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			As always, to my husband and children. For the magic you bring to my life. 

			And to Steph. I couldn’t have done it without you.

		

	


	
		
			Every wish comes with complications… 

			November 17, approximately 10:00 p.m.

			Samantha Blaine held her breath and rubbed the copper lantern on the desk in her father’s office one more time. A little harder. A little longer.

			But still… nothing.

			No smoke, no genie, not even a dust bunny. She was being ridiculous; the thing was as much a genie lantern as Albert, her double-crossing, soon-to-be-fiancé—make that, her double-crossing, soon-to-be-ex-soon-to-be-fiancé—was Prince Charming.

			Useless. Albert thought she, like this lantern, was useless.

			“Trust me, Henley,” he’d said during the phone conversation she’d inadvertently overheard not ten minutes earlier. “Daddy’s little girl is clueless. Useless. On all fronts. Run the company? Her old man must have had another stroke back when he had that will drawn up. She’s incapable. Inept. Hell, she doesn’t even have a clue what I’m up to. She doesn’t have a clue about anything, so as soon as this memorial thing is over, I’ll get my ring on her finger and my hands on the contents of that safe. Then you’ll get your money.”

			Samantha flicked the edge of the letter with the combination to the safe. Dad’s attorney had given it to her earlier. He’d said Dad had wanted her to have it tonight during the funeral—no, during Dad’s life celebration. That was her father, always looking for the good in everything, but what good had there been in opening it now, in the middle of this party, just to retrieve a souvenir from her parents’ honeymoon? She didn’t really want a reminder of the happily ever after she apparently wasn’t going to have with Albert. Without him. Whatever.

			She traced the lantern’s curved spout, thoroughly appreciating the irony that Albert had been tearing the house apart for weeks trying to find the combination to the safe, yet she’d been the one to open it.

			Useless, was she? Who was the inept one now?

			She tapped the flame-shaped finial on the lid. Finding this wasn’t a victory though, because while Albert might not have been Prince Charming material, she’d thought he’d had some redeeming qualities, namely claiming to love her for her. Not because of who her father was or how much she’d be worth someday, or what great merger-acquisition material she’d be like other corporate types she’d dated, but her. Not Samantha Blaine, heiress, but Samantha, the woman who had hopes and dreams of a long, loving relationship like her parents’ and the big family she’d never had. She wanted so much to believe, so she’d let herself hope that, this time, it was for real.

			The troll had helped the illusion along not only by offering to sign a prenup, but also by stepping in and taking over the burden of running her father’s custom-car manufacturing company while she’d been at Dad’s hospital bedside these past six months. She’d been so grateful.

			And now this. And tonight of all nights. The jerk.

			She blinked back the tears, determined not to let him get to her. But, God, she’d been so trusting. So hopeful. Again.

			And again she’d been disappointed.

			Samantha tucked some curls behind her ears, plopped her chin in her palm, and ignored Wanda the housekeeper, who was calling her name from the foyer. Samantha wasn’t up for seeing anyone right now.

			Oh, not because Albert had just broken her heart. Sadly, deep down, she’d known he wasn’t the guy for her. She’d known that. But he’d been the first—she’d thought—guy in her life who’d sincerely been interested in her. When Dad had had the stroke, Albert had been there. He’d helped out with the company and hadn’t made any demands on her other than to sign paperwork.

			That was when he’d started mentioning marriage, and Samantha had let herself go along with the idea because, more than Albert being her One True Love, she hadn’t wanted to deal with the fact that when Dad was gone, she’d be alone in the world. Mom had died when she’d been a toddler, so it’d just been the two of them all these years. She’d never felt the lack of family more than she had when Dad died.

			Albert had offered her a way out, so she’d given in to the hope that maybe, just maybe, he was the real deal. Stalwart, supportive, there when she’d needed something… That was what she’d always wished for, so she’d let him in. Trusted him. Believed in the fairy-tale ending.

			And now he’d betrayed her.

			She shook the long sleeve of the djellaba she wore over her street clothes up her arm and picked up the lantern, her reflection not distorted enough to hide the pain in her eyes at being betrayed.

			Again.

			Why was everyone always looking for handouts from her? What was wrong with her that she couldn’t have someone want her just for who she was instead of what she had in her bank account or what she could do for them? It was sad really, how, with all the things money could and had bought for her, love wasn’t one of them.

			She ran her fingertips over the lantern’s rounded side. Wouldn’t it be perfect if this actually were a genie lantern? She could use a little magic in her life right now.

			For her first wish, she’d turn Albert into a belly-crawling lizard. Then she’d bring Dad back, and then… 

			“And then I’d wish for the genie to take me away from all this, to some place where all my troubles would just disappear.”

			And, in a billowing cloud of orange smoke, that’s exactly what happened.

			Or… was it?
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			Orange smoke surrounded her, bursting from the lantern’s spout like a boiling psychedelic tea kettle on hyper speed, and while Samantha’s troubles weren’t disappearing, the office was. And the desk and the chair and the safe and everything else around her.

			Everything except the lantern.

			The cloud grew thicker, and Samantha didn’t know what to do except grab that lantern and hold on tight.

			Her body tingled as if grains of sand were bombarding her, and an odd sense of speed surrounded her as if the world were rushing by while the wind swirled such thick, orange smoke all over her that she should be choking… but wasn’t.

			While she was pondering that, the wind and the world died down, and the orange smoke dissipated as quickly as it had appeared—and this time Samantha did know what to think.

			First, the half-naked guy in front of her wearing only an orange vest and baggy white pants was way underdressed for a funeral. Second, she was no longer at a funeral, and third… 

			“Where am I?” Highly unoriginal, but then, clichés were overused for a reason, and she really didn’t have a clue where she was.

			The guy settled his fists on his hips and his orange vest gaped open, showing off a six-pack that had nothing to do with beer.

			“Izaaz,” he answered, his voice skating across her nerve endings like smooth wine on fine chocolate—or maybe that was because his eyes were the color of said chocolate and oh my, were they fine. Warm and bone-meltingly delicious.

			“Is what?” Knees a tad wobbly, Samantha reached around for the desk chair she’d just been sitting in. Except that the chair wasn’t there. Neither was the desk. Or the office.

			“Izaaz,” said a high-pitched voice by her ankles.

			Samantha looked down. A bat-eared Chihuahua smiled up at her.

			There were so many things wrong with that sentence that Samantha didn’t even bother trying to analyze it.

			She looked back at the guy in the vest. Six-two with a set of shoulders that would make a linebacker proud, he looked like he’d walked right off a playing field. Or, in that outfit, a Hollywood movie set. Especially with the dark good looks of a leading man, a killer smile, eyes that made her think of hot desert nights, and thick, rich, mink-brown hair women would beg to run their fingers through.

			And half-naked to boot.

			Which still didn’t explain who he was, where she was, and what the hell had happened to Dad’s memorial service.

			“I wish I had that chair,” she muttered, trying to still her jittery legs and the butterflies in her stomach.

			Those butterflies turned into helicopters when a chair poofed into existence beside her in a cloud of orange glitter.

			“What’s that?” Samantha squeaked, jumping backward.

			“A chair,” said the Chihuahua—which would have freaked her out except that when she’d jumped back, she’d hit something solid. And furry. And when she glanced over her shoulder, the furry thing there put the talking dog to shame.

			Cousin Itt’s cousin stood behind her. With dreadlocks.

			“Hello,” it said/mumbled/rumbled.

			Samantha sidestepped away, her feet tripping over themselves. What the hell had happened to her sanity?

			Half-Naked Hottie gripped her arm when she stumbled. “I think you better sit down,” he said, motioning with his hand.

			The chair slid next to her.

			He didn’t have to ask her twice. Samantha plunked her butt in the chair, then put her hands and the lantern in her lap.

			“Are you all right?” Hottie asked.

			Samantha nodded. Then she shook her head. Then she shrugged.

			She didn’t know what she was. Or where. She’d thought she was at Dad’s Casablanca-inspired memorial service, with its large Moroccan tents and food and entertainment and costumes. Dad had specifically requested each of those items in his will since the city was where he and Mom had honeymooned.

			That had been one of his happiest memories, and Samantha had gone all out honoring his wishes. And contrary to Albert’s opinion of her competence—or lack thereof—if there was one thing she was good at, it was throwing a party. Even a funeral, if everyone’s comments could be believed. Though, seriously, what defined a good funeral?

