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The rain in the capital of Othior never really cleaned anything; it just made the grime glisten brighter under the gaslights.

Selene adjusted her hood, obscuring her eyes. She hadn’t fed in three nights, and the hunger was beginning to feel like an animal clawing at the walls of her stomach. It wasn’t the blind thirst of the neonates—wild and stupid—but a constant, cold, calculating throb. She needed blood, but not just any blood. Rat blood from the slums only gave her a headache. Common human blood kept her alive but left her deaf and blind to the world’s secrets.

She was looking for something more. Something to silence the world’s noise and show her the way.

A muffled cry broke the monotonous rhythm of the rain hitting the cobblestones. Selene stopped. The sound had come from Tailor’s Alley, a narrow shortcut that the city guard religiously avoided.

“Please… take the gold,” pleaded a man’s voice. It was young, trembling, but there was a cadence in his accent that didn’t belong to these dirty streets. It was an accent of silk and expensive wine.

Selene melted into the shadows. Her vampiric nature allowed her to move with no more sound than the wind. She peered around the corner of a red brick building.

Four men surrounded one. The attackers were not common thieves; their movements were too precise, too military. They wore black leather armor without insignias and carried short Valyrian steel swords, designed to pierce ribs in silence.

The victim was pressed against the wall, one hand clamped over his left side. Blood was spurting between his fingers, dark and thick. Despite the wound, the young man held a rapier with desperate elegance. His cloak was shredded, but beneath the mud, Selene distinguished the embroidery of a golden lion.

Royalty.

Selene’s dead heart fluttered. Not out of compassion, but out of opportunity. Royal blood was a rarity, a forbidden delicacy rumored to contain the kingdom’s history itself. And there it was, spilling uselessly onto the foul pavement.

“Gold is no use where you’re going, boy,” growled one of the attackers, the leader, advancing with his sword raised.

The young man attempted a defensive lunge, but he was weak. The attacker easily deflected the blow and kicked him in the chest, sending him sprawling to the ground, coughing and gasping.

“Finish him,” the leader ordered. “And be sure to bring the ring. The Patron wants proof.”

Selene didn’t think. She acted.

She leaped from the shadows like a released spring. She landed between the fallen young man and the first assassin. Before the man could process her sudden appearance, Selene grabbed his wrist, rotating it until she heard the crunch of bone, and used his own sword to push him into the second attacker.

“What in the hells…?” the leader shouted.

Selene bared her fangs, gleaming white in the dark. Her eyes, normally a stormy gray, now flashed with a predatory crimson.

“Clear off,” she hissed. Her voice sounded like two stones grating against each other. “This prey is mine.”

The men hesitated. They knew what she was. A vampire in the slums wasn’t unusual, but one who moved at that speed was lethal. Yet, the fear of their “Patron” seemed greater than the fear of immediate death.

“She’s just a bloodsucker,” the leader said, regaining his composure. “Kill her too.”

It was a mistake.

Selene moved. The world seemed to slow around her. She dodged the first slash by dropping almost to the ground and sweeping the third man’s legs out from under him. As he fell, she struck his temple with the pommel of her dagger, knocking him unconscious. The leader lunged furiously, but Selene was smoke and mist. She spun on her heel, got behind him, and delivered a sharp blow to the back of his neck. The man dropped like a sack of potatoes.

The last attacker, the one with the broken wrist, looked at his fallen comrades, looked at Selene, and made the smart choice: he bolted toward the alley entrance and vanished into the night.

Silence returned to the alley, broken only by the rain and the ragged breathing of the young man on the ground.

Selene sheathed her dagger and turned to him. Now that she was close, she could see him clearly. His blonde hair was plastered to his forehead with sweat and rain, and he had blue eyes that stared up at her with absolute terror. It was Prince Caspian, the King’s second son. She had seen him in parades, waving from afar, untouchable.

Now, he smelled of fear and iron.

“No…” he whispered, trying to crawl backward. “Stay away.”

Selene knelt beside him. The wound in his side was deep. Too deep. He was losing life in gushes. If she didn’t do something soon, he would die in minutes.

The scent of his blood hit her like a physical club. It was intoxicating. It smelled of ancient power, of locked-away secrets, of palace intrigue. Her throat burned.

“You are dying, little prince,” Selene said, her voice neutral. “Those men will return with reinforcements. If I leave you here, you’ll be a corpse.”

“And if you take me with you?” he asked, his teeth chattering. “Will I be your dinner?”

“Maybe,” she conceded. “Or maybe your salvation. It depends on what you show me.”

