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This was my entry for the Sword & Laser Anthology (see 

http://swordandlaser.com/anthology/ for details) in May 2013. Now that I 

am revisiting the story three months later, there are a lot of things that I 

would change, but I will present it here as it was when I sent it in. Many 

thanks to my beta readers (in alphabetic order of surname: Armin 

Herbertz, Georg Herbertz, Ingetraud Herbertz, Christian König and 

Chiara Manfletti), whose input strengthened the story considerably. 

 

Urban Genie 

They took everything from him. One of the men yanked at the power 

cord, nearly ripping the socket out of the wall. Alan Dean Maruf almost 

couldn't bear watching, as the two men lifted up the box and proceeded to 

carry it out of their apartment. He turned towards his mother, who stood 

by, clamping her hands on her upper arms. 

"Mom, why are they taking our TV?" 

Her gaze found him. She forced a smile onto her face, but Alan could see 

the tears in her eyes. As much to steady herself, she embraced him. "Hush 

now, Alan. It's all going to be all right. It's all right." 

In his heart of hearts he knew that it was not. Just a few hours ago, he sat 

on the floor, watching the old Thief of Bagdad movie. He remembered 

the scene where Abu had tricked the Djinn back into the bottle and 

coaxed three wishes out of him. At that moment, everything had been 

right. Now they had next to nothing, barely enough money for food. If 

only life were as easy as in the movies. 

After the men finished their work, Alan Dean and his mother stood alone 

in the middle of their tiny apartment. It should have felt bigger, but 

instead it seemed small, almost oppressive to him. Perhaps the mirrors 

that used to hang on the walls had made it appear bigger. 
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His mother shook with silent sobs. She held him once more, but he felt as 

powerless as he did with the men, who took their belongings. "Alan," she 

whispered after a while. "I need to think about what we are going to do. 

Here is some money, can you go and buy bread?" 

Alan reluctantly took the money. He did not want to leave his mother 

alone, but at the same time he did not want to stay in the house, either. 

Alan crumpled the one dollar bills in his hand, as he eventually ran down 

the stairs. The afternoon sun warmed his face. Out there on the street the 

worries were almost forgotten. 

He glided around the pavement, careful not to step into the sticky traps of 

spat out chewing gum. He did step on a still smoldering cigarette stump 

to extinguish it. Bad enough that they lay everywhere, but at least people 

could put them out when they were done smoking. After a while, Alan 

passed the last phone booth. He walked a few more blocks, leaving 

behind what he knew to be the last fast food joint. When even the 

hamburger people give up, that's when you know you're in a sketchy 

neighborhood. Some of the houses had walls that were defaced with 

graffiti. Others had their windows boarded up. A good number had both. 

Most adults would have taken the hint and turned around. When you're 

thirteen, you are invincible, though. Alan grinned, as he navigated the 

trash that was strewn around the street. This part of town fascinated him. 

Perhaps there was treasure to be found? He peeked through the slits of the 

boards and through broken windows into the houses, all the while 

fantasizing about what he would do with the million dollars he'd surely 

find. First he'd buy back their stuff, especially the TV. No, wait, he'd get a 

bigger TV set. After that, he would... 

Alan stopped, a glimpse of something shiny roused him from his day 

dreams. He squinted as he looked into the basement of one of the houses. 

He definitely saw a reflection. Something metallic was down there. 



Kai Herbertz / Im Saufang 3 / 53343 Wachtberg / Germany 

3 / 10 

Something made of silver, perhaps? Treasure! Alan's grin widened. He 

sat down, bracing himself against the ground, while kicking the boards. 

With a loud crack the nails ripped free, causing the planks to fly into the 

room below. When the opening was wide enough, Alan crawled through 

the window. He dropped down into the room, wiping his hands on his 

pants. Alan wrinkled his nose, the whole room reeked of urine. The light 

from the window illuminated the dust in the air. For a moment, Alan 

stood in that cone of light, uncertain whether he should get out or traverse 

the rubble covered floor to reach his prize. Curiosity got the better of him. 

He hopped across the debris, until he got to the other side of the room. 

Sure enough, he wasn't imagining when he saw something. Alan picked 

up an oil lamp that looked a little bit like a tea kettle. All the grime on it 

partially hid the ornaments on its surface. Alan rubbed the lamp in an 

attempt to remove the dirt. Apparently the lamp contained as much dirt 

on the inside as it did on the outside: when Alan disturbed the lamp, a 

thick cloud of dust poured out. He tried to shield his face with his sleeve, 

but couldn't stop coughing nonetheless. When the dust had settled, Alan 

noticed that a bald man was standing between himself and the window. 

The man shot him a stern look and said: "This is my home, who are you 

and what do you want?" 

Judging by the tattered clothing of the man, Alan assumed that he was a 

squatter. "Oh, I'm sorry," Alan said. "I didn't realize anyone lived here. I 

was just curious and then I found this lamp." 

"Ah," the squatter said. "A young man recovering a magical lamp. Say, 

your name wouldn't be Aladdin, would it?" With his accent, the way he 

pronounced the "din" in Aladdin, it sounded like "Dean". 

