelia caught her breath suddenly when she heard that. She continued to stare into his eyes, but her hands slowly lowered from her nose. A blush appeared on her face as she processed that.

It was a tense moment between them, one that might have led to an entirely different conversation if there wasn’t commotion ahead of them.

Amelia’s eyes turned toward the window on the carriage, and she soon gasped. “Matt, look outside!”

It wasn’t long until he saw just what the fuss was about. Looking past Amelia, Matt saw quite possibly the largest castle he’d ever seen in his life.

There were no words to describe it. The gray stone and orange tiles of the castle stood out in stark contrast from the luscious green meadows around it. With circular towers and high walls, it looked like the kind of castle that was fit for the nobility, or even possibly the king.

“Wow,” muttered Matt as he continued to lean over Amelia to see it. “Now, that’s a castle.

“It really puts our meager keep to shame,” noted Amelia. “Look at those spires at the very top. Do you see them? I love how those tiny flags are up there swaying in the breeze. It’s so calming to look at. Have you ever seen anything so beautiful before?”

That was a tough question for Matt to answer. His gaze turned away from the brilliant castle and toward Amelia. She was wearing an off-white blouse today with gold buttons down the front. There was just enough cleavage visible that he could sneak a look without Amelia noticing.

“Yes, I have,” he muttered quite honestly, still staring at her.

“There will be more castles like this the closer we get to the academy,” she said, finally turning to look at him (and missing his lingering eyes on her body). “A high number of the upper nobility live in this part of the country. They’re centralized, so they’re pretty far from the Blight as well as from the border with Ranosta. It’s the safest place in Carletta, short of being on the academy grounds.”

“Have you been here before?”

Amelia smiled fondly. “Once. On a trip with my family when I was very young. Back then, my father used to travel toward the capital with greater frequency. I remember that I had a horse to ride too, and she was such a sweetheart. It was one of my favorite trips.”

Seeing the way her face lit up when she said that made Matt want to know more. They spent the next half hour trading stories about traveling. Even though Amelia was more widely traveled than he was, she was still an excellent audience as he told her about his trips into the woods, as well as the time he and his friends went down the river toward an area they called the sand dunes.

“We almost lost Griff that day,” said Matt as we wrapped up the story. “The sand swallowed just about anything you put into it. I had to pull Griff out by his arms.”

“Well, luckily for him, he had a good friend there to watch his back,” said Amelia with a tiny giggle. She then looked out the window again. “Matt, I think we’re almost there!”

One more look out the window revealed the most extraordinary sight that Matt had ever seen.

The last castle had been magnificent, but it was nothing compared to the one he saw now. It was like looking at a larger version of the original, with the same colors but somehow much grander. The castle caught the light from the sun, giving it a glow that seemed both ethereal and unreal.

There were so many towers that Matt didn’t know where to look first. Each new one was taller than the last, with high balconies that provided a commanding view over the surrounding landscape.

And what a landscape it was. Behind the castle, Matt could just make out the snow-capped peaks of the mountains, which seemed to surround the castle on three sides. On the fourth side, a large lake that stretched as far as the eye could see was visible, with still waters that made the whole area seem completely serene.

“Are you seeing this, Amelia?” he said finally, just as it started to sink in that this would be his home for the next few years.

She turned her head and grinned at him. Seconds later, she placed her hand over his. She squeezed it, likely feeling the same sense of adventure and wonder as he did.

“It makes all of this worth it, doesn’t it?” whispered Amelia. “All the not knowing? All the doubt and insecurity? Now that we’re here, I can’t wait to see what’s in store for us.”

Matt felt the same way, though he couldn’t say that his anxiety had completely gone away. Especially as the wagons rolled to a stop, and Maura gestured for everyone to exit.

Standing out there in front of the majestic castle alongside ten other girls was a stark reminder that he was the only man here.

“Gather around now!” shouted Maura as she raced around the wagons. “Quickly, we’re on a tight schedule!”

At first, Matt just assumed Maura was being her usual surly self, but he could see the reason for her panic. Behind them, other wagons of the same style were filtering in too, promising a sudden rush of students.

“Probably newcomers like us,” whispered Amelia when she saw what he was looking at. “I’ve heard new students are formally welcomed in the Grand Hall upon arrival. That’s where the upperclassmen will be too.”

“Sounds great,” said Matt dryly. “I can’t wait to watch them stare and judge us from afar.”

Amelia laughed and elbowed him in the side.

“Okay, in a moment, we’ll be entering the castle!” announced Maura once she had everyone’s attention. “Do not touch anything, nor speak to anyone, until we get inside the hall. A banquet is being thrown right now in your honor, and the last thing you want to do is look like a fool in front of the entire school. Now, let’s form pairs and march in together.”

Matt and Amelia formed one pair, and they were put at the end of the line. Despite traveling with the other women for the past three days, none of them had tried to get to know him. They were all strangers to him now, and the last thing they wanted to do was get to know the only man there.

Especially because most seemed to think he didn’t deserve his spot.

“Ready now, students?” called out Maura from the front of the line. “And march!”

As a group, they followed Maura into the castle right as their wagons were unloaded and led away so the next group could do the same thing. It was all so grand, and Matt didn’t know where to look first as they entered the castle. The doors alone were easily three times his height, if not more, with solid metal doors that had to weigh a couple of tons.

“How did they build all this?” muttered Matt to himself as he gazed at the statues lining the inner hall, all of which showed famous mystic mages of the past.

“Well, they needed to do something with all that mana, I’m guessing,” answered Amelia with a wink. “It’s so impressive, though. Every time I think I’ve seen something that couldn’t possibly get any more beautiful, I see something new that tops it. Like those statues up there! All famous mages.”

Even though the statues were far above them, they were still large enough that Matt could make out their faces. The carvings were so well done that he could make out the lines, wrinkles, and even moles on their faces.

Notably, every mage that he looked at was female, which he found interesting. The academy supposedly predated the Breaking, so he wondered where the statues of the male mages went.

Marching through the inner hall, Maura led them through several other ornate halls until they came to a stop outside another set of impressive inner doors. Now, Matt could make out the sounds of people behind them, with new students arriving from the other wagons.

And like his group, all the new arrivals were women who stared and gawked as soon as they saw him.

“You’d think they’d never seen a man before,” he muttered just loud enough for Amelia to hear.

She turned her head, noting just how many other women were staring at him. Pursing her lips and setting her eyebrows, she turned around again.

“They look like a bunch of scared chickens,” she whispered to him.

The imagery alone made him smirk.

Once about fifty new students had gathered, the inner doors opened slightly. Two older women joined the group, giving polite smiles to the newcomers before moving over to speak with Maura and the other caretakers.

“Do you think those two are professors?” Amelia asked him quietly. “They have a scholarly look to them, no?”

“It looks like it,” he replied after studying the two for a moment. Though both women were similar in age, they had remarkably different appearances. The one on the left had striking gray eyes, the kind that seemed to cut right through just about anything. Her black hair was cut stylishly, with the hair near the front coming to a point near her shoulders while getting shorter as it moved toward the back. She was wearing a black outfit with silver trim that covered her from neck to toe.

Apart from her face, only her hands were visible.

The first time she met Matt’s eyes, her lips sagged to a frown before she moved on.

The other woman looked much friendlier. She was pretty, with silver hair worn in an elegant updo alongside very bright violet eyes. Her attire was more casual than the other woman’s, with exposed arms and a swath of exposed skin just above her breasts.

She actually smiled at Matt when their eyes made contact.

“So far, I like the one with silver hair more,” noted Matt.

“Yes, the dark-haired one looks a little grumpy,” replied Amelia. “I’m guessing this is the last thing she wants to be doing right now.”

“Listen up, students!” called out Maura once she was done speaking with the two newcomers. “Professors Vane and Murtha are going to lead you into the Grand Hall now. I’m leaving you in their very capable hands, but know that this won’t be the last time you see me. The other caretakers and I will be a common sight on the grounds, so we’ll be able to continue to nurture our already developing friendships.”

“Oh, joy,” muttered Amelia in a deadpan tone of voice that made me snicker. The movement caught Maura’s attention, and her eyes narrowed when she looked at the two of us.

“Aren’t you looking forward to nurturing that new relationship?” Matt asked Amelia while trying to keep an innocent face.

“The only thing I want to nurture is a mana bomb right up her butt.”

They both worked hard to contain their laughter and failed. Moments later, the double doors opened, revealing a large, square-shaped dining hall that was utterly packed with students.

Their laughter died suddenly as they were led into the hall, where they became the center of attention for every student at the academy. There were hundreds of them there, all of whom were young women between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one. Along the far wall, Matt saw a raised table with a slightly older group of women, who he took to be the rest of the professors at the academy.

It was overwhelming for Matt to see so many women around him, especially ones that were just figuring out that there was a man in their midst. Matt lost count of how many women saw him and looked either angry, confused, or afraid just by his mere presence.

And that even went for the professors too. Quite a few were giving him the stink eye, while the ones that weren’t looked at him as if they might feel sorry for him.

It wasn’t hard to see why that would be the case.

Looking around, Matt searched for Regina, with the distant hope that she had finished whatever business she had to attend to.

Sadly, the headmistress was nowhere to be seen.

“The most sincere and warmest welcome to all the new students of the Mystic Mage Academy,” came a voice from the front, earning Matt’s attention. He saw the same two professors standing in the middle of the room, but the one with the silver hair was the one talking.

“I can’t tell you how honored we are to welcome a new crop of inquisitive young minds,” she continued before placing her hand against her chest. “My name is Professor Geraldine Murtha, and I’m one of the first-year professors you will have. Alongside my very good friend, Professor Vanessa Vane, we’ll be responsible for helping you to acclimate to the academy.”

She spoke so warmly that it immediately put Matt at ease. And it was starkly contrasted by the greeting the other professor tacked on afterward.

“This academy will test you to your breaking point,” continued Professor Vane, who didn’t so much as smile as she spoke. “You ought to know that not everyone here will earn the right to call themselves a mystic mage. Your trials will be long and arduous, and we will not hold back in making sure that you reach your true potential.”

“I wonder what crawled up her butt,” Amelia whispered to him.

“Maybe a mana bomb?” Matt suggested, which made her smile.

Professor Murtha took over with a little more grace. “But we are quite sure that we have the most gifted students in all of Carletta. And we will be here to support you every step of the way, no matter the issue or its severity.”

One look at Professor Vane’s face showed that she clearly didn’t agree with that. It made Matt wonder why these two were chosen, as they seemed like an unlikely pair.

“In due time, we will sort you into two groups of approximately thirty students each,” continued Vane as she scanned the crowd. “Each group will report to one of us, and we will be responsible for your progression during your first year of studies.”

“Together, we will make sure you have everything you need to succeed,” finished Murtha warmly. “And we look forward to this being an excellent year at the academy.”

“Even if there are a few . . . changes from the prior year,” added Vane at the end, with her eyes locked right on Matt.

It was an uncomfortable feeling, and it made Matt think that he’d somehow managed to draw her ire already.

“Let’s hope we get put in Murtha’s group,” Matt told Amelia. “She seems like the better option.”

If only it worked out that easily. Naturally, the two professors produced their own lists of students. They began to read off, creating two separate groups that were centered around both of them.

Matt noticed that Amelia went before he did, and he grimaced when he saw that it was Vane that read her name. The crowd of students around him continued to lessen until finally, remarkably, Matt was the only one left.

He could feel the weight of the entire school on him at that moment. Matt wondered if his name wasn’t on either list and that this was the rejection that he’d been waiting for ever since he learned what he was.

That wasn’t the case, though.

“Matt?” called out Professor Vane finally, looking up at him with inquisitive eyes as he joined the rest of the girls. Most of the girls put space between them and Matt, though at least Amelia looked happy to see that he joined their group.

“Well, this makes it slightly more bearable,” she said, bumping into his shoulder once it was all over. “I thought I might have to be under Vane by myself.”

“I guess we both get to suffer now,” said Matt.

Now that they all had a professor, the banquet began in earnest. Vane and Murtha urged them to take seats at the table for new students, where they were soon greeted by just about every kind of meat known to man.

Matt’s mouth watered as he saw several roasts placed in front of him, as well as thickly cut steaks, large bowls of mashed potatoes, and several kinds of vegetables that looked like they were just plucked straight from the garden.

They hadn’t eaten well during the journey here, so now was the time to pig out and truly enjoy having arrived at the academy.

“I’m so stuffed,” groaned Amelia about an hour later, after the banquet was over. She touched her very flat stomach and started to rub. “If you need to roll me out of here, I’ll understand.”

“That’s funny, because I was just about to tell you the same thing.”

“Can two people roll each other out of here?” she asked, touching her chin. “That’s the bigger question.”

Matt was about to answer her when Professor Vane called their attention.

“Now that you’ve all eaten, it’s time to receive your bunking assignments,” said Vane aloud. “There are two bunks in a room, so I’d ask that you all pair up as quickly as you can. Now is not the time to be shy. If there was anyone that you really connected with during your journey here, make sure you grab them before someone else does.”

As soon as Matt heard that, he glanced at Amelia. The blonde’s face couldn’t be more red as she stared back at him, both realizing the same thing.

“We’re bunking together?” asked Amelia shyly.


Chapter
Seven



As it turned out, there were no separate accommodations for men in the academy since no one ever expected to see a male mage ever again.

That was why whenever Matt and Amelia brought up their condition to Professor Vane, she merely shrugged.

“Do you feel uncomfortable sleeping in the same room as a man?” the professor curtly asked Amelia, which made her blush deepen.

“Well, no,” answered Amelia quickly as she stared at the floor. “It’s just that I’ve never . . . lived this close to a man before. By that I mean I never shared a room before. I just thought we might not share a space that was so enclosed.”

“I’m sorry, but these are all the accommodations that we have,” said Vane, crossing her arms in front of her chest. Her intense stare moved over to Matt. “It would take time to make something special for you. Especially if she insists on not rooming with you.”

Matt glanced over at Amelia, who was still keeping her head down. “Amelia, it’s okay if you’re not comfortable with it. I’m sure we could figure something else out.”

“I’m sure there’s a tent we could arrange for you outside,” said Vane sourly.

Just hearing that made Amelia wince. “I don’t really want to do that to someone that I consider a friend. It’s fine with me. We’ll room together.”

Vane shrugged, looking a little annoyed that she was called in for a problem that was so quickly resolved. She moved to the front of their group, where she led the students deeper into the castle to their new rooms.

“You sure you’re okay with this?” Matt asked Amelia as they walked. “Seriously, you won’t upset me if you say no. I realize privacy will be pretty tight.”

She’d clearly had a moment to think about it because she gave him a small smile. “Maybe so, but it’s better than the idea of you sleeping outside. And it’s not like I have any reservations about rooming with you. We have slept close to each other the last few nights, after all.”

“As long as you’re cool with it.”

Amelia elbowed him in the side. “Just promise me that you’re not going to snore once you’re actually in a real bed.”

Matt started to laugh. “I can promise you that I don’t snore at all.”

She lifted an eyebrow like she didn’t quite believe him. “I guess we’ll see about that.”

Once they were led to their rooms, Matt was surprised by how spacious it was. It was easily as large as the main room in his grandfather’s house, with enough space for two small beds, an open space between them, two large closets, and desks at the foot of each bed. A large window anchored the outer edge of the room, overlooking an inner courtyard of the castle.

The room even smelled great. The linens were fresh and scented, and the pillows were fluffy and large on each bed. The first thing Matt did was fall back on his, putting his hands under his head.

“This is great, right?” he asked Amelia as she did the same on her bed.

“It’s a little smaller than I’m used to, but it has a certain charm to it,” said Amelia as she turned her head to look at him. “It could be a lot of fun. And at least we won’t have to go through this first year alone.”

“That’s a very big plus if you ask me,” admitted Matt.

Amelia smiled at him, holding the gaze for longer than was necessary. That same tension that he felt before, when they were talking about her nose, returned.

Living in the same room with a woman, a very attractive woman, was going to be quite the experience.
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That first night at the academy certainly lived up to Matt’s expectations.

Everything was still so new to them that they weren’t quite sure what to do with themselves. Classes began in the morning, so there was nothing they needed to do until that time. Both of them had maps of the castle, which allowed them to do a limited amount of exploring.

“It looks like the main library for novices is just on the other side of the courtyard,” indicated Amelia, pointing out the window. “That’s good for us to know since we’ll be spending a lot of time there. There’s also a practice combat court anchored on the other side of that for use in our lessons.”

“What about a place to eat?” asked Matt, still lying on his bed. “Are we always going to eat in the Grand Hall?”

Amelia pursed her lips as she studied the map. “I don’t think so. There’s a room here labeled novice dining commons, so I’m guessing that’s where we go. It seems upperclasswomen have their own spaces as well. They must not want us mingling together.”

“Probably a good thing,” said Matt dryly. “That way, I don’t have to get nasty glares any more than I already do. We’ll just keep it concentrated to the rest of the novices.”

Amelia scoffed. “I’m sure it will die off once everyone gets used to you. It’s not like they’re going to stare at you for your entire three years here.”

Matt wasn’t so sure. Nothing highlighted his predicament better than his first visit to the bathing space. It was a large area not far from their room, which consisted of various heated pools and enclosed spaces for the mages to bathe.

And upon his first step into the facility, a bathing girl nearby screamed and tried to cover up her nudity.

Which prompted the other girls inside to all do the same. It left Matt feeling like a pervert, and he backed his way out of there just as quickly as he could.

“It’s no problem,” said Amelia, who saw the whole situation as she held a towel around herself. “But you might have to get used to taking baths at odd hours of the day.”

“Great,” grumbled Matt. “Just what I always wanted. Having to sneak into the bath in the dead of night just so I don’t upset anyone.”

“Or you could make a visit to the stables,” she suggested while trying to keep a straight face. “I’m sure they have troughs for the horses to drink from. It might be unorthodox, but at least no one will scream if they see you using them.”

Matt gave her a sour look. “You’re having a lot of fun with this, aren’t you?”

She pinched her two fingers together. “Just a little.”

When Matt mimed throwing his clean clothes at her, she relented. “Okay, no troughs then. But you have to admit it was a decent idea.”

“Yeah, thanks for suggesting I do my business where they keep the horses,” he grumbled.

Amelia looked sympathetic, but there was hardly anything they could do for now. At least the toilets were more secluded, which made relieving himself so much easier. He’d just have to find a better plan for bathing.
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“Where’s Professor Vane?” whispered Amelia the next morning as they arrived at their very first class of the day. “She’s the one teaching this class, right?”

Presently, the main desk at the front of the classroom was empty. Matt scanned their surroundings, seeing about ten students already seated but no signs of their professor.

“Maybe she’s running late,” he said, jerking his head toward two seats closer to the back of the room. “Let’s grab a place to sit.”

Matt was already conscious of the fact that he’d once again managed to draw all eyes in the room on him. The ten girls already present had stopped whatever they were doing to stare at him, with the usual looks of curiosity, fear, or disgust on their faces.

He was getting used to the sensation by now. Just this morning at breakfast, one girl with short-cropped red hair screamed when she saw him grab another helping of food just behind her. She was so spooked that it drew the attention of most of the students in the commons, and it wasn’t long before she rushed away to her table of friends, who all whispered cattily while staring at Matt.

Things were a little better once they were seated. The attention gradually shifted off Matt as more girls arrived in the room. If not for standing out so much, he would have enjoyed the chance to look at his new classmates, most of whom were incredibly beautiful.

A couple of them stood out to him, like one very tall girl with wavy brown hair that sat just in front of him. There was another that would have been attractive if she didn’t have a scowl on her face the moment her eyes locked with him. She glared at him until she sat down, her two friends sitting on opposite sides of her.

“Have you met that one already?” Amelia asked quietly as more girls entered the room. “She’s staring at you like you personally wronged her family in a very creative way.”

Matt shrugged. “Probably just scared of the idea of a male mage like all the others.”

He’d said the words quietly so that the scowling girl couldn’t hear them, but she still managed to turn, giving him another hostile look before Professor Vane arrived.

“Good morning, class,” said Vane as she moved behind her desk. Her steely gray eyes scanned the room, not having much warmth in them that Matt could see. “Today will be the first day of your formal studies. As for our subject today, we will be discussing ley lines. I’ve placed a textbook on each of your desks already. Please open it to page eleven.”

Professor Vane was all business, jumping right into the material without any attempts to get to know her students or present a more welcoming face. Matt found himself again lamenting the fact that he wasn’t placed in Professor Murtha’s class, but there was no going back now.

For the rest of the term, he’d be stuck with grumpy Professor Vane.

“Now, the key to using your mana revolves around one particular aspect that most novices get wrong,” said Vane after the reading of two pages of text. “Most new students believe that the most important aspect of using mana is learning how to develop your mana core. If you also believe this to be the case, raise your hand now.”

Sensing a trap, Matt held back. So did most of the girls in the class, including Amelia.

Vane produced a neutral smile. “Very good. While your mana core is important, it is largely a neutral factor in producing mana for every mystic mage. Mana cores are roughly the same size, whether you’re dealing with an experienced mage of forty years or a newly awakened mage who has only sensed their mana core for the first time. The size of your mana core isn’t as important as how developed your ley lines are. Now, let’s see who’s been reading ahead. I want someone to tell me exactly how ley lines function. Anyone?”

The first person to raise their hand was a redheaded girl sitting at the front of the glass.

“Ley lines function as magical roads throughout the body that mana travels,” said the girl, with a shaky voice that hinted at her underlying anxiety. “Without them, mana cores would be useless because our mana would have no way to leave the core.”

Vane nodded her head diplomatically. “That’s a great explanation, especially for someone so new. Ley lines are the conduit through which your mana travels. Like the size of your core, everyone is born with the same amount of ley lines, but learning to activate all of them will determine how strong of a mage you can be. Opening more ley lines will be key to bringing forth more mana and thus, allowing you to achieve a higher overall potential. That is why our first course today will revolve around sensing your ley lines and opening them. To that end, I want everyone to close your eyes.”

Taking a deep breath, Matt closed his eyes alongside the rest of the class.

“Now, I want you to find your core,” said Vane as she started to walk around the room. “Most of you should be able to do this by now, especially if you’ve used your mana in the past. The core is located between your chest and your navel, sitting right under your rib cage. Tune in to the sound of your own beating heart. Put aside all distractions and feel your core. Like the steady rhythm of your lungs, it is also alive. It breathes too, swelling and contracting with the flow of pure mana.”

After a few moments, Matt could feel his mana core too, or at least, what he thought was his core. It wasn’t the first time he’d tried to look for it, as Amelia had tried to help him one night during the journey to the academy.

“Once you’ve found it, engage with it,” coached Vane as her footsteps brought her closer to Matt. His eyes were still closed, but he could hear her voice just to his left. “Feel the natural surge of mana as it enters your body. It needs an escape. Mana will dissipate on its own to some degree, but it needs an exit point from the core. That point will be your ley lines. Every exit point, every limb that you possess down to your individual fingers has a ley line that’s connected to your core. There’s even more than one, with hundreds of them concentrated just in the space of one hand. The more you open, the easier they become to access, so that the truest measure of a mystic mage is evaluated in how many ley lines they’ve forced open inside their body.”

“We will focus on the first ley line that most mages develop,” continued Vane as she moved on. “Your index finger. The ley line here is the largest in the body and the easiest to forge. For those of you that have used mana already, you’ve probably already developed this ley line. If you have, pull a wisp of mana from your core and eject it at the tip of your finger.”

A few of the girls started to chatter once that was out. Matt opened his eyes, seeing several of them eliciting small amounts of mana from their fingers. A few of them did so effortlessly, like they were bored to be starting their day with such a simple assignment.

Glancing at Amelia, even she had it down already, producing an orange-reddish color of mana from her hand.

“Professor, what does the color mean?” asked one girl near the middle of the room, one who was currently pulling blue mana from her core.

Vane opened her hand, producing her own mana. “The color of one’s mana is indicative of their discipline.”

“By discipline, do you mean how hard we work?” asked another girl abruptly.

Vane frowned at the interruption. “Not at all. By discipline, I mean the kind of mana that you have access to. Mana is not universal. Every mage in existence starts with one of the five mana disciplines, with those disciplines being either flame, aqua, terra, winds, or mind. These are known as the light disciplines for reasons that we will discuss further in another class. Each discipline has its own unique color, allowing any mage to instantly tell the kind of discipline that another mage has simply by observing their mana.”

Vane rolled the mana in her hand, making it look like gentle waves on the lake outside. “Blue is for aqua. I’m an aqua mage.”

“So, does that mean you can just produce water then?” asked the scowling girl from earlier.

The professor shook her head. “Water is my natural element, but water is used for several things that make my discipline useful. The art of healing, for example, is best done by an aqua mage. Does anyone here have a cut or a wound that you would like healed?”

One of the girls raised her hand tentatively. “I cut myself on the wagon door yesterday.”

“Come here then,” gestured Vane.

In front of the class, Vane took the girl’s hand, where Matt could just barely see a cut on her right hand. Blue-colored mana surged from Vane’s fingers, exiting several different ley lines as it wrapped around the student’s hand.

The girl gasped as she felt the mana entering her cut. Seconds later, the flow of mana ceased, allowing the girl to examine her hand for the first time.

“The cut is gone!” she said with some excitement.

Vane produced a tiny smile. “Did you have any doubt?”

The girl shook her head, and she then began to move around the room, showing just about everyone the healed wound.

“Aqua healing can be used on a wide variety of maladies,” announced Vane once the girl took her seat again. “From paper cuts to serious injuries suffered in war, aqua healing can even prevent death. You’d be surprised what a strong mage with access to many different ley lines can do in the realm of healing. Now, let’s go back to producing mana. If you haven’t yet produced mana, I want you to raise your hand.”

Sheepishly, Matt raised his hand alongside about eight other students. Vane concentrated her efforts here, working with them to achieve that first ley line development.

But no matter what he did, Matt couldn’t produce any mana. He tried to remember what he did that night with the Blight monster, but that event felt so long ago that it was difficult to truly remember the sequence of events.

One by one, the other girls were able to use their first ley line, but after a full hour of trying, Matt was left with two other girls who couldn’t make it happen.

“I suggest that you practice in the evenings when you don’t have class,” said Vane sternly, staring at the three of them. “You won’t get very far at this academy without being able to produce mana. If you need help, consult the first two chapters of your textbook this evening, and we’ll try again tomorrow. Class dismissed.”

For some reason, Matt felt her gaze linger on him for longer than the other two girls.

It wasn’t a pleasant feeling, nor did he enjoy starting the day off already being behind the others.

Even Amelia, who had a head start, made pulling mana seem effortless by comparison.


Chapter
Eight



The heavy door of the classroom shut with a resounding thud, but it did little to block out the lingering frustration in Matt’s chest.

Out in the corridor, the sea of novice mages dispersed toward their next assignments. Matt stood near the wall, staring down at his right index finger as if it had personally betrayed him. He tried to focus on his core again, searching for that elusive warmth he’d felt the night he fought the Blight monster, but there was nothing.

Just uncooperative flesh and bone.

"If staring at your finger made mana magically appear, you'd be a grand mage by now," a familiar voice teased from his left.

Matt dropped his hand and let out a heavy sigh as Amelia stepped up beside him. She was smiling as she bumped her shoulder against his. 

"Give me a break," muttered Matt, though the corner of his mouth twitched upward. "It’s frustrating. You saw how easy it was for everyone else in there. Even the girls who struggled managed to pull out a spark before Vane dismissed us. Well, most of them, that is."

"And you think that makes you a failure?" Amelia asked, crossing her arms. The movement subtly pushed her large breasts upward, catching Matt's attention for a fraction of a second before he forced his gaze back to her bright blue eyes. "Matt, you literally just found out you had a mana core a few days ago. Some of these girls have known for years. They've been practicing, trying to get a head start before the academy even accepted them."

"You made it look effortless," he pointed out.

Amelia scoffed, waving a hand dismissively. "Don’t you remember what I told you about the first time I tried to pull mana? And how I set a fire?”

Matt nodded.

She reached out, her fingers giving his wrist a gentle, reassuring squeeze. "Don't beat yourself up over one bad morning. Vane will be a tough professor, and she isn’t exactly eager to hand out praise. We’ll work on it later tonight, okay? Just the two of us in our room. Away from all the glaring eyes."

"I'd like that," Matt said earnestly. "I just hate feeling like I'm already falling behind. The last thing I want is to give them a reason to send me packing."

"They aren't going to send you anywhere," Amelia promised. "Now, what do you have next?"

Matt pulled a crumpled piece of parchment from his pocket, flattening it against the stone wall. "Looks like Magical History. Room forty-two, in the East Wing."

Amelia pouted slightly. "I have Magical Theory in the South Wing. Looks like we’re splitting up for the next few hours." She took a step back, giving him a playful smile. "Try not to have too much fun without me, alright?"

"I'll do my best," Matt joked. "See you at the dining commons later?"

"Count on it," she said, before turning and blending into the stream of students heading south. Matt watched her go for a moment, appreciating the sway of her hips before taking a deep breath and turning toward the East Wing.

By the time he found room forty-two, a fair number of students had already filtered inside. The layout was different from Vane’s practical classroom. Instead of an open floor, this classroom was tiered, with semicircular rows of wooden desks looking down at a central podium.

Matt kept his head down, ignoring the hush that fell over the nearest students as he walked down the aisle. He found an empty desk near the middle of the room and slid into the seat, dropping his bag on the floor.

He had just pulled out his history text when the hairs on the back of his neck suddenly prickled.

It wasn't the same dread he’d felt right before the Blight monster attacked in the woods, but his gut twisted with a distinct warning. Trouble was coming. Matt's internal danger sense rarely steered him wrong, so he stiffened, his blue eyes scanning the tiered room.

It didn't take long to find the source.

Marching up the steps was the same dark-haired girl who had been scowling at him during Vane’s class. Up close, her glare was even more venomous. She had a sharp, aristocratic face, with high cheekbones and a sneer that looked permanently etched into her features. Flanking her on either side were two other girls who looked like eager sycophants, sporting matching expressions of disdain.

Matt didn't move as they stopped right at the edge of his desk, effectively boxing him into the row.

"Is there a problem?" Matt asked, keeping his voice perfectly level. He might be new to mana, but he was inherently stubborn, and he wasn't about to let some pampered noble intimidate him.

The lead girl let out a mocking laugh. "The problem is that you’re sitting in a seat meant for a mystic mage."

"Funny," Matt replied, leaning back in his chair. "I didn't see your name carved into it."

One of the sycophants gasped at his audacity, but the leader merely narrowed her eyes. "My name is Beatrice. And my family has produced mystic mages for four consecutive generations. I know what real mana looks like, and I also know what a fraud looks like."

"Congratulations to your family," said Matt dryly. "Now, if you don't mind, I'm trying to review the text before the professor gets here."

Beatrice slammed her hands flat onto his desk, leaning in close. "You don't belong here, boy. The Breaking proved centuries ago that men are unfit to wield mana. You lack the discipline, the purity, and the spiritual fortitude required to harness the light elements. That’s why you couldn't pull a single spark of mana in Vane's class."

Matt's jaw tightened. She had hit a nerve, directly targeting his insecurity from the morning, but he refused to let her see him sweat. "I had a bad morning. It happens."

"Probably the first of many bad mornings until they bounce your ass out of here," Beatrice hissed, her voice dripping with venom. "The gods stripped men of magic because all of you are inherently corrupted. Whatever anomaly got you into this academy is a mistake, one that the headmistress will realize soon enough. You're an insult to the gods and a danger to everyone in this castle."

"She's right," the lackey on the left chimed in eagerly. "You should pack your bags and go back to whatever dirt farm you crawled out of before you embarrass yourself further."

Matt stood up slowly. He was significantly taller than Beatrice, forcing her to crane her neck slightly to maintain eye contact, though she refused to back down. "I'm not going anywhere," Matt said, his tone hard. "I belong here, and your opinion doesn't mean a damn thing to me."

Beatrice’s face flushed red with anger. "You arrogant little⁠—"

"Actually, Beatrice, if we are strictly discussing the historical nature of the Breaking, your argument is flawed," came the sound of an amused voice from the aisle.

Matt blinked, tearing his gaze away from the bully to look at the newcomer.

Stepping lightly down the stone stairs was a girl who looked entirely unbothered by the tense standoff.

"What do you want, Chloe?" Beatrice snapped, though Matt noticed the bully’s posture instantly became more defensive.

Chloe paused at the edge of Matt's desk, offering Beatrice a polite smile. "Just correcting your statement. You claimed men are fundamentally unfit to wield the light elements. But if you had read chapter four of the text you’re currently holding, you would know that male mages during the pre-Breaking era were stronger in the light elements than most women were."

Beatrice scowled. "Don't lecture me on magical history, Chloe. He couldn't even manage a basic finger spark."

"Which most likely indicates that he doesn’t have as much practice using his core as others do," Chloe countered smoothly, not missing a beat. She tapped her fingernails against her chin—a small, calculated gesture that seemed to perfectly punctuate her argument. "It’s like trying to unlock a door with a key made for a different house. And besides, bullying a novice on his first day is terribly passé, don't you think? It makes you look insecure about your own magical abilities."

Several girls in the rows above them let out muffled giggles. Beatrice’s face went from merely flush to a deep crimson. She opened her mouth to argue but couldn’t find the right words to counter that statement without sounding foolish.

"This isn't over," Beatrice spat at Matt, her voice trembling with suppressed rage. She shot Chloe a final glare before taking a few steps backward. "Come on. Let's find seats away from this stench."

The two lackeys dutifully scurried after her as Beatrice marched up the stairs, taking a seat in the very back row of the classroom.

Matt let out a deep sigh, feeling the tension in his gut finally begin to fade. He turned toward his rescuer. "I had that handled, you know."

"Oh, I'm sure you did," she said, her tone dripping with sarcasm as she slid gracefully into the empty desk directly beside his. "But watching Beatrice get flustered has become my new favorite pastime, and I couldn't pass up the opportunity."

She turned fully toward him, extending a hand. "I'm Chloe, by the way."

"Matt," he replied, taking her hand. Her grip was surprisingly firm for someone who looked so soft.

