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For Jasmine Gabrielle, 
my very favorite friend of Tiana’s. 
You’ll always be the best princess.

—F.R.
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New Orleans, 1912

“Daddy! Daddy!”

The little girl ran as fast as her wobbly five-year-old legs could carry her, irrepressible joy shining in her dark brown eyes. Her pigtails bounced gaily, the ribbons tied around them precariously close to flying away with the brisk breeze blowing in from the pond.

James stooped down to one knee, his arms open wide, waiting for his little ray of sunshine to rush into his embrace.

“Come on, baby girl. I got you.” He scooped her up and spun her around. The hem of the green-and-yellow dress his wife, Eudora, had made for their daughter, Tiana, fluttered as they twirled around.

“You wanna dance with your daddy?” James asked as he set her on his hip and playfully pinched her chubby cheek.

“Yeah, Daddy. Let’s dance!”

He and his sweet girl rocked back and forth to the drumbeat of the band playing in the center of Congo Square.

Their family had gathered for the annual neighborhood picnic to celebrate the arrival of Mardi Gras, the biggest party on the face of the earth—and the most jubilant time of the year here in their hometown of New Orleans.

Blankets of every color and fabric adorned the square, each representing a family that had come to contribute to this beloved ritual. The air was fragrant with the aroma of home-cooked creole food, and the chatter of neighbors catching up with old friends competed with the music from the brass band.

“No, Daddy. I wanna dance like you do with Mama,” Tiana said.

James threw his head back and laughed. “And just how do I dance with your mama?”

“Like this.” She slid down his legs and placed her tiny feet on the tops of his much bigger ones. Then she reached for his hands. “Here, hold mine,” she said.

James’s hands swallowed hers as he wrapped them around her fingers.

“Is this right?” he asked.

“Yep.” Her pigtails bobbed with her emphatic nod. “Now we move like this!”

She swayed her hips from side to side, her dress rocking like a bell. She stared up at him with a cheerful, gappy smile. Her two front teeth had fallen out just a few days ago.

James looked over at Eudora, trying to catch her attention so that she could see her daughter in action. But his wife was busy laying out the feast he’d cooked that morning and entertaining the friends and family who were steadily dropping by to offer their congratulations on the new house he and Eudora had just purchased in the Ninth Ward.

It wasn’t the fanciest place, but it was a lot better than the one-room apartment they’d lived in for the past five years. There was a yard with enough room for a garden in the back, and a porch that James couldn’t wait to spend time on. A good, sturdy house that a man could be proud to raise a family in.

He looked down at his baby girl, imagining the years of happy memories to come in their new home, and his heart swelled with joy.

“What’s going on here?” Eudora asked as she sidled up to them.

“I’m dancing with Daddy the way he dances with you!” Tiana beamed.

“Is that so?” his wife asked.

“Yeah! Does this make me a grown-up?” Tiana asked.

“Don’t you worry about growing up anytime soon.” James chuckled. “I like my baby girl just as she is right now.”

Tiana pulled her hands away from his and jumped off his feet. She rushed over to her mother and shoved her toward James.

“Now you do it!” Tiana ordered. “Come on, Mama and Daddy. Dance.”

James held a hand out to his wife. “You heard the child,” he said.

Shaking her head at their daughter’s antics, Eudora placed her hand in his. She tugged Tiana close to her side, and together, the three of them rocked to the music.

Gratitude filled his chest, wedging into every corner and crevice. He had never asked for a perfect life, but somehow he’d been blessed with one anyway.

New Orleans, 1917


Tiana struck a match on the edge of the table and used it to light the wicks of the half-melted tapered candles she’d found in the drawer of the kitchen bureau. She’d wrapped tinfoil around the bases to catch the dripping wax, but now she wasn’t so sure about that. It took away from the romantic ambience she was trying to create.

“Can we come in now?” her mother called from behind their bedroom door.

“Not yet,” Tiana said. “Give me just a minute.”

She ran over to the stove and flipped over the beignets she’d set to frying a few minutes earlier, then used the stepping stool to retrieve a plate from the cupboard. Give her a few more years and she wouldn’t need this stool to reach the upper cabinets. Like her daddy always joked, she was sprouting up like a weed in his vegetable garden.

Tiana scooped up the hot beignets, added a little sugar on top, and took them over to the kitchen table. She filled a mason jar with water, then added the flowers that she’d picked on her walk home from school. She set it on the table in between the two candles.

“Perfect,” Tiana whispered. “Okay, y’all come out now!” she called. Her entire body vibrated with excitement as she waited to see their faces.

“Happy anniversary!” Tiana screamed when her mama and daddy entered the kitchen.

“Well, looka here! Did you make beignets, baby girl?”

“I sure did,” Tiana said, proudly lifting her chin in the air.

“These look better than any I’ve had down in the French Quarter,” her daddy said. “Between my gumbo and this girl’s beignets, I say we can open ourselves up a restaurant one of these days. What you think, Eudora?”

“I think I want to eat my beignets before they get cold,” her mother replied.

They all sat at the table and gorged on the fried doughnut squares until there were none left. Once they were done, her daddy sat back in his chair and rubbed his flat stomach.

“That was some fine beignets, Tiana. You really do have talent in that kitchen.”

“Thank you, Daddy!” Tiana’s smile grew so wide that her cheeks started to hurt.

James reached across the table and took Eudora by the hand. “How about an anniversary dance?”