Alan's eyes widened. "How do you know my name?" 

"It's always someone called Aladdin, who finds me," the man said. 
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Alan looked at the lamp, then back at the man. "My name is Alan, but 

who are you?" 

"My name is," the man started, then he wrinkled his nose as he inhaled 

some of the swirling dust. "Ah, ah..." He started turning to the side, 

raising his hands. The man couldn't prevent it, so he sneezed into his 

hands. "Djinn!" 

"Wait, was that..." Alan cocked his head. "Did you just sneeze or did you 

say your name was Djinn?" 

The man focussed on Alan again. "Hmmm? Sure kid, my name is Djinn. 

Guess what, today is your lucky day and I will grant you one wish." 

Alan made a sour face. "Djinn's are supposed to grant three wishes, you 

know." 

"Oh, you shouldn't believe everything you hear," the man chuckled. 

"Urban genies are required to fulfill up to three wishes, so I will grant you 

one." 

"Fine then," Alan smirked. "I wish for one million wishes." 

Without warning, the man lunged forward, slapping Alan's face and 

knocking him to the ground. "Don't try to be clever, boy. Don't abuse my 

generosity with trickery. Wish for something sensible." 

Alan rubbed his burning cheek. He looked up at the man, whose face had 

turned red. The man had murder in his eyes. What was he doing talking to 

a creepy old guy in a basement anyway? Those kind of stories never 

ended well. "Please," Alan said with a sob. "Just let me go." 

The man seemed to relax at that. He snorted, but stepped to the side. 

"What kind of lame wish is that? Look, I'm sorry, if I scared you." 

Alan got to his feet. He inched away, trying to put some distance between 

them, while getting closer to the window. "It's all right, just let me go. 

That's my wish." 
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"Your wish is my command," the man said, without making further 

movements. 

Alan watched the squatter, as he took meticulous steps on the uneven 

floor. When he reached the window, he turned around to hoist himself up. 

In that moment, the man must have made his move, because Alan felt the 

man's grip on his shoulder. Alan jumped at the sudden touch. 

"Ah, boy," the self-proclaimed genie said. "I'm feeling particularly 

charitable today, so I've decided to grant you a second wish." 

Alan didn't respond. He placed the lamp on the side walk beyond the 

window, then pulled himself up. Alan yelped when the man grabbed his 

ankle. "Your second wish, boy. Make it a good one." 

"Fine," Alan shouted. "I wish that my family always has enough food to 

eat." 

As soon as he said it, the man let go of his ankle and he was free. From 

the basement below, he heard the man's voice: "Your wish is my 

command." 

Alan couldn't see him anymore, but he heard the squatter's laughter. Alan 

picked up the lamp and ran home, trying to ignore the haunting laughter. 

*** 

Twenty five years later, Alan Dean Maruf reflected how fortunate he was. 

His wife went shopping, leaving him to look after their four year old son. 

Little Jeremy slept right now. On a whim, Alan put the Thief of Bagdad 

DVD into their Japanese game console that doubled up as a media player. 

He sat down on his couch in front of the large flat screen TV. It still 

amazed him how such a solid technology like the Braun tube had been 

replaced in his life time. It still seemed mind-boggling. Truly, he lived in 

the future. Jeremy peeked out of his room, disturbing Alan's train of 

thought. Alan turned off the TV. He smiled, as he held out his arms. 

"Hey, big man, great to see you. Come on, give daddy a hug." 
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Jeremy waddled over to him, gurgling with laughter when Alan tickled 

him. "Hey, do you know what we should do?" Alan asked. 

Jeremy shook his head. 

"We should fetch some of the boxes from the attic - maybe there is 

treasure to be found." Alan meant to sort through the old stuff for a while. 

Turning it into a game struck him as a good idea. 

When Alan returned with a big card board box, Jeremy chanted 

"Treasure, treasure!" 

Alan dumped the contents on the floor and the two of them rummaged 

through a collection of mostly worthless junk, which he had kept for 

sentimental reasons. Alan picked out an action figure or rather what was 

left of it. He remembered that a year or two ago, there had been a live 

action movie of the same franchise. Unfortunately these particular figures 

had a rotatable hip that was connected with the torso by a rubber band. 

Over the decades, the rubber had become brittle, so the toy fell apart 

when he picked it up. 

Jeremy held up an oil lamp. "Look what I found!" 

"Oh that," Alan watched as his son rubbed the old lamp. "I've almost 

forgotten about it. That lamp certainly brings back some memories." 

Before he could tell his son about the adventure associated with the lamp, 

a knock on the door interrupted him. 

When Alan opened the door, a homeless person stood in the corridor. 

Alan frowned. "Yes?" 

"Ah, Mr. Maruf," the man said. "I came here to..." 

Alan cut him off. "Listen, I can't give you any money, but you can have 

some food, if you want." 

The man looked at him dumbfounded. "Er... All right." 

"One moment." Alan shut the door, leaving the man standing outside. He 

prepared a ham and cheese sandwich. When he walked back to the door, 
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he fetched his baseball bat and placed it within reach, but out of sight 

behind the door. Alan opened the door again, holding out the plate. The 

man grabbed the sandwich, nodding to Alan. "Thanks a lot." He munched 

on the food. "This is a really good sandwich." 

