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Summary
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When a beautiful woman is released from the birthday present he assumed was a doorjamb, dream-mage Cade Vanden is somehow even less impressed with the gift. Skeptical of her claim of being a genie, Cade flippantly wishes for her freedom­—and it works.

But instead of vanishing into the ether to live her best life, the ecstatic genie, Senna, decides that her first act in her newfound freedom is to repay the man who freed her. Cade grudgingly agrees to Senna’s offer of repayment, mostly because she leaves him no choice.

The genie is a ball of sunshine and cheer, and a darkness Cade understands. She takes over his life, and his clients, with charm and ease, and for the first time in his life, Cade finds himself wishing for something he could never have.

***
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Senna wasn’t sure what to make of Cade. 

Grateful yet astonished that a random act of liberation came from a man unwilling to deal with her, she delves into Cade's world. His role as a dream mage, charging exorbitant amounts to manifest people's dreams into reality, captivates her. But even more than his capitalist spirit, she finds herself intrigued by the kindness he hides under his casual demeanor, and the passion he keeps trying to hide.

Although Senna knows just how cruel people can be, she finds herself comfortable around Cade and the magical creatures that have declared squatter’s rights in his life and home.

Senna has lived most of her life granting the wishes of others, and now, for the first time in forever, someone is trying to make hers come true.
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Chapter 1: The gift
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Cade Vanden stared at the small, black marble cube in his hands, turning it over and over, waiting to see if there was something special about it. He glanced over at the priceless ceramic vase in his brother’s hands and then looked at his sister’s excited face.

He really should have rejected the dinner invite.

“Well?” Julie asked, practically bouncing in her seat. “What do you think?”

“I think it’s fairly obvious that I’m not your favourite brother,” he said drily.

“That’s a priceless artefact,” she said, crossing her arms. “You should be grateful.”

“Priceless sounds about right,” Cade replied. “I love the box, Julie. Really. No one’s ever been this cheap before.”

Aiden, his twin brother, smothered a smile and cleared his throat to get Julie’s attention. “I’ve always wanted a vase that houses the spirits of a thousand lost souls. Thanks Jules.”

Julie nodded. “That’s more like it.”

“His even sounds like it cost money,” Cade stated. He lifted his cube to the light with an unimpressed look on his face. There were small swirling patterns of indigo and silver that made it look well carved but other than that, it wasn’t much. “You call this the ‘Dark Box’ and I can’t help but feel that you spray painted it yourself when you remembered that today is also my birthday.”

A shrill shriek came from the vase in Aiden’s hands, and he put it back into the silk cover it had come in. The sound was immediately silenced and the people in the restaurant looked at them curiously for a moment before they went back to their meals.

“You hate it, then?” Julie asked, pouting. 

Cade didn’t back down. “I’ve honestly had better boxes. Some even had gifts inside. I recall that I bought you a house for your birthday. I’ll be wanting that back.”

Julie groaned, ignoring the bit about the house. “It’s hard to shop for the man who can get himself anything. At least with Aiden, I could just get him a cheap vacation, or a visit to a massage parlour or something.”

“So we’re just going to assume I have no standards?” Aiden said with a raised eyebrow.

“I mean... yeah.” 

Cade put his gift away under his seat, hoping to ‘forget’ it at the restaurant and ignore all attempts they might make to get it back to him. 

Julie sighed. “Whatever. I’ll try again next year.”

“The day isn’t over.” Cade pointed out. “You could still get me another gift and—”

“Nope. Too late.”

He snorted. “Well, whatever it is you’ll get me next year, I’m sure it’ll have a hard time topping a box.”

“Maybe it’ll be two boxes,” Aiden added, just as the waiter arrived to get their orders and hesitated for just a second before correctly carefully putting the orange juice Aiden had ordered in front of him. The scar above Aiden’s left eye, and his man-bun, made telling them apart much easier.

Cade appreciated that Julie had gone through the trouble of getting them a table at Changeling. The previous owner had died a gruesome death in court after trying to antagonize the daughter of a powerful dark wizard and the place was now under new—wiser—management. But he couldn’t help feeling that he would have appreciated it a lot more if he wasn’t so tired from working so many jobs the previous day. He also would have appreciated a more private affair to celebrate his birthday. The waiter had barely attended to him for a combined time of ten minutes but even then, the man’s face had paled and he started to look sickly. When Julie shivered in the warm restaurant, Cade knew that was his cue to leave. 

Having eaten the food and allowed his siblings to see his face, Cade felt like his social expectations had been met. He could escape their loving clutches and let them report his wellbeing to their parents. Mr. and Mrs. Vanden were on a year-long vacation but they might as well have just stayed home because the frequency of their calls and excellence of their internet meant that when they called, it was like they were right there, nagging you in person. It was why he often stuck to voice calls with them. 

