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Introduction

 


 


The Ancient is an anthology of
short stories, all revolving around the notion of Aladdin’s Lamp.
Some of these stories use an actual lamp, some of them use a
different object. But in each story, the object has some unusual
magical aspect that stays with it from one person to the
next.

While you may think that this idea
has already been fully exhausted by countless storytellers
throughout the three centuries that have passed since the original
story, you would be mistaken. And it would be a further mistake to
pass on the seven tales in The Ancient.

These seven stories are each
distinct and unique. While some of them might remind you of other
stories, don't think that any are cheap knockoffs. Some of these
tales are lighthearted and will make you chuckle, others are rather
dark and will make you look over your shoulder. Each and every
story brings something new and different to the idea of a magic
lamp.

 


Laurie Gienapp, Editor


 


 


 


 


A WISH TO GIVE

​


Sherry Briscoe

 


GARIBALDI WINDS WERE STRONGER than
usual, blowing the vendor tents over onto the nearby railroad
tracks. It was the worst Garibaldi Days Abigail had seen in over
thirty years. Rain, wind, and unseasonable cold for the end of
July. This was not good for their tourist trade. The little fishing
village didn’t have much, as it offered no beaches, condos, or
large attractions, but was just a blip on the map between other
popular towns on the Oregon coast.

Abigail owned Pirate’s Plunder, a
spacious antique store on the main street of town. She stood and
watched as the wind threatened to blow all the vendors out into the
marina. She shivered. Thank God I’m
indoors.

A young couple dressed in spandex
sportswear walked in the store, Abigail figured mostly to get out
of the wind. But she stood up anyway to greet them. The small
rhinestones set in her cat eye glasses glittered when the sunlight
through the window hit them. Her gray frizzy hair had a mind of its
own, and seemed to shift direction depending on which way you
looked at it, and now it was in her eyes.

“Pretty windy out there, isn’t it?
Looking for anything specific?” Abigail asked.

The man ignored her and walked
into the book and record section. The woman smiled politely. “Do
you have any bottled water? That wind has blown dust in my face and
mouth. It’s just terrible.” She grimaced.

Abigail shook her head. “No, I sell antique bottles,
but none with water in them. You could try the convenience store
across the street at the gas station.”

The woman looked back out the window. “Oh yeah. Say,
you wouldn’t happen to have a brass lamp, you know, like
Aladdin’s?”

Abigail sighed. “Sorry, no lamps
either. But you’re welcome to browse the items I do have.” She
tilted her head at the young woman, smiled, and sat back down. She
picked up the worn paperback romance novel and resumed reading
it.

The woman nodded as the couple left. Abigail looked
up over the top of her glasses at them. “Yuppies,” she muttered,
and flipped the page.

The weekend drew to a close, the
tourists left, the vendors packed up their unsold items and gear,
and the wind continued to blow as the town returned to its quiet
self. August was just around the corner, hopefully with warmer,
less windy days ahead. Cars passed Pirate’s Plunder, but rarely
stopped. Abigail turned the “open” sign around, locked the front
door, turned off the lights, and made her way to the back of the
store and up the narrow stairs to her apartment above.

Abigail’s small living space was
quaint. The walls were covered with an eclectic pattern of photos,
artwork, and plates she had acquired from the store. Every time she
found something she liked, she brought it up and found a place to
squeeze it in. Nothing on her walls matched, in the same way
nothing she wore matched. Abigail was a free spirit who loved
patterns and colors and thought of herself as a walking rainbow.
Her home brought a smile to her face.

The next morning, her dear friend Lizzy and her very
fat cat, Buddha, arrived just as Abigail was opening the store.
Lizzy put Buddha down and the large black and white feline waddled
through the store to investigate and search for possible rodents.
Lizzy was a young widow and a talented artist, although these days
she created more pottery than she painted, citing something about a
cursed ancient Chinese paint brush. Abigail couldn’t remember
exactly. No matter, she loved company. She lived upstairs and
worked downstairs by herself, and led a very solitary life.

Lizzy placed her elbows on the glass counter and
propped her chin in her palms. “Abbie, you need to get out of this
place. Take a vacation. Now that Garibaldi Days are over, it’ll be
like a ghost town for a while.”

Abigail huffed. “Where would I go, and what would I
do? My whole life is here.”

“Exactly, you need a break dear. I
don’t know, go up to Seattle, eat some fresh fish on the pier, shop
in the market place.”

