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Balthier Crowsfoot froze as Sophronia Briarthorn's magic lit the grove, her witch-marked eyes glowing amber in the darkness, her fingers tracing symbols that made the air taste like copper and starlight.

The moment everything changed was not when the Iron Court invaded, not when they slaughtered his family, not even when they locked away his memories and made him forget he had once been a prince. It was this moment, in a hidden garden deep beneath the palace, when Sophronia whispered the words that would shatter the binding spell and return seven years of stolen life.

What magic had Sophronia hidden from the Iron Court all this time?

Her hands trembled as she worked, beads of sweat forming on her brow despite the cool night air. The spell was dangerous, forbidden, the kind of magic that could get them both executed if discovered. But Balthier had trusted her with his life from the moment they met three years ago in the palace kitchens, two servants bound by shared hatred and secret power.

Why did Sophronia's spell make his chest burn like swallowed fire?

The symbols she traced began to glow brighter, pulsing in rhythm with his heartbeat, and Balthier felt something crack inside his mind. Memories flooded back in a torrent of pain and rage and grief. His mother's face as the soldiers dragged her away. His father's final words. The smell of burning flesh and the screams of his people.

He remembered everything.

Sophronia caught him as his knees buckled, her arms strong despite her slight frame, her breath warm against his ear as she whispered, "I have you. I have always had you."

But even as the memories returned, Balthier sensed something else awakening, something that had been watching and waiting for this exact moment. In the shadows at the edge of the grove, he saw eyes gleaming with ancient malice, heard the whisper of wings that should not exist in this realm.

What secret did Hadrian Gloomridge conceal in the darkness beyond?

The discovery that changed everything was not just that Balthier was a prince, or that Sophronia had spent three years preparing to break his binding spell. It was the realization that they had been watched the entire time, that every secret meeting, every whispered plan, every stolen moment had been observed by forces they did not understand.

Melusine Dewstone's curse loomed over them all, the rival sorceress who served the Iron Court and whose magic could unravel everything they had built. She had been hunting them for months, following trails of power they thought they had hidden, and now she was close, so close Balthier could feel the ice of her presence creeping through the garden like frost.

How did Melusine's curse bind them to the palace itself?

Tavish Wraithmoor's warning echoed in Balthier's memory, the warlock mentor who had first taught him to hide his power, who had whispered that breaking the binding spell would trigger forces they could not control. "Every lock has a key," Tavish had said, "but some doors are locked for good reason."

What power did Tavish unleash with his final warning?

And somewhere beyond the palace walls, in a tower that scraped the storm-dark sky, Hestia Nightblossom watched through her scrying glass, the seer whose visions had predicted this night seven years ago, who had foreseen the fall of kingdoms and the rise of something worse.

Why did Hestia's vision falter at the moment of truth?

Sophronia's magic completed its work, and the binding spell shattered like glass inside Balthier's skull. He gasped, pulling free from her arms, his whole body trembling with restored power. Shadow-magic erupted from his hands, wild and uncontrolled, the birthright of the Crow bloodline finally returned.

But the cost was immediate and terrible.

The garden's protective wards cracked and fell, and alarm bells began to ring through the palace, and in the darkness beyond the grove, something ancient and hungry turned its attention toward them.

Sophronia grabbed his hand, her fingers interlacing with his, and for one perfect moment, Balthier felt the connection between them snap into place like a key turning in a lock. This was more than friendship, more than alliance. This was the bond Tavish had warned about, the one that could save them or destroy them both.

Sophronia leaned in to confess something, her lips inches from his, but a rune flared on her wrist and she gasped in pain, the words dying in her throat.

Melusine's curse had found them.
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Chapter 1: The Binding Breaks
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The blood on Balthier's hands was still warm when the guard captain found him in the eastern corridor, the metallic scent mixing with the jasmine incense that burned in wall sconces, creating a perfume of violence and false peace.