Just that morning, his mother had called to tell him that she’d dreamed that he’d died old and lonely and it needed fixing immediately. 

“When are you going to at least attempt to settle down? You know, Aiden went on a blind date just last week. He may be getting married soon.”

Cade had resisted scoffing but just barely. “I’m only thirty. There’s still time. Let Aiden have his wedding first.”

His mother had let out a sound like an offended walrus and if they’d been on video, he was sure she would have tried to flop around like one for emphasis. She did enjoy drama. If she hadn’t been a professional assessor, she would have probably made it big in theatre.

Mr. Vanden stepped in. “You could have a double wedding. I have a friend who has two children about your age. I could introduce you to his daughter, or to his son if you’re so inclined-”

Cade had immediately made some barely believable whooshing noises, muttered something about how the line was terrible, and promptly hung up on them. They did try to call back, but he texted that he was going through a tunnel and would be doing so for the next few hours.

While his parents were constantly talking about marrying him and Aiden off, the very mention of their daughter even dating someone made them froth at the mouth. No one was good enough for Julie but when it came to their sons, a sentient cabbage was already an excellent choice. 

Of the three siblings, only Julie was as assessor like their mother, but while Mrs. Vanden put prices on anything—from works of art to the cost of a life—Julie was an archaeological assessor, determining the value of magical artefacts found at excavation sites—and whether they were safe or not. Aiden had followed their father into the medical field but Mr. Vanden was a surgical healer while Aiden was a psyche-healer who used his magic to dive into a person’s subconsciousness as part of his psychiatric treatments. 

Cade on the other hand, was a dream-smith. He extracted people’s dreams—anything from the darkest dreamscapes to the lightest daydreams—out into reality, for a short while. A lot of people were willing to pay good money to relive their dreams and Cade was willing to take that money. However, his job was taxing. Magic required intent and focus, and a strong will. Dream mages used a lot of mental power and though they were already few in number, many who had that type of magic didn’t last long.

Stifling a yawn and using the very believable excuse of having left the stove on, Cade left his siblings at the restaurant and made quick work of his drive home. It was already 9 p.m. when he got there and he was barely able to stay on his feet.

Cade took in a deep breath as he leaned against the steering wheel for a moment before he stepped out his car. He was exhausted and appreciated the silence of the estate even more so than usual. His nearest neighbours were nearly five minutes away by car and all around the large house were trees that somehow lent even more silence to the place. He did hear some chittering from the local raccoons but that was it.

The moment he walked through the door, something small and bright red darted onto his head despite his sleepy protest. The teacup dragon was unbothered by how put out he was and she shoved tufts of his hair out of her way so she could get comfortable atop his head.

“Hello to you too, Redd,” he muttered.

Redd was a miniature dragon that had been bred for his parents as a gift, but Mr. and Mrs. Vanden hadn’t had the time to raise her and Redd had all but snubbed his siblings when she’d met them, raising her tail at them and turning right around, like they were too ugly to be within her direct line of sight. She’d turned her nose up at him too, but then almost grudgingly flew onto his shoulder and refused to move until he acknowledged that he was hers and would leave with her.

Cade walked into the bathroom and turned on the light before he realized that he’d carried Julie’s awful present all the way in with him instead of giving it a place in the garage like he’d planned.

“I guess I can’t just throw you away, huh?”

He put the box up to the light and noticed that it was a lot cooler to the touch now. There was a pattern etched onto one side that he hadn’t noticed before. He peered at it and saw a tiny swirling engraving that looked darker than the rest. He absently traced it with his finger and a sudden flash blinded him. Cade hissed, dropping the box onto the counter and hastily covering his eyes. Redd dashed from his head back into the bedroom, leaving Cade alone in the bathroom to fend for himself. He had half a mind to have miniature leather shoes made from the dragon’s hide if he lived. 

The light faded gradually, and Cade blinked, slowly adjusting to the brighter room, and the glowing figure in front of him.

“What the-”

Sitting on his bathroom counter was one of the most beautiful women Cade had ever seen in his life: a full-bodied­—and skimpily clad—dark-skinned woman with vivid purple eyes and full heart-shaped lips. 

The expression on her face was one of surprise, and reluctance, but it only lasted a moment before her whole demeanor changed. Her wary eyes brightened with warm expectation and her lips lightly tilted into a playful smile. Long dark hair twisted together into a braid that lengthened as he watched, moving over to him and gently tapping his chin to close his open mouth, before flowing back like water.

