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      The media love us.
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          ZOE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TWO YEARS EARLIER

      

      

      I exited the limo, squared my shoulders.

      Bold. Take charge.

      The moon was a hazy crescent in the indigo sky. Montreal’s downtown was alive with humans enjoying the summer night. They carved a cautious path around me like minnows avoiding a shark.

      The Tremblay Ice Princess was recognized everywhere.

      I entered the chic little hotel, my bodyguard at my heels. The lobby was all wood and steel, the walls charcoal gray. My strappy red high heels tapped an excited, this-is-really-happening rhythm on the polished maple floor.

      “Mademoiselle Zoe.” The night manager’s eyes widened. He hurried around the desk. “I’m afraid there’s been a mistake. We don’t have a record of your reservation. But don’t worry, we have a lovely suite—”

      “I’m here to see a guest.” My tone said that was all the information he’d get from me.

      “Very good.” He jerked his chin at his assistant, who hurried to call an elevator.

      “Wait here,” I told the bodyguard.

      Jean-Michel had been with my mother Victorine from the beginning, one of the vampires who’d come with her from France to found the Tremblay Syndicate. The wily old Frenchman was now a top soldier, slim, elegant and lethal as the silver stiletto strapped to my thigh.

      He moved closer. “You’re sure about this?” he asked in an undertone.

      I stifled a sigh.

      Jean-Michel did not agree with this midnight visit to Rafe Kral’s penthouse. Not that I’d told him why I was there, but you can’t hide much from a man who’s guarded you since you were in diapers. I might be twenty-four, but to a vampire Jean-Michel’s age, I was a half-filled page in a tediously long novel.

      I stared at the elevator’s floor indicator light, willing it to move. But it appeared stuck on the fifth floor.

      “Kral isn’t going to attack me in the heart of Tremblay territory.”

      “You can’t know that.”

      I set my jaw. “Is it so hard to believe he likes me?”

      “Of course not. But he’s Karoly Kral’s youngest son. He’s been raised to believe the Tremblays are the enemy. Just because your mother and Karoly signed a treaty to end the blood feud doesn’t change that. And now, he’s in town to negotiate a joint venture with us. He has everything to win by seducing you.”

      I shook my head. I was saved from answering when the elevator doors opened—finally—and a human couple emerged, dressed for a night out and so wrapped up in each other they nearly bumped into me.

      Jean-Michel moved to block them. “Watch your step.”

      The woman looked at me and whitened. She elbowed the man.

      “C’est la Princesse Zoe,” she said in a stage whisper that I didn’t even have to be a vampire to hear.

      “Désolé,” said her companion. “We are truly sorry.” He curved a protective arm around the woman and hurried her out of the hotel.

      I stepped inside the elevator and pressed the button for the ninth floor. I turned to face Jean-Michel, whom I’d instructed to stay in the lobby.

      He folded his arms over his chest. “Damn it, Zoe. He’s using you."

      I narrowed my eyes. The old vampire might be the closest thing to a father I had, but when all was said and done, he was my bodyguard, not my conscience.

      “Maybe,” I replied. “Or maybe I’m using him.”

      The doors slid shut, blocking his disapproving frown. My breath came out in a whoosh. I raised my hands and shimmied in a happy little dance that would’ve shocked Jean-Michel.

      Zoe Tremblay didn’t do human emotions. I was the Ice Princess, the cool, controlled and marginally-less-vicious version of my mother.

      Who was on her way to get naked with the son of my mother’s bitterest rival.

      The floors to the penthouse ticked past. In the elevator’s stainless-steel doors, my face seemed all eyes except for a slash of red lipstick. The flirty little black dress showed off my toned arms and legs, and my hair was in a sleek dark knot at the base of my neck, exposing a tasteful amount of throat.

      I smoothed my hands down my skirt. I knew I was beautiful. I was a vampire, after all.

      But Rafe Kral had his pick of the sexiest women on the globe, vampire or human. Everyone wanted a piece of him and his two older brothers. The dhampir sons of a vampire father and human mother, they were nicknamed the Kral Dark Angels, the supernatural world’s heartthrobs. They even had their own hashtag.

      Rafe was the youngest. The charmer. The cocky, bad-boy Angel that men wanted to be—and women just wanted. To a man like that, my vampire beauty was nothing special.

      The elevator stopped. I swallowed over the golf-ball-size lump that had lodged itself in my throat somewhere between the first and ninth floors.

      You can do this.

      Bold. Take charge.

      The wood penthouse door was reinforced with silver to repel vampires. I rapped on the doorjamb so the silver wouldn’t burn my knuckles.

      Footsteps sounded. I straightened my spine. The door opened, and Rafe’s lean, powerful frame filled the doorway. Behind him, tiny lights glimmered in the penthouse’s deep blue ceiling so that he appeared silhouetted against a starry night sky.

      My breath snagged.

      He was so…much. A god of a man with inky black hair that curled around the kind of face you see on the cover of men’s magazines, and a body that was all wild, wolflike grace beneath a soft white sweater and jeans.

      “You came.” His cheek creased in the lopsided grin that had launched a fan club devoted to his smiles.

      My stomach lurched.

      That grin promised something hot, forbidden, all-consuming. Something I craved with every cell of my being.

      I smiled slowly back. “Invite me in, Rafe.” A tongue-in-cheek poke at human superstitions, because vampires don’t wait for an invitation.