"I'm glad that you like it. Good bye." Alan started to close the door, but 

the man jammed his foot in the doorway. "I didn't come for the food." 

Alan reached for the bat. He narrowed his eyes. "Are you on drugs? What 

do you want?" Alan hesitated. Now that the man stood closer to the door, 

he could see his face better. "Wait a minute, don't I know you?" 

The man smiled. "I'm glad you remember me. We've met, a few decades 

ago. I never granted you your third wish, you know." 

Alan watched the person in front of him with shocked silence. Could this 

really be the same guy? It was hard to tell how old the man in front of 

him was, not to mention Alan's unreliable memory and the eternity that 

had passed. The person in front of him looked like he hadn't aged at all. 

Alan felt his anger rising, disturbing the tranquility he had felt a moment 

ago. "You never granted me my third wish? What about my second wish? 

As if you've granted that one. I'm not a foolish child anymore, stop 

harassing me and my family." 

"But, Alan. I did fulfill all the wishes you voiced," the man said, 

sounding indignant. 

"Are you completely delusional?" Alan asked. 

The man raised his index finger. "Your first wish was to let you leave," 

he said, then held up another finger. "For your second wish you wanted 

your family to always have enough food. Did you not have enough food 

growing up?" 

"Not thanks to you!" Alan shouted. 

The man came closer. Alan could smell the stench of beer on his breath. 

"All right, everything you own, everything you've accomplished is down 
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to your own hard work. I get that. However, that's exactly how I wanted it 

to be." 

Alan frowned. "What are you talking about?" 

"If I had just given you all the food you desired, what lesson would you 

have learned? The man nodded with a smug expression on his face. 

"Instead of simply giving you stuff, I let you overcome life's challenges 

on your own. Your success has been all that more rewarding as it is your 

own. If I had intervened, I would have robbed you of that sense of 

achievement. Still, if you had ever faltered, I would have been there to 

catch you." 

"Oh, please. You're really going to take credit for something I did, by 

coming up with a stupid story like that?" Alan's anger flared up again. 

"You don't believe me?" The man asked. "Here, let me prove it to you." 

He clapped his hands and rubbed them. "Okey-dokey, let's see. Aha, I'm 

going to grant a wish to your kid. Hey, little fellow, you hold my magical 

lamp, so I will fulfill one of your wishes." 

Alan's eyes narrowed. "Leave my child out of this." 

Jeremy perked up, he ran to the door and said: "I wish for more wishes." 

The man's look hardened, but before he could react, Alan let go of the 

door and raised the baseball bat. "Don't even think about harming my 

child." 

"Easy there, I was not going to harm anyone." The man spoke with a 

soothing voice, calming Alan down, who lowered the bat. Even Jeremy, 

who looked scared for a moment, seemed at ease. "Now then, wish for 

something else." 

Jeremy thought for a moment, then he said. "I want to be rich." 

"Your wish is my command," the supposed genie said. He reached into 

his pocket, drawing forth some lint. "Oh no, that's not it. Hang on, it's in 
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the other pocket." He fished for something, then let a few cents drop into 

Jeremy's hand. 

"Yay, money!" Jeremy shouted and ran off. 

"Not bad, eh?" the man beamed at Alan. 

Alan shook his head. "Great demonstration. Now, if you'd kindly leave..." 

"At his age, those coins are practically a fortune," the man protested. 

Alan rubbed his forehead, trying to stall the headache that was brewing. 

"Sure, buddy. Look, you've had your fun, I gave you food, now leave me 

and my family alone." 

"You took my lamp. Give back my lamp and I'll grant your third wish. 

You'll never have to see me again." 

Alan picked up the lamp that Jeremy had dropped for a few worthless 

coins and handed it to the man. 

"Very well, I'll be on my way then. One thing, though: Your son was 

happy when I fulfilled his wish. I have to ask, what is being rich to you?" 

"I don't know," Alan shrugged. "Maybe a million bucks." 

"Oh yeah," the man nodded. "There's the college money sorted. I'll have 

the right amount to satisfy your definition of rich by tonight. Just 

remember that it belongs to your son." 

"It's all right, don't worry about it. You don't have to give me any more 

money, just stick to granting my wish for a change and disappear." 

"As usual, your wish is my command." The man's eerie smirk returned. "I 

said you won't be seeing me again. Doesn't mean I won't be seeing you." 

With the same laugh that had haunted him on his way home back in the 

days when he had escaped that basement, the man he had called Djinn left 

the house. 

*** 
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A few days later, the courier delivered a package. It wasn't addressed to 

Alan, it was addressed to his son. Written with a crayon in barely legible 

handwriting, the words "college money" were scribbled on the package. 

Without opening it, Alan stashed the package away in the attic, replacing 

the card board box that had held his childhood toys. Magic lamp or not, 

genie or not, the crazy homeless guy had been right about one thing - 

victories have to be earned to mean something. Alan felt confident that 

Jeremy would find riches, be they physical or metaphorical, without ever 

having to open that package. 

 

The end 

 