They pushed their chairs back from the table and strolled to the center of the kitchen, between the stove and her mother’s sewing machine. Her daddy gathered her mama in his arms, and Mama laid her head against his broad chest as they began to sway.

“How are y’all gonna dance with no music?’ Tiana asked. She set her elbow on the table and rested her chin in her upturned palm. “Of course, if we had a gramophone, I could play music for y’all to dance to.”

“We don’t need no expensive gramophone to hear music,” her daddy said. “In this family, we make our own music.”

He started to hum a tune that made her mother blush like a schoolgirl.

Tiana put both elbows up on the table and smiled as she watched her parents rock slowly from side to side, their eyes closed and both singing softly, in their own world. 

New Orleans, 1921


“Tiana, are you still in that kitchen?”

“Umm…maybe,” Tiana called over her shoulder. She blew at the steam rising up from the spoonful of gumbo she’d just taken from the pot and quickly slurped it up.

Her mouth twisted in a bemused frown as she tried to dissect the flavors hitting her tongue.

“I taste the cayenne and the roux. And the smoke flavor from the neck bones is there. What am I missing?” Tiana murmured.

“Little girl!”

Tiana jumped and turned at her mother’s call.

Eudora carried a bolt of fabric from her storage room in the rear of the house and dropped it next to her sewing machine. She plopped a hand on her hip and regarded her daughter with a stern, pointed look.

“There is nothing more to do with that gumbo other than to let it cook,” she said. “Now go finish up your schoolwork so you can be done by dinner.”

“I will, Mama,” Tiana said. “I just need to figure this out. I don’t know why I didn’t have Daddy write down his recipes before he left. I’m gonna have him do just that the minute he gets back home.”

“I think your daddy will have other things on his mind when he finally comes back home,” her mother said. “Besides, he never writes down a recipe. It’s always just a little bit of this and a little bit of that.”

Eudora walked over to the stove and gestured to the spoon Tiana held. “Let me have a taste.”

Tiana scooped up a helping of the brown liquid and held it up to her mother’s lips. After taking a sip, Eudora pointed to the cabinet that held the spices.

“Sprinkle in a bit of that ground sassafras,” she instructed.

Tiana did as she was told, then stirred up the gumbo. She took a taste, then smiled at her mama.

“Your daddy’s not the only one who knows how to cook, you know? He just likes doing it more than I do.” Eudora took the spoon from Tiana’s hand and bumped her with her hip. “Now go on and finish that homework.”

A half hour later, Tiana and her mother sat at their small kitchen table, enjoying her daddy’s signature dish. Even though gumbo was more of a Sunday meal, Tiana had decided to make it on this random Tuesday. She just wanted to feel closer to her daddy.

He’d been away for over five months now, fighting a war in a far-off place that Tiana had only read about in her schoolbooks.

“It’s a good thing I made a big pot of gumbo,” Tiana said. “Because I’m going for seconds.”

“Well, if you’re getting seconds, so am I,” her mother said with a laugh.

Just as Tiana pushed away from the table, there was a knock at the door.

“You get the gumbo, I’ll get the door,” Eudora said.

Tiana carried their empty bowls into the kitchen and heaped another helping of gumbo into each of them. With one bowl in each hand, she turned back toward the table.

She stopped short at the sight of her mother standing in the doorway.

Two uniformed men stood on their front porch, their caps in their hands and solemn frowns on their faces. She heard her mother gasp, then let out a God-awful scream Tiana knew she would hear in her nightmares for years to come. Her mother crumpled to the ground.

And the bowls of gumbo shattered at Tiana’s feet.
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Lafayette Cemetery, New Orleans 
1926 
Mardi Gras

The jubilant sounds of Mardi Gras resonated throughout New Orleans as vibrant, colorful floats wound their way along the wide avenues of the city. Flambeau carriers hoisted their torches high, lighting up the deep purple sky and making way for the costumed revelers who danced in the street. 

But within the dark, secluded recesses of Lafayette Cemetery, it was eerily quiet.

Tiana’s tiny green body trembled as she raced down a narrow alleyway, the cemetery’s crumbly stone catacombs lined up like sentries on either side of her. Her heart pounded against her chest, the thump thump thump ringing more loudly in her ears with each inch of the pavement she traversed. She had no idea where she was going; she just knew she had to get away from the shadows that were hot on her heels.

Tiana clutched the amulet her friend Ray had shoved into her hands moments before, treating it with the same care as her daddy’s Distinguished Service Cross from the army.

Oh, if only her daddy could see her right now. What would he think? How would she explain this mess she’d gotten herself into? Wishing on an evening star for her restaurant and getting mixed up in some nefarious dealings. Falling for a prince. Becoming friends with a gator and a firefly along the way.

And now running through the cemetery like the fires of hell were at her feet, fleeing from something she barely understood herself.

Her conscience pleaded with her to go back and make sure her firefly friend was okay, but her instincts told her she couldn’t. Not yet. She had to hide. And she had to keep this amulet out of the Shadow Man’s clutches until she figured out what was going on.

Tiana sprinted around a corner and galloped toward a menacing stone facade. Just as she reached it, an otherworldly shadow appeared out of nowhere.

Terror robbed her of her ability to think. To breathe. All she could do was quake in fear as the terrifying blob loomed overhead, its spindly fingers reaching for her.