      His fingers closed around my arm. He drew me into the penthouse foyer. Our bodies brushed. An electric jolt shot to my core, and just like that, I was wet for him.

      As a dhampir, his senses were as sharp as mine. His nostrils flared and something dark and a little dangerous ignited in his eyes.

      He closed the door and pulled me up against him. I stumbled in the high heels, but instead of steadying me, he let me fall into him, my breasts against his chest.

      I slanted him a look from beneath my lashes. “Well, hello to you, too.”

      His lips came down on mine. His tongue drove into my mouth with a hunger that awed and excited me. He tasted of wine and something primal, male.

      I moaned and buried my fingers in his hair, scraping my fingernails down his nape.

      An approving growl. “You want me,” he said against my mouth. “Say it.”

      “Mm.” I nibbled on his lower lip.

      “Say it.” He lifted his head and stared down at me, his eyes so dark, they were almost black, like strong espresso. “Say you came here tonight because you want to be fucked.”

      I moistened my lips, trying to get my bearings. I was new to this. I hadn’t expected games…or whatever this was. When I’d pictured us having sex—and I’d been thinking of it a lot in the two weeks since we’d met—I’d pictured sweet, hazy, romantic. Wine and low music and a soft bed, not this hard wall of masculinity pushing me up against the wall and kissing me senseless.

      “Say it, Zoe.” He kissed his way down the side of my throat, nipped my earlobe.

      Heat spiraled through me. My mind was still catching up, but my body was definitely on board. My lace panties were soaked; my breasts heavy, sensitive.

      He touched his teeth to my throat. Not biting. His fangs hadn’t lengthened. But it was a threat just the same.

      This wasn’t a game to him.

      The threat wasn’t physical, not in the sense that I was in any danger. But he was trying to dominate me.

      And I liked it, more than I should’ve. I was the vampire, the powerful pureblood. But my knees felt wobbly, my insides like warm, sweet honey.

      My head fell back against the wall. “Yes,” I rasped.

      “Yes, what?” he said against my throat.

      “Yes, I want you.”

      He gave a hum of approval and bit the cord of my neck. Just hard enough.

      Oh, yeah. I dug my nails into his shoulders.

      His fingers closed on the straps of my dress. He jerked them down, baring my breasts and trapping my arms against my sides.

      The only thing covering my upper body was a sheer red bra with a delicate lace trim that matched my panties. He stared at my breasts with that hot, hungry look. Beneath the filmy material, the tips hardened.

      I curled my fingers into my palms, itching to cover myself. Vampires are naturally lean, but the women still have sex-kitten bodies. Not me. I was all angles and planes.

      But because I wanted to cover myself, I didn’t. Instead, I stared back. Daring Rafe to be disappointed.

      He didn’t even notice. His focus was all for my slight curves.

      “Damn,” he breathed, cupping my breasts through the bra. “You’re beautiful.”

      I made a small sound of disbelief. “No, I’m not,” I said, then winced.

      Great, Zoe. Why don’t you point out your other flaws, too, like your knobby knees and your pointed chin?

      “Perfect.” He rolled my nipples between his thumbs and first fingers. “They’re perfect.” His eyes met mine. “You’re perfect.”

      He lowered his mouth to give each furled point a hard suck through the bra. I squirmed against the wall—and let myself believe, just a little.

      Because maybe to this man, I was perfect. Not Victorine Tremblay’s too young, too soft, never-quite-enough daughter.

      His fingers were on my back now. The bra came undone, and he pushed it out of his way so he could keep kissing and licking my breasts.

      I was desperate to touch him. I wriggled my arms free and sank my fingers into his silky curls.

      His mouth continued down my abdomen until he was kneeling on the floor. Catching my skirt in both hands, he pushed it up to my waist—and blinked at the stiletto strapped to my thigh.

      “Kinda old school.” Rafe caressed my leg over the thin nylon sheath. “I like it. I bet you know how to use it, too.”

      “Of course,” I said, insulted.

      “You don’t need this with me.” His fingers went to one of the straps holding the sheath in place. He glanced up, giving me a chance to object.

      I didn’t say anything. It was a test, and we both knew it.

      Trust was the most precious commodity in our world.

      Still holding my gaze, he released my skirt to remove the sheath and set it on the floor.

      I’d never felt so naked, even with the skirt covering my thighs again. The hair on the backs of my arms raised, and my heart sped up to an almost human rate.

      Boom…boom…boom.

      I reminded myself that the blood feud had been over for nearly a decade. Things had progressed to the point where Victorine was considering a joint venture with the Kral Syndicate—a casino on the Canada/United States border—the joint venture that Rafe was in Montreal to negotiate.

      But that didn’t stop me from recalling the feud’s height, when Kral assassins had made multiple attempts on my life.

      “Relax.” He lifted my skirt again, hands warm against my hips.

      His breath sucked in. The lace panties didn’t conceal much more than my bra. He eyed my mound with the same intent scrutiny he’d given my breasts. Heat licked up my spine, like he was already touching me.

      He touched his mouth to the spot right over my clit and blew, a hot stream of air that nearly made me jump out of my skin.

      My thighs tensed. I brought my hands back to his head. “More. Right there.”

      “You like that?” He waited for my eager nod before doing it again. He followed that by tonguing and kissing my clit through the panties.

      A big finger slid beneath the gusset and inside my sex. “You’re so wet. So ready for me.”

      “Mm.” I tried to pull him closer, but he resisted.