			But this… This looked nothing like what David, the event organizer, had set up in the estate’s backyard. Instead of the luxurious blue tents draped in silks and brass lanterns that she’d been standing under before going in search of Albert and that fateful conversation, she was looking at white paint peeling like shaved coconut off the oddest-shaped buildings she had ever seen.

			A cross between Gaudi’s buildings in Barcelona and Munch’s The Scream, the multi-arched façades looked like a bunch of stone tepees that drooped to the left all honeycombed on top of each other, with pockmarks dotting every surface as if the place was a shooting gallery.

			Dead plants draped over rusted balconies. Shutters hung lopsidedly off other abandoned-looking buildings, their gray-and-white-striped awnings torn, their edges frayed, and the median running down the deserted, dusty street had a long trough with what looked like fountain heads inside it, but not a drop of water.

			“Hey, look!” said the dog with a bounce. “She’s got your lantern.”

			He… said? The dog talked?

			And she’d thought being congratulated for throwing a good funeral party was odd.

			Then she looked around and knew what odd really was.

			Aside from the dog, the furball, and the Hottie, there was nothing but white everywhere. Hard-packed sand beneath her feet, drab white buildings with dusty windows, a pale to the point of colorless sky above them… Even the palm trees lined up like bowling pins along the main thoroughfare, about three sizes bigger than any palm trees she’d ever seen, were white. And instead of the dark night sky that’d been above her L.A. home, here, it was broad daylight.

			Then the dog’s words registered.

			“Your lantern?” She looked up at the Hottie. Then she looked him down. Oh, not in a check-him-out kind of way, though she obviously wasn’t dead (she hoped), but yeah, she did check him out, and man-oh-man-oh-man… There definitely hadn’t been anyone like him at the party tonight.

			The sword swallower she’d hired had worn a similar outfit, but it hadn’t looked anywhere near as good on him as it did on this guy. The long curved swords on their hips were the same, but other than that, there was no similarity. This guy’s gaping vest had no chance of ever closing across that chest, and the gold sash wrapped around the top of his pants highlighted incredibly well-defined sexy lines by his hips.

			And while the baggy pants that covered his long legs, the silver bracelets on his wrists, and the orange curled-toe slippers should have done serious damage to his masculinity, they actually enhanced it. Just like real men could wear pink, real hunks could pull off curled-toe slippers.

			Though, honestly? Who did that?

			The dog’s next bounce jostled the lantern.

			Samantha looked at it. Then back at the guy.

			No. He couldn’t be.

			Could he?

			She looked at the talking dog. What other possible explanation could there be?

			She swallowed and forced the words out. “Please tell me your name isn’t Aladdin.”

			One side of Hottie’s mouth kicked back into a smile. If she’d thought he was hot before, now he was sizzling.

			“Hardly.”

			Samantha blew out a breath.

			So did the solid, furry thing behind her. “Ha!” it said, though the sound came out more as a smoker’s hack than a laugh.

			Then the dog piped up. “Aladdin? Of course that’s not his name. After all, Aladdin wasn’t a genie.”

			Which meant that the guy in front of her… was.
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			Kal waved his fingers, rousing his dormant magic to conjure up a glass of water for his newest—and last—master. Number One Thousand and One.

			Yes, the number was ironic, given Scheherazade’s nightly tales. But that number had haunted his existence: the thousand-and-one masters he had to Serve, the same number of wishes he had to grant each of those masters, the number of tiles in his bathroom floor, the divots in the lantern’s lid, the songs on his iPod.

			Probably even the grains of salt in his salt shaker, but he was beyond the humor at this point because Samantha was the beginning of the end of his sentence. The last of the masters he was to Serve to atone for ridding himself of the gold bracelets that bound him to The Service. At one time, he’d been proud to be the only djinni to have figured out how to get them off, but pride was a lonely bedfellow and a poor substitute for losing his magic. Thank the cosmos, the time had finally come. Now if only his Service to this last master would go by quickly.

			If she were to die or someone took the lantern from her, it actually could. He’d gone through a few masters that way. But if either of those were to happen, he’d then be stuck in Service to that person and would have to wait (like the rest of the djinn world) until a trick of Karma set him free.

			No, better for both of them would be for her to give him the lantern and wish him free, but in all his four thousand years of Service, not one mortal had even hinted at offering him his freedom, He’d learned to stop wishing for it, though the hope still simmered just beneath the surface. If only one of them would. It would only take one.

			Unfortunately, however, he couldn’t ask any of them for the lantern. Otherwise he’d find himself right back at square—and master—one, thanks to the convoluted stipulations of his imprisonment. He’d resigned himself long ago to playing by the High Master’s rules.

			Those rules would be some of the first things he’d change when he took over the job.

			“Here. Perhaps you’d like something to drink?” After she took the glass, Kal shook the residual Glimmer of magic left behind from his hands and stretched his fingers. As a demi-genie—gods, how that term bugged the kharah out of him—he was permitted to use his magic only for his master’s comfort, safety, and wishes. Six months shut up inside that lantern not only had him going stir crazy, but also had his magic bursting at the seams.

			Then he got a look at her, a hint of ankle showing beneath the djellaba she wore, and something else was bursting at the seams.

			It’d been a lot longer than six months for that, and she was none other than Monty’s daughter, the woman whose image had kept him company on many lonely nights.

			Soft curls the color of his lantern framed her face and caressed the hollow at the base of her throat, and her lips were moist from the quick dash her tongue had made over them. A dusting of freckles scattered over her upturned nose, and her eyes were so green that they outshone the emeralds one of his masters had given his harem. Samantha was stunning. Even her name was beautiful. If he could grant himself wishes, having Samantha would be at the top of the list.

			“I wish I had an aspirin,” she said, gulping down the water.

			Aspirin was easy. Kal conjured up two. “Here you go.”

			She looked at him as if he had the same number of heads.

			Kal hid his laugh. New masters. He’d seen that look before. Half the time they didn’t know what they’d gotten into, and the other half… Well, Kal had never had any say in who his masters would be, but he found that Karma ended up giving most of them what they deserved.

			And now maybe Karma had given him what he deserved. He’d certainly paid his dues through the centuries—dues he owed “thanks” to Faruq. That ibn el-kalb had stolen not only Kal’s High Master’s thesis and the job he’d wanted, but also his reputation. So instead of the promotion to vizier Kal had expected all those years ago, his name had been dragged through endless jeribs of worthless desert sand and buried so deep that even Mudd was a better name than his.

			But now Faruq was the one confined to his lantern, awaiting his own sentencing for trying to double-cross the High Master, which left the vizier position up for grabs. Kal fully intended it to be his. Karma couldn’t be that fickle twice.

			Could she?

			Kal shook his head, ending that thought before it could go any farther. Samantha was his last master, and no matter how often he’d fantasized about her, he couldn’t allow himself to be distracted. Not when he was so close. “Where’s Monty?”

			“My father?” When Kal nodded, she set the glass in her lap and wrapped her fingers tighter around it. She didn’t look at him when she answered. “He had a stroke six months ago and, well, his memorial service was today. Tonight. Whatever.”

			Zift. Kal hadn’t wanted to end his Service to Monty this way; the man was—had been—a decent guy. He would have preferred that Samantha had discovered the lantern on her own and summoned him that way because Monty’s death meant she was now alone in the world. 

			“I—” Kal cleared his throat when the words wouldn’t come. It’d been centuries, but the pain of losing his family still struck a long-buried chord. He, more than most, understood what her father’s death would mean to her, and he couldn’t rejoice at the end of his sentence when it meant the beginning of one for her. “I’m sorry for your loss, Samantha.”

			“You know who I am?”

			“Your father talked about you often.” Which had suited Kal just fine. He’d been very appreciative of the photos of Samantha that Monty had had in his office. The ones of her in evening gowns at charity functions had sparked his interest; the one of her in a bikini on a Mediterranean vacation, which he was sure Monty had had no intention of him seeing, had sparked something else—and not because of the scenery. After all, most of the women he’d seen before her had been covered head to toe in burquas or Victorian clothing, so those seaside images had made an impression that even her djellaba couldn’t squelch.

			“So who are you?” she asked.

			Right. The job.

			Kal crossed his arms and gave her the standard greeting he’d given one thousand times before. “Salam wa aleikum. I am Khaled, the genie of the lantern. What is your wish, master?”