Selene didn’t ask permission. There was no time for royal etiquette. She grabbed his jacket lapel and pulled him up, bringing her face close to the prince’s neck. Caspian tried to push her away, but he was too weak.

“Just a taste,” she murmured against his skin. “The price for my help.”

She sank her fangs in.

The first drop hit her tongue, and the physical world vanished.

She was not in a rainy alley. She was in the Throne Room, but the hall was on fire. The tapestry of the ancestors burned, turning centuries of history into gray ash. She saw the King, Caspian’s father, seated on the throne, but his head hung at an unnatural angle. Dead.

The vision shifted, accelerating. She saw a document signed in blood on an oak table. She saw a hand with a very specific signet ring: a snake coiled around a rose. The hand passed a bag of coins to one of the King’s personal guards.

Treason. The word echoed in Selene’s mind with the force of a church bell.

Then, she saw something else. She saw her own face, reflected in a broken mirror, but her eyes were neither red nor gray; they were completely black. And behind her, an immense shadow loomed over the city, a shadow that was neither human nor vampire.

“Find her!” a voice screamed in the vision. “She has seen the truth!”

Selene pulled away abruptly, gasping as if she had been underwater. She fell onto the wet cobblestones, her mind spinning. The taste of the royal blood lingered in her mouth, sweet and terrifying.

Reality snapped back into focus. The alley. The rain. Caspian.

The prince stared at her, pale as the moon, but the wound in his side had stopped bleeding so profusely. Vampire saliva had clotting properties; it was a small mercy of nature so that the livestock didn’t die too fast.

“What…?” Caspian stammered, touching his neck. “What have you done to me?”

Selene wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Her gaze was no longer predatory; it was terrified.

“They are all dead,” she whispered, more to herself than to him.

“Who?” Caspian asked.

“Your father. Your guard. Everyone.” Selene grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him slightly. “Listen to me closely. What I just saw… today’s attack wasn’t a robbery. It was a coup d’état. And it has already begun.”

Caspian shook his head, confused and hurt.

“My father is safe in the castle. Those men were bandits…”

“Those men wore the royal guard’s boots with the soles replaced,” Selene interrupted sharply. “And the ring they were looking for… Is that it?”

She pointed to the signet ring on Caspian’s right hand. He covered it instinctively with his other hand.

“This is the heir’s seal. My older brother… he disappeared last week. Now I have it.”

“Then you are next,” Selene declared. She stood up and offered him her hand. “Get up. We can’t stay here.”

“Why are you helping me?” Caspian hesitated, looking at the pale, strong hand of the woman who had just fed on him. “You’re a mercenary. I see it in your clothes.”

“Because I just drank your blood, Your Highness,” Selene said, looking towards the alley entrance with paranoia. “And in your blood, I saw the man who ordered your death. And the worst part is… he saw me too.”

A metallic clatter echoed at the end of the alley.

Selene turned her head. Under the yellowish glow of the main street lamp, a figure was silhouetted against the rain. He wore a long, elegant cloak, and a silver-hilted cane shone in his hand.

It wasn’t one of the thugs. It was someone much worse.

Selene felt a chill run down her spine, the same cold she had felt in the vision. She recognized the silhouette. She recognized the posture. And as the man stepped forward into the light, she saw the ring on his finger: a snake coiled around a rose.

The man smiled, a smile that didn’t reach his cold eyes.

“Well, well,” the newcomer said in a soft, lethal voice. “It seems the sewer rat has tasted the gods’ wine.”

Caspian gasped.

“Uncle Marcus?” the prince exclaimed, his voice broken by disbelief.

The man—the prince’s uncle and Royal Advisor—raised his cane. The tip began to glow with a violet light, forbidden magic, magic that was supposed to be extinct.

“I’m sorry, nephew,” Marcus said. “But the future has no place for weak princes. And you, bloodsucker… you now know too much.”

Selene grabbed Caspian by the waist, lifting him despite his protests. There was no exit the way they had come. They were trapped between a brick wall and a traitorous sorcerer.

“Hold tight,” Selene commanded, feeling the prince’s blood burn in her veins, giving her renewed strength. “This is going to hurt.”

Marcus fired a bolt of violet energy at them.

Selene looked up, towards the rain-slicked rooftops, and leaped just as the ground where they had been standing exploded into a thousand pieces.
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The impact against the rooftop was less a fall and more an explosion of broken tiles and filthy water.

Selene didn’t register the pain; her vampiric body was resilient. What she did feel was the dead weight of Caspian, whom she had used as an improvised shield against the shock. The Prince groaned, a low, guttural sound.