      He’d been holding up my dress with his free hand, but now he looked up. “Hold up your skirt. And don’t let go.”

      When I obeyed, he made a guttural sound of approval. “Damn, Zoe. You look fucking sexy.”

      I swallowed. I felt so vulnerable, standing there with my legs spread and skirt bunched up around my waist. But I also liked how much Rafe seemed to like it.

      Then I forgot everything but him as he pressed another kiss to my swollen, sensitized flesh. Inside my sex, his finger did wonderful, wicked things.

      My pelvis rocked up. I moaned and dug my fingers into the thin material of my skirt. “So good…so good.” I was speaking in French now. “Si bon, si bon.”

      “Take it, sugar.” He released me long enough to drag the panties down my legs. I lifted one foot so he could pull them off. Before I could kick them off the other foot, his hot mouth was on me, the panties still hanging around one ankle.

      In between kisses and licks, Rafe kept talking. Sexy, dirty talk that made my whole body tighten.

      “Gods, I love how you taste. So…perfect. Like a good girl gone bad. I’m going to do this until you come, and then you’re going to beg me to bury myself deep inside you so you can come that way, too.”

      He carefully inserted a second finger inside me, stroking my inner walls. Heat surged up my spine, sparked behind my eyelids.

      “Beg me, Zoe. Tell me you want more.”

      I was so wet, so primed for him. The whole scene was so erotic. Me wanting to touch him but not being able to because I was holding up my skirt. The wall against my back. The man kneeling at my feet but clearly in total control.

      “Please. More. I—”

      Was that broken voice mine?

      Then Rafe did something with his tongue that had me groaning. It was too much sensation. I tried to catch my breath. Tried to slow down, to savor every delicious feeling.

      “Come for me,” he said, and nipped my tender, over-stimulated clit.

      Sparks exploded behind my eyes. My inner muscles clamped around his finger. I moaned his name and shot over the edge.

      My legs felt as unsteady as a toddler’s. I slid down the wall, but Rafe caught me and wrapped an arm around my hips, keeping me where I was.

      He gave a few easy licks, giving me time to recover, before removing his fingers from me. He sucked them clean with a wicked look up at me.

      My chest heaved. I regained enough strength to stand on my own. “That was—"

      “Shh.” He shaped my hips and thighs with his hands. Teased my calves with his fingertips. Slid a finger into my left sandal to caress my instep. “Don’t talk. Just enjoy.”

      He kissed his way up my body until we were face to face again. “Now,” he said against my lips, “let’s get this dress off you.”

      Boom. Boom. Boom.

      It took me a few seconds to realize that this time, it wasn’t my heart that was pounding, it was the door. The knob rattled.

      “Zoe?” said Jean-Michel, low and urgent. “Victorine’s here. In the hotel.”

      My stomach dropped.

      Rafe bit out a curse.

      “Coming.” I released my skirt and dragged the dress straps up over my shoulders, but I’d forgotten about my bra. I swore and fumbled to disentangle it from my bodice.

      “Hurry,” Jean-Michel said from the other side of the door. “She’s on her way up.”

      Rafe growled. “Give her a fucking minute.”

      He spun me around and pulled the dress down so he could refasten the bra, then set the straps back on my shoulders. The panties were a lost cause.

      “Lift your foot,” he muttered and jerked the panties over my sandals. He stuffed them in his pocket and rose to his feet.

      “Open up, damn it.” Jean-Michel rattled the doorknob again. “She’ll be here any minute.”

      I dragged a shaky hand over my head. “I’m sorry,” I told Rafe. “I don’t know how she found out I’m here.”

      “Hey. Whatever happens, it was worth it.” His crooked smile slammed into my heart with the force of a fist.

      Regret filled me.

      It’s just sex. Yeah, he’d made me feel beautiful, wanted, but we both knew it couldn’t be anything more.

      I snatched up the stiletto and its sheath and turned to face the door.

      Bold. Take charge.

      “Don’t worry,” I told Rafe. “I’ll tell her I—”

      “Go,” he said at the same time, pulling open the door. “I’ll stall her.”

      Jean-Michel took my arm and nodded at the fire exit. “This way. We can take the stairs.”

      The elevator pinged. The doors opened and a trio of black-suited men spilled into the hall—two enforcers and Étan, my mother’s current lieutenant—followed by my mother in one of her trademark scarlet dresses.

      Jean-Michel swore under his breath. He released my arm and stepped back.

      Victorine took in the stiletto and sheath in my hands. Her mouth thinned into a harsh red slash. “I’m sure you can explain.”

      A sick panic closed my throat.

      She knew exactly what Rafe and I had been doing. With her vampire senses, she could smell the hot, dark scent of sex emanating from us both.

      But she wanted to force me to admit it.

      “I—”

      “Not you.” She sliced a look at Rafe. “Him.”

      He gave an easy smile and spread his hands. “There’s nothing to explain, really. I invited the princess up here to go over the final details of the joint venture.”

      Victorine drew herself up to her full height. “Do I look stupid?”

      “No.” His smile turned rueful. “Look, I’m sorry if I broke some unwritten rule. But don’t blame Zoe. This was all my doing.”

      “Oh, I don’t doubt that for a moment.” She flicked a finger. Étan and the enforcers flowed forward in a black triangle, taking Rafe with them into the penthouse. With a snap, the door shut behind the four of them.

      I rounded on my mother. “He’s done nothing wrong, damn it. I’m here because I want to be.”