He had maybe thirty seconds before the captain saw what he had done, before the alarm bells shrieked through the Iron Court and every soldier in the palace came hunting. Thirty seconds to hide the body, to clean the crimson from his fingernails, to compose his face into the mask of docile servitude he had worn for seven years. His pulse raced under the enchanted torchlight that made everything look softer than it was, gentler than the truth of murder.

Twenty nine. Twenty eight.

The corridor stones were cold beneath his feet, worn smooth by centuries of servants moving through these hidden spaces. Balthier could taste copper on his tongue, could feel the phantom weight of the dead mage's last breath against his skin.

Balthier pressed his palm against the stone wall and felt the ancient magic thrumming beneath the surface, the power the Iron Court had stolen from his people and forged into the foundation of their palace. It recognized him even through the binding spell that locked away his memories. It had always recognized him.

What magic hid Balthier's identity from the palace wards?

The wall shimmered and opened, stone flowing like water, creating a narrow gap just wide enough for a body. He shoved the dead mage inside, the silver robes crumpling as the wall swallowed him whole. The mage's eyes were still open, still reflecting the shock of his final moment when he realized the servant boy cleaning his study was not quite as powerless as he pretended to be.

Fifteen seconds.

The stone sealed shut with a sound like a whisper. Balthier wiped his hands on his gray servant's tunic, smearing crimson across the rough fabric, then turned just as the guard captain rounded the corner.

The captain stopped when he saw him, wolf-sharp eyes narrowing in suspicion. Even in human form, the captain carried the predator with him, all coiled muscle and barely leashed violence. He was the Iron Court's most feared enforcer, the man who had personally executed half of Balthier's family during the purge seven years ago.

Balthier had memorized his face. Every scar. Every cruel angle. The way his mouth twisted when he smiled at someone else's pain.

He was not smiling now.

"Crowsfoot," the captain said, the common name a curse in his mouth. The Iron Court had stripped Balthier of his true name when they made him a servant, given him this bland identifier to remind him he was nothing now. No one. "What are you doing in this wing?"

Balthier lowered his eyes, shrinking into himself the way he had learned to do, making himself smaller, weaker, forgettable. "The high mage sent me to retrieve books from the eastern study, Captain. I was just returning to the servant quarters."

The captain stepped closer, and Balthier could smell the iron-tang of old blood on him, the musk of wolf beneath expensive cologne. "The high mage is in council. He would not have sent for books."

Why did the captain's spell fail to detect the hidden body?

Balthier's heart slammed against his ribs, but he kept his breathing even, his expression empty. Seven years of practice. Seven years of swallowing rage and fear and the burning need for vengeance. "Perhaps I misunderstood, Captain. I will return and await further instructions."

He moved to step past, but the captain's hand shot out, catching his wrist. The grip was crushing, designed to hurt, and Balthier felt the bones grind together. Pain lanced up his arm, but he did not flinch. Could not flinch. Servants who showed too much awareness did not last long in the Iron Court.

"You have blood on your tunic," the captain said softly, his voice like silk over steel.

The corridor seemed to narrow, the torchlight dimming. Every instinct screamed at Balthier to run, to fight, to unleash the magic he had been hiding and burn this monster alive where he stood.

Instead, he looked down at the smear of crimson on his sleeve as if seeing it for the first time. "I cut myself on the corner of the high mage's desk," he said, his voice small and frightened, exactly what the captain would expect from a common servant. "It was careless of me."

The captain pulled Balthier's wrist closer, studying the blood with predatory interest, and Balthier saw the moment he decided whether to believe the lie or drag him to the dungeons for questioning.

The choice hung between them like a blade poised to fall.

Then a woman's voice echoed down the corridor, sharp and imperious. "Captain, the Queen requires your presence in the throne room immediately."

The captain released Balthier, shoving him backward hard enough that he stumbled against the wall. "Get out of my sight, servant. And clean yourself properly before you disgrace this court further."