“Quiet, Your Highness, if you wish to keep your head,” Selene hissed, shoving him toward a bulky chimney that offered precarious cover.

Marcus’s violet bolt had not only pulverized the alley but had also set off the alarms of several night watchmen on the nearby streets. Whistles pierced the night air.

“My leg…” Caspian muttered, struggling to catch his breath.

Selene didn’t bother checking the injury. If Marcus’s magic hadn’t disintegrated him, the impact of the tiles had probably just broken a bone. It wasn’t fatal. Staying put, however, was.

“No time,” she declared, dragging him by the golden lion cloak.

The roof was slippery, slick with incessant rain. Selene’s advantage was her supernatural agility and her nails, which could grip slate and wood like claws. Her disadvantage was that she was dragging a wounded royal youth across the rooftops of Othior, pursued by the most powerful man in the realm.

From the alley below, Marcus’s voice boomed, amplified by some sorcery.

“I know you’re up there, Selene! I’ve seen you in the archives! The Prophetess of the Forgotten Dynasty! Hand him over, and I will give you a throne of ash and gold.”

Selene felt a chill that had nothing to do with the rain. Archives? How did Marcus know her name? And how did he know about the “Forgotten Dynasty?” Her family, a line of vampire-oracles, had been exterminated centuries ago.

“We disagree on the throne,” Selene shouted back into the night, just before leaping across a ten-foot gap to the roof of a nearby mill.

Caspian cried out. The landing was rough.

“Archives?” Caspian gasped, clinging to one of the mill’s enormous sails. His face was ashen, whether from pain or the shock of his uncle’s revelation. “What are you, truly?”

“The one keeping you alive,” Selene snapped back, pushing him toward the edge of the roof.

She needed to reach the undercity. The only way was across a series of abandoned buildings leading to the banks of the Arkhos River. There, the constant mist and the maze of cargo docks might hide them from Marcus’s magic.

The rest of the chase was a blur of adrenaline and strategy. Selene used her leg strength to propel them forward and the darkness to glide. Every jump was a broken promise; every creaking tile was a risk.

Finally, they reached the back of an old spice warehouse. The smell of rancid cinnamon and cardamom barely masked the stench of the stagnant river water. A rusty iron ladder led down to a basement.

“This way,” Selene ordered, climbing down first.

Caspian tried to follow, but his leg gave out. He slipped.

Selene caught him just before he hit the ground. She lifted him in an awkward embrace and carried him into the damp basement.

Once inside, she sealed the iron door. The only light came from a small, high opening, filtering in a weak, gray glow.

Selene released him against a stack of empty sacks and backed away, her heart (or what was left of it) hammering.

The scent of the prince, now close and concentrated, hit her again. Not just blood. Power. It was as if the royal blood had not only given her the vision of betrayal but had awakened a much deeper need within her.

Thirst. But a thirst for knowledge, not merely sustenance.

“You need a healer,” Caspian gasped, clutching his knee. “I know a contact at Moon Dock.”

“We’re not going anywhere. And definitely not to a healer. Your face is on every coin in this realm.”

“Then what? Do we die here, you of hunger and I of infection?”

Selene crossed her arms, ignoring the ravenous hunger that now felt like an open wound.

“I have a refuge. But I need information. And to get it… I need more.”

Caspian, despite the pain, seemed to understand immediately. His blue eyes narrowed with distrust.

“More blood? Is that all this is? Am I just a walking vial for your prophecies?”

Caspian’s question was painfully fair.

“I don’t care about you, Prince,” Selene lied, and the lie stung her tongue. “I care about the prophecy. What I saw… it wasn’t just a coup. It’s the beginning of something much bigger. A war that involves you, Marcus, and my kind. Your family’s blood is the key.”

“And why should I give it to you?” His voice was harsh, trying to assert his lost authority.

Selene approached, her body’s shadow falling over the prince. She tilted her head, showing the dangerous curve of her fangs.

“Because the people who killed you today didn’t want a quick death. They wanted humiliation. Marcus is hunting you because he knows that if I have your blood, I have the future. If you don’t let me drink what I need to see the truth, he wins.”

Caspian remained silent, staring at her. It was not a negotiation, but a desperate ultimatum. He was a man who had gone from the safety of a palace to the filth of a basement, all in less than an hour. His world had collapsed, and the only person who could rebuild it was a hungry vampire.

Finally, he leaned against the wall with a grunt of pain.

“Just a taste,” he conceded. His voice was barely a whisper of surrender. “But only if you promise me one thing.”

“One thing?” Selene raised an eyebrow.