      Her hand slammed into my throat, shoving me against the wall.

      Jean-Michel drew a breath. “Victorine…”

      “Quiet,” she hissed and he subsided. “You slut.” She shook me by the throat like I was a naughty kitten. “You think I’d let you risk getting pregnant by a Kral? And a dhampir, yet?”

      I knew better than to fight back. She was twice my strength and ten times more ruthless.

      “I’m sorry,” I said as best I could past the bruising grip she had on my throat.

      From the penthouse came the thump of flesh against flesh, and a stifled groan that I knew had to be Rafe.

      My stomach contracted.

      “I trusted you.” Victorine shook me again. “You were supposed to get close enough to make sure he didn’t try any tricks. Not let the bastard seduce you.”

      She set me back down. “You’re weak. Just like him—a dhampir.” She shook her head. “Maybe I should let you have each other.”

      My gaze slid to the side. Maybe you should, whispered the bold, happy Zoe.

      But that was crazy talk. We both knew she’d never let me go. Not her only spawn.

      “I’m sorry.” I schooled my face to show no more emotion than my cramped, stunted heart. “It won’t happen again.”

      She jerked the door open. Rafe was on his knees, the vampires looming over him. Étan had my panties in his hand. He threw them in Rafe’s face with a feral growl, followed by a vicious kick to his ribs.

      Someone moaned. I didn’t know it was me until Étan’s head snapped around.

      “Well?” Victorine asked me. “What do you have to say to him?”

      Blood trickled from Rafe’s temple. His left arm dangled at his side; the wrist bent at an unnatural angle. He looked up at me and attempted a smile through his bloodied lips. “Sorry.”

      Do something.

      Étan sneered. “She doesn’t need your apology, dhampir.” In the past few years, the hundred-year-old vampire had shot up the hierarchy to become Victorine’s most trusted man, but this was the first time she’d allowed him to speak for her.

      Rafe growled. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

      “No?” Étan hit him open-handed. Rafe’s head snapped to the side. An enforcer grabbed his broken arm and twisted it further.

      I lurched forward. “Enough.”

      My mother’s arm shot out, blocking me. “Think,” she hissed. “You’re a princess. My only spawn. And he’s a dhampir.”

      I opened my mouth. Shut it.

      Speak up for Rafe, and I’d lose everything. Rafe might be a syndicate prince, but he’d never be good enough for Victorine. Vampire spawn didn’t mate with dhampirs, especially vampires as high in the hierarchy as me.

      And recently, my mother had said she was considering promoting me to lieutenant.

      Rafe could never be more than a guilty pleasure.

      Victorine lowered her arm. “Well?”

      Rafe’s eyes burned into mine. Seeing me for the hypocrite I was.

      I had to force myself to hold his gaze.

      “I was just playing around.” The words tasted bitter on my tongue. “I wanted to see if you lived up to the hype. You didn’t think I was serious, did you?”

      “No.” His mouth wrenched to the side in a grotesque imitation of his famous grin. “I didn’t think you were serious.”

      Victorine stepped inside. I couldn’t see her face, but I suspected it wore a satisfied smile, the kind a cat wears as it eyes a cornered mouse.

      I had the bad feeling we’d played right into her hands.

      I dug my nails into my palms hard enough to draw blood. Because if I didn’t, I was going to attack my own mother.

      The enforcers snapped silver cuffs on Rafe’s wrists. The smell of burning flesh filled the air. His face contorted, but he didn’t make a sound.

      The door closed. A quiet but definite click that echoed in my head like a slam.

      My chest constricted.

      Rafe would survive. Victorine was too smart to stake him. Take out one of Karoly Kral’s sons, and the Kral Syndicate would come after us with everything they had.

      Bold. Take charge.

      Yeah, right. I closed my eyes, so disgusted with myself I could barely breathe.

      “Let’s go.” Jean-Michel nudged me forward.

      I walked down the hall. Shoulders back, spine straight, and shame like acid in my stomach.
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          RAFE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE PRESENT DAY

      

      

      The July sun shone hot and bright on Montreal’s swanky Crescent Street. I exited the metro, put on my sunglasses, and glanced into a shop window, checking my glamour.

      Yep, I looked just like another American tourist. A short, stocky tourist in a Disturbed T-shirt and running shoes.

      I didn’t dare travel the city in my real skin. The Tremblay vampires would be taking their day sleep, but every syndicate included a few dhampirs like me, vampire-human mixes who could move about during the day.

      I wasn’t even supposed to be in Montreal. I’d warned my father that sending me to Canada was a bad idea. After Victorine’s men had finished with me, the prima had told me that if I ever touched Zoe again—if I even breathed the same goddamn air as her daughter—she would consider it an act of war.

      But Father had somehow learned the real story behind my abrupt departure from Montreal two years ago. Not from me, that was for damn sure. All I’d told him was that the negotiations for the joint venture had fallen through because the Tremblays had imposed too many conditions.

      “Use a glamour on the daughter,” he’d said. “Or that famous charm of yours.”

      I’d shrugged a shoulder, but my gut had churned with humiliation. I’d replayed that scene in the penthouse a thousand times in my mind. I’d thought Zoe and I had something real, something bigger than the Kral/Tremblay blood feud.

      I was wrong.

      “I was just playing around.”

      Father had insisted I try. My brother Zaq was being held prisoner somewhere in Paris, and Father suspected Victorine was behind Zaq’s abduction, that she’d formed an alliance with Slayers, Inc. to take out me and my two brothers.

