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Chapter 1
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Marianna rushed around the corner, her boots pounding the cobblestone, one hand holding her skirts up just enough so she wouldn’t trip over them. Sweat trickled down her back, the sun already high in the sky, even though it was not yet noon. Her satchel banged against her side, the stolen library book inside making it heavier than normal. She gasped for breath, glancing behind her as she ran.

She couldn’t be sure Mrs. Harden had seen her, but it was a risk she couldn’t take. She'd already skipped school several days this term, and if she got caught skipping again, the surly headmistress would throw her out.

It wouldn’t be the worst thing ever, but it would disappoint her father, and she didn’t want to do that.

She hadn’t seen anyone, but she could hear the clip-clop of Mrs. Harden’s boots. She reached the end of the alley and darted out into the street running straight into an officer.

Strong hands grasped her arms, steadying her. “Where are you off to in such a hurry, Miss?”

The officer smiled. He seemed nice enough, but she didn’t have time for niceties. The stolen book felt like a hot coal pressing against her leg through the satchel.

Mrs. Harden could be coming out of the alleyway any minute now.

Marianna’s mind raced as she struggled to come up with a response. “Oh, I’m sorry, sir. It’s just I’m...”

“Dear sister, there you are!” A young man strode up to them and took Marianna’s arm, lacing it through his own. “Father is waiting. We must hurry!”

Marianna was so startled, she couldn’t do anything. The boy’s bright blue eyes sparkled with mischief as he gave Marianna a wink. Brazen, considering she didn’t even know his name.

But she recognized him. Only a few days ago, she’d seen him on one of her father’s ships. His arms had bulged as he’d lifted logs onto the deck. His golden curls had shone in the sunlight, enhanced even more by his sun-kissed bronzed skin. Up close, she could see he was barely older than she was.

The beautiful boy turned to the officer. “Sorry, sir, it’s just, our father is waiting for us. He has something important to discuss with us and he doesn’t like it when we’re late.”

“Of course, of course,” the officer replied jovially. "Can’t keep your father waiting.” He made a shooing motion with his hand, and the boy pulled Marianna down the street.

She went willingly until they reached the corner, then pulled away from the boy and stopped, crossing her arms over her chest. “And who exactly do you think you are?” she demanded.

The boy chuckled. “I work on your father’s ship, remember? You saw me the other day.”

Her cheeks flamed. He'd seen her gawking at him? She lifted her chin. “I suppose I might have. But how am I to remember? My father has four ships with deck hands rotating on and off them so fast one could barely keep track.”

The boy seemed unbothered by her indifference, holding out his hand as he said, “I’m Will.”

Dropping her arms, she accepted his hand. “I’m Marianna.”

Will squeezed her hand before releasing it.

“I know,” he said. “Everyone on your father’s ships knows all about you and your siblings.”

She didn’t doubt that. Her father loved talking about his family. “Why did you come over and say all that to the officer?”

He shrugged his shoulders and smiled. “You look like you could use some help.”

Marianna wanted to be mad, but she couldn’t. He'd helped her, and despite his impertinence, she found herself liking him. She laughed. “I suppose I did.”

“Who were you running from?”

“Mrs. Harden, the headmistress of my school. I’m afraid she doesn’t like me very much and is looking for a reason to kick me out. I’m in my last year, and I have some of the highest marks in the school, but she doesn’t care." Marianna sighed. Ever since that day in class when Marianna had been able to put together the compass that no one else, including Mrs. Harding, had been able to assemble correctly, she’d been the target of Mrs. Harding’s wrath.

“Anyway, thanks for the rescue.” She adjusted the strap of her satchel, pulling it closer.

“Sure, no problem.” Will’s charming smile sent a warm shiver down her back. Why was he affecting her this way? She wasn’t interested in chasing boys right now. She had other things to focus on, but she couldn’t deny that there was something magnetic about Will. “Anytime. It’s a pleasure to help a lady.”

Coming from anyone else it would have sounded like a line, but Will’s blue eyes held her gaze unwaveringly and were full of sincerity. He reminded her of someone, but she couldn’t place who.

“Okay, well... I’ve got to be going.” Marianna smiled before hurrying toward her home.

*****
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The next afternoon, Marianna sat at a table in the library, studying the book she’d stolen. She hadn’t meant to steal it, but she hadn’t expected to see Mrs. Harden in the library either. Mrs. Harden appeared so quickly and headed directly to her table, not giving her a chance to think. She’d grabbed the book, stuffed it into her bag, and hurried outside.

Today, she'd scoped out the library before picking a table. She'd chosen a table partially hidden from the front door. If she leaned back, she could see who was coming in, but it would be difficult for them to see her. 