“Don’t treat me like a map. Treat me like your ally. If my kingdom falls, my blood will be worthless.”

Selene considered the deal. It was intelligent. It was pragmatic. And it made her feel uncomfortably human.

“Deal,” she said, holding out her hand.

Caspian lifted his chin. Selene drew near, but this time it was different. It wasn’t an animalistic lunge of need; it was an agreement, a dark communion.

She sank her fangs into the same wound as before.

This time, there was no burning chaos. The royal blood entered her system slowly, controlled, like an infusion of liquid light.

The vision was not a destructive flash but a sequence.

She saw Marcus in a large library. He was reading an ancient scroll that detailed an ancient ritual, a Ritual of the Harvest, designed to drain all the magic from the royal bloodline—not just to take the throne, but to gain pure arcane power. Marcus was not the true enemy; he was a pawn. The scroll bore the mark of a forgotten cult.

The vision sped up and focused on an object: not the throne, but an old music box, hidden in the king’s private chambers. It was the key.

Then, the final flash. Selene saw the face of the true power behind it all: an ancient vampire, with obsidian eyes and a silver scar across his cheek. The same one she had seen in the previous vision. The one who had screamed, “She has seen the truth!”

Selene pulled away abruptly, her breathing ragged. She stumbled, leaning against the wall. She felt dizzy but gloriously awake. She had seen the foundational truth.

“It’s not Marcus,” she whispered, the advisor’s name turning to ash in her mouth. “It’s a vampire. An Ancient. He’s the one who wants the blood, not the throne. Marcus is his pawn.”

Caspian was exhausted, his eyes narrowed.

“A vampire? How do you know?”

“I saw him,” Selene replied, her voice tight. She pointed to the ring he wore. “The heir’s seal you’re wearing… it’s the key to that music box. We have to go to the palace, just once more.”

Caspian shook his head in disbelief.

“Go back to the palace? For what? So my uncle can catch us and burn us alive?”

“To find the music box. If it’s the key to the Ritual of the Harvest… then it’s our only hope. If the prophecy is true, the box will tell us what to do.”

Selene stood up. Her mind was clear for the first time in years, fueled by the royal blood torrent.

“I’m taking you to my refuge, Prince. It’s safe, beneath the sewers. No one will look for it there. But I warn you: in my world, nobility doesn’t exist. You are not a prince. You are my oracle and my weapon. And I need you alive for the prophecy to unfold.”

Caspian looked at her. The fear in his eyes had been replaced by a spark of defiance.

“Fine. Lead me to your lair, oracle. But if I become your weapon, I make sure the target is my uncle’s head.”

Selene nodded. It was a dark alliance, born of necessity and shared blood. And it was the only way forward.

“We have a hundred steps to the sewer entrance, Prince. From now on, every step is a betrayal.”

Selene helped him to his feet, and together, a vampire and a fallen prince, they headed toward the labyrinth of the sewers and the darkness.
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The air in the sewers wasn’t just humidity and rot; for Selene, it was a blanket. The stench of mold and a hundred years of history hid her trail better than any invisibility spell.

Caspian, on the other hand, was fighting to keep from vomiting. His breathing had become a series of harsh, shallow gasps due to the pain in his leg and the suffocating environment.

Selene carried him for most of the journey. She had strapped him to her back with a piece of cloth found in the warehouse, ignoring the forced intimacy that came with carrying the prince’s weight. To her, he was a precious cargo—her living oracle.

Finally, they reached the lair.

Selene’s refuge was not a gothic, cobwebbed cave. It was an old sewer watch post that had been abandoned for over fifty years, which she had sealed and drained. The walls were dry stone, and a peat fire burned silently in a small brazier, lending the air a faint, earthy aroma. There was a makeshift bed of dry straw and a few tools.

Selene gently set him down, letting him slump onto the straw.

“Stay still,” she commanded, not looking at him. She walked to a dark corner and retrieved a stone bowl and a glass bottle.

“What is that? Water?” Caspian asked hoarsely, trying to sit up.

“No. It’s a balm,” Selene replied, approaching him. The balm was a mix of bitter herbs she used to treat wounds and prevent infection—a constant necessity in her lifestyle.

Caspian looked at the balm, then at Selene, who had already torn the filthy cloth around his wounded knee.

“If you don’t feel pain, why bother treating mine?”

Selene paused, holding the bowl. Her gray eyes, now without the red flash of recent feeding, were cold and analytical.

“I have no illusions, Caspian. Marcus’s magic doesn’t work on stagnant blood. I need you healthy so your blood flows and gives me more visions. And I need you agile enough to get to the palace. You are a resource, not a pet.”