			“Genie? Lantern? Wish?” She held up her glass. “I wish this was a lot stronger than water.”

			He’d heard that one before. “As you wish.” Kal waved the fingers on one hand, his Way of doing magic, and turned the water into wine in a shimmer of orange Glimmer. Wish number four. Only nine hundred ninety-seven to go.

			Samantha looked at him, then at the glass.

			She took a sip.

			Which she then spit out.

			He’d seen that before, too. There wasn’t much he hadn’t seen or heard in his four thousand years.

			“I was thinking coffee,” she muttered, mopping the drops from her lap with the sleeve of her djellaba. “I wish I understood what’s going on.”

			“Ooh, Kal can tell you that even without a wish,” said Dirham, the magical-assistance assistant who’d been assigned to him for the duration of his sentence.

			The fox was trying to be helpful, though hopefully not too helpful; the little guy did tend to get overzealous on occasion. Kal had had to interrupt Dirham more often than he’d liked because spilling the beans about Kal’s sentence—or the fact that giving a djinni his or her lantern would set them free—would cause Kal to have to start over at master number one, as well as sentence the big mouth to life imprisonment. It was a good deterrent that had the added benefit of keeping Dirham quiet around new masters. He and Dir had learned through the years that rarely could a mortal accept a talking fox and the knowledge that Kal was a genie on the first go-round.

			“How does your dog talk?”

			And there; he was proven right again.

			Kal cringed, waiting for Dirham’s tirade. The fennec might be the most accommodating of beings, and quite clueless about a lot of things, but he did know when he’d been insulted, and calling him a dog was the biggest insult in Dirham’s world.

			Dir stood on his hind legs and rested his front paws on his hips. It was a ridiculous pose, but Kal had never had the heart to tell him so because the little guy was a sensitive soul.

			“I speak the same way you do, with my mouth.” The fox circled a paw around his snout. “And for your information, I am not a dog.”

			“Oh? What are you? A bat? A cat? A jackalope?”

			Score one for Samantha. That was one Kal had never heard before.

			Dirham fell onto all fours, his eyes as big as his ears. “A… a… jackalope? I don’t have antlers.” He veed his tiny eyebrows.

			Kal had to step in. He didn’t want Dirham getting any more insulted than he already was. The little guy took everything to heart, and no matter how many times they’d been through this, Dirham never understood why a mortal didn’t believe them right off the bat. “Dirham is a fennec. A desert fox, native to the northern Sahara.”

			“Ah.” Samantha set the glass on the ground and then stood up, his lantern still clutched in her hand. “Now I get it. I’m dreaming. Thank God that’s cleared up since I don’t remember going over any rainbow.”

			“That’s because Kal ran out of mist-paint so I couldn’t paint one,” Dirham said, sniffing the glass.

			“Rainbow?” Kal was glad these two knew what they were talking about because he didn’t have a clue, and Izaaz was definitely not looking rainbow-ish. Matter of fact, it was looking damned sorry. What in the cosmos had happened here?

			“You know,” said Samantha. “As in Oz? Somewhere over the…?”

			Kal raised an eyebrow. It never boded well when mortals quoted mythology to him; it just made it harder for them to accept what he was.

			Samantha shook her head. “Never mind. What I mean is, the Sahara, the fox, you, my father, the memorial… I’m missing Dad. I opened the safe, and when I saw this…” She held up the lantern. “I thought I had a handle on his passing, but maybe I saw this and the memories overwhelmed me.

			“And with Albert’s crap, I probably put my head down and cried.” She shrugged, talking more to herself than to him. “Wore myself out and fell asleep, and this is just a dream. An Arabian Nights kind of fairy tale.” She cocked her head and looked at him. “So does that make you Prince Charming?”

			He could be whatever she wanted him to be—and that was without the benefit of a wish. But, still, there were rules.

			“Is that what you wish, Samantha?”

			She chuckled. “Oh, yeah, right. That’s what I wish. That you’re my Prince Charming, come to kiss me awake.”

			Her wish was his command. Gods knew, he’d thought of little else since the first time he’d seen a picture of her.

			Actually, he’d been thinking of a lot more, but he’d start with a kiss.

			He tilted her head ever so slightly and kissed her before she realized what he was doing and wished him to stop. Kal didn’t think he could stop. It’d been so long, and Samantha was just… tantalizing.

			And her lips… He’d dreamed of them more than he should have, and now… Now, they were a dangerous combination of softness and sensuality. The hint of lilac that clung to her hair was a temptation to linger. And the feel of her in his arms… jannah.

			It’d been so long since he’d held a woman in his arms.

			Truly, he’d had no intention of kissing her. Interest, yes; intention, no. She was his master. His last master. He couldn’t afford any distractions and she was one giant one.

			Well, not so giant; she fit in his arms perfectly.

			Kharah! No wonder it was said that the road to Al-Jaheem was paved with good intentions; Kal was already burning.

			Then she made a tiny, soft sound at the back of her throat and the hell with his intentions—they were all good anyway.

			And so was this. Kal swept her up in his arms so that she was at just the right height, her lips at just the right angle to be claimed, her arms at just the right spot to encircle his neck, and her breasts… ah, her breasts were perfect no matter where they were.

			And when she gasped, the warmth of her mouth was just as perfect when his tongue slipped in to taste hers.

			She tasted as sweet as he’d imagined. And imagine he had. Those pictures of her had gotten him through many a long and lonely night, and this kiss was turning his world upside down more than that last carpet ride he’d taken over the Himalayas.

			Kal angled his head the other way, her curls sweeping across his cheek. He’d always liked lilac.

			His hand slid to the small of her back and pressed her closer, her tongue dancing with his.

			“Kal? Should I reserve a hoodoo for the two of you?”

			Dirham. Leave it to Mr. Conscientious to be willing to help out by finding them a room.

			Need played havoc with Kal’s common sense. Her wish had been hypothetical, but by the letter of The Djinn Code, he was honor-bound to grant it.

			And he’d wanted to. The minute he’d materialized in her father’s office, saw that she was his new master and heard her wish, he’d started fantasizing about this.

			Dirham cleared his throat. Kal was surprised that the troll behind her hadn’t chimed in. Although, given Orkney’s problem, he’d probably missed the entire thing.

			Kal gripped her arms and allowed himself one last taste of her lips before breaking off the kiss. It took her a moment to open her eyes. And when she did, Kal saw the flash of desire in them.

			But then he saw the confusion.

			She ran a shaky hand through her curls, and Kal allowed himself to bask in the knowledge that he’d put that tremor there. A hundred and sixty-plus years of celibacy, and he still had it.

			“I guess it wasn’t a dream after all.”

			Orkney snorted, and a rope of his mud-brown dreads blew across the back of the chair to rest in the seat. “First time anyone’s ever called me a dream.”

			Ah, so the narcoleptic troll had been paying attention.

			Samantha spun around. “I’d forgotten you were there.” She licked her lips. “What are you?”

			Oh, gods, here it comes. Kal’s ego and libido reined themselves in quickly. That moment was over.

			“What am I? What?”

			Orkney’s ire made the ground tremble. Or rather, the stomp of a giant foot that was out of proportion to his height did. He said the reason he grew his hair long was to cover his feet, but, personally, Kal thought it had to do with the narcolepsy—the hair gave him an out when people accused him of falling asleep. But trolls as a race weren’t narcoleptic, and they all had the same hairstyle.

			“I am not a what. I’m a who, and I’ll have you know that I’m a—”

			“He’s a blabbermouth, is what he is.”

			Kal groaned as Fritz crawled out of the listing drainpipe on Tia Pipa’s Nut Shop. Talk about an end to whatever moment he and Samantha might have had… Where one gnome went, others were sure to follow, especially since many of them carried pint-sized friends beneath their pointed caps.

			Surprisingly, this time, only six popped out. But they all had their pitchforks.

			But then the shutters on McKeever’s Pub opened and Seamus tapped the window with his shillelagh. His cronies raised their frosted mugs and flipped gold coins toward Seamus, who caught them in his green top hat with a wink at Kal.

			So much for fulfilling Samantha’s wish of making all her troubles disappear. From the way she was spinning around as the citizens of Izaaz crawled out of the woodwork—literally—Kal would bet (and from the looks of the leprechauns, they already were) that she was thinking her troubles were just beginning.
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			A genie.

			A genie. No. That wasn’t possible. Genies didn’t exist. This had to be a dream. It was crazy. It was ridiculous. Insane.