      If so, it was my fault. I was the one who’d fucked up by messing with Victorine’s precious only daughter, putting not just myself, but Zaq and Gabriel at risk.

      And I was the only one who could fix this. Because despite what Zoe had told her mother that night in the hotel, the princess had a weakness for me.

      A weakness I intended to exploit—if I could just get to the woman.

      I’d spent the last couple of days working my few contacts in Montreal, trying to find out something, anything that would help Zaq.

      I’d bribed, pleaded, threatened. But nada. I hadn’t even found any proof tying Victorine to the slayers.

      Meanwhile, my brother was wasting away in a cell somewhere in France. Chained in silver and being fed on by a vampire.

      Crescent Street was full of humans enjoying the warm summer afternoon. They strolled past Victorian brownstones and a few out-of-place high-rises that shot like weeds above the field of trendy boutiques, galleries, and restaurants. I joined the crowd, matching their plodding, window-shopping pace until I reached a high-end chocolate shop.

      Inside I was greeted by a blast of cool, chocolate-scented air. My quarry, Felix Fortin, was waiting on a pair of tourists. A bilingual native of Montreal, what Felix didn’t know about the city’s residents—vampire or human—wasn’t worth knowing.

      I waited until the tourists took their chocolate and left, then locked the door behind them.

      Felix started to object. I removed my sunglasses and shed the glamour.

      “I need some information.”

      Felix blinked rapidly. He was a Kral informant. He knew exactly who I was, although he didn’t look happy to see me. “Of course, m’sieur. How may I help you?”

      “I’m looking for Princess Zoe.”

      He darted a glance at the locked door and smoothed down his white chef’s coat. For a man who spent his days making candy, he was damn scrawny, with lanky limbs and a nervous, high-strung energy.

      Or maybe it was me making him nervous.

      “La Princesse isn’t in the city,” he said.

      My back teeth clamped down. I’d figured that much out for myself. “Then where is she?”

      Felix edged backward. I relaxed my jaw and reminded myself to be charming.

      But I didn’t feel charming.

      Two years since I’d last seen Zoe, and the anger was still fresh, raw.

      Two years since Victorine’s thugs had tossed me onto a jet out of Montreal, broken and bleeding and bitter as fuck.

      Two years since I’d sworn never to get played like that again.

      Now, Zaq’s kidnapping had changed everything.

      I had to get to Zoe.

      But she’d apparently gone to ground. Burrowed into some Tremblay lair.

      I’d been searching Montreal for her since Thursday. Today was Sunday, and all I’d discovered is where she wasn’t.

      Not in her family’s mansion in Old Montreal. Not at the Tremblay Vampire Syndicate’s downtown headquarters. And not at any of the usual society parties.

      You’d think Zoe knew I was looking for her, but that was impossible. I hadn’t gone anywhere without my glamour. If Victorine found out I was in Montreal, my life wouldn’t be worth the pack of cigarettes Felix was nervously fingering.

      I dredged up an engaging smile, the one that usually had humans falling all over themselves to please me. “Think, Felix. You must have some idea of where she is.”

      He shoved the cigarettes back into his coat pocket. “La Princesse spent the last week on her family’s private island.”

      “What’s the name of this island?” I dropped any pretense of charm.

      Fuck charm.

      I was blood-hungry—I hadn’t drunk in days—and on edge. Each day I wasted trying to find Zoe was another day Zaq spent in captivity.

      “Isle de Minuit.” Fear emanated from Felix in sour waves.

      I took a calming breath. Felix wasn’t the problem here.

      “Midnight Island? That’s northeast of here, right?”

      I’d heard the Tremblays owned a private island. Hell, they probably owned more than one. My family did. But last I’d heard, Zoe had been living with Victorine in the Old City mansion. Maybe she’d finally asserted her independence from the vicious two-hundred-year-old bat.

      Felix bobbed his head in a jerky nod. “Oui. On the Rivière des Mille-Îles. The Thousand Islands River. But the only way to reach the island is by a private causeway owned by the Tremblays.”

      I set a stack of large bills on the counter. “How do I get to her?”

      Felix licked his lips and eyed the money like he wanted to grab it and run. “You can’t. The causeway is guarded twenty-four/seven. The only other way to reach the island is by boat, and there’s an electrified, silver-reinforced fence around the entire island. You could take a chopper, but the guards would have you surrounded the moment you landed.”

      “There has to be a way.”

      “I’m sorry.” He spread his hands. “There’s no way on or off without the Tremblays’ permission. You’ll have to wait until the princess returns to the city.”

      “That’s not good enough.” By then, Zaq could be dead. I reached for the money.

      His fingers closed over mine. “Wait.”

      I snarled and showed my fangs. Felix snatched back his hand.

      I waited a few beats, then nodded. “Go ahead.”

      He shot another anxious glance at the door. “The Crimson Ball. It’s the big party the prima throws for Princess Zoe’s birthday every year. But you can’t attend without an invitation.”

      My skin prickled and my heart picked up speed.

      I pushed the cash at him. “July twenty-fifth, right?” That summer two years ago when Zoe and I had first met, preparations had been underway for her birthday ball. Not that I’d been invited.

      “Oui. In the Tremblay Chateau ballroom.”

      “Which is on the damned island.”

      And July twenty-fifth was Thursday. Four nights from tonight.