This was it. She was caught.

But she never gave up on anything without a fight.

Holding the amulet as far away as her tiny arms could stretch, she glared at the shadow and issued a warning.

“Back off, or I’m gonna break this thing into a million pieces!”

“Don’t!”

Tiana went still. She recognized that voice.

Facilier.

The Vodou practitioner was known for prowling about the French Quarter, reading palms and hustling poor unwitting souls with his card tricks. Everyone in New Orleans called him the Shadow Man due to his dabbling in dark magic—and other shady dealings, no doubt.

“Where are you, Shadow Man?”

“You have something that belongs to me,” Facilier said as he emerged from the darkness. “And I want it back.”

“No.” Tiana clutched the amulet against her chest. “Ray said to keep this away from you no matter what. He wouldn’t have told me to do so without good reason.” She straightened her shoulders and silently prayed her voice wouldn’t quiver when she spoke. “I’m not giving you a thing.”

His lips curled in an evil snarl. But then his expression changed, an air of nonchalance replacing his impatience. He buffed his nails on his lapel and observed her with blithe disregard.

“I’m a businessman, after all. I understand how this game is played.” His brow arched in inquiry. “What do you say to a trade?”

“I’m not interested in anything you have to offer. I won’t—”

A blast of wind caught Tiana unawares, followed by a cloud of glittery purple dust that swirled around her. An odd sensation shot through her like a bolt of lightning, nearly bringing her to her wobbly knees.

She blinked. Hard.

“Wha—what’s happening?”

She stretched out her arms—her human arms—and wiggled her fingers. She was human again!

Tiana peered down in stunned delight at the sparkling white silk draping her body. The rhinestone- and pearl-studded gown she now wore was unlike anything she’d ever owned.

When she lifted her head, she gasped at her surroundings. Tiana twirled around in a slow circle, mesmerized by the glitz and glamour of a place she had only seen in her nightly dreams.

The old sugar mill she’d had her heart set on buying for years was no longer decrepit and falling apart. The floors gleamed underneath her feet, shining so bright they nearly blinded her. Brilliant crystal chandeliers hung high above her head, illuminating a massive dining room that was crowded with patrons. Men in suit jackets and women wearing their Sunday best sat at cloth-covered tables adorned with extravagant centerpieces and sparkling china. Everyone seemed to be having a grand time, enjoying rich, fragrant dishes that smelled like the food Tiana used to cook with her daddy.

“Where am I?” she whispered.

“You know where you are. You’ve been dreaming about owning this restaurant for years. And it can all be yours, Tiana.”

“But…but how?”

“Why don’t you hand me that talisman,” Facilier said. “And I’ll fill you in on all the details.”

Tiana stared at her hand in perplexed awe as it extended the pendant toward Facilier of its own accord, as if she had no control over it. With a jolt, she snapped herself out of the daze and yanked the pendant away.

“No,” she said. She shook her head, ridding herself of the vestiges of whatever trance Facilier had put her in. She had to remember to keep her guard up around this one.

His fevered gaze remained on the amulet, amplifying the alarm bells ringing in Tiana’s head. She had no idea what this pendant held, but the Shadow Man wanted it something fierce. Which meant he could never have it.

“I’m not giving you anything,” she reiterated.

“Not even in exchange for your restaurant?”

“I…I can still get my restaurant. I just have to keep working for it.”

“But why continue to toil when my friends on the other side can get you your restaurant just like that?” He snapped his fingers. “All I have to do is ask them on your behalf. Come on, Tiana. You’re almost there. Let’s make this deal, and I’ll get you across the finish line.”

“No!” she said more forcefully. He still towered over her, even though she was now human, but Tiana refused to be intimidated. “I don’t need to rely on help from the likes of you, Shadow Man. And I don’t want anybody to give me my restaurant. I’m gonna earn it, just like my daddy taught me.”

At the mention of her daddy, Facilier’s eyes lit up. He opened his palm and blew another cloud of iridescent dust into her face.

Tiana’s head jerked back as she was once again plunged into a dream world. It took her a moment to find her bearings as she tried to navigate the foggy edges of her mind. She stood just inside the doorway of a state-of-the-art kitchen, like the ones she’d seen in magazines. Her mouth watered at the delicious aroma wafting up from the large copper pots that occupied the gas stove. Waiters in sharp tuxedos flittered about the space, grabbing plates filled with artfully arranged food and carrying them out the door.

She took a tentative step forward. With that one step, her body began to move about the kitchen, not walking, but gliding, as if on a cloud. Through the sea of cooks and waitstaff, Tiana noticed a figure that looked eerily familiar. The man stood at a stove at the far end of the kitchen. He stirred a big cooking spoon around a gumbo pot she instantly recognized. She couldn’t make out the face, but she would have known those broad shoulders and muscled arms anywhere.

“Daddy?” Tiana gasped.

“That’s right,” the Shadow Man whispered. “It’s your dear old daddy.”

“What is he…? How…?”

This couldn’t be real. It had to be a figment of her imagination.

The figure turned, and Tiana let out a sharp breath. It was him.

Joy burst inside her chest as she took off running, her arms stretched out wide in front of her. Everyone else in the kitchen disappeared. It was just she and her beloved father. It had been so, so long since she’d seen him, other than in the countless dreams she’d had over the years.

But just as she got near to him, he vanished.

“Daddy, no!” she shouted.