The cruelty of her honesty was almost a comfort. It was direct; there were no palace games.

She began to smear the balm onto the wound, which was a deep, open bruise. The Prince clenched his teeth, swallowing the groan of pain.

“Marcus didn’t want to kill you. He wanted the music box,” Selene murmured as she worked, using the concentration on the wound to avoid looking at Caspian’s neck.

“The music box? Why would he want it? It has no military value. It’s a toy my mother used for me as a child,” Caspian said.

“It’s not a toy. The Ancient wants it. I saw it in your blood,” Selene said. She finished bandaging his leg with a clean piece of linen and stepped back.

Selene settled by the brazier. She had dealt with Caspian’s physical need. Now came the mental torment: the hunger for visions.

Caspian watched her from his corner. The light of the brazier danced on her sharp features. In the darkness of the lair, she looked less like an assassin and more like a solitary, broken priestess.

“You said that Ancient saw you in the vision,” Caspian broke the silence. “What does he know about you? Who are you, really?”

Selene hesitated. Sharing her past was a weakness. But sharing her truth was, at this moment, the only way to ensure Caspian’s loyalty.

“My lineage was created for Othior’s first King. The Blood Oracles. We were vampires, yes, but we weren’t predators. We were prophets. By drinking the royal blood, we could see the future and guide the crown. But my great-grandmother fell in love with the Crown Prince. It was a scandal. We were exiled. We were hunted down.”

“Why did you call it the ‘Forgotten Dynasty’?”

“Because the royalty erased every trace of us. They didn’t want the people to believe their sovereignty depended on a ‘bloodsucker.’ But the archives Marcus mentioned… are the only copies left, hidden away. If he found them, he knows a Blood Oracle can destroy his plan.”

Selene paused. The revelation cost her tremendous effort.

“The vision showed me that if that Ancient gets the box and the blood of your line, he will perform the Ritual of the Harvest,” her voice grew tense. “And he won’t just steal your family’s magic. He will drain the energy from all magical beings on this continent, including me.”

Caspian pushed himself up, his pain momentarily forgotten by the sheer scale of the threat.

“My uncle wants to annihilate magic.”

“Your uncle is a useful idiot. The vampire controlling him wants to concentrate the magic. And only the blood of a member of your family—the heir—can activate the box.”

Just then, a new tension filled the lair. It wasn’t a sound. It was a presence. Cold, heavy, and ancient, as if darkness itself had taken shape.

Selene stood up in an instant. Her eyes flashed bright red.

“Silence.”

Caspian cringed. The air felt thick, like breathing underwater. There was no fire in the brazier that could dissipate that coldness.

“What is that?” Caspian whispered, shaking.

“Him,” Selene said, her voice low and tight with contained fury. “It’s a psychic probe. He is searching for the magical signature of your blood.”

The Ancient wasn’t physically in the tunnel, but he was using his immense power to sense across the city, looking for the special vibration that royal blood, recently drunk by a vampire, emitted.

The presence crept closer, slithering along the walls. It was a mental pressure, an icy touch invading Selene’s mind, looking for a crack, a weakness.

“I can smell the feast, Oracle. Come home. The King awaits.”

The voice echoed only in Selene’s mind. It was harsh and ancient, a sound that had forgotten melody. The Ancient was trying to manipulate her, to convince her to return to the blood pact of her ancestors, to surrender the prince.

Selene clenched her fists. Her instinct was to fight back, to return the mental blow, but that would be like setting off a flare in the middle of the night.

She had to hide Caspian’s magical signature.

Quickly, she turned to the prince.

“I have to hide you. Whatever I do, don’t resist.”

Caspian, terrified by the invisible presence he felt nearby, only nodded, pale and sweating.

Selene took a piece of thick cloth and wrapped it around Caspian’s neck, covering the wound. Then, she used the bitter herbal balm from before to smear the entire cloth. The mixture, Selene thought, might temporarily mask the psychic sweetness of the royal blood.

But it wasn’t enough.

The Ancient’s presence grew stronger, almost palpable.

“You cannot hide what you carry within, little one. You are mine, and the Prince is the key to my ascension.”

Selene made the final, most dangerous decision. She had to give the Ancient something else to focus on.

She moved to the brazier and, with a swift movement, sliced her palm with the sharp edge of a tool. Her own blood dripped onto the hot peat, creating a thick, sweet puff of smoke.

The Ancient paused. His attention shifted from Caspian to Selene.

Selene’s blood, though lacking the prophetic power of royal blood, was
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