Now that she was sitting right beside him, Matt took a moment to truly look at her, and the breath caught slightly in his throat. Where Amelia was pretty in a girl-next-door kind of way, Chloe was breathtaking. She had thick, wavy, dark brown hair that tumbled over her shoulders, framing a face with high cheekbones and stunning green eyes that sparkled when she looked at him.

She was easily the tallest girl he'd seen at the academy so far, being nearly as tall as he was. Chloe wore an elegant green dress with gold trappings that hugged her curves perfectly, drawing the eyes down to a very generous chest. There was a subtle silver trinket hanging from a chain around her neck, resting perfectly in the valley of her cleavage.

Matt realized he had let his gaze linger a second too long and quickly snapped his eyes back up to her face, feeling a sudden flush of heat in his cheeks.

Chloe didn't seem offended at all. In fact, her lips curled into a knowing, amused smile. She was clearly a woman who knew exactly how attractive she was, and she didn’t seem bothered in the slightest that he’d noticed.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Matt," Chloe said, leaning her elbow on the desk and resting her chin in her hand. "I must say, you've caused quite the scandal already. You are officially the most interesting thing to happen to this academy in a century, and I’m not talking about what just happened with Beatrice."

"I'm really not trying to be," Matt admitted, running a hand through his hair. "I’m just trying to keep my head down and figure out how my mana works. Which, apparently, isn’t as easy as everyone else makes it out to be."

“You’ll get there,” said Chloe with a friendly smile. “Everyone picks it up at a different pace. Practice is the only common variable, though. Well, that and a little luck.”

Matt couldn't help but laugh. "Luck seems to have escaped me today.”

“It won’t stay gone forever.” Chloe pursed her lips for a moment. “So, do you know what your discipline is?”

He shrugged. “No idea. I’ve only used mana once, and I’m still not sure what I did. It’s kind of a long story.”

Chloe grinned. “Then, you’ll have to tell me someday. I love a good story, especially when it concerns mana.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. So, what's your discipline?"

"Mind," she said. "The magic of life, mental clarity, and communication. Though I mostly use the clarity aspect to absorb information faster than my peers. Or to keep up with the castle gossip."

"I'm guessing that includes knowing everything about everyone, too?" Matt asked.

Chloe let out a dramatic sigh, placing a hand over her heart as if he'd deeply wounded her. "I prefer the term 'socially observant,' Matt. But yes. I make it my business to know the board before I play the game."

"Where are you from?" he asked, genuinely curious. "You don't talk like anyone from my side of the country."

"I should hope not," Chloe teased. "I'm from Millvale. It's a large city about three days' ride east of the capital.”

“That explains it then,” replied Matt. “I’ve never been to that part of Carletta before. I’m from the area closest to the Blight.”

“I figured as much by your dialect,” she said, curling a strand of hair with one finger. “Millvale is a nice place. I’ve spent my entire life there, and my family is highly involved in the trade guilds." She paused, her smile faltering for just a fraction of a second. "They have . . . very specific expectations for my future. Coming to the academy was my way of carving out my own path."

She recovered so quickly that Matt almost thought he'd imagined the brief expression of sadness. Before he could ask her about those expectations, Chloe leaned in closer, lowering her voice conspiratorially.

"Since we are going to be classmates, consider me your personal tour guide to the social minefield of your novice year," Chloe whispered, subtly gesturing to the rows of girls around them without actually pointing. "You already know Beatrice. She’s a complete snob, and she’s absolutely terrified of losing her social standing. But look two rows up, on the far left. See the redhead chewing on her quill?"

Matt followed her gaze, spotting a nervous-looking girl aggressively biting the end of a feathered pen. "Yeah, I see her."

"That's Clara," Chloe murmured. "Her family lost their entire fortune in the spice trade last winter. Her mana core is just about the only way she has of rebuilding her family’s fortunes. That’s why she looks like she’s about to throw up all the time."

Matt frowned, feeling a sudden pang of sympathy for the girl. "That's a lot of pressure."

"It is," Chloe agreed. She shifted her gaze toward the right side of the room. "And over there, the blonde whispering to her friend? That’s Penny. She projects this innocent aura, but she’s currently carrying on a deeply scandalous romance with her roommate. I bet you’re wondering how that can be the case when we just arrived here, but she was held back because of her disinterest in studying. If Vane catches her again, she’ll be on scrubbing duty for a month."

“She’s a lesbian, then?” asked Matt.

Chloe nodded. “One of a few here at the academy. It gets lonely without men, so quite a few of the women have turned to each other for relief of a coital nature, if you catch my drift. It’s not uncommon, but Penny’s family is deeply conservative, so she has an extra reason to hide it.”

Matt looked at Chloe in sheer disbelief. "How do you possibly know all of this? We've only been at the academy for a single day."

Chloe gave him an unapologetic smirk. "People love to talk, Matt. And I am a remarkably good listener. Plus, having a mind mana core makes you naturally empathetic. People just want to confess things to me. It’s a gift."

"Remind me never to play cards with you," Matt muttered even though he was smiling.

"Oh, I’d completely fleece you," Chloe agreed cheerfully. “But at least I would feel terrible about it afterward.”

The door at the front of the classroom swung open, cutting their conversation short. Professor Murtha glided into the room, her silver hair pinned up and her violet eyes scanning the tiered desks with a warm, welcoming expression.

"Good morning, novices," Murtha called out, her voice much friendlier than Vane’s was earlier that morning. "Now, you’re all probably wondering why you’re seeing me this morning when some of you weren’t placed in my care yesterday. The answer to that question is that we at the academy like to spread the course load around all the available professors in order to make sure you get a well-rounded education from as many viewpoints as possible. Now, please take your seats. We have two thousand years of history to cover, and I promise to make it as painless as possible."

As the rest of the class scrambled to open their textbooks, Matt sat back in his chair, feeling a sense of relief wash over him. At least he would get the chance to experience Professor Murtha’s teachings. Just based on the greeting alone, he was already liking her better than Professor Vane.

He glanced out of the corner of his eye at Chloe, who was already uncorking her inkwell for the start of class. She was completely different from Amelia. They were both warm and friendly, but Chloe added a sophistication that was hard to ignore. 

It didn’t hurt that both women were gorgeous either.


Chapter
Nine



Matt managed to sit through Professor Murtha’s history lesson and a basic magical theory class without any further altercations with Beatrice, mostly because Chloe had smoothly maneuvered them into seats far away from the bully.

Still, dodging Beatrice didn't fix his primary problem.

Matt left the dining commons alone, needing some air before heading back to the dorms. As he wandered the dimly lit corridors of the academy, the frustration from Professor Vane's class gnawed at his gut. He was at a magic academy, surrounded by women who could casually conjure fire and water whenever they felt like it, and he couldn't even manage a single spark.

"Just focus on the core," muttered Matt to himself, rubbing his chest. “But how?”

He took a turn down a narrow walkway, letting the cool night breeze hit his face. The academy was a sprawling castle of interconnected towers and courtyards, and it was easy to get turned around. The sounds of chattering students faded the further he walked, replaced by the chirping of crickets and the rustle of leaves.

He emerged into a small, isolated courtyard that was enclosed by high stone walls covered in thick ivy, with a few stone benches scattered around a dry fountain. It looked like a place most students might ignore, being so calm that it made Matt feel as remote as the village he’d grown up in.

But it wasn't empty.

Near the center of the courtyard was one of the girls from his morning class.

Matt recognized her immediately, the redhead that had been the first to answer Vane’s questions. Even in the dim light, he could see a smattering of cute freckles across her nose and cheeks. She was wearing comfortable black stockings and an oversized sweater that was clearly meant to hide her figure but failed entirely. The thick fabric draped over a pair of large breasts, stretching the wool tight across her chest before hanging loose around her waist.

She was incredibly cute, possessing an innocent charm that immediately caught his attention.

Right now, her hazel eyes were locked in concentration on a pile of fist-sized rocks hovering in the air in front of her.

Matt stopped in his tracks, leaning against the archway to watch as her hands moved in slow, deliberate arcs. A faint, earthy-brown glow surrounded her fingers, connecting with the stones. With a flick of her wrist, the rocks slammed together, fusing seamlessly to form a perfect, miniature stone wall that hung suspended in the air.

It was terra magic, and she was already damn good at it.

"That was amazing," said Matt, stepping out of the shadows.

The girl gasped, letting out a high-pitched squeak. Her concentration shattered instantly, and the brown glow vanished, the fused rocks plummeting to the cobblestones with a heavy clatter. The girl jumped backward, accidentally kicking one of the loose stones across the courtyard.

"Oh, I'm so sorry!" mumbled the girl, looking down at the rock she had just kicked as if it had feelings. She quickly reached up, pulling her ponytail forward to hide her flushed face behind her hair.

Matt couldn't help but chuckle. The gesture was incredibly endearing. He walked slowly into the courtyard, making sure to keep his hands visible so he didn't startle her any further.

"You don't need to apologize to the rocks," said Matt, offering a gentle smile. "And you definitely don't need to apologize to me. I'm the one who interrupted you."

She peeked out at him through the strands of her red bangs, her hazel eyes wide with a mixture of surprise and profound shyness. "I . . . I didn't think anyone else would be out here at night."

"I was just taking a walk," replied Matt, stopping a polite distance away. "Trying to clear my head. My name is Matt, by the way. Though you probably already know that."

"Everyone knows who you are," she said softly, finally lowering her hands from her face. She smoothed down her sweater nervously. "I'm Lily."

"It's nice to meet you, Lily," said Matt. He gestured toward the pile of rocks on the ground. "I saw you in Vane's class this morning. You didn't do anything like that in the classroom."

Lily stared at her boots, kicking at a loose pebble. "Professor Vane wanted us to project mana outward but just a simple spark of it. Terra magic doesn't really like to be used that sparingly. It likes to make its presence known. I'm not very good at the simple stuff, so people usually think my magic is useless unless they see more of it."

"Useless?" asked Matt, raising an eyebrow. "You just built a solid stone wall out of thin air in three seconds. If a Blight monster was charging at us, I'd rather have a wall between me and it than a tiny spark of fire like the ones I saw from some of them."

Lily looked up, her eyes widening slightly at the compliment. A deep blush spread across her freckled cheeks, and she instinctively raised her hands to hide her face again, peeking through her fingers.

"You're just saying that," mumbled Lily from behind her hands.

"I'm really not," insisted Matt. He walked over to one of the nearby stone benches and took a seat, making himself comfortable. "I meant it. It was really impressive. Why do you come all the way out here to practice?"

Lily hesitated for a moment before walking over. She sat on the far edge of the bench, leaving plenty of space between them. "It's quiet. I don't really like large crowds. And the other girls in my dorm are always practicing flame or aqua mana. They make so much noise. Out here, I can just feel the earth without anyone staring at me."

"I know a thing or two about people staring," said Matt dryly.

Lily let out a tiny laugh. It was a sweet sound. "I guess you do. It must be awful."

"It's an adjustment," admitted Matt. "Where are you from, Lily? You seem like you're used to open spaces."

"I'm from a farming village near the southern river lands," said Lily, relaxing just a little. "My family grows wheat and barley. Lots of open fields and plenty of dirt, which you really get used to after a while."

“You don’t really strike me as a farmer, Lily,” said Matt, which made her blush when she heard it.

“Appearances can be deceiving,” she said, chancing a look up at him. “As I’m sure you’ve figured out already.”

Matt smiled, feeling a sudden kinship with her. "I'm from a border village. We didn't have large farms, but I spent plenty of time working the fields with my grandfather. It’s hard work."

"It is," agreed Lily, her hazel eyes lighting up a bit as they found common ground. "My parents didn't even want me to come to the academy. When my mana core activated, they tried to hide it."

"Why would they do that?"

"Because we need the extra hands around for the harvest," explained Lily, wrapping her arms around her stomach. "I have four older sisters. No brothers. So it was just the five of us girls helping my father work the farm. Losing one person means everyone else has to work that much harder."

"That makes sense," said Matt. "A house with four older sisters. That must have been loud."

"It was chaos," replied Lily, a smile touching her lips. "There were barely any boys in our village around my age, so I just grew up surrounded by women all the time. Honestly, being at this academy feels exactly like being at home. Well, mostly."

She cast a shy, sideways glance at him.

Matt chuckled. "Except for the one guy crashing the party."

"Exactly," said Lily, blushing again. "But . . . I don't think you're crashing. You have a mana core just like the rest of us."

"I wish my core knew that," said Matt, the frustration from the morning creeping back into his voice. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "I couldn't pull a single drop of mana today. Vane practically looked at me like I ought to be kicked out."

Lily shifted closer on the bench, closing the distance between them by a few inches. The shyness that had dominated her posture vanished, replaced with a little friendly warmth. It was like flipping a switch. The moment the conversation turned to the actual mechanics of mana, her timid nature evaporated.

"Vane is trained to use her mana for battle," stated Lily, her voice suddenly firmer and more authoritative. "She thinks about magic like a sword. You draw it, and you swing it, but that's not how mana works for everyone, Matt. Especially not for beginners."

Matt blinked, surprised by the sudden change in her demeanor. "It's not?"

"No," said Lily, turning fully toward him. She wasn't hiding behind her hands anymore. "I struggled to produce mana for months when I first discovered my core. I kept trying to push it out of my chest. I thought it was like breathing, but it just gave me terrible headaches."

"That's exactly what I was doing this morning," admitted Matt. "It felt like I was trying to force water through a solid rock."

"Because you were trying to force it," said Lily, nodding. "Terra magic taught me something different. You can't force the earth to move. You have to invite it. You have to ground yourself."

She reached out, hesitantly at first, before placing her small hands over his. Her skin was warm, and he could feel the faint calluses on her palms from years of farm work. The touch sent a pleasant shiver up his arm.

"Try this," instructed Lily, her hazel eyes locked onto his. "Don't think about your core as a fire that you need to throw. Think about it as a well. A deep well of water sitting right below your ribs. Close your eyes."

Matt did as he was told, letting his eyes slide shut. He focused on the warmth of her hands covering his.

"Now," whispered Lily, her voice incredibly close. "Don't push. Just feel the bottom of the well. Feel the solid weight of it. Let your ley lines sink into that well like ropes dropping into a bucket. It shouldn't be a struggle. It should feel like sinking."

Matt took a slow, deep breath. He visualized what she was saying, trying to stop the aggressive pushing motion he had been using all morning. Instead, he just tried to relax his chest, letting his awareness sink down toward his stomach.

He found the core. It was there, a pulsing knot of mana.

"I feel it," murmured Matt.

"Good," said Lily. "Now, gently pull the bucket up. Don't yank it. Just guide it up through your arm, down to your fingers."

Matt tried. He really did. He visualized the energy rising, traveling along the invisible ley lines in his right arm. He felt a faint warmth travel past his elbow, sliding down to his wrist, but as soon as the energy hit the base of his hand, it scattered. It felt like trying to hold sand in an open palm. The mana just slipped through the cracks and vanished back into his body.

He opened his eyes, letting out a heavy breath. There was no spark. No glowing light. Nothing.

Lily slowly pulled her hands back, resting them in her lap. The confident instructor vanished, and the shy, timid girl returned. She looked down at her boots, clearly disappointed.

"It scattered," said Matt, rubbing his hands. "I felt it moving, but I couldn't hold onto it."

"I'm sorry," squeaked Lily, shrinking in on herself a little. "I thought . . . I thought maybe grounding it would help. It works for me."

"Hey," said Matt gently, catching her gaze before she could hide behind her hair again. "Don't apologize. That was the closest I've come all day. I actually felt it move this time. Seriously, Lily, thank you. You're a great teacher."

Lily's freckled face lit up, a brilliant shade of crimson rushing to her cheeks. She smiled, ducking her head to hide her pleasure at the compliment. "You're welcome, Matt. I'm glad I could help a little bit, even if it wasn’t much."

"We should practice together sometime," suggested Matt. "If you don't mind putting up with a guy, that is."

"I wouldn't mind," whispered Lily, her voice barely audible over the crickets. She stood up from the bench, brushing off her stockings. "But I should probably get back to my dorm. My roommate is probably wondering where I went."

"I should get back too," agreed Matt, standing up. "I'll see you in class tomorrow?"

"Sure. See you around, Matt," said Lily. She offered him one last smile before turning and hurrying out of the courtyard, her ponytail bouncing as she jogged back toward the novice wing.

Matt watched her go, a genuine smile on his face. She was quirky, incredibly shy, and completely adorable. Between Amelia, Chloe, and now Lily, he was starting to realize that the academy wasn't just filled with hostile nobles like Beatrice. There were good people here.

Feeling significantly better than he had an hour ago, Matt navigated his way out of the courtyard and headed back to the dorms.

The corridors were completely quiet now. Curfew was approaching, and most of the novices had retired to their rooms for the night. Matt finally reached his door and grabbed the handle, pushing it open without a second thought.

"Hey Amelia, you won't believe the⁠—"

Matt froze, the words dying instantly in his throat.

Standing right in the middle of the room, facing her open closet, was Amelia.

She was completely naked, save for a pair of chaste white panties.

Her back was turned to him. Her wet, blonde hair clung to the back of her scalp, indicating she had just returned from the baths. The moonlight streaming through the large window caught the smooth skin of her back, highlighting the gentle curve of her waist before flaring out into a pair of perfectly shaped hips.

Matt's eyes were immediately drawn downward. Her backside was absolutely fantastic, the white fabric doing very little to hide the soft curve of her butt.

For two agonizingly long seconds, Matt's brain short-circuited.

He couldn't move. He couldn't speak. He just stared, thoroughly appreciating the view.

Amelia must have heard the door click shut behind him. She froze, her shoulders stiffening.

Slowly, she looked over her bare shoulder. When she saw him standing there, her blue eyes went as wide as dinner plates. A squeak escaped her for a fraction of a second before she let out a much louder noise.

"Matt!" shrieked Amelia, diving frantically toward her bed.

"Sorry!" yelled Matt, spinning around so fast he nearly lost his footing. He faced the door, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped animal. "I'm sorry! I'm looking at the door! I'm not looking at you!"

Behind him, he heard the frantic rustling of fabric, the squeak of mattress springs, and the panicked fumbling of clothes.

"You're supposed to knock!" said Amelia, her voice still showing that panicked energy.

"It's my room too!" replied Matt defensively, though his face felt like it was on fire. "I didn't think I had to knock on my own door!"

"Well, you do now!" she fired back. "Gods above and below, Matt, you nearly gave me a heart attack! And stop yelling!"

"I'm not yelling!" Matt yelled back, realizing entirely too late that he was, in fact, yelling. He took a deep breath, lowering his voice. "Are you decent now?"

There was a moment of silence, followed by the sound of a heavy sigh. "Yes. You can turn around now."

Matt turned slowly, keeping his eyes carefully trained on her face.

Amelia was sitting on the edge of her bed, her arms crossed defensively over her chest. She had managed to pull a modest white nightgown over her head, but it was slightly tangled around her waist in her panic. Her entire face, from the tip of her perfectly sized nose to her ears, was glowing beet red.

"I really am sorry," said Matt, rubbing the back of his neck awkwardly. "I was just excited. I ran into someone from our morning class and we were talking about magic, and I just kind of walked in without thinking."

Amelia huffed, blowing a stray strand of blonde hair out of her eyes. She refused to look directly at him, staring stubbornly at the wooden floorboards. "It's fine. It was an accident, but we are definitely establishing a knocking rule from now on."

"Agreed," said Matt quickly. "Three knocks. If you don't answer, I'll assume you're decent or just not here."

"Make it four knocks," said Amelia with some hesitation. "And give me a ten-second head start before you barge in."

Matt let out a nervous chuckle, walking over to his own bed. He sat down, untying his boots. "Deal. Four knocks, it is."

The silence in the room stretched out, thick and heavy with awkward tension. Matt could hear the steady rhythm of Amelia's breathing. He risked a glance at her only to see that she was still blushing furiously, picking nervously at a loose thread on her blanket.

"This is going to take some getting used to," admitted Amelia finally, her voice much softer now. She looked up, offering him a tentative, embarrassed smile. "I've never lived with a boy before. Obviously."

"I've never lived with a girl before," replied Matt, tossing his boots to the side. "Unless you count Eliza, but that's entirely different."

"I should hope so," said Amelia, her smile growing a fraction wider as she recovered some of her natural poise. The tension in the room finally began to break. "If you had walked in on Eliza like that, I think your grandfather might have killed you."

"He wouldn't kill me," corrected Matt, grinning. "He'd just make a terrible, dirty joke about it and then never let me live it down."

Amelia laughed, her shoulders finally relaxing. She pulled her legs up onto the mattress, tucking her nightgown neatly around her ankles. "Well, consider yourself lucky that I'm much more forgiving than your grandfather. Though, I reserve the right to punch you in the arm tomorrow."

"I'll accept my punishment with honor," said Matt, standing up to change into his own sleepwear. He quickly swapped his shirt in the corner of the room, acutely aware of Amelia's presence behind him. When he exposed his chest, he thought he saw her staring at him just like he’d done to her earlier.

But when he turned, Amelia was looking out the window awkwardly.

Once he was dressed, he climbed into his bed, pulling his blanket over his legs.

"I'm turning out the light," announced Amelia. “As long as you’re good with it?”

She reached over to the small lamp on her nightstand. A quick pulse of her flame mana snuffed out the small wick inside the glass. The room plunged into darkness, illuminated only by the pale moonlight spilling through the window.

"Goodnight, Matt," whispered Amelia across the dark expanse of the room.

"Goodnight, Amelia," replied Matt, shifting onto his side.

He closed his eyes, intending to practice Lily's grounding technique one more time before he fell asleep. He tried to visualize the deep well in his stomach, but it was utterly useless.

Every time he closed his eyes, all he could see was the smooth curve of Amelia's hips and the small panties clinging to her ass.

Matt let out a quiet sigh, rolling onto his back and staring up at the dark ceiling. It was going to be a very long, very interesting year at the Mystic Mage Academy.

Despite his lack of magic, he fell asleep with a tiny smile on his face.


Chapter
Ten



The morning sun shone through the large window of their dorm room, casting a faint glow across the wooden floorboards. Matt opened his eyes, blinking away the lingering fog of sleep. He stretched his arms over his head, feeling the satisfying roll of his shoulders before sitting up on his mattress.

Across the room, Amelia was already awake. She stood behind the open door of her closet, using it as a makeshift privacy screen while she dressed.

"I called your name a few times, for the record," called out Amelia from behind the door. "Just to make sure we weren’t going to have another accident. You were sleeping like a rock."

"I think I was just exhausted," said Matt, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. "Yesterday was a lot to take in."

"You can say that again," she replied, stepping out from behind the wardrobe.

She was wearing a crisp white blouse and a practical, dark blue skirt that ended just below her knees. The cut was sensible for moving around, but it still managed to highlight the curve of her hips. Her blonde hair was brushed out, falling softly over her shoulders. Two subtle bangs hung from the sides, framing her bright blue eyes.

Matt noticed the top two buttons of her blouse were undone, allowing a small glimpse of her cleavage before he forced his gaze up to her face.

He didn't want a repeat of last night's awkwardness. Even though they had laughed it off, the memory of her in just her panties was burned permanently into his brain.

"Are you going to get dressed, or are you just going to sit there all morning?" asked Amelia, planting her hands on her hips. She offered him a playful smile. "Because Vane strikes me as the kind of professor who would absolutely make your life miserable if you show up in your sleepwear."

"I'm moving," said Matt, throwing the thick blanket off his legs.

He quickly gathered his own clothes and changed, throwing on dark trousers and a simple tunic. Once he was dressed, they left their room and navigated the sprawling halls toward the dining commons. At this early hour, the castle was already alive with activity. Hundreds of young women moved through the halls, their voices echoing off the high ceilings.

Matt kept his head down, but he could still feel the weight of their stares, which were impossible to ignore. Every time he passed a group of older students, the chatter would instantly die down, replaced by harsh whispers and pointed fingers.

Amelia noticed it too. She stepped a little closer to him as they walked, her shoulder brushing lightly against his arm in a quiet show of solidarity.

They grabbed a quick breakfast of fresh bread and warm porridge before making their way to Vane’s classroom.

A group of about thirty novices had already gathered in the room, but at least there was no sign of Vane just yet. Matt spotted Chloe standing near the edge of the group. She gave him a small wave, her fancy green dress standing out from most of the other girls. A few paces away, Lily was nervously searching through her textbook, her red hair tied back in her signature ponytail. She offered Matt a brief smile when they made eye contact.

And then there was Beatrice.

The brunette bully was sitting near the front of the group, flanked by her usual two cronies. She turned her head as Matt and Amelia approached, her smug features twisting into a sneer of disgust. She muttered something to the girl beside her, and they both let out a mocking laugh.

"Just ignore her," whispered Amelia, her voice tight with annoyance. "She's not worth the energy."

"Already one step ahead of you," replied Matt, keeping his face perfectly neutral.

Professor Vane marched through the door of the room and strode toward the center. Her stern gray eyes swept over the gathered novices, immediately causing the girls to straighten their postures and sit up at their desks.

"Good morning, class," greeted Vane, her voice stern but as welcoming as she could manage.

"Yesterday, we focused on the practical application of mana projection," began Vane, clasping her hands behind her back. "Most of you succeeded in locating your cores and pushing a spark through your primary ley line, although a few of you struggled to complete the task."

Her gaze flicked to Matt for a fraction of a second, making his stomach tighten.

"Because of those struggles, we are going to step back from practical exercises this morning," continued Vane, pacing slowly in front of the class. "Before you can wield your magic, you must understand the true nature of it. You must understand the balance between purity and corruption. Today, we are going to discuss the Breaking and the creation of the dark disciplines."

A collective murmur rippled through the gathered students. Several girls immediately turned their heads to stare directly at Matt, the hostility in their eyes palpable.

"Centuries ago, the world was not divided," said Vane, as she pointed to a map hanging from the far wall. "The Kingdom of Carletta did not exist in its current form. Magic was wielded by both women and men who lived together, ruled together, and fought together. But mana is a reflection of the soul, and the souls of men proved to be inherently flawed."

Matt shifted his weight uncomfortably. There just seemed to be no escaping this problem, and today seemed like it was going to be just as challenging as yesterday.

"The male mages who mastered their cores and their disciplines weren’t just satisfied with the power they had already," stated Vane, her voice growing colder. "They became aggressive and power-hungry. They wanted to push the natural limits of the light disciplines. They wanted to conquer, to dominate, and to bend the very laws of nature to their will. In their arrogance, they began to experiment. They pushed their mana cores beyond their natural capacity, forcing a raw mixture of mana through their ley lines in order to create something new."

Vane stopped pacing and turned to face the class. "In doing so, they corrupted their own magic. They twisted the natural elements into something that never should have been produced. They instituted a reign of terror across the land, using their new, corrupted powers to enslave those weaker than them and slaughter anyone who stood in their way."

More eyes turned toward Matt. It wasn't just Beatrice and her friends anymore. Even Clara, the nervous girl that Chloe told him about, was looking at him with genuine fear.

"The gods saw the devastation," continued Vane. "They saw how terribly the corruption was affecting the world at the time, and so, they intervened. In an event known as the Breaking, they punished the men who used the corrupted mana. They stripped them of their powers, shattered their corrupted cores, and killed them off to cleanse the world. From that day forward, the gods decreed that only women possessed the spiritual purity required to wield magic safely."

The silence in the combat room was deafening. Matt felt his face grow hot. He was being painted as a ticking time bomb, a historical monster reborn into their peaceful world.

"Excuse me, Professor?" came a quiet, timid voice from the middle of the pack.

Matt looked over in surprise. It was Lily. She had raised her hand, her freckled face pale but determined. It took an incredible amount of bravery for the shy farm girl to speak up in such a tense environment.

"Yes, Lily?" asked Vane, looking mildly surprised herself.

"If the gods killed all the men who corrupted their mana, why did the dark disciplines not go away with them?" asked Lily.

Vane's expression hardened. "It wasn’t so easy for something like that to go back into the box. Corruption is like a disease. Once it is introduced into the world, it is very difficult to eradicate completely."

The professor began to pace again. "Some women were seduced by the power the men had created. There was one particular group of evil, ambitious women who sought out the remnants of that dark mana. They fled the wrath of the gods and sequestered themselves outside Carletta, who banned the use of the dark disciplines. These women used that corrupted magic as the foundation for a new society, which eventually became the Kingdom of Ranosta."

"So the Ranostans still use the magic the men created? Women use the corrupted mana too?" asked Chloe, though Matt knew she was trying to steer the negative attention away from him.

"They do," confirmed Vane. "They are the enemies of Carletta, and they are the reason we train you for war. Ranosta has been our mortal enemy ever since the kingdom was created. They breed mystic mages who are barely human anymore, twisted by the very power they wield. And you must know how to identify them."

Vane stopped in the center of the room, raising her hand. "Mana colors are indicative of your discipline. The corrupted disciplines look different because they are perversions of the natural light disciplines. You must memorize these signs, because encountering a dark mage in the field is a matter of life and death."

The professor held up one finger. "Flame is the natural magic of fire and warmth, glowing with an orange-red light. Its corruption is conflagration. It is an unquenchable hellfire that consumes everything in its path. Its mana glows a deep blood red."

Vane held up a second finger. "Aqua is the magic of water and healing, glowing blue. Its corruption is blight. It’s the manipulation of toxins, acid, and poison. It glows with a violent purple-blue light."

Matt listened intently, his heart beginning to beat a little faster. He thought back to the conversation he had with Amelia in the wagon. She had asked him what color his mana was when he killed the monster, and he hadn’t known how to properly explain it.

"Terra is the magic of earth and barriers, glowing brown," continued Vane. "Its corruption is ruin. The power of decay, shattering matter, and destructive earthquakes. It manifests as a dark brown glow."

Matt swallowed hard, his throat suddenly feeling very dry.

"Winds is the magic of speed and air, glowing greenish-yellow. Its corruption is void, the creation of suffocating vacuums and darkness. It glows a dark, sickly green."

Vane lowered her hand, her stern eyes locking onto the class. "And finally, mind. The natural magic of life and clarity, which glows a soft gray. Its corruption is madness. The casting of mental illusions, mind control, and mind-warping terror."

The professor paused, letting the weight of the words hang in the air.

"The mana of a madness mage glows a chalky white."

Matt froze. All the blood drained from his face, leaving him feeling cold and numb.

Chalky white.

The memory of the dark woods rushed back to him with terrifying clarity. He remembered the Blight monster lunging at him, its jaws snapping open. He remembered the sudden burst of energy from his hands. He remembered the brilliant, blinding light that had slammed into the creature, disrupting its magic before Regina had arrived to finish it off.

It wasn't orange, or blue, or brown, or green, or gray.

It was white.

A suffocating panic gripped his chest. Was he corrupted? Was that why he couldn't pull a simple spark of mana yesterday? Was his core fundamentally broken, just like the male mages of the past? He was the first man in eight hundred years to have a core. It made logical sense that he would carry the same disease that had caused the Breaking in the first place.

Before he could fully process the thought, his mouth opened.

"Professor Vane," said Matt, his voice cutting through the silent room.

Every single head snapped toward him. Amelia looked up at him in surprise, sensing the sudden tension radiating from his body.

Vane crossed her arms, her gray eyes narrowing. "Yes, Matt?"

"What happens if someone's mana is white?" asked Matt, his voice remarkably steady despite the hurricane of panic in his chest. "If it glows with that chalky white color?"

A few girls in the front row gasped. Beatrice looked all too pleased with that question, a wicked, triumphant smirk spreading across her face.

Vane stared at him for a few tense moments. She didn't appear angry, but she looked incredibly dangerous. "Are you telling me that your mana glows white, Matt?"

"I don't know," lied Matt quickly, though he knew he wasn't fooling anyone. "I'm just asking a hypothetical question. If a student here produced white mana, what would happen?"

"It is an impossible hypothetical," replied Vane. "Because the headmistress would have never admitted a corrupted mage into this academy. Corrupted mages shouldn't even exist within the borders of Carletta. If a citizen here showed signs of a dark discipline, they would be immediately detained and brought before the crown for judgment."

"But what if she didn't know?" pressed Matt, now sitting on the edge of his chair. "What if the core is damaged, and that's why it's so hard to pull the mana out normally?"

Vane let out a derisive scoff. "You’re looking for excuses for your failure yesterday. What you lack is focus, not purity. But if you truly believe your core is harboring corrupted mana, then let us prove a point right now."

The professor marched forward, closing the distance between them in a few long strides. The crowd of novices turned to watch, with a few scooting their desks to the side just to get a better view. Vane stopped right in front of him, her cold gaze studying him intently.

"If you cannot pull your own mana to the surface, I will pull it for you," said Vane, her voice low and devoid of warmth. "And we will see exactly what color your magic is and put this theory to bed before it infects my classroom."

"Wait, Professor, is that safe?" asked Chloe, raising her hand with genuine concern in her green eyes. "Pulling mana from another person's core forcibly is highly invasive."

"Invasive but necessary," replied Vane without looking away from Matt. "Especially if Matt can’t pull his mana on his own. This way, we’ll knock out two birds with one stone."

Vane raised her hands, pressing her palms flat against the center of Matt's chest.

"Brace yourself," warned Vane. "This will not be pleasant."

A sudden blue light flared around the professor's hands. Matt gasped as a wave of freezing cold mana pierced through his shirt, sinking directly through his skin and into his rib cage.

It didn't feel like the warm sensation he had experienced when Lily tried to help him the night before. This felt like a pair of icy hooks had grabbed hold of his insides. Vane was using her aqua mana to physically reach into his ley lines and yank his dormant magic to the surface.

"Come on," grunted Vane, her brow furrowing in concentration.

Matt gritted his teeth, his hands clenching into fists at his sides. The pressure in his chest was immense. It felt like his core was rebelling against the intrusion. Instead of flowing upward toward her hands, his mana dug in, resisting her pull with a stubborn strength.

The blue light around Vane's hands intensified, glowing brighter as she poured more of her own energy into the effort.

Suddenly, the dynamic shifted. Just like Lily had told him last night, he relaxed his chest. He stopped fighting the intrusion and let his core do what it naturally wanted to do.

The moment he relaxed, his core reacted.