“Ah, ah, ah.” The Shadow Man’s loathsome voice rang out in her ears, once again knocking her out of her daze.

Tiana glared at him as he stood before her with that sinister smirk on his face. He wasn’t playing fair, toying with her emotions in such a cruel way. But then again, what did she expect from a no-good hustler like Facilier?

“What do you say to my deal now, Tiana? You can work hard, scrimp and save; maybe you’ll get your restaurant in another fifty years. But there is nothing you can do that can bring your daddy back to life. You need me for that.” The Shadow Man shook his head. “Tragic what happened to him. James was a good man. He didn’t want to leave his family the way he did.”

“You keep his name out of your mouth,” Tiana hissed.

Facilier shrugged his bony shoulders as he casually searched for nonexistent dirt underneath his fingernails. “Suit yourself. It’s a shame that you would turn down the chance to see your daddy again. Makes one wonder if you ever loved him at all.”

“Don’t you dare!” Tiana yelled. “He was everything to me.”

“Then why won’t you take me up on my offer?” Facilier said. “All I have to do is ask my friends on the other side for a little assistance, and you and your daddy will be making gumbo again. Think about your mama, and what it would mean to have her husband back.”

Tiana closed her eyes and conjured an image of her mama and daddy dancing in the middle of the kitchen of their small but comfortable home in the Ninth Ward. The love beaming from them warmed her like rays from the bright summer sun.

“That’s…it’s impossible,” she said. “He’s gone.”

“What’s impossible to you is child’s play for my friends on the other side. They have powers you can never understand. The favor will carry a small price, of course, but that’s to be expected. It will be hardly anything, if I’m being honest.”

Her eyes blinked open.

“I don’t believe you,” Tiana said. “My daddy has been gone for years. How can they just bring him back?”

“Don’t worry your pretty little head about the particulars. That’s a problem for me and my friends on the other side to solve. Just trust me, Tiana.”

Trust him? Her eyes flared, his ridiculous statement bringing her back to earth. After all he’d put her and her friends through…

“You’re the last person I’d ever trust.” She held the amulet high above her head, preparing to smash it to the ground.

But Facilier was quick. He stretched out his hand, releasing a bloodcurdling scream.
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“Just…just wait a second there, Tiana,” Facilier implored after he’d collected himself. He forced out a chuckle. “Be careful with that. It’s an heirloom.” 

He tried to project an air of cool indifference despite the rampant desperation pulsing through his veins. That amulet was the key to everything. As long as it held a sample of Prince Naveen’s blood, its designated wearer could take on the prince’s appearance. Without it, Facilier’s ploy to gain control of Eli LaBouff’s fortune through his lovestruck daughter, Charlotte, would crumble.

But even more important, he would have to pay the high price his friends on the other side had attached to it. 

Tiana held his very life in her hands.

Facilier clutched his fists at his sides, wishing he could wrap his hands around that gutless Lawrence’s neck. Striking up an alliance with the prince’s incompetent valet had been more than just a miscalculation on his part—it could prove to be a deadly mistake.

Lawrence had allowed Facilier’s treasured talisman to fall into Tiana’s hands, and because of that, he now found himself in a position of weakness, having to make a bargain with this slip of a girl.

He should have known Tiana wouldn’t take the easy way out when it came to her restaurant. She would never take pride in something she hadn’t earned. People like her suffered under the foolish notion that their hard work made them better—made them more deserving than those who were smart enough to take advantage of life’s shortcuts.

People like him.

Even after turning down his offer to get her that restaurant, Facilier had been certain that dangling the prospect of seeing her father again would do the trick. Bringing James back was a tall order and would come at a high price, possibly more than he’d ever had to pay to his friends on the other side, but he had been willing to do it. He was willing to do just about anything to secure that talisman.

And Tiana had thrown his offer back in his face.

He hadn’t wanted to resort to this, but she left him no other choice. If he couldn’t sweet-talk her into returning his property, intimidation was his only recourse.

“Before you turn down my proposition, there is still the matter of your little froggy prince to discuss,” Facilier said.

“Naveen?” Her eyes widened.

It was exactly the reaction he’d hoped for. He had a feeling that she’d fallen in love with that prince.

It would be her downfall.

“Where is he?” Tiana asked. “Where’s Naveen?”

“Don’t you worry about where he is. You need to think about what he is. You might be willing to give up your dreams, but will you give up his in the process?” Facilier continued. “If you want your precious Naveen to ever become human again, you’d better give me what’s mine.”

“You’re lying.” Tiana shook her head. “All Naveen has to do to turn human again is kiss a princess, and Charlotte LaBouff is a princess, because her daddy is the king of Mardi Gras.”

“Come now, Tiana.” Facilier tsked. “You’re smarter than that. You know Miss LaBouff isn’t a real princess. And neither are you. If Naveen doesn’t kiss himself a real princess by midnight, he will live forever as a frog.”

“No.” Tiana gasped.

“Yes.” He detected the tiniest signal that she was starting to waver, and pounced. “But you can save him, Tiana. You can get everything you ever wanted. You and your prince can—”

He stopped.

What was he thinking?

Naveen was his ticket to Eli LaBouff, the most powerful man in New Orleans. Now that the scheme he’d crafted with Lawrence had fallen apart, Facilier needed the real Naveen to continue a courtship with LaBouff’s daughter. An eventual marriage between those two was still his best shot at gaining control over LaBouff’s money.