      I shoved a hand through my hair and stared at the shop’s black-and-white checkerboard floor.

      I had to attend that ball.

      “If that’s all, M’sieur?” Felix attempted to shoo me out of the shop.

      “Who prints the Crimson Ball invitations?” I tossed more cash onto the marble counter.

      “Please.” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “They’ll kill me. Or make me a blood slave.”

      “The name.” I shoved my face into his and put the force of compulsion into my voice. “Now.”

      Felix’s thin face contorted as he fought the urge to speak. But he gave me the printer’s name.

      “Good man,” I said. “Now forget I was ever here. You never saw me. You didn’t speak to me. As far as you know, I’m not even in Canada. Got it?”

      “I never saw you,” he repeated, eyes glassy. “Never spoke to you. You’re not even in Canada.”

      Leaning over the counter, I tucked the money into his pocket behind the cigarettes and called on my glamour. It shimmered over me like a magical paint job. My curly black hair straightened and turned dirt-blond, my chin sprouted a wispy stubble, and my body seemed to shorten and thicken.

      I helped myself to a box of chocolate truffles. “Á bientôt, mon ami. It’s always a pleasure doing business with you.”
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      The print shop was fifteen minutes away on a narrow cobblestone street in Old Montreal.

      And it was closed on Sundays.

      I glared at the carved wood “Fermé” sign. I could break into the shop, but all the invitations would have been sent out by now. I’d have to return tomorrow.

      I headed back to the Latin Quarter, resigned to holing up another night in my rented apartment.

      At dusk, I gulped down a bloody steak. Outside, the party-loving Montrealais were out in force. They packed the restaurants and bars of Rue St. Denis and overflowed into nearby streets, including the one beneath my third floor window.

      I stared out at them, edgy and hungry despite the steak. Itching to go out hunting. But the Tremblay vampires would be out, too, prowling among the humans.

      I turned from the window and reached for the truffles. The scent had teased my nostrils all afternoon, rich and dark and sweet. I opened the box and froze, staring at the truffles like they were tiny hand grenades.

      I’d grabbed a box of Zoe’s favorite candy.

      Chocolate and alcohol are the only human foods a pureblood vampire can tolerate. During the casino negotiations, we’d usually taken a break around midnight for chocolate and a glass of blood-wine.

      And each night, Zoe ate the same thing—a dark chocolate salted caramel truffle. Slowly, with an intent expression that had made me want to drag her onto the conference table and do dirty things to her.

      It was the only time she’d let on there was a real person behind that unsmiling exterior.

      After a few days, she’d started playing up to me when no one was looking. Running her tongue over her lips. Making little hums of satisfaction. Licking the chocolate and caramel from her fingertips.

      Things had progressed from there. We’d managed to steal away from our respective security and spend an hour alone at a hole-in-the-wall pub. The time flew by, the two of us absorbed in each other.

      Zoe had told me she envied my being the third son. “No pressure,” she’d said.

      “There’s pressure,” I said. “Maybe not what you get as Victorine’s only spawn, but it’s there. People are always watching, waiting for me and my brothers to fuck up. Especially me. I’m the ‘face’ of the Kral Syndicate.”

      She’d tilted her head. Her silky black hair slid forward over one shoulder. “Would you walk away from it if you could?”

      “Nah. I don’t mind being the face. What sucks is people believing that’s all I am—the jet-setting playboy face. I’m a damn good negotiator. The nuts and bolts of business bore the hell out of me, but I like the challenge of putting a deal together.”

      She nodded. “So few people bother to look beneath the surface. And you are a damn good negotiator. I report to Victorine each night, and I can tell she’s impressed, even though she’d never admit it.”

      Our eyes met—and I felt seen, like Zoe had looked beneath the cocky, fun-loving surface to see the real Rafe, the one who was doing a kickass job at keeping things calm and moving forward at the negotiation table.

      Panic flickered across her face. “I’d better go.” She pushed back her chair and come to her feet.

      “Wait.” I threw some cash on the table and rose as well. “I’m leaving in a few days. I want a real date with you.”

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

      I moved closer, fingered a lock of her hair. “Please.”

      In the low lighting, her hazel eyes gleamed gold. She moistened her lips, and my stomach tightened. She was going to refuse.

      But she’d said, “All right. Your hotel. Tomorrow at midnight. But just us. No bodyguards.”

      “I’m in the penthouse.”

      “I know,” she said.

      Gods, I’d been an idiot.

      I slapped the lid back on the chocolate box.

      I’d thought Zoe was interested in me, Rafe Kral—but she’d just wanted a walk on the wild side.
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      Monday afternoon found me back in Old Montreal. This time, the print shop was open, but the crablike, gray-haired man who presided over its dusty interior refused to forge me an invitation to the Crimson Ball, even when I offered him a stupid-high sum.

      I sighed. I didn’t want to waste magic on compulsion, but I dug deep and let my vampire into my eyes. “You will make me an invitation.”

      A half hour later, I left, invitation in hand, after first wiping his mind of any memory of my visit.

      My next stop was an exclusive men’s shop to buy a tuxedo and shoes for the ball. When I exited the shop, I was smiling, a dark excitement seething in my blood.

      Ready or not, Princess. Here I come.

      A shocked look from a woman in a business suit told me I’d let my glamour waver.

      Hell. Stress and hunger were making me sloppy.

