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				Careful what you wish for…

				Northeast Pennsylvania

				41,646 days ago

				But who’s counting?

				Vana cringed as the stairs vanished beneath Peter’s feet.

				Again.

				Luckily, this time, he was holding on to the railing.

				Which also started to disintegrate.

				Holy smokes! Would her magic ever turn out the way she wanted it to?

				At least she could manage Invisibility, and did so, standing at the top of the staircase and gripping the railing so it wouldn’t fall apart. Luckily for everyone attending Peter’s weekly gathering, the structure seemed sound—despite the stair-mangling efforts of the bear she’d accidentally conjured.

				Vana winced. A bear.

				Thankfully, Mr. Hornberger had chased it out before it could do any more damage, but she shouldn’t have tried to repair the steps, let alone varnish them. Especially with the way her magic worked. Or rather, didn’t work.

				“I know you’re here, Vana,” Peter called loud enough for everyone at the luncheon to hear. Not the best idea. Peter still hadn’t grasped the concept of secrecy when it came to having a genie—anymore than she’d grasped the concept of being one.

				“And don’t try fixing it again. I’ll take care of it mysel—agghh!” Peter threw his hands in the air as the remaining spindle disintegrated and another stair tread caved in.

				“Oh dear, Peter’s tippled too much again, hasn’t he?” Mrs. Otto waddled out from the dining room with Mrs. Ertel following her, dressed in her Sunday best and tsk-tsking behind her gloved hands. “I’m sure it’s understandable, Bertha. After all, a bear! Can you imagine? Quite the spectacle.”

				Just one in a long line of them. Vana had the feeling that the townspeople’s appearances at Peter’s gatherings had more to do with her and her magic than the food he served. Not that anyone ever saw her; no one had but Peter. Which was half the problem. Peter was what the locals liked to call eccentric. He’d made money in shipping and imports before she’d entered his life (obviously, or she would have lost it all for him), and he’d invested it heavily in the town, but not necessarily in things people wanted him to invest in.

				But that was Peter. He’d erected a big statue to his grandmother, the sternest-looking woman to walk the earth, and considering Vana had lived for more than a few centuries, she ought to know.

				He’d paved the path to the home for unwed mothers with cobblestones, saying it’d prevent falls when the path iced over in the winter. The church ladies disagreed and periodically took up a collection to have the stones removed. But each time, Peter would have them put back in place. After all, he did own the property; he could do what he wanted with the path. It became an unending cycle until the women eventually gave up.

				No, Peter Harrison had been an oddity long before Vana came along, but her special brand of ineptitude helped put the icing on Peter’s cake of eccentricity.

				Peter never seemed to mind, and that, more than the fact that he possessed her bottle, made Vana happy to be his genie.

				“Jonas, why don’t you send Mrs. Hamm to get your father?” one of the church ladies asked Peter’s son kindly. “I think he might want to take a nap.”

				Sleep it off, she meant. Everyone thought Peter liked his whiskey, but the truth was, Peter couldn’t stand the stuff. He did, however, like a special blend of chilled tea that Vana could manage to magick up correctly.

				She would pour the tea into empty whiskey bottles to encourage the locals’ belief that Peter liked his drink. That it had all started after the death of his wife (which, also not so coincidentally, coincided with the round-the-world trip during which he’d come across a certain bottle) lent credence to the story.

				Everyone knew how distraught Peter had been, so what else could Vana do? Let them think he was full-blown crazy with his talk of genies and magic? He might own the town, but he’d also built that nice hospital at the far end, and there was a wing there with his name on it. She was half worried they’d send poor Peter there, and then where would she be? Where would the children and Eirik and all the rest be?

				The children. Vana shook her head. The children had been dancing in the study earlier, which normally wouldn’t be a problem. But when children were enchanted to be everyday dishware, and those dishes were twirling and swirling and leaping and do-si-doing all over the place, well, that was definitely an issue.

				Especially if anyone had seen them.

				“Out of the way! Out of the way!”

				Vana winced once more when Mrs. Hamm, the housekeeper, strode into the foyer, bellowing as usual. “The master needs his nap!”

				The master would never get his nap with that old foghorn blustering like she was.

				Vana smiled. She’d been able to manage a fairly good sleeping draught that Mrs. Hamm had really taken to. Alas, it was the middle of the afternoon and Mrs. Hamm would never be persuaded into napping during a Sunday gathering.

				Peter stumped up the steps. “I’m not taking a nap, Mrs. Hamm. I’m not in my dotage!” Still, he allowed the housekeeper to herd him up what remained of the curved staircase.

				“Don’t fret, Vana,” Peter said as he passed her, his hand unerringly finding her shoulder as it always did.

				No, no doubt about it. Although Peter might come across as being dotty, he was as sharp as a needle.

				But she would fret. After all, this was her fault. Honestly, varnish? How hard could that be?

				With her screwy magic, pretty hard apparently.

				Vana sighed, kissed the air, her Way of doing magic, and poofed! herself inside the armoire in Peter’s bedchamber. Travel magic wasn’t as difficult as conjuring things, and once she’d practiced it, there’d been no mishaps similar to today’s incident—well, other than the time that Mr. Peale and Mrs. Hargetty had been too engrossed in what they shouldn’t have been doing to each other to notice her sudden appearance in the drawing room, that is.

				The door opened and Peter strode in, followed by Mrs. Hamm, who immediately set about flustering around Peter, arranging pillows and fluffing the comforter in an effort to get her master settled.

				“Stop fussing, Mrs. Hamm.” Peter tossed the silk pillow he’d bargained off old Mustafa in the souk onto the divan he’d won in a card game in Kiev. “It’s the middle of July. I am not cold, nor am I tired. I told you. It’s her again.”