He should have focused on the prince from the very beginning instead of partnering with that spineless Lawrence. That devil-may-care attitude of his made Naveen an easy one to manipulate. As long as he could keep getting a drop of Naveen’s blood every so often, he could control him.

But that would never happen if Naveen and Tiana were together.

“Almost everything you ever wanted, I should say. Here’s my offer,” Facilier started. “You hand me that talisman. In return, I’ll bring your daddy back, and I’ll make your little prince human again.” He held up a finger. “There’s just one thing. Once the spell is broken, Naveen won’t remember a single thing about any of this. And if you want him to remain a human, the little dalliance between you two can be no more.”

“Are you saying—”

“I’m saying that you must forfeit the love of your sweet Prince Naveen in return for him being human again.”

She gasped. “But…but that’s not fair.”

“Life isn’t fair,” Facilier snapped.

Where was the fairness in what he now faced? He would have to strike yet another bargain with his friends on the other side in order to deliver everything he’d promised her. The price would undoubtedly be high, putting him in even deeper debt to them.

And what was she sacrificing? Her little infatuation with that dunderheaded prince?

He was doing her a favor. According to Lawrence, Naveen was useless. A broke, lazy burden on his parents. He would only hold Tiana back. Without Naveen weighing her down—and with the help of her father, once Facilier bargained for James’s return—Tiana would have her restaurant in no time at all.

Compare that to what he was getting out of this deal. Nothing.

But wait a minute. Maybe there was more in it for him.

Facilier thought about the small vial in his jacket pocket that contained a tincture he’d whipped up for some of his more stubborn clientele. It made those who consumed it more malleable to his wishes, at least for a little while. If he could convince Tiana to add a bit of it to her gumbo, he could manipulate all who ate it into giving him whatever valuables they had in their possession.

Facilier’s lips curled up in a smile as something else occurred to him. Tiana and LaBouff’s daughter, Charlotte, were thick as thieves. It stood to reason that Eli LaBouff would become a loyal patron of any restaurant Tiana eventually opened. If he could get even a drop of this tincture into LaBouff himself…it could be another avenue to get to the sugar baron should his plan with Naveen fall through. Another way to fill his coffers. A fail-safe.

The possibilities were too delicious to contemplate.

But first he had to convince Tiana.

“Before we go any further, I’ll need to consult my friends on the other side,” Facilier said. “You understand, don’t you?”

He closed his eyes, leaving a short sliver open so that he could keep Tiana in his sights. Then he began to speak gibberish, yammering like a baby. He would make the bargain with his friends on the other side once he returned to his shop, but Tiana had to believe he was making the deal for her daddy here and now. He put on a stellar show, if he did say so himself.

“Ah. Ah, yes,” Facilier said.

“What are they saying?” Tiana asked.

He held up a finger, silencing her.

“Oh. Oh, of course. Yes, that’s very reasonable,” Facilier murmured. “That shouldn’t be a problem at all.”

He added more gibberish for good measure, then made a production of releasing himself from his trance. He belonged on a vaudeville stage with that performance.

Facilier settled his gaze on Tiana once again. “My friends on the other side have named their price. You are very lucky, Tiana. It’s hardly anything at all.”

He produced the vial from his pocket.

“In return for making your froggy prince human again, and for bringing your dear father, James, back to life, all you have to do is add a small drop of this potion to your gumbo once you inevitably open your restaurant. After all your hard work helps you to do so.”

Tiana was instantly suspicious. “What’s in it?”

“Well…” He needed to think fast. “Well, you…you know better than anyone that gumbo was your father’s signature dish. I had some of James’s gumbo a time or two myself.” He rubbed his stomach. “Delicious stuff.”

“What does that have to do with whatever is in that little bottle there?”

“This contains the magic that will keep your daddy alive. What better way to do that than through his gumbo? You see, Tiana, that’s just how my friends on the other side operate. It’s poetic in a way, isn’t it?”

“How do I even know you were talking to these friends of yours a minute ago?” she asked. “Why should I trust you at all, Shadow Man?”

This was exactly why he couldn’t trust her around Naveen. She was too smart for her own good.

“Because we can both benefit from this, Tiana. You have something I want, and I can provide things that you want.”

“How do I know whatever you have in that vial won’t kill anyone who drinks it?”

Facilier chuckled. “If that’s what my friends wanted to do, they could have done that a long time ago.” He tipped the vial to his lips, pretending to take a sip. “It’s harmless,” he said.

“What is it supposed to do exactly?”

Facilier held up his hands. “I don’t question my friends, Tiana, and neither should you. Their magic is a thousand times more powerful than mine. If they say that a tiny drop of this in your gumbo will keep your father alive, then you need to trust them.” Sensing the need for extra insurance, Facilier added, “And don’t forget about Naveen. You’re saving him, along with all the people you love. You can make sure no harm comes to any of them, Tiana.”

Her eyes widened with alarm. “What do you mean by that? All the people I love?”

“Accidents happen all the time.” Facilier hunched his shoulders.

“Are you threatening me?” she asked, her voice once again strident with staunch defiance.

“I’m warning you,” he snapped. “Things will get very, very ugly if you choose to ignore such a generous offer.” He could tell she was starting to waver. He waved a hand, and one by one, phantom versions of Tiana’s loved ones appeared in the air: her mother, that maddening prince, the LaBouff girl, the neighbors she had grown up with. And one by one, the figures crumbled, lying lifeless on the invisible floor. Tiana gasped as the apparitions disappeared. Facilier moved in closer. “So, do we have a deal?”

