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He needs to change his luck, and fast!

Matt Ewing would gladly hunt down a fortune in lucky pennies if he thought it would help save his business. But for all his hoping, Matt's clueless when his long-awaited lucky charm falls in his lap in the form of a beguiling genie. He just can't believe that this beautiful woman could be the answer to his prayers...

She's been bottled up for far too long!

Spending 2,000 years in a bottle would make any woman a little stir-crazy. So when Matt releases Eden from her luxurious captivity, she's thrilled to repay him by giving him the magical boost he needs...

But for all her good intentions, Eden's magical prowess is a little rusty and her magical mistakes become more than embarrassing. And though Eden knows falling in love will end her magic and immortality, she can't help but be drawn to the one man who wants her just for herself...

***
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“Cute as a pink Persian kitten, this scamper of a romance is populated by a whimsical cast of characters.” ~ Publishers’ Weekly, starred review

“Fennell’s sexy contemporary romp...akes its cue from Barbara Eden’s indelible television role, but with enough original touches, careful research, and world building to make this tale—pure fun.” ~ Lynne Welch, Booklist

“Brisk lighthearted fun... Endearing romantic comedy.” ~ Midwest Book Review

“Absolutely delightful... a stunning creation.” ~ Fresh Fiction

“You will want to believe in magic!” ~ Kerrelyn Sparks, New York Times bestselling author

“Cute, quirky, and charming... a romantic, action-packed tale!” ~ Jennifer Estep, New York Times bestselling author
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Scheherazade, the famed Arabian storyteller, had had to come up with a thousand and one nights’ worth of tales to save herself.

Eden should have it so easy.

But at least her life wasn’t on the line like Scheherazade’s, so that was a plus. Her mind, though, was another matter. There was only so much magic a genie could do to pass three thousand years of confinement and not go mad.

Unwilling to succumb to such madness, Eden circled flicked her wrists and snapped her fingers, her magic sending the butterflies, hummingbirds, and twirling glass balls she’d bewitched toward the ceiling of her bottle so she could have a better view through the hazy saffron glass. The rain of yet another Pacific Northwest storm streaked the storefront display window she’d inhabited for the last forty-five years, two months, and thirteen days. If the Arabian weaver of tales had used Eden’s last half century as the basis of the stories that had saved her life, the poor woman would have been dead before her first sunrise.

“Mornin’, babe.” Obo, the cat she’d been cursed—or blessed, depending on one’s viewpoint—to share this latest part of her penance with, leapt onto the shelf beside her bottle, licking his Egg McMuffin breakfast from his whiskers. The cat was a master forager. “Whatcha lookin’ at?”

“Wilson.” Eden nodded to the tree in front of the store. She’d watched it grow from a sapling to its current block-the-rest-of-the-world-from-view size for so long that she’d named it.

“Kind of pitiful that you named a tree after a volleyball.”

“It worked for Tom Hanks.”

“Yeah, but he was stranded on a deserted island. You’ve got the bustle of the city and hundreds of people right in front of you to keep you company.”

Hundreds of people she couldn’t interact with. She was on the outside looking in—well, actually, she was on the inside and wanting to get out. But the High Master had sealed her bottle with so much magic that nothing short of an explosion would set her free.

“And me, of course.” The cat winked at her, his yellow eyes against his black fur making the motion noticeable. “You’ve always got me. I know I’m the bright spot in your day.” 

“In your dreams, Romeo.” 

“Speaking of lover-boy, has he been by yet?” Obo nudged the copper ashtray with the mermaid cigarette holder out of the way and curled his tail around her bottle before plunking himself onto his belly. Mr. Murphy, the store owner, hadn’t shown up yet, so Obo could get away with it hanging out here. Once the man did, however, all bets were off. 

It was a sad state of affairs to look forward to these daily chats with Obo, who was high on her list of Least Favorite Beings ever since he’d let her take the fall for his necklace heist from Ramses II’s tomb. It showed just how lonely and bored she was that she even deigned to talk to him, let alone looked forward to it. Other than her thoughts and her magic, she had only him to keep her company.

Oh, and “lover-boy” Matt Ewing. Couldn’t forget him. And she didn’t. He was pretty unforgettable, and heavens knew, she thought about him more than she should.

“No, he hasn’t been by. I guess this weather’s keeping him inside.” Almost every morning, Matt jogged around the corner of the store in those tight, form-hugging running clothes. The perspiration slicking his face, that sexy curling hair, the controlled, even grace of his movements had fueled her fantasies ever since Mr. Murphy had moved her glass bottle to the front window. 

“Or he could have had a hot date last night and it carried over.”

Eden curled her legs under her, the curly toes of her slippers catching on the piping around the edge of the new sofa. She propped her elbow on the back cushion and plopped her chin onto her palm. “Thanks, Obo. That’s helpful.”

The cat licked his paw and swiped it over his ear. “Just callin’ it like I see it.”

Eden turned to look at him, brushing a wayward hummingbird out of the way, her gold shackle, er, bracelet flashing in the lone weak beam of sunlight that somehow fought its way through Wilson’s leaves and the steady rain. “And how do you see it, Obo? You’ve been to his house. What’s his world like?”

The cat shuddered and tucked his paws beneath his chest. “A damn sight wetter than yours. You should be thankful you’re in this place. It’s a monsoon out there.” 

The cat could be tight-lipped when he wanted to be. Which was often. All she asked for was news of the outside world and its people, descriptions of the smells and sounds, and the general feeling of being free to come and go as she pleased, but other than getting Matt’s name out of Obo, the cat barely shared anything else. He had no idea how lucky he was to have the ability to go where and when he wanted.

She definitely didn’t understand why he chose to be here. In this musty old shop, surrounded by things other people wanted to get rid of. How Mr. Murphy stayed in business was beyond her, because most of the stuff had been here as long as she had, and there certainly hadn’t been any runs on antique plant stands or tarnished brass headboards.