				Mrs. Hamm and the rest of the staff thought Peter’s “her” meant his wife, and Vana was fine with them thinking that. After all, Peter talking to his dead wife was more believable than him talking to a live genie, and since his supposed downward spiral into madness had begun in earnest after Millie died, it garnered him a certain amount of pity. Which was why Mrs. Hamm went about picking up the pillows and refluffing the comforter with merely a chorus of “yes, sir” and “of course, sir,” tossed about with the occasional “hmmm.”

				Vana sighed, torn between wanting Mrs. Hamm to believe Peter—for once—and feeling bad that she’d contributed to Peter’s “madness” yet again. Really, she was just trying to do her job in the best way she knew. Was it her fault that her training had been cut short by a ruthless antiquities dealer who’d snatched up her bottle before she’d been given clearance to become a full-fledged member of The Service, that noble rank of Servitude every djinni aspired to?

				Okay, so maybe she shouldn’t have been in that bottle, since, according to The Djinn Code, a genie shouldn’t be inside a bottle until she was assigned one. (Or someone accidentally locked her inside one, as had happened with that antiquities dealer.)

				A couple dozen masters over the centuries, a few boat rides, one horribly memorable trek lashed to a mule, and here she was in the New World with Peter and the vanishing staircase.

				Mrs. Hamm let the cord that held back the window curtains on one side of Peter’s bed fall, then rushed around to do the same to the other side, bathing the room in shadow and stifling heat. It would soon be sweltering.

				“There, there, Mr. Peter, you’ll feel better after you wake up.” Mrs. Hamm pulled the comforter up to Peter’s chin.

				No wonder Peter was getting sleepy. He was probably suffering from heat stroke. The minute Mrs. Hamm left, Vana would get rid of the covers and cool things down. She could manage that most of the time, which came in handy for making Peter’s favorite drink or lowering the temperature in the house on a hot day. She’d never tried to do so on a grand scale, however. Too much potential for trouble. She could only imagine how a snowstorm in July would go over. For today, though, she’d magick a few little cool spots all around Peter. They ought to do the trick.

				Vana puckered her lips and kissed the air as the door closed behind Mrs. Hamm and she—

				No! Not actual spots! Holy smokes, she’d given Peter cold sores!

				Trying to keep her panic at bay, Vana puckered up again.

				“Don’t do it, Nirvana.” Peter’s voice was deeper and sadder than she’d ever heard. And he’d used her full name. He never used her full name.

				“Whatever it is you think you’re going to do, don’t. I can’t take any more right now, Nirvana. I just can’t.” Peter sat up on the bed, the horrid spots looking like some tropical disease.

				“First the bear, then the stairs, and now this. This has to stop. We need your magic in good order if we’re going to turn those dishes back into children.” He lifted her bottle out of a drawer in the bedside table where he kept it and pulled the stopper. “You’ve been trying so hard recently, Vana. I think you need a rest. Don’t you?”

				A rest? Vana bit her trembling bottom lip and rolled her shoulders back. She couldn’t rest. The children and everyone else would be stuck in their enchanted forms unless she could figure out how to undo them. She needed to keep practicing.

				“Vana?”

				She sighed again. At least he’d asked. Most masters would have ordered her.

				Most masters probably would have sent her into the Light by now.

				She opened the armoire door and walked across the beautiful Persian rug he’d bought in the same souk where he’d found her bottle.

				She stood next to his side of the bed, her head bowed, her hands linked in front of her. “I am sorry, Peter.” He’d never insisted she call him “master,” a kindness for which she’d forever be indebted to him. He’d never made her feel like his servant.

				Until now.

				“Vana, it’s just for a little while. To give you time to calm down. To give everyone time to calm down. That’s all. Just a little while.”

				Vana nodded. Peter was trying to be kind. She knew that.

				That she felt like a failure was all her own doing.

				One last breath of the stifling July air, and Vana dematerialized from the room and entered her bottle in a plume of pink smoke.

				As her body regained its corporeal form, the stopper filled the hole above her head, sealing her inside where, theoretically at least, she could do no harm.

				Later that evening, Vana braced herself against the cushions on her divan as Peter climbed the steps to the attic (ones she’d never attempted to varnish), placed her bottle stopper-side up in a trunk, cushioned it with a handmade shawl, and closed the lid—his way of protecting her from someone taking her from him, another kindness for which she was forever grateful.

				***

				Two days later, Peter was killed in a wild horse-and-buggy accident that Vana had had nothing to do with.

				And no one ever knew about the bottle in the attic or the genie locked inside.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1

				Northeast Pennsylvania

				41,646 days later

				Vana had been counting

				Zane Harrison stared at the woman on the other end of the scimitar and tried to remember exactly how he’d come to have a sword pointed at his chest.

				“Holy smokes!” The woman sucked in a breath, clamped a hand over her mouth, and dropped the sword.

				Right on top of him.

				The pommel conked him on the head and the blade spun around, almost taking off his nose.

				Zane leapt to his feet and grabbed the sword in one movement, the hours spent in football training drills thankfully having real-world application, although he’d never imagined that would be to defend his life during a trip back to his ancestral home in the middle of nowhere.

				Then he got a good look at the woman. A more unlikely assassin he’d never seen. Hand-to-hand combat was not the ideal way to handle this situation; hand to mouth was. Or rather, mouth to mouth.

				The woman was gorgeous. Movie-star gorgeous. Playmate gorgeous. She had curves straight out of his most vivid erotic fantasy, eyes the shimmering silvery-gray of the sky before a storm that promised every bit as much of a wild ride, and hair the color of mink that Zane wanted to sink his fingers into and never let go. Even in a fencer’s uniform, which was about as asexual as you could get, the woman was absolutely stunning. And he was most definitely stunned. But not only by her looks.

				“Ungaro,” she muttered. “Not en garde.” She shook her head, mumbled something else, then looked up at him. “Good day, um…?”