“You’re not giving me much of a choice, are you? Either I make this deal with you, or innocent people will be hurt.”

“We all have choices to make, Tiana. The question is whether or not we’re prepared to face the consequences of those choices.”

She defiantly thrust her chin in the air and held her shoulders back, but Facilier saw through her bravado. He was back in control. She might have held his life in her hands, but she didn’t know that. That was his ace—Tiana’s not knowing just how much power that talisman possessed.

“What’s it gonna be, Tiana?”

She glared at him with burning anger in her eyes, but Facilier knew he’d backed her into a corner.

“If I have to give up Naveen, there are several things I want in return,” Tiana said.

Even when she had no way out, she still drove a hard bargain. In a way, he could admire that. It was too bad she was such a goody two-shoes. With her gumption, Tiana could help him take over this entire city.

“What is it you want?” he asked.

“You have to promise that my family will be safe. I don’t want any harm coming to them.” She hesitated for a moment, then said, “And you have to help my two friends Louis and Ray. Louis wants to be human so he can play with a jazz band in the music halls here in N’awlins. Either your friends make that happen, or no deal.

“And Ray…well, I would feel better knowing that he’s close by, where I can keep an eye on him. That he’s safe—”

Facilier interrupted her. “I’m afraid that won’t be necessary.” He almost felt sorry for Tiana as her forehead dipped in a confused frown. Almost.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Remember what I said about our choices having consequences?” He arched one brow. “Well, your little firefly sealed his fate when he stole my talisman.”

Her face fell as understanding dawned. Tiana clutched her hands to her chest. “Oh, Ray,” she cried.

“But the gator?” Facilier continued with a shrug. “I’ll have a talk with my friends, but I’m pretty sure I can make that happen.”

“You can assure me that whatever is in that vial won’t harm anyone? That it’s simply the magic that will keep my daddy alive and keep my family safe?”

“There’s nothing simple about this magic, except for your part in this, of course. You just remember to put a drop of it in your gumbo, and no harm will come to anyone. And you and your dear father will be cooking once again.” Facilier squeezed his hands at his sides as he leaned forward, his excitement on the verge of overwhelming. “So, Tiana, do we have a deal?”

She pressed her lips together.

“For dear old dad?” he continued.

For a moment, a streak of true terror rushed through him at the reluctance he saw in her eyes.

But then Tiana stuck out the hand that held his talisman.

“Deal.”
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The Ninth Ward, New Orleans
Thursday, February 1927
Five days before Mardi Gras

Tiana couldn’t think of a better way to wake up than to the aroma of salty bacon wafting through the air. She sucked in a deep breath and blew it out with a sigh. 

The promise of a hearty breakfast of buttery grits, fluffy eggs, and thick, crispy bacon beckoned, but she remained tucked underneath her covers with her eyes closed. She basked in the feel of the warm sun caressing her face as it shone bright through her windows. The jaybirds flittering about outside chirped songs of cheer, a happy soundtrack for what was sure to be a stellar day.

“Tiana, baby. Come to breakfast.”

Tiana’s eyes popped opened and a smile as wide as the Mississippi River stretched across her face.

“I’m on my way, Daddy,” she called.

It had been nearly a year since the Shadow Man made good on his promise to bring her daddy back to them. The sound of that deep baritone echoing throughout the house never failed to send grateful chills skittering along her skin.

She sat up in bed and threw the well-worn quilt off her legs. Stretching her hands high above her head, Tiana rocked her neck back and forth, working out the kinks. Maybe she should put new pillows on her shopping list the next time she and Mama visited Krauss Department Store.

Or maybe not. These pillows had served her just fine for years.

She had bigger plans in store for the profit she made from the humble restaurant she and her daddy had opened three months ago. Every cent she earned went back into her savings. Eventually, she would earn enough to buy a larger building to house the grand restaurant she had always dreamed of opening.

Not that she wasn’t grateful for the supper club; it was a proper stepping stone. And it really was a feat that she and her father had been able to get the cozy little spot and open up so quickly. But Tiana had her sights on something bigger, and no one was getting in her way this time.

Buoyed by the thought of her future, she hopped up from the bed and ran over to her bureau. She pulled out a yellow-and-white gingham dress along with a matching yellow ribbon to tie back her hair. Once done, she left her room in search of that bacon she’d been smelling.

“Well, look who decided to make an appearance. Good morning,” her mother said from where she sat behind a worn wooden table, working the hand crank on her Singer sewing machine.

“Good morning, Mama.” Tiana walked up behind her and clamped her hands on her mother’s shoulders. She leaned forward and planted a loud kiss on her cheek. “Is there any breakfast left? Please tell me there is.”

Eudora nodded toward the stove, where a plate covered with tinfoil sat next to the dented copper teakettle that had taken up permanent residence on the stove now that her daddy’s big gumbo pot was at the restaurant. Tiana walked over to it, lifted the tinfoil, and snatched a strip of bacon.

“Where’s Daddy?” she asked.

“Out in the garden.”

“Oh, shoot! I almost forgot,” Tiana said. She grabbed another slice of bacon, then covered the plate back up.

“Aren’t you gonna sit and eat?” her mother asked.