An invisible vacuum opened up inside his chest. Vane's blue aqua mana, which she had been using as a hook, was suddenly caught in the undertow. Matt felt a new surge of foreign energy rushing down his ley lines, flooding into his core with alarming speed.

Vane let out a sharp gasp of surprise. Her eyes widened in shock as the blue glow around her hands began to flicker and rapidly drain into Matt's chest.

"What are you doing?" demanded Vane, her voice straining. She tried to pull her hands back, but it was as if they were glued to his shirt by some invisible force.

Matt couldn't answer. He couldn't speak. The sheer volume of raw, unfiltered mana rushing into his body was overwhelming. His core felt like it was expanding, burning with an intense heat. It was too much. His unpracticed ley lines couldn't handle the sudden influx of Vane’s power.

A shock wave of invisible force erupted from Matt's chest, throwing Vane backward. The professor stumbled, her arms throwing out before she managed to catch her balance against the desks a few feet away.

At the same time, Matt’s body gave out completely. The energy vanished instantly, leaving behind a hollow void. He clutched his chest, finding it hard just to stay seated when all he wanted to do was slide toward the floor. His vision swam with dark spots, and he pitched forward, catching himself on his hands. He was gasping for air, his chest heaving as a cold sweat broke out across his forehead. Every single muscle in his body felt like it had been drained of its vitality.

"Matt!" yelled Amelia, rushing over to him from her desk. She grabbed his arm, pulling him up slightly so his face wasn't against the wooden surface. "Are you okay? Talk to me!"

Matt tried to speak, but all that came out was a heavy cough. He felt weak, weaker than he had ever felt in his entire life.

Professor Vane stood a few feet away, her chest rising and falling quickly. She looked slightly breathless, a rare crack in her perfectly composed facade. She stared at Matt with a mixed expression of profound confusion and wary caution. She quickly masked it, forcing her stern scowl back into place.

"Nothing," declared Vane, her voice cutting through the shocked silence of the room. "There was no white light. There was no light at all. Just an empty and stubbornly uncooperative core that refused to emit mana."

Beatrice let out a loud laugh from the front of the classroom.

"I told you!" gloated Beatrice, pointing a finger at Matt as he struggled to catch his breath on the ground. "He's useless! He can't even produce a spark when a professor tries to pull it out of him. He doesn't belong here! He's a defective freak, and we should leave him in the past where he belongs!"

What sucked the most was seeing several others nod in agreement, their voices joining in a chorus of murmurs and hostile whispers.

"Shut your mouth, Beatrice!" snapped Amelia, turning her head to glare at her. A dangerous, orange-red spark flickered across Amelia's knuckles. "Before I burn that smug look right off your face!"

"Enough!" shouted Vane, her voice cracking like a whip. "There will be no fighting in my classroom. Amelia, return to your seat. Beatrice, not another word. We are moving on to physical endurance drills."

Amelia ignored the professor for a moment, wrapping her hand around Matt's arm. "I've got you," she whispered, her blue eyes filled with concern as she looked at his pale face.

Matt managed to sit upright fully, though his stomach was trembling so violently he felt like he could puke. He managed a silent thank you to Amelia, who didn’t release him until she was certain he was alright.

He looked across the room at Beatrice, who was still smiling smugly. He glanced at the other girls, who were watching him with a mixture of pity and disgust. Professor Vane showed nothing at all, as she’d already turned her back on him to address the next part of class.

Matt didn't produce white mana today, but the fear hadn't left him. The way his core had reacted to Vane—the way it had violently sucked the energy right out of her hands—wasn't normal. None of this was normal.

As the rest of the class moved onto another subject, Matt couldn't stop the dark thoughts swirling in his mind.

Why was this so hard? Why was his magic fighting him at every turn? And what the hell was wrong with him that made him so fundamentally different from everyone else?


Chapter
Eleven



The novice library was quiet enough that Matt could hear his own breathing.

He sat at a large oak table in the deepest corner of the room, surrounded by towering shelves of ancient texts and dusty scrolls. A single candle flickered on the wood in front of him, casting dancing shadows across the open pages of the leather-bound book in front of him.

It was the end of another incredibly trying day. Every muscle in his body felt like it had been stretched and bruised. His chest still carried a hollow ache from the morning, a lingering reminder of Professor Vane trying to pull his mana to the surface. He still had no idea what to make of the vacuum his core had created, nor did he understand the chalky white light he’d produced in the woods nearly a week ago.

All he knew was that he was falling behind. Every other novice in his class could pull mana to some degree. Even the girls who struggled the most could manage a flicker of flame or a drop of water this morning, which was more disheartening than he would have thought.

Matt just had an empty void that fought him at every turn.

"Looking for the answers to the universe in a book on basic ley line theory?" asked a feminine voice from the aisle.

Matt lifted his head, blinking away the strain in his eyes.

Chloe stood at the end of the table, giving him a knowing smile. She looked stunning, having changed into a form-fitting, plum-colored dress that hugged every curve of her body. The neckline plunged just enough to offer a teasing glimmer of her breasts, which Matt definitely appreciated as she walked closer.

"I would settle for a way to pull mana from my core effortlessly," replied Matt, leaning back in his chair. "Though the universe might be an easier subject to tackle right now."

Chloe laughed softly as she pulled out the chair next to his and sat down. She smelled like lavender, a remarkably comforting fragrance that he enjoyed a little too much.

"You’re being far too hard on yourself," said Chloe, resting her elbows on the table. "Besides, nobody is perfect. Not even the ones who pretend to be."

"I take it you are talking about someone specific?" asked Matt, noticing the mischievous glint in her eyes.

"I might be," teased Chloe, leaning in a little closer. "I just came from a practical mana application class. The one that I share with Beatrice."

Matt groaned. "Please tell me she’s not some kind of secret prodigy."

"Far from it," replied Chloe, her smile widening into a wicked grin. "For someone who crows about how special and ‘pure’ she really is, she has surprisingly few ley lines. Her mana is quite weak, something Professor Higgins even told her to her face. You should have seen how pissed she was. There was enough steam to boil a teapot."

Matt let out a loud snort, quickly covering his mouth to keep the sound from echoing across the quiet library. "You’re making that up to make me feel better."

"I swear on my mana core it is the total truth," replied Chloe, crossing her heart with one finger. "She looked like she was going to burst into tears. My point is that Beatrice puts up a front of being flawless, but she is struggling just like everyone else. We’re all students, Matt. We have a lot to learn, which is why we’re here."

"I guess it helps to know I am not the only one failing at things," admitted Matt, feeling some of the heavy tension leave his shoulders. "Though, I would prefer to fail without the entire school watching and judging me for being a man."

"Which is exactly why I came to find you," said Chloe. She reached into the small bag slung over her shoulder and pulled out a worn, unmarked book. She slid it across the table until it rested right in front of him. "I thought you might want to study with me tonight. I found something that might help you gain a little perspective on your situation."

Matt looked down at the frayed cover. "What is it?"

"It is a historical account of the pre-Breaking era," explained Chloe, keeping her voice to a quiet whisper. "Specifically, it details the exploits of several prominent male mages from that time. It’s not the kind of reading the academy approves of for novices, but I know how to navigate the archives."

Matt opened the cover, staring at the old, handwritten text. "You took a restricted book just for me?"

"Well, that, and the fact that I’m naturally curious," said Chloe, brushing a stray lock of brown hair behind her ear. "And you are the biggest mystery this school has seen in centuries. Read the section on the right page there. The one about the mage named Sarlow."

Matt scanned the page, trying to decipher the old script. "Sarlow. That’s a strange name."

"It’s a title he gave himself," corrected Chloe. "In the old language, Sarlow loosely translates to Fear Over All. He was a warlord of sorts, governing a large territory in the eastern provinces long before Carletta was unified."

"He doesn’t sound like a very nice guy," noted Matt.

"Oh, he was ruthless," agreed Chloe. "But his power was legendary. Sarlow was famous for his exploits with corrupted mana. He actively sought out the dark disciplines and bent them to his will. The book details a specific battle where his lordship was threatened by a large group of face-shifters."

Matt felt a chill run down his spine. "Face-shifters? I thought they only lived in Ranosta?"

"Ranosta didn’t exist back then," said Chloe smoothly. "Face-shifters were simply dark mana users who mastered the art of physical manipulation. They were terrifying assassins. They tried to infiltrate Sarlow's keep to murder him in his sleep."

"What happened?" asked Matt, genuinely engrossed in the story.

"He annihilated them," said Chloe with a roll of her shoulders. "He used a variation of corrupted terra mana, or ruin, to turn the stone of his castle against them. He crushed the assassins and displayed their bodies on the battlements as a warning. His raw strength was so vast that entire armies refused to march against him."

Matt stared at the page, processing the information. "You are telling me this guy used corrupted mana to slaughter people, and he was basically unstoppable?"

"Until the Breaking, yes," confirmed Chloe. "He died when the gods stripped the men of their power, but that’s not why I brought this to you. I want you to look past the evil things he did and look at the power he possessed."

"You want me to take inspiration from a crazy warlord?" asked Matt, raising his eyebrow.

"I want you to realize that male mages were capable of great feats," said Chloe, reaching out to tap the page with her finger. "They weren’t weak or defective. They held an incredible amount of raw power, even if they used their abilities for evil. You have that same ability inside you, Matt."

Matt leaned back in his chair, rubbing his chin as he took that in.

"What if my foundation is already messed up?" asked Matt quietly, deciding to trust her with his deepest fear. "What if the reason I can’t pull mana like you or the others is because my core is corrupted? Professor Vane said the dark disciplines look different. What if I have one of those?"

"Power is just power, Matt," said Chloe, her voice incredibly gentle. "A sword can be used to protect a village or to slaughter an innocent person. The metal doesn’t care. It only matters whose hand is holding the hilt. I don’t think that your mana is different from the rest of us, and it’s certainly not corrupt. If it was, we’d be able to tell."

“How exactly would you be able to do that?”

Chloe shrugged. “Well, dark mana corrupts physically as much as it corrupts mana. Your skin would be gray, and you’d probably be losing most of your hair, for one.”

Matt growled under his breath. "You really know how to make a guy feel better, you know that?"

"It’s one of my many talents," teased Chloe, winking at him. She reached over and closed the heavy book, pushing it to the side of the table. "But enough about dead warlords and mana theory. My brain needs a break from academics."

"I can agree with that," said Matt, happy to shift the topic. "So, what do you do for fun when you’re not breaking into restricted archives just for your fellow students?"

Chloe laughed, resting her chin on her hands. The movement pressed her breasts together slightly, drawing his eyes downward again before he forced himself to look at her face.

"Honestly, my life in Millvale was pretty structured," admitted Chloe, her tone turning a bit more reflective. "When your family has an elevated status in the trade guilds, everything you do is monitored. You attend the right parties, you wear the right dresses, and you smile at the right people. It is all a very elaborate, very exhausting game of politics."

"Sounds like a pain in the ass," said Matt bluntly.

Chloe let out an unladylike laugh that echoed a little too much. "That is exactly what it is. A giant pain in the ass, but it does have its perks. You learn how to read people and how to get information from them. Knowing people's secrets gave me a sense of control in a life where everything was decided for me."

"It must be nice to have some freedom here, then," noted Matt.

"It is," agreed Chloe, her green eyes softening as she looked at him. "Though, the academy has its own set of rules. Still, it is much more entertaining. Especially with you around."

She tilted her head, giving him a curious, slightly wicked look. "Speaking of entertainment, I have a question for you. And I want total honesty."

"Alright," said Matt, sitting up a little straighter. "Ask away."

"You’re the only man in a castle filled with hundreds of young, beautiful women," began Chloe, tapping her fingers against the table. "You have to be feeling the pressure. Has anyone caught your eye yet?"

Matt felt his face grow warm. It was a direct question, and the playful glint in her eyes told him she wasn’t going to let him dodge it.

"That’s a tough question to answer," admitted Matt, rubbing the back of his neck. "It’s kind of like walking into a bakery when you’re starving. Every pastry looks amazing. It’s difficult to just pick one when you’re surrounded by so many beautiful women."

Chloe smirked, clearly enjoying his discomfort. "A bakery? That is a terrible analogy, but I will let it slide. Surely you have a preference. Tell me you don’t have your heart set on someone terrible. I will absolutely judge you if you tell me you’re pining after Beatrice."

Matt shuddered at the thought. "Gods, no. I would rather jump into the Blight than spend ten minutes alone with Beatrice. She’s awful, and I’m fairly certain there are actual Blight monsters out there that are more pleasant."

They both shared a quiet laugh, the shared disdain for the bully bringing them a little closer together.

"Good," said Chloe, her smile lingering. "Then who?"

Matt hesitated for a moment. He thought about his dorm room, the comfortable banter, and the accidental flash from the previous night. "I mean, Amelia is great. We get along really well. We grew up in similar areas, and she doesn’t look at me like I am some kind of freak. I guess you could say I’m attracted to her."

Chloe didn’t look surprised. She merely nodded her head slowly, her wavy hair shifting over her shoulders. "Amelia is very pretty. And fiercely loyal. She rushed to your side this morning just to make sure you were okay. I’m not surprised there’s some attraction there."

"But?" asked Matt, sensing a shift in her tone.

"But you’re limiting yourself," said Chloe, her voice dropping lower. She leaned forward, closing the distance between them across the corner of the table. "You’re thinking like a commoner, Matt. You are trying to pick one pastry from the bakery."

"Most guys only get one," pointed out Matt, his heart starting to beat a little faster as he caught another whiff of her lavender perfume.

"Most guys are not you," replied Chloe. She reached out, letting her fingers brush lightly against the back of his hand. Her skin was incredibly soft. "Did you know that the old male mages didn’t just take a single wife? They formed bonds with multiple women. They had harems, Matt."

Matt swallowed hard, his mind suddenly spinning. "Harems? You mean they were with multiple women at the same time?"

"Exactly," said Chloe, her gaze locked onto his. "It’s something to think about. Not that I think it wouldn’t make you any more of a social leper than you already are, but it’s certainly an option if you’re willing to take it."

The silence in the library felt heavy, charged with a sudden, undeniable tension. Matt looked down at her hand resting gently against his, then back up to her face.

This didn’t feel like just academic advice.

Chloe shifted in her chair, her body language changing completely. The confident social butterfly melted away, replaced by a woman who looked very vulnerable. She played nervously with the silver trinket hanging in her cleavage, her gaze dropping to his lips for a fraction of a second before looking back up at his eyes.

"It sounds like a nice arrangement," whispered Chloe, a hint of sadness creeping into her voice. "Much better than the alternative."

"What is the alternative?" asked Matt, sensing her sudden melancholy.

Chloe pulled her hand back slowly, resting it in her lap. "My family has already planned out my future. I’m betrothed to a minor nobleman back in Millvale. He is twice my age, incredibly boring, and cares only about expanding his trading routes. I’m expected to marry him the day after I graduate from this academy."

Matt felt a sudden surge of protective anger. "They can just force you to marry someone you don’t even like?"

"It’s the way things work for the nobility," said Chloe, forcing a brave smile that did not quite reach her eyes. "You do your duty for your family. That is why I try to enjoy my freedom here while I can. I’m sure that Amelia would be familiar with the concept too. She’s part of the nobility as well, from what I gather?"

She looked at him then, and the raw emotion in her green eyes was unmistakable. Her cheeks were dusted with a faint, beautiful blush. She was leaning toward him, with her breathing slightly elevated.

Why did it seem like she was trying to tell him something? This didn’t feel like just a casual conversation about male mages and harems.

“Would you dodge the marriage if you could?” asked Matt suddenly.

Chloe didn’t hesitate. “I would if it were truly an option. But it’s not, so there’s no use in getting my hopes up. My parents are insistent that I carry out my duty, and there’s nothing else to be said about it. It’s not like I get a choice in the matter.”

She sighed and looked at the nails on one hand.

"I’m sorry you have to deal with that," said Matt quietly, his voice full of genuine sincerity. "You deserve better than someone who just wants you for a trade route."

Chloe gave him a genuine smile. "Thank you, Matt. That means a lot to me."

She stood up from her chair, smoothing out the front of her plum-colored dress. "It’s getting late. We should probably head back to the dorms before the caretakers try to lock up the library."

"Yeah," agreed Matt, standing up and grabbing his bag from the floor. "We should. As much as I don’t want to because I’m enjoying your company, it’s probably prudent."

They walked out of the library together, moving through the quiet corridors of the academy side by side. They didn’t speak much on the way back, but the comfortable banter from earlier had been replaced by a simmering, unspoken tension.

When they reached the intersection where their paths split toward their respective dorm rooms, Chloe paused. She turned to face him, stepping just a little closer than was strictly necessary.

"Have a good night, Matt," said Chloe softly, her green eyes shining in the dim light of the corridor. "And remember what I said. Give yourself a little more grace, okay?"

She gave him a lingering look, turned on her heel, and walked down the hall.

Matt stood there for a long moment, watching the gentle sway of her hips as she disappeared into the shadows. His mind was racing. Between Amelia and Chloe, his life at the academy was getting complicated very fast.

He still couldn’t pull a single drop of mana, but as he headed back to his room, Matt realized his grandfather had been right about one thing.

This adventure was going to be anything but boring.


Chapter
Twelve



The first week at the academy finally came to a close, but Matt didn't feel like celebrating.

He walked down the dim stone corridors of the South Wing, his boots echoing against the stone floor. The weekend had officially begun, meaning the novices were free to relax, study, or explore the castle grounds without the looming threat of professors hovering over their shoulders. For most of the girls, it was a time of relief.

For Matt, it was just a bitter reminder of how far behind he was.

He still couldn't pull a single drop of mana from his core.

Throughout the week, he had sat through every lecture, read every assigned chapter, and tried every visualization technique suggested to him.

Nothing worked.

His ley lines felt like dry riverbeds, devoid of the energy that flowed so effortlessly through his classmates. Every practical session in Professor Vane's class ended with the same result. He would sit there, staring at his hands, while the other novices produced flickers of flame, beads of water, or gusts of wind.

He was the anomaly. The mistake. And Beatrice never missed an opportunity to remind him of that fact.

"I just don't get it," muttered Matt to himself, rubbing the center of his chest where his dormant core resided. "Why am I the different one? Why is this so difficult for me?"

He didn't want to go back to his dorm room just yet. Amelia was probably there, reviewing her notes or practicing her flame discipline, and he didn't want to bring her mood down with his frustration. She had been incredibly supportive all week, defending him from the whispers and the glares, but he felt guilty leaning on her so much.

He needed some time alone to clear his head.

Matt wandered deeper into the lower levels of the academy, taking staircases that led away from the novice classrooms and familiar wings. The architecture in this part of the castle was strictly functional. The high ceilings gave way to lower, sturdy wooden beams. The colorful stained glass was replaced by narrow windows that let in only slivers of the late afternoon sun.

He didn't know where he was going, but he kept walking until a distinctly comforting scent caught his attention.

It was the smell of yeast, freshly baked bread, and butter.

His stomach gave a loud rumble, reminding him that he had barely touched his lunch in the dining commons earlier. Following his nose, Matt navigated a series of winding stone corridors until the air grew noticeably warmer. He turned a final corner and found himself standing in the doorway of a bustling kitchen.

The bakery was a hive of activity. Large brick ovens lined the far wall, radiating an intense heat that made the air shimmer. Long wooden tables filled the center of the room, covered in dusting flour, mounds of rising dough, and racks of fresh bread.

And standing right in the middle of it all was a man.

Matt blinked, genuinely surprised. The man was tall and broad-shouldered, with thick forearms covered in a dusting of white flour. He wore a canvas apron over his linen shirt, and his dark beard was tied together with a leather string. He was currently kneading a mound of dough with motions that looked routine.

For the first time all week, Matt wasn't the only man in the room.

He stepped hesitantly into the bakery, the heat washing over him like a warm blanket. The baker looked up, pausing his work. He had friendly, crinkled eyes and a wide, welcoming smile that completely transformed his rugged face.

"Well now, you don't look like one of the kitchen maids," said the man, his tone friendly and jovial. He wiped his flour-covered hands on his apron and stepped around the wooden table. "You must be the new novice I've been hearing so much about. The whole castle is talking about you."

"I guess word travels fast around here," replied Matt, offering a polite but guarded smile. "I'm Matt."

"Tobias," said the baker, extending a large, floured hand.

Matt shook it, finding the man's grip firm. It was refreshing to meet someone who didn't look at him like he was a dangerous freak or a historical monster reborn.

"I didn't realize there were other men working in the castle," admitted Matt, looking around the expansive bakery. "I haven't seen anyone but female mages and female caretakers since I arrived."

Tobias let out a hearty laugh as he walked over to a nearby cooling rack. He picked up a perfectly golden biscuit and tossed it to Matt. "We stay out of sight, for the most part. Eat that while it's warm. Best thing you'll taste all week, I promise you."

Matt caught the biscuit with both hands. He took a bite, and his eyes widened. It was buttery, flaky, and absolutely delicious. "This is amazing."

"I know," said Tobias, winking. "To answer your question, there are a few of us around, but you won't find us in the grand halls or the classrooms. The men here do the heavy lifting. We run the bakeries, the smithies, the stables, and the deep maintenance, but we're behind the scenes. The women upstairs pretend we don't exist until they need a horse shod or a banquet prepared."

"Does it bother you?" asked Matt, taking another bite of the warm biscuit.

Tobias shrugged his broad shoulders, leaning back against the wooden preparation table. "Not really. It's honest work, and the pay is better than anything you'd find in the outer villages, but I don't have a mana core. I'm just a normal guy baking bread. You, on the other hand . . . you're a whole different story."

"A story everyone seems to hate," muttered Matt, the bitterness creeping back into his voice. "I didn’t realize my story had made it all the way down here."

"I've heard the whispers," said Tobias, his expression turning sympathetic. "The girls who come down here to fetch the meal carts talk loud enough for everyone to hear. They aren't exactly thrilled to have a man walking their sacred halls, especially one with a core. They assume any man in the castle is a bad thing, but a man with mana? That terrifies them."

"I haven't done anything to scare them," said Matt defensively. "I can't even produce a spark of mana. I'm failing all my practical classes. The only thing I'm a threat to is my own pride. If I’m a monster, I’m a poor one."

Tobias chuckled as he reached over to pull a fresh loaf of bread from a nearby basket. He wrapped it in a clean linen cloth and handed it to Matt. "You're a threat to their entire worldview, kid. For eight hundred years, they've been told they are the only ones pure enough to wield that power. Your very existence proves that notion wrong. That's a heavy thing for them to swallow."

Matt looked down at the wrapped loaf in his hands. It felt heavy, much like the expectations Regina had placed on him. "I just want to learn how to use my core so I can help people. I don't want to start a war."

"You seem like a good man," said Tobias, patting Matt firmly on the shoulder. "I can see it in your eyes. And let me tell you a secret. The regular guys working down here in the dark? We're rooting for you."

Matt looked up, surprised. "You are?"

"Of course, we are," said Tobias with a wide grin. "It gives us a little hope, or at least a really good story to tell over ale. A man from a border village walking up there among the mystic mages, showing them that it's possible for a man to have mana without being a kingdom-destroying monster? If that’s not something to root for, I don’t know what is."

The baker turned back to his table, dusting a fresh layer of flour across the wood. "You stay strong in the face of all that adversity, Matt. Don't let them break your spirit. And anytime you need a break from the staring, or just a quiet place to eat a decent pastry, you come down here to the bakery. My door is always open to you."

"Thank you, Tobias," said Matt, feeling a genuine wave of gratitude wash over him. It was the first time all week he felt completely at ease. "I appreciate the bread and the conversation."

"Don't mention it," replied Tobias, already plunging his hands back into the dough. "Now get out of here before I put you to work scrubbing the floors."

Matt smiled and turned around, navigating his way out of the stifling heat of the kitchen. As he walked back through the lower corridors, the wrapped loaf of bread warming his hands, he felt a renewed sense of determination.

Tobias was right. He couldn't let Beatrice or those like her break his spirit. He belonged here just as much as they did, and he was going to figure out his mana core even if it took him all year.

He climbed the staircase, leaving the lower level behind as he reentered the ornate halls of the novice wing. There were only a few students out at this hour, as no doubt most were either studying or preparing for dinner.

He was only a few corridors away from his dorm room when his internal danger sense flared to life.

Stepping out from an intersecting hallway, effectively blocking his path, was Beatrice.

Of course, she was with her usual cronies. The lanky blonde girl and the squat redhead flanked her on either side, their faces twisted into identical expressions of manufactured superiority. Beatrice crossed her arms over her chest, her dark eyes glittering with cruel amusement as she looked Matt up and down.

"Well, look what we have here," said Beatrice, as she planted both hands on her hips. "I was wondering where the little fraud scurried off to. Decided to go into the cellars to find a new job since you’re clearly not cut out to be a mystic mage?"

"Move out of my way, Beatrice," said Matt, keeping his tone firm. He didn't want a fight. He just wanted to get back to his room.

"Or what?" challenged Beatrice, taking a step forward. "You'll fight me? Because we all know you can't use your mana. You've been here an entire week, and you're as useless as the day you arrived."

The squat redhead snickered, nudging her tall companion. "He probably doesn't even have a core. He's just a commoner pretending to be special."

"I am not pretending anything," said Matt, his jaw tightening. "I'm just trying to get to my room. Back off."

Beatrice uncrossed her arms, holding her right hand out in front of her. "You don't give orders here. You don't even belong in this academy. Every time you breathe the same air as us, you insult the legacy of every true mage who came before us."

A sudden greenish-yellow glow ignited around Beatrice's fingers.

Matt recognized the color instantly from Vane's lecture. It was the wind discipline. Before he could react, Beatrice flicked her wrist forward with a sweeping motion.

A concentrated gust of wind erupted from her hand, hitting Matt squarely in the chest. It felt like being struck by a solid wall of moving air. The force of the impact lifted him completely off his feet, throwing him backward. He crashed hard into the stone wall of the corridor, the air leaving his lungs in a painful wheeze. The loaf of bread tumbled from his hands, landing uselessly on the floor.

Matt slid down the wall, coughing as he struggled to pull air back into his chest.

"See?" gloated Beatrice, walking slowly toward him while her cronies laughed. The greenish-yellow mana continued to swirl around her hand, casting an eerie glow on the stone walls. "Weak. You can't even defend yourself against a basic gust. You're pathetic."

Matt pushed himself up onto one knee, his eyes watering from the lack of air. He glared up at the bully, a hot surge of defiant anger burning through his exhaustion. He tried to reach inward, desperately searching for that deep well inside, hoping for a miracle spark to defend himself.

Nothing happened. His core remained stubbornly silent.

"I think you need a stronger lesson," said Beatrice, raising her glowing hand again. "Maybe if I blow you out a window, you'll finally understand that you aren't welcome here."

"Touch him again, and I'll fucking kill you."

The voice appeared out of nowhere, coming from behind Beatrice. She froze, her head snapping to the side.

Amelia stood at the far end of the hall, looking absolutely furious. Her blue eyes were narrowed into dangerous slits. She didn't hesitate for a single second as she marched down the corridor with purposeful strides, placing herself directly between Beatrice and Matt.

"Leave him alone," growled Amelia. "Or it will be the last stupid thing you ever do, Beatrice.”

Beatrice let out a scoff, though she took a half-step backward. "Stay out of this, Amelia. This doesn't concern you. I'm just taking out the trash."

"I said, leave him alone," repeated Amelia. She raised both of her hands, her palms facing the bully.

An orangish-red glow flared to life around her fingers. It was flame mana, bright and angry. Usually, Amelia could only produce a small, flickering flame, about the size of a candle. It was enough to light a lamp or warm a cup of tea, but it was hardly that potent.

Matt watched from the floor, still catching his breath. He saw Amelia's stance, sturdy and protective. He felt a sudden surge of gratitude for the girl who had his back no matter what. He just wished he could help or possibly lend her a bit of his strength.

The moment the thought crossed his mind, something shifted deep inside his chest.

Matt felt a strange sensation inside his core, one that he’d never felt before. His heart started to pound rapidly, the surge of her adrenaline and anger fueling his body.

The next thing he knew, he could feel Amelia’s mana. It was surging into him, filling his core with her raw power. It was unlike anything he’d ever experienced before, but it felt amazing.

It was like sliding into a hot bath after a long day. Her mana soothed him and comforted his soul at the same time. It was as intoxicating as any ale, but without the bitter taste.

Before he even knew what was happening, Amelia’s flame suddenly grew several sizes in her hand. It amplified with power, taking over her entire palm before shooting out toward Beatrice.

It illuminated the entire corridor, casting a wild white glow against the walls. The heat was so intense it instantly singed the edges of a nearby tapestry.

Beatrice shrieked in terror as she was flung backwards with so much force that she crashed into the castle wall on the opposite side of the hallway. She threw her arms up over her face, groaning as she sagged to the floor afterward. Her two cronies didn't even bother to help her up. They turned and sprinted down the hall in a blind panic, screaming as if the Blight itself had breached the castle walls.

Beatrice scrambled to her feet, abandoning her pride entirely. She ran away from them as fast as her legs could carry her.

Amelia stood frozen in the middle of the corridor, staring at her hands with a look of shock on her face. The flame died down as quickly as it had appeared, leaving behind a faint smell of smoke once it was gone.

The new sensation in Matt's chest snapped, receding back into his core. The sudden absence of the connection left him feeling slightly dizzy, but not nearly as drained as some of the sessions with Professor Vane as she tried to pull mana from him.

"Gods above and below," whispered Amelia, her voice trembling slightly. She slowly turned around to look at Matt. "What did we just do?"

Before Matt could answer, he heard the sound of footsteps. They both turned to see none other than the headmistress herself walking down the halls.

“Well, it seems I’ve arrived not a moment too soon,” said Headmistress Regina Dutton, her amber eyes showing all kinds of amusement as she closed the gap between us. “And here I thought I was going to have to do everything myself.”

Matt had no idea what to make of that. Judging by the look on Amelia’s face, she was similarly in the dark.

“Headmistress?” asked Matt as he pushed off the floor.

“I see we have a lot to discuss already,” said Regina with a warm smile. “Both of you, please follow me to my office.”

Matt’s first thought was that he was in trouble for what just happened. Beatrice’s crash looked like it really hurt, and she was a noble after all.

Was Regina about to expel them from the academy for what they did?

Amelia didn’t say a word as they trailed behind the headmistress, passing two other wings until they reached her fifth-floor office. The inside smelled like mahogany, having a large desk with a fancy chair that she immediately sat in. There was a leather couch in front of her desk, and she immediately gestured for them to sit on it.

“Are we in trouble, Headmistress?” asked Amelia, her voice trembling slightly as the words came out.

“Not with me,” replied Regina with some amusement. “Though, you may want to watch out for retaliation from Beatrice. I don’t imagine she’s going to take that kind of grief without payback. I was hoping I’d get back to the academy before Matt set the whole thing ablaze. It seems I managed to do that just in the nick of time.”

Regina laughed softly to herself, but when Matt and Amelia didn’t join her, she turned serious.

“Matt, I need to apologize to you,” continued Regina after resting her elbows on her desk. “About your mana core.”

“What's there to apologize for, Headmistress?”

“The fact that no one here seemed to understand just what you were until ten minutes ago,” she replied. “The Mystic Mage Academy is a product of its time and its environment. We’re used to working with women and the light disciplines, but what you have is different.”

Matt gulped once he heard that. His old fear about having dark mana started to creep back up.

Regina saw that and held up both hands. “Relax, Matt. You can’t use dark mana. At least not yet.”

“Not yet?” repeated Amelia. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that Matt has a very special mana core,” continued Regina. “I’ve heard from Professor Vane about all the troubles you’ve been having. How she couldn’t even pull a drop of mana from your core. There’s a reason for that. Matt doesn’t pull mana from his core. He absorbs it.”

Matt and Amelia shared a confused look, with neither of them having heard such a thing before.

“It’s extraordinarily rare,” said Regina, leaning back in her chair. “Even rarer than just being a male mage. It seems the gods were having fun the day you were created, Matt.”

“Somehow, that doesn’t sound that promising for me,” Matt grumbled.

“On the contrary, it’s a very positive thing. Matt, you have an ability that no one else has. I should have realized it the day we met, but that Blight monster was killed so quickly that it escaped my notice. After what I just witnessed against Beatrice, I’m more sure than ever. Matt, your core doesn’t emit heavy streams of mana like everyone else’s. Instead, yours was meant to pull mana in from others, amplify it, and send it back out with at least twice as much power. That’s what happened to Beatrice back there. You absorbed Amelia’s flame mana and shot it back out with so much more intensity than Amelia was capable of producing on her own.”

Matt’s head was spinning as he tried to digest that. “What does that mean for me?”

Regina let out a short laugh. “Many, many things. For one, we’ll have to change your instruction. It makes no sense for you to sit in classes with others who don’t use mana like you do. I’ll let Professor Vane know that I’m relieving her of her task of teaching you. Starting tomorrow, we’ll have a much more personalized level of instruction. And I’ll be your teacher.”

Matt liked the sound of that. He hadn’t known Regina for that long, but he already liked her a whole lot more than he did Professor Vane.

She was also great to look at, which made his gaze flicker down to her chest. Her breasts looked very snug in her blouse, having just enough cleavage to make his heart race.

Amelia didn’t seem so relieved. “Does that mean Matt won’t be in my classes anymore?”

To Matt’s surprise, Regina shook her head. “Not exactly. We’re going to have to make some changes to accommodate Matt. The fact of the matter is that he’s nearly useless without other mages around him, which means he’ll need a team of sorts. A group, one that’s bound together by a tight bond. To that end, we’ll have to find a new purpose for you, Amelia.”

Amelia pursed her lips together. She looked not as upset as she was before, but still a little perplexed.

“I’m just ashamed we didn’t realize it sooner,” said Regina, taking a sip of water from a glass on her desk. “I imagine the last week was very trying for you, Matt.”

“It wasn’t the easiest,” he said with a chuckle.

“Now that we know what you are, it should get better. For now, let me figure out the particulars of how this new arrangement will look. I’d ask that you two go back to your room and settle in for tonight. I’ll take care of all the details.”