				Zane would hate to see what she called a bad day if a good one was ending up on the wrong end of a sword. “Who are you, and what the hell is this?” He shook the sword.

				She licked her lips—more centerfold fodder. They were plump and pink and now wet.

				Hmmm, maybe it was a good day.

				“I’m Vana, and that’s a scimitar.” Her expression was crestfallen and her sigh heartbroken. “I couldn’t even manage a rapier.”

				Which made about as much sense as anything else.

				Not that anything made sense.

				Zane took the somewhat daring action of taking his gaze from her to glance around the room.

				Circular, and ringed by stained-glass windows, it had no door that he could see—unless it was behind him and he wasn’t about to risk turning around, both for what she might do and what he might see—the room looked like something out of the old Hollywood movie set of Lawrence of Arabia. Overstuffed sofas covered in pillows filled the room with pastel silk panels draped from the ceiling like the inside of a harem tent.

				He was as human as the next guy and, sure, every guy had harem fantasies, but he was fairly certain he wasn’t dreaming, if only for the fact that the knot on the back of his head hurt like hell.

				Rubbing it, Zane winced. He must have really conked it when he’d ended up on the floor.

				A floor covered in hot-pink mosaic tiles. In the shape of a flower.

				He shook his head, trying to clear the fog from it. How had he ended up on the floor? He could have sworn he’d just been in his great-grandfather’s home, and while floral wallpaper abounded in that monstrosity of a Victorian mansion his family had owned for three generations too many, this flower was a little too “out there” for the puritans he’d descended from. Merely one of the reasons he’d decided to sell the place.

				Another was to cut ties with the legacy of lunacy that came with the house. But given the contents of this room and the scimitar-pointed-at-his-chest thing, he wasn’t so sure he’d be successful with the second one. “So… Vana, was it?”

				The woman nodded and the curtain of hair cascaded over her shoulder, then down over breasts that were outlined quite spectacularly in that costume.

				He must have hit his head really hard if that was what he was focusing on.

				“Do you mind telling me where I am?”

				The crestfallen expression turned pained. “Um… You’re in Pennsylvania.”

				“Yeah, I get that. I mean, where in Pennsylvania?” He sure as hell wasn’t in any part of the state he’d heard of.

				“In Harrisonville. Peter Harrison’s home, to be exact.”

				Zane winced again, and it had nothing to do with the egg that was fast forming on the back of his head. “This isn’t the Harrison home.”

				“It’s not?” Legitimate surprise lit up her face. God, she was beautiful.

				Zane gritted his teeth. She’d pulled a sword on him; what was wrong with him to still be bowled over by her looks? As a pro football player, he’d seen his fair share of beautiful women. Had slept with plenty of them. But not one had tried to kill him. Not even when he’d broken up with them.

				“No, this definitely is not the Harrison house. I was just there, and I lived there for the first twelve years of my life. I would’ve remembered a room like this.”

				She put a hand on his arm. “You lived here? I don’t remember you.”

				Considering she looked at least ten years younger than his thirty-two, and he and Mom had moved the year he’d turned twelve after Dad died, there was no way she should remember him.

				“Look, I just want to know where I am and how I got here. Or better yet, where’s the door? I’ll get out of your hair”—bad word choice because his fingers were itching to get into her hair—“and leave the sword outside.” He hadn’t conked his head hard enough that he’d give her the chance to skewer him.

				“I’m afraid that’s not possible.” She tucked a swath of hair behind her ear. She even had adorable ears.

				“Sure it is. I’ll just lay the sword beside the door.”

				Her hair shimmered as it swung in counterpoint to the movement of her head. “No, I mean it’s not possible for you to leave through a door. There isn’t one.”

				This time he did look behind him.

				Damn if she wasn’t right. Windows ringed the entire room. “I’m not picky. I’ll climb through a window.”

				“Except that they’re for show.”

				“Show?”

				She nodded. “They don’t open. Watch.”

				Then she… blew him a kiss?

				Well, okay, he’d already established that he was as human as the next guy, and if she was offering, he was taking.

				He pulled her to him, intending just one nibble. One taste. But when his lips met hers, the first turned into a second, then a third. A fourth. A fifth. And then he gave up counting and lost himself in the taste and feel of this beautiful woman in his arms. She was soft where a woman should be, her curves meeting the hard—and hardening—lines of his body, her lips perfectly shaped for his, her flavor an ambrosia he’d never tasted, and—

				Zane pulled back. Ambrosia? What the hell? Since when did he spout Shakespeare?

				He looked down at her, so much smaller than he was, her lips still pursed, her eyes fluttering open, their silvery gray depths sparkling like moonlight, her cheeks pink where the stubble he hadn’t shaved this morning had grazed them, and he leaned in for one more taste—

				“Holy smokes!”

				Until she said that.

				Her eyes lost their sparkle as they flew open, and she spun around. “I said ‘show’!”

				Zane looked over his shoulder to where she was staring.

				Something white poured from the windows and crept toward him.

				Zane took a few steps back as it approached, stopping only when he bumped into her.

				The white stuff began covering his feet. Shit, it was cold.

				The woman nestled against him, muttering something foreign-sounding and blowing more air kisses. He’d had women make moves on him before, but this… This was beyond strange and he couldn’t make any sense of it. He couldn’t make sense of any of it; not how he got here, not the room itself, certainly not her, and now this… this… snow?

				She started hopping. “Bop, cop, fop, hop, lop, mop, pop…”

				The snow kept coming.

				Zane was sure his mind was going. It was July, for Christ’s sake. At least, it had been when he’d arrived three hours ago. He thought it’d been three hours ago, but with the conk on his head… Had it been another day? Why didn’t he know? And how had he gotten here, who was she, what was with the sword at his throat, and why was it snowing?