Balthier bowed low, clutching his bruised wrist, and hurried away down the corridor. He did not let himself breathe until he had descended three flights of stairs and reached the warren of passages reserved for servants, the narrow spaces between walls where people like him lived and died without anyone noticing.

His room was barely larger than a closet, a thin mattress on the floor and a single candle for light. The air smelled of old sweat and desperation, the scent that clung to every servant's quarters in the palace. He barred the door and collapsed against it, his whole body shaking with adrenaline and rage and something that felt dangerously close to triumph.

The candle flame danced, casting shadows that seemed to reach for him with hungry fingers, and Balthier realized his shadow-magic was leaking through the cracks in his binding spell, responding to the violence he had just committed.

What secret did the dead mage conceal in his final moments?

He had killed one of them.

After seven years of servitude, of swallowing his pride and his power, of pretending to be broken while he gathered his strength and waited, he had finally killed one of the monsters who destroyed his family.

The high mage had been careless. He had sent the other servants away and told Balthier to stay behind, had closed the door and his hand had reached for the laces of Balthier's tunic, and in that moment, something inside Balthier had snapped.

The binding spell that locked away his memories had cracked just enough for rage to pour through.

Shadow-magic had erupted from his palms, wrapping around the mage's throat like a noose of darkness. The mage had tried to scream, tried to cast a counterspell, but Balthier's power was older, stronger, fueled by seven years of suppressed fury.

The look on the mage's face when he realized what Balthier truly was had been worth every moment of suffering.

How did the binding spell crack without Sophronia's ritual?

Balthier pushed away from the door and knelt beside his mattress, pulling up the loose floorboard beneath it. Hidden in the hollow space was everything he had managed to steal over seven years. A map of the palace marked with secret passages. A list of names, the nobles and soldiers who had participated in the purge. A small leather journal where he had recorded every fragment of memory that leaked through the binding spell, piecing together his past like a shattered mirror.

And at the bottom, wrapped in black silk, the message Sophronia had left for him three days ago.

Tonight. The eastern gardens. Midnight. Bring everything.

He had memorized the words and burned the paper, but the promise in them still made his pulse race. Tonight, Sophronia would break the binding spell completely. Tonight, he would remember everything the Iron Court had stolen. Tonight, everything would change.

But first, he needed to survive until midnight without the guard captain discovering what he had done.

Balthier changed out of his bloodstained tunic and into a clean one, hiding the ruined fabric at the bottom of his mattress. He washed his hands in the basin by the door, scrubbing until his skin was raw, until every trace of crimson disappeared down the drain.

His reflection in the cracked mirror showed a stranger. Dark hair that hung too long over haunted eyes. Cheekbones sharp from seven years of servant rations. Bruises on his throat from where the captain had grabbed him last week for being too slow with the evening meal.

He looked like a victim. Like prey.

But underneath the surface, power simmered. The binding spell was cracking faster now, threads of magic leaking through like water through a dam. He could feel his true self pushing against the constraints, demanding release.

Why did Sophronia's spell make his chest burn like swallowed fire?

Soon. Just a few more hours.

Balthier left his room and made his way to the kitchens, where servants gathered for the evening meal. The kitchens were the heart of the palace underworld, where gossip flowed as freely as wine and everyone knew everyone else's secrets.

Sophronia was there, stirring a massive pot over the fire, her witch-marked eyes hidden beneath a fall of dark hair. She did not look at him when he entered, did not acknowledge his presence in any way, but he felt the pulse of magic between them like a physical touch, warm as summer wine, dangerous as lightning.

The kitchen air was thick with steam and the smell of herbs that did not belong in servant food, ingredients Sophronia added for her own purposes, weaving minor spells of health and strength into every meal she prepared for those she deemed worthy of protection.

Three years ago, he had stumbled into the kitchens bleeding from a beating, and Sophronia had cleaned his wounds with hands that glowed faint amber. In that moment, their magic had recognized each other, shadow calling to blood, and an alliance had been forged.