Circling Flicking her wrists again with the accompanying finger-snap that completed her Way of doing her magic, Eden arced a rainbow from one side of her bottle to the other, the purple ray disappearing into the shadow of the bottle’s neck. The butterflies immediately began flying through it, and the hummingbirds raced along the ribbons of color that matched their wings. 

She snapped her fingers again, and Humphrey poofed onto her arm like a trained parrot. The dragonlet, a baby dragon about the size of her palm and her latest “foster child,” reminded her of Bogart in his early movies, with a long face, high forehead, and large eyes, hence the name, though the dragon’s eyes were blue to Bogart’s brown. 

In that, Humphrey reminded her of the High Master, but Adham was such a lofty name for such a tiny thing. And, besides, like the Humphrey of those on-demand movies, this Humphrey was on loan, too—until he reached unmanageable proportions, which, with a dragon, was usually around the one month mark, meaning she had about five days left with this one before the hormones kicked in.

She stroked Humphrey’s golden scales, then pointed to the rainbow. He gave her the tiniest nip on her palm—full blown dragon love could be really painful—then fluttered his little wings, his strength increasing daily. Today was probably the last day he could fly with the butterflies. The hummingbirds were fast enough to evade his beak-like jaws, but the butterflies wouldn’t be a match; they’d more likely be lunch. But for today, he could play among the colors with them. Dragons loved rainbows. 

She did, too, because of the happiness they innately engendered, especially on dreary days like today. But rainbows were infrequent manifestations for her because, while Mr. Murphy couldn’t see in and most things couldn’t pass through the magical barrier of her bottle walls without her. Okay, rainbows required an inordinate amount of light and, therefore, could be seen. Light shining from a dusty, and supposedly empty, old bottle would definitely be noticed.

“Uh, babe?” The gentle whoosh of Obo’s fur thrummed softly along the ribbed lower portion of her bottle as he brushed his tail against the outside. “The rain might be murder on pedestrian traffic, but it’s upped the vehicular kind. And the traffic light is red. A couple of interested kids, and your beacon there is going to get some notice.”

Eden sighed, hating that he was right, but flicked her wrists anyway. The rainbow dissipated, leaving traces behind on the winged creatures. Humphrey sported a blue stripe down the ridge of his back, and one of the iridescent Blue Morpho butterflies was going to have to change its name to Purple Morpho. 

“Why are you here again, Obo? With the free run you have of this town, I’d think this has to be the most boring place you could be.”

Obo’s tail paused mid-flick, and his ear twitched. “Ah, well, you know... I, uh, can’t talk to mortals without freaking them out, and none of the animals in this country have been on the planet as long as me. Who else can I share the good ol’ days with? You’re the closest I get to normal, babe.”

Which was sad, because nothing in her life had been normal from the moment she’d gone to live with the High Master over two thousand years ago following her parents’ death.

Eden sighed and gathered her magic to summon a pomegranate smoothie on the teak inlay table next to the lime green sectional she’d ordered last month. The persimmon-colored pillows weren’t pulling the whole look together as she’d hoped. While she loved color, the backdrop of the saffron bottle made her art deco a little too avant-garde. Ah, well, she’d do some redecorating today to keep herself occupied. The satellite dish Faruq had given her for her birthday a few years ago came in handy.

Not that she’d ever admit it to Faruq. The High Master’s vizier, charged with monitoring Genie Compliance, already had too much control of—and too much interest in—her life.

She sipped the smoothie. The dish, and the high-def TV that had replaced the antiquated electronics she’d accumulated over the years, were gods-sends. Much easier to shop, teach herself new languages, keep abreast of changing societies and customs, and learn all about new technology and the selling power of J.D. Power and & Associates. Not to mention, how to make smoothies.

And with her bottle’s magical ability to alter its interior without changing the dimensions on the outside, she could order up a swimming pool and Mr. Murphy would never know the difference.

Actually, maybe she’d do that. She’d like to hear Faruq’s comment when he found out he was going to have to magick up a couple thousand gallons of water. And as for getting it through the magic channels to her, well, that ought to give him a few fits.

She took another sip of her smoothie. Such were the pleasures of her life. 

“Hey, that looks good.” Obo peered into her bottle, the tapered neck distorting his yellow irises until he looked like the Cyclops she’d seen off the coast of Crete that last summer she’d been on the outside. “Can you conjure one up for me?”

Eden set her treat down on the Egyptian brazier topped with a circular mosaic tile platter she called an end table. Nothing like combining Old World and New. “Sorry, Obo, but my magic won’t leave the bottle for the mortal world while the stopper’s in.” Otherwise she would have zapped herself somewhere warm and sandy years ago.

“Well, could you calm the butterflies down then? Their flapping wings are driving me nuts. And the dragon...” He shuddered and dropped his head onto his paws. “I don’t get that at all.” 

Humphrey did a loop-the-loop above her head, and Eden held out her hand for him to land on as a reward. Baby dragons were so lovable and eager to please. Until they hit that unmanageable milestone, —then their fiery heritage took over. It was a treat to be able to enjoy them at this stage, one far too rare for her liking. 

As for her other co-inhabitants, they were the only living things Faruq approved to be in her bottle. She’d tried to talk him into a kitten after a few hundred years of solitude, but he’d refused. Said kittens would grow up to be cats, and cats were sneaky. That any cat he gave her might be able to figure a way out of the bottle.

It didn’t speak well to the High Master’s magic if his own vizier thought a cat could undo it, but Eden didn’t buy Faruq’s argument for one minute. Just one more thing he wanted to control about her.

So she’d volunteered to foster orphan dragonlets and hadn’t complained when Obo had shown up. Not that the cat had any interest in helping her out of her bottle. Knowing where to find her so he could “share the good ol’ days” was incentive enough, apparently, for him to make sure she stayed put. Probably worried what she’d do to him after he’d abandoned her during that necklace fiasco. A few hundred years ago, she might have done something, but nowadays, she was just thankful for the companionship. She’d told him so and had even tried bribing him into tipping the bottle off the shelf with promises of making all his wishes come true, but the cat had turned her down.