				“Stop!” She yelled so loudly that the term “ringing in his ears” made sense because it felt as if a gong had exploded, stopping up his ears like a change in cabin pressure.

				He was working his jaw and jiggling fingers in his ears to get them to pop when he realized that not only had she stopped hopping against him, but the snow had stopped rising, pausing at crotch level which, with her breasts pressed up against his back, was the perfect level to stop at, as if the Universe knew he needed some cooling down in that area.

				Zane kicked at the snow and put a few inches between himself and the woman before turning around to see her brushing the snow in wide circles away from her.

				“Uh, miss?”

				She licked her lips again and brushed the snow away.

				“Miss?”

				She looked up, her eyes now a dark gray. “Sadly, I didn’t miss you. I’m sorry. But in a circular room, it’s kind of hard to when it’s coming in from all sides.”

				“What?” She was speaking English, but that was the only part of what she’d said that made any sense.

				She stood up and brushed off her hands. “I said I was sorry for not missing you.”

				“With the sword?”

				“That, too.”

				As if that made any sense.

				A chill ran up his spine and it had nothing to do with the snow. Well, yeah, the snow was part of it. So was this poor, beautiful, confused woman. And him being in this room and the snow and the windows and the sword… “Look, Vana. Can you just point me to the way out? I have someone coming by this week and have a lot of work to do beforehand.” As well as find some place to take her where she could get the help she needed.

				He just couldn’t get away from the stigma of his great-grandfather’s mental illness that had pervaded every generation since, could he? Zane had tried to counteract it by moving away and making something of his life, and he’d thought he’d succeeded.

				Yet, with his mother’s death, he’d inherited this place and apparently all of its craziness. He hadn’t even been back a full day, and lunacy was rearing its ugly head—well, not ugly; quite beautiful actually, but lunacy was still lunacy. Maybe she was a distant cousin he hadn’t heard about, which gave new meaning to the term “kissing cousins.”

				Zane shuddered. It was an awesome kiss, but now that he knew the truth—that she was crazy (and probably some distant relation)—there’d be no more of that.

				“The way out?” She nibbled on that bottom lip that had been designed to tempt men into lusting after their cousins, no matter how distant. (It was working, dammit.) “Um, well, I guess you could leave the same way you came in.” She pointed a finger upward.

				Zane looked up. The ceiling tapered into a long, chimney-like structure that ended in darkness. “What do you mean?”

				“You can go out through the…” She looked up. “Holy smokes!”

				Zane was coming to dislike that phrase. “What now?”

				“The stopper’s in.”

				Zane jiggled a finger in his ear again. What she’d said made no sense—like everything else she’d said, including the foreign language she was muttering again and the fluffy white snow she was kicking… and the curly-toed slipper she was kicking it with.

				A fencing harem girl. Yeah, this poor thing had gotten the entire family tree’s share of crazy.

				“Look, sweetheart. I’ll just leave through one of the windows and you can go back to doing whatever it was you were doing.”

				He slunk through the snow, keeping his gaze on her, his pace slow but steady so he wouldn’t spook her.

				“I was only trying to whip up a party dress.” She slid her hands to her hips.

				A whip dangled from one.

				She looked surprised to see it there and flung it away as if it were made of fire. Too bad it didn’t melt the snow.

				Snow. Right. He still hadn’t dealt with that issue. But if he could just get out of this place, he was sure the snow would be a non-issue because he wouldn’t have to deal with her. He’d get her to a nice facility, leave her in the care of trained professionals, and unload this place as fast as possible.

				Maybe then the Harrison name—and his ancestors—would finally rest in peace.

				Except she muttered something else and Zane was afraid that peace was something he’d never find.

				“Stuck?” He froze in place and it had nothing to do with the snow. “What do you mean we’re stuck?”
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				Vana stared at the man in front of her.

				The man who’d kissed her.

				She put a hand to her lips. It’d been far too long since anyone had kissed her, let alone kissed her like that.

				Towering over her somewhere in the six-foot range, with jet black hair just shy of curling, and blue, blue eyes fringed in long, dark lashes that were at odds with a jaw that could handle a few punches—above shoulders that could throw even more—the guy could be an Olympian god, able with just one touch to make her feel as if she were merely a shimmering mass of magical Glimmer tightly coiled in a sandstorm of sensation, about to whirl apart if not for the force of his desire holding her together.

				Not that she’d tell him any of that. It’d been her experience that gods—mortal or actual ones—knew their effect on women and relished the adoration.

				She touched her lips again, unable to help herself. The last man to kiss her had been Wilhelm and, well, his kiss was only memorable because it’d been the last. The only men she’d seen since Peter locked her away had been on the television she’d ordered through the Genie Supply System about forty years ago. And, even that hadn’t turned out well. She’d tried hardwiring the television set to the toaster to sample one of those new-fangled TV dinners and had ended up hotwiring the appliances instead, frying everything but what she’d been planning to eat for dinner.

				He looked good enough to eat.

				She was going to ask him why he’d kissed her, but he also looked angry enough to bite her head off, so she decided to keep that question to herself because the answer she had to give him was not going to go over well.

				Especially when he tried to move.

				Vana didn’t even bother trying; she knew what the outcome would be. They were stuck. In every sense of the word.

				“I can’t move my feet.”

				She winced. “Try wiggling your toes.” She did the same inside her curly-toed khussas. Yes, toe-wiggling was possible; it was just forward momentum that wasn’t. Or backward. Or sideways.

				“What in God’s name is going on?”

				She wished he wouldn’t bring the gods into it. She was desperately trying to stay off their radar.

				“What’s happening here?”

				Actually, she’d like to know that, too. She’d have to check the Djinnoire for an explanation because she had no idea what he was doing inside her bottle. Obviously her magic had gone wonky yet again. Usually when a mortal opened her bottle, the cosmic pull of The Service whisked her up and out into their realm in a plume of pink smoke, but she hadn’t felt even a smidgen of cosmic energy before he’d been on the other end of the scimitar.