She sighed as she flipped the page. The book described all about Aladdin's lamp, but nothing about where it had been kept for the last hundred years. She scanned the story once more looking for clues.
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Chapter 2
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Once upon a time there was a young man named Aladdin who was very poor. He lived with his ill mother and did everything he could to care for her, but they often did without. Through happenstance, Aladdin met the sultan’s daughter, though he didn’t know she was the princess, on the streets of the city. Day after day, they wandered the city together and soon Aladdin was smitten with Daria.

When he found out she was the sultan’s daughter he was heartbroken, for he knew the sultan would never allow him to marry his daughter and become a prince. One day, a strange man came to him and petitioned him to complete a daring task.

“I will pay you well,” said the man. He pulled a bulging bag of coins from his robe and tugged the drawstring open just enough for Aladdin to see the shine of gold.

Golden coins? This was a task Aladdin could not pass up. With such a bag, he could feed himself and his mother for years, pay for all his mother’s medicine, and perhaps win the hand of Daria after all.

“What must I do?” Aladdin asked.

“You must come with me to the Mount of Doom. You will enter it and see a rock wall. Once you reach the wall, tap three times and utter these words, Open for me, son of Zebabee.”

Aladdin gave the man a doubtful look, for his father’s name hadn’t been Zebabee. And he had been warned to stay away from the Mount of Doom ever since he had been a small child.

“Worry not about details, just follow my commands,” the man hissed before sighing deeply. “It will open like a door, and you will see hoards of treasure. Touch nothing. Traverse through the valuables until you reach the stone riser. Atop it will sit a shiny golden lamp. Take the lamp and only the lamp and bring it to me.”

“And you will give me the whole bag of golden coins?” Aladdin gestured towards the bag.

“Should you be successful, I will give you this and more,” the man said with a voice smooth as honey.

Aladdin nodded his head. “Okay, I will do it.”

The man wasted no time in gathering some camels, several water bottles, and some food. They climbed onto the camels and began the trek to the Mount of Doom. Night was falling just as they approached the towering black mountain.

They rode up a narrow, winding path until they reached the base of the mountain where a gaping black hole greeted them. It barely looked big enough for Aladdin to crawl through. The man thrust a lantern at the boy.

“Go, quickly,” the man shoved Aladdin towards the mountain the minute they dismounted.

Aladdin swallowed hard before taking one more glance back at the man. He stood with his arms crossed, glaring as he nodded for Aladdin to enter the dark tunnel. Aladdin turned and approached the hole cautiously. It was a bit bigger than it had looked from the camel, but still tight. He crouched down and shined the lantern’s light inside. A short path led up to a dark, solid rock wall.

He stepped inside and crept up to the wall. He lifted a hand and pressed it against the hard surface. The cool ridges of the rock dug into his palm. “Open for me, son of Zebabee,” came out in a hoarse whisper.

A low rumble sounded, and then a sharp crack as the wall started to rise. Aladdin stumbled backward. He hadn’t thought it would really work. A draft of cool air swept over him as the rock door shuddered to a stop.

Stairs appeared, leading downward into the dark. Aladdin glanced behind him once more, but the man was no longer in sight. He lifted the lantern and started down the stairs. The dark tunnel suddenly turned, and the light grew brighter, reflecting off a cavern full of gold and jewels. As he stepped into the cavern, the light only grew stronger, as if it were daytime outside. Aladdin glanced up. How could it be so bright? A giant, silver mirror hung from the top of the cavern, reflecting all the bright colors and lantern light a hundred times over. Aladdin sucked in a breath and turned his gaze back towards the room.

Dozens of trees filled the cavern. But when looking closer, Aladdin realized they weren’t real trees. Their bark was wrought of some kind of dark iron and the metal branches held hundreds of gleaming jewels in every color of the rainbow. Aladdin had never seen such a glorious place before. There had to be enough riches here to feed a hundred families or more for the rest of their lives.

But he wasn’t supposed to touch anything, nothing but the lamp. He swallowed hard and searched the room. There in the center of the jeweled orchard, sat a pedestal nearly as tall as Aladdin himself and atop it was an old, rusty looking oil lamp. Out of all the beautiful things here, this was what Jaffar wanted?

Sighing, Aladdin carefully picked his way through the scattered jewels and gold coins until he reached the lamp. Gently, he lifted it from its table and stuck it inside his shirt, pulling the drawstring ties tight to keep it safe.

Just before he reached the stairs, he paused. It surely couldn’t hurt to take just a handful of coins. That would be enough to feed him and his mother for months. What good were all the riches doing anyone hidden down here anyway?