She hadn’t held out any great hope of a fall breaking her bottle anyway. She’d been dropped many times over the years as her bottle had changed hands—sometimes on purpose—but nothing had budged that stopper.

She conjured up an acacia seedpod for Humphrey, and his blue tongue flicked out to taste it. A bunch of cooing ensued, complete with little claw marks up her arm as he hunched into his “don’t take my food” position over the pod. He happily munched away on the outer casing. Nothing like the throaty rumblings of a contented dragonlet. “What time is it, Obo?”

Obo didn’t even look at the cuckoo clock hanging on the wall by the shop’s door. “Matt’s not coming, Eden. You wore your sexy little outfit for nothing.” He opened one eye, and the black slit of pupil thinned even more. “Thinking of auditioning for a TV show, are we?”

Eden shrugged. The costumes hadn’t been purchased specifically with Matt in mind, but if the opportunity ever presented itself, well, hey. She had urges just as much as the next person. And after being cooped up so long with only Obo and Faruq to talk to, those urges were teetering on the brink of meltdown.

But she’d just had to buy the harem girl outfits, one in every color, after watching that genie on the television show. She didn’t know who’d ratted out her race, but that Mr. Sydney Sheldon had gotten almost every detail right. Except the costume. No self-respecting genie would be caught dead in this little get-up while in The Service. But it was comfortable and it was colorful. And there was no one but her to see her in it.

“I wonder where Mr. Murphy is? He’s usually here by now.”

Obo sighed and rolled onto his side, his tail whispering along her bottle again. “Probably rowing his canoe in. I’m beginning to wonder if Noah’s up to his old tricks.”

Eden smiled. Crotchety and full of complaints—and a liar and a thief—Obo might be, but he was right; they didn’t have anyone but each other to share the old times with. Unless she counted Faruq. And she wasn’t about to.

But then the bells over the service door jingled, and Obo jumped to his paws so fast it was a wonder he didn’t knock her bottle over. He ducked behind the black marble obelisk on the shelf next to her.

“If you’re counting on the lack of sunlight to hide you, it’s not working,” she whispered, flicking the butterflies and hummingbirds onto the gardenia and honeysuckle bushes in her flower garden, and Humphrey onto the mini acacia tree he used as a perch when she let him fly around. The twirling glass balls went into the padded box that prevented them from breaking whenever someone moved the bottle. “You better get out of here, Obo.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.” The cat wiggled his butt trying to shrink into the shadows. “I have to go out the way he’s coming in. So we’ll need to distract him.”

“Keep talking and that ought to do it,” she whispered, using her magic to clean up a spot of yellow the rainbow had left behind.

Mr. Murphy walked into the room, but didn’t flip over the OPEN sign like usual. Instead, he went behind a French Provincial sideboard beneath a Baroque mirror and brought out a large cardboard box. A—an empty one—that he soon started filling with every knick-knack from the top of the sideboard. And from the bookcase next to that. And the top of the retro refrigerator next to that.

Eden ducked behind the big stone marker Hadrian had given her as thanks for the carpet ride all those years ago when he’d surveyed the land for his wall. True, Mr. Murphy wouldn’t be able to see her spying on him, but years of habits weren’t so easily forgotten, no matter how rarely utilized those habits were. “This doesn’t look good.”

“Gee, ya think?” Obo muttered, his back end tiptoeing toward the edge of the shelf. “I’m outta here, babe.” With that, Obo executed the perfect stealthy leap cats were known for, hit the floor running, and was into the back room before Mr. Murphy heard anything.

Lucky Obo. Eden could only sit and worry.

***
[image: ]


Obo nudged his way out of the back of the shop. Skulking in the shadows again. Story of his life—and one he was heartily sick of.

For years, over two thousand of them, he’d been hiding. First from the assassins, then from tomb raiders, then from anyone who wanted a “pet kitty.” He’d lived a life of luxury before being on the run, and while pâté and room service were heavenly, the plotting and backstabbing by usurpers was anything but. He’d been done with that life when his mistress had ended hers, and he hadn’t looked back. Obo looked out for one thing and one thing only: his own life.

With the end of it approaching—nine magical lives could only take a cat so far—he had to look out for his Afterlife now.

Walking along the back of the store, Obo tried to keep his paws out of the puddles. Futile, but worth a shot because nothing was worse than soggy paws. Well, except burning ones. He might complain about the weather here, but it definitely beat the hot sands of the desert. If he never saw a desert again, it’d be too soon.

Getting out of that part of the world had been an added bonus to Bastet’s offer: keep an eye on Eden and balance the heavenly scales for a good number of his transgressions. He had a lot of transgressions to make up for, so this seemed to be a simple enough task.

All he’d had to do was pack up his meager belongings and get himself to this part of the world, then provide monthly reports via the mocking bird the goddess had sent to, well, mock him. A bird was her messenger? Seriously? Bastet was a cat goddess, and she sent a bird to collect her reports? There was probably some sort of test in that, too: don’t kill the messenger and knock off two extra bad deeds from his celestial tally. 

However the goddess was keeping tabs, Obo was in. 

A gutter groaned overhead, and its contents gushed down in front of him, a good portion splashing off the concrete and soaking his fur. He wouldn’t mind being in right now, but any of his regulars—mortals who took in stray cats—lived far enough from Eden’s store that he’d be just as soaked anyway.

Obo shook the rain water off and rounded the end of the building. Maybe Wilson would provide some cover. At least he could hang out in the branches to keep his paws somewhat dry.

He dragged himself into the crook of Wilson’s lowest branch just as Mr. Murphy walked out of his store and dumped that cardboard box on top of a garbage can by the curb,. T then he ran back inside and adjusted the CLOSED sign. 

What was the mortal up to? Why was he tossing things he’d been trying to sell? Cardboard dissolved in this much rain. This It didn’t make any sense.

Then a trash truck turned the corner, and it suddenly did.

