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        Once upon a time, a Louisiana mafia princess grew up in privilege.

      

        

      
        In her world, no one went hungry, status mattered, and life moved along like a fairytale.

      

        

      
        And just like in a fairytale, the princess longed for something more than being handed everything on a silver platter… or, at the hilt of a .38 Colt.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      All around existed a flurry of activity which kept eyes off him. Mixers, bowls, and baking stones pulled from the kitchen cupboard left him an open space to hide. It was his usual spot; of course, his lanky twelve-year-old body barely fit these days. They all knew he was there but entertained him nonetheless with their faux curiosity of “Where can the boy be?”

      The game continued until his mother appeared. If anyone denied the knowledge of his whereabouts, Madame Rossi would have their job, if not their head. His kitchen friends didn’t deserve her ire over his antics, and so, at the anger in her voice, he crawled from the space.

      Seeing the emotions pass through her eyes before she settled on frustration raised his own.

      How dare they take my father. How dare they do this to my mother.

      “Stai scherzando, Vincenzo! Why aren’t you dressed yet? We leave for the church in fifteen minutes. Run, boy. Run.”

      “Si, Mamma,” he replied and scurried off. Once he was out of her sight, the thought of the stupid suit waiting for him slowed his pace.

      He’d had to wear the thing less than a month ago to bury his father. Donning it again would not equal celebration, and he couldn’t care less about his Aunt Lydia’s wedding. All he wanted was for everyone to clear out of his villa to let him and his mother grieve. The villa was his now. His father, the King of the Rossi Famiglia, had told him only a few months ago prior that, in the event of his death, he would become the man of the house… and leader of the Famiglia. Leonardo Rossi had been shrewd, cunning, and preparing Vincenzo for his future role from the moment the boy could speak. That’d they’d started preparing him so early in his life spoke volumes on his father’s distrust of people within the organization.

      What he’d learned since the funeral threw a wrench in his father’s plan for the boy’s future and confirmed the man had been right to groom his son. Not for one second did Vincenzo believe the awful lies they were telling about his father. There was no way Leonardo had betrayed Famiglia. He most certainly had not deserved to die such a brutal death at the hands of Chicago’s soldiers. It had been a closed casket service due to the damage, and the number of pieces, the former King had been found in. He hadn’t even been allowed to say good-bye.

      Time is supposed to heal all wounds, but with each passing day, Vincenzo found himself growing angrier.

      Louisiana belonged to the Italians, not those “damn pasty Frenchmen,” as his father always called them. Vincenzo was too young to do anything about it now, but one day, he vowed, he would get his revenge, and reclaim the Rossi family honor.
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        Twenty-two years later…

      

      

      The ride down to the French Quarter from Alexandria had been quiet, as should be expected when in the backseat of a car alone. Her parents rarely spoke to each other anymore. They were, however, quite adept in speaking at each other these days, which she’d discovered since her return the week before. The rift in their relationship happened while she’d been in France, at Papa’s insistence, for finishing school. In truth, it’d been a glorified high school, and regardless of the extravagant cost of attendance, she’d had more freedom at the private institution than she’d ever had here at home. Dani hadn’t been able to go hog wild, of course; her French tutor’s daughter gaining acceptance at the same time she had wasn’t without its red flags. Certainly, Papa paid well, but not well-enough for Monsieur Timon to send Claudette to Paris for private tutelage.

      Dani hadn’t put her finger on it, but over the years small things—like Claudette’s “fortune”—had made their mark on her memory. Somebody was always there like a guard dog, watching her: nannies, private tutors, personal trainers, chosen friends. Her mother. What made her so deserving, or perhaps worse, not deserving, of the special attention? Such was her life, though; she was spoiled—in all senses of the word. Even now, her parents were in the vehicle behind hers. They’d arranged for her to have her own car rather than travel as a family. She’d once asked her mother why they always did this, and received a curt, “It’s for your safety,” in response. Something in Lydia Rossi-Olivier’s tone had ceased further questions from her daughter after that.