			Yet that kiss had been real. Samantha put her fingers to her mouth, the feel of her skin nothing like that of his lips.

			She glanced at him. Why had he kissed her? And why wasn’t she giving him hell for it?

			She’d been about to, but then pitchfork-carrying, pointed-hat-wearing gnomes had crawled out of the downspouts, and… oh, yeah, that’d be why. It had nothing whatsoever to do with Albert’s offhanded, metaphorical stomping of her dreams and self-esteem. Nothing to do with being blindsided yet again. Being used. No, nothing to do with that at all.

			No, the reason she wasn’t taking umbrage with that high-handed kiss was because the insanity of this situation was even more insane than some random guy kissing her.

			Some random, half-naked, hot guy.

			One of the gnomes tripped and his pitchfork went flying, landing at Samantha’s feet.

			Gnomes. Pitchfork-bearing gnomes. That was insanity.

			Then the gnome picked up the pitchfork, tipped his hat to her, and army-crawled back the way he’d come.

			She had to be in Oz. Or Narnia. Maybe Middle-earth. Or possibly the Addams family’s neighborhood, because not only was she looking at gnomes, the likes of which she’d only ever seen on television commercials; but a dozen of Cousin Itt’s cousins were shuffling out of one building, and a parade of men no taller than the back of that suddenly appearing chair were filing out of another. Dressed in green, the men had black shoes, black belts, and black bands around their green top hats, all with big gold buckles on them.

			Yes, she’d definitely gone over some rainbow because this had to be Oz—and that guy at the head of the green-man brigade the mayor—because she’d planned Dad’s funeral for November seventeenth not March seventeenth and she hadn’t had even a sip of the arak.

			“Top o’ the mornin’ to ye, lass,” the mayor said with a heavy, deep brogue, putting the kibosh on Oz. Maybe she was in Brigadoon.

			“All right, all right, stand back. Give the lady some breathing room.” The fennec was running back and forth like a Border collie wannabe, as the parade fanned out around them. “She’s still in the adjustment period. No one say anything to upset her.”

			Ah, her very own knight in shining fur. Pity he was too late on the no-upsetting thing.

			Then a centaur trotted up behind the crowd, taking upset to a whole new level.

			“Kal!” Half-horse, half-man, the creature fist-pumped the genie over the little people. “How’s it goin’? You done yet? I figured, with the High Master all set to announce something big at the bash next week in Al-Jannah, you’re finally getting that promotion.”

			Aladdin—no, Kal—shook his head. “Not yet, Wayne. There’s still her.” He nodded her way and the sword swung on his hip.

			“Her… I mean, me?” Samantha squeaked. She stuck her hand behind her back and furiously pinched herself. Wake up wake up wake up! “What do I have to do with anything?”

			“Oh lots,” said the fennec, bouncing around. The guy could use some Xanax. “You’re going to—mmmrph!”

			Kal scooped up the fox and tapped his snout. “Enough, Dirham. Don’t forget your job.”

			Job? The fox had a job?

			Well, sure. Why not? Why not a feather boa, too?

			That’d be because the boa idea had been claimed by the pair of sparkling white unicorns—literally sparkling and literally unicorns, horn and all—strolling down the sidewalk.

			“I’ll take that aspirin now, if you don’t mind.” Samantha held out her hand to Kal, then tossed the pills into her mouth sans water. Wine. Whatever.

			Gulping them down, she grimaced at the chalky residue they left on her tongue. “Wish I had chocolate instead,” she muttered.

			And, voilà! A chocolate bar hovered before her eyes.

			This time she sat without an invitation. “How… How is this happening?”

			The gnome and the army of munchkins chuckled. Even Cousin Itt and his cousins cracked smiles beneath their hair, the upward curve of yellow teeth behind the dreads making them look like Rastafarian jack-o’-lanterns.

			Dirham squirmed in the genie’s arms. Nicely muscled forearms that had been around her not five minutes ago—

			“It’s because Kal’s your genie and he’s here to do whatever you want.”

			Now that had some interesting possibilities… 

			Samantha shook her head. Apparently, betraying, soon-to-be-ex-boyfriends and strange dreams sent one’s libido into overdrive. And let us not forget that out-of-this-world kiss. That definitely had gotten her libido going. Albert had never kissed her like that.

			She didn’t think Albert could kiss like that.

			She touched her lips again. She’d liked it. A lot. If she needed any further proof that Albert wasn’t the man for her—recent double-crossing, manipulative, lying, sack-of-shit status notwithstanding—the fact that his kisses had never left the kind of impression that one from a guy whose last name she didn’t even know, ought to do it.

			And then a gnome took off his hat and another gnome—an exact replica of the one who’d been wearing the hat, only smaller—popped out of it like one of a set of Russian dolls, and Samantha relegated everything to insanity, regardless of how wonderfully the guy could kiss. This place was just too much. Too surreal. Too unbelievable. She had to be dreaming.

			Samantha pinched herself again, hard enough to leave a bruise, but… nope. She was still here. Still seeing things that shouldn’t exist but somehow did.

			Including the centaur who walked—cantered? trotted?—over to Kal. “Aw, man, Kal. I’m sorry, dude. I thought you’d be done by now.”

			Samantha was done, wholeheartedly, with whatever was happening here.

			“Alad—Kal?” Samantha cleared her throat and stood. Not that her five-three gave her any advantage over him—over the munchkins, yes—but she was feeling at such a disadvantage that, if she could feel like the Jolly Green Giant around some gnomes, well then, she was going to take that advantage.

			“Yes, Samantha?” All eyes, including Kal’s warm, dark, melted-chocolate ones, turned her way.

			There had to be some rational explanation for all of this. There had to be. Genies and lanterns and magic and gnomes just didn’t exist.

			“Um…” She shook the curls off her face and tried not to look at anyone but Kal. “Please tell me David put you up to this.”

			“David?”

			She licked her lips, grasping at the straws lying haphazardly around her sanity. “Yes, David. Hughes. The owner of The Main Event.” She’d recently sent David a slew of referrals for the event company she used for all her functions. He’d done an awesome job in converting the estate grounds into something out of Lawrence of Arabia; this had to be a bonus he’d come up with to thank her. His way of showing his appreciation for the business.

			She wasn’t quite sure it was appropriate, given the reason for tonight’s party, but at least David was giving to her instead of taking from her. After Albert’s little nondisclosure, she’d take the good where she could get it.

			But this… She didn’t know if she could take this. Albert’s defection wasn’t enough; now she had to deal with mythological beings, hairy sitcom creatures, and a devastatingly handsome, half-naked man who could kiss her right out of her djellaba if he so desired.

			He could?

			Samantha rewrapped her fingers around the lantern’s handle, never more thankful for an interruption than for the fox with his squeaky voice, bouncing as high as her thigh next to her.

			And if that didn’t sound insane… 

			“Owner? There’s another djinni around here?” Another bounce. “Cool, Kal! Someone for you to play with!”

			The centaur laughed so hard he started choking. Cousin Itt whacked him on the withers until he neighed. Samantha didn’t want to contemplate what that meant.

			Kal looked at her. “I don’t know anyone named David, Samantha. Not in this century anyway.”

			She’d had a feeling he was going to say that. Well, not the century part. And did she even want to know what that meant? Hell, no.

			“So you’re saying that you… and the fox… and the little green men—”

			“Leprechauns.” The mayor coughed the word behind his hand.

			Samantha shot him a look. Of course they were leprechauns; she knew that—

			What?

			Samantha shook her head. In denial or to clear it, it was anyone’s guess. “But you all can’t be real.”

			Kal gripped her shoulder and that touch was definitely real. So were the electricity and goose bumps it ignited. “I assure you, Samantha, we are very real.”

			And if all of that wasn’t enough to convince her—not to mention the tingle still going on with her lips from his kiss—something dropping out of the sky and landing on the road in front of her went a long way toward doing so.

			Something that looked a lot like a dragon. An iridescent, purple-scaled, ridge-backed, frilled-neck dragon. With lime-green fingernails. Claws. Talons. Whatever.

			Samantha shook her head. Again.

			There was a dragon in front of her.

			“What’s your hurry, hon?” The dragon was chewing gum—at least, Samantha was hoping it was gum and not a leprechaun.

			She stumbled back to the chair. David couldn’t have had anything to do with this.

			The dragon ambled closer, its long, pointed nose inches from Samantha’s face.