Except—

Son of a bichon! The top of Eden’s bottle was sticking out of that box!
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Matt Ewing was having a shitty day in a month of shitty days—several months of them, actually—so when a half-naked harem girl knocked him onto the sidewalk and ended up face-down in his lap, Matt figured one of the shittier days of his life had just gotten better.

Especially when, raising himself up on his elbows, he got the best view of curvy female ass this side of a strip club: one covered in see-through pink gauze and sequins, with tassels caressing cheeks that were tight and firm and just the right size for his hands.

Matt’s breath took a hiatus, and, despite the rain, his mouth dried up like a desert.

Or was that dessert?

Matt shook his head. No, dessert was in the bakery behind him, not the woman lying across him. He sat up just as the trash truck by the curb pulled away with a groaning yawn, something metallic bouncing out and clipping his ankle.

“Son of a bitch.” Well, at least his wind had come back. He kicked the thing away and got a good look at the woman sprawled with her face in his lap. 

Now there was an image.

Okay, he was a sick bastard to even go there when she had yet to move. 

“Hello?” He wiggled his legs but she didn’t budge.

A blue, no, purple butterfly flitted onto the slice of midnight black ponytail that slid sideways from under a veil clipped to the crown of her head. The rest of her hair fanned an expanse of tanned skin below the half-shirt plastered to her body.

He looked around. The storm left few people on the street, and those who were held their umbrellas so low they appeared to be dueling the weather. No one was paying any attention to the woman. Looked like it was up to him.

“Miss.” He tried jiggling her shoulder. The butterfly moved, but she, sadly, didn’t. Christ, he hoped she wasn’t seriously injured, although it’d be just his luck if she was—mainly because bad was the only kind of luck he’d been having lately. The Riverview project was a no-go, Jerry hadn’t called with an update on the Baker roof, and now, thanks to the weather, he’d have to reschedule a job that would’ve covered the cost of the damaged materials some moron had backed over and hadn’t ponied up the cash for yet. Yeah, definitely a shitty day.

Matt eased out from under the woman and something slid off his thigh onto the sidewalk. Faceted yellow crystal, or maybe a hunk of glass, with enough weight to do some damage—an ornament or paperweight about the size of a walnut on steroids. That would explain why she was out cold.

He shoved the crystal into his pocket and turned her face to the side. Dark lashes swept tan cheeks. Her lips were pursed, and the rain was channeling into her mouth. Not good.

He put his hand on her back. She was breathing, but her outfit was hardly appropriate for the weather. The gauzy pants were soaked, plastering them to a pair of legs that showed her ass wasn’t the only toned part of her and revealing those boy-cut shorts women were into these days. Why they thought guys liked clothing called boy-cuts on women he didn’t get, but at least she had something on. Otherwise she’d be naked and wet in front of him.

He was definitely an ass for that thought.

He rolled her gently, then leaned over to block the rain. Couldn’t have her drowning on the sidewalk. But he needed to get her someplace warm. And cover her, for God’s sake. Who wore a getup like this without a coat? There wasn’t even enough beading on the front to disguise the fact that she wasn’t wearing a bra, and the butterfly landing on the tip of her breast wasn’t helping matters.

“Miss?” He nudged her shoulder again. “Come on, Barbara Eden, wake up.” Water rolled off the brim of his hat, plunking onto her gold bracelets, and the wind kicked up around them. Matt flipped up his jacket collar. He had to do something or she’d catch pneumonia.

Then a biker rode by and added half a puddle’s worth of rain to the mess, a straight shot into the hole on the elbow of his sheepskin jacket, right through to his sweatshirt. Immediate sponge. Her clothing fared slightly better only because he was there to catch the brunt of the splash.

To add insult to injury, his stepbrother’s black Navigator pulled up at the light. Matt pulled his hat low over his eyes and turned his head.

“Matt!”

Shit.

“Hey, Matt! Need a ride?”

The thing was, Hayden didn’t try to be a dick, it just seemed that way. They’d been raised as if they were biological brothers, but the guy was golden, Midas, while Matt—thanks to the economy taking a nosedive for construction-related endeavors—was struggling to keep the Ewing name from being synonymous with failure. Hayden, lucky bastard, didn’t even know the word.

“Matt, what happened?” The door to the SUV opened and Hayden’s boys scooted to the far side of the bench seat. “Bring her over here! There’s a pile-up on the other side of town and you’re not going to be able to get an ambulance.” 

More bad luck, which made Matt half-tempted to do what Hayden said, but the last thing he wanted to deal with was his brother’s domestic bliss in the warmth of his new “toy” while he was worried about invoices, cash flow, and the employee he was going to have to lay off at the end of the month if he didn’t get the most recent job he’d bid on. Not to mention the supplies he was going to be late picking up. And now the inanimate Jane Doe here on the sidewalk.

“No thanks, Hayden. My truck’s not that far.” Which was true. Except that it was on the other side of the park behind him. In his garage. He’d grab a cab instead.

Matt stood, keeping his back to Hayden, knowing he’d see his brother shaking his head. You’d think Hayden was older with the sadly knowing look he always managed when he didn’t agree with Matt. Which was far too often for Matt’s liking. But, dammit, she’d knocked him over; he was certainly capable of getting her medical attention. 

Which he’d better do since she still hadn’t opened her eyes. At least her breathing was even. Matt ripped off his jacket and laid it over her, brushing the butterfly away. Then he lifted her in his arms, glad to hear Hayden’s farewell honk as the light changed.

She was a tiny thing. Barely a hundred pounds, even soaking wet. But then she sneezed and Matt realized just how exposed to the elements she was, even covered by his jacket.

He looked around, but there wasn’t a cab in sight. Figured. Hell. Maybe he should have taken Hayden up on that offer of a ride to the hospital. Swallowed his pride. That, however, was something he’d never been able to do where Hayden was concerned.

Then she sneezed again, shivering this time, and Matt realized something was going to have to give and his pride was it.

He went to grab his phone to call Hayden back, but his groan mixed with the thunder that rolled across the sky. No cell. He’d left it on the dash of his truck—the one in his garage.