The woman was dressed in slivers of cloth that barely hid anything. The sheer white cloth circled around her neck, almost like a collar before it went down to her full breasts in thin fragments. Her taut stomach was bare, as were her sides. The ‘dress’ then went on to cover her front and, from what he could imagine, her back—like this was the next logical step in the evolution of sexy loincloth lingerie.

“What will it be then?” she asked, crossing her legs and leaning back against his mirror in a move that seemed to show more of her body to him. Her voice was warm and ethereal and he felt a shiver go down his spine as she spoke, as if a feather-light finger had trailed down his back. “Do you want world domination? Immortality? The hearts and first-borns of your enemies?”

Cade’s nibbling confusion faded as he realized what Julie had done. He ran a hand over his face. “Oh, I see. This is my actual present.” 

He frowned. He didn’t think Julie would pull something like this. It wasn’t something he would ever want, no matter how gorgeous the woman was. He wondered if maybe his parents were in on it. He glanced at the box and felt a tinge of interest when he noticed that it had gotten smaller. 

“I should really invest in whatever company developed this. It’s brilliant. How do you work it?”

The woman looked at him in confusion. “Pardon?”

“Oh, right. Sorry,” Cade said, turning from the box to face her. “You can just tell Jules that you rocked my world, and I appreciated the gift. In exchange, I’d like to know who developed this.”

He pointed at the box and instead of looking embarrassed, the woman blinked slowly and said, “Oh. You do not know what I am...”

“Don’t worry about it.” His tone was firm, but polite. It wouldn’t do to upset the woman when she’d clearly been roped into his sister’s mad prank. “Would you like me to call you a cab?”

She laughed, actually laughed, though it seemed to be more out of the ridiculousness of the situation than genuine amusement. Cade hoped she hadn’t taken anything. There was a note of hysteria there and he didn’t want to be the one to deal with it. But just as quickly as it came, it was gone, as if the woman remembered herself. 

“This is the first time I have been released in centuries, and you do not even...” She stopped speaking and leaned forward. Cade was sure to look away from the full chest that threatened to spill out at any moment. “I am a genie.”

Cade almost groaned. Role play? Seriously?

“If you want to go through all the stages of disbelief, I can give you some time,” the crazy woman said, stepping down gracefully onto the floor. Her voice was soft and soothing, the kind people would pay to listen to. “But once you have confirmed what I am, please make your three wishes. I will be out of your hair as soon as they are all gone. The usual rules apply. You cannot wish for more wishes.”

Cade took a deep breath. “Look, you’re quite lovely but...” He cleared his throat at the sensual way she smiled, raising an eyebrow at him. “I’m exhausted, so—”

“You want me to disappear?”

He nodded, hoping she wouldn’t take it the wrong way. Or that she would. Either way was fine.

Instead of slapping him and storming out in a huff, she simply nodded. Cade hoped she wasn’t going to burst into tears and silly hysterics but when he saw that she was trying to turn her body away from his eyes, he felt bad. She looked like she wanted to say more but then shook her head and gave him a perfunctory smile, “Well, alright. For now.”

She gave him a tiny bow and vanished. Cade stared at the empty air in front of him and then at the box was on the counter, that was once again larger. He looked it over again, searching for an address. Maybe he could put the damn thing on a cab to his sister’s house. Cade sent a quick text message to Julie.

‘A genie? Honestly.’

The box was probably a type of portal if it wasn’t a holding room they’d developed somehow. 

He wondered if Julie had gotten her laughs and thought that maybe at some other time and in another place, he would be curious in seeing just what sort of wishes his sister’s friend could grant—if the woman wasn’t just someone Julie had randomly hired. At this point, he wouldn’t put it past her.

He showered, only half aware of what he was doing, before he crawled into his bed. Right before he fell asleep, he wondered absently if the gift Aiden had gotten also had a woman in it. 
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Chapter 2: The genie
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When Cade woke up, his bed was covered in dark wispy purple flowers, the kind he vaguely remembered being in his dream many times. He sat up abruptly, letting the nightmare fade away. The flowers faded as well and he sighed as they did. He sometimes worried they wouldn’t but it wasn’t time for that yet.

Of course, he was still tired. Sleep never really did him any good even though he needed it more than most people. 

“Are you awake?” a voice called out from his door. Cade glanced at the clock and sighed. 7 a.m. sharp. Esbeth was on time as always. The woman never let him sleep in, regardless of the kind of night he’d had. 

“Cade?” her stern voice called out once more. 

“I’m up,” he called back, voice still heavy with sleep. He lay back down with a soft groan.

“I don’t hear the sounds of you getting out of bed and cursing the day. I’m coming in. Cover your bits.”

His bedroom door was thrown open and a little old lady in a bright pink track suit stormed in. She was followed in by the teacup dragon that flew onto his head and settled there, with part of her body on the side of his face and the other half on the pillow, like he’d kept both warm for her. 