An alliance that had slowly, inevitably, become something more.

Balthier took his place at the long wooden table where servants ate, accepting a bowl of thin stew from another kitchen worker. The food was tasteless, barely enough to sustain life, but he forced himself to eat. He would need his strength for what came next.

Across the table, Hadrian Gloomridge sat in shadow, his face hidden beneath a hood. The mysterious figure had arrived at the palace six months ago, claiming to be a traveling scholar seeking employment. The Iron Court had put him to work in the archives, cataloging ancient texts, but Balthier suspected there was more to Hadrian than he showed.

What secret did Hadrian Gloomridge conceal in the archives?

Sometimes, late at night when the palace slept, Balthier caught glimpses of Hadrian moving through the corridors with purpose, heading toward places servants should never go. Once, he had followed and seen Hadrian slip through a door that should not exist, vanishing into a space between the walls where old magic still lingered.

Hadrian was searching for something. Balthier just did not know what.

The evening bells rang, signaling the end of the meal. Servants dispersed to their various duties, and Balthier made his way to the laundry rooms where he was assigned to work until midnight. The air was thick with steam and the smell of lye soap, the heat oppressive after the cool corridors.

He scrubbed linens mechanically, his mind elsewhere, counting down the hours until he could slip away to the eastern gardens. Around him, other servants worked in silence, too exhausted for conversation, their faces blank with resignation.

This was what the Iron Court wanted. Broken people too tired to resist, too beaten down to remember they had once been something more.

But Balthier remembered. Even through the binding spell, even through seven years of servitude, some part of him had never forgotten what he was.

A prince. A heir. A survivor.

How did Melusine's curse bind them to the palace itself?

Midnight finally arrived, and Balthier slipped away from the laundry rooms while the night supervisor was distracted. He moved through the servant passages with practiced ease, avoiding the main corridors where guards patrolled. The palace at night was a different creature, full of shadows and whispers and the weight of old magic.

The eastern gardens were located in a forgotten corner of the palace, accessible only through a series of hidden passages. Balthier had discovered them by accident two years ago, following the pull of magic that called to his blood. The gardens should not exist, should not be possible within the palace walls, but they thrived in defiance of logic, fed by the stolen power buried in the foundations.

He pushed through a concealed door and emerged into moonlight filtered through ancient trees. The air tasted like jasmine and starlight and something older, something that predated the Iron Court by millennia. His skin prickled with awareness, every nerve ending alive to the wild magic that saturated this impossible space.

Sophronia was already there, standing in the center of the grove, her hands raised as she traced glowing symbols in the air. Witch-fire danced between her fingers, amber and gold and deep crimson, and Balthier's breath caught at the sight of her. The flames reflected in her eyes, turning them molten, and he felt desire burn in his chest alongside the anticipation of freedom.

She was beautiful in her power, dangerous and wild and absolutely fearless, and in this moment, she was everything he had ever wanted and everything he had been denied for seven terrible years.

"You came," she said without turning, her voice soft as silk.

"I would follow you into death itself," Balthier replied, stepping into the grove.

Sophronia lowered her hands and turned to face him, and the look in her eyes made his heart stutter. "That may be exactly where this spell takes us. Breaking a binding spell this strong, one that has held for seven years, will trigger every ward in the palace. We will have minutes at most before they find us."

"Then we run."

"Together?"

"Always."

The word hung between them, heavy with promise and fear and something neither of them had dared to name. Balthier crossed the grove in three strides and caught Sophronia's hands in his, feeling the magic arc between them, shadow and blood intertwining like lovers.

"I need to tell you something," Sophronia whispered, her witch-marked eyes searching his face. "Before I break the spell. Before everything changes."

What power did Tavish unleash with his final warning?

But before she could speak, a figure materialized from the shadows at the edge of the grove. Hadrian Gloomridge stepped into the moonlight, throwing back his hood to reveal features sharp as cut glass and eyes that glowed with an unnatural light.