Shit. Eight blocks to the hospital wasn’t normally a long distance to walk, but with this weather and her condition, his truck—and his house with warm clothes and blankets—were closer.

***
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Icy shards of glass pelted Eden’s legs as she bounced against something hard. Her head ached. She was cold and her wrist hurt.

The next bounce shifted her slightly. Actually, her upper body wasn’t exactly cold or uncomfortable, but her legs definitely were. She twitched her toes, trying to feel the floor, only... there wasn’t one. She was floating?

Eden nibbled the inside of her cheek. She didn’t remember floating today. Wait. What did she remember?

She searched her memory, but it was just flashes of light amid a blanket of nothingness. Eden sucked in a breath as a spasm of pain rippled across her temple and—

Wait. That was air. Fresh air.

She inhaled again. Fresh air, even rain-laden, meant she was out of her bottle. Fresh air meant she was free. After seventeen-hundred and ninety-seven years in her bottle, she was free. 

Twelve hundred and three years before the end of her sentence.

The bouncing slowed and Eden cracked one eye open. A raindrop sluiced along her lashes, the cold wind blowing it off. Thank the stars that she was still in the cold, wet, dreary part of the world she’d inhabited for the last century and not the arid desert of her homeland, because it meant that Faruq hadn’t found her.

But someone had. A man. And not just any man, not this guy. He was no overweight retiree like Mr. Murphy, not with these arms. Toned muscles flexed beneath her as he adjusted his hold, and that chiseled jaw and fluid stride ruled out Faruq’s eunuchs. No rounded features, no softness to this guy, even with the thick, ebony hair that curled at the ends just above his wet black sweatshirt, the creases at the corner of his eye, and the deep dimple in his left cheek—

Holy heavenly body—it was him!

Lightning sizzled the air and Eden almost squirmed in his arms, stopping herself at the last second when a butterfly landed on her nose. Maybe the sizzle wasn’t lightning.

Matt Ewing. Here. Holding her. Every fantasy she’d had for the past five years coming to life in the cold, wet rain. And she was anything but cold.

Heavens, his arms around her felt just right. And the scent of him, coffee, cinnamon, man... Mmm, he smelled good. Very good. Like a desert oasis to a parched traveler. After her drought of human contact, that’s exactly what she was.

The stars were truly aligned for her today. Freedom and him—she couldn’t ask for more.

His cadence slowed and he jostled her in his arms, a few of his fingers sliding beneath whatever blanket he’d put over her and brushing the side of her breast. 

Okay so, yes, she could ask for more. After all, it’d been an incredibly long time since any man had touched her breast, let alone anything else.

When his fingers inadvertently stroked her again, Eden had to concentrate so she wouldn’t turn into his touch and let him know she was awake. She didn’t want this to end. And call her curious, she wanted to see what he’d do next.

The sound of jingling keys scraping against a door answered the question of what, but the question of where quickly followed.

A raindrop seeped between her lips and went down the wrong pipe. She swallowed the cough and wished he’d hurry up and open the door already.

“Damn. I must have forgotten to lock it.” He cursed again as he half-fell inside, her slippers brushing the doorframe. 

The warmth was a welcome change to the cold air freezing her lower limbs. The cushion he placed her on, however, was a far cry from the comfort of his arms. 

“What am I going to do with you?” he muttered, brushing a strand of hair off her face.

Goosebumps prickled her skin at his touch and she had a good idea of what he could do with her. She knew what she’d like to do with him.

“I need to get you out of those clothes.”

This was sounding better by the minute.

There was a little rustling, then she didn’t hear anything—until a different voice said, “You’re an awful actress, you know.” 

Eden opened one eye. “Obo? Where’s Matt? And what are you doing here?”

The cat shook himself, water droplets spraying everywhere. “I’m doing the same thing you are, babe. Warming up. And Matt’s in the other room. The bedroom.” He did a wink-wink-nudge-nudge toward some area behind the sofa.

She blew out a breath. Like she needed to be thinking like that now. 

Okay, not that she hadn’t already gone there, but follow him into the bedroom? She wasn’t that desperate.

Or... maybe she was.

Eden shook her head. She had more pressing matters to worry about first. “What happened? How did I get here?”

“I’m not quite sure of the what, but the how was this. Mr. Murphy, for whatever reason mortals come up with for their stupidities, tossed your bottle in the trash with a bunch of other stuff. The garbage truck came along, the jaws came down, and the next thing we all know, you’re face down in Matt’s lap.” The cat smirked. “Talk about a wasted opportunity.”

She waved her hand. The opportunity—wasted or not—was gone, and she was free. Tossed aside like yesterday’s trash, but free. “What happened to my bottle?”

The cat raised an eyebrow. “More importantly, what happened to Humphrey?”

“Humphrey? Oh my stars, what happened to Humphrey?”

“Nothing, thanks to me. The lizard did make it out of your bottle, but I managed to take a flying leap out of Wilson and grab his tail before he followed the butterfly into Matt’s line of sight. I gotta tell you, those claws of his might be tiny, but they’re sharp.” Obo rubbed his nose.

“Where is he now, Obo?”

Obo rolled his eyes. “I’m fine, thanks for asking. I could use some disinfectant, but I should live. Not sure about rabies, though. Has the little fire-breather had his shots?”

“Obo...”

Obo sighed. “He’s investigating the inside of one of Matt’s socks. Should take the little buzzard a long time to find his way out of that one.”

“Where is he, Obo? This weather isn’t good for dragonlets. They can’t regulate their own temperatures yet.”

“Yeah, that’s what has me worried the most. Not the fact that you’re out of your bottle—which is missing, by the way—or that Matt is gonna need some kind of explanation, or that Mr. Murphy was getting rid of you in the first place. Do you realize you could have spent the rest of your sentence mired in dump muck?”

There were a lot of things she realized, but the sound of footsteps in the hall meant there wasn’t time to discuss any of them. She had to figure some way out of here, then get back to the store to search for her bottle. “Obo, you have to get out of here. Matt’s going to come back, and if he sees us talking, he’s going ask questions. He doesn’t need to know what I am.”