			Samantha held her breath.

			“Kal?” asked the dragon—which was so much more wrong than a talking fox or people congratulating her for throwing a good funeral. “What’d you do to this one? She’s looking a little green.”

			The leprechauns chuckled.

			“I didn’t do anything to her, Maille. She’s still adjusting to the magic, and now you all come along and upset her. I haven’t even had a chance to explain.”

			Upset… The word didn’t quite convey what she was feeling, but Samantha had a feeling nothing would, so it was as good a word as any.

			She licked her lips and then wished she hadn’t when the dragon’s eyes narrowed on her mouth. No need to give the giant lizard any ideas.

			“You guys really don’t have anything to do with The Main Event, do you?” Samantha was amazed she had enough air in her body to utter that question.

			“The Mane Event?” the mayor asked. “Heinz’s place? Faith, lass. Do ye think Orkney looks as if he’s had a haircut lately?”

			Cousin Itt—make that Orkney—shook his head with a weird, snuffling sound that Samantha was going to assume was laughter just for her own peace of mind.

			“Oh, I don’t know,” said the centaur—Wayne. “I’ve seen Heinz’s cuts, and I have to say, that’s one of his better ones.”

			Another garden gnome ran out from between the dragon’s front legs and poked Wayne’s fetlock with a pitchfork. “Watch it, Hoof-and-Mouth. That’s my cousin you’re talking about.”

			The centaur pawed the ground. “Who are you calling Hoof-and-Mouth, you worm weasel?”

			A colorful bird dove from the crooked spire of the highest building, its long purple-and-gold tail feathers skimming inches above the centaur’s head. “Worm weasel! I love it!”

			And then the bird burst into flame.

			“Show-off,” the dragon muttered, blasting the same spot with her own fire.

			Samantha tried to move, but her legs weren’t paying attention to her brain.

			Neither were her eyes, apparently, because she couldn’t possibly be seeing little gossamer-winged people flying off every balcony to the accompaniment of the peal of tiny bells with colorful ribbons streaming behind them. Though why they should be any more unbelievable than a dragon, Samantha couldn’t fathom.

			There was a lot she couldn’t fathom.

			The dragon sent a puff of lavender smoke at the beings. “Great. Just what we need. The do-good peri brigade.”

			“Hey, Maille, watch what you say about the peris. They’re the bright spot in this place.” The gnome who’d gone after Wayne now waved his pitchfork at the dragon.

			“I’ll say what I want to, worm weasel, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.” She grabbed him by his collar and tossed him into the air.

			He landed on his head, grumbling as he rolled over and grabbed his hat from where it had landed on the ground. He punched his fist into the tip—right through the tip—then hopped to his feet, pitchfork aimed like a lance. “You are so dead, Maille—”

			“Fritz!” Kal got off one word before the dragon torched the gnome’s hat.

			“That could have been your head, worm weasel, so I’d step back if I were you.” The dragon lowered her snout to the ground. Her eyes were as big as the gnome was tall. “Got it?”

			Samantha had to hand it to Fritz. The little guy stood up to Maille—not that his was all that great of a height, but still, that took some balls. Which the dragon looked ready to fry.

			Instead, she gave him a hotfoot.

			“Ouch! Curses, you dirt-eating amadán!”

			“Me? Dirt-eating?” The dragon shook her head, and the frill on her neck rattled. “Take a look in Seamus’s shiny gold buckle, you twit. I’m not the one who lives in a hole in the sand.”

			“Now, now, there’s no need t’ be insultin’, Maille.” The mayor stepped forward and removed his hat to shine the buckle on it. “No worm weasel is going t’ use me gold for anythin’. Especially no’ a mirror.”

			The rest of the leprechauns’ laughter was cut short by the river of gnomes that popped out of every drainpipe on the surrounding buildings and army-crawled across the sand faster than the leprechauns could run. But not faster than the unicorns, whose boas billowed onto a street lantern when they bounded over a row of empty white planters along the side of the road before fading into the background.

			Literally fading into the background. Sparkles and all.

			While Samantha was still processing that, the gnomes, en masse, raised their pitchforks.

			And then all hell broke loose.

			The leprechauns started dropkicking the gnomes, their curses in a brogue so heavy that Samantha couldn’t understand a word anyone said. Then Orkney and his cousins started stomping the ground, which sent the fox into an apoplectic frenzy of bouncing, the phoenix poofed back into existence in a crackling burst of flames, the centaur pranced around the edges playing whack-a-gnome, and the dragon swung around to join in the fray, her long, sinewy tail almost slicing Samantha in half, if not for tall, dark, and genie-ish grabbing her out of the way.

			Well, grab wasn’t exactly the right word. Samantha wasn’t sure what the right word was for what Kal did because he simply waved his hand and she went—

			Flying across the sky!
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			Albert Viehl flipped his phone closed and, with Henley’s threats still ringing in his ears, barely refrained from throwing it across the biggest guest suite in Samantha’s home. He didn’t want to have to pay for wallpaper repairs when he moved in as soon as she accepted his proposal. That she would, he had no doubt. He wished Henley wouldn’t doubt it either—and he wished Monty had died six months earlier so that this nightmare would be over already.

			Albert leaned against the headboard and dropped the phone onto the pillow. No sense crushing it in his fist; that would just be one more expense he’d have to cover. His funds were a little low.

			A lot low.

			He eyeballed the phone. Henley was getting impatient. With good reason. Albert owed him too much money for it to be written off. If only he’d stopped when he was into the thug for the first hundred grand… 

			Albert flung his forearm over his eyes. What the hell was the combination to that safe? Monty had been the sentimental sort, so Albert had tried every date that could possibly be special to the man, but none had worked.

			He needed that genie.

			Albert stood up and shoved his phone into his pocket. What a coup it’d been the day he’d gone looking for Monty to ask for Samantha’s hand in marriage. She was the quickest way to get his hands on a huge amount of cash, and if he didn’t love her, well, hell, her bank account was an equitable trade, and her utter lack of interest in anything resembling business would give him carte blanche to plunder it. But then he’d seen Monty conjure up that genie and plans had changed.

			He’d listened to the two of them chat while they’d played chess. He’d heard it all, how Monty and his wife had found the genie’s lantern in the Moroccan marketplace and then discovered the genie inside, and how the genie’s magic had made the company what it was today.

			And now the lack of that magic was sending the company spiraling down the tubes. Just like Albert’s gambling career and bank account. Jesus, he should have stopped months ago.

			He needed that combination.

			He headed into the sitting room. With Samantha occupied playing hostess, and the housekeeper, Pitbull Wanda, directing the staff in the kitchen, now was the perfect time to search the old man’s office yet again.

			He paused in front of the full-length mirror in the sitting room and adjusted his robe. Samantha’s insistence that everyone dress in costume had been a boon; he’d sneaked inside the house without anyone noticing, and he’d go out the same way.

			He reached for the fez he’d set onto the table beside the love seat—

			Samantha’s earring was on the cushion. It hadn’t been when he’d put his hat there.

			She’d been in this room. Had she heard him? Did she know?

			Damn! Albert ran from the room and tore down the steps. He had to find the lantern before she did or he was going to be shit out of luck.

			Outside Monty’s office, cold sweat snaked down his back. The door was ajar. Dim light bled beneath it.

			He listened but didn’t hear anything inside. Good. Maybe Samantha was in her room crying because of what she’d overheard. Albert would be, too, if he wasn’t so pressed for time.

			The door swung open on well-oiled hinges—perfection that could be traced to genie magic. Probably how Samantha had gotten the drop on him upstairs.

			Biting back the fear that his meal ticket had been fried to a crisp, Albert went inside.

			No Samantha.

			He exhaled, then caught his breath when he saw the safe. The door was open.

			For a second—the tiniest, barest of seconds because no one would ever say Albert wasn’t an opportunist—he stared at the open door as if it couldn’t be real. And then he moved, practically vaulting the desk to get to the safe.

			It was empty. Well, not completely empty: two bags were inside, but the lantern, the most important thing, was gone. Samantha must have found it.

			Cold swamped his body. Could genies do invisibility? Were the two of them watching him right now to see what he’d do?

			“Samantha? Honey?” He spun around, putting worry on his face. Not that he had to work at it, but he had to make it look like the worry was for her, not himself. “I don’t know what you think you heard, but you obviously didn’t hear the whole thing or you wouldn’t have left. I love you, babe. This is just a simple misunderstanding.”