"I would not do that if I were you," Hadrian said, his voice carrying an accent that did not belong to any kingdom Balthier knew. "Breaking the binding spell will trigger something far worse than the palace wards."

Balthier moved to stand between Hadrian and Sophronia, magic crackling around his clenched fists. "Who are you? What do you want?"

"I am someone who has been watching you for six months, waiting for this exact moment." Hadrian's strange eyes fixed on Sophronia. "The spell you are about to cast will not just restore his memories. It will wake the Devourer that sleeps beneath the palace, the ancient horror the Iron Court imprisoned when they built their throne on stolen magic."

Sophronia's face went pale. "You lie. There is no such thing."

"Do I?" Hadrian gestured, and the air shimmered, revealing a vision of something massive and terrible writhing in the depths below the palace. "The Iron Court made a bargain seven years ago. They would be given unlimited power in exchange for feeding the Devourer a constant supply of magical energy. Your binding spell, Prince Balthier, has been one of those power sources. Break it, and the Devourer will hunger. And it will devour everything in this palace to sate itself."

Why did Hestia's vision falter at the moment of truth?

Balthier's mind raced. "Then why tell us? Why not let it happen?"

"Because I need you alive and intact to help me kill it." Hadrian's smile was sharp as broken glass. "I am a demon hunter from the Order of the Eternal Flame, and I have been tracking this particular horror for three centuries. Breaking your binding spell will wake it, yes, but it will also give us one chance to strike while it is still weak from its long sleep."

Sophronia's hand found Balthier's, squeezing tight. "And if we refuse? If we just leave the spell intact and escape?"

"Then the Devourer will wake eventually anyway, when the Iron Court's bargain fails or when they feed it too much power. And when it does, it will consume not just this palace but the entire realm." Hadrian's expression was grim. "This is our only chance. Break the spell. Wake the monster. Kill it before it fully manifests."

Balthier looked at Sophronia, seeing his own fear reflected in her eyes. They had wanted freedom, wanted revenge, wanted to reclaim what had been stolen. They had not planned to save the world.

But the choice was being taken from them.

"Do it," Balthier said to Sophronia. "Break the spell."

Her hands trembled as she raised them, beginning the ritual again. The witch-fire burned brighter this time, fed by desperation and fear and the reckless courage of people who had nothing left to lose.

The symbols she traced in the air began to glow, pulsing in rhythm with Balthier's heartbeat. He felt the binding spell crack wider, felt memories flooding back in a torrent of pain and joy and rage.

His mother's face, beautiful and fierce, teaching him to wield shadow-magic in the royal gardens.

His father, standing on the palace balcony, addressing his people with a voice that commanded respect and love.

His younger sister, laughing as they practiced sword forms in the training yard.

All of them dead now. All of them murdered by the Iron Court in a single night of coordinated slaughter.

The memories crashed through him like a wave, and Balthier screamed, falling to his knees as seven years of stolen life returned all at once. Shadow-magic erupted around him, wild and uncontrolled, the birthright of the Crow bloodline finally unleashed.

Sophronia caught him as he collapsed, her arms strong despite her slight frame, her breath warm against his ear. "I have you. I have always had you."

But even as the words left her mouth, the ground beneath them began to shake.

Deep below the palace, something ancient and hungry opened its eyes.

The Devourer was waking.

Alarm bells began to ring through the palace, and Balthier heard the thunder of running feet, the shouts of guards mobilizing. The protective wards around the eastern gardens shattered like glass, and suddenly they were exposed, visible to every mage and soldier in the Iron Court.

Hadrian drew twin blades that burned with holy fire. "Stay close to me. We need to reach the catacombs beneath the palace before the Devourer fully manifests."

"The catacombs?" Sophronia helped Balthier to his feet, supporting his weight as he struggled to process the overwhelming rush of returned memories. "That is where the Iron Court keeps their most dangerous prisoners."