      The cars idled at the tall, intricate, wrought iron gate while they waited for the attendant to swing it wide so they could pull through. Beside her, Dame whimpered, ready to be out of the vehicle and free to run around the estate. Dani had been gifted the puppy about seven years prior, when she’d burst into a room and caught Papa in a compromising position with her ballet teacher. After unwrapping the pup on Christmas morning, it had gone nameless for about two weeks, until one day during a French lesson, when Monsieur Timon remarked on what a polite little lady she was while she curled up and slept by her owner. Dani had latched onto his comment and named her companion Dame.

      It had been at least four years, maybe five, since Dani had been to the Garden District house, but the circular drive and well-managed landscaping were the way she remembered them as the black sedans eased forward over the gravel. At a casual glance, the gardens and yard looked wild. Close to the house, grand magnolias laden with pink and white blooms gave the appearance of fine china set against glossy green leaves. Farther back in the yard, old oak trees laden with Spanish moss provided shaded areas perfect for afternoon reading and snacks. Honeysuckle and bougainvillea vines crept along stone walls encasing beds full of assorted herbs. Dani had no doubt tiny anoles darted amongst the foliage, their green skin camouflaging them with ease.

      A smile crept across her face at the memory of planting the herbs with Sarah and MaeBelle as a young girl. Planting and caring for the kitchen garden had been a salve on her soul as sure as the food the Charles’ sisters made from its harvests. Sarah had always reminded Dani of Leah Chase—short, feisty, and bighearted—while MaeBelle was more statuesque and pretty, like Julia Child with a Beyoncé face. They were about five years apart, if she had to guess, and had about fifteen years on her. Dani didn’t know the whole story, but from what she’d pieced together over the years with her constant quizzical nature, they never knew their mothers. Sarah and MaeBelle had become the sole responsibility of their father after their maternal units disappeared soon after each was born.

      Their father, Marcel Charles, had been her father’s best friend and right-hand man long before she came along. She’d grown up knowing him as Uncle Marc, even though there was no family relation. At least, not by blood. On occasion, when the house filled with men in suits on the nights Papa hosted poker and bourbon parties, and Dani hid on the landing, peering down at the pomp and circumstance, she overheard him introduce Uncle Marc as his consigliere.

      As a child, the Charles sisters had doubled as her nannies in addition to preparing meals, which meant Dani spent a lot of time in the kitchen with them. They’d set her up at a table to work on her studies when she wasn’t in a session with one of her tutors or trainers. Meanwhile, they diced and chopped, and snuck her sumptuous bits to taste test their creations, all while singing along to the 70s tunes cranking out from the old radio they snuck into the kitchen each day. The music had been their secret; Papa wouldn’t have approved of her listening to the likes of Abba, Supertramp, or Blondie without blowing a gasket. Of course, he was rarely there. He spent his weekdays up north, at the Alexandria house conducting, as he called it, “Business.”

      Dani cracked the door and Dame bolted over her lap and out of the car, catching sight of a squirrel and disappearing across the lawn. At the same time, the front door swung open and Sarah and MaeBelle came running out, huge grins on their faces and their arms open to embrace her.

      “Miss Dani, look at you, all grown up now and the spitting image of your maman. Welcome home.”

      She was wrapped in their arms and hugging them both tight when Dame reappeared, pawing at Dani’s legs to be lifted and included. After she bent down and scooped the golden fluffball up, the sisters laughed and gave her best friend good-natured head rubs which had Dame’s tongue lolling out the side right before she lapped at all their faces.

      “Really, Danielle?” Her mother sidled up, a less than impressed expression on her face.

      Sarah and MaeBelle straightened up, their faces stoic now. “Welcome home, Mrs. Olivier. Mr. Olivier,” they added when Papa and Uncle Marc joined the group. A murmured greeting and awkward hugs followed between Uncle Marc and his daughters.

      “Stop standing in the doorway. It’s hot and sticky out here. Lydia, find out when dinner is. I have calls to make,” Papa barked, then marched around them and into the house, completely ignoring the sisters while their father trailed after him like a trained dog.