Matt nodded as he and Amelia stood up and headed for the door. Before he could leave, Regina called his name, making him pause.

“You’re going to do great things here, Matt,” promised Regina with a coy smile. “I’m looking forward to seeing you in action.”


Chapter
Thirteen



“Can you believe this? Any of it? What just happened?”

Amelia was full of questions as they made their way back to their room. Pushing her blonde hair behind her ear, she turned to look at him right as they passed the South Wing.

“No, I’m still processing it,” he said, which made her giggle.

“So is Beatrice,” she said, bumping her shoulder against his. “She’ll be processing that beating for a long time to come. Serves her right too. But the rest of it? By the gods, Matt, you’re different.”

She said that last word with so much emphasis that it made him look over at her.

“You don’t think that’s a bad thing, do you?”

Amelia shook her head. “No, not at all. It explains so much too. I knew you were different from the start, but this is something amazing. Your presence here is literally forcing the academy to change the way they teach, and we’ve only been here a week.”

“I am a little special like that, aren’t I?”

Amelia snorted as she elbowed him. “Already getting your head in the clouds? So typical.”

“Hey, we’re in this together,” replied Matt as they arrived at their dorm. “It was your mana that I amplified, remember?”

Amelia gave him a shy smile. “It’ll be difficult to forget. We make a good team, don’t we?”

“Did you have any doubt?”

She laid down on her bed, letting out a long, breathless laugh. The adrenaline was finally beginning to wear off, leaving a sense of euphoria in its wake.

“No,” she said with a toothy smile. “That’s why as soon as Beatrice started trouble, I decided to get involved. You’re one of the only people that truly gets me. That’s why we’re in this together.”

“I like being together with you, Amelia.”

She turned to look at him, and the words caught slightly in her throat.

In her rush to defend him and the subsequent walk back to their room, Amelia's blouse had become slightly disheveled. Her chest was heaving with exertion, and the top three buttons of her white top had come completely undone. The fabric parted generously, offering an unobstructed view of her cleavage and the swell of her breasts. Her skin was flushed with a rosy heat that made her look incredibly appealing.

Matt couldn't pull his eyes away.

Amelia noticed his lingering gaze. She didn't rush to button her blouse or hide behind a towel like she had earlier this week. Instead, the flush on her cheeks deepened. She shifted her weight nervously from one hip to the other, her breathing growing a little shallower.

The usual comfort they felt with each other vanished for a moment, replaced with tension. Matt found it difficult not to stare at her, but if Amelia minded, she didn’t say anything about it. She continued to gaze right back at him, with several tense seconds passing by while no one said a word.

Finally, Amelia found her voice again.

"You're staring at me," murmured Amelia, her voice barely above a whisper. She didn't sound angry about it, though.

If anything, she made it sound like a good thing.

"You’re staring at me too," said Matt, not bothering to look away. He moved closer to her bed. "You just . . . you look really beautiful right now."

Amelia's breath caught in her lungs. She chewed nervously on her lower lip, a quirk he had quickly come to adore over the past two weeks.

"Do you really mean that, Matt?" she asked softly, staring down at her lap.

"Of course," replied Matt, closing the remaining distance between them. He sat down on the side of her bed, only a few inches from her. "I'm saying it because it's true. I've thought you were beautiful since the moment I opened the carriage door and heard that terrible song."

Amelia let out a quiet giggle as she stared at him with a vulnerable expression. "My singing isn't that bad."

"It's awful," teased Matt. He reached out, his fingers brushing a stray lock of blonde hair behind her ear. His knuckles grazed the flushed skin of her cheek.

Amelia leaned into his touch, her eyes fluttering shut for a fraction of a second. The movement brought her face dangerously close to his.

Matt didn't think about the consequences. He didn't think about the academy, or his core, or the complicated social minefield waiting for them outside their door. He just followed his gut.

He leaned over and pressed his lips against hers.

Amelia gasped softly against his mouth, but she didn't pull away. After a second of hesitation, she responded eagerly. She raised her hands, her fingers tangling in the hair at the nape of his neck, pulling him closer.

The kiss was clumsy at first, fueled by their lingering tension, but it quickly melted into something deep and intoxicating. Her lips were incredibly soft, tasting faintly of sweet berries. Matt brought his hands down to her waist, pulling her forward.

Amelia let out a quiet moan, shifting her weight on the edge of the mattress. She lost her balance slightly, falling backward onto the thick blanket and pulling Matt down with her.

He caught his weight on his forearms, hovering directly over her. Amelia looked up at him, her chest rising and falling rapidly. Her unbuttoned blouse parted further, but neither of them cared. Her blue eyes looked aroused, and her lips were swollen from the kiss.

Matt lowered his head, ready to capture her lips again, completely lost in the moment.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

The sudden, loud rapping on their door shattered the silence of the room.

Matt and Amelia jumped apart as if they had been struck by lightning. Matt rolled off the bed quickly, his heart hammering in his chest while Amelia scrambled into a sitting position, frantically fumbling with the buttons on her blouse.

"Fresh linens for the week!" called out the muffled voice of a castle caretaker from the hallway. "Leave your dirty bundles in the basket by the door!"

Amelia's entire face was glowing red. She looked a little panicked, her hands shaking as she managed to secure the top button of her blouse. She refused to make eye contact with Matt, staring intensely at the stone floor.

"We'll leave them out in a minute, thank you!" called Matt, his voice strained from the encounter.

He heard the footsteps of the caretaker shuffle away down the corridor, leaving the dorm room in awkward silence.

Matt stood near the foot of Amelia’s bed, running a hand through his messy hair. He looked at Amelia, watching the furious blush slowly recede from the tips of her ears. The moment was gone, wholly ruined by the terrible timing of the laundry service.

But as he stood there, still feeling the phantom warmth of her lips against his, Matt couldn't help the tiny smile that appeared on his face. He’d wanted to do something like that since shortly after meeting Amelia.

Now that it had happened, he knew he wanted it to happen again.
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The rest of the day passed in a blur of unresolved tension and awkward glances.

Matt couldn't stop thinking about what happened between him and Amelia. Every time he closed his eyes, he felt the soft press of Amelia's lips against his own. It was a memory that refused to fade, hanging over them like a thick fog in their shared room. He kept waiting for the right moment to bring it up, but that moment never seemed to arrive.

Nothing else happened between them, but Amelia seemed much shyer than normal around him. Neither of them addressed the kiss, and now they were both tiptoeing around the elephant in the room.

It was driving Matt a little crazy. The only thing he wanted to do was revisit that moment, throwing Amelia down on her bed and kissing her until his lips ached.

But right now, that thought seemed further away than ever.

Monday morning brought a gray, overcast sky that perfectly matched his mood. He sat beside Amelia in an otherwise empty classroom, his elbows resting on the edge of the desk. Matt felt a little drained, both from the lack of sleep the night before and the lingering frustration of his mana core.

The only other person with them in the classroom was Regina. She was wearing a simple brown dress with white trim and a bow that wrapped around her waist. Her dark hair was curly and lush this morning, making it hard for Matt to choose who was more appealing to him—Regina or Amelia.

Both of them made his heart race.

"Welcome to your newest class," announced Regina, her eyes sweeping over them not long after they took their seats. “Now, I’ve had some time to think and put some structure around how I want this to work. At a minimum, Matt, you’ll be working with me exclusively from this moment onward. Amelia has a choice.”

Amelia gave Matt a strange look. “Why do I have the choice?”

“Because you can be with the rest of your classmates if you decide to,” replied Regina. “But the reason you’re here is that I’m told that you’re exceptionally close to Matt. This is true, right?”

Amelia blushed. Matt realized she was probably thinking about their kiss the prior night.

“We’re very close,” said Amelia shyly a few moments later.

Regina gave them a knowing look. “Matt can’t function without a team, so we’re going to build him one. As a mystic mage, there will be threats all around us. Not just from the Blight, but also from Ranosta, the face-shifters, and maybe even the Lupine Freehold. It is our job to be able to respond to those threats in kind. Two people working together will be much stronger than any one mage working alone. An entire team can help to cover individual weaknesses and amplify your overall power.”

“If that’s the case, then I want to stay with Matt,” said Amelia, shooting him a tiny smile afterward. “We started this together. Might as well finish it that way too.”

“Good, that’s precisely what I wanted to hear,” replied Regina as she moved toward the blackboard. She drew a large circle in the center of the board, followed by three much smaller circles just outside it. “But one mage won’t be enough. Your flame discipline is very useful, Amelia, so don’t take that personally, but Matt’s potential demands that he bring in other mages with him. Mages with other light disciplines than your own.”

“So, we need to find a few extra friends?” asked Matt.

Regina nodded. “They don’t have to be friends per se, but anything we can do to expand the group will only be to your benefit. To that end, do you have any peers that you would like to invite to this class?”

Amelia looked at him right as Regina finished, waiting to see what he would say.

For Matt, the decision wasn’t that hard.
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“Really?” squeaked a nervous Lily later that afternoon. “You want to form a team with me?”

Matt chuckled. “Why does that sound so hard to believe?”

Lily blushed. “Nobody ever picks me for anything. Even on the farm, I always got picked dead last to do anything. Though I was the smallest and the youngest of my sisters, so it makes sense.”

“We’re not on the farm anymore,” said Amelia with a laugh. “And Matt needs help.”

“From what I heard, it’s Beatrice that needs the help,” said Chloe with a grin as she flipped her dark hair behind her shoulder. “Almost the entire school is talking about how you kicked her ass. I even heard a group of upper-class girls talking about it during lunch. You’ve managed to stir the masses again, which you’re quite adept at doing.”

“I heard it too!” added Lily, forgetting about her nerves for a moment. “Serves her right! Nobody likes a bully.”

“Beatrice got what she deserved,” replied Amelia before turning more serious. “But Matt does need help. His core needs to pull mana into it. And the headmistress thinks he can best operate if he has a team of mages around him. Those that have different disciplines can be a complementary fighting unit.”

Chloe stuck out her lower lip. “So someone with mind mana like me and someone with terra mana like Lily? Combined with your flame mana?”

“And we’ll be unstoppable,” Matt joked, making the girls laugh.

Chloe touched his hand. “I’m in. I think it could be a lot of fun. I really like the idea of being part of a team. A unit like this one. Count me in.”

All eyes shifted toward Lily, who started to blush.

“This is more encompassing than what mystic mages usually do,” said the redhead. “Typically they form pairs, so I expected to one day be teamed up with someone else. But a group? That’s quite a different dynamic. Especially with a man. No offense, Matt.”

Matt thought Lily was preparing to turn down the request, but she gave them a small smile right after.

“I’d love to be part of the group,” she said finally. “Like I said, no one ever really asks me to do things with them. Just the fact that you thought to come to me is the biggest compliment I’ve ever received.”

“You don’t have much self-esteem, do you?” Chloe asked Lily.

Lily shook her head. “Not really, no.”

Chloe smirked. “Don’t worry. We’ll work on that.”

Amelia looked around at their newly formed group as a tiny smile formed on her lips. "Well, look at us. The outcast boy, the shy girl, the socialite, and the noble with the terrible reputation. We’re basically a misfit team."

"I like the sound of that," agreed Matt, feeling a true sense of camaraderie for the first time since he arrived. "The misfit team it is."

Chloe let out a laugh. "It has a nice ring to it."

“So, how do we do this?” asked Lily. “How do we push our mana into Matt?”

Amelia wiggled her fingers. “I’ll show you how I did it. I’m no expert, but the headmistress helped us work on it this morning. It’s not terribly complicated, but you have to know what you’re doing.”

Once that was said, Amelia turned to face Matt. She closed her eyes for a moment, opening them seconds later to reveal those lovely blues. Right after, her hands began to glow with an orange glare.

Matt felt her mana near his fingertips. It entered his ley lines, forcing itself down his core just like it had the prior day. After having time to practice, it always followed the same path, going down to his core and then amplifying in power before ricocheting outward.

By the time it came out, it was a roaring inferno nearly six feet tall. Matt pushed the flaming ball outward, hearing the excitable shrieks from Lily and Chloe as the ball rushed across the lush gardens outside the academy before promptly dissipating seconds later.

“Gods above and below,” whispered Chloe, who was otherwise speechless. “How is that possible?”

“I only used just a tiny bit of flame mana too,” said Amelia proudly. “All it takes is a tiny amount, and Matt can amplify it. The headmistress thinks his power will continue to grow as he keeps opening his ley lines.”

The jaws on both women dropped open.

“More powerful than that?” said an excitable Lily.

“Not having second thoughts, right?” asked Matt with some amusement in his voice.

Both women shook their heads.

“Okay, I want to try this,” said Chloe, who moved around toward me. “Let’s see how my mana works with you. Mind mana isn't as visually impressive as the other disciplines. It’s more subtle. Right now, I am projecting a field of clarity. If you step near me, you should feel your thoughts become more organized. It removes panic and fear, which is essential during a battle. I can also sense intentions. For example, Lily is currently feeling extremely anxious because it’s the first time she’s had real friends."

Lily let out a quiet groan. "You didn't have to announce that part out loud, Chloe."

Chloe opened her green eyes, offering him a teasing smirk. "I’m just demonstrating the utility of my discipline. Matt, can you sense my mana?"

Matt took a deep breath. Just like that, he found her mana inside him, building in power. Pushing it back out didn’t make the same violent display as it did with Amelia, but it gave him more clarity with his surroundings.

He felt himself tap into each of the three women next to him. He could see them totally—their likes, fears, anxieties, and even their desires. It was a highly personable way to look at someone, but now that it was here, he couldn’t resist the urge to look into the minds of all three women.

Lily was the easiest to read. Her anxiety shone like a bright light in the middle of darkness. He could see her desire to fit in, her need for belonging.

Chloe was a little harder. She kept a tight mask on herself usually, but once he stripped that away, he found a competitive streak that surprised him. She wanted to be more than just an adept mage. She wanted to be one of the best. And the appeal of this new group seemed too good to pass up.

Amelia was the one that was of the most interest to him. He could see all her doubts and fears, most of which stemmed from her upbringing, but looking past all of that, he saw into her heart.

Around an attraction that she was doing everything possible to nurture.

An intense attraction to him.

Once he saw that, Matt broke the flow of mana. None of the girls knew how deeply he looked into their psyches, but it felt like an abuse of power now that he looked back on it.

“Well?” asked Chloe once the mana was done. “Did it work?”

Matt nodded. “Only too well. I see what it means to be a mind mage now.”

Chloe smiled. “A mind mage’s greatest strength is their empathy. When you truly see someone, you can understand everything about them.”

“I’d like a turn if that’s okay?” asked Lily, raising her hand shyly. “I’d really like to see what he can do with terra mana.”

By the time they were done, there seemed to be no limit to Matt’s power. The wall that Lily made the night they met was only the starting point. Matt not only created it, but he doubled the height, making the walls higher and stouter. It ran through the entire garden, disrupting the carefully manicured lawns with this tall, imposing structure.

Matt knew he could never leave it that way, so his next task was to put it back. As easily as it was made, he used Lily’s mana to push it back into the earth, leaving an ugly brown gash through an otherwise ordinary lawn, but he wasn’t finished yet.

Pulling the grass from around it, Matt covered the new gash, inciting the grass to grow as thick and as green as possible. By the time he cut the flow, there was no evidence that a ten-foot-tall wall had just been standing there.

The other girls were speechless when he turned to face them.

“Uh, Matt?” asked Chloe finally. “Are you sure you’re just a man? You’re not actually a god, right?”

Matt smirked. This was the moment he’d been waiting for.


Chapter
Fourteen



They stayed in the gardens for another hour, discussing theories and laughing about the events of the day. For the first time since arriving at the academy, Matt felt like he truly belonged. He had found a group of people who accepted him, flaws and all.

When the hour grew late and the chill in the air deepened, they decided to call it a night. They packed up their bags and walked together through the corridors of the novice wing. They parted ways at the main intersection, with Chloe and Lily heading toward their dormitories.

Matt and Amelia continued down the hallway toward their room.

The corridor was empty, lit only by the flickering torches mounted on the walls. They walked side by side, their shoulders occasionally brushing together. Matt glanced over at Amelia. She was quiet, her gaze focused straight ahead.

Matt let his eyes wander. The cut of her skirt swished gently with each step, offering a very appealing view of her long legs. She wore simple dark stockings that hugged her calves perfectly, and Matt found himself completely distracted by the sway of her stride.

"You're staring at my legs, aren't you?" teased Amelia, not even bothering to look at him.

Matt coughed, quickly snapping his gaze back up to her face. He felt a sudden flush of heat in his cheeks. "I wasn't staring."

"You’re a terrible liar, Matt," she said, a knowing smile touching her lips. "I can feel your eyes on me. It’s practically burning a hole in my skirt."

"Okay, maybe I was looking a little bit," admitted Matt, rubbing the back of his neck. "You have really nice legs. They’re hard to ignore."

Amelia let out a quiet laugh, her cheeks turning a pretty shade of pink. "Well, at least you’re honest when you get caught."

Matt pushed the door open, and they stepped inside their room. Amelia didn't go behind the wardrobe to change this time. She walked over to her bed and sat down on the edge of the mattress, resting her hands in her lap. She looked up at him, her blue eyes incredibly vulnerable.

"About what happened last night," started Amelia, her voice barely above a whisper.

Matt stopped in the middle of the room, his heart giving a sudden, hard thud. They were finally talking about it.

"You mean the kiss?" asked Matt, deciding not to dance around the word anymore.

Amelia nodded slowly, chewing on her lower lip. "Yes. The kiss. I wanted to talk to you about it all day, but I just . . . I didn't know what to say. I didn't want to make things weird between us."

"There’s nothing weird about it, Amelia," said Matt gently. He walked over and sat down on his bed, facing her across the narrow space between them.

"I hope not," she sighed, looking down at her hands. "I'm sorry. It's just . . . you know what I told you about my father? About him being a troublemaker?"

"I remember," said Matt.

"Growing up, people always left," explained Amelia, her voice thick with emotion. "Whenever someone found out who my family was, they would distance themselves from me. They didn't want the trouble associated with my name. I got so used to losing people that I just stopped trying to make close friends. It was easier to be eccentric and alone than to care about someone and watch them walk away."

She looked up at him, her eyes shimmering with tears. "Then, I met you on the wagon. You didn't care about my father or our reputation. You just treated me like a normal person. You’re the closest friend I’ve ever had, Matt. And the thought of losing you terrifies me."

Matt leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "Why would you lose me?"

"Because romance ruins things," said Amelia, a single tear slipping down her cheek. She quickly wiped it away. "If we take this further, and it doesn't work out . . . if we end up hurting each other . . . I won't just lose a boyfriend. I’d lose my best friend. I’d lose the only person in this entire academy who I actually trust. I don't know if I can risk that."

Once he saw her break down, Matt crossed over to her side of the room. He put his arm around her shoulders.

“I don’t think anything would be ruined between us,” he said, making her look at him. “That’s not something we’d do to each other.”

“What do you mean by that, Matt?”

“I like you, Amelia,” he admitted, forcing a small smile to his face. “But not just because you’re beautiful. I like who you are inside. I like the girl with the terrible singing voice. The one that thinks her nose is too big even though it’s the perfect size. The one that likes apples because they’re both a food and a drink at the same time.”

Amelia giggled and wiped her tears away.

“Most importantly, you wouldn’t lose me if we decided to pursue this,” he continued. “I’m not going to have second thoughts.”

Her lower lip trembled. “I just worry because if we keep going, I’m not going to be able to stop. I’m petrified of ruining things because you’re so amazing. You’re practically everything I could ever want. And I can’t believe I just admitted that to you.”

Amelia looked at her hands in embarrassment. She just looked so stunning right now that there was only one thing on Matt’s mind.

Putting his hand under her chin, he lifted it so that he could kiss her.

That was all that it took. The floodgates opened, allowing Amelia to express all the passion that had been building over the last couple of weeks. Seconds later, her tongue was desperately dueling with his while she pushed him back on the bed.

When the kiss broke, her eyes flashed with hunger.

“See what I mean?” said Amelia with an embarrassed glance. “I can’t hold back when it comes to you. I want you, and just the thought that you might not want me as much as I want you would kill me.”

“Amelia?”

She paused and looked into his eyes. “Yes?”

“Just shut up and keep kissing me.”

To his surprise, Amelia actually smiled. He could see the anxiety start to dissipate, removing that dark cloud from over her head. Soon enough, they were kissing again, and there was nothing to hold back the desire they both felt.

Keeping Amelia on top of him, Matt’s hands started right at her sides, hovering over her blouse. He let them dip lower, resting on the curve of her hips. Sliding them down her skirt, he cupped part of her ass, the same one that he’d seen framed in her panties and nothing else.

Amelia moaned as he touched her. Moving down further still, he slid them over her stockings, enjoying the silky feeling of the fabric over her legs.

Amelia’s breath caught in her lungs. “Matt? Will you undress me?”

Below the waist, his cock surged with life at hearing those four words. The fact that it came from Amelia of all people was only turning him on more.

“I thought you’d never ask,” he said, flipping her over on the bed so that she was on her back.

Amelia bit her lip. “I’ve thought about asking you that question a few times already. I just never had the courage to do so.”

Matt started working the buttons of her blouse, one at a time. Starting from the bottom, he revealed her navel first, followed by generous expanses of her stomach as he moved up. “When was the first time?”

Amelia let out a soft moan once four buttons were undone. “That last night in the wagons. Before we arrived at the academy. And then just about every night since we’ve been here. When I look over at you in your bed. And I think about how much I wanted to jump over and get inside.”

Matt’s hands moved faster as he took care of those last buttons. He could see parts of her breasts underneath, but it wasn’t until he deftly removed the last one that he was able to spread her blouse apart.

“Gods above and below,” he muttered as he stared at her tits.

Amelia was utterly perfect. Two round and perky handfuls were capped with very pink and erect nipples. She arched her back, making them look larger as his eyes traced a line from her breasts down her soft midsection.

Before he knew what he was doing, he was kissing her.

“Oh, Matt,” moaned Amelia softly as his lips latched onto her nipples. “Keep doing that.”

Spending a few moments on each nipple, Matt moved lower still. Trailing kisses across her stomach, he brushed up against her skirt next. Wasting no time, he grabbed the hem and started to pull it down her hips.

Amelia lifted her butt, allowing him easier access until she was only wearing a small pair of red panties. They were already drenched, having a prominent wet spot right in the middle.

The heat coming from between her legs perfectly matched the look in her eyes.

Removing her panties was the last step. Exposing a small amount of blonde curls, Matt feasted on the sight of her gushing pussy, with beads of wetness steadily dripping already.

There were just no words to describe how sexy she was. Amelia was a vision, and now she was all his.

By the time he met her eyes again, Amelia was giving him a shy look.

“Do you want me, Matt?” she whispered aloud.

“I could tell you the answer to that question, but I’d rather show you,” he replied, grabbing the prominent bulge in his pants.

Amelia’s lips parted as her eyes locked onto his pants. “I like the show me option a lot more.”

If that was the case, she’d get what she wanted. Matt stood up, allowing him the opportunity to pull his pants down. There was some trouble—his cock was so hard that they weren’t easy to pull down. Once they were, it sprung into the air, already pulsating thanks to seeing Amelia’s incredible body.

“Wow, Matt,” she said breathlessly as she stared at it. “You’re so . . . big.”

Staring at the dripping hole between her legs, he wondered how he was going to fit inside her. He’d have to go slowly, but he’d find a way to make it work.

Amelia was still in a trance as she stared at his cock, making him remember what she accidentally admitted to him on the way here.

“You’ve never seen one before, have you?”

Amelia blushed and shook her head. “No. It’s my first time.”

Just hearing that made his cock jump. He thought Amelia was a virgin, but now that he had confirmation, it only made this moment a little more special.

“It might hurt at first, but it will get so much better,” he promised her.

Amelia nodded. “I trust you.”

Just those three little words were all he needed to hear. Matt climbed back onto the bed while Amelia spread her legs further apart. Once he was nestled between them, he rested his cock over her clit. The length almost reached her navel.

Amelia noticed it too. She bit her lip with anxiety. “Is it all going to fit inside me?”

“Don’t worry one bit. Just relax and let me take care of you.”

At least she had no doubts or hesitation. Looking into Amelia’s sexy blue eyes only showed total trust and devotion. She wanted this just as badly as he did.

And once they did this, there would be no going back.

Placing the fat head of his glans against her still-dripping entrance, Matt sucked in air hard. He started pushing, sliding into her body. Amelia gasped when he surged past any resistance, with the tip fully buried inside her.

“Are you okay?” he asked when he saw a hint of pain on her beautiful features.

Amelia nodded even though her face was scrunched. “Stings a little, but it’s okay.”

Leaning down, Matt paused all efforts so that he could kiss her. Amelia responded to that right away, kissing him back while she got used to the feeling.

After a few moments of that, she was ready for more.

Matt sawed in and out, moving just slowly enough not to hurt her while getting deeper inside the gorgeous blonde. Any pain was forgotten quickly once he found himself fully buried, his balls now resting against her ass.

“I’ve never been so full in my life,” said Amelia with a soft laugh as her legs wrapped around his waist. “Oh, Matt. It feels so perfect.”

Yes, it did. Matt couldn’t get over how incredible she felt. Her pussy was so wet and tight at the same time. It pulsed around his shaft, squeezing him in a way that felt just wonderful.

He didn’t even need to move. Amelia continued to squeeze him over and over, making his eyes roll to the back of his head.

“If you keep doing that, you’re going to make me cum before we even get started,” he warned her.

Amelia gave him a playful look. “Maybe that’s what I really want? To be full of you. To have your cum inside me.”

Where did this woman come from? Matt kissed her, and she moaned into his mouth as his hips started to withdraw. Pushing forward, he felt that delicious snugness across his entire shaft one more time.

“Fuck me, Matt,” whispered Amelia under him. “Show me how you feel about me, okay?”

Once he heard that, there was no holding back. With deep and forceful strokes, Matt unleashed his inner feelings about Amelia.

He remembered the first time he saw her, singing with her ungodly voice that could have cracked glass but was so cute at the same time.

He remembered the feeling of being outcasts with her in a place where neither truly belonged.

Mostly, he remembered how it always came down to the two of them, regardless of where they went or what they did. Though that could possibly change now that Lily and Chloe were in the group, Amelia was still there first.

Gorgeous, sexy Amelia. The woman whose breasts were rippling under him with every powerful stroke. Her blue eyes were hooded and lustful, showing none of her earlier tears.

Now, they only shone with desire.

“Ugh, Matt,” whimpered Amelia, pushing her hips back at him. “Right there. Oh, fuck, I love how deep you are. So deep inside me.”

Rolling his hips, Matt increased the tempo. Amelia gripped him like the tightest glove, refusing to let go as he pulled back, only to slam forward again.

Putting her arms around his neck, Amelia leaned all the way up, crushing her lips against his. Her large breasts flattened against his chest, but he could still feel her erect nipples pressing into him.

“Gods above and below,” she whispered against his lips as a tiny smirk appeared. “You feel incredible, Matt.”

“So do you, Amelia. So fucking good.”

She kissed him sweetly. “I only wanted to do this with you. Only you. I feel like I’ve been waiting for you for a long time.”

Reaching around, Matt placed both hands against her ass. He squeezed it, making Amelia moan. Keeping his hands there allowed him greater leverage on the bed. He was slamming into her, but if he thought Amelia was just going to be a passive participant, he was soon mistaken.

Before he knew it, Amelia was trying to roll. They flipped, with him landing on his backside while the blonde straddled him. She looked a little anxious as she started to move on top of him, slowly figuring out what it was like to ride.

For her first time, it wasn’t that bad. Amelia let her instincts take over, and before long, she was grinding her hips down on him.

“Fuck, that feels so good,” groaned Matt, which made her grin lecherously.

“Do you like my pussy, Matt?” said a playful Amelia, cocking her head to one side. “Do you like how it feels to be buried all the way inside me?”

He nodded, not trusting himself to speak. Amelia was gripping him so much that every downward stroke was agonizing.

He wanted to cum. He wanted to flood the horny blonde with everything he had to give.

Amelia could feel it too. Her eyes rolled to the back of her head as her feet were planted on the bed right next to his hips. Resting her hands against his shoulders, she started to rock back even harder, using her hips to do all the work.

It gave him an incredible view of her pussy enveloping his cock on every downward thrust.

“I’m going to cum soon if you keep that up,” he warned hoarsely.

Amelia nodded quickly. “Cum in me. Oh, Matt, I need you to fill me. I need you inside me always. Don’t ever stop. Please. I need it. I need you, Matt.”

Right as he felt himself reaching the point of no return, Amelia slammed her hips down hard. She collapsed on him, her body spasming several times as he held her close. The first few spurts of cum rocketed up his shaft, spraying into her body as she continued to shake.

When she felt it, Amelia tilted her head up and kissed him. It wasn’t a passionate kiss as much as it was a tender one.

It was the culmination of all her feelings for him. And Matt knew there would be no turning back now.


Chapter
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Amelia wasn’t in a rush to say anything once she fell back on her bed next to him.

Both of them were still panting. Looking down, Matt could see the evidence of their coupling on his cock. It glistened with her juices, while his cum was pooled near the base.

Looking over at her, Amelia’s hand was trying to bring some order to her messy blonde hair, but that was hard to come by. At least not without a bath.

Finally, Amelia said something. “We just had sex.”

Matt glanced over, expecting to see regret on her face. Instead, Amelia was grinning from ear to ear.

She turned toward him, propping her head up with one hand. “Matt, we really just had sex.”

“You say that like you’re still in disbelief.”

Amelia shook her head as she touched her breast. “I can still feel you inside me. It didn’t hurt as much as I expected it to. In fact, it felt wonderful. Like how could we ever go back to not doing that?”

“Sex is hard to stop once you start it,” he replied, resting his hand on her hip.

Amelia smiled as she placed her free hand on top of his. Their fingers entwined, and she squeezed them tightly.

“You don’t regret doing that with me, right?” she asked, her heart in her eyes. “Now that we’ve crossed that line, you want to keep doing this, right?”

“Well, now that you mention it . . .”

Amelia formed a fist with her hand and punched his shoulder. It hurt more than Matt expected.

“Hey, that actually hurt.”

“The next time, it will be flame mana,” she warned.

“Amelia, I’m just messing with you,” he said, stroking her hip. “Yes, obviously, we’re going to keep doing this. Just having you one time would never be enough.”

She gave him a shy look. “You mean it?”

“Would it mean more to you if I showed you instead?”

Amelia nodded.

Rolling her onto her back, Matt straddled her just like he did the first time. His cock was still hard, the result of having Amelia still naked in bed save for her stockings. Matt found that the silky material only aroused him more. His cum-coated cock slid right back inside her just as easily as the first time.

“Let me show you how much I like you,” he said as he started thrusting again.
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That night, they had sex four more times. Once more in bed and one time as Amelia was bent over his desk with her perfect little ass swaying from side to side.

“Do you like my butt, Matt?” she teased as she wiggled it in front of his face.

Of course, he answered that the only way he could—by sliding his cock all the way inside on the first thrust. After that, they went back into bed, falling asleep like two exhausted lovers. Amelia woke him up twice more during the night, the first time by straddling him and rocking her hips until he exploded inside her.

The last time was right before dawn. Spooning against her, Matt fucked her from behind as his hand cupped her large tits. Amelia came like crazy in that position, drenching his cock and her bed several times.

By the time they left for class, their bedroom was totally wrecked.

“I almost feel bad for the person who has to clean our linens,” she said with a giggle as they walked down the halls of the academy, her arm looped through his. “They’re going to know exactly what we were doing.”

“Let them know,” said Matt with a scoff. “They better get used to it too. I don’t intend to stop now.”

Amelia’s eyes sparkled with excitement after he said that. Her grip on his arm grew a little tighter.

At that moment, all the doubts and anxiety he felt during his first week at the academy began to drift away.

Things felt natural.

It felt like everything was starting to come together.

They were the last ones to arrive in class that morning. Chloe and Lily were already there, sitting at one of the four desks that Regina had set aside for the group. The headmistress was writing some things on the blackboard, though she appeared nonplussed about their late arrival.

“You both look different today,” noted Chloe, who was definitely the most socially observant of the group. “Something happened between you two last night. Something momentous.”

Lily gave Chloe a strange look as we sat down. “How can you be so sure about that?”

Chloe tapped her lips with her finger. “Well, Amelia is grinning from ear to ear for some reason. And her face is extra flushed, more so than usual. It doesn’t take mind mana to figure out that something changed.”

“It’s nothing,” said Amelia quickly, waving her hand absentmindedly. “I’m just tired is all.”

Chloe narrowed her eyes. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say our new friends just had rigorous sexual intercourse last night.”

So many things happened all at once. Lily gasped at Chloe’s boldness and clapped her hands over her mouth. Amelia’s flush grew ever deeper. Her face was as red as Matt had ever seen it before.

As for Matt, he suddenly found that he didn’t know where to look. His eyes were attracted to the ground, the blackboard, the window, and then finally the ceiling.

“I knew it!” said Chloe triumphantly, forming a fist with her hand. “You two got laid! I’d like details, please.”

“Ahem,” said Regina, turning away from the blackboard at that moment. Even Chloe’s face turned red when she realized that Regina had heard the whole thing. “It’s time for class to begin, students. For now, please cease your conversations and pay attention.”

“I want details later,” Chloe whispered to Amelia and Matt before giving her full attention to Regina.

Amelia looked embarrassed, but she shrugged when she met Matt’s eyes.

Today was going to be interesting once they were finished with their classes.

As far as their class with Regina, it amazed Matt just how different her teaching style was from Professor Vane. Vane had no warmth to her, no passion for what she was teaching. It always seemed like she was trying to catch him, or prove that he didn’t belong at the academy.

Regina was the total opposite. She had a level of patience that Vane could never match. It went beyond recognizing that Matt was different from the other mystic mages.

She seemed to inherently understand how his core worked, and what tactics to use to better develop his potential.

“Okay, that’s enough theory for today,” said Regina, clapping her hands of all the chalk dust as she turned to face them. “We’re going to spend some time on our ley lines outside since it’s such a beautiful day. After we make some progress there, we'll do some drills with your mana. Not only pulling it from your core, ladies, but also pushing it into Matt and letting him amplify it.”