"That is also where the Devourer is imprisoned. If we are going to kill it, we need to strike at its heart." Hadrian's eyes blazed with an intensity that bordered on madness. "And we need to do it now, before it realizes what we intend."

Balthier's heart shattered as the full weight of what he had lost crashed over him.

Seven years. Seven years stolen, erased, locked away behind a spell that made him forget he had ever been loved, ever been powerful, ever been free.

The rage that flooded through him was incandescent, a fury so pure it burned away every trace of fear. He straightened, pulling away from Sophronia's support, and felt the shadow-magic answer his call with savage joy.

"Then let us go kill a god," he said, his voice no longer that of a frightened servant but of a prince who had survived the unsurvivable.

They ran.

Through the gardens, through the hidden passages, racing against time and the growing tremors that shook the palace foundations. Behind them, Balthier heard the sounds of pursuit, guards shouting his name, his false name, demanding his surrender. The air grew hot with their proximity, thick with the musk of hunting wolves and the iron-scent of drawn weapons.

But he was done surrendering. Done hiding. Done being less than what he was. Each footfall felt like reclaiming stolen ground, each breath tasted like freedom mixed with smoke, and the shadow-magic sang in his blood with fierce recognition of its purpose.

The catacombs entrance was hidden behind a false wall in the deepest basement of the palace, accessible only through a series of ancient locks that required blood to open. Hadrian cut his palm without hesitation, pressing his hand to the stone, and the wall groaned open to reveal stairs descending into darkness.

"The Devourer will sense us the moment we enter," Hadrian warned. "It will try to break your minds, to make you see things that are not real, to turn you against each other. You must trust only what you know to be true."

Balthier reached for Sophronia's hand, interlacing their fingers. "I trust her. That is all I need."

Sophronia's witch-marked eyes glowed brighter in the darkness. "And I trust him. Now let us end this."

They descended into the catacombs, and the air grew thick with malevolence. The walls were carved with ancient wards, symbols meant to contain something that should never have existed, and Balthier could feel the Devourer's presence like a weight pressing down on his chest.

It was vast. Incomprehensibly vast. A consciousness that dwarfed human understanding, that had existed since before the first kingdom rose, that hungered with an appetite that could never be sated.

And it was waking up.

The stairs ended in a massive circular chamber carved from black stone. In the center of the chamber, bound by chains of pure light, was a thing that hurt to look at directly. It shifted and writhed, never holding one shape, constantly changing between forms that violated the laws of reality.

The Devourer.

Melusine's curse ignited a forbidden spark in Balthier's chest.

But they were not alone in the chamber.

Standing before the Devourer, her hands raised in a complex spell, was a woman in robes of ice-blue silk. Her hair was white as snow, her skin pale as death, and her eyes burned with cold fire.

Melusine Dewstone, the rival sorceress, the Iron Court's most powerful mage.

She turned when they entered, and her smile was cruel as winter. "Prince Balthier Crowsfoot. How kind of you to finally remember who you are. And just in time to watch me claim the Devourer's power for myself."

The curse she had placed on them activated, and Balthier felt his magic seize up, locked behind invisible chains that wrapped around his soul. Sophronia cried out beside him, falling to her knees as the same curse took hold of her.

Only Hadrian remained free, his demon hunter wards protecting him from Melusine's spell.

"You have been planning this for years," Hadrian said, his voice tight with fury. "The binding spell on the prince. The isolation of his allies. All of it was to ensure you would be the one to wake the Devourer and bind it to your will."

"Of course." Melusine's attention never left the Devourer, her hands moving through the final sequences of her spell. "The Iron Court thinks they control this creature, but they are fools. The Devourer can only be truly commanded by someone willing to pay the ultimate price. And I am willing to pay anything for ultimate power."

The Devourer's chains began to crack.

Balthier fought against the curse binding his magic, feeling it tighten with every struggle, cutting deeper into his soul. Beside him, Sophronia's face was twisted with pain and effort, her witch-fire sputtering and dying as Melusine's curse smothered it.