“Mr. Bo called and said he wants to see you as soon as possible,” Esbeth said. Her brown eyes were stern as she watched him from beneath the gray bangs she’d insisted on getting the previous week. “How many times have I told you to tell that man I’m not your secretary?”

“Should I count today?”

“Keep being smart with me and see what happens.”

Cade held a hand up in resignation as Esbeth started to pick up around the room, being sure to send him occasional glares at each item, as if she hadn’t once tried to place a curse on him when he cleaned up himself. Judging him for the slightest mess seemed to be part of her identity as a brownie and she reveled in it. He was already quite neat so he had to go out of his way to remember to throw his laundry about every now and then.

Cade got up and went into the bathroom. Redd was particularly difficult to get off of him in the morning but today she wasn’t as stubborn and allowed him to set her on the counter without much fuss. She did let out a small puff of smoke at him in a mild show of protest, like he should have been honored to have her pinching painfully at his skin and hair every chance she got.

“What’s this?”

Cade turned to see Esbeth staring wide-eyed at the box on his bathroom counter. 

“Where did you get this?” she asked in a low tone, unconcerned by him standing there in just his boxers. 

Cade moved to turn the shower on. “It’s my birthday gift. From Julie.”

“Why would she give you a genie?” 

He focused on adjusting the water temperature and pressure. He could have gotten one of those versions that programmed the perfect setting but he liked the daily challenge of either being burned alive or frozen stiff.

He finally got it right and glanced behind him, wondering at the silence. “Sorry, what was that?”

“She asked why your sister would give you a genie,” a soft voice said from in front of him and Cade turned back around so fast that he heard the bones in his neck snap.

There she was again. 

The woman from last night was standing in his shower, under the stream of running water. Her hair was wet and she was in the same outfit he’d seen her in, not that he was complaining. The view was... really nice. There was something glorious about water pouring down a beautiful woman that made hygiene seem twice as appealing.

She stepped close enough for him to touch, if that was what he wanted, and droplets of water splashed onto him. She raised her chin—deep lilac eyes watching him as if she was reading his mind—and there was something dark and vicious there. “You are staring. Am I your wish?”

Her voice was honeyed, sending shivers down his spine and twitches down other places. Her scent filled his senses, the lilac fragrance matching her eyes perfectly—until they darkened, almost violet. Full lips, big beautiful eyes, gorgeous dark skin almost on full display. She blinked some of the water from her eyes and he felt the strongest temptation to help her with that. 

Before Cade could do anything foolish, Esbeth grabbed his elbow and yanked him back, adding a belated swat to the back of his head. The dark look in the other woman’s eyes vanished, her eyes turning back to a lighter version of purple. Cade found that the haze that had filled his mind was gone.

Cade assumed Esbeth would threaten to call the police or ask the woman to get the hell out but to his amazement, she grabbed Redd and the dragon that usually would have been upset at the manhandling, was perfectly still in Esbeth’s clutches, her red eyes firmly on the stranger in the room. She was blowing short bursts of fire at the stranger but none of them reached the woman.

The genie watched Esbeth curiously and gave her a small bow. “A brownie. A dwelling’s purest blessing. It is an honor to be allowed under your roof.”

Esbeth looked impressed by her words, and she nodded at Cade like he should take notes from the flatterer. “You know ancient etiquette,” Esbeth smiled, pleased. “The honor is mine.”

Cade was now sure something was definitely off. Not just because Esbeth only ever mentioned ancient anything when she was talking about old gods not doing things the way they used to–like Gaia ignoring the earth and Eros thinking sex and love were the same thing–but because Esbeth hated pranks and was generally a no-nonsense, old woman. There was no way she would have agreed to participate in any sort of joke Julie thought up. And if her reaction was anything to go by, this person was the real deal... Maybe. 

“I see you have come to believe me. Maybe,” the woman—the genie— said, her eyes once again on his.

Cade took in a deep, steadying breath. “Listen... Sorry, what’s your name?”

“I could make you wish for that information.” Her tone was teasing.

“I could just leave you and your box in here then.”

Her eyes widened for a moment in panic.

“Senna.” She spoke like the word had been ripped from her throat and it took him a moment to realize that it was her name.

“Senna,” Cade said and then nodded. “Alright. Well, I’m Cade and this is Esbeth and now that we’re all acquainted, I need to shower. What’s the wish to make that happen?”

Senna tried for a neutral expression. “I will accompany you until your wishes are done because you are in possession of my vessel.”

Cade looked over at the dark box on the counter that was once again smaller than it had been. “What do you mean?”

“Do you wish I would tell you?” she asked.

They proceeded to
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