“But what if someone came to shop?
I can’t just leave the store.”

Lizzy looked around the large
rooms of antiques, books, records, and clothes. The one thing
missing was customers. “I’m having my house painted in a couple of
days, and the smell of fresh paint gives me terrible headaches.
Buddha and I could stay here while they do that, and we’ll watch
the store while you get some fresh air, out of town.” She raised
her eyebrows at Abigail with an “I dare you not to go” look in her
eye.

Abigail shrugged her shoulders and
looked around. “I suppose I could go to Pike Place Market, haven’t
been there in years. It is fun. But I’m just so comfortable here, I
hate the thought of leaving.”

Lizzy gave her an understanding look. “I know. I
felt the same way right after Doug died. I didn’t want to leave my
house at all, for months. But Abigail St. George you need to get
out of here for at least a little while.”

“It’s scary out there. It’s safe
here.”

Lizzy nodded. “I know. I had that same feeling too.
But you can venture out. Everything will still be here when you
return.”

Abigail stood up and threw her
arms in the air. “Okay, okay. I’ll go to Seattle. You promise to be
good to all my customers?” She smiled as they both looked around
the empty store.

Tuesday came and Lizzy entered Pirate’s Plunder
carrying an overnight bag on one arm and Buddha in the other. She
let the cat down behind the counter.

Abigail came down the stairs, a small suitcase
bouncing behind her. “Lizzy, thank you so much for this. I am
starting to actually look forward to this trip.”

Lizzy smiled and brushed her straight black hair
behind her left ear. “Don’t worry, I’m happy to do it. It gives us
both a little diversity from our daily routine.”

“Well, I’m all packed. Is there
anything from Seattle you’d like? I’ll bring you back a
souvenir.”

Lizzy shook her head. “Not that I can think of. And
you don’t need to bring me back a thing.”

Abigail hugged her. “Oh honey, I’m happy to. You
guys just make yourselves at home. I’ll call you and let you know
when I’m heading back down.” Abigail handed her a key ring with a
dragon on it that held several dangling keys.

“No worries. Which route are you
taking?” Lizzy asked.

“I’m going to drive up 101, take
the scenic route through Astoria. It’s about four hours either way,
and 101 is much prettier.”

Lizzy smiled. “I couldn’t agree more. Just drive
safe and let me know if you need me to do anything special while
you’re gone.”

Abigail hugged Lizzy then headed
toward the back of the store. “I’m going out the back door. I’ll
call you when I get to Seattle.” She took one more glance back and
noticed that Lizzy had settled in the comfortable chair behind the
glass counter, and had pulled a current issue of
Pottery Making Illustrated out of her tote bag.

As soon as Abigail got out of
Garibaldi, the clouds lifted and she saw the blue skies over the
Pacific Ocean. She hummed a favorite tune as she drove up the
highway, her windows rolled down, feeling the rush of the ocean air
circulate through her car and through her hair. She loved
driving.

Seattle was busy when she reached
city center. Abigail drove to Pike Place Market, her favorite. She
watched the men throw fish, then smelled the beautiful fresh cut
flowers, and passed through the various stands of home grown and
handmade products. There was something about this city that made
her come alive. She closed her eyes and smiled as she expanded her
lungs and her chest, pulling in a deep breath.

“Ah, Seattle,” Abigail said. “How
I’ve missed you dear friend.” She giggled to herself, as she
munched on fresh roasted almonds. and walked along the shops past
the market.

It was warm and sunny, unusual for
Seattle, and the sounds of the harbor were like music to Abigail’s
ears. She strolled along the sidewalk and a sparkle in the window
of a small shop caught her eye. She turned to look and saw a dainty
brass lamp on a shelf. She raised an eyebrow. Aladdin’s lamp, she thought.
Just like the yuppie in my shop wanted. She
should have come here.

Abigail started to walk past, but turned to look at
the tiny lamp again, and decided to go in and check it out.

The store was small inside,
nothing like her place in Garibaldi. It was dimly lit with dark
wood paneling walls and floors. The brass lamp in the window caught
the sunlight and lit the whole room. At least that’s how it felt to
her. She reached over and picked it up, and a tingle traveled down
her left leg. How odd. She turned the lamp around to inspect it. It had a delicate
pattern in the brass, and a chain that connected the lid to the
handle. How smart. It wasn’t much, only fifteen dollars. She probably couldn’t
resell it for a profit, unless that yuppie couple came back in, but
it might look nice on a shelf in her apartment. She bought the lamp
with cash.