			Nothing. Not a single breath of anything fluttered the letter on Monty’s desk.

			“Samantha?” He listened.

			Nothing.

			The bitch had taken the genie. She’d grabbed that lantern and left him to fend for himself. Some fiancée she was.

			And where the fuck was she? Walking around the party, or had the pampered princess gone somewhere else? St. Moritz? Monaco? The South Pacific? Christ, she could afford whatever she wanted even without the genie; what more could she possibly want?

			Albert cursed. It wasn’t fair. He’d been following her around like a lapdog, hoping for a few crumbs from the almighty Blaine table, and she ended up with the all-powerful being.

			What the fuck was he going to do? Henley was going to kill him if he didn’t pay up. He had to come up with something—

			The bags!

			Albert turned back to the safe. If Monty had locked them up with his prized possession, they had to be worth something. Maybe enough to get Henley off his back.

			He removed one of the bags and dumped a six-inch, orange crystal obelisk onto his palm. Light from the desk lamp prismed through it, scattering tiny particles of orange in the air. He doubted it was a gemstone because the cut was one he’d never seen, and the fact that Samantha had left it here would support that idea. The woman did know jewelry—especially when one of her pieces had gone missing. That’d been the last time he’d taken anything from her seemingly endless stash.

			He set the bauble on the desk, where it threw orange sparkles onto the blotter in a trick of the light. Then he removed the other bag and untied its strings.

			A thick, gold coin slid out. As big as his palm, the weight alone would mark it as valuable, but the profile etched onto one side of a woman in an Egyptian headdress made it even more so.

			This was an old coin. An old gold coin. A big old gold coin. And if that profile was who he thought it was… Had that genie given Monty some treasure from Cleopatra’s coffers?

			Giddiness trickled out in the form of a muffled laugh. Oh yeah, this could more than take care of Henley.

			Albert sat in the old man’s chair and set the coin on the blotter. He traced the profile. Cleopatra. Gold. He was rich. Beyond rich.

			But he still wanted that genie. Monty had gone for small potatoes, wanting his company to be the best, never grasping his treasure’s full potential. Albert sure did. With that genie, he’d be the most powerful man on Earth.

			He lifted the crystal in his other hand. First, a priceless genie lantern, then the rare coin. There had to be more to this crystal than met the eye.

			Rotating it caused orange sparkles to shimmer in the air behind the desk—orange sparkles in the shape of a man. Albert waved the crystal around. More sparkles formed a path in the air from the safe to the image, and Albert’s pulse rate picked up. And then… 

			The outline of a lantern shimmered on the desk in front of him, and Albert almost let out a whoop. He’d found the genie—or, actually, a way to track him.

			Albert tucked the crystal and the coin inside the breast pocket of the suit jacket he wore beneath the robe, and patted them in place against his heart. Gold might be intrinsically valuable, but that crystal tracking device was, to him, even more.

			She wasn’t going to cut him off that easily. Albert Viehl did not go down without a fight.

			His fingertips stroked the coin. Now if only he could find her… He wished he knew where the genie and Samantha had gone.

			And, in a surprising poof of golden glitter, he was off to find out.

		

	


	
		
			5

			“What the—!” Samantha grabbed hold of Kal’s arm when she landed next to him on a carpet that was a good thirty feet above the ground.

			There was nothing good about being on a carpet thirty feet off the ground. Actually, there was something seriously wrong with being thirty feet off the ground on a carpet that was supposed to be on that ground.

			“What just happened? What are we doing up here?” she asked, trying to catch both her breath and her balance, the latter made easier by her now-missing shoes that were probably back on Earth somewhere—if that’s where she’d been to begin with.

			“The natives got restless.”

			Two questions, one answer. It was a good thing that Kal had covered her hand with his to keep her from falling off the edge of the carpet, but with the impossibility of what she was seeing, not to mention the flying thing, plus the kiss, plus the fact that he was a genie, plus the dragons and the gnomes and the leprechauns and the unicorns and the—what was Orkney? An ogre? Or a troll? Which ones were taller?

			Was she really contemplating a correct answer for that question? Why? What difference would it make if he was an ogre or a troll or even an island bum with that hair? None of it would make her feel any steadier.

			And then Kal put his arm around her and tucked her against him.

			Now that, on the other hand, would.

			But then the fox flew by, dangling from the fairies’ ribbons, and any steadiness went flying off with the breeze that had turned the little thing’s ears inside out. Then her knees gave out from under her, and she sank onto the carpet. The flying carpet.

			“Uh, Kal? Iph you woul-n-t mind…” the fox said around the ribbons in his mouth.

			Kal drew his scimitar and cut the ribbons so that the fairylike peris could deposit Dirham on the rug. Samantha scooted out of the way—though not too far. The carpet wasn’t that big, and she doubted the fringe would hold her.

			That sentence would have made no sense a half hour ago.

			Dirham bounced to his feet—the only surprise there was that he didn’t bounce higher—and shook his head. His ears flipped right side out again.

			Kal knelt down and tapped him on the snout. “Settle down, Dirham. I was just about to explain to Samantha what all of that is.” He waved his hand toward the melee in the street.

			“Ooh! Ooh!” There went Dirham bouncing again, one paw in the air as if he were in a classroom. “I know! I know! Let me tell her! Let me!”

			Kal smiled, and Samantha’s heart stuttered.

			Sheesh… She rolled her eyes. This was neither the time nor the situation to find a guy attractive. Even if she was single. Newly single. So newly that her ex didn’t know it yet. But definitely single—and Kal was definitely attractive. Combine that with his genie-in-shining-orange chivalry, and Kal was already light years beyond Albert in the Prince Charming department.

			“So what happened is this.” Dirham settled down with a halfhearted and half-heighted bounce. “Maille—the dragon—insulted the peris, and since peris are related to gnomes, Fritz took offense. Seamus did, too. Leprechauns are very particular about their gold, you know, especially because they think gnomes are beneath them.” Another bounce had Dirham’s tail flicking Samantha’s cheek. “Actually, considering gnomes live underground, I guess that’s true.”

			Samantha brushed a tiny fur ball off her eyelash. “I am so not in Kansas anymore.”

			Dirham cocked his head to the side. “But you weren’t in Kansas before.”

			She couldn’t help smiling at his earnest confusion. “I know. I was in my father’s office.”

			The fox grinned—and there was so much wrong with just those three simple words, she ought to keep a running list of wrong things she and everyone else around her said. It’d probably end up being longer than that dragon’s tail—

			And there was another one.

			“We were there, too, you know. We were inside the safe.” Dirham stopped bouncing long enough to scratch one of his ears with his back foot.

			“And you know that that’s not a normal sentence, right?”

			“But it’s the truth.” The fox looked confused.

			Samantha patted him on the head. “So you guys live in the lantern?”

			“Oh, not me. I just visit,” said Dirham. “But Kal does.”

			“Not if I can help it,” the genie muttered.

			The tone was what surprised her. Didn’t living in a lantern go with the whole genie gig? “You don’t like your lantern?”

			He glanced at her, then away. “It’s not that. It’s just that the outside world isn’t as… solitary.”

			“And it’s bigger,” the fox added with a bounce. “Prettier.” A higher bounce. “And the air is better.” He almost landed off the carpet.

			Kal caught him and set him in the middle. “That, too, Dir.”

			The “solitary” part struck Samantha because she knew exactly what he meant. With Dad gone, she was alone in the house, even with the staff there. The closest thing she had to a family was Wanda, the housekeeper who’d practically raised her. But Wanda went home to her own family. It just wasn’t the same. Albert was supposed to have filled that void, but that obviously wasn’t going to go as planned. Not that she wanted it to anymore.

			But she did want someone in her life. Someone she could laugh with and make memories and a family and a future with. Someone who cared about her wants and needs because he cared about her, not because he wanted her to toss a bunch of stock shares into his portfolio. Looked like she was back to square one on that front.

			A flame of purple smoke singed the tips of the gold fringe, grabbing Samantha’s attention. She looked over the edge of the rug. Orkney’s hair was singed, too. Or was that one of his cousins? She couldn’t tell because they all looked alike. “I really wish someone would explain all of this to me. In terms that make sense.” A definite pipe dream, but then, a girl could always hope.

			“As you wish, Samantha.” Kal waved his hand, and the carpet behind them folded itself to resemble a step. He removed his sword and laid it on the rug, then brushed aside the orange glitter that seemed to accompany his magic and sat down. “Please make yourself comfortable.”