      “Supper will be ready in thirty minutes, Madame,” MaeBelle provided, and Dani’s mother nodded, then called out, “Scott, dear, we need to be at the table in thirty minutes…” her voice fading as she followed Papa into the house.

      Left alone, the three women relaxed, and smiles once again spread across their faces while they all embraced one more time. Dani started to say something about Uncle Marc’s lackluster greeting, but Sarah hushed her, expounding, “It really has been too long, Miss Dani. So good to have you home again. We made your favorite.”

      She knew how to take a hint. And, if there’d been a mirror nearby, Dani knew her bright green eyes would be sparkling. “With extra crab?”

      MaeBelle laughed. “Would you take your gumbo any other way, child?”

      Letting Dame wiggle free to chase after a lizard, Dani latched an arm in each of her nanny’s arms while declaring how much she’d missed them… and then, once they were inside and the smells hit her nose, how hungry she was. The loud rumble from her stomach declared its agreement.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Dani pushed back from the table. She was beyond stuffed but had been unable to leave even a bite of gumbo behind. They’d also made a batch of New Orleans style BBQ shrimp. While France had been amazing, nothing compared to the Cajun and Creole home cooking she’d grown up with. Now sated by the extravagant dinner, but restless from an afternoon in the car, Dani decided a walk was in order. Dame needed it even if she didn’t, which she did. Besides, the obvious consternation between her parents was more apparent than ever. Something was coming to a head, and she didn’t want to be there when it blew. In fact, she now hoped the summer would pass in a blur and she could be on her way back to France, to University, and away from whatever farce now served as her family life.

      Thanking Sarah and MaeBelle for the delicious meal, Dani announced her intentions to go for a stroll and beckoned Dame to follow. She could feel her parents’ eyes on her back, but neither spoke, so she followed through in her departure. No doubt, she’d have a shadow within minutes. Probably one of the creepy twins hired in her absence. Chen and Zhong often completed each other’s sentences and seemed to move in a weird synchronicity when in one another’s presence.

      Dani didn’t trust them. Her gut told her they’d kill for greed.

      Dame harnessed and leashed—getting her gear on had been a task with her profuse bouncing—Dani headed out. The inevitable tourist was out front snapping pics. Their beautiful home had once belonged to Anne Rice, the address easily searchable. Considering the numerous fans who sought out the house to get a photo and her father’s weird issues with security, she was surprised he’d chosen this property.

      At the same time, as she grew older and considered this more, it hadn’t escaped her thoughts that it could very well be the popularity of the place which made him consider it “safe” for his family to live. After all, who would be daring enough to attempt something dire under such visibility?

      Stepping into the humid air fragrant with magnolia and night-blooming jasmine, Dani cleared the gate and turned left, heading toward Lafayette Cemetery. She hadn’t double-checked the time, but hoped it was still open. For her, there had always been solace to be found wandering amongst the dead. Reading their epitaphs and absorbing the dates of their lifespans always left her wondering at their lives. Had they been happy? Did they know love? Was life good to them? Lafayette was particularly interesting because it housed some of the earliest settlers to the area from Ireland and Germany. And, of course, it was the fictional burial grounds for the infamous Mayfair Witches of Rice lore.

      Dani ducked across Napoleon Avenue over to Prytania, took another right, and then minding the broken and uneven sidewalks, strolled down Prytania until she reached Lafayette No. 1 about twenty minutes later. She rounded the corner onto Washington Avenue, heading toward the entrance. Dame was panting heavily by now, and Dani was disappointed to find the gates not only locked, but a posted sign indicating the cemetery was closed until further notice for refurbishing.

      She’d noticed Zhong trailing her when she turned onto Prytania, so wasn’t too concerned about the waning light.

      Dame was still panting but more than enjoying the time out as she snuffled after anoles and stuck her nose in bushes and snarled roots breaking through the crumbling concrete. Feeling the day of travel, the food, and the walk, Dani was ready to head back for a long soak in the bathtub, a cocktail or a wine, followed by a good night’s sleep in her childhood bed.

      Sticking to the back streets rather than going over to the better lit St. Charles Avenue or Coliseum Street, Dani redirected home. It was at the corner of Louisiana Avenue
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