Afterward Abigail sat in an open air dining area at
the Waterfront Park and ate fish and chips. It just didn’t get any
better than this. She licked her fingers, savoring the last
delicious taste. It felt surprisingly good to be out of her store
for awhile.

Once she finished eating, Abigail
walked back up the street to the Seattle Marriott Waterfront, where
she had booked an ocean view room. On the way she picked up a
bottle of Pinot Noir to end the evening with.

Abigail sat on her bed with all the pillows propped
up behind her back, a new Dean Koontz novel she’d bought on her
walk, and a glass of red wine on the night stand. She had opened
the windows to hear and smell the scent of heaven just outside. She
glanced over at the small brass lamp that now sat on the small
table in the corner of the room.

“I know what it feels like,”
Abigail said to the lamp. “If there was a genie in there, how
cramped and confined it would be, pinned in, unable to escape.
Hmm.” She thought for a moment. “Much the way I’ve felt lately at
my shop. Safe and comfortable inside, not sure of the unknown that
lurks beyond.” She looked back at the lamp. “You must feel the same
way.”

Abigail finished off two glasses
of wine before she recorked the bottle, turned the light off, and
slumped down under the covers to fall asleep.

Rain came in the night, as it
often did in Seattle. It beat on the glass so hard it woke Abigail
up. She had forgotten to shut one of the windows and the floor was
getting wet. She pulled herself out of bed and slid the window
closed. As she turned, she noticed the little brass lamp was gone.
She searched her thoughts, but was sure it had been on the table
when she went to sleep.

Abigail turned on the light beside her bed and
looked all around for it. The lamp wasn’t on the table, or the
floor. It hadn’t rolled under the bed. She held her lower back and
grunted as she got to her feet. Getting old was not the easiest on
her body. She looked in her suitcase, thinking maybe she put it
away without remembering, but it wasn’t there either.

Sitting on the side of the bed, Abigail picked up
the bottle of wine and looked at it. “How much did I drink? And
what did I do with that lamp?” She looked around, rubbed her tired
eyes, turned the light off and slid back under the covers. Just as
she was falling back to sleep, she heard a soft voice that seemed
to come from everywhere in the room, yet nowhere in particular. She
turned to look at the window. Lightning lit up the sky outside and
cast an eerie shadow across her room.

“Is someone there?” Abigail
timidly called out, hoping of course that no one would
answer.

“You have thirty hours to grant
three wishes.”

“What do you mean? Grant wishes? I
can’t grant wishes! And to whom?” Abigail sat up a little, holding
the blanket to her face, exposing only her searching eyes. But she
still saw no one. “Hello?”

“You have thirty hours to grant
three wishes. If you do not fulfill this bargain, you will be
consumed by the dark.”

“Bargain? What
bargain, wait just a minute there, I never made any bar—” Abigail
stopped mid-sentence. Where in the hell
was that damn brass lamp?

“Hello? Can you at least tell me
who I’m supposed to grant wishes to?” Abigail trembled a little
under her blankets. But no answer came. Thunder billowed outside
her window so loudly it shook the glass and Abigail jumped. Then
she scooted down into the soft folds of the bed and pulled the
blanket over her head.

“Me grant wishes?” Abigail
muttered. “I don’t have any power. Did the lamp give me some?” She
thought for a moment, sat up quickly and looked around the room
again. “Did the lamp give me power to grant wishes?” she called
out, but no answer came. The thunder rumbled out over Puget Sound
moving away from her window, away from the shore.

Assuming she had drank too much
wine, and so was having one hell of a dream, Abigail drifted back
to sleep. As she did, she thought she heard the voice whispering in
her ear like musical notes on a page. “You only have three wishes
to give, use them wisely to live.”

 


***

 


The morning seagulls screeched
outside Abigail’s hotel window. She sat up on the edge of her bed,
rubbed her eyes, and looked out to discover a pale blue sky that
cheered her up. She shuffled over to the counter, stretching her
back, and started the small coffee pot. Still yawning, she looked
around the room taking inventory. Half-drunk bottle of wine, couple
of books on the table, her suitcase, shoes, handbag, but no brass
lamp. Surely she didn’t dream she bought the thing? And yet, it
clearly was not here.

Abigail soaked in a hot bubbly
bath that relaxed her and loosened up her muscles. She held her
right hand up to wash her arm when she noticed a strange mark, just
above her wrist. It looked like a tattoo of some