			Comfortable? On a flying carpet? She raised her eyebrows but leaned back when he waved his hand again. The “step” gave way, contouring to her back and cradling her with just the right amount of support. She didn’t even have any sensation of flying; if not for the wind blowing in her hair and the fact that they were thirty feet off the ground, she wouldn’t have thought anything of it. But they were and she did, and oh God—they were flying.

			“I have a feeling I’m never going to be comfortable again.” She gripped the lantern in her lap with both hands.

			“They all say that at first,” Dirham said, his bounce somewhat subdued.

			“They?”

			“My masters,” Kal answered, leaning back and stretching his long legs out in front of him.

			“But then they start making wishes and pretty soon they’re very comfortable.” Dirham circled around and settled down, the tip of his bushy tail flicking like a metronome keeping time for “Flight of the Bumblebee.”

			“So.” Samantha set the lantern on the rug beside her thigh. “You’re a genie. Like Aladdin’s.”

			Dirham squeaked and his fur bristled. “Kal? Like them? I think not.”

			Kal patted the fox’s head. “Thanks, buddy.” He scrubbed his jaw. “Aladdin’s genies were women. That history got lost in translation.”

			“You mean the mythology did.”

			“Mythology?” Dirham hopped to his feet—nothing new there. “Mythology? You can say that? Take a look down there.” He leaned so far over the edge that Samantha was afraid he’d fall off. “You call them mythological?”

			Orkney howled when the dragon singed his hair again. Now he had a bald spot above the mullet he had going on behind his left ear.

			“Good point.” Samantha strummed her fingers on the carpet—something normal at last. Not common, but normal. Would wonders never cease?

			And then a gnome went flying straight up in the air on a plume of purple smoke like a whale’s spout, his little legs pinwheeling without a bicycle.

			No, apparently they wouldn’t.

			“So how do you know the mytho—er, history is wrong? You didn’t actually know Aladdin, did you?” Although… Kal had mentioned something about a century. When had Aladdin lived?

			Had Aladdin lived? Wasn’t he just some story Scheherazade came up with to save her life?

			Samantha wouldn’t mind having a story like that to save her sanity right now.

			“No,” said Kal. “Thank the cosmos, Aladdin and I never crossed paths. And before you ask, I didn’t know any of the forty thieves either.”

			“What about Scheherazade?”

			A tiny smile crept across his face. “Yes. I knew Sherry.”

			Something twisted in Samantha’s belly. It made no sense, but that was the least of the things that didn’t make sense right now.

			He shook his head. “But that’s ancient history, Samantha.”

			Really ancient. So ancient Samantha didn’t even want to contemplate how ancient it was. Or how he could have known Sherry, and she didn’t mean in the biblical sense, more the chronological one because she really didn’t want to know if he knew Sherry in the biblical sense, thank you very much.

			“For now, while my lantern is in your possession, you are my master, and I’m here to serve you. Is there anything you wish?” He waved his hand and a mug appeared in it. “Coffee?” Another wave had some breakfast pastries magically appearing. “Croissant? Or what about this?” A bowl of fruit was next, followed by a four-course meal.

			Each one appeared in a shower of orange glitter and the blink of an eye as if they weren’t there one second, then, the next, they were. Which actually was what happened, but that didn’t explain why it happened or how it happened, and she didn’t really think there was an explanation, which put the suddenly appearing food back in the insanity category again—

			Just like the leprechaun that went flying on the dragon smoke this time, him going one way, his hat the other.

			“I wish that guy could have his hat back.”

			Yes, that was what she wished. Not for unicorns or magically appearing biscotti, but that the mythological creature should get his hat back.

			She had to be losing her mind. Had to be.

			But if she was, then the leprechaun had to be, too, because when he fell back to Earth, he had his hat clutched in his hands.

			She watched him go all the way down. He slid off the phoenix’s gold wing, landed on the centaur, who bucked him off like a bronco—which technically, she guessed, he was—then flopped sideways over the dragon’s back, sliding down the tail to land on top of another leprechaun, and his hat went flying again.

			She glanced at the half-naked hottie. The genie. “I thought that wasn’t supposed to happen?”

			Kal shrugged. “You only wished for him to get it back. Not keep it.”

			As if that made any sense. Samantha rolled her eyes. “Semantics? You’re going to focus on semantics?”

			“It’s my job.”

			Everybody with the job thing. Like they were waiters or doctors or parking attendants instead of talking animals and fantastical myths come to life. She shook her head. “This is surreal.”

			“Tell me about it,” said Dirham, curling his tail around himself at the corner of the carpet. “The place has changed a lot since I was here last.”

			She reached for a piece of the biscotti and then remembered that it had appeared out of nowhere and snatched her hand back. “Where exactly is here?”

			“Ah.” Kal crossed his legs and waved his hand. The food disappeared with a tiny crackle—or maybe that was the coffee mug clanking against the dinner plates as they flew off to wherever magically appearing foodstuffs disappear to—and an old map appeared on the rug in front of them. Kal lifted it to shake off the glitter.

			“What’s that? A pirate’s treasure map?” She leaned forward. The map looked more brittle than parchment, but there were decorations on the side, pictures of monsters undulating beneath the waves, and intricate drawings of strange plants and beings. No big red X, though.

			She was buying into this whole fairy tale way too much.

			You have another explanation for the flying thing?

			Yeah, that was a problem.

			“Pirates would give all of their bounty to get their hooks on this.” Kal tugged the map closer. “No, it’s a map of Izaaz.”

			“Is what?”

			“Izaaz. Otherwise known as Madeenat Al-saqf Al-zojaajey. The City of the Glass Ceiling.”

			“Glass ceiling? Why would anyone name a city after an antiquated, sexist corporate structure?”

			Kal raised an eyebrow. “Because we’re under one?” He pointed up.

			Samantha followed his finger. All she saw was sunshine. “I don’t see anything.”

			“Try a pair of sunglasses.”

			“But I don’t have—” Any sunglasses was what she was going to say, but before she could, he waved his hand and two display shelves full of designer glasses materialized out of thin air in a sparkle of orange.

			Thin air. That was why she was having trouble catching her breath. The air was thin. That explained it.

			Um… no.

			She was half afraid to touch the glasses. Like gnomes and talking foxes, these shouldn’t exist. Not floating in the middle of the sky. Then again, she shouldn’t be floating in the middle of the sky, so what was one more thing?

			“Go on, Samantha. Try some on,” said Dirham.

			Hesitantly, she took a pair and put them on, and instantly she got a perspective on exactly what Kal meant.

			Off in the distance, walls ringed the city. Walls of sand that stretched to the sky, the tops of them in a perfectly straight line—

			As if they had a lid on them.

			A glass lid.

			“Is that… You mean that’s… It can’t be…”

			And then a huge bird flew overhead. It looked like a giant pterodactyl.

			Not that she knew what a pterodactyl looked like, since they were, you know, extinct, but that was no ordinary bird. With tail feathers like a peacock on steroids, the claws of a lion, and the head of a dog, it made the platypus look like a beauty pageant queen. And when it skimmed that supposed ceiling, its dog head, long neck, and rounded back—not to mention its wings—all flattened for the few dozen feet it coasted along the glass.

			Samantha looked at Kal, then pointed up. Words just weren’t happening.

			Kal conjured a glass of iced tea. He took one of her hands and wrapped her fingers around the glass. “Drink this.”

			She didn’t even think not to drink it. Prehistoric dog-bird? Glass ceiling? The sugary, minty beverage went down, if not easily, at least without choking her. “What happens if it falls?” And she could be talking about either the sky or the bird—that thing was no Chicken Little.

			“It won’t. The glass has been there for longer than anyone can remember. And considering I’m over four thousand years old, that’s a long time. I think you’re safe.”

			The glass slipped from her fingers, and she barely noticed that she and the lantern were now wearing sweet mint tea. “Four… thousand?”

			Kal waved his fingers again, and she was once more holding a glass full of tea. Another wave of his fingers and the wet spot on her djellaba disappeared.

			“Nice,” she muttered. “I wish you could get rid of these extra ten pounds as easily.”

			“As you wish.”

			He waved his hand again, and if Samantha wasn’t above imagining such things, she would have sworn the waistband of the skirt she had on beneath her djellaba slipped a few inches.