“I can’t. I promised Daddy I would help pick some peppers and tomatoes for tonight. I’m working on a new recipe for my jambalaya, and I want to give it a test run before we open for supper.” She looked at her mother with a raised brow. “You willing to play guinea pig later today?”

“Don’t I always?” Eudora answered with a laugh. “Promise me you’ll eat something more substantial soon, Tiana. You’re too skinny.”

“I promise,” Tiana called as she lifted a black cloche from the hat rack near the door and secured it over her hair, sighing a little. The promises she made these days were so blissfully uncomplicated. It sort of made her wonder when the other shoe would drop.

Standing up straighter, Tiana walked outside, automatically shielding her eyes from the unforgiving sun. She dropped her hand when she realized it wasn’t necessary. The sun still shone, but it was muted by a murky haze that hung in the air.

It was peculiar, to say the least. So close to the river, it wasn’t all that strange to see a mist roll off the Mississippi early in the morning, but the fog typically lifted after a couple of hours.

She looked up at the sky, wondering if maybe a storm was coming.

Tiana snatched up one of the wicker baskets next to Daddy’s rocker, then descended the back porch steps and made her way to the small garden behind the house. She paused for a moment as she came upon him, his large frame bent over a row of black soil.

Her heart expanded within her chest as a mixture of gratitude, wonderment, and profound love merged together, threatening to overwhelm her.

She still could not believe her daddy was here.

Despite her skepticism, it turned out that she could trust Dr. Facilier, at least when it came to holding up his end of their bargain. The day after Mardi Gras last year, her daddy had walked through their front door as if returning from a typical day’s work. Her mother had greeted him as usual, with a hug and kiss on his cheek, not missing a beat.

Tiana smiled softly at the memory of running up to him and wrapping her arms around his large shoulders as she cried uncontrollably, unable to suppress her joy. Both her mama and daddy had stared at her as if she’d lost her ever-loving mind. But then they’d all burst out laughing, and that
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New Orleans, 1928 
Mardi Gras

“How’s it looking out there, Mama?”

“Like all the Mardi Gras revelers have converged on this place,” Eudora said. “The line of people waiting for tables stretches all the way to the French Quarter. You’d better put on a second pot of gumbo, because you have a whole lot of hungry mouths to feed.”

“That’s just the way I like it,” Tiana said as she added a few dashes of Tabasco to the pot. Her daddy’s dinged-up pot might not shine like the new copper and steel cookware in her gleaming kitchen, but Tiana refused to use anything else to cook her gumbo.

She could barely hear the band over the din of the noisy kitchen, but she found herself rocking to the faint sound of the traditional Mardi Gras song they were currently playing. She had requested their playlist include only the liveliest tunes. Tonight was a celebration, and she was determined to enjoy every single moment of it.

Tiana’s Palace was filled to capacity yet again, just as it had been every single night for the past two weeks, ever since its grand opening. It truly was the place to be, with some of the city’s most elite clamoring for a seat at one of her tables.

Just the day before, the newspaper had published a front-page story on the new restaurant that had everyone talking. Tiana’s decision to employ an all-female staff—save for the Crawfish Crooners, who would always have a place on the bandstand—was the type of thing that made news from Baton Rouge to Mississippi. Some were skeptical, but many others applauded such a unique idea.

However, it was the food that had people lining up for a table. All her daddy’s favorites were on the menu, and the people of this town couldn’t seem to get enough. A reservation at Tiana’s Palace was the most sought-after thing in all of New Orleans.

“Addie Mae, can you watch the gumbo while I go out to greet some of the guests?” Tiana asked her head chef.

“Sure thing, Tiana! You tell Mr. LaBouff that his oysters will be right up.”

After suffering from nightmares for months following her rescue from the Shadow Man’s dungeon, Addie Mae had taken some time to recuperate. She’d felt ready to return to work just as Tiana closed the deal to buy the old sugar mill she’d always dreamed of owning. The man the Fenner brothers had sold it to a couple of years before had decided to leave New Orleans—but not before enjoying an evening of good music and even better food at the supper club. When he’d learned it was Tiana who had put in an offer the very same day it went on the market, he’d sold it to her on the spot.

She’d never lost hope that the place would one day be hers. She’d felt it in her bones.

And now it was.

She would have pinched herself, but she already knew this wasn’t a dream. This was real life, and she was embracing it all.

Tiana untied her apron from around her waist and went out into the grand dining room. It had taken a lot of blood, sweat, and tears to get it to this point, but with the help of her friends, her restaurant looked exactly as she had always imagined it would.

She was still a work in progress when it came to relying on others for help, but she was getting better at it. Especially after the experience she’d had with renovating this place. Naveen, Louis, Lisette, and Charlotte had been by her side every single evening, polishing light fixtures and refinishing the tables. Even Maddy, Georgia, and Eugene had come by a few times, sweeping and mopping and sanding down the floors.

Tiana started her rounds at their table. Georgia and the gang had a standing invitation to dine whenever they wanted to, no reservation needed.

“How’re y’all doing tonight?” Tiana asked.

“This place is hopping,” Maddy said. “I know Donald will be sorry he missed this.”

“From what I hear, he’s found good luck up there in Detroit. I’m guessing it won’t be long before you join him up there,” Tiana said. She winked at Maddy, who blushed like a schoolgirl. “I’ll see you all a bit later. Don’t leave without trying my newest creation, Mardi Gras beignets. They’re covered with praline sauce!”