They were helpless. After everything, after seven years of planning and fighting and surviving, they were going to fail here, in the darkness beneath the palace, while a madwoman unleashed something that would devour the world.

Tavish's sacrifice changed their fate forever.

Then a voice echoed through the chamber, old and powerful and filled with terrible resolve.

"You should have killed me when you had the chance, Melusine."

A figure materialized from the shadows at the edge of the chamber. An old man in warlock robes, his face lined with age and power, his eyes burning with the light of a thousand spells.

Tavish Wraithmoor, the warlock mentor who had vanished six months ago, who everyone assumed was dead.

He was not dead.

He was waiting.

Tavish raised his hands, and magic erupted from him in a wave that shook the foundations of the palace. Not the subtle, controlled spells he had taught Balthier years ago, but raw, primal power that burned like the heart of a star.

Melusine's curse shattered under the onslaught, freeing Balthier and Sophronia from their bindings.

But the cost was immediate and terrible.

Tavish's body began to burn, consumed by the spell he was casting, his flesh turning to ash as he poured every ounce of his life force into breaking Melusine's control over the Devourer.

"No!" Balthier screamed, trying to reach him, but Hadrian caught his arm, holding him back.

"He is buying you time," Hadrian said, his voice thick with grief. "Do not waste his sacrifice."

Tavish met Balthier's eyes across the chamber, and in that moment, everything he had ever taught, every lesson and warning and word of wisdom, crystallized into perfect clarity.

"The Devourer cannot be killed," Tavish said, his voice fading as his body turned to smoke and light. "But it can be sealed again. The three of you together. Shadow and blood and holy fire. Bind it as it was bound before. And this time, make sure it never wakes again."

Then Tavish Wraithmoor, the greatest warlock of his generation, the mentor who had protected Balthier for seven years, dissolved into nothing.

The chamber fell silent except for the sound of chains breaking as the Devourer pulled itself free.

Melusine laughed, high and mad. "Foolish old man. He gave you nothing. The Devourer is mine now, and I will use it to—"

The Devourer moved.

One moment it was bound, constrained by weakening chains. The next, it was free, and its attention turned to Melusine with the hunger of something that had been starved for millennia.

She did not even have time to scream.

The Devourer consumed her in a heartbeat, unraveling her existence from reality itself, and where Melusine Dewstone had stood, there was only empty air and the fading echo of a scream that would never end.

Then the Devourer turned its attention to them.

Why did Hestia's vision falter at the moment of Tavish's death?

Balthier felt its hunger wash over him, an appetite so vast it could swallow galaxies, and understood with perfect clarity that Tavish had been right. They could not kill this thing. They could only contain it, trap it, seal it away again before it devoured everything.

"Together," he said to Sophronia and Hadrian. "Just like Tavish said. Shadow and blood and holy fire."

Sophronia's hand found his, and Hadrian moved to stand with them, forming a triangle around the Devourer. Their magic began to flow together, three different powers that should not be compatible but somehow meshed perfectly.

Shadow-magic from Balthier's Crow bloodline, ancient and hungry, capable of consuming light itself.

Blood-magic from Sophronia's witch heritage, the power of life and death, of binding and breaking.

Holy fire from Hadrian's demon hunter training, the purifying flame that burned away corruption.

Together, they wove a spell that had not been cast in a thousand years, pulling from Tavish's final gift, from the knowledge he had left burning in their minds.

The Devourer fought them, its will crashing against theirs like ocean waves against rock. It showed them visions of what it could give them, the power to reshape reality, to bring back the dead, to rule the world as gods.

Balthier saw his family alive again, his mother smiling, his father proud, his sister laughing in the sunlight.

Sophronia saw herself freed from her witch-curse, able to touch people without her magic burning them, able to love without fear.