      I amped up the glamour and ducked into an entrance to the metro. I joined the crowd of commuters riding the escalator down to the Underground City, a large, brightly lit warren of shops and restaurants connected by subways and underground passages to the city above.

      You had to hand it to Victorine. The Underground City was a vampire’s idea of paradise. Humans might believe they’d designed this city below the city, but to me, it was proof of how deep the Tremblay Prima had sunk her scarlet claws into Montreal. In how many other large metropolitan areas could you go to work, watch a movie, buy a beer or a baguette, attend a concert or even go skating—and never go above ground? 

      I elbowed my way onto a metro car and stood with my back to a window, the garment bag over one shoulder, the bag with my new dress shoes in my other hand.

      The car lurched into motion. I was surrounded by humans, warmed by the summer sun. Their salty-sweet scent filled my head. Some of the women wore summer dresses or tiny, throat-baring tops. Hell, as blood-hungry as I was, even the men in tank tops were tempting.

      I stared over their heads, trying not to see all that smooth, bare flesh.

      Five days I’d gone without blood. I didn’t even dare buy blood-wine for fear of drawing the Tremblay Syndicate’s attention. Instead, I’d made do with rare meat.

      And each time I used vampire magic, I grew weaker. Powering a glamour, traveling in the shadow dimension, compelling information from humans—they all took energy.

      If I didn’t feed soon, my magic could fail at a crucial moment. But I couldn’t risk it; vampires have a sixth sense about these things. Even if I lured a human back to my rented apartment, there was a chance that aTremblay vampire would sniff her out and realize a stranger had fed from her.

      My stomach growled. I swallowed, tried to ignore it.

      The blood craving raised its seductive head.

      Feed. Just a taste…

      The metro stopped. A few people got off, but even more shoved their way on. A young woman in a red tank top and capris sank into the seat in front of me.

      My mouth watered. I zeroed in on the side of her neck and the blood I heard pulsing through her carotid.

      It would be so easy to cut her from the herd, lure her into one of the Underground City’s convenient dark nooks.

      I wrenched my gaze away.

      Get control of yourself, damn it.

      I could almost see my father’s lieutenant, Tomas Mraz, shaking his square blond head. Mraz never let me and my brothers forget we were dhampir, that we were weaker physically, with less control over our magic. That to compete in the vampire world, we had to work our asses off.

      The metro jolted back into motion. I braced my feet apart and tried not to stare at the pretty human, but her scent wafted around me, warm and so, so sweet.

      My nostrils twitched. Feed.

      I clenched my jaw and thought of Zaq.
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      Aboveground, the bars and restaurants of Rue St. Denis were packed. People spilled out into the sidewalk tables, sipping beer or nursing soup-bowl-size cups of coffee. Through the open doors came the jangle of music overlaid with laughter and rapid French.

      I turned down the street that led to my rented apartment. I was nearly there when I received a text.

      I glanced at the screen, surprised to see it had come from my father. He’d gone dark when he left for Paris. He suspected we had a mole, someone high in the Kral Syndicate hierarchy who was feeding intel to the slayers. He’d ordered both me and my brother Gabriel to keep communication to a minimum.

      But Father had attached his personal code, so I knew the message was legit.

      Go home. The woman is of no use to us.

      Disappointment stabbed through me. I didn’t want to leave Montreal without seeing Zoe, even if it was just so I could tell her to her face what I thought of her.

      But that was selfish. Father wouldn’t have called me back to New York if he didn’t have new intel about Zaq. Maybe he needed me somewhere else.

      Will do, I typed back, and picked up my pace.

      I hadn’t flown directly to Montreal—that would’ve been suicide. The Tremblay Syndicate would’ve been on me like fleas on a dog. Instead, I’d taken a flight to Toronto and rented a motorcycle for the five-hour drive to Montreal. If I was lucky, I could catch a late flight out of Toronto and be in New York a little after midnight.

      Right before I reached the brownstone, my phone pinged again. This time it was from Gabriel.

      You are needed in New York ASAP.

      I frowned. The code was Gabriel’s, but it appeared to come from the number my father had just texted me with.

      The hairs on my nape stirred.

      The phone pinged again.

      You there?

      I hurriedly typed a response. G? That you?

      Of course.

      Suspicion crawled up my spine. Something felt off. That wasn’t how Gabriel talked—or texted. He’d say something like, WTF—who else could it be, you ass?

      Only five people in the Kral Syndicate had access to my current phone number: Gabriel; my father, Karoly Kral; his lieutenant Tomas; and two high-ranking enforcers. All trusted members of Father’s inner circle.

      I was beginning to think the first message hadn’t been from my father, and I sure as hell didn’t believe the second had been from Gabriel.

      Suspicion turned into full-blow alarm. I turned off my phone, shoved it into my pocket and kept moving past the brownstone, zigzagging downside streets every few blocks until I was a half mile from the rented apartment. Ducking into an alley, I removed the SIM card and tossed it into the bushes. Just to be sure, I ground the phone to pieces beneath my heel and dropped the mangled bits into a trash can.

      To return to the brownstone, I slipped into the shadow dimension and waited outside the building until someone exited so I could enter while still in the shadows.

      My apartment was the only one on the third floor. I dropped back into the physical world to unlock the door. The effort had drained me and left me a little dizzy—a side effect of spending too long in the shadow world, especially with my magic at a low level.

      I bent over, sucking breaths, until my head cleared, then moved cautiously through the apartment. Everything was as I’d left it—the blinds closed, nothing out of place. If someone had entered while I was out, they were damn good.