				She glanced at it in his hand. Genghis’s. She didn’t need a panicky mortal swinging that thing around.

				Unfortunately, however, The Code that governed all djinn mandated that she couldn’t take it from him. Other than seeing to their masters’ comfort and safety, genies weren’t permitted to do anything magical to their masters without their express permission. Well, do anything to them on purpose. Gods knew (and sadly, they did) that over the centuries, she’d done plenty of things accidentally to her masters that they hadn’t wished for.

				But still, the more the guy tried to move his feet, the more frustrated he became, and guys and frustration and swords had never really worked out well, as history showed. So, with a dearth of magical options available to her, she tried pulling a trick out of the mortal hat—

				Only to have a top hat float down behind the man and land on the snow, sinking in until half of the satin band was covered. Then a bunny hopped out. Luckily, it was white so it blended in with the snow, which hopefully would prevent the mortal from freaking out.

				“Why can’t I move?”

				Well, freaking out more than he already was.

				Normally, she’d try to whisk the snow and bunny away, but she didn’t want to tempt Karma by attempting too much. Instead, she went with something light and easy. A little puff of a kiss managed to transport her pendant off the pouffe beside her bed and into her hand. She dangled the pink tourmaline in front of her, swinging it side to side. “You’re getting sleepy. Verrrry sleepy.”

				“Are you serious?” At least that got him to stop struggling. The sword, however, was still swaying. “Who do you think you are, Freud? Snow White?”

				She dropped her arm. If she was Snow White, that must make him Grumpy. Which wasn’t helping matters.

				She kissed the pendant into a shimmer of pink Glimmer and sighed. “I told you. I’m Vana. Short for Nirvana.”

				“Nirvana? Seriously?”

				She didn’t kid about her name. Nirvana Aphrodite. It was a mouthful—and a lot of pressure. As if her parents had set her up to fail. Poor DeeDee, her twin, had the unluckier name of Aphrodite Nirvana, but she certainly hadn’t failed. No, DeeDee had the winning thing down pat. Enough for both of them, which balanced the cosmic scales.

				At least, that’s what Vana kept telling herself. She’d tried telling it to her parents, but they hadn’t bought it. Not their daughter. No sirree.

				“Ahem. Yes, my name is Nirvana. Nirvana Aphrodite, and, before you say it…” She held up her hand, knowing what he was going to say the minute his mouth opened. Over the past eight hundred years she’d heard it more times than she cared to count. “I do know I have a lot to live up to.” Her name was only one of a long list.

				“Your parents were either hippies or Greek scholars.”

				“Something like that.” The fact that her mother actually had been a scholar in Greece—ancient Greece—would probably fall on the TMI list should she choose to reveal it.

				She’d learned a long time ago not to. People tended to believe the genie thing once she poofed a couple of items into existence—gold typically being the first choice—but the whole immortality issue usually freaked them out.

				Go figure. It wasn’t as if they had to deal with immortality, since they tended not to live longer than it took her to age a few months, but when she started talking about Galileo and da Vinci as contemporaries, mortals looked at her as if she had two heads.

				The one time she’d managed to duplicate her own head on her shoulders—not on purpose, of course—hadn’t exactly been her best moment.

				“So Nirvana—”

				“I prefer Vana.” Fewer expectations to live up to that way.

				And fewer to fall short of.

				He arched an eyebrow at her. It gave him kind of a rakish look, like d’Artagnan. That was a major compliment ’cause that guy had been a babe. There was a reason the story of the king’s most famous Musketeer had been passed down through the ages, and without much fictionalization. D’Artagnan had had enough charisma to fill a ballroom and the looks to go with it. She’d swooned into his arms like half the female population. What a time to have been in France.

				“Fine. Vana. What’s going on? Why can’t we move? Where are we? Why is there snow?”

				Vana fiddled with the knickers of her fencing uniform. Ugh. So far from Ungaro’s designs it wasn’t funny, and the uniform didn’t even keep the snow off her legs.

				Ah, snow. Cold. That could explain it.

				“Well, um, I think, on account of the snow, that we’re, uh, frozen in place.”

				His other eyebrow went north, too.

				Okay, that wasn’t going to fly—

				Ah, but she was about to.

				Her magic kilim glided out from under the snow, shook itself off like a puppy, whisked her off her feet, and zipped her over to him.

				“Care to hop on?” First time today the magic had gone her way.

				“What the hell? Hop on? A carpet? A flying carpet? Are you nuts?”

				Well, that took the wind out of her sails.

				And the magic out of the carpet.

				She ended up sinking into the snow, which had the added benefit of now covering her legs, freezing her in place for real. Or maybe that was her mortification in the face of his accusation.

				“I… I’m not nuts.” She got the words out. Barely. They tended to get stuck in the back of her throat every time she had to utter them. “I’m a genie.”

				The guy sank into the snow next to her. “A what?”

				She folded her hands in her lap and twiddled her fingers. “I’m a genie.”

				“A genie.”

				“Yes.”

				He didn’t say anything for a few seconds, but the silence was deafening. She always hated waiting for their response. Sometimes it was disbelief; sometimes it was overly enthusiastic; and other times it was downright greedy.

				“As in I Dream of?”

				That was one she hadn’t heard before. Mainly because she hadn’t run into any mortals since 1898 and that television show had come sixty-some years later. “Oh, you watched it, too!”

				The guy looked at her as if she’d done the two-head trick again.

				She slid a hand to her neck, under the guise of scratching an itch, just to make sure she hadn’t.

				“So does that mean I get three wishes?”