Obo leapt onto the arm of the sofa and sat, his tail draping over the edge, the tip flicking gently. “Hey, chill. I have just as much right to be here as you do. More, actually. He feeds me and offers the warmth of his hearth on occasion, remember? It’s how you know his name.” Obo licked his paw, then brushed it over his whiskers. “Besides, he thinks I’m just an ordinary stray. But if you’re really worried about him asking questions, I’d lose the butterflies. Those aren’t exactly indigenous to the area, especially at this time of the year. Still, better them than Humphrey.” He nodded to the pair of the butterflies that had landed on the coffee table.

“Oh. Good point.” Eden flicked her wrists—ow! That left one hurt. She caught her breath and snapped her fingers—but the butterflies didn’t disappear. 

A third one, however, showed up.

“Uh, babe?” Obo’s ears pricked forward.

Eden would have answered him—and would have summoned her magic again—if Matt hadn’t walked back into the room.

Eden slammed her eyes closed and pretended to be asleep until she could come up with some sort of cover story or find a quick escape route.

“Hey, cat, you’re back.” Matt said, placing something on the back of the sofa. “You better get down. She doesn’t need you jumping on her chest.”

She wouldn’t mind Matt doing it, though.

Obo’s meow was pure insolence as he leapt off, but Matt, poor guy, didn’t realize it. Cats had perfected that attitude eons ago. 

Eden bit the side of her tongue so she wouldn’t laugh and hoped Obo took his babysitting duties seriously. Butterflies were one thing, but there was no way she’d be able to explain Humphrey.

When Matt started to unbutton the pearl buttons between her breasts, she had to bite her tongue for a totally different reason. Who would have guessed this hokey costume would have such perks? Matt’s hands felt really good on her skin, and it’d been so long. And it was him.

Maybe she’d put off that escape route thing for a while.

“We’ll go to the hospital once I get some dry clothes on you, but I hope to God you don’t accuse me of rape when you wake up,” he muttered, his knuckles brushing the swell of her breast. Which made her nipples tighten—and made Matt curse. 

He’d probably noticed her body’s reaction.

She glanced out of the corner of her eye—and saw his body’s reaction. 

Oh, yes, he’d definitely noticed.

So what was she doing just lying here? It’d been almost eighteen hundred years since she’d been out of that bottle and he was him. Mr. Hotstuff of the morning jog. McSteamy and McDreamy had nothing on this guy. She shouldn’t let this chance go to waste.

She caught her breath and another rumble of thunder sounded as another button popped free.

Eden opened her eyes. Matt had no idea what he’d just unleashed. 

But he was about to find out.
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Matt’s fingers fumbled with the last button, but Eden didn’t care. He was hot, she was on fire, and she was finally free.

She sat up, bumping his hand so that his palm stroked her breast, and planted a big ol’ take-me-honey-I’m-yours kiss on his lips. Then she twined her fingers in his hair, slanted her head sideways, and the kiss turned hotter than a sandstorm in the Sahara.

Desire, pent up for far too many years, raced through her. She’d known he would taste as good as he looked. Every tedious day, he’d been the bright spot in her mundane existence—and the reality far exceeded her fantasy.

She nipped at his lower lip, then licked it, splaying her hands across his chest. She undid a few of his buttons, thanking the stars that he’d changed shirts. But it wasn’t enough. She tugged and a button or two popped free. Her breath caught and she wished he’d just yank her against him and get on with it already.

And suddenly, that’s what happened. She’d been in control of that kiss for all of about ten seconds before Matt captured her lips, speared his fingers through her hair, tore off the veil, and angled her face just right so fast it would’ve made her head spin if it weren’t already.

Where she’d nipped at his lips, he devoured hers. Where she’d stroked his hair, he fisted hers and hung on tight. Where she’d merely touched him, he swept one of his hands between her shoulder blades and plastered her chest to his. He took as much as she wanted to give and gave as much as she wanted to take.

Which was a lot. 

She was seriously considering—in the rare flashes of lucidity between kisses—how to get that last button of hers undone so she could brush her sensitized nipples across his chest, when Matt suddenly wrenched his mouth from hers and shoved her arm’s length away, the butterflies dancing in figure-eights behind him. All five of them.

Five? Where’d the other two come from?

“What the hell was that?” Matt’s hazel eyes, now a darker shade of green, widened as he sucked in a huge, shaky breath, and lightning flashed again outside the window. 

He wasn’t talking about butterflies. “Gorgeous, if you don’t know, then you needed it more than I did.” She traced the open V of the shirt he’d changed into where she’d done a bit of her own unbuttoning. Toned and hard, with just a smattering of chest hair, he felt better than any of the silks in her bottle. “Which would lead me to believe you need something else as much as I do.” 

She buried her face against him, inhaling the masculine scent she’d been deprived of for far too long. Ah, yes, the stars must truly be aligned. The sweet tartness of apples, cool rain, and the sharpness of fresh air and the elements, him... Eden wanted to crawl all over him.

So she did. After all, she’d been confined for Eighteen. Hundred. Years.

Eden kissed along the column of his throat, wiggling on the sofa to get closer. She’d take a good mattress any day over this narrow piece of furniture, but a sex-starved genie couldn’t be picky—although she had picked one amazing guy to break her non-self-imposed fast with.

She ripped through a few more of his buttons, then slid her palms along his sides. He’d feel so good on top of her, all those tight, controlled muscles flexing and contracting.

Grasping his taut back, Eden pressed him against her, sighing beneath his ear when sculpted chest met aching breasts. It’d been so long.

Matt’s hands swept up through her hair. He grasped the strands and tugged. “Lady.”

Lady. Ha. That was something no one ever called a genie. If he only knew.