“Not the first time something got pushed into your core recently, is it?” Chloe teased Amelia.

“Be nice to her,” Matt chided Chloe. “We’re still figuring things out between us.”

“I’m just joking,” said Chloe quickly. “I’m glad that it did. Even if I’m a little jealous.”

Matt hadn’t been expecting that. Chloe looked away quickly after she said it, robbing him of the chance to properly read her expression. Still, he got the impression that she wasn’t joking about that last part.

And it made him wonder just what it could mean if she was being serious.

The day passed by quickly. After spending an hour on ley lines, Matt had two more opened, forcing mana through both middle fingers. Progress here was slower than it was for the girls, as he had to use their mana to do so.

But the progress was worth it. Later on, he noticed just how powerful he felt with those new ley lines. Using Amelia’s flame mana, he created a river of flaming energy that shot out from his body and wrapped around the entire group. Even Regina looked amazed by it, and she was practically speechless when he cut the flow.

“You’re doing things that shouldn’t even be possible until you’re in your second year here, Matt,” she said, shaking her head. “The raw potential you have is extraordinary.”

“He’s going to keep getting stronger?” asked Lily.

Regina nodded. “As long as he keeps opening ley lines, there’s no limit to his potential. I suspect he’ll eventually come to the limits of all three of you. At that point, he may need additional mages to keep growing in power, but I had no words for this level of raw dominance.”

Once their session was truly over, Regina gave them some work to do over the evening.

“Keep opening ley lines,” she explained for all four of them. “That’s the most important thing you can do right now. The more ley lines, the more mana you can emit at any one time. When you want to be working on something, work on that.”

“Anything else we can do, Headmistress?” asked Lily, ever the overachiever.

“Yes, you can tighten your bonds,” replied Regina, using her hands to gesture to all of us. “When we form pairs here at the academy, we tell our students that the bond with their partner is the most essential part of being a mage. Your bond is the glue that keeps you together. In this case, it’s even more important. It’s only by working together that you can become more powerful than anything you can achieve individually. Cement that power by forming the tightest bonds between all of you. To the point that you’re not just four people, but one unit. One who understands each other, who cares for one another, and who would gladly die for the group. Only then will you be truly ready for life as mystic mages.”

That last part gave Matt so much to think about. He was already at that point with Amelia, having experienced so much with her since they met. It was to the point that he would have given his life for his new lover, and he was certain she would do the same.

But he couldn’t yet say the same about Chloe and Lily. And that was something he vowed to work on.

Later that evening, the group had dinner together in the novice commons. Word had already begun to spread about Matt’s remarkable turnaround, and he found himself on the receiving end of much staring from his fellow students.

The difference was that this time, they weren’t staring at him with fear and hatred. Instead, it was more of a mixture of awe and even a little interest too.

That surprised him. Girls that treated him like some kind of Blight monster days before now suddenly blushed when he met their eyes. It was a weird change of pace, even as a few of them tried to talk to him.

Not that he was opposed to making new friends, but the whole thing smacked of them just wanting him for how powerful he was. And that wasn’t the kind of group he was interested in building.

There was one other person who’d definitely changed her tune too.

“Look over there,” said Amelia, nodding her head in Beatrice’s direction. “She looks a little different from the last time we saw her, doesn’t she?”

Amelia was right. Matt was used to Beatrice being a terror, always having a comment about him not belonging there or being an outright bully.

Now? She refused to even look at him. She sat alone with her two friends, not interacting with anyone else. That was rare for her, as Matt wasn’t the only person who’d drawn her ire in the past.

“It looks like she learned a valuable lesson when she messed with us,” Matt told Amelia. “A lesson she won’t soon forget.”

Amelia’s eyebrows drew in tighter. “Serves her right. If only all bullies learned that lesson a little sooner.”

“I still can’t believe you slammed her into the castle wall,” said Chloe with an amused smirk. “Do you know how many girls in our class would have paid good money to see that?”

“We didn’t do it intentionally,” replied Matt with a shrug. “It just happened.”

“Still, it couldn’t have happened to a better person,” gloated Chloe. “I think ol’ Beatrice will think twice before she acts like such a bitch again. I know I would.”

The group finished their dinner not long after and made to leave the dining commons. Almost as soon as they left the hall, Matt heard someone call his name.

To his surprise, it was Professor Vane.

“May I speak with you for a moment, Matt?” she asked, keeping her voice neutral and reserved. Her eyes flickered at the other girls briefly before turning to his. “Alone?”

“Uh, sure, Professor,” said Matt as he nodded to the others. “I’ll catch up to you.”

Amelia nodded, but the look in her eyes was curious before she started to walk away. Matt felt the same curiosity, especially because Vane had never made any attempt to talk to him outside of class.

If anything, she made him feel like she preferred he never stepped foot inside the academy.

It took her a moment to find the right words to say. Vane’s gray eyes didn’t hold the same intensity that they usually did. She looked uneasy, and that told him what this was likely about.

“Walk with me for a moment?” she asked as she gestured to the hallway next to the commons.

“Sure, Professor.”

Passing several other students, Vane waited until they were alone before she finally came out with it.

“The headmistress tells me you’re making excellent progress now,” said Vane as the sounds of her heels echoed throughout the stone hallway. “She told me this evening that your power is already growing by leaps and bounds.”

Matt nodded, and he was unable to hold back his feelings from his response. “It’s amazing what can happen when you have a teacher who understands you.”

The response hit Vane like a blast of mana to the chest. “I guess I deserved that after our first week together. You’re right, after all. I failed you, Matt.”

The level of humility in that response shocked him. That this was Professor Vane, the one that showed no emotion or warmth whatsoever, only made it worse.

“I’m sorry,” replied Matt after seeing her hang her head. “I wasn’t intentionally trying to jab at you, Professor.”

“No, but you had every right to,” she said with a small smile. “I’m not taking it personally. I really did fail you. The headmistress had some choice words for me when she returned to the academy. And it’s evident by her knowledge why she’s the headmistress and no one else. Her understanding of mana is truly extraordinary.”

“What she’s taught me so far has been amazing,” agreed Matt.

“Which is why I don’t object to her taking you out of my classes,” continued Vane. “It was the right thing to do. You will learn more under her than you would ever under me. That’s why I just wanted to say that I’m sorry that I failed you. That I didn’t understand your power. You can say that I’ve become too comfortable in my ways. That I became arrogant because I thought I knew everything about mana. It’s clear that I didn’t, and you’re living proof of that.”

Matt nearly fell over. An apology? From the stone-faced Professor Vane?

It was the equivalent of finding Beatrice waiting in his bed begging for sex. It was just . . . unthinkable.

“Apology accepted,” said a still bewildered Matt as they continued to walk. “At least we figured it out. We really only wasted a week trying to make it work the other way.”

Vane snorted. “A week is still a long time to waste. If you feel like holding it against me for some time, I’ll understand. However, I just want you to know that I can admit when I’m wrong. I was wrong here. And I hope it doesn’t make you hate me for the rest of your time here at the academy.”

“Hate’s a strong word,” replied Matt. “I don’t hate you, Professor.”

She gave him an encouraging smile. “I’m aware that I’m not the easiest person to get along with. I don’t open up to people easily. I’ve been doing these novice classes with Professor Murtha for some time. It doesn’t escape my notice that everyone prefers her class to mine.”

Matt winced, remembering how both he and Amelia wanted to get into Murtha’s class instead of Vane.

Vane didn’t miss his reaction. “I see you weren’t immune to that either.”

“Not really, no.”

“I need to work on my mannerisms a little more,” she said, after letting out a deep sigh. “Far too often, people judge me on their first impression. I think if they got to know the real me, they would see that I’m not some cold-blooded monster.”

Matt paused. “I wouldn’t go so far as to call you a cold-blooded monster, Professor.”

“That’s one of the nicer descriptions that your classmates have used for me,” said Vane, giving her head a little shake. “Either way, I am who I am. I will work on myself and try to be better, but one thing that I hate is staring at failure every day. For that reason, I’m going to ask the headmistress if I can assist in your training.”

“Assist?” repeated Matt. “In what way?”

Vane shrugged. “In any way that I can. You see, Matt, I love teaching. I truly adore the feeling I get when I help my students understand their material, or reach a new level of power. I don’t want your only impression of me to be of someone who never figured out how to teach you. You can say that I want to make up for that terrible impression. As long as you’re okay with it, I’ll ask the headmistress to find a way to involve me, even if it only means being a silent participant in classes while she takes the lead. If there’s anything that can help me scrub off the smell of failure, I’ll take it.”

That truly shocked him. It made him think that he’d misjudged her before, thinking that she was just an uncompromising teacher, but Matt could see a true desire to atone for the past week in her eyes.

“I’m open to that,” said Matt after thinking it through. “I think the girls would be too. I like the idea of a second chance. Everyone needs one now and then.”

Vane gave him a genuine smile. It seemed strange to see one on her face, but the more he looked at it, the more he realized it was nice to see this side of her.

“Thank you,” she replied. “That means more to me than you know. I’ll speak with the headmistress and see what can be done. In the interim, know that my door is always open to you. Even if I don’t know much now, I’ll figure out a way to learn.”

“Is there anything in particular that drove your change of heart, Professor?” he asked in response. “Besides not wanting to leave things where they were.”

Vane took a moment to think about that before she replied. Her smile disappeared.

“I just have this feeling that the kingdom will need all her mystic mages soon enough,” said Vane ominously. “And if we’re not prepared for it, we’ll never get through it.”


Chapter
Sixteen



Professor Vane’s warning stayed with him for the rest of the night, even to the point that Matt told Amelia about the interaction as they readied for bed.

“Maybe she knows something that we don’t know?” she suggested as she pulled her bed out from the wall. “I’m sure the professors know a lot more than they let on, especially when it comes to the kingdom, or Ranosta, or even the Blight.”

“She didn’t mention any of those by name, though,” said Matt, sitting on the edge of his desk.

Amelia shrugged as she started to turn her bed ninety degrees. “Sure, but maybe she can’t? If there’s something larger going on? They wouldn’t want to worry the students like that.”

“I could just be reading too much into it. I think I was still in shock that she actually apologized.”

Amelia started to break up with laughter. “I wish I could have seen it! I imagine it would have killed her to do just that too. She always seems so grumpy.”

“She gave me the genuine impression that she wanted to help us,” said Matt, watching as Amelia put the bed just where she wanted it, leaving a gap between hers and the wall. “It surprised me.”

“I’d want to help the most powerful group at the academy too if it were me,” said Amelia with a cheeky grin as she moved closer to his bed. She pulled it out from the wall too. “Or at least, I’d not want to be known as the professor that couldn’t help the most powerful group at the academy.”

“You think there’s some self-interest there?”

Amelia shrugged right before she began to push his bed into the gap between hers and the wall. “Maybe. If the headmistress allows her to help us, we should be able to suss it out pretty quickly. We’ll be able to tell if she’s not being genuine.”

“True enough,” said Matt as he put the thought aside and realized what Amelia was doing. “Uh, why are you rearranging our beds?”

Amelia grinned broadly as she thrust her arm out, gesturing to the new arrangement. “Ta-da! Why stay with two small beds when we can have a mega-bed.”

She deepened her voice so much for that last part that it nearly made him fall off the desk laughing.

“What?” said Amelia defensively once she saw him laugh. “You don’t like mega-bed? I made it for us so that we can sleep together and have more room. We can cuddle and have sex, but if you want space, you can just scoot away from me instead of getting up to sleep in your bed. Isn’t that a great idea?”

Matt was still laughing as he gestured for her to come closer. “Get over here. You’re amazing. I don’t know where you think of this stuff, but I’m glad you’re mine.”

Amelia blushed as she crept into his arms. She kissed him once they embraced.

“There are so many things I’ve always wanted to do when I found someone,” she admitted quietly. “Couple things. Things you can only do with someone that you’re intimately close to. I hope you don’t mind if I indulge in some of those things?”

Matt kissed her again. “Indulge away. I like seeing this side of you.”

Amelia took a step away from him and grabbed the hem of her dress. Biting her lip, she pulled it over her head.

She wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing underneath.

“Time to break in mega-bed?” she asked, using her fingertips to trail down her body. “Please, Matt? We haven’t had sex since this morning.”

Matt let out a playful sigh as he began to take off his pants. “I guess. Since you asked so nicely.”
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“Okay, class, we have a new change this morning,” announced Regina the next day after welcoming Professor Vane into the room. “Starting today, Professor Vane is going to take a more active role in your instruction. This change comes as a result of us having a long conversation last night about your education and how she can be more helpful to all of you.”

Matt glanced at the girls, noting that most of them looked either bewildered or anxious about Professor Vane’s arrival. Amelia was the only one that knew it was a possibility beforehand, so she met the news with a calm face.

“Until I can figure out where Professor Vane fits in with us, she’ll just be observing for now,” continued Regina as she gestured for Vane to take a seat in the rear of the class. Vane didn’t say much now that she was in our private class, but she did give Matt a small smile as she moved through the tables.

“That was a little awkward,” noted Chloe once all four of them left classes for lunch. “I wonder what’s driving Professor Vane’s change of heart?”

“I can shed some light on that,” said Matt, taking a few minutes to update them on what happened with Vane the prior evening while they made their way to the dining commons.

“Well, this ought to be interesting,” said Lily, who was playing with one of her pigtails as they sat down to eat. “I liked Professor Vane’s approach when we started classes with her. I’m cautiously optimistic now that she’s back.”

Amelia gave her a weird look. “You still liked her after she tried to humiliate Matt in front of everyone?”

Lily blushed. “Well, definitely not as much. I like her way of instruction. She’s full-on academic and very by the book. I learn best that way.”

“I really don’t care what she does provided that she’s learned a lesson,” said Chloe, taking a bite of a ham sandwich. “And that she’s learned something from that first week.”

Amelia opened her mouth to say something when a new person approached their table. The words never came out as a woman with dusky brown hair and far too much cleavage rested her tray against the rim of the table.

“Hey, everyone,” said the girl, greeting the table but keeping her eyes fully trained on Matt. “Hi, Matt.”

Recognition sparked inside his brain at once. Her name was Valerie, and she was also a novice like the rest of them. He remembered her being in his class with Professor Vane during that first week, though she’d never spoken to him before today.

“Uh, hey, Valerie,” said Matt, confused as to why she went out of her way to greet him.

Valerie didn’t say a word in response. She smiled at him before her eyes flickered down to her cleavage briefly. It was so constrained in her tight blouse, looking like it might bulge out of the top if she moved the wrong way.

“Is there something we can help you with, Valerie?” asked Amelia after a few moments of awkward silence.

Valerie grabbed her hair and started to stroke it as she kept her eyes locked on Matt. “I heard that you’re a special kind of mystic mage, Matt. That you need women to bond with you to use your magic. That doing so makes you really powerful as a result.”

“Er, right,” replied Matt.

Valerie let out a dramatic sigh. “You know, I heard that you didn’t have an aqua mage yet. As fate would have it, I’m an aqua mage. I wanted to know if there was anything I could do to be one of your partners, Matt? Anything at all?”

Damn, she was laying it on thick. She might as well have beaten Matt on the head with a textbook.

A textbook with only one phrase written inside—I want you to fuck me silly.

Before Matt could respond, Valerie grabbed her blouse and pulled the hem just a little lower. If she went any further, her nipples were liable to pop out.

Next to him, Chloe coughed awkwardly, though it was clearly just a way to disguise a laugh. When Matt looked at her, she was arching an eyebrow at him, no doubt expecting him to take her up on the brazen offer.

That’s why all three of them were shocked with what Matt had to say next.

“That’s okay, Valerie,” he said, which made her frown instantly. “I like my group the way it is right now. Not looking to expand it.”

All of her confidence disappeared instantly. Even her chest seemed to deflate, like she was holding her breath to make her tits look bigger.

“Okay, then,” said Valerie in a quiet voice. “Let me know if you change your mind, okay?”

“Will do.”

All three women were staring at him as Valerie walked away, but it was Chloe that seemed the most shocked.

“What just happened?” asked the brunette, clearly still bewildered. “Matt, she was practically throwing herself at you.”

“Like a bitch in heat!” added Lily suddenly, which made the other two girls snicker.

“Right, exactly like that,” said Chloe. “Why’d you say no?”

Matt shrugged. “Easy. Is Valerie attractive? Sure. Would aqua mana complement our group well? Definitely. But Valerie didn’t give one shit about me until she thought I could do something for her. I’ve never said a word to her, nor has she to me before today. In fact, the only real memory I have of Valerie was her laughing at me during our first class when I couldn’t pull any mana. There’s no way I’m taking someone into this group that’s only acting with naked self-interest like that.”

“Even if she looks like she’s in heat?” asked Lily, which made him laugh.

“Especially then,” replied Matt. “As far as I’m concerned, this group is great the way it is. I’m not saying we can’t expand it, but we’re going to choose the right people. It’s not for everyone.”

“Well then, I applaud your measure of self-restraint,” said Chloe, giving him a rare smile. “I don’t know many men that wouldn’t have jumped on that. Or her.”

“That’s because Matt isn’t like other men,” said Amelia proudly as she looped her arm with his. “He’s the best of all of them.”

Matt could tell he earned a lot of respect with the girls after that, but it wasn’t about just showing off to make a point.

Even if Amelia wasn’t on a personal mission to drain him of all the fluids in his body, he still would have turned Valerie down. Loyalty meant everything to him, and someone like Valerie would have none of it, either to him or to the group at large.

And for that reason, she wasn’t welcome.
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“Right on time!” said Chloe later that evening, when Matt showed up outside her door. The brunette was wearing a light purple wrap dress, which was tied in the front with an elegant bow. Her hair was carefully brushed and hanging down the one shoulder, giving her a demure look. “Thanks for coming, Matt. Please come in.”

Matt took his first steps inside Chloe’s dorm room. It was the same size and layout as the one he shared with Amelia, though the beds were still pushed in their original spots. He spotted Chloe’s bed easily, recognizing her bag that she carried around classes.

“I’m still surprised you wanted me to come over,” said Matt, putting his things down on the desk. “Did you want to study?”

Chloe shook her head. “Not really, no.”

Matt gave her a strange look. He expected that she wanted to study or at least practice their mana together when she asked to hang out with her that night.

Not doing so seemed odd.

“What do you want to do exactly?” he asked.

Chloe sat down on the edge of her bed. She had to reposition her legs quickly because the wrap dress had ridden up, exposing too much skin. Matt had trouble looking away, enjoying the sight of her smooth legs.

“Honestly?” answered Chloe. “I just want to get to know you more, Matt.”

He paused. “Really?”

Chloe nodded as she gestured to a teapot nearby. She poured from the pot into two cups. “I remember how you like your tea. I brought the kind you liked from the commons. This has just enough honey to be sweet. Here, try it.”

Matt took the cup from her and drank, finding that it was just the way he liked it. “Oh, that’s really great.”

Chloe beamed with a smile as she gestured for him to sit down with her. “I’m glad I got it right. Little things like that are important to me. And since we’re going to be spending so much time together in the future, it’s critical that we really get to know each other. I mean, I know we know each other already, but I don’t want to just be some acquaintance that you use to practice your mana with.”

“Chloe, you’re not just some acquaintance. I’ve already put you into the friend category.”

Chloe arched an eyebrow. “Really? Already?”

He nodded. “I put you there the day we met. When you put Beatrice in her place. Remember?”

She giggled and shifted toward him. “Easy to forget anything that involves that sourpuss. Speaking of sourpusses, you should know that Valerie didn’t take your rejection of her too well today. She went around telling anyone that would listen that the real reason why you didn’t want her in the group was because you’re gay.”

Matt thought his eyes were going to roll out of his head. “Seriously?”

Chloe took a sip of tea. “Don’t worry. I put her in her place. I waited until she tried to tell a larger group of students before approaching all of them and I told them you’re the reason Amelia has been walking so funny lately.”

Matt laughed so hard he snorted. “You didn’t really tell them that.”

She nodded proudly. “I certainly did. You should have seen how quickly Valerie ran away after that. I’m ninety-three percent certain that her reputation won’t recover from this.”

“That’s pretty funny. And very deserving on Valerie’s part.”

“I like to use my skills for gossip for good,” said Chloe, touching her chest. “It almost makes skipping lunch worth it.”

“You skipped lunch?”

Chloe gave him a sheepish look. “I forgot to eat. I was too busy listening to the drama that’s unfolding between Jessica from our mana core class and Wendy from our magical theory class. They’re roommates, but they can’t stand each other. It actually escalated into a physical fight last night.”

“Are they okay?”

“Nope,” replied Chloe quickly, miming a right hook. “Wendy socked Jessica right in the eye. Quite a shiner too. I could tell you all about how it happened if you like?”

“Er, that’s okay,” said Matt, putting up both hands. “I’d rather get to know each other. Gossip isn’t something that I live for.”

Chloe’s mouth dropped open like he just said something scandalous.

“I know, how boring of me, right?” he said quickly, putting a small smile on his face.

“Well, I take it a little far at times,” she said, stroking the side of her cheek. “But not everyone takes a delicious amount of amusement out of knowing all the details of everyone around me.”

“Thankfully, we’ll always have you to give us updates when something happens.”

That seemed to be good enough for Chloe, who scooted closer to him. “So, tell me more about you. Can you tell me about where you came from? And your family?”

That kicked off over an hour of talk about their respective families. Matt told her all about Grandpa and Eliza, as well as growing up in his tiny village not far from the Blight. He told her about his friend group, as well as how they used to do everything together.

“I’m not sure how they’re getting along now without me,” said Matt after some time. “I felt like the glue that held them all together.”

“Kind of like how you are with our group,” said Chloe, who’d repositioned herself to lie on her stomach on the bed. She had her feet raised behind her, which was all too distracting at times. “We wouldn’t all be together if not for you.”

“I’m used to it if nothing else. But I hope they’re well. I hope the mages are keeping all those villages safe and that there haven’t been any more monster attacks.”

“We didn’t see too many in Millvale,” she admitted. “Though, I have seen them on my travels. One was even killed by my father’s guards while I was riding in a carriage nearby. After it was dead, I went out to inspect it. Nasty creatures. I’m sure we’ll be fighting them when we graduate.”

“Tell me about your life in Millvale?”

Chloe pushed air through her lips. “So much to talk about. Where to even begin?”

It took her a few moments, but Chloe opened up about her life away from the academy. He found out all about her parents, who were part of the upper nobility and dined with the king quite regularly. They had more money than they knew what to do with, which made her childhood sound entirely different from his.

“Growing up, there was nothing that was off-limits,” she told him, swaying her legs from side to side. “We brought in rare foods, expensive furniture, and spices. You should see the house we lived in. Calling it a palace wouldn’t be that much of a stretch. I happen to think it’s nicer than the one the king and queen live in.”

“You do have this air of royalty around you,” joked Matt.

Chloe giggled and started to fan herself. “I could be the queen. I’m not sure if I’d be a good queen, but I could be one. We could probably even buy a few jewels and fashion a proper crown for me. Would I look good in a crown?”

Matt eyed her long legs one more time. “You’d look good in anything, Chloe.”

She paused once he said that and looked down at the bed, her cheeks blushing. After a few moments, she lifted her head.

“Can I ask you something?” she said, cocking her head to one side to expose her neck. “Do you think I’m pretty?”

Matt gulped. “You’re very pretty, Chloe. Some might even say you’re gorgeous.”

Chloe bit her lip. “Would you say that I’m gorgeous?”

This felt like a trap somehow, but Matt wasn’t going to lie to her.

“Yes, of course.”

Chloe smiled, but it looked like a troubled one. “I’m . . . struggling a little here. I feel like there’s a growing problem that I don’t know how to deal with. A problem that’s getting worse by the day.”

“What kind of problem?”

“I’m attracted to you, Matt.”

Just those five little words were enough to raise the tension in the room. Matt shifted to his side, propping his head up on her bed. Chloe kept her eyes averted right after blurting it out, only chancing a look after the silence went on for too long.

“Before you say anything, I want you to know that it’s not because of what you can do with mana,” she said fiercely, drawing her eyebrows in tight. “While I think it’s really fantastic that you have all this power already, it doesn’t have anything to do with what I think about you. I want to make that clear to you.”

Just hearing that made Matt chuckle. “You want to make sure that I don’t compare you to Valerie?”

Chloe nodded a little too quickly. “Valerie was being an opportunistic leech this afternoon, and if you think of me in the same breath as you think of her, I might just fall through the floor and die.”

Matt started to laugh harder. “I don’t think of you in the same way, for the record.”

Chloe let out a sigh of relief. “Thank the gods for that.”

“But,” added Matt right after. “It does raise a question for me. Your betrothal?”

Chloe started to nibble on her bottom lip. “I know. Hence why this seems to be a problem for me. My family says we need this betrothal to continue our good fortune, but they never asked my opinion when it was set up. And I’m really struggling with this because it’s not what I wanted. And then there’s you.”

Chloe pushed upright and pulled her leg in tight. “I’m not trying to push my problems on you, I promise. I like being honest with my friends, and I thought you should know that I was starting to struggle when it came to you. I’m hoping you can help me be strong?”

“In what way, Chloe?”

She swallowed heavily. “I might be prone to moments of weakness if we keep getting closer. That’s one of the reasons I asked you here tonight. I wanted to see if my attraction would still be there after getting to know you more.”

“And it is?”

Chloe winced. “More than ever, it appears.”

“I see.”

“And if it continues to grow, which I assume that it will, it’s going to make it very hard for me to continue this betrothal. That’s why I need you to be strong in case I become much weaker. Is that something you can do for me, Matt? I’m sorry to spring this on you. And if you think that this is something that’s too much, and you want me out of the group, I’ll understand.”

“The last thing I want is to have you out of the group, Chloe,” said Matt, chancing a touch on the closest part of her to him right now, which was her hand. Chloe noticed the movement and sucked in air hard.

“Even that little touch is hard for me,” she admitted. “If this is you being strong, it needs some work.”

Matt started to laugh as he lifted his hand. “I’m sorry. If you need me to be strong for you, I can do that. I don’t want to put you in a bad position.”

Chloe nodded glumly, like it was something she didn’t want to hear despite raising the question. “Thank you, Matt. It’s my hope that it fades over time. And we can have a normal partnership within the group. I’ll keep you updated about it, but I’m glad that we had this talk tonight.”

For Matt, it was almost humorous. It would have been if he didn’t get the impression that she was really struggling with this. And it all begged the most important of questions.

What would happen if she didn’t get over her attraction?


Chapter
Seventeen



Over the next couple of weeks, Matt’s power continued to grow at a pace that surprised everyone.

After a full week of classes with Regina, he was able to effortlessly pull the mana from all three girls, doing it just like it was second nature. His growing bonds with Amelia, Chloe, and Lily made it so that he could practically sense their mana, pulling it from their cores even without assistance.

During that second week, Matt began to experiment with pulling different mana streams simultaneously, blending flame and terra mana just to see what would happen.

The result was incredible, and a little terrifying.

“Ease up, Matt!” shouted Regina over the roar of mana as he created a swirling hole in the ground outside the academy. “You’re using too much mana!”

Matt could see why she was concerned. The hole in front of him was rotating, with clumps of dirt and mud swirling circularly, all coming to a point in the very center. From that center, Matt was using Amelia’s flame mana to set it ablaze, but the fire was growing a little too hot right now, singeing the surrounding grass.

“You’re going to set the entire lawn on fire if you don’t stop!” warned an alarmed Regina.

Just to prove that he was in control, Matt ceased the flow of flame mana from Amelia. He kept the connection with Lily, stopping the flow of the dirt and mud inside the hole to make it stationary again. Once it was no longer moving, he pulled the grass around it, covering the hole completely.

For an added touch, he pulled just a sliver of mind mana from Chloe. Mind was the discipline of life itself, allowing him to bring the burnt grass back to life.

By the time he was done, there was no indication that there’d ever been a hole, or a greater disturbance, in this spot.

“Nothing to worry about, Headmistress,” said Matt innocently once he cut the flow of all mana. “I was able to contain the hole.”

Regina gave him a look like he was treading dangerous ground. “Matt, I know you’re becoming more comfortable with your power, but you must not try to take on too much at once. You’re still a relatively new mage, with fewer ley lines than necessary. If that had gotten out of control, you may not have had the strength to reel it back in.”

The more he was around Regina, the more he realized just how cautious she could be. She was incredibly wise in the way of mana, and what she knew about it could fill an entire library, but she didn’t want anyone, let alone the first male mystic mage in centuries, to get too far ahead of themselves.

“Continue to work on your ley lines this evening,” she told them at the end of classes as Professor Vane took notes. “We’ll resume this lesson in the morning.”

The group of four began to gather their things. As Matt stuffed his academy jacket into his bag, Chloe elbowed him.

“It looks like your fan club is growing even more,” she said, nodding her head toward a section of girls a short distance away. “There have to be at least twenty of them now?”

Matt looked over, seeing several groups of students milling around on the lawn. They’d come to watch him train, as they started doing when word of his power started to circulate around the academy.

“There’s more every day now,” he said, which made Chloe giggle.

“Soon enough, they’ll have to pause classes just to let them all watch you train,” she said. “How does it feel to be famous?”

Matt scoffed. “I’m not famous.”

Both Lily and Amelia stared at him. The reason was because several new members of the fan club were on their way toward them now that classes were over.

“Hey, Matt,” called out one very buxom blonde with a low-cut top. Matt knew her name was Lisa, but only because she’d gone out of her way to introduce herself to him two days ago. “Really great display today. You’re getting so powerful!”

“Thanks, Lisa,” he said, taking Amelia by the hand as they prepared to go into the castle. “See you around.”

Lisa deflated quickly when she saw him with Amelia. He did it deliberately, not wanting the extra attention that came with his power.

Especially from girls who ignored him when they thought he was a weak mage.

“Amelia is about to become public enemy number one if you keep that up, Matt,” noted Lily as the four of them entered the castle. “Just about every girl here knows she’s your girlfriend and wants to be her.”

“I might let them have a chance,” joked Amelia, squeezing his hand. “They could help me tame Matt’s stamina.”

Matt smiled, but he knew there was a sliver of truth behind that statement. Now that he and Amelia were having sex, not a day went by that they didn’t indulge themselves. Frequently, it ended up being several times a day, usually before classes, after classes, and sometimes in the evening too.

Amelia was just as insatiable as he was, but it was becoming an all-too-common occurrence that she couldn’t keep up physically.

“You just wear me out,” she said the prior night as she rubbed her vagina post-sex. “It’s almost to the point where I need a few days off.”

She said it jokingly, but it concerned him enough to say something.

“Do you need to?” he asked as she cuddled against him. “You won’t hurt my feelings if you need a few days to relax.”

Amelia shook her head. “I love having sex with you more than anything. Besides, I can put up with a sore pussy every now and then.”

If only she sounded confident about that statement, Matt wouldn’t have worried. It was in the back of his mind every time they had sex, and he did whatever he could to make sure he wasn’t hurting her.

It was the only point of concern in their otherwise great relationship.
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“Hello, Matt. Thank you for coming so late this evening. I hope I’m not disturbing your evening routine?”

Matt shook his head as he entered Regina’s office after hours. “Not at all, Headmistress. As long as you’re not calling me this late because I’m in trouble?”

Regina smiled. “Of course not. You’re a model student, and you’re the last person I’d expect to go around starting trouble for no reason. The reason I wanted you to come here tonight was for a little private tutoring.”

Matt wondered what that was about as he sat down in front of her desk. She’d approached him earlier about it during dinner, but he wasn’t sure if that was the real reason, or if there was something else she wanted to discuss.

“Isn’t tutoring something you do when you’re falling behind?” he asked as Regina stood up and walked over to him. “I got the impression that I’m ahead of the game.”

“You are, especially in raw power,” she said. “Matt, I won’t lie to you. You’re exceeding everyone’s expectations. I have no doubt that you’ll be a powerful mystic mage one day. I just want to advise some caution. About doing too much before you’re ready for it.”

“Ah, so this is about what happened earlier outside the castle?”

Regina gave him a motherly smile. She was really good at that, having mannerisms that reminded him of Eliza. The only difference was that Regina was incredibly beautiful, so thinking of her in strictly maternal terms was difficult.

Especially with as much cleavage on display as she had right now.

“It is, but it’s not just that,” she replied cryptically. “As you develop your ley lines, your power is going to continue to surge, but I really need you to hear me when I say that you need to pace yourself. If something happened to you, it would be a grievous loss for our world.”

“I’m not going to let anything happen,” he promised. “I’m starting to understand my limits. Truly.”

She gave him another genuine smile. “It might seem that way, but you’re still a beginner when it comes to mana. Trust me when I say this. I’ve had twenty years to master all that I know about mana, and even I feel like a novice sometimes. What you don’t know yet would astound you.”

“Is that what this session is for?” he asked. “To help augment my studies and prepare me?”

Regina nodded. “I thought we could have this session so that we could tackle anything that might become an issue on your road to mastery. It’s meant for broad strokes. If you want to practice with my mana, we can do that. If you want to discuss theory, I’m all ears. If you want to talk about politics or the Blight, I’m yours to command.”

Matt chuckled. “Command seems like a powerful word, don’t you think?”

Regina shrugged but said nothing, making it seem like she truly meant what she said.

“Okay, well, let me think about this for a second,” said Matt as Regina continued to stare at him. “I’d never say no to more practice. Especially when it comes to mind mana.”

Regina flipped her chestnut brown hair to the side. “Say no more. I’d gladly open myself to you if you’d like to practice more. At least mind mana is not as destructive as flame or terra.”

“You mean you don’t want me to open a flaming circle in the middle of your office?” he joked.

Regina gave him a restrained smile. “I’d prefer if you left everything in here intact. Just the way it is.”

“Message received. Okay, let’s practice.”

Over the next thirty minutes, Matt concentrated on using Regina’s mind mana. In a few instances, he was even able to pull it from her core before she started to push it toward him, which left her surprised.

“How—how are you able to do that, Matt?” asked Regina with a gasp the first time he did that. “I didn’t open myself to you yet.”