				She shook her head. “Actually, you can have as many as you want. I’m your genie for life. Well, unless someone steals my bottle. It’s very important for you to safeguard it.”

				“My genie for life with unlimited wishes.” He flopped his hands and the scimitar—thank the stars it was in the hand not beside her—onto the snow and shook his head. “Oh my God. It must be catching. Like the flu.” His shoulders slumped and he looked at her, weariness etched around the bluest eyes she’d seen since Peter’s.

				He had Peter’s eyes.

				She did the math, but he couldn’t be Peter’s son; it’d been much longer than that. “What’s your name?”

				“Zane Harrison.”

				She clapped her hands together. “You are related to Peter!”

				“My cross to bear.”

				“Oh, don’t say that.” She rested her hand on his arm. “Peter was a wonderful man. Maybe not like other people would have liked him to be, but he was wonderful to me.”

				“Hold on. What do you mean my great-grandfather was good to you? You can’t be more than thir—uh, twenty-nine.”

				She couldn’t help the chuckle. It was a good thing he was already sitting down. “Actually, it’s eight-hundred twenty-nine, but thanks for the compliment.”

				“Eight… hundred?”

				She nodded. “And twenty-nine. As of two weeks ago.” DeeDee and the High Master had been the only ones who’d sent her any sort of acknowledgment. Mother and Father were still too embarrassed by her “little indiscretion” to even acknowledge publicly that they had another daughter.

				Not that she minded. Well, not too much. But it worked for her because if the parental units weren’t around to express their disdain, then she didn’t have to remember that she was the cause of it. It helped alleviate some of the guilt she felt about smoking into that bottle way back when she shouldn’t have. The day she’d played hooky and ended up in The Service without being qualified to do so had changed so many lives.

				Not the least of which was Peter’s great-grandson’s. The guy was shaking his head again and pinching the bridge of his nose with the hand that had held the scimitar. Oh, good; he’d forgotten about it. Now if she could manage to zap it back to its scabbard…

				A loud bam! and the sword shattered.

				Zane jumped up, the momentum enough to free his feet.

				Yay. One good thing to come from her screwy magic…

				“Do you mind telling me what that was?” Peter’s great-grandson asked, twisting around. “And where the snow came from? And what the hell you meant by genie? And… and—Jesus—a flying carpet?”

				Vana took a deep breath and stood. Right; there was protocol to this. And after all these years of not having done it, she was doing it wrong.

				Pretty much like everything else.

				But that was going to change. She’d finally swallowed her visceral aversion to all things academic and had opened the famed Djinnoire her sister had written, the most comprehensive collection of djinn history, protocol, herbology, and magic since Maimun’s mishap at the library at Alexandria. Luckily, Vana had had no part in that debacle—hadn’t even been born yet—and none of her gaffes quite measured up to it, so she was gratified in knowing she wasn’t the most inept genie that had ever lived. Merely the second most inept.

				She was always second best.

				Vana shook off the self-pity (for the most part), clasped her hands together, and bowed. “Salam wa aleikum. I am Nirvana, the genie of the bottle. What is your wish, master?”

				She hoped he wished for her bottle to be unsealed.

				A pop! like a champagne cork reverberated through the bottle and the ceiling opened up.

				She heard the stopper hit the ceiling of the attic where her bottle had lain all these years and then thwump off a wall.

				And then something crashed.

				Sigh.

				She didn’t know how her wish had come to be granted (or she would have done it ages ago), and she didn’t know why. But she did know that this was her chance, so Vana jumped at it—straight out of the bottle, dragging Zane along with her.
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				Coming back to the family homestead had been a bad idea. Worst he’d ever had. He’d thought using the off-season to clean out the remnants of his past would be a good way to keep his mind off the mess going on with his career. But that past was not only catching up to him; it was overtaking him.

				Zane rolled off the dress form he’d landed on, and a shaft of pain spiked from his right ankle to his knee. “Son of a bitch!”

				“What does a dog have to do with anything?”

				Zane looked up. Her question almost sounded serious.

				He shook his head and tried to get to his feet. Damn it, that hurt. He hoped to God his leg wasn’t broken. The coaching staff would crucify him. Or, after the torn ACL he’d just finished rehabbing, rescind his second-team contract altogether. Bad enough he wasn’t going to start, but not get a contract at all? That could not happen. Jerry Rice had played for seven years after his injury; Zane was planning for two, maybe three more. But to do so, he needed to be in the best shape of his life to prove to the staff that he still had what it took.

				He leaned on a sheet-covered old dresser and tested his weight. No way; he couldn’t stand on it.

				Zane gritted his teeth and worked himself into a different angle. Fire shot through his shin and sucked the air out of his lungs. Dammit. He needed to get to a hospital right away to have even a prayer of having a career left.

				He shifted his weight, pain searing through the leg and radiating up through his entire body while he checked his pockets for his cell phone. He’d injured his right leg, so he wasn’t going to be able to drive himself, and he’d rather not risk his Mercedes to this woman’s next delusion.

				But what about the snow? The pink smoke? Were they delusions?

				Zane didn’t know what they were and, frankly, didn’t give a damn at the moment. The leg hurt like a son of a bitch, and preventing the end of his career because of some stupid accident in his great-grandfather’s attic needed to be his first priority.

				The cell phone had no service, damn it. And the house didn’t have a landline, which meant he was SOL on an ambulance unless he could make it down the stairs, somehow manage to trek a good half mile or so down the god-awful long driveway to the closest house, and hope someone was home.

				Or he could rely on her.

				He had to be out of his mind with pain. No way was he going to rely on her. Nirvana Aphrodite.

				Though she did look fairly goddess-like in that harem outfit. Or, more to the point, the genie that she claimed to be.

				Wait. What happened to the fencing garb?