      I tossed the garment bag and shoes in a closet and grabbed my laptop. Even using a special password and Krals-only backdoor that Father had had the techs build into the Syndicate’s programs, it took me a good two hours to hack into our files, taking care to conceal any identifier that could be traced back to me.

      It took another few hours to be completely sure, but I confirmed that Zaq was still missing, and my father in Paris, searching for him.

      Goddamn it to Hades. Someone was trying to get me back to New York, or away from Zoe—or both.

      It had to be the mole. If only I knew who—and why.

      I closed the files and ran a program scrubbing any indication I’d accessed them.

      It was after midnight. I grabbed a cold burger from the fridge and ate one-handed while I dug out a new phone, inserted a SIM card, and texted Gabriel, careful to attach my personal code.

      Dad’s right. We have a mole. Trust no one.

      Gabriel replied almost immediately.

      Got it. How are things on your end?

      I rubbed my eyes. I’d give anything to talk this out with my oldest brother, but until we knew who the mole was, I was afraid to tell even him too much.

      Not because I didn’t trust him. He’d go to the wall for me, and vice versa.

      But someone close to us was a traitor. Even communicating by text was risky. I’d have to wait until we could hash this out in person.

      My return message was short and bland.

      I have the situation in hand. Will be in touch.

      I turned off the phone and stared into the darkness. Picturing Zaq in the photo that had been sent to Father with the message, “One down.”

      Zaq’s wrists had been cuffed with silver and attached to a concrete block wall. He’d stared proudly into the camera, his T-shirt ripped, his lower face covered by a dark scruff.

      The scruff couldn’t hide the feverish sheen to his eyes—or the puncture wounds on his bruised throat. A vampire had drunk from my brother without permission. The bastards hadn’t just kidnapped him, they’d made him into a fucking blood slave.

      Thinking about it made me a little crazy. My fangs extended. My vampire-half wanted to rip a hole in the very fabric of the universe, if that’s what it took to get Zaq away from those monsters.

      He and Gabriel weren’t just my brothers, they were my best friends. We’d been a trio from the day I’d first been able to toddle after them.

      The pureblood vampire spawn had never understood what it was like for me and my brothers, because they were only children. Pick on one Kral, and you picked on all of us—and together, we could make those faster, stronger young vampires eat dirt.

      As the youngest and smallest brother—at least, until my late teens when I’d shot up to my full height—I’d taken more than my share of abuse, and my pretty-boy looks hadn’t helped. High cheekbones and long lashes aren’t an asset when you’re a twelve-year-old boy.

      But my big brothers had always had my back.

      Which is why I’d do anything I had to do to save Zaq. Anything at all.
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      “There.” Lainey Q, stylist to the stars, finished my makeup and spun my stool so I faced my vanity mirror. She picked up a brush and drew it through my straight, shoulder-length black hair.

      “And I think some choppy edges…” She brandished a razor blade.

      “No.” I held up a hand. “I like it how it is.”

      “No?” The stylist’s dark brows climbed into her carefully mussed silver bob. Lainey Q was an Instagram influencer with over five million fashionistas following her every pronouncement. You didn’t tell her no.

      Even if my mother was paying her double her usual fee to make me over for the Crimson Ball.

      I met her eyes in the mirror. “No.”

      “But it’s the Crimson Ball, and you’re the Tremblay Princess.”

      That’s how Lainey talked—in captions. I could almost see the hashtags: #tremblayprincess #crimsonball #styleinfluencer

      “Everybody will be waiting to see what style you’re rocking this year. I won’t have them saying you look like last year’s—” she crinkled her nose—“leftovers.”

      Last year’s leftovers?

      I eyed my plain, easy-to-care-for hair. “Looks fine to me,” I muttered.

      “How about some bangs?”

      I shrugged. She was the expert, after all. “Fine—but only the bangs.”

      Lainey whipped out a towel and draped it around my shoulders. She turned the vanity stool so I faced her and slashed at the front quarter of my hair. Ragged black tufts rained down around me.

      “There.” She removed the towel and spun me back to face the mirror. “Chic but edgy.”

      “Not bad,” I admitted.

      “It’s perfect. You’re all eyes and cheekbones now. Trés badass, like an assassin working undercover as a model. It’s that mix of Russian and French.”

      I eyed my reflection. I did look kind of badass, which was preferable to my usual Ice-Princess look. Cool, untouchable, virginal—with an emphasis on the virginal. Which was just sad for a woman about to turn twenty-seven.

      “You’re right. Thank you.”

      “Told you.” Lainey’s bubblegum-pink lips formed a smug smile.

      The razor blade moved toward my hair again. I shot out my hand, stopping her. “That’s enough.”

      A sigh. “Zoe.”

      “No. We’re done here.” I dug my fingers into her wrist. The razor clattered to the marble floor.

      Lainey hesitated. We both knew she answered to my mother, not me. It was Victorine who’d decided my image needed an upgrade, just like she’d picked out my dress for the ball.

      “You may leave now,” I said in my best vampire-princess voice.

      “No problem.” Her look was sympathetic. She picked up the razor and set it on the vanity. “But Prima Tremblay wants to see you in the dress.”

      It was my turn to sigh. For the first couple of days, having Lainey around giving me a makeover had been fun. But it had quickly gotten old.

      I knew as well as Lainey that Victorine had demanded to see the
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