Matt shrugged. “It’s not hard to do it after the first time we connect. I can sense you. Once I sense your core, it’s not much for me just to grab onto your mana and pull. I’ve been doing it with Amelia, Chloe, and Lily for a few days now. I’m getting better at it.”

“Extraordinary,” whispered Regina as she removed her outer jacket. It left her in a sleeveless blouse, which made Matt gulp when he saw all that extra skin. “Let’s keep working on that. I want to see how far you can push it.”

As it turned out, he could push it pretty far. It even got to the point that Matt could use Regina’s mind mana against her, probing into her brain and seeing her very thoughts and desires.

There were two things he found inside her mind that shocked him.

The first was that Regina was very concerned about the Blight, almost to the point that it was keeping her up at night. He learned that was the reason she’d been near his village in the first place, as she was moving mages around to make sure the Blight was as contained as it could be.

But all this extra attention came at a price. The mystic mages were already stretched thin, and the border with Ranosta was perilously undefended at the moment.

The other item he saw was much more personal. Accessing part of Regina’s brain that dealt with her feelings, he saw images of those that were close to her. He saw an older man and woman, those that he assumed were her parents. He saw several siblings, all sharing Regina’s features, as well as a few nieces and nephews.

But more importantly, he was able to see even deeper, to the part of her brain where she thought more intimately. And it was here that Matt noticed that she was harboring a deep-seated attraction for him.

Her heart raced as she looked at him. Her brain went wild with thoughts and feelings whenever they were together. Some of those thoughts were readable to him, even noticing that the real reason she took off her outer jacket was not because she was warm but because she wanted to give him a better view of her body.

Other thoughts were so private that she would have been mortified to have him view them so candidly. Like the fact that she was wet as she sat in front of him, with several thoughts wondering about what his cock looked like.

This new information hit him so hard that Matt ceased the flow right after. He turned red as Regina stared at him, looking like she had no idea about the private information he’d just accessed.

“Are you okay?” she asked with a touch of concern. “Matt, you look flushed.”

“Umm, just fine, Headmistress,” he said, shaking his head. “Just not used to that much . . . power.”

Regina gave him a tiny smile. “Take a moment to adjust if you need to. And then let’s resume.”

She shifted her position on the desk, but in doing so, it allowed him to see that her nipples were hard. They were poking out of her blouse brazenly, making them hard to ignore.

Did she really not know what he’d just seen?
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“Did you really see all of that?” asked Amelia the next morning as the group ate breakfast. “And it was inside her head?”

Matt nodded before taking a bite of his cinnamon roll. “I didn’t mean to look inside her brain, but once it was there, I just had to see what was there. And she’s petrified of what’s happening near the Blight. She’s not letting on, but the situation there is more precarious than she wants to admit.”

The other girls nodded and started asking questions about it, which he was happy to answer. He didn’t tell them about the other thing he saw in Regina’s head, thinking that was a step too far.

Even though he was sharing the headmistress’s innermost thoughts, he didn’t want to break her trust in that way.

“It makes a lot of sense when you think about it,” said Lily as she stroked her ponytail. “It’s hard not to listen to whispers around the academy. Most of the upperclassmen believe that they’ll be posted at the Blight as soon as they graduate. They see that as a more imminent threat than even Ranosta these days. Or the Lupines.”

“And there were more Blight monster attacks coming at my village than ever before,” noted Matt. “I don’t think we were alone either. I bet you these attacks have been coming on all the villages close to the Blight, which might be why she’s so worried about it.”

“Do you think there’s any chance we could go to the Blight early?” asked Amelia quietly. “Like if the threat was bad enough, they might mobilize the students into helping?”

“It would be very unlikely,” replied Chloe, shaking her head. “There are enough mystic mages that there’s rarely any business they can’t handle on their own. Even when wars with Ranosta break out, they never bring in the students. The academy exists in its own little bubble, at least until we graduate and go out into the world.”

“Maybe,” conceded Matt. “But I have a feeling it won’t always be like that. If the threat is bad enough to give the headmistress sleepless nights, anything is possible.”

“I wonder if it’s just the stress getting to her,” said Lily, offering another explanation. “From what I understand, the headmistress never takes breaks from her job. She’s had the academy every day, working long hours, and never taking any time for herself. Maybe she’s just long overdue for a break?”

“Aren’t we all?” asked Chloe. “We’ve been working hard for the entire month now. And we also have a break coming up too. Getting away from the academy every now and then is a good way to reset yourself.”

“Not like we can force her to take a break, though,” said Amelia with a laugh.

Chloe shrugged. “Maybe we can just be a good example for her? Because I was thinking of inviting all three of you to Millvale with me when classes end tomorrow. That is, if that’s something you’d want to entertain?”

“Millvale?” squeaked Lily. “But that’s a huge city!”

Chloe giggled. “Not all of us grew up on a tiny farm, Lily. Some of us live in actual cities.”

“I’ve never been to a big city before,” admitted the redhead.

“All the more reason to accept my invitation,” replied Chloe before turning her gaze toward Matt and Amelia. “And both of you too. What do you say? Want to see my home city?”

Matt and Amelia shared a look with each other. It didn’t last for very long.

“Sure,” replied Matt. “We’re game.”


Chapter
Eighteen



The first break in classes came the following afternoon.

At the appointed time, a large group of wagons lined up in front of the castle, all waiting to take the students to any destination in the kingdom for the next week.

“They do this frequently throughout the year so that we don’t get burned out with our studies,” said Chloe as she gestured to her family’s wagon a short distance away. “Ah, there’s mine right there. It’s very roomy inside, so don’t be afraid to spread out. I also asked them to stock it well with food and wine.”

“Holy crap,” muttered Amelia the second we opened the door to the wagon. “Chloe, you can’t be serious. This belongs to your family?”

The inside of the wagon glimmered with gold finishings and silver accents. The wood for the benches was cherry, and it was so polished that it shined just like the gold did. There were six individual seats inside, which included footrests for the occupants. In the rear, a large section opened up for their luggage.

“It’s one of our smaller carriages too,” replied Chloe as her family’s servants handled the luggage. “But it’ll do for this trip to Millvale. My parents are probably using the bigger one.”

“We’re a long way from home,” Amelia told Matt quietly as they climbed into the wagon and rested on the fancy seats. “My father’s nicest wagon is nothing like this.”

“Now, we’re in the real lap of luxury,” said Matt, putting his feet up. “Might as well enjoy ourselves.”

Amelia laughed softly before looking over the food. There was an array of dried meats, fruits and vegetables, and of course, wine. Amelia grabbed a few grapes and brought them to him.

“You remembered about the grapes?” he asked with a grin.

“I remember everything about my lover,” replied Amelia as she fed him one.

The journey to Millvale took about three days. The wagon followed the eastern road away from the academy, taking Matt to a part of the kingdom he’d never been to before. It was a scenic ride, following the countryside where there was nothing but lush farmland and rolling hills as far as the eyes could see.

It wasn’t until they arrived in Millvale that they saw something that was truly worth seeing.

“Ah, we’re just about to cross the main gate,” announced Chloe as she looked out the window. “Nothing beats the first view, so you might want to pay attention.”

If anything, Chloe’s statement about the first view was an understatement. Both Matt and Lily crammed to one side, looking out the window as the city wall came into view.

It was massive, like nothing he’d ever seen before. It completely dwarfed the wooden palisade around Matt’s little village, not even being in the same league.

“Gods above and below,” whispered Lily under her breath. “How can you make something that large?”

“It beats the farm by a large degree, doesn’t it?” joked Chloe.

Lily was still speechless, which forced Matt to put a hand on her arm.

“I’ve never seen anything like it either, Lily,” he told her.

“I was just starting to get over feeling like a country bumpkin at the academy too,” she admitted to him. “And now I feel even more like it.”

“At least you’re not alone. This is more than I’ve ever seen too.”

That seemed to help Lily, especially to have her know that she wasn’t the only one. She gave him a rare smile as she touched his hand.

The wagon rolled into the city, where Matt couldn’t help but notice sights and sounds all around him. There was more foot traffic on just one tiny street than there was in his entire village combined. And they were all going about their day, taking care of business or selling some kind of good.

“It really is a lovely city,” said Amelia, who took Lily’s spot when the redhead went to the other side of the wagon. “I’ve been here before, but nothing ever prepares you for going through that gate for the first time.”

“You’ve traveled with your father here?” he asked her.

Amelia nodded. “Oh, yes. Father has many contacts here. He never liked it much, so we didn’t go here too often. He prefers his solitude as you might have guessed.”

“Too many people have tried to run him out of the city?” asked Matt, reading between the lines.

Amelia blushed. “How’d you know?”

“I just figured. I remember his reputation isn’t the best.”

She let out a deep sigh as she pushed closer to him. “I’m glad that you like me as much as you do. Otherwise, living with our reputation would get so very lonely.”

Matt put his arm around her and pulled her close. “You’ll never have to worry about that again.”

She craned her neck toward him and kissed him. “I like you so much, Matt. I’m so glad that we’re together.”

“The feeling is mutual. Trust me.”

Amelia smiled as her eyes flitted around the wagon. She lowered her voice. “You know that I’m not the only one that likes you here too, right?”

That caught him by surprise, especially when Amelia nodded toward Chloe. The brunette was watching them when Matt looked her way, but she turned her head at the last second to stare out the window.

“Chloe has a crush on you,” Amelia whispered so that only he could hear. “Do you know how often I catch her staring at you?”

“How often?”

“At least once a day,” she said with a small giggle. “Which, I know the feeling. Sometimes, I like to stare at you too.”

Matt rubbed the back of his neck, thinking that now was the time to share some information with Amelia. “She’s admitted her attraction before. To me. She told me one night in her room.”

Amelia’s eyebrows shot up, and he wondered how she was going to take that kind of news. Some women could be very possessive, but he didn’t know yet if Amelia was going to fall in that bucket.

“Really?” she said finally. “And how did that go?”

He took a few moments to tell her what happened that night, including what Chloe said about her betrothal.

“Well, that seems to put a wrinkle in her plans,” replied Amelia once she was finished. “It’s too bad.”

Matt gave her a weird look. “Why too bad?”

Amelia shrugged. “I was wondering if you might be forming a harem. You know, like the male mages from a long time ago?”

“Chloe told me about it, but I’m surprised that you’re bringing it up,” he said, still shocked to hear that word come out of her mouth. “About harems. I didn’t tell you at first about Chloe because I didn’t want to upset you.”

“Honestly, I’ve been thinking about it ever since we created the group,” she replied. “Because I’ve been wondering if our closeness would translate into other areas. With three women and one man, it’s only logical that the question would come up. I’ve been meaning to talk to you about it, and now that I know Chloe is interested, it’s the perfect opportunity.”

“Okay, so let’s talk about harems,” said Matt, ending with a chuckle since it was a conversation he never thought he’d be having.

Somewhere out there, he knew Grandpa would be incredibly proud of him at that moment.

“Okay, harems,” repeated Amelia as she tapped her chin. “I’m not opposed to it. Let’s just get that out of the way first. I know they can work if done the right way. You have to be careful about whom you invite into them, but I think you’re the kind of person that would be selective.”

“It’s always appealed to me,” admitted Matt. “I think that’s my grandpa talking. He wanted me to form one when he found out I had mana.”

“One day, I’d really like to meet him,” said Amelia with a giggle. “He sounds hilarious.”

“He’s an old pervert, but at least he’s entertaining,” said Matt.

“So, would you be with Chloe if you had the option?” she asked, turning more serious.

“Yeah, but she’s betrothed.”

Amelia raised an eyebrow. “What if she wasn’t? Because I have to wonder how serious this betrothal is if she keeps staring at you like this.”

Matt glanced over, seeing that Chloe was looking again. The brunette flushed when their eyes met, and she turned away.

“Maybe you’re onto something,” Matt told her quietly.

Amelia started to play with his sleeve. “You know, having another woman might be fun. Mega-bed sounds a little too grand for just two people.”

“I never thought you’d be the one that was pressing so hard for this,” joked Matt. “I thought I’d have to put up a better argument for you.”

“Well, it’s not entirely altruistic,” admitted Amelia as she rubbed her thighs. “Having another woman around to help me tame the beast would be fantastic.”

Matt laughed a little too loud. “The beast?”

She poked his chest. “You know what I mean. I can’t even call it a cock anymore. It’s more like a wild beast. A beast that’s always hard, always throbbing, and makes me feel his presence for days afterward.”

“As long as you’re not getting tired of me,” replied Matt. “That almost makes it sound like I’m too much for you.”

Amelia shook her head firmly. “Never ever. I love having sex with you. It would just be nice to have a little help taming that monster. Someone to share the load, if you catch my drift? And give my poor pussy time to recuperate.”

“Your pussy is anything but poor.”

She giggled. “Maybe sore is a better word. Anyway, I just want you to know that you have my blessing if you choose to pursue her. The only thing that I ask is that you don’t forget about me if you do. I want to be in your life, and I don’t think I could go with not having you in my bed, sore pussy or not.”

“Noted,” he replied right before Amelia kissed him. “I couldn’t forget you anyway, Amelia.”

She sighed happily when she heard that, and Amelia rested her head against his shoulder. It gave him plenty to think about as they sat there.

Just what would it look like if he was intimate with Chloe too?

Was such a thing even possible?

It was still on his mind when the wagon pulled up to a smallish castle right in the center of the city. It was a modest one, especially compared to the size of the castle the academy was in. This one was less a fortress and more like a simple keep, with four stories, large windows, and spires in every corner. The northwest corner had the tallest spire, where Matt thought the view of the city must have been incredible.

“Wow,” muttered Lily once they stepped out of the wagon. She craned her head all the way up, staring at the spires. “Is that where you live, Chloe?”

“Oh, this little castle?” replied Chloe with a laugh. “No, this is much too small for my family. This one belongs to one of our client lords. They don’t have as much money as we do, but they support our family when it counts, and in return, we use our resources to look out for them. A very reciprocal relationship if you ask me, but they’re also very kind people.”

“One day, all this power won’t amaze me as much as it does right now,” said Lily as she shook her head. “But not today.”

Chloe put her arm around Lily’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. One day, when we’ve been dearest friends for years, this will stop amazing you entirely. Especially when you see my family’s actual castle.”

Lily laughed nervously. “Can’t wait.”

We were beckoned inside the castle, where we met the lord and lady that occupied it. They were like kindly old grandparents, reminding me a lot of Grandpa but without the perverted bent to his personality.

“Sure, we’d love to have you stay with us,” said the old man, named Walter. He walked with such a hunch in his shoulders that his back was practically horizontal. “Martha and I love to have visitors, especially since our children moved on and had families of their own.”

“And Chloe is like a daughter to us,” said Martha as she embraced the brunette. “It’s been too long since we’ve seen you last, dear. How are your parents?”

Chloe took a deep breath. “Same as usual. Always thinking with their wallets and never their hearts. You know how it goes.”

For Matt, it was amusing to watch Chloe with Walter and Martha. He got the impression they were like surrogate grandparents for her, giving Chloe time away from the stressors of her actual family.

“Now, if you need anything, don’t be afraid to ask,” said Martha after leading them to a suite on the top floor. “You’re our only visitors, so don’t worry about the noise. Walter and I live on the second floor, and since our hearing is going, you can be loud all you want, and we won’t hear a peep.”

“Hear that?” Amelia whispered at Matt. “Now, I don’t have to keep my voice down when we fuck.”

“You still might for Chloe and Lily,” he hissed back at her.

“Or,” she said quickly as she wiggled her eyebrows. “I don't, and we really kick this trip off in a fun way.”

Matt couldn’t hold back his laughter at that one, which made Lily give him a strange look.

“What’s so funny, Matt?”

“Lily, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

The suite was beautiful, with many windows to let in the natural light. From this elevation, they could see a good portion of the city, including the large square that the castle was part of. There were three bedrooms, and Chloe and Lily were able to claim separate ones for them, while Matt and Amelia took the one in the corner.

“Well, it’s not mega-bed, but it’ll do,” said Amelia after setting her pack down on it. “And there’s so much space here. It definitely puts our family castle to shame.”

“No one’s judging you,” said Matt. “You know that, right?”

Amelia shrugged. “Still, it’s more impressive than most. And it’s cozy. I can see why Chloe likes it here.”

“It’s a nice break from the rigors of the academy,” replied Matt as he looked out the window. “It’ll be fun to explore it later too.”

“Speaking of exploration,” said Chloe, who’d entered the room without them noticing. “Before we can explore the city, you should see the rest of the castle. If you think this view is good, wait until you see it from the northwest spire.”

Chloe led them to the stairs toward the spire. There were four sets of them, one in each corner, but it was the one in the northwest that offered the best view.

“Go ahead,” said Chloe, nodding her head at them. “Just watch your head when you get to the top. There’s not a lot of room up there.”

Matt, Amelia, and Lily all entered the staircase at the same time, but Matt was the one that noticed that Chloe didn’t follow them.

“Aren’t you coming?” he asked, pausing to wait for her answer.

Chloe waved her hand. “That’s okay. I have to take care of something while I’m here. You three go up and enjoy. I’ll meet up with you in about thirty minutes, okay?”

Matt thought that was strange, but didn’t say anything about it. Mostly because Chloe had already left, not even giving him the chance to talk about it. Shrugging to himself, he moved up the staircase behind the other girls.

The staircase was pretty dark for the most part, with only a few slit windows on the way up. Other than that, there were a few spots for torches for light, but it was still much darker here than it was in the rest of the castle.

About halfway up, he found Lily waiting on one of the short landings. This one had a window, and she was currently peering out of it.

“How’s the view, Lily?” he asked.

Lily pulled away and winced. “Very, very high. I’m not sure if I can go all the way to the top.”

“Sure you can. It’s not like this castle is going to fall over.”

“But what if it does?” she said. “I can hear the wind whistling from right here. I’m not the biggest fan of heights, Matt. What if I fall over? What happens then?”

“I’d never let that happen to you,” he said with a chuckle. “I promise.”

Lily put her lips together as she thought about it. She stared at the rest of the stairs like she was trying to will her feet to continue.

“I’ll stay with you every step of the way,” he offered. “Would that make it a little easier for you?”

Lily gave him a rosy smile. “Maybe. I still might be scared.”

“If you get too scared, let me know,” said Matt, looping his arm with hers. “Otherwise, we’re going to the top together, okay?”

Lily blushed at the sudden skin-to-skin contact, but she didn’t object. Leading her up the stairs wasn’t as easy as walking solo, but they made good time as they neared the top of the tower. Here, Matt could tell that Amelia had already opened the door to the top, letting in more light once they got closer.

“Okay, almost there,” he told Lily when they arrived at the last landing. “A few more steps and we’re there.”

She took a deep breath. “Okay. I’m not panicking yet. I’m in control. I’m the one in control.”

“Yes, you are,” coached Matt. “Okay, almost there.”

They took that last step onto the landing together. Lily still looked like she could turn violently ill at about any moment, so Matt looped his arm around her waist and kept her close to him.

Once they stepped through the door, they saw a short landing that was only a few feet long by a couple of feet wide. Amelia was already there, resting her forearms on the metal railing as she stared out at the city.

And what a view it was. This was quite possibly the highest spire in the city. No matter which direction he looked, Matt couldn’t see any other building that was higher.

It really felt like they were on top of the world from this elevation.

The only thing he wanted to do was enjoy the scenery, but he was acutely aware that Lily might have been uncomfortable. Keeping his attention on her instead, he made sure she wasn’t going to faint or puke now that they were so exposed.

“Feeling okay, Lily?” he asked, keeping his tight grip around her waist.

“It’s really, really, really high,” sputtered Lily quickly before turning her head to look at him. “But you’re making this so much better just by being here.”

Matt grinned. “I told you I wouldn’t let anything happen to you.”

Lily took a deep breath. “It really is pretty up here. As long as you can put aside the fact that falling from this height would kill us for sure.”

“Oh, I doubt that, Lily,” said Amelia with a laugh. “If something happened, I’d just have Matt pull your terra mana and bring the ground upward as fast as he can. That way, no one has to die.”

Lily gulped nervously. “I don’t think even Matt is that powerful yet.”

“Something to aim for one day,” joked Matt, which made Amelia giggle.

“Okay, I think I’ve seen enough,” said Lily as she turned toward the door. “I’m not going to tempt the gods by staying up here.”

“Do you need a hand to get down the tower?” asked Matt.

She shook her head. “I think I’ll be okay. Thank you for helping me, Matt. It’s really nice to know that I have someone like you in my life.”

Lily said the words so quietly that he barely heard them. The look on her face was unmistakable, though.

“Of course, Lily,” he replied, stroking her back. “And you always will.”

She took a deep breath, but did so in a playful way. Her eyes lingered on him for just a moment too long before she disappeared back inside.


Chapter
Nineteen



Not long after Matt and Amelia came down from the tower, Chloe returned.

The brunette said nothing about her disappearance, but she did bring some food with her that was fresh from the kitchens. After filling their stomachs, all four of them made their way toward the outer balcony, which looked directly over the city square.

“This is the best place in the city to watch the sunset,” said Chloe with a sigh as they stared at the late afternoon sun. “You get such a picturesque view of the whole thing. It sets right between the buildings of that street right there. It fits so perfectly that it was like the street was designed that way on purpose.”

“It’s so beautiful,” mused Lily as she rested her weight against the railing. “I’ve always wondered how people can live in a place like this, crammed together right on top of each other. Now that I’ve been here, I know how they do it. There’s a magic to it. A charm that I didn’t expect.”

“And you haven’t even seen the best parts of it,” said Amelia with a giggle as she pointed to some of the buildings that ringed the square. “One of my favorite things to do is to go shopping in all these cute little shops.”

Lily gave her a look like the word was completely foreign to her. “Shopping?”

“Don’t tell me you’ve never gone shopping before?” replied Amelia with a deadpan stare.

The redhead winced. “Like shopping for fresh vegetables?”

Amelia gasped and grabbed Lily by the hand. “Okay, let me complete your education a little here. You really haven’t lived until you’ve seen what kind of cute clothes you can get from these shops.” She paused to look at Chloe. “How many places are there to buy clothes in this square?”

Chloe did a quick mental count. “At least four that I can think of. All right here in the square. There are a few more down that street where the sunset appears if you need more.”

Amelia nodded and grabbed Lily by the wrist. “Perfect. Come with me. We’re going shopping.”

Lily planted her heels as best she could. “But I don’t have much in the way of money, Amelia!”

Amelia waved her hand dismissively. “I’ve got you. I’m not as rich as Chloe, but I certainly have enough to spend on a few new clothes. Besides, I want to buy something special for Matt.”

“For me?” he replied, raising an eyebrow.

Amelia winked at him, which told him everything he needed to know.

“Chloe, do you want to come too?” asked Amelia after successfully dislodging Lily from her planted spot.

Surprisingly, Chloe shook her head. “That’s okay. I wouldn’t mind a little peace and quiet. Provided that Matt stays here with me.”

“Yeah, sure,” replied Matt casually. “Why not?”

That seemed to settle things. Amelia and Lily left right after, and it wasn’t long before Matt could see them in the central square below, checking out the first of many shops.

“They’re going to be gone for a few hours,” joked Chloe when she saw the ardor that Amelia had for shopping. “Millvale is the finest city in the world for clothing. Fabrics are king here.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t want to go,” said Matt, moving from the balcony to a lounge chair. “Or is it just not that novel of an experience for you?”

Chloe shrugged and sat down next to him. “I’ve been shopping here a million times, so maybe. Honestly, I just wanted to spend a little time with you.”

The way Chloe looked at him after saying that reminded him of the way she acted in the wagon on the way here. Those shy smiles and subtle turns of the head that happened when Amelia brought up Chloe’s attraction to him.

At that moment, he couldn’t help but rake his eyes over her body. Chloe was wearing a long dress today, the kind that almost scraped the floor when she walked. It was a dark red color, accentuated by the addition of several metal bracelets and a necklace. Her hair was pulled to one side, flowing down her shoulder in a way that emphasized its length.

And of course, he couldn’t help but notice the way that dress framed her perfect breasts. They heaved every time she took a breath, giving him a view that wasn’t too exposed, but still enticing nevertheless.

“Matt?”

Chloe calling his name made his eyes flicker up to hers. She smiled, saying nothing about the fact that she’d just caught him ogling her tits.

“I want to tell you something,” she said, turning away for a moment. She took a deep breath, like she was summoning some kind of inner courage for what was coming next.

“About what?” he asked.

In his head, so many scenarios started to play out. He wondered if Chloe had bad news for him. Something that had to wait until they were alone.

Maybe she didn’t want to be in the group anymore? She’d already admitted her attraction to him, but with her betrothal, it meant that she was constantly walking a tightrope when it came to expressing her feelings.

Was that what she needed to tell him? That for her own good, they couldn’t be in the same group anymore?

Waiting for her to speak was agonizing. Chloe opened her mouth several times to say something, but closed it before the words could come out.

Just when he thought she might change her mind, Chloe shut her lips and stood up. She moved toward his chair, lifting one leg to straddle the other side. Watching him carefully, Chloe lowered herself until she was sitting on his lap.

“Chloe?”

A nervous smile appeared on her lips. “Is this okay?”

“What are you doing?”

Chloe laughed softly. “Trying to find the best way to do this. Words just weren’t working the way I wanted, so I figured actions might be better.”

Right as she finished speaking, Chloe leaned forward. Her large breasts crushed against his chest as her lips descended.

Kissing Chloe was an experience he would carry with him forever. Her lips sealed against Matt’s, offering just enough wetness to be enjoyable. Pressing in tightly, Chloe kissed him for several moments until she pulled away.

The brunette had never looked more gorgeous to him than she did at that moment. With her chest heaving, her lips parted, and being breathless from the kiss, Chloe was a vision.

But part of him was still very confused.

“Not that I didn’t enjoy that kiss,” he said with a small laugh as his hands stroked her thighs. “But I thought we were trying to stay strong? Because of your betrothal?”

Chloe nodded. “I tried that route. I didn’t want to give in to this at first. I knew just how pissed my family would be if I didn’t honor the betrothal. More than likely, they’ll disown me for it, but I don’t care. What’s done is done.”

Matt gave her a strange look until she continued.

Leaning forward, Chloe kissed him again. “That’s where I disappeared to earlier today. I didn’t want to move forward with you until I could fully cancel the betrothal. I expect he won’t care too much. We barely knew each other since our marriage was just supposed to unite our families. There was no connection there, and certainly nothing that resembled love. That’s not the kind of life I want to lead anyway.”

“And this is preferable?” asked Matt with a smirk as he reached around to cup her ass. “Being with the dreaded male mage?”

She giggled. “I want to be with someone I care about. Someone that I really like. That I’m attracted to. You’re that man. I can’t stop thinking about you. Even when I try not to, my brain is still locked on you. My eyes are always attached to you.”

“I’ve noticed that somewhat. And so has Amelia.”

“Yes, Amelia approached me earlier today,” replied Chloe. “It’s part of the reason I’m able to do this without feeling bad.”

“How so?”

Chloe kissed him sweetly again. “She said that she knew that I was attracted to you. And that I had her blessing to act on it if I wanted to.”

“Did she now?”

It appeared to Matt that Amelia was making moves in the background. Maybe it wasn’t so crazy to think that this harem thing might become a reality.

Chloe nodded. “She said you wouldn’t be upset. She told me that you were attracted to me too, which I already know. You look at me just as much as I look at you.”

She gestured to the way her breasts were nearly bulging out of her dress now that they were crushed against his chest.

“You seem to like the girls a lot,” said Chloe with a giggle. “Though in all fairness, I intentionally wear dresses that show them off for you. I like to see you look at me.”

“You really have fantastic tits, Chloe,” said Matt with a low growl as he stared at them. “They’re just perfect.”

Chloe whimpered. “And you haven’t even seen them yet. Do you want to do the honors?”

Did he ever. Chloe leaned up just slightly, allowing her breasts to come off his chest. Reaching his hands up, Matt grasped the thin fabric between his fingers and began to lower it. More tantalizing skin came into view until suddenly two very pink nipples popped out of her top.

She shuddered when that happened. Looping the fabric under her breasts, Matt had his first unobstructed view of her tits.

And they were magnificent.

“Fuck, Chloe,” he said, his words coming out in a hollow whisper. “They’re perfect.”

“They’re yours,” she said quietly. “As is the rest of me if you want me. I’m not a huge fan of putting myself out there so brazenly, but you’re worth it. I want to be with you in all ways, including sexually.”

Matt bit his lip after hearing that last part. Chloe was breathing heavily now, and he realized that her lower half was grinding against him ever so subtly.

When he didn’t say anything, Chloe frowned. “If you don’t want me, that’s okay. If you don’t want to screw up our friendship, I’ll understand. I don’t want⁠—”

He silenced her by kissing her lips. Chloe moaned into his mouth as her grinding resumed, rubbing her mound against his hardening cock.

“There’s your answer,” said Matt once the kiss broke. “I want you, Chloe.”

She let out a huge sigh of relief, which was cute to see on the woman who was usually unflappable. It made Matt realize just how much she’d put herself out there for him.

And he loved that about her.

Putting his hand behind her neck, Matt pulled her back to him. Her nipples pressed against his chest as they continued to make out. Chloe’s hips started to dry hump him, rocking back and forth against his pants, which were now very uncomfortable thanks to how hard he was.

Chloe realized it too. “Take your cock out, Matt. Please?”

He grinned at her. “Only because you asked so nicely.”

Lowering his pants wasn’t that difficult since Chloe raised her hips, allowing him easier access. He freed his cock, feeling it pulse in anticipation of what was coming.

It wasn’t like Chloe had been particularly idle either. She used both hands to bunch her dress up around her waist. All Matt saw was a flash of black hair before she sat down.

Now, there was nothing separating them. No pesky clothes, not even underwear. Matt could feel the extreme heat radiating from between her thighs, which was enough to make him salivate at the thought of being inside her.

That it was Chloe of all people—sweet, sociable Chloe—had him ready to thrust all the way home.

“Do you think we should move off the balcony?” moaned Chloe as she resumed dry humping him. “We’re so exposed out here.”

At first, Matt thought it might have been a good idea, but he nixed it pretty quickly.

“No, I want you like this,” he growled, digging his fingers into her pliant ass. “Where all of Millvale can see you become mine.”

Chloe nearly came right there. She shivered against him, and he could see just how erect her nipples were.

Now was the time. Using his right hand to lift her slowly, Matt used his left to take aim with his cock. Finding the perfect groove between her drenched lips, he let go of both hands.

Chloe did the rest. Lowering herself completely, they both groaned as his cock slid inside her velvety depths.

“Gods above and below,” moaned Chloe as he filled her. “Matt, you’re so fucking big. You’re stretching my little hole so good.”

Matt’s eyes rolled to the back of his head as he felt that snug embrace around his shaft. She was so wet that there was barely any resistance to bottoming out. It only took one stroke to fill Chloe to his balls.

Digging his fingers into her ass again, Chloe’s fiery green eyes locked on his. “Please fuck me and don’t ever stop, Matt.”

That was a challenge if he ever heard one. Lifting her hips all the way up, he was able to see his glistening cock between them, with only the tip keeping their bodies connected. Forcing her back down, that incredible tightness gripped every inch of his length.

Chloe’s body was exquisite. That hot warmth of her pussy was hitting every nerve ending, giving him a sensational feeling as they built up speed.

The fact that they were doing this outside, where anyone in the tall buildings around the square could see them, only added to his arousal.

It worked that way for Chloe too. Not content to let him do all the work, Chloe started to rotate her hips, slamming them down on his cock before lifting them back up. She did the movements so well, making them perfectly timed with his thrusts to take them to the brink faster than Matt thought was possible.

Chloe was the first to cum. Her hips were moving so quickly that it was impossible to watch straight on. Right before she went over the edge, her body hesitated. Her legs began to shake. She let out a loud moan as her head whipped back.

Matt could feel the evidence of her orgasm. Her wetness slid down his balls, staining the chair under them.

Somehow, they’d have to come up with a creative excuse to Martha and Walter about why their chairs were cum-stained.

Oh well, Chloe could just buy them new chairs anyway.

The thought rapidly vanished as Matt realized he was about to cum. Chloe’s body was just so arousing that he couldn’t hold himself back. Before he knew it, he was spewing inside her, great jets of semen splashing into her womb.

When Chloe felt it, she pushed all the way down, trapping his cock inside her fiery depths.

She grinned at him once he was done, kissing Matt with passion as they came down from their respective highs.

“Matt, that was so perfect,” she cooed, stroking his face. “You were amazing—Matt?”

Chloe shrieked suddenly when he lifted her. She wrapped her arms around his neck as he set her down on her back against the chair.

Chloe giggled. “Matt, what are you doing?”

“We’re not done yet,” he growled. His cock had slipped out of her during the movement, revealing the creamy evidence of their coupling. He was still rock hard, so he fed his glazed shaft right back into her cum-filled opening.

Chloe came almost as soon as he was back inside her. Her legs shook so badly that he thought there was a real chance he might be putting her into a coma.

When she finally recovered, her legs wrapped around his waist.

“I can’t believe you can still keep going,” she purred, kissing his neck. “Oh, Matt, don’t ever stop fucking me.”

He didn’t intend to. Placing Chloe’s legs against his shoulders, he started to slam into her, driving his cock repeatedly into her core. The sound of Chloe’s moans went ever higher, and Matt reckoned she could probably be heard on the ground thanks to the amount of noise.

Neither of them cared, though. The only thing that mattered was getting to the next orgasm. Chloe had several more before he dropped her legs, letting them latch around his waist once again.

By this point, he slammed home a few more times before cumming inside her for the second time.

Easing his cock out, he watched as a mixture of their cream overflowed her hole. Chloe used her hand to stop it, with several large drops of cum filling her palm.

“This is insane!” she said with a giggle when she looked at her hand. “Matt, do you always cum this much?”

“More or less,” he said, sitting down next to her on the chair. He was still trying to catch his breath after that level of exertion.

“No wonder Amelia needed someone else to share the load,” said Chloe, licking some of his cum off her hand.

Matt turned to face her. “Just how much did Amelia share about our love life?”

Chloe gave him an innocent smile. “Enough to know that everyone needed this to happen. And I couldn’t be happier that it did, Matt. You’re so worth it.”