He bent down, scooped up a heavy handful shoving it down into his pocket, before scurrying up the steps. A rumble raced through the cavern shaking the stairs. Bits of stone began to crumble under Aladdin’s feet, and he nearly fell. He braced himself with a hand pressed against the cold rock wall that ran alongside the stairs, but even that started to shake.

“What have you done, boy?” the man’s voice echoed down the stairs. “Quick give me the lamp!”

Aladdin jumped over the last few steps and grabbed the man’s outstretched hand.

“The lamp, boy. I want the lamp!”

“Lift me out and then I will give it to you.” Aladdin tried to hide the desperation in his voice.

The man shook his head. “The lamp,” he roared. “I want the lamp!”

The whole cavern shuddered then, and the rock door that raised so easily for Aladdin lowered. Without warning the man released Aladdin’s hand and scurried backwards. “You stupid, stupid...” The door slammed shut, cutting off the rest of the man’s words as Aladdin tumbled down what was left of the stairs and into the cavern. He knocked into towers of coins, jingles filling the air as the coins trickled over one another as if in a hurry to escape Aladdin as well.

Aladdin finally skidded to a stop against one of the jeweled trees. He’d lost his lantern and the once beautiful lit cavern had gone dark but for the glow from some apple red jewels on one of the trees.

Battered and bruised in body and spirit, Aladdin could barely move, He dropped his head into his hands and forced back the tears that threatened to fall. That man had been planning to leave him all along. Planning to leave him stranded in this cave with no way out. And all for some worthless old lamp.

Aladdin reached into his shirt and pulled the rusted thing out. It looked really old. Like a hundred years or more. He rubbed his palm against it, wondering if it could be polished up enough to ever look shiny again.

A bright green light exploded from the lamp. It swirled and circled before forming into a genie. The man’s green skin glowed like the strange fish in the Great Hall of the capital. His torso faded into smoke where his legs should have been. His eyes, dark as coals, seared into Aladdin’s own.

“What is it you want, Master? Your wish is my command.”

“Wh...who are you?” Aladdin pushed back against the metal bark of the tree.

“I’m your genie. Here to grant your wishes,” the genie replied in a bored tone.

“My w..wishes? How can you do that?” Aladdin struggled to believe what the genie was saying.

“Magic,” the genie sighed, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Okay, then, get me out of here,” Aladdin challenged.

The genie swooped up, grabbing Aladdin in one arm and the lamp in the other. A tornado of green smoke covered them, and Aladdin coughed. Then it was gone, and they were standing outside of the mountain.

Aladdin darted around, his gaze taking in the full moon overhead, the towering mountain that looked just as it had earlier in the night when he’d first arrived here, and the sole camel still tethered to the tree Aladdin had tied him up at.

He ran over and ran a hand down the camel's neck, checking him over. The came just gave him a bored look as he continued chewing the grass in his mouth. Aladdin turned to the genie, “How did you do that?”

“I told you already, magic. All you humans bore me. You ask the same questions over and over again. And you are all still in disbelief even after you’ve seen it with your own eyes. The only thing I envy you for is your freedom, but sometimes I wonder if that is even worth it.”

“What do you mean?” Aladdin asked. “Are you not free?”

The genie snorted and thrust his arms towards the boy, dropping the lamp at his feet. “Does it look like I’m free?”

It was the first time Aladdin noticed the bronze cuffs around the genie’s arms. He bent down and picked up the lamp, examining it more closely. The cuffs were the same color as the lamp, at least in the places where it wasn’t rusted.

“They keep you chained to the lamp,” Aladdin muttered.

The genie raised a dark eyebrow. “Hmm, you’re one of the first people to ever put that together without me telling you.”

“Is there no way for you to be free, then?” Aladdin asked.

The genie shook his head. “Not that I know of.”

“What if I were to wish you free?”

The genie shrugged. “Perhaps, but I’m not even sure that would work.”

“Well, I’ll try it,” Aladdin offered. “As soon as you help me settle some things, The girl I’m in love with, her father doesn’t approve of a peasant. And my mother and I have been quite poor since my father passed. No one wants to hire a young man who has had no formal apprenticeship, but you can’t get one without money.”

The genie nodded solemnly. “I see. It does sound like you need my help.”

So the genie and Aladdin traveled back to the city. The genie equipped Aladdin with riches beyond his wildest imagination, a title of lordship, and a booming merchant business. Aladdin quickly won over Daria’s father’s heart. Within months, they were planning their wedding. Aladdin’s mother was ecstatic with their turn of fortune, and everyone in the city seemed to embrace this new version of Aladdin. He finally had all he wanted, and all that was left to do was to free the genie. 
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