She left her old schoolmates and went over to Mr. LaBouff, who was holding court, as usual.

“Hey there, Mr. LaBouff. Addie Mae said to tell you that your oysters will be right out. Although I really think you should try on one of the other dishes for size. Addie Mae makes a mean muffuletta.”

“Nope.” He shook his head and cradled his ample belly. “Bring on the oysters Rockefeller. Or oysters LaBouff, as I like to call them.”

Tiana laughed. “Coming right up.”

She stopped by Mr. Salvaggio’s table to check in on him and his wife, then went over to Roselande, who had joined Lisette that evening.

The girl had really come into her own since she’d moved to New Orleans that past year. Maison Blanche had dedicated an entire display case to her products. People around town claimed that Lisette’s skin cream was the perfect balm for skin burned by the hot Louisiana sun.

“Tia! Tia!” Tiana turned at Charlotte’s call. Her friend ran up to her and enveloped her in a hug. “Oh, Tia, it all looks wonderful in here. I’m so happy I made it back from Baton Rouge in time for your big Mardi Gras celebration. What a perfect way to end this perfect day!”

“Based on that smile, I take it your speech at the State Capitol went well,” Tiana said. “I hope you gave them hell, Lottie.”

“You know I did!” Charlotte said.

Tiana’s heart swelled with pride as she listened to her friend recount her impassioned speech to the state legislators on behalf of the Federation of Civic Leagues. Lottie had joined the group last year after organizing a campaign to bring better conditions to the schools in communities like Tremé and the Ninth Ward. But she no longer limited herself to New Orleans. Charlotte had begun to travel around the entire state of Louisiana, fighting for those less fortunate.

But she hadn’t given up on finding herself a duke. She’d booked a passage on a luxury cruise liner to England leaving after the Easter holiday.

It took Tiana another half hour to visit the rest of the tables in the dining room, but she made it a point to drop in on each one of them. She was convinced that the key to her restaurant’s success—besides the food—was the hospitality. Each patron at Tiana’s Palace knew they were appreciated.

She returned to the kitchen to get started on desserts. A few minutes later, Eudora walked through the door.

“Do you need a rest, Mama?” Tiana said as she drizzled praline syrup on the order of beignets she’d just made.

“No, baby. You know I stopped sewing to embrace the excitement of the restaurant business.”

“Well, that’s not the only reason you’re here,” Tiana said with a laugh. She rounded the cooking station and enveloped her mother in a hug.

“No, it isn’t,” Eudora said. She and Tiana stared up at the portrait of her daddy that hung on the wall, looking down over the entire kitchen. “I’m here because this is exactly where he would want me to be.”

“And it’s exactly where I want you to be, too. What did that man from the paper call you? The queen of Tiana’s Palace?”

“Well, he’s right,” her mother replied with no small amount of sass.

Then she and Tiana burst out laughing.

“Ah, what has my two favorite ladies in New Orleans in such a good mood?” Naveen greeted as he came upon them.

Tiana turned around. “The band taking a break?”

“Only because I insisted,” Naveen said. “If it were up to Louis, he would have us playing nonstop all night long.”

“That’s because he’s doing what he loves,” Tiana said.

After much soul-searching, Louis had decided to remain in New Orleans instead of petitioning Mama Odie to help him change back into a gator. But he still took his boat out to the swamp every so often, just to be closer to the place where he’d grown up.

Naveen put an arm around Tiana’s shoulders and pulled her in to his side.

“I only have ten minutes, so I want to make the most of it. Mother,” he said to Eudora. “If you do not mind, I am going to steal my wife away for a bit.”

“As long as you bring her back before the second dinner rush,” Eudora said.

“I promise.”

“Where are you taking me?” Tiana asked.

“To the best view in all of New Orleans,” he said.

Five minutes later, she and Naveen were standing at the railing of the restaurant’s outside balcony. She stood with her back to his chest, his arms wrapped around her. Tiana rested her head back, listening contently to the beat of his heart as she watched boats of all kinds floating along the river, their lights twinkling among the waves.

“This really is beautiful,” she said.

“Very, very beautiful,” Naveen replied. She looked up to find him looking at her, not the river.

He dipped his head and placed a gentle kiss upon her lips.

“Tell me. Are you happy, my love?”

“I am,” she answered. “So much happier than I ever imagined I could be.”

Not too long before, she would have maintained that no matter how well things were going, she would never be truly happy again, because her father was no longer with her.

But he was here. She felt him every time she walked into the kitchen at this restaurant. She felt him whenever she walked into her mother’s house in the Ninth Ward, or when she was in the house she and Naveen shared uptown.

She felt him everywhere.

And because she knew his spirit would always be with her, no matter how far she traveled or how long they were apart, Tiana now knew true happiness.

She took Naveen’s hand and squeezed it, taking in the view.

She’d learned a lot about letting go that past year. About not holding on to the past and embracing what fate had in store. About taking pride in a hard day’s work, but also taking time to rest and find peace in the quiet moments of the day.

Most of all, she’d learned the importance of spending time with those she loved. She now understood just how precious time was, and that it wasn’t promised.

Another Mardi Gras, and once more she was forever changed. It was just as Roselande had said: symmetry was the universe’s way. And Tiana looked forward to what new transformations the future—and she—would bring.
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