She took another lick of his cum before cocking her head to one side. “Any chance you want to go again? I think we have some time before they get back.”

Matt answered her by picking her up and taking her inside to the closest bed.


Chapter
Twenty



Two days later, the wagon started its journey back to the academy.

Despite it being late in the morning, Matt was still yawning. He barely slept that night thanks to Chloe, who’d been insatiable ever since that afternoon on the balcony.

She wanted sex as often as she could get it. The brunette had a ravenous appetite, and it frequently led to her sneaking into his bed any time she wanted him.

Which, with Amelia also occupying his bed, led to some interesting situations.

Of course, Amelia was the least surprised when she returned from her shopping trip with Lily later that evening. She greeted the news about the breakup of Chloe’s betrothal with great satisfaction, and she wanted to know all the details about their coupling afterward.

What made things even more exciting was the fact that Amelia didn’t leave the room every time Chloe wanted to have sex. The first few times, Amelia pretended to sleep. After that, she would watch them, occasionally rubbing her pussy while Matt hammered into Chloe.

That night was something to remember, though. Not only did Amelia rub herself, but she also sucked his cock to full hardness before he could slide into Chloe.

“Here, let me help you with that,” she offered, wrapping her lips around the tip while Chloe sat on his chest. Both Matt and Chloe watched Amelia go at it, drenching his cock with her saliva before he was good and ready.

“There,” proclaimed Amelia happily. “I’ll line you up. Scoot your butt back, Chloe.”

Chloe shrugged at Matt before pushing her hips backwards. With Amelia’s help, Matt’s cock perfectly aligned with Chloe’s pussy, sliding in on the first push.

“You’re not done just yet,” Matt told Amelia as she placed her head on the pillow again. “Come here, gorgeous.”

That was how they found themselves in a wonderful position. While Chloe rode his cock, Amelia rode his face. They made so much noise that night that Matt was sure everyone in the castle, including Lily in the next room, was aware of what was happening.

Still, it was hard to beat that experience. When he came inside Chloe, the cum came out in gushing torrents.

So far, this harem thing was working out better than he could have ever hoped.

That morning, Lily seemed to be aware that something had changed within the group. Her eyes were narrow and questioning as the wagon slipped out of Millvale, but she was too polite to ask the obvious question.

Matt knew she was smart enough to figure it out on her own. He suspected they would eventually have to have a long conversation about it.

Apart from all the sex, the rest of the trip was memorable too. Chloe showed them all the sights of Millvale, including some taverns where they were able to get the best food. It was an excellent break, though everyone was ready to go back to the academy once it was over.

The journey took three days to reach the castle. On that last day, right as they reached the final stretch toward the academy, Matt felt something strange inside his gut.

It came as the girls were talking about getting a large room at the academy. Touching his stomach, Matt knew what the sensation was immediately.

It was the same one that he felt the night that the Blight monster attacked his village. When it gripped him like it did right now, it was a warning sign.

A sign that they were very close to something dangerous.

“I bet we could talk the headmistress into giving us our own room,” said Chloe, who was drinking a glass of wine while the wagon lumbered ever closer to the academy. “For just the four of us. Such a thing wasn’t unheard of in the old days.”

Lily blushed. “I read that in the old days, the male mages had large harems where all their lovers lived together. Are you envisioning a similar situation?”

Chloe opened her mouth to answer that, but Matt held up his hand.

“Stop the wagon,” he said suddenly, interrupting their conversation. “Something’s not right.”

Chloe gave him a strange look but had the driver stop the wagon so that he could get out. “Matt, what’s wrong?”

“There’s something dangerous out there,” he said, scanning their surroundings. The road in this part of the country cut through a thick forest. There wasn’t much to see on either side because of how thick it was. Above their heads, even part of the sky was obscured thanks to the thick canopy.

“Did you hear something, Matt?” asked Amelia, who appeared as bewildered as Chloe was. “There are wolves out here, but they’re generally not brave enough to attack the wagons directly.”

Matt shook his head. “Not wolves. I don’t know what it is. Something bad, though. I can feel it inside me.”

Closing his eyes for a moment, Matt could even see it. That was something that rarely happened, where he could not only sense the danger but also see what it was. In his head, he saw several figures moving around a roaring fire. In themselves, they weren’t evil, but the creatures watching them were.

Suddenly, he saw those creatures attacking them. Ripping them to shreds. Screams, blood, and agony.

All within the space of a few minutes.

He didn’t know who they were, but he knew they were close.

“There are people in the forest,” he said, jerking his head in the direction that his heart was tugging him in. “And they’re about to be attacked. I don’t know how or why, but if we don’t do something, they’re going to die.”

Chloe and Amelia shared a look with each other like they didn’t know what to make of it. Lily was the only one that seemed more intrigued than scared.

“Do you have these visions often, Matt?” she asked as they headed into the forest. “Where you see things before they happen?”

“It’s not always visions,” he clarified, ducking under a low branch. “Most of the time, it’s just a feeling in my gut that something bad is about to happen. Only occasionally do I get images in my head. The last time it happened was the day I met the headmistress and killed that Blight monster.”

Lily’s mouth dropped open. “Premonitions!”

“Sorry?” asked Matt, looking her way.

“I’ve read about this before,” she exclaimed. “The old male mages, at least the most powerful of them, used to get premonitions sometimes. The most powerful could see events before they occurred. It was why they became so powerful before the Breaking. When you knew death was coming for you, you could take steps to avoid it.”

“How many male mages had this ability?” asked Chloe as they weaved through the trees.

“Only the strongest, and the old records indicate about twenty of them throughout the ages. If Matt’s anything like them, which all signs seem to point toward, it’s not surprising that he has the ability either.”

There were several questions Matt wanted to ask, but now wasn’t the time. If they didn’t hurry, these poor people were going to die.

Pushing deeper into the forest, Matt let his gut lead the way. They followed the natural terrain, which was flat for the most part with a gentle westward lift in elevation.

For anyone else, it would have been extremely dangerous to go this far into the forest, especially because they kept making so many turns that it was hard to remember which direction was which.

Matt trusted his gut to lead him in the right direction, and the girls trusted him enough to not object to where he was leading them.

Finally, he came to a clearing in the forest. This was the place where his heart had been tugging him toward, and once he arrived, he felt a surge of energy inside his chest.

It was followed by disappointment all too quickly, especially when he saw the bodies.

“Gods above and below,” whispered Chloe, covering her mouth with both hands. “We’re too late.”

Everywhere they looked, they saw bodies. Mangled corpses that were all but unrecognizable save for a few traces of flesh that survived the calamity. Whoever had done this had destroyed these people so viciously that only a few scattered limbs were all that was left to mark that they’d once been people.

That and the heads. There was a small pile of them near the remains of the still-smoldering fire. They belonged to three men and a woman, and their expressions were all twisted into grotesque looks of fear that struck anger deep in Matt’s heart.

“We’re too late,” he said, clenching his fists together. “I couldn’t get to them in time.”

It was the first time that he hadn’t been able to respond to his premonitions before they happened. It was a cold feeling, one that left him shivering on the inside as he thought about all the people he couldn’t save.

Next to him, he felt Amelia put her hand on his arm.

“It’s not your fault that they’re dead, Matt,” she whispered.

They were caring words, but they rang hollow right now. For Matt, it only seemed to encapsulate his failure to help.

“Uh, guys?” called out Chloe a few yards away. “There’s something over here. You should come check this out.”

Once he heard Chloe’s voice, Matt turned his head. He could see her standing over the shaggy remains of something that clearly wasn’t human.

Jogging over to her, he could see just how freaked out she was as she examined it. It was no wild animal either, judging by the looks of it.

“What is it?” asked Lily, who followed Matt over.

“I’m not sure,” said Chloe as she inspected it. “But it’s not a bear. I’m very sure of that.”

“It’s a Blight monster,” said Matt, having recognized it immediately.

All the girls jumped backwards suddenly. He felt them start to pull on their mana cores just in case.

“It’s dead now,” said Matt, wanting to calm them. “But it might shed some light on what attacked these people. My guess was that there was a group of them. They managed to kill this one before they died, but it wasn’t enough.”

“What are Blight monsters doing this far east?” hissed Amelia, her voice already panicked. “We’re in the center of the kingdom! They’re not supposed to be here.”

“It’s very rare for Blight monsters to get this far from the actual Blight,” said Lily. “Usually only in times of war, when the mystic mages can’t patrol the Blight in their usual numbers. Sometimes, they slip through.”

“What do you think it means?” asked Chloe. “Do you think there’s trouble at the Blight?”

“There has to be,” said Matt. “And there’s one person in the academy who would know best.”
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“Well, it’s official,” said Regina a few hours later, as they stood inside the clearing. “It’s a Blight monster. A vicious one too, which surprises me that these people were able to take it down on their own. Especially while being attacked by more.”

It was already dark by this point, with the only light coming from the few flame mages that Regina brought with her. It had taken some time for Matt and the girls to get back to the road after finding the bodies, and even more time to find Regina and gather enough mages to come out here.

Matt thought there was a chance he wouldn’t be able to find the clearing as easily the first time, but something in his gut led him back here without too much trouble.

He thought it might have been guilt at not having to help them, but he tried to push those thoughts out of his mind.

“This doesn’t happen too often, does it?” Amelia asked Regina. “Especially this close to the academy?”

Regina shook her head. “No, it doesn’t. The academy is usually a safe place. It was positioned in the center of the kingdom for a reason—to keep young mystic mages away from trouble while they’re educated. To have a Blight monster this close to the property is not a good sign.”

“What can we do?” asked Matt. “There has to be more of them, right? A group of Blight monsters that took off after killing these people. I’m not getting any warnings of impending danger, but we can’t let this stand.”

Regina put up both hands. “It’s okay, Matt. My guess is that nothing more is going to happen tonight. A meal like this one for a group of Blight monsters is going to quell their desire to hunt in the short term. Most likely, they’ve moved on already, but I'll create a small group of mystic mages to hunt them down and make sure they get killed off.”

“I want to volunteer to be in that force,” said Matt instantly. “It’s the least I can do after finding these poor people.”

“Who were they, by the way?” asked Chloe. “Based on the size of the camp here, they seem like drifters.”

“There are people that live in this forest that are transient,” replied Regina. “Most of them live simple lives and aren’t a threat to others. This is hardly the only group, and I’m sure the others will take steps now to ensure their safety.” Regina’s gaze drifted back to Matt. “And your place is at the academy, Matt. As it is for all students. Your studies are more important.”

“But with my power, we can bring down these creatures quickly,” he argued.

“I’m sure you could, but my mages aren’t defenseless,” she said sharply. “And they’re very capable of taking down Blight monsters on their own. This is a job they can handle without you.”

Matt disliked hearing that, but there was another request he could make that would address the heart of this problem.

“What about the Blight itself?” asked Matt. “Surely, this means a bigger problem at the Blight if the monsters are getting this far east.”

He didn’t say what he was thinking, which was the fears about the Blight that he saw in Regina’s head that one night. Matt hoped he didn’t have to resort to something like that, but at least Regina acknowledged as much with her next statement.

“Indeed, and I believe a more personal hand is needed at the Blight,” replied Regina with a long sigh. “Which is why I’m going to assemble a group of powerful mystic mages and take them there immediately. If monsters are getting this far east, then we have a serious issue on our hands.”

“I’d like to volunteer for that job then,” he offered again.

Regina gave him a pained look. “Matt, the Blight posting is one of the most dangerous for mystic mages. You don’t understand what kind of power emerges from that opening. It’s not just a matter of taking down the monsters themselves. There’s an intense evil there. And it’s no place for students.”

“But, Headmistress, my power⁠—”

“—would be better suited here at the academy for now,” she interrupted. “Matt, I have no doubt that one day, you will make a very strong mystic mage. Perhaps even one of the strongest that we’ve seen in some time. But you are still a student. What you don’t know about mana could fill a library. Let those that are trained for this answer the call.”

“You mean stay behind,” he grumbled.

She gave him a motherly smile. “I want you to continue your lessons. Learn everything you can about mana. And when the time comes, I’ll let you know. For now though, I’d like for you four to return to the castle.”


Chapter
Twenty-One



The next morning, Matt watched as two groups of mystic mages left the castle.

It was raining outside, causing most of the women to wear heavy cloaks to keep from getting drenched. They separated into one smaller group and one larger group. The smaller group was made up of eight mages, all of whom were at least experienced mages like Professor Vane. They headed into the forest in search of those elusive Blight monsters.

The larger group was composed of about twenty mages, including Regina herself. Eschewing wagons, they climbed onto horses and galloped west at a fast pace, leaving the academy behind.

The Blight awaited them. And for Matt, it made him profoundly unhappy to be left behind.

It wasn’t just a pride thing, though that did enter into the mix too. Despite being a novice, his raw power was considerable enough that he thought he should go with them.

The other aspect to it was thoughts of all those innocent people who were between the academy and the Blight. Half the kingdom was exposed to that kind of danger, including all the people he knew in his village.

The fact that he was left behind, being of no use to them whatsoever, continued to rankle him for much of the day.

It got so bad that Professor Vane asked him to stay after class. She’d taken over their private instruction now that Regina had departed, and she’d noticed his sour mood since the moment he entered the classroom.

“Talk to me, Matt,” urged Vane once it was just the two of them inside that dark classroom, with rain pounding on the windows. “I know you’re upset. I can feel it radiating off you.”

Matt stared out the window at the rain. “I don’t like being left behind. Not when I feel like I have something to offer. It makes me feel useless.”

To his surprise, Vane actually started to laugh. It wasn’t a mocking laugh, as that would have only made him angrier.

“I’m not laughing at you,” she prefaced quickly as she tucked a strand of her black hair behind her ear. “Matt, you put too much on yourself. You’re only a novice, and you’re holding yourself to the standards of a fully trained mystic mage.”

Matt chewed on his lower lip as he digested that. “But I could be helping them.”

She moved out from behind her desk and sat on the corner of it, facing him. “The best thing you can do for everyone is to stay here and become stronger.”

“That’s the same thing the headmistress told me yesterday,” he muttered.

Vane smirked. “Because she’s right. And you know it. The worst thing you can do is bite off more than you can chew. It’s a lesson that every mystic mage must learn. And we all have our moments.”

Matt looked away from the window. “Even you, Professor?”

Vane laughed softly. “Even me. I was even more stubborn in my youth than I am right now. You would think I would learn to let go as I grew older, but time likes to make a mockery of those misguided ideals.”

“You don’t feel that stubborn with me.”

She pursed her lips and nodded. “I’m still learning about you. And since your education has already bitten me once, I’m trying not to let it happen again.”

Vane reached over and touched him on the arm. “Things will happen in due time, Matt. Trust the process. Trust in yourself. When the time comes, you’ll be ready. Until then, keep working on your ley lines. You always have more to open, don’t you?”

Matt nodded.

She then said something he didn’t expect. “And when you’re not working on your ley lines, work on your lovers.”

“My, uh, lovers?” repeated Matt, raising one eyebrow.

Vane gave him a knowing look. “I have eyes, Matt. I know what’s happening between you and the women in your group. Even if I didn’t have eyes, I’d still be able to sense it. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. It’s a good thing. The closer you are with those women, the better for everyone. Love has a way of binding us closer together. My suggestion is to make sure that you’re doing everything possible to nurture those bonds.”

“This is one strange school,” said Matt suddenly, which made Vane laugh.

She leaned forward again, giving him another view of her breasts. “You don’t even know the half of it, Matt. Besides, it’s about to get even stranger.”

“Professor?”

Vane leaned back. “How much do you know about the Lupine Freehold, Matt?”

The answer was not much.

“I know they’re wolf people,” replied Matt quickly. “Apart from that, I don’t know anything about them. I’ve never seen one before.”

“That’s because they mostly keep to themselves,” replied Vane. “They’re insular, and they don’t take well to outsiders in their territory. Nor do they come to Carletta, but that’s about to change.”

“Change in what way?”

“The Lupines organize themselves into individual clans, all of whom are ruled by a Chief of the Clans,” explained Vane. “And the current chief's only daughter has been discovered to possess a mana core.”

“I take it the Lupines don’t often have mana?”

Vane nodded. “This is a first for them. As such, the chief has requested that we allow his daughter entrance into the academy. The headmistress granted it before she left, which means soon enough, we’ll have Lupine royalty here at the castle. These are interesting times.”

“I suppose so,” said Matt before going quiet for a few moments. “But how does that involve me?”

Vane gave him a tiny smile. “I’m told the Lupine girl is quite insistent about finding the strongest mana users at the academy. Not just to learn from, but to be paired up with. Seeing as she’ll be joining your novice class, I’m willing to bet that she’ll be drawn to you in due time.”

Matt raised an eyebrow. “You seem amused by that.”

Vane laughed softly. “Let’s just say that things are going to get very interesting for you in short order, Matt.”
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“Matt, are you okay?” asked Lily later that evening, as they studied in one of the student halls on the third floor of the academy castle.

This particular space was a cozy nook that overlooked the East Gardens. There were only a handful of desks, with there being space for about twelve students at any one time. Apart from the two of them, there was only one other group in the nook as well.

Matt realized he’d been staring out the window instead of paying attention to Lily. Eventually, the redhead noticed and pushed her book away.

“Yeah, just fine,” he said, looking at the text suddenly. “So, what were you saying again? Something about the combination of terra and wind mana?”

Lily gave him an amused smile. “Not even close. I was talking about mana harvesting, which tells me what I already knew. You’re not paying attention.”

There was no use in denying it, so he didn’t try to. “Sorry. My brain’s just a little scattered right now.”

“If anyone has a right to be anxious, it’s you,” said Lily, holding up her head with one hand. “Are you still bothered by the fate of those people in the forest?”

Matt nodded. “I keep wondering what would have happened if we’d gotten there a little sooner. Or if we could have gone on the expedition to hunt down those monsters.”

“Things happen for a reason,” she said, touching his hand. “At least, that’s what my parents have always said. Coming from a farming family, you have to find acceptance all the time. Bad crop years, weather anomalies, predators, and so much more can make the difference between barely surviving and thriving. It reminds us that we all survive on the whims of the gods.”

Matt winced. “I’ve always disliked that idea. That I’m just some kind of plaything for the gods. I’d rather have my life within my control. To influence events the way I see fit.”

Lily giggled. “You’re not all-powerful, Matt. Even you can’t hope to contend with the gods.”

“But maybe one day I will?”

Lily’s smile dropped as she mulled over that statement. A few seconds went by until her eyes narrowed.

“Are you messing with me?”

“Yeah, kind of,” he admitted.

She scoffed and smacked her hand against his arm. “That’s so not a nice thing to do when I’m trying to help you through this.”

“You are helping me,” said Matt, catching her hand before she could pull it away. He held onto it for a few moments. “I couldn’t help myself. I like to see a smile on your face, Lily.”

Her fake anger melted away quickly, replaced by shyness. Lily’s blush was never far from her face, and it filled her cheeks with color. “It seems you do a good job at bringing a smile to just about everyone’s face.”

“Oh? What does that mean?”

Lily looked away. “I mean Amelia, for one. And Chloe for the other. You weren’t exactly quiet when we were in Millvale.”

“Sorry if we disturbed your sleep.”

“My sleep,” repeated Lily as she shook her head. “You’re incorrigible. I can’t believe that you’ve . . . oh, never mind.”

“What?” asked Matt innocently. “That I’ve bonded with my closest friends at the academy?”

“If you call that bonding, then yes,” she retorted.

“According to Professor Vane, I should do more of it,” he said, recalling his earlier conversation.

Lily only blinked at him. “With Amelia and Chloe? Or someone else?”

She said those last words so quietly that it was hard to miss the hidden meaning. Lily was barely looking at Matt, but when she did, she couldn’t keep her eyes trained on him for very long.

He had to know the truth.

“Someone like you, Lily?”

She stiffened. “I can’t believe we’re talking about this⁠—”

Matt touched her arm. “It’s okay, Lily. Are you . . . jealous about what’s happening between me, Amelia, and Chloe?”

It took Lily forever to find the right words to respond to that. She paused, started speaking, closed her mouth, looked away, and then finally leaned back in her chair, stroking her red ponytail.

“If I tell you something, will you promise not to make fun of me?” she asked finally.

“Of course, Lily.”

“No, you have to pinky promise,” she added, extending her smallest finger. “Pinky promises are unbreakable on the farm. If you go back on a pinky promise, something incredibly bad happens.”

Matt chuckled as his pinky entwined with hers. “I wouldn’t do such a thing to you. You have my word.”

Lily took a deep breath to steady her nerves. “I’m just a little bit jealous of the other girls if you must know.”

“Jealous about me? Or something else?”

“Both,” admitted Lily, looking away. “Let me explain. I know what I am, Matt. And I’m fine with that. I’m not a social butterfly like Chloe. Nor am I like Amelia, who’s completely confident and secure with herself. I’m just the farm girl from nowhere, one that feels out of her depth most of the time.”

“There’s nothing out of depth about your mana, Lily,” replied Matt. “You’re already on the road to becoming a strong mystic mage.”

“Maybe,” she conceded. “But I always thought I’d do so on my own. People confuse me. Give me a book, and I’ll be happy for days as I study and digest all the material inside. But put a man in front of me, and my logic gets cut to shreds.”

“A man like . . . me?”

It was the elephant in the room between them. Lily looked away suddenly and stammered on her words before Matt decided to help her.

“You don’t need to be so tongue-tied with me, Lily,” he said, reaching between them. “I’m not judging you.”

“But it’s embarrassing,” she said, still looking away until Matt forced her to look at him. “And I don’t think you like me in the same way that I like you.”

Matt snorted. “Lily, I like you very much. There’s a reason that I wanted you in this group to begin with. You’re the brain that keeps this group strong.”

She let out an exasperated sigh. “But I’m always the brain! I want to be more than just that. I don’t want my entire personality to boil down to how smart I am. Smarts alone won’t keep my friends bound to me. And it won’t . . . attract the boy I like.”

Now, they were finally getting to the heart of the matter. Matt could see the anxiety written all over her face, the desire to be accepted by the other girls and, most importantly, by him too.

And not just as a friend. As an equal member of the group.

One that shared the intimacy that he’d found with Amelia and Chloe.

Once he had that thought, there was only one thing to do.

“I want to kiss you, Lily,” said Matt suddenly, which made her nearly jump when she heard it.

“You want to do what?”

“You’re afraid that I only look at you like my very smart friend,” he said, shaking his head. “That couldn’t be further from the truth. If you’re worried that I could never see you as anything beyond that, then let’s test it. Kiss me.”

Lily’s face was redder than a tomato. “Here? Of all places? And now?”

“What better time than now?”

She started to fidget with her hands. Lily sputtered a few times as she tried to delay it, but Matt could tell it wasn’t because she didn’t want to.

It was because she was nervous about what he might think after the kiss was over.

“I’ve never . . . I mean, I don’t do this,” she stammered before wincing. “I’ve never kissed a boy before.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” he said, scooting her chair closer to him. Lily giggled nervously as he did, especially now that they were facing each other.

“Put your lips out and kiss me,” he coached her. “No judgments. No anxiety. Just a kiss.”

She raised an eyebrow. “There’s a lot of anxiety, Matt.”

“Well, push it away for now. Just focus on my lips.”

Lily whimpered as her eyes locked onto his mouth for a few moments. Suddenly, she closed her eyes and stuck out her lips. “Like this?”

It was adorable to see her clumsiness in this arena. Even Amelia had more poise, and she was a virgin too.

Matt pushed those thoughts to the side. Nothing else existed in this moment besides Lily.

Shy Lily. No, beautiful Lily. She was beautiful to him, especially with her red hair that was so shiny that it reflected the light around them. And her freckles, which so carefully dotted her face that it was like they were put there with a paintbrush.

Matt couldn’t forget those hazel eyes either. The ones that always showed so much care, so much devotion to the group.

There was no way he could just look at Lily as only a friend. She was already so much more than that.

Leaning forward, he didn’t stop until their lips connected. It was awkward at first. Lily had to be coached, with him telling her how to move her lips with his. At one point, she even tried to jam her tongue into his mouth. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it was definitely uncoordinated.

Still, it came from a good place. Lily was learning, and he was determined to teach her the right way to do it.

When the kiss finally broke, Lily could barely contain her smile. “That was kissing?”

Matt chuckled. “Not as bad as you thought, was it?”

“I didn’t think it would be bad,” she corrected. “Just nervous about actually doing it. Did you . . . like kissing me?”

Matt nodded, not wanting to keep her in suspense. “I could do it all day.”

Somehow, her smile grew even larger. “Really?”

“You’re more than just a friend to me already,” said Matt in a serious tone of voice. “And you’re not deficient in any way just because you’re not Amelia or Chloe. Do you hear me?”

It took Lily a moment to process it before she slowly nodded. “I hear you.”

Matt crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Do you want to do it again?”

Lily looked bewildered for a moment. “What? Another kiss?”

“Yeah.”

This time, she didn’t struggle so much with her answer. “Yes, please.”
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After about ten tries, Lily started to get the hang of kissing.

“It’s really quite simple once you’ve done it a few times,” she proclaimed after a kiss outside Lily’s dorm. “Lips don’t move as often as I thought they did. Or with as much planned direction as I assumed.”

Matt chuckled at the way her mind tried to logically dictate how kissing worked. “It’s a lot more natural than that. You just go with the flow and try to make it worthwhile for your partner.”

Lily licked her lips. “I might need a lot more practice in the future. Just to make sure I have it down perfectly.”

He arched his eyebrow. “Lily, are you actually flirting with me?”

She blushed. “Yes. Is it working?”

“Yeah, I’d definitely say so.”

Only after Lily managed to extract another kiss from him did Matt return to the room he shared with Amelia. It was getting late, and it wasn’t long before they crawled under the covers and blew out the last candle.

That night, Matt slept terribly. It wasn’t the fact that sleep was elusive, but rather it was because of horrible dreams that kept jerking him awake at all hours.

Right before dawn, the worst one occurred.

In this dream, which didn’t even feel like a dream at all, he saw the village he grew up in burning.

Every house was aflame, even the wooden palisade that kept the city safe. Dark clouds of smoke poured into the air, being so heavy that Matt couldn’t help but choke on it.

That was the strangest part about this dream. He was fully conscious and able to walk through the village, like he was nothing more than a passing spectator. Matt kept seeing bodies all around, most of whom were dead and mangled, just like those people he saw in the forest.

The worst was seeing people that he knew. His friends were there, right outside the tavern that they used to frequent. Griff, Ren, and Timothy looked like they didn’t know what hit them.

That didn’t make it any better now that they were dead.

Not even his childhood home was spared. Walking inside, he saw Eliza huddled over a dying Grandpa. Matt fell to his knees beside her, seeing the old man taking his last breaths.

“Too many of them,” he sputtered, coughing up blood. “Nothing we could do. No protection. Killed the men. The rest of us, we didn’t stand a chance.”

Before he could say anything else, the old man expired. Eliza wept over his body, not able to do anything for him.

It was that last vision that caused Matt to bolt upright. His eyes were wide open, his pulse was beating a mile a minute, and the sweat on his brow was so thick that it was dripping down the side of his face.

His awakening was so violent that it caused Amelia to wake too. “Matt? Matt, what’s wrong?”

Matt’s first instinct was to say it was a dream, but he knew it was no dream. That wild feeling in his gut, the one that told him about impending danger, was pulsing like lightning.

“Another vision,” he said, hopping out of bed and pacing around the room. “This time of home.”

“Of your village?” asked Amelia as she sat upright in bed.

Matt nodded.

Amelia yawned as she leaned on one elbow. “Are you sure it wasn’t just a dream?”

He shook his head. “Too vivid. I have that same feeling in my gut right now. The same feeling that told me about that attack in the forest. Or about that child who was attacked the night I met the headmistress. I know better than to avoid them now. It’s as real as it gets.”

Matt stopped to lock eyes with her. “And my home is the one in danger this time, Amelia. I have to help them.”

Her mouth dropped open when Matt started putting on clothes. “Wait, you’re leaving?”

“I can’t do nothing when my people need me,” he said, stuffing his feet into his boots. “Look what happened the last time, Amelia. I was too late to help those people in the forest.”

She hopped out of bed and approached him. “But Matt, we’re days away from your village. Even if you left right now, who’s to say you would get there in time?”

“What’s the point in me having these visions if I can’t do anything about them?” asked Matt as he worked on his other boot. “These visions occur for a reason, Amelia. Why give them to me if I’m helpless to stop them?”

She didn’t have a good answer for that. Amelia looked confused and even a little concerned about the way he so easily went about leaving the academy.

“I have to believe that I’m having these for a good reason,” he said, standing up and throwing his tunic around his shoulders. “And we know how dangerous the Blight is. My village isn’t that far away. I can only imagine what kind of danger they’re in if we’re seeing Blight monsters here at the academy. I can’t let them be unprotected.”

“But the headmistress went to the Blight with all those mages,” she countered.

Matt shrugged. “The Blight is a big place. What if she’s in the wrong spot? What if they get bogged down because it’s worse than they anticipated? Something is wrong. I can feel it in my gut that I’m needed at my village. I have to do something about it.”

There was one additional part that Matt had trouble saying out loud. He was next to useless on his own, not being able to pull mana from his core.

All his power relied on the three women he kept close to him. The only way he could be strong enough to protect his village was if Amelia, Chloe, and Lily came with him.

Still, it was something else entirely to ask them to go into danger so willingly.

Which was why he was surprised when Amelia started to get ready too.

“What?” she asked, giving him a small smile as she put a gray blouse over her bare shoulders and started to button it. “You’re going to need me. If you’re determined to go into trouble, I have to go with you. You need my mana to fight.”

Matt smirked. “It might be dangerous.”

Amelia shrugged. “Do you know of anyone who might watch my butt? Someone that cares about me?”

Matt grinned as she winked at him. “I can do that.”

“I hoped so. Now, what are we going to tell the other girls?”
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In the end, it wasn’t all that difficult to get Chloe and Lily to go with them.

All Matt needed to do was show up at their respective rooms with Amelia in tow, with both of them looking like something was about to go down.

“Ah, another vision?” asked Chloe, who simply put down her books in exchange for a traveling pack. “I was wondering when this might come up again.”

Lily was even easier. Something dramatic had shifted between them after the kissing the prior night. Matt barely told her what happened before she was packing.

“If you need me, I’ll always be there,” she declared as she packed her things. “I don’t care if we need to go into the Blight itself. I’m with you, Matt.”

The redhead looked so adorable as she said those words. Matt could tell she was still fearful about what they were doing, but she was so loyal to him that it didn’t matter.

This was a group of women that was completely devoted to him.

Leaving the academy was the part that was much harder. No one wanted to allow students to leave, not even Professor Vane, who was nominally in charge now that Regina was away.

“Did you forget everything we talked about yesterday?” asked an exasperated Vane as she held her head with both hands. “Or are you just determined to give me a hard time, Matt?”

“I know what I saw, Professor,” he said, with the three other women behind him. “And every minute we spend debating this is one less that I have to defend my village.”

She presented the same arguments as Amelia did when he first woke up, which he answered in the same way. Finally, Vane sighed loudly.

“I can’t stop you from following this silly course if you are so set on doing so!” she said harshly. “But know that if you leave the academy now, in the middle of classes, there may not be a spot for you when you return.”

Matt shrugged. “That’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

“Gods above and below,” cursed Vane, shaking her head. “How’d I know you were going to say that? You’re as headstrong as any mage I’ve ever seen, maybe even more so.”

Matt let out the tiniest smile. “I’m a product of my environment, Professor. And there’s a chance your stubbornness has already started to rub off on me.”

Vane grunted. “Of all my traits, you had to pick that one?”

“Sorry, it’s not up to me.”

“Very well,” she said with another sigh. “Then, let’s get going.”

Matt’s jaw dropped. “What?”

Vane stepped out from behind her desk. “What? Do you think I’m going to let a bunch of novice students just go into danger without my help? If anything, you need an experienced mystic mage to watch your backs. I’ll be damned if something happens to you out there, especially that close to the Blight. So, I’m going with you.”

Vane wouldn’t take no for an answer. Matt suspected that was the price he’d have to pay for leaving the academy right now, but it was a small one regardless.

And he was starting to like Professor Vane. Despite their rocky beginning, she’d shown him that she was willing to change, and that meant everything to him.

That’s how the five of them left the academy less than an hour later, riding on the five fastest horses they could find. There was no use for a wagon this time around.

With speed being the most important factor, Matt wanted to make sure they arrived at the village before calamity struck. They moved at double or sometimes even triple the pace of the wagons, only stopping for food and sleep.

In that way, they were able to cut the journey in half. It only took two days to travel from the academy to Matt’s village, which was spotted on the horizon near the evening of that second day.

And it already appeared like they were too late.

The first thing they saw was smoke. It was as thick and dark as it was in his vision, pouring into the sky like an out-of-control wildfire.

Matt spurred his exhausted horse to move faster once he saw the smoke. He moved so fast that the rest of the girls started to fall behind.

“Matt, wait!” called Vane, but it didn’t stop him.

Instead, Matt galloped right into the thick of it, where he saw the first bodies near the shattered wooden gate into the city.

“I’m too late,” he muttered, his heart already sinking inside his chest. “I’m too late to stop it.”

The fire was burning uncontrollably. The flames were so hot that he could feel it on his face, like being too close to a hearth.

It looked like the attack had just happened in the past hour too. There were structures here that were still standing despite the flames, even if they wouldn’t be in another half hour.

Despite the fires, he only saw a few bodies. They were scattered here and there, most of whom belonged to men of the town watch. They never stood a chance judging by how viciously they were killed, but at least most of the villagers were gone.

But where did they go?

“Are we too late?” asked Lily once the girls caught up to him. The redhead looked around at the burning buildings, including the tavern where he’d spent so much time. “Matt?”

“The people aren’t here,” he said. “I don’t know where they went, but we might still have some hope as long as they’re alive.”

“Where could they have gone?”

Matt shrugged. “It depends on how much time they had. There are forests all around the village. They could be hiding there, or they could have moved to the outer farms.”

As soon as he had that last thought, he remembered Grandpa and Eliza. There was a chance they were still alive too.