Ah, but he couldn’t know. Mortals never believed she was a genie unless she did the cloud-of-smoke trick or some other magic—and that was the last thing she wanted to do. Magic left a spectral Glimmer in the atmosphere and hyped up the transmission properties of her golden shackles, er, bracelets. Bad enough the bracelets pointed Faruq her way; if she used enough magic, he’d be able to pinpoint her exact location and whip her back into The Service faster than she could say, “Do me, baby.”

Eden ignored the next tug on her hair and captured Matt’s ear lobe between her teeth. Without her bottle, she was on borrowed time and she didn’t want to waste any of it with explanations. If she kept him occupied he couldn’t ask questions. Or worry about multiplying butterflies and baby dragons.

He inhaled when she sucked on his skin, but he wasn’t going to be deterred. He twisted sideways, moving away just enough that cold air snaked between them.

“Look, lady—” 

“It’s Eden.”

“Whatever. Eden. I don’t know what you think is going on here, but it’s not my habit to pick up strange women and bring them home to make love to them.”

“Why not?”

“So if you could—What? Why not? What kind of question is that?”

“A legitimate one. You carried me here, to your home I presume, and our bodies certainly enjoy each other. What’s wrong with that?”

“What are you, some holdover from the sixties?”

Sixty AD, but she couldn’t tell him that. “I would never have figured you for uptight.”

“Look, lady—Eden. Free love and all that had its place, but these days, I’m not up for risking disease. And we’re off the subject here. I brought you home to help you, not maul you. You hit your head, if you remember. Knocked yourself out somehow. Any of this ringing bells? Care to enlighten me about what happened?”

Great. The first guy she hooked up with after eighteen hundred years had a conscience diametrically opposed to her libido. She had the worst luck. McSteamy wouldn’t be questioning her. No, he’d be jumping in with both hands. And lips. And a whole bunch of other good parts.

Matt sat back farther and gripped his knees, which had the added bad luck of bunching his navy blue button-down closed and hiding all that magnificent chest from her. 

Her chest, however...

Eden leaned back against the pillow, cursing the fact that that stupid bottom button refused to pop off, so only the swells of her breasts were visible. Here’s hoping he noticed.

Then lightning flashed and Matt gulped beneath a halo of seven—seven?—circling butterflies, his Adam’s apple rising and falling the full length of his throat. He’d noticed something all right. And it wasn’t the butterflies.

Eden hid a smile and leaned forward. She put her hands in her lap, knowing full well that by doing so her arms pushed her breasts together, giving her not-too-shabby cleavage some added va-voom. The man would have to be dead not to be interested. And she had first-hand experience of how not-dead he was. “Come on. It’ll be fun.”

Matt’s Adam’s apple bobbed again, but instead of taking what she so freely—and achingly—offered, he grabbed that soft gray something off the back of the sofa and tossed it at her. “Here.” The thing hit her squarely in the chest she was trying to get him interested in.

Eden didn’t bother hiding her sigh. It wasn’t as if she had a lot of options, although, after eighteen hundred years, anyone would look good. But him, he looked fabulous. Still, she wasn’t going to beg.

She also wasn’t going to go down without a fight.

“Oh all right,” she muttered, but brought her fingers to that last button on her shirt.

She ended up conceding defeat instead as her wrist protested—more painfully this time. “Ouch!”

“Are you okay?” Matt leaned forward and cradled her wrist in his hand. “This is starting to swell. You should take off your bracelet.”

Eden snorted. Take off her bracelet. Yeah, right. “Good luck with that. There’s nothing I’d like more, and if you’ve got any ideas to that end, I’m more than happy to hear them.”

Only one genie had ever been able to remove the gold bands that trapped her kind in The Service to mortals, and Khaled had felt the wrath of the High Master at the same trial where she’d been sentenced to her bottle. Three thousand years’ incarceration certainly beat the instantaneous death poor Khaled had faced—all for wanting to be free. Too bad the only thing he’d been able to say to her before the High Master had bestowed the verdict was, “Diamonds.” 

As if she’d cared where he’d stored some treasure. Freedom was the real treasure and he’d taken the secret to his grave.

“Seriously, I don’t care what sentimental value it’s got.” Matt’s eyes didn’t leave her wrist (and yet her breasts were only inches away!). “We have to get this off you. Your fingers are turning blue.”

Yeah, they were. That, more than his inattention to her half-naked body, was starting to worry her. She’d try magic if it’d help, regardless of any spectral trail, but genie magic couldn’t heal. It could conjure physical objects and transport mortals, but abstract ideals such as world peace and free love weren’t within her capabilities, nor was returning the dead to life or curing illnesses. And unlike that TV star’s blinking eyes and crossed arms, Eden needed to employ her Way to get her magic to work.

“What about ice?” She was running on limited options here—for more than just bed partners.

“I don’t think so.” Matt turned her wrist over. “How’d you get it on? Where’s the clasp?” 

He ran his fingers over the bracelet, then looked at the one on her good wrist and twisted it around. The bracelets had been specifically created to contour to her arm and not be confining—at least in theory. The truth was, she might not feel them, per se, but she knew they were there.

They were always there.

“Is there a hidden release somewhere? Geez, the guy who made these must have been a magician.”

Something like that, but she couldn’t exactly tell him the truth so she opted for silence. Couldn’t get tripped up in a lie that way.

He looked up at her. “So—what? Was this some great idea you and a bunch of girlfriends came up with at someone’s bachelorette party? Have gold bands soldered onto your wrists?”

That was a handy excuse.

She tried hard to put chagrin in her facial expression. “Um, yes. Something like that. Not such a good idea, was it?”

Matt sighed and set her hand in her lap. “You’re lucky I have the right tools. Meet me in the kitchen.” 

He stood up and took a few steps—and, yes, she did watch the way his jeans hugged his backside. Eighteen hundred years was a long time without physical contact after all, and if all she could get was eye candy, she was going to partake. 

“And why don’t you change out of that wet shirt? We don’t need you catching pneumonia.”

It showed how worried she was that she didn’t argue with him. Her hand was starting to throb. She’d have to get the ice on it soon because no tools Matt had would remove it. Many genies had tried through the centuries, some ending up losing their hands in the attempt, but short of amputating above the bracelet, there was no way to get rid of the damned things. If only Khaled had told her how.