			Actually, given what was going on around her, she wasn’t above imagining such things, so she stood up. Her skirt fell down.

			She almost did, too, but elected to gulp the rest of the tea instead. She gave half a thought to wishing for more of that water/wine he’d given her earlier, but figured sobriety was the better part of valor here. “Well that’s handy.”

			Kal stood up and took the glass from her, poofing it into nothingness. “Your wish is my command, Samantha.”

			If only Albert had prescribed to the same train of thought.

			No, not really. Samantha didn’t want someone to be at her beck and call; she just wanted someone who wanted to share his life with her. Equally. Who wanted the same things she did.

			Maybe she ought to wish for Kal to conjure up Mr. Perfect for her—though in that outfit, he was looking pretty perfect himself.

			When something jostled the carpet and he grasped her elbow with a “hold on to me, Samantha,” perfect was exactly the word that came to mind.

			“The wind currents are all over the place when Maille turns up the heat,” said Kal, his breath warm beside her ear.

			The dragon wasn’t the only one turning up the heat. 

			So not what she needed to be thinking about thirty feet off the ground.

			She adjusted her stance on the carpet that was shifting like quicksand beneath her feet, and almost kicked the lantern into that aforementioned thin air.

			She looked over the edge of the rug. The leprechauns were still fighting the gnomes, and Wayne was having a tough time with four of the under-the-hat garden variety clinging to his legs, plus another two on his tail, and one with a double-fisted grip on the mane that ran down his back. The gnome was flopping from side to side while Wayne tried to shimmy him off.

			Then a blast of dragon fire collided with the spontaneously combusting phoenix about ten feet off the front right corner of the rug, the heat forcing Samantha back, and, of course, thanks to the skirt at her feet, she tripped.

			Right into Kal’s chest.

			She would like to thank her skirt. And Kal for zapping those ten pounds away. And the dragon for being oh-so-helpful in getting her into the vicinity of Kal’s arms, and Fate for presenting the situation in the first place.

			So much for not thinking about it… 

			Samantha fought for her balance. And her dignity. This was a mess—and she could be talking about the fracas going on below the carpet or the humming hormones above it. Or the fact that she was practically half naked beneath this robe.

			“Samantha? Are you okay?” Kal’s breath tickled her temple, causing her to shiver.

			She was more than okay, and that definitely wasn’t a tickle. It—he—felt good. Better than good. He felt so much more more than anyone had before. Plastered against her back, his warmth seeping through the djellaba, making her hotter. Wetter—

			She pulled away. She was thirty feet in the air, for God’s sake, dodging dragon fire. Practically naked from the waist down, and if not for this heat melting her brain, Kal and his magic fingers wouldn’t be sidetracking her. She needed to do something about that.

			She looked back over her shoulder. “Um, Kal? Is it possible… that is, can I get a new outfit? Something a little cooler that fits and covers all the necessary parts?”

			“Sure you can.”

			He smiled and Samantha’s pulse kicked up a few more ticks.

			But his hand didn’t move.

			“Well?”

			“Well what?”

			“Are you going to?”

			“Am I going to what?”

			“Give me a new outfit?”

			“Is that what you wish?”

			Not exactly… 

			Her breasts tingled where she’d felt that fleeting touch and she wished he’d do it again.

			Samantha held her breath, half expecting it to happen, but then she realized she hadn’t uttered that wish out loud. Although… what if she did?

			Another blast of hot dragon fire erupted off to the left, and Samantha decided that was what had fried both her brain and her hormones. She couldn’t actually be considering kissing him again, could she? She’d just gotten burned by Albert; did she really want to go down that road again?

			Then again, Albert hadn’t been all that interested in kissing her, or anything else for that matter, which probably should have been her first clue that he was more frog than prince, but with the strain of coping with Dad’s illness, the house, the staff, the company, and everything else, she’d actually been glad of the reprieve.

			Her hormones, however, apparently hadn’t been and were more than willing to make up for lost time. Now, however, was not that time.

			She shook her head, took two more steps away from Kal, and then turned around. “You don’t have a girlfriend, do you?”

			“I do.” Dirham hopped to his feet with his perpetual smile, but then it faltered and he dropped his shoulders. “Lexy just doesn’t know it yet.”

			Kal stared at her, then shook his head. “What makes you ask that, Samantha?”

			She crossed her arms. “Your lantern, for one thing. You have to be a tad snug in there, given its size. I don’t see how another person could fit in it with you.”

			“Lexy says size doesn’t matter,” chirped Dirham.

			No one on the carpet said a word.

			Wayne, on the other hand, shouted a very descriptive expletive from the street that was not only heard, crystal clear, above the din, but also actually had something to do with Dirham’s malapropism.

			Samantha tried to get that whole image out of her head. “And secondly, you obviously don’t have a girlfriend because when a woman says she’d like something, it usually means she wants it.”

			“Ah.” Kal nodded. “So you wish me to conjure up new clothing for you.”

			“If you could.”

			“Of course he can,” said Dirham, bouncing again. “It’s what he does.”

			Kal glanced at Dirham, then winked at Samantha. “As Dir says, it’s what I do.”

			Samantha waited.

			More expletives from Wayne filled the air, but Kal didn’t do the hand-waving thing.

			“Um… so?”

			“So what?”

			“Are you going to”—she swept her hand up and down in front of her djellaba—“you know, replace this?”

			“Is that what you wish, Samantha?”

			“Do I have to say ‘I wish’ any time I want something?”

			Kal nodded. “I can’t do anything to you unless you specifically wish it.”

			“That seems excessive. Why can’t you just go with implied wishes? And aren’t I supposed to only get three?”

			Kal arched an eyebrow. “Don’t believe the mythology. You get a lot more than three, and you should be thankful that you have to make a specific wish because that way, a genie can’t do anything to the master that the master doesn’t want. Just think if the genie didn’t like the master. Or if a genie’s magic got out of control. A lot could happen, so there are rules.”

			“You’re going to have to go over those with me because you gave me food and wine when I hadn’t asked for them.”

			“That’s different. I can conjure up things to give you comfort, but I can’t do something to your person without your express wish.”

			She knew a few things he could do to her person… 

			So much for being burned by Albert; being burned by Kal was so much better.

			Samantha cleared her throat and prayed he couldn’t tell her face was burning. “Alrighty then. I wish you’d conjure up an appropriate outfit for me.”

			Kal waved his fingers again, but Samantha didn’t have any sensation of her clothes disappearing or something new showing up on her body. One second she was in the djellaba and the next—

			“Are you kidding me?” She fingered the yellow-green gauzy harem pants and half shirt. Typical guy.

			She brushed the orange glitter away and glared at him—and tried not to notice that he was anything but typical. Heart-stoppingly devastating with the wind blowing through his hair, that same wind tossing the edges of his vest aside as he stood there, hands fisted on his hips, looking like something out of every woman’s fantasy. Definitely a guy but definitely not typical.

			“I wasn’t attempting to be humorous, Samantha.”

			Good thing because she wasn’t laughing.

			No, she was mentally smacking herself upside the head. Leprechauns and gnomes, a dragon who could fry her to a crisp, Albert’s betrayal… and she was obsessing over a good-looking guy? And not only that, but a guy who’d put her in this? Talk about sexist.

			She shoved her hands to her hips, but the anger dissipated somewhat when she felt those missing pounds. She had to admit, that felt nice. But still… “Seriously, Kal. A harem outfit?”

			Kal spread his arms. The vest gapped open again—thank you God and the wind—and his washboard rippled. “I’m wearing something similar and it keeps me cool. I didn’t intend to offend you, Samantha. You asked for appropriate; that outfit is appropriate for Izaaz.”

			When he put it like that… She was going to have to watch what she wished for around him.

			And then the dragon let loose with another blast of fiery hot air, and the fringe on the corner of the carpet ignited with a whoosh! and her outfit was the least of her concerns.

			The rug lurched, throwing Samantha into Kal’s arms again, and the two of them tumbled to the carpet while the lantern and Kal’s sword went sliding toward the edge.

			Samantha managed to hook the lantern on the curled part of her harem girl footwear, but the sword went sailing over the edge.

			With Dirham not far behind.

			Samantha had two seconds to worry after the fox’s high-pitched “Kaaaaaaaallllllllll!” sailed away with the wind before the carpet started spinning out of control and her worry shifted to the here and now—

			And the soon-to-come crashing around them, because she and Kal were going down!
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