Hadrian saw the end of his hunt, the death of every demon and horror that plagued the world, peace at last after three centuries of war.

The Devourer whispered that it could give them everything they had ever wanted, if only they would let it go, let it feed, let it grow strong enough to remake the world in their image.

Balthier's heart ached with want, with the desperate need to have his family back, to undo the terrible wrong that had been done.

But he looked at Sophronia, saw her witch-marked eyes filled with the same desperate hope and terrible temptation, and knew what his choice had to be.

"The past is dead," he said, pouring more power into the binding spell. "We cannot bring it back. We can only build something better from what remains."

Sophronia's grip on his hand tightened. "Together?"

"Always."

Their magic surged, and Hadrian's holy fire joined it, and the binding spell snapped into place like chains forged from pure will.

The Devourer screamed, a sound that existed on frequencies human ears should not be able to perceive, as the spell wrapped around it and began to drag it back into imprisonment.

But binding something this powerful required sacrifice. Required payment in blood and life and everything held dear.

The spell hungered.

And it took Hadrian first.

The demon hunter's body began to dissolve, his essence being woven into the spell itself, becoming part of the chains that would hold the Devourer for another millennium.

"No!" Sophronia cried, trying to pull back, but the spell would not release them.

Hadrian smiled, and for the first time since they met him, he looked peaceful. "I have been hunting demons for three hundred years. Let this be my final hunt, my greatest kill. Remember me as someone who did not run when the world needed saving."

Then he was gone, transformed into pure light that wrapped around the Devourer like a cage.

The spell hungered still.

It reached for Sophronia next, and Balthier felt the magic trying to tear her from him, to use her blood and power to complete the binding.

"No," he said, and his voice carried the weight of a command, the authority of a prince who had lost everything and would lose no more. "Take me instead."

"Balthier, what are you—"

"I love you," he said, the words finally spoken after three years of longing and fear and denial. "I have loved you since the moment you touched my face with glowing hands and saw past the binding spell to who I really was. And I will not let this thing take you from me."

Tears streamed down Sophronia's face, her witch-marked eyes blazing with fury and grief. "You cannot. I will not allow it."

"You do not get to choose." Balthier pulled her close, pressing his forehead to hers, feeling the magic arc between them one final time. "Live, Sophronia Briarthorn. Live and remember me. Live and build the world we dreamed of. Live and make sure Tavish's sacrifice, Hadrian's sacrifice, my sacrifice, meant something."

He kissed her then, pouring every ounce of love and longing and desperate hope into that single moment of connection.

Then he shoved her away with a pulse of shadow-magic, breaking their physical contact even as the spell reached for him with hungry fingers.

The binding spell seized him, and Balthier Crowsfoot, last prince of the Crow bloodline, felt his existence begin to unravel as he was woven into chains of pure will that would hold the Devourer until the end of time.

But even as his body dissolved, even as everything he was became fuel for the binding, he heard a voice that should not be there, saw a presence that should not exist in this place of death and sacrifice.

Hestia Nightblossom materialized in the chamber, the seer whose visions had predicted this night, whose prophecies had set all of this in motion.

"Not yet," Hestia said, and her voice carried the weight of fate itself. "Your story does not end here, Prince Balthier."

She pressed her hand to his dissolving chest, and power flooded through him, ancient and terrible and impossibly strong. Power that should not belong to any mortal seer, power that spoke of origins far stranger than human.

The binding spell faltered, confused by this new element, and Hestia poured more power into Balthier, anchoring his existence to reality even as the spell tried to consume him.

"You cannot save him," Sophronia sobbed, trying to reach them through the barrier of magic. "The spell requires a sacrifice. It will not be denied."

"Then let it take something else." Hestia's eyes blazed with light that was not quite divine but close enough to burn. "Let it take my sight, my gift of prophecy, the power that has defined me for two thousand years. Let it take my future, and in exchange, give him his."

The seer who could see all possible futures sacrificed her gift to save a prince who had lost everything.
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