				Zane stifled a groan. He knew things wouldn’t have changed all that much in the twenty years since he’d been here, but he hadn’t foreseen finding a cousin who thought she was Barbara Eden. Oh God, if the press got wind of this…

				He tried again to get to the doorway, grimacing when a loose floorboard clipped the side of his foot. This time the groan wouldn’t be stifled.

				“Are you hurt?” Vana took a few steps closer. Snow fell off the bangles on the low-riding belt on her hips.

				Snow.

				Pink smoke.

				A harem outfit.

				The utterly inexplicable fact that they’d been… somewhere… and now they were in the attic.

				And that flying rug.

				“You’re… you’re really a genie?”

				She put her hands on her hips, which were curvy and naked enough to make him hope she was a very distant cousin. By marriage.

				“Of course I am. That’s what I said.”

				Blackness encroached, hovering just beyond his peripheral vision, and Zane was ready to give her the benefit of the doubt if she’d just get him to the hospital. “Please tell me you know how to drive.”

				“Drive what?”

				He’d worry about that question later because not only was necessity the mother of invention, but pain was also the ignorer of bad options.

				“Um, look.” He squinted against the light of the lone light bulb and tried to keep from blacking out. “I think my leg might be broken, and I need to get to the hospital. Can you take me?”

				She was nibbling her bottom lip again, and since that hadn’t boded well for him in the short time he’d known her, he left off the part about maybe going into shock.

				A good choice when she covered her mouth with her hands and uttered the now-infamous, “Holy smokes!”

				He could swear he smelled smoke.

				She made some more kissing noises and waved her hands in front of her face, her cough as adorable as she was.

				He definitely was going into shock to be thinking like that at a time like this.

				“Look, all I need is to get downstairs and then you can drive me to the hospital. My car’s outside. You can drive a stick, right?”

				“Only witches can do that.”

				She could be going into shock, too.

				Zane leaned on his hands and worked his way through the attic among the forgotten minutiae of a hundred years’ worth of stuff he had yet to sort through, maneuvering himself toward the staircase where coolness, his car, and—please God—some semblance of sanity remained.

				“I could, um, fix that for you, if you want.”

				Her words stopped him. “Fix what?”

				“Your leg.” She nibbled on her bottom lip again.

				Zane wiped his forehead on his T-shirt and, against his better judgment, asked, “You can fix a broken leg?”

				She nodded and the bangles on her belt jingled. “Sure. Bones knit together easily.”

				He was out of his mind to even consider anything she said. And possibly even more insane to allow her to drive him.

				“You know what? That’s okay. I’ll get myself to the hospital, and you can stay here and relax. Have a glass of wine or something. It’s got to be five o’clock somewhere.” He’d down an entire bottle of Jack if it’d take the pain away, but pain meds worked better.

				Her shoulders slumped, and she started nibbling her lip again. Why did that make him feel as if he’d kicked a kitten?

				Then his foot did kick something and he yowled.

				“Oh, please. Let me help. I know I can.”

				Zane was trying to catch his breath and keep from passing out. He needed help. “Sure,” he panted. “Fine. Whatever.” He waved his hand, beckoning her over. If he could lean on her, he could cross the last five feet to the attic door. Why did this have to be the only spot in the attic where someone had moved all the furniture and knickknacks out of reach?

				“Okay. Here goes. One knit bone coming up.”

				He opened his mouth to say “No,” but what emerged was one long howl.

				Right before he passed out.
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				“Holy smokes.”

				Vana’s heart was pounding like marching drums, drowning out the commands she was mentally screaming at her body, “Move!” being the primary one.

				It took a good three seconds—not that there was anything good in them—for her feet to get a clue and rush over to him.

				“Master?” She dropped to her knees beside his prone form where he’d crumpled to the dusty attic floor and shook his shoulder—the one now covered in a knitted sweater.

				She nudged him again, then her fingers scrambled beneath the neckline to find a pulse.

				There. Beneath the scratchy wool, his pulse throbbed. A little faster than necessary, but given the fact that he had a broken leg, that was understandable.

				She didn’t think he’d understand about the sweater, though.

				“Oh dear. Now what do I do?”

				Duh. Fix his leg. Just like he asked.

				Oh, right. He’d asked, so she could. That’s the way the genie-master relationship worked, and if he hadn’t quite said “I wish,” surely it was implied. She might want to reread Chapter Six, though.

				But she’d give it a shot. The beginning of DeeDee’s Djinnoire assured even the most novice of djinn that magic could be corralled—and she was not the most novice of djinn. (No matter what her magical ability said about her.)

				She shook out her hands, then rolled her shoulders and neck to loosen them up. She could do this. Rule Number Two of Chapter One (right behind: “First, do no harm”) was: “Gather your confidence before gathering your magic.”

				She could do that. She just wouldn’t use words like “knit” this time.

				She pursed her lips, but this time in thought, not magic. Maybe she ought to leave the mending to the professionals. Transportation was more her forte. She could magick him to Peter’s hospital.

				Yes, better to err on the side of caution.

				A cushion flew across the room.

				Erring was definitely a good idea.

				She scooted closer to Zane, leaned over, gingerly wrapped her arms around him, pictured Peter’s hospital, then kissed the air.

				Pink smoke swirled around them, and she braced herself against that rushing feeling she’d gotten the last time she’d traveled in this latitude when she’d tried to make blackberry brandy but, for some reason, had ended up with blueberries instead. That had started a berry battle, and she’d had to intercept the berries before they left the orchards and bombarded Peter’s guests. Before that incident she’d loved to teleport, but not so much after. Blueberries might be tiny, but thousands of them had left her black and blue. Two shades of blue.

				The smoke dissipated, her pink Glimmer falling onto a circle of hedges in front of the hospital like a cotton-candy snowfall.