“Come on, we’re going to my farm,” he told the girls.

Normally, it took about ten minutes to make the walk from the outer palisade wall to his family farm. The horses covered the ground in only a minute. Thankfully, nothing was burning when Matt and the girls arrived, but things still looked eerily quiet as he approached the door.

“Grandpa?” yelled Matt once he dismounted his horse. “Eliza?”

He heard no response to his calls. It was like the entire population had just disappeared.

Well, save for those that were already dead.

Opening the door to the farmhouse, it went slowly, creaking all the way. Matt peered inside, hoping to see some evidence of Eliza or Grandpa.

Instead, he saw nothing.

“Maybe they took shelter somewhere else?” suggested Amelia. “Like the rest of the village?”

Matt took one step inside the house when he saw a flash of movement to his left.

“Curse you to the underworld, Blight monster!” yelled Grandpa suddenly, wielding a pitchfork that went to jab at him.

Matt reacted quickly, stepping out of the way of his grandfather. Had he been any slower, it might have been more tragic, but Grandpa didn’t move too fast these days.

“Grandpa!” he said, relief flooding his face. “You’re alright!”

It took about two seconds for the look of rage on his grandfather’s face to go away. Bewilderment came next, followed by joy.

“Matt?” he said, lowering his pitchfork. “What are you doing here?”

Before Matt could answer, Grandpa called out for Eliza, who was hiding in the other room. She stepped around the corner, carrying a blacksmith’s hammer in her right hand.

“Matt, it’s really you?” she asked with hope in her voice.

Their reunion was short but joyous. Grandpa and Eliza hugged him like he’d been gone for years instead of a few weeks.

“What happened here?” asked Matt before the hugs were over. “We started with the village. There won’t be anything left of it in another hour or so thanks to the fires.”

Grandpa gave him a grave look. That’s when Matt noticed the cut on his head.

“There was an attack,” he said, gulping heavily. “By Blight monsters on the village. For the last week or so, they’ve been getting bolder. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“People were dying left and right,” added Eliza. “Most of the town watch fell in the preceding days. At least they were able to tell us that a big group of monsters was coming this morning.”

“After that, everyone left the village except the town watch,” said Grandpa, which made Matt sigh with relief. “Homes can be rebuilt. People can’t.”

“Where are the mystic mages?” asked Vane suddenly. “Have you seen any around here?”

Both Grandpa and Eliza shook their heads.

“No one. The mayor sent someone to alert the mystic mages.” Grandpa paused and looked at all of them. “Are you the relief force?”

“Not the official one,” replied Matt. “Though, we can help to keep the monsters away.”

Grandpa grabbed him on the wrist. “It’s bad, Matt. There are more Blight monsters than I’ve ever seen before. So much so that it’s better for everyone to run and hide, even a lone group of mystic mages like yourself. You’d need at least a dozen, if not more, to contain this kind of threat. Otherwise, we’re all just sitting ducks.”

Matt had never seen his grandfather so shaken like he was now. This was a usually easygoing man, always having a joke on the tip of his tongue, even when things were bad.

The fact that he was now completely serious told him just how bad things really were.

“We should leave while we still have the chance,” said Eliza before looking at Grandpa. “At least while Matt is still here to help us get away.”

“I could help you join with the others,” offered Matt before he felt a tugging on his arm. “Do you know where to find most of the other villagers?”

“On the other side of town,” replied Grandpa. “In the woods near Steadman’s farm. Back near the waterfall. But it would be open ground all the way there. No telling what we might find.”

Matt felt the tugging on his arm again. He looked to see who was doing it, seeing it come from Lily.

“What’s wrong, Lily?” he asked.

All she had to do was point outside. “Matt, we have company.”

Moving toward the window, Matt felt his stomach drop as no less than forty Blight monsters, all of different shapes, colors, and sizes, moved out of the treeline.

And all of them seemed focused on the farmhouse, likely smelling fresh meat.

“I think it’s too late to move now,” said Matt as the creatures began to slowly surround them.
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“Whatever you do, don’t panic,” said Professor Vane as the monsters began to ring the farmhouse.

“What are we going to do, Professor?” asked Chloe, who’d already started to pull on her mana.

“We have to fight,” replied Matt, stepping outside the house and putting a firm hand on the door.

“Matt’s right,” echoed Vane. “There is no scenario where they just go off on their own. Nor do we scare them away. All the monsters that come from the Blight have a thirst for blood. Now that they see us, nothing will stop them from attacking.”

Matt saw them draw closer, tightening the ring around the farmstead. Every creature that he looked at was worse than the last one, with truly monstrous features that elicited fear in just about all of them.

Despite that fear, they had to stand and fight. If not only for their lives, but for Grandpa and Eliza too.

“Oh no,” whispered Eliza as she clutched the hammer against her chest. “What can we do?”

“You two just stay inside,” Matt instructed them. “Let us do our jobs. We’ll protect you.”

“Matt, be careful,” warned Grandpa. “They’ve already torn apart the entire town watch. They won’t go down easily.”

“With a little luck, neither will we,” replied Matt, cracking his knuckles.

Closing the door behind him, Matt and the girls stepped out from the house. They were the only line of defense his family had. In a way, the girls were also his family. Except for Vane, he cared about them as much as he did Grandpa and Eliza.

And he’d be damned if he let anyone he cared about fall today.

“Listen up,” said Vane once it was just the five of them. “You don’t have a lot of experience battling Blight monsters, but I do. They’re the most vicious things in the world if they can get close to you, but they’re defenseless if you can keep them out of arm’s reach. What we’re going to do is create a stable ring around us. One that sees any monster entering the ring destroyed. As long as we keep it maintained, we’ll be just fine.”

“Even against forty of them?” asked Amelia nervously.

Vane nodded. “Keep your wits about you. This is what we’re here for. Now, when I give the order, I want everyone to start pumping their mana into Matt. His presence here will let us amplify our individual streams.”

“I’ll push it back out to you,” replied Matt once he heard that. “And we’ll work in unison.”

“Matt, make sure you create a tight barrier between us and them,” said Eliza. “You’ll have terra, flame, aqua, and mind mana. You can create as many obstacles as you wish, but keep the core safe. Don’t let them enter the ring.”

“Don’t worry,” said Matt as he felt the girls start pumping their mana into him. “I know just what I’m going to do.”

All that practicing that he’d been doing over the preceding weeks was coming back to him. Matt knew how to work the individual mana streams from every woman here, except maybe Vane.

Although he already had a plan for aqua mana too.

The first thing he did was create a ditch around them. Using Lily’s terra mana, he created a ten-foot ditch, one that was as wide as it was tall. Switching to Amelia’s flame mana, he filled that ditch with fire, with flames so high that they rose over the crest of the earth.

Once the flaming ditch was constructed, he surrounded the outer layer in water. Creating another tall barrier, any monsters would first have to get through the water before somehow managing to cross the ditch.

Lastly, he focused on Chloe’s mind mana, using it to instill confidence and aggression inside his companions. With his chest swelling with pride, Matt felt an overwhelming desire to crush any and all opposition in front of him.

“The barrier’s complete,” he told the girls once he was done. “Use your individual mana streams to deal with any threats that get close. I’ll maintain the barrier.”

“I hope someone has mercy on them,” said Lily, her usual compassion and shyness missing. Instead, she had a bloodlust to her that Matt had never seen before, fueled by Chloe’s mind mana. “Because I’m not going to have any.”

“Here they come,” said Chloe as the monsters took on the outer barriers. “Let’s do this.”

At first, the monsters slowed their advance when they saw the mana barriers being constructed, but it didn’t last forever. They were mindless beasts, and the only thing they could smell was food. Advancing on the ring, the first elements made contact a few seconds later.

This was where everything changed. The monsters didn’t hesitate when it came to the water. Instead, they dove through it like it was no obstacle whatsoever. Rushing headlong into the swirling rapids, they aimed to clear it just to get to the next barrier. Vane spotted the first elements to get through just in front of her, using reflected mana to blast them out of the barrier. That blast of aqua mana shot them thirty feet into the air, which made them fall into the forest once they came down.

As for Matt, he tightened the flow of aqua mana inside the barrier. The water began to swirl around them, throwing the monsters off. Several of them started to drown, not able to get through or even maintain their footing.

Others were thrown out completely, looking like drowned rats when they hit the ground.

Not all of them fell in the first barrier, though. Some of the monsters had wings that were able to cut through the water. They pushed forward, exiting the barrier before the swirling waters could take them under. Those that did went headfirst over the ditch, leaping with all their power to clear that final hurdle.

Most never made it. Amelia spiked the flame mana inside the ditch, where the flames rose suddenly to “grab” at the monsters. Those that had enough height before found themselves in the middle of a raging inferno. A few fell into the ditch, never to be seen again.

Those that didn’t landed within the ring completely ablaze. They barely lasted a few agonizing seconds before their bodies collapsed into charred ruins.

For those monsters that made it through that gauntlet, Chloe was waiting for them. Using her mind mana, she turned their own brains against them. Suddenly, monsters that were single-minded about their pursuit of their human prey decided that they were too much of a challenge. They turned on each other, with one giant eight-legged black creature with furry pincers over their mouth devouring two other creatures that made it across the ditch.

Guided by Chloe, this monster became part of the team, jealously guarding the ring like its own children were on the inside.

Together, they fended off all forty of the creatures. When all but the spider-looking monsters were dead, Matt stopped the flow of mana from all of them.

“I think we did it,” he said, looking around at the carnage. Several monsters were still twitching in their death throes, but that would stop soon enough.

“You’ve been great, and thanks for the help,” said Chloe sweetly as she used her mana to suck the life from the spider creature.

“Was that all of them?” asked Lily, looking around the treeline for any further threats.

“I think so,” said Professor Vane as she wiped the sweat from her brow. “That was wonderful. Excellent teamwork. You all work with each other like you’ve been doing it for years.”

“We’ve gotten fairly close,” said Amelia, who shot Matt a coy grin right after. “The group needed to happen, and we’re glad that it did.”

“Gods above and below, this has to have been the largest incursion of Blight monsters in years,” said Vane as she inspected one of the dead creatures. “To have forty of them in one location, this far from the Blight, is nothing short of extraordinary.”

“We’re not that far from the Blight,” added Matt. “Just a day’s ride west.”

“Still, the mystic mages have always patrolled it,” she said. “A busy week is battling three or four monsters coming out of one part of the Blight. Not forty of them this far away.”

“I’m guessing that’s why the headmistress brought so many mages to the Blight,” said Amelia quietly. “Imagine what they’re dealing with right now.”

“I’d rather not,” said Lily. “This was bad enough.”

“One way or another, I’ll have to let the headmistress know,” said Vane. “And I hope to the gods this doesn’t get any worse.”

“Is it safe out here?”

Matt turned his head, seeing Grandpa poke out from behind the door. “Grandpa, you’re supposed to be inside during the battle.”

“What? And miss all the action?” He actually looked proud as he stared at his grandson. “You've become very powerful in a short span of time, my boy. Those Blight monsters didn’t stand a chance against you! Well, and the rest of you fine ladies too.”

“I’m beginning to see that perversion thing you were talking about,” Amelia muttered to Matt.

“He’s one of a kind,” joked Matt in response.

“Are we safe now?” asked Eliza, who was hiding just behind Grandpa. “Are the Blight monsters gone?”

“Yes, gone for now,” said Vane quickly. “I can’t imagine there would be any more after this large incursion.”

“What a relief,” said Eliza, now stepping out from the door. “We can let the rest of the villagers know. I’m sure it will take time to rebuild⁠—”

Eliza’s words drowned out suddenly as the ground started to shake. It started slow, a soft churning of the earth that sounded like an echo traveling through an underground cave. After a few moments, it grew more intense.

“What’s going on?” asked Amelia, holding both arms out to keep her balance. “Is it an earthquake?”

“We don’t get earthquakes here,” replied Grandpa loudly. “Not in this part of Carletta, that is!”

“It’s no earthquake,” muttered Matt as he looked around, searching for trouble. He saw nothing, but that didn’t mean they were safe just yet. His gut was wrenching again, throwing off more of that heavy feeling that warned of impending danger.

“Matt?” asked Amelia, seeing him close his eyes tightly. “We’re not out of the woods yet, are we?”

His mind flashed with visions, showing him more Blight creatures than he could count. Not just forty this time, but an army of Blight monsters. One that was marching toward them with rapid speed.

They were almost there.

Matt’s eyes flashed open as a sense of panic struck him for a moment. “This is just the tip of the sword. More are coming. Thousands more.”

“Did you just say thousands, Matt?” repeated Chloe incredulously.

“That can’t be,” objected Vane, shaking her head. “Matt, I’ve dealt with Blight monsters my entire mage career. They don’t attack in those kinds of numbers. Sure, today is an anomaly, but thousands can’t be right.”

“I’m telling you, I know what I saw,” said Matt, tapping his head. “Once I see it up here, it’s going to happen. They’re on their way here. I don’t know how or why, but if we don’t take measures right now, we’re going to die. And so will everyone between here and the academy. If not more.”

“The academy,” muttered Lily, who looked about as anxious as she’d ever been. Her head swiveled between him and Professor Vane. “What do we do?”

In the distance, they heard screeching. It was loud enough that it crossed the great expanse between the forest and their location but distant enough that they still had time to prepare.

“We’re going to need to get creative,” said Matt, gesturing for Grandpa and Eliza to go back inside the farmstead. “We’re going to raise the ground. All the way up.”

“How far up?” asked Lily.

He didn’t answer her with words as much as he did with actions. Pulling on Lily’s terra mana, Matt let it drift through his core, feeling that natural energy amplify several times. Matt found that with intense concentration, he could amplify it even further. Not even just threefold or fourfold, but tenfold.

When that happened, anything was possible.

Suddenly, the ground was moving again, but this time it was at Matt’s direction. All around them, the farmstead lifted, taking with it the house, trees—everything that was within two hundred yards of their feet.

The ground rose steadily upward, achieving a height that was taller than the trees were before all the movement. It wasn’t floating, with the new land connected to the old with a heavily slanted slope.

Switching to aqua mana, Matt pushed water down from the top, creating a never-ending cascade of waterfalls. On top of that, he layered many flaming traps thanks to Amelia’s flame mana, but even that didn’t feel like enough when they caught sight of the monster army for the first time.

“By the gods,” whispered Vane when she saw them. “There really are thousands.”

And they stretched out toward the horizon in every direction.


Chapter
Twenty-Four



Looking at the mass of Blight monsters was like staring into the void.

It was like trying to count snow as it fell in tiny flakes over a wintry evening. There was simply no limit to how many of them were out there, in more varieties and sizes than the forty that had attacked them earlier.

There were only two choices right now. They could give in and admit they were already dead and didn’t know it yet. For Matt, that choice was completely unacceptable.

Or they could fight and hold out for as long as possible.

There was no chance of escape now. Not when the enemy was this numerous.

“We have to fight,” said Matt, using Chloe’s mind mana to imbue all five of them with extra strength and fortitude. “If we don’t, this army is going to roll from village to village, destroying everything in its path.”

“We’re not going to stand a chance,” muttered Vane, who was nearly speechless for the first time since Matt met her. “No wonder these creatures are running freely. There’s no amount of mystic mages that would have been able to contain this threat.”

“Well, they just met their match,” said Matt, clenching his fists. Whether he truly believed that was another discussion, but he wasn’t going to let anyone see him sweat. “We have the power. We have more than enough mana that we can deal out death for as long as we’re alive. Let’s do this.”

“Same strategy as before?” asked Amelia, who was the only one of the girls who didn’t freak out at the size of the army.

Matt nodded. “Protect the ring. Let the mana do all the hard work. Anyone who breaches the inner circle gets dealt with immediately. Are we ready? They’re coming now.”

Sure enough, their position was now surrounded. Despite the raised platform in the sky they were now on, any idea of true safety was elusive as they stared out at the mass of Blight monsters.

It was like the entire Blight had emptied just to provide this force. There were a lot of hard questions to be asked about this, but first, they had to survive.

“I’m ready,” said Chloe as she brushed the hair away from her forehead. “Let’s show them what the mystic mages can really do.”

Using the farmhouse as their anchor point, the five of them spread out a little further to monitor all approaches to their raised platform. It was a much better position than the one they had before, as the angle of the slope combined with the rushing water made it difficult for the monsters to get closer to them.

But this was no army of men. The monsters only cared about one thing—eating their fill of flesh. To accomplish that goal, they would do anything to reach the meal in the center, including trampling over their own kind just to eat.

What developed along the outer rim could have been predicted. The first monsters were crushed down into the water, drowning as they were trampled by the endless rows behind them. Their bodies became the first step toward getting up the slope.

The second row went next, falling on top of the first and suffering the same fate. It was a grisly display of callousness to discard life so easily, but the monsters didn’t care.

On and on they pushed, with more ranks falling but building a staircase of bodies to allow them to get up the slope and past the waterfall. At one point, Matt increased the flow of water with Vane’s help, throwing gushing torrents over the top of the monsters, but it only delayed the inevitable.

One way or another, they were still coming.

“Churn the ground up near the bottom of the ring!” Matt yelled at Lily. “Let’s see if we can flush some of these bodies back out!”

Lily nodded, and together they pushed terra mana through his core, amplifying it several times before rushing outward toward the bottom of the ring. Several explosions of dirt and mud rocked the monsters, nullifying their work and making them start over.

The new ranks threw themselves into the watery void, trampled on by a new segment of monsters that were ready to create a new wall.

These creatures were entirely single-minded in their purpose. And they knew they had the numbers to overcome whatever was thrown at them.

Working with Lily and Vane, Matt continued to change his tactics as this new wall continued to grow higher. Churning the ground and adding new watery traps only went so far, even if there were now hundreds of monsters that were dead.

They still found their way around it, entering the flaming ring of traps that protected the inner circle.

“Here they come!” Matt told Amelia and Chloe, who were protecting that next ring. “Hit them with everything you’ve got!”

Amelia nodded, providing the more visual display of mana dominance next. Her fiery traps ringed the circle, igniting any time the monsters neared them. Setting these creatures ablaze, they wandered aimlessly as fire tore into their flesh, driving them to a deadly madness from which they wouldn’t recover.

Chloe’s mana was more insidious. Aimed at providing more champions like the spider monster from earlier, she took control of several hundred, using them as an internal battle force to protect us.

And still, it wasn’t enough. The weight of thousands of monsters was being felt across the entire circle, and soon they were joined by a new factor that no one had contended with yet.

Some of them were airborne.

They entered the fight with almost no notice. No sooner had they been spotted than one terrifying creature with a wingspan that was as long as a group of horses attached to a wagon tried to abscond with Professor Vane.

Catching her by surprise, she struggled to free herself as the monster screeched loudly, trying to carry her out of the circle for a quick meal. Seeing this, Matt tapped into Vane’s core, pulling aqua mana just as quickly as he could.

He blasted the flying monster with water, using a jet so strong that it couldn’t possibly retain its grip on the professor. Vane screamed as she was suddenly dropped, but the fact that she was already about thirty feet in the air meant death if he didn’t do something else.

Remembering a suggestion one of the girls gave him in Millvale, Matt switched to terra mana, using his power to raise the ground under her feet. A strong pillar of earth shot into the air, reducing the fall from thirty feet to five. It still wasn’t a pleasant landing for Vane, but at least she was still alive.

The bigger issue was getting down. The pillar was surrounded by monsters at this point, who were still trying to get through the flaming death traps that Amelia had laid.

“Hang on, Professor!” roared Matt, trying to think of a way to get her back safely.

Ultimately, he relied a little more on terra mana. Creating a raised platform back to them, Vane was able to run to safety while being more than thirty feet above the rest of the monsters.

“Matt, I can’t thank you enough,” panted Vane once she returned to the platform.

Matt pointed into the air. “Thank me by taking care of those winged bastards before they try to make a grab for someone else.”

Vane’s expression hardened. “With pleasure.”

Together, Matt and Professor Vane used aqua mana to take down any threat from the air while the other girls focused on maintaining the tight ring around them. Their space inside it was getting smaller by the second, with endless waves still finding a way around all the death traps.

One particular moment was critical to their defense. One large flying monster, this one as big as one of the castle wings, landed on the farmhouse and crushed it thanks to the sheer size of its weight.

Turning around, Matt saw it spread its wings and lift its beak to the sky, squawking out a terrible shriek that made them all want to cover their ears.

It was worse than that, though. The only people that he truly considered family were inside that crushed house. Gritting his teeth with rage, Matt pulled mana from Vane and Amelia at the same time, molding the strands together into something that was quite new.

When it blasted out of his fingertips, it was a mixture of water and fire. This aggressive pulse of mana struck the creature in the chest with so much force that a hole was opened up straight through.

It would have been dead if Matt just left it like that, but it was so massive that its body falling would have caused another hazard. For that reason, he hit it with two more slightly weaker bursts around the hole in its chest. They weren’t strong enough to break the skin, but they did knock the creature over a hundred feet backwards, landing among the treetops of the surrounding forest.

For now, the threat was gone, but that meant nothing as Matt looked at the ruins of his childhood home.

“Grandpa!” he yelled, using his terra mana to lift the shattered materials of the house. He threw them as far as he could, using a few pieces to deal with any monsters that were trying to breach the outer perimeter.

It came just in the nick of time. Pulling Eliza from the rubble first, she was covered with gray soot from the fireplace and other dirt. Apart from that, she was just fine as Matt set her down right next to him.

Grandpa was the harder one to locate. The old man had been buried under so much debris that Matt thought there was no way he could have survived it. Lifting part of the shattered roof, Matt let out a sigh of relief when he saw that his grandfather was still alive.

He looked to be in great pain too. Matt feared he’d broken a few ribs and maybe more, so he switched to mind mana, which gave the old man the strength to ignore the pain. Setting him down right next to him, Eliza jumped quickly to make sure he was okay.

Grandpa still looked bewildered, but at least he was alive. With Eliza tending him, Matt could turn his attention back to the surrounding monsters.

And the outlook was bleak. There was now a solid wall of monster bodies around the base of the raised platform that no gushing waterfalls could brush away. Matt even increased the power of the water, but it did little to knock away the thousands of monsters that now plugged the gap.

Lifting the platform any higher was also out of the question. With the flying monsters only increasing in numbers, it would have made them more vulnerable to lift the platform out of the treeline, where they would have made easier pickings.

Matt was running out of options and time. Something needed to change, or else their stoic resistance was going to come to a bloody end.

The ring continued to tighten around them. At one point, a monster that was heavily ablaze fell just ten feet from the group, making a high-water mark for the fight. If something wasn’t done, that mark would continue to advance until it reached them at the center.

Looking around, Matt knew that more was needed. He needed more mana, more power to push against this growing tide.

But as quickly as he was pushing out the mana from all four women, it was being overwhelmed by sheer numbers.

Matt needed a new amplifier.

He found one at the last possible moment.

Just as the monsters were breaching the last line of defense, a flaming wall maintained by an exhausted Amelia, Matt felt something open within his core.

It was a stark realization, a coming-to-terms moment with the nature of his power. For this entire fight, he’d been pushing mana through the ley lines that he’d already had open, even if he knew there were thousands of potential ley lines that he hadn’t used yet.

Opening them would require pushing mana through every single one of them, which in a normal situation, would take time and energy. It was exhausting work to open a new ley line, but a thought occurred to him at that moment.

With as much mana that was being pushed into him at that moment, could he use that force to burst through new ley lines?

It made sense logically. Like watching an overflow of water burst through a beaver dam. With enough force, there was no structure that could hold back that much water.

If he used his mana like a crushing blow of water, could he force open more ley lines and turn the tide of battle?

There were no other options at this point, so instead of radiating that mana outward from his core, he concentrated it inward. Letting it continue to build and amplify, the outer defenses started to degrade now that Matt wasn’t actively maintaining them.

The girls noticed it.

“Matt, we need more mana!” shouted Professor Vane, who was now starting to panic as monsters closed in on them. “Keep pushing it outward!”

Matt’s full concentration was on his ley lines now. Needing just a little more time, he built up a mixed amount of flame, aqua, terra, and mind mana.

When the time came, he forced it through in a terrifying pulse that exited his core and exploded down every ley line within his body.

The results were electrifying. Raw power surged through his entire body, forcing those ley lines open in a matter of seconds. There were hundreds of them that were forced open, spread out evenly across his entire body.

And once they reached the surface, all that power radiated outward.

Matt screamed as the power exited his body, coming out as a surge of mana that created a shock wave as it blasted toward the monsters.

All that combined mana formed a colorful yet deadly ring that immediately tore through all the closest monsters, sliding through their bodies like a sharp scythe through wheat.

They never stood a chance.

That first pulse must have killed nearly a thousand, sparing not a single one. Mowed down indiscriminately, it bought them the needed time to keep fighting.

There were so many Blight monsters that those that were dead were soon replaced by a new wave.

And so Matt hit them again. Another row of instantly killed monsters hit the ground as Matt kept pumping mana at them.

He continued this motion, being a raw conduit for mana that left him in a state where he felt permanently stretched by so much power.

But it was working. Their numbers were thinning, giving Matt and the girls a fighting chance at survival.

Not even the flying monsters were spared from the surge of power. They fell in droves, killed instantly before they could even attempt to get away.

About twenty seconds later, Matt pulled in the largest amount of mana yet to deal with those that were left. There were probably only about twenty percent of the monsters left standing. Not wanting to let them get away, Matt absorbed so much mana that he actually started to float.

His feet left the ground, ascending into the air as if kept afloat by mana itself. After building up enough power, it exploded out of his body in a wave of white energy.

Slamming through the chests of those that were left, the monsters were eviscerated instantly.

As Matt began to descend toward the ground, the last of the monsters fell face first into the dirt.

All around them was carnage. Brutal. Bloody. Merciless carnage.

But they were alive, and the monsters were dead.

And right now, all the women were looking at Matt like he was some kind of god. Especially Vane, who was speechless after what happened.

A new age had dawned.
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Less than half an hour after the battle was over, they heard the sound of horns on the horizon.

Matt had been outside the ruined farmhouse, helping to tend to the few wounds that Grandpa and Eliza had suffered. Grandpa notably had a few broken ribs, but he was in good spirits, which told Matt it wasn’t that serious.

“What I really need is a cute nurse to attend to me while I heal,” said Grandpa, rubbing his ribs as Eliza rolled her eyes right next to him. He elbowed Matt in the side. “Know of anyone who might want the job?”

“I would have said Eliza, but you didn’t mention her,” said Matt humorously. “Now, she might just smother you instead of nursing you back to help.”

Grandpa waved his hand. “Nah, she loves me too much. The thought of me dying has her in tears already.”

“Tears of joy, maybe,” muttered Eliza, though one look at her face was enough to know she wasn’t serious.

She wasn’t fooling Grandpa either. “You love me, and you know it. Why else would you put up with my wrinkled butt?”

Eliza sighed. “A lack of other options, it seems.”

When they heard the horns, everyone turned in the direction of them. It was coming from the west, which made everyone stiffen.

“More Blight monsters?” asked Chloe nervously. “They couldn’t possibly have more to throw at us, could they?”

“Relax, Chloe,” said a relieved Vane. “Those are academy horns. That means the headmistress must be nearby. Maybe now we can get some answers to what happened today.”

Not more than five minutes later, a group of mystic mages, about twenty in number, arrived at the farmstead. They were led by Regina, who’d clearly seen better days judging by her ripped dress and the bandage around her upper arm.

The rest of the group had similar injuries, telling Matt that their fight had been more vicious than expected.

Regina took one look at the thousands of dead bodies around her and nearly fell off her horse. So too did the other mystic mages with them. They didn’t start moving again until Vane waved them down.

“Your entire life is about to change again,” Vane told Matt quietly as they waited for the headmistress to approach. “If we thought you were special before, it pales to what you just did.”

“None of the male mages in the past ever took down an entire army of Blight monsters?”

Vane snorted in amusement. “None of them were a conduit for as much raw power as you took on. And to think, you barely have a month of formal training in you. Gods above and below, Matt, you’re going to be so strong when you’re fully trained. You’ll be the strongest mystic mage in existence. That might already be the case.”

“I’ll still need some help along the way,” said Matt quietly, forcing Vane to look at him. “I need good teachers like you, Professor Vane.”

She surprised him with what she said next. “Vanessa.”

“Pardon?”

She gave him a small smile. “With the kind of power and leadership you displayed today, it seems strange to think that we’re constrained by the professor-student relationship. I meant it when I said everything has changed. You can call me by my name, Matt. It’s Vanessa. It’s only appropriate seeing as you saved my life.”

“It’s a pretty name,” said Matt, forcing her to laugh softly.

A moment later, Regina galloped toward them, dismounting her horse swiftly. She had no words to describe the sights around her until Vanessa uttered a simple statement.

“The five of us did this,” said Vanessa, gesturing to the dead. “Or rather, Matt used our mana to do all of this. We need to talk.”

Regina gulped heavily as she stared at Matt. “Indeed we do.”

For now, the other mystic mages went a short distance away to talk, leaving Matt and the girls with Grandpa and Eliza.

“What do you think they’re talking about?” asked Amelia, who slipped under Matt’s arm to hug him.

“Probably how they’re going to use us to settle every conflict in the world,” joked Matt.

Amelia’s eyes went wide. “You really think so?”

“I’m not sure. But based on what Professor Vane—I mean Vanessa—just said, they’ve never seen power like mine before.”

“Matt, it was nothing short of incredible,” said Amelia, giving him a brilliant smile. “I was so afraid when I saw your feet leave the ground. I thought you pulled too much mana, and something bad was going to happen. But then when it started to explode off you in those powerful rings, I knew we were going to be okay.”

“I still don’t know exactly what I did,” he admitted. “I just thought about something happening to you. To all of you. And it made me react that way.”

Amelia kissed him tenderly. “You don’t want anything to happen to me?”

“Of course not. Then, who would share the mega-bed with me?”

She giggled. “Chloe for sure. And maybe Lily too.”

“Yeah, but it’s nothing without the girl who coined the term.”

“This is true.”

Matt kissed her several more times until he heard Grandpa clear his throat behind him.

“Matt, aren’t you going to introduce us to these gorgeous women?” asked his grandfather, arching his eyebrow to give him a stern look. “Especially if you deem it appropriate to swap spit with them in front of me.”

Matt realized at that moment that he never gave a full introduction of the girls to his family. In the chaos of the fight, it had just been overlooked, so he spent the next few moments introducing Grandpa to all of them.

“What a flower of a woman,” said Grandpa as he met Lily, kissing the back of her hand. “My grandson has excellent taste. You know that runs in the family, right?”

Lily blushed heavily.

“In all, I can say my grandson has the start of an excellent harem,” said Grandpa proudly. “It’s enough to make me wish I was younger again.”

“Who said they were a harem?” asked Eliza quickly. “Maybe they’re just close friends?”

“No, it’s a harem,” said Chloe nonchalantly as she put her arm around Lily. “Right, Lily?”

Lily barely managed to squeak out a reply. “Y-Yes, of course. A harem.”

“Well, I’ll be,” said Grandpa, shaking his head. “I’m so proud of you, Matt.”

Matt thought that might have been the end of it until Grandpa leaned forward. “Any chance you’re going to go after the professors next?”

Matt sighed. “You’ll never change, old man.”

Grandpa chuckled. “Nor do I intend to!”

By that time, Regina and Vanessa had returned. Nodding at the others, they gestured for Matt to join them a short distance away from everyone else. Matt followed the two older women, his mind reflecting over what Grandpa had just said.

Visions of Regina and Vanessa in his bed, alongside Amelia, Chloe, and Lily, made for some very tempting thoughts.

“Well, I don’t even know what to say,” said Regina once the three of them were alone. “Matt, I’ve never heard of anything like this happening in the entire history of the mystic mages.”

“I had a feeling you were going to lead off with something like that,” said Matt as he scratched the back of his neck. “I still don’t know exactly what I did here today. Or how to repeat it.”

“I’m sure you’ll get your chance to do so,” said Regina with a deep sigh. “We’ve been chasing after this army ever since I arrived at the Blight. I have the fastest horse on the way to the academy, telling them to raise the alarm over the entire kingdom. I thought it was going to take the king’s army, as well as all of our mystic mages, to destroy this threat. Little did I expect it would be contained by four students and one professor.”

“What exactly happened here, Headmistress?” asked Matt. “Where did all these Blight monsters come from?”

“It seems things are changing rapidly at the Blight,” said Regina. “It spit out this entire army all at once. The mystic mages that I have stationed there were overwhelmed by it. A great many are dead. More would have died had you not been here. For now, the threat is contained, but that’s not to say it won’t show up again in the future.”

“At least we know we have a suitable weapon against them,” said Vanessa, giving Matt a small smile.

“Indeed,” replied Regina, still shaking her head. “Matt, I . . . I don’t know what to do about you. You have power that no one man should ever be capable of using. I suspected you would be the Chosen One from the moment we met. I’m now fully convinced that you are this mystic mage of legend.”

“What does that mean for all of us?” asked Matt. “For the academy? For the Blight? For the wider world?”

Regina shrugged. “I’m low on answers at the moment. We’ll just have to take things one day at a time. One thing is for certain, though—events are now in motion. If you are this Chosen One, then this was just a taste of what’s coming. The legend has it that a time of chaos and crisis will accompany the arrival of the Chosen One. I’d say this is evidence enough of a crisis, don’t you?”

Matt looked around at the dead. “A crisis that was contained.”

“But it may not be the last one,” warned Regina. “For now, we ought to return to the academy. It’s time we start working on the true nature of your power, which will require some additional changes. There’s also an additional surprise for you that we’ll need to discuss when we get there.”

Matt gave her a strange look. “What kind of surprise?”

Regina smirked at him. “Like I said, you’ll see when we get there. For now, rest your body. If another army gets thrown out of the Blight, I want us to be ready for it. And I want you to reach the full potential of your power. Who knows what might come next, and if you’ll be ready for it.”

“I’ll be ready for it,” vowed Matt, lifting his chin. “Whatever comes for me, I’ll be ready to handle it.”

Regina grinned at him. “I have no doubt about that, Matt. Now, are you ready to start the next phase of your education?”

Matt nodded without thinking.

It was time to change the world.
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