“So are you going to tell him?” Obo jumped back onto the arm of the leather sofa and curled his tail around his legs as he sat. Another flash of lightning lit up the room for a few seconds.

“What are you doing? You need to watch Humphrey!”

“Chill, babe. Dragons aren’t the brightest of creatures. Fierce, yes, but any brightness lies in their ability to light up a night sky with their breath, not brain power. He’s still stuck in the toe. So, are you going to tell Matt?”

She grabbed the shirt Matt had tossed at her and bunched the shirt hem toward the neckline. “Are you crazy? I can’t tell him what I am. As if he’d believe me anyway. And even if he did, a mortal’s first reaction is always to wonder what I can do for him, which puts me right back in The Service. No thank you. I’m free, Obo, and I intend to stay that way.” She pulled the neckline over her head. “Now if you wouldn’t mind turning around?”

The cat smirked. “Oh puh-leaze. You were willing to get naked with him not thirty seconds ago. What made you turn into such a prude all of a sudden?”

Matt super-tuning her nerve endings to his special frequency, that’s what. “Hey, I’m not giving you a show. For all I know, you could be some criminal or ne’er-do-well banished to feline form a few millennia ago.” She snuck a peak over the top of the shirt. “Were you?”

Obo turned red. Which was interesting considering he A) couldn’t do magic and B) had black fur. “Banished? Banished? I’ll have you know that, two thousand years ago I was the most royally treated feline in history. The palaces I’ve been in would put this place and any genie bottle to shame. Any type of beauty or luxury you can imagine, including beautiful babes. If you think there’s something you’ve got that I haven’t seen before, trust me, there isn’t.”

“So I’m supposed to be thankful some royal feline wants to see me naked? I don’t think so, Obo.” She circled her index finger. “Turn around.”

Obo harrumphed, narrowed his eyes to slits, but finally did rotate a hundred and eighty degrees, his tail swishing along the inside of the sofa arm in the traditional staccato rhythm of an irate cat.

Eden ripped off her bodice’s last button. She wouldn’t be wearing this outfit again—free of her bottle, free of The Service, she was now going to be free of all the trappings, too.

If only she could get free of the bracelets.

Tossing her shirt behind the sofa, Eden then worked her arms into the sleeves of Matt’s, maneuvering her injured one as delicately as possible. That sucker hurt.

“Two thousand years, Obo? Which of your nine lives are you on?”

“None of your business.” The cat jumped off the sofa and headed toward the door Matt had gone through. “You might want to hurry it along. He ought to be back shortly. If there’s one thing about Matt, he knows where every tool is. Keeps that workshop out back organized to the nth degree, like it’s a museum or something.”

Eden didn’t bother mentioning that Matt could look forever and still not find any tool that would free her from the bracelets. She knew because she’d tried. Once Faruq had given her the satellite dish, she’d made good use of the delivery system captive genies employed for food and necessities while awaiting another mortal to “free” them from their bottle and place them back into The Service. The orders she’d placed were disguised as ambitious projects—it helped that she liked to watch all the home improvement shows and Faruq kept tabs on such useless information—but each project required an array of tools. She’d ended up with an interesting interior of her bottle, but sadly, the bracelets had stuck steadfastly. No way would Matt have better luck.

Still, she did need that ice. Eden stood on the burgundy carpet covering the hardwood floor and wiggled out of the rest of her soaked clothing. She smoothed Matt’s gray sweatshirt down her legs almost to her knees, then followed Obo into the next room. 

Glass-fronted cabinets hung on cream walls above stainless steel appliances. The dark oak cabinets and bead board below the hunter green chair rail and brick-red countertops weren’t exactly the bright, splashy colors she loved, but anything was better than the dusty glass window and Wilson’s shadow. 

Obo jumped onto the peninsula and skirted a wicker basket of apples before curling up in the recessed window above the sink. “So, what spin are you going to put on this, Eden? Amnesiac? Kidnap victim? Runaway? Any would work; Matt has a thing for helping out strays. Present company included.” He rolled onto his back and swiped at one of her butterflies.

Oh, zift! The butterflies.

Eden swatted at them, wishing she could get rid of them, but her injury wasn’t allowing that to happen.

“Here we go—uh, Eden? You okay?” Matt walked in from outside while she was in mid-swipe and scared the camel spit out of her. 

Catching her breath, Eden turned around, running a hand through her ponytail. “Um, yeah. I’m fine. Just, uh, stretching.”

Obo sneezed.

Eden didn’t dare look at him. If it wouldn’t hurt the butterfly, she’d hope the cat would choke on it.

Speaking of which, Eden surreptitiously looked around the kitchen. Where had the butterflies gone now?

Matt placed his tools and a rolled-up bandage on the tile-topped wood table. He’d tucked the ends of his shirt in his jeans, closing the gap she’d worked so hard to make. Zift! What was with the guy? Men had always found her attractive—some inconveniently so—yet Matt had as much interest in her as if she were wearing an abaya. Of course, his shirt did cover her almost as much as one of the cloaks.

“We’ll try the bolt cutters first, but if they don’t do the trick, we’ll go with the tile nippers. There’s not much their diamond tips can’t get through, but the bolt cutters might be quicker.” He held out a chair. “Have a seat.”

Short of telling him why he shouldn’t bother, Eden had no option but to sit. She’d give him five minutes before frustration hit. And it would. She knew; she’d been there.

But wait—he’d said diamond tips. 

Diamond.

Could it be possible?

“I think you should use the nippers.” Could it be this easy?

“Nah.” Matt removed a black leather jacket and hung it on a hook by the door. “Let’s try the bolt cutters first. They’ve got more power behind them.”

“But I think—”

“Eden, the bolt cutters will make short work of this, whereas the nippers will take longer. With the way that wrist is swelling, we don’t have much time. Trust me. I know what I’m talking about.”

That remained to be seen. And Eden wasn’t betting
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