				She ducked and looked around. Probably not the best idea to think of snow. While mortals couldn’t see her Glimmer, they could definitely see snow, and since she was out among them, she had to be careful not to create any more havoc that would blacken Peter’s—and now Zane’s—name.

				Zane materialized beside her without making a sound. Good, she hadn’t lost her touch when it came to landing. And, thankfully, she hadn’t even thought about not being able to do it right; it would have been just her luck to injure his shoulder or something.

				She heard a shout and peeked over the hedge to the hospital’s entrance.

				Two men in white coats jumped away from the statue of Peter’s grandmother there as the arm fell off.

				Broken at the shoulder.

				So much for not creating havoc. It’d been a long time since her magic had been out in the world. As long as she hadn’t been. She was a little rusty.

				And now so were the gutters on the roof above the hospital’s entrance as a copper-colored line appeared across it as if a hand of a god were coloring it in.

				Vana shook her head. Stress wasn’t good for her magic. She had to get it and herself under control. Peter’s reputation was in her hands, and now, so was her current master’s well-being. She took a deep breath and folded her hands in her lap. No good. Her fingers started fiddling with each other.

				Maybe she ought to resurrect the ol’ count-the-hummingbird trick she’d used for calming herself as a child. It probably had something to do with the mobile of lifelike hummingbirds Mom had dangled above her crib. DeeDee’s mobile had been of butterflies, but Vana would bet Dee never counted butterflies. Her sister was always in control.

				A butterfly landed on Vana’s fingers.

				She clamped her eyes shut and imagined the h-u-m-m-i-n-g-d-i-r-b-s, counting twelve jeweled little birds, one for each letter. Gold, green, teal, blue… shimmery bodies and fluttering wings, metaphorically hovering in front of her, their curved bills drawing the anxiety from her, only to whisk it away, taking her troubles with them.

				When the last imaginary bird dissolved, she released her breath and opened her eyes. The butterfly was gone, too. That was better.

				She looked at the hospital. It didn’t look anything like when she’d last seen it. Now it was big and white and about three times as sprawling as before. The only similarity to what she remembered was the pomegranate tree in the middle of the front garden.

				Thank the stars, that magic had worked. Pomegranates wouldn’t grow in this part of the world otherwise.

				Peter’s name was above the front door, but in different lettering than before. And a different name. Harrison Memorial instead of Harrison Hospital. He’d be thrilled to see that; Peter had wanted big things for his hospital.

				Who knew it’d come in handy a hundred and some years later?

				And not a moment too soon. Zane moaned, an uncomfortable sound that dumped a ton of guilt onto her head. If only she hadn’t whisked him out of the bottle with her. Or if she’d held on to him longer. Given him a chance to get his feet under him before she’d let go.

				Vana stood up, putting a cork in those thoughts. Second-guessing herself had never worked in the past, so no sense doing it now. She had to get him help.

				She waved the two men near the statue over and tried to find a way through the hedge, but there wasn’t one. Vana pursed her lips. Great. Why wasn’t there one?

				Thankfully, the two men didn’t see anything wrong with the brand-spankin’-new gate that spanked her in the back of the legs as they approached.

				“Miss? Are you okay?” asked the heavier-set one.

				“Yes, I am, but my friend…” She looked over her shoulder.

				“Whoa!” The two guys rushed to Zane’s side.

				“What happened to him?” the black-haired one asked, whisking a stethoscope over his head and into his ears as the blond one did a rudimentary inspection of Zane’s limbs.

				Zane groaned when the doctor touched his left foot.

				Wait. Hadn’t he been favoring his right one? Gods, it showed how discombobulated she was that she couldn’t tell his left from his right.

				“I don’t like the look of this leg. We need an X-ray.”

				Zane moaned when the doctor moved on to inspect his other leg.

				“The right one, too.” The blond looked over his shoulder at her. “Miss, what happened?”

				Two broken legs? “He, um… fell. In the attic. At his grandfather’s home. Peter Harrison. You know…” She thumbed the name above the door.

				“He’s a Harrison?” The black-haired guy flicked a small light in Zane’s eyes. “We haven’t had a member of the family here in decades.”

				Two of them, to be exact. Vana knew, to the day, how long it’d been since there’d been a Harrison living in that house because she’d kept track of every day since Peter had sent her to her bottle. Every moving day, every party, every slip of noise that had filtered up to the attic—which, sadly, hadn’t been many. At least, until recently.

				But she’d never been able to find out what had happened to Peter, had never known why he hadn’t come back for her, until Faruq, the High Master’s vizier, had ordered her a laptop, and she’d had the chance to read a local history book and learn about Peter’s freak accident. One she’d had nothing to do with, thank the stars. Talk about the worst sort of irony.

				Although, the fact that she’d had a lot to do with this freak accident negated the irony and just made it plain sad.

				The blond flipped his cell phone closed and slipped it into his pocket. “Gurney’s on its way.” He looked at her. “Miss, if you wouldn’t mind holding that gate open when they get here?”

				“When did they put a gate on this side, Kirk?” asked the dark-haired one, shoving his stethoscope into his jacket pocket. The name “Corsey” was stitched above the breast pocket.

				“Beats me, Hal. I’ve been off duty for a few days. Things can change in the blink of an eye around here.”

				Or the purse of her lips.

				“Yeah, they say things happen when Old Man Harrison’s ghost walks through town. And with Grandma losing an arm over there, the rumors are going to go haywire.” Hal glanced at the statue and then looked at her. “Sorry if I offended you, miss. It’s just that now that there’s a Harrison back in town, well, you’re going to hear the old stories. Best be prepared. Old Man Harrison was crazy enough for this town to keep telling stories into the next generation.”

				Considering three generations had passed since Peter, that was a lot of stories.

				The orderlies showed up with the gurney and transferred her master onto it with minimal moaning while she stood back and watched. One hour out of her bottle—not even—and she was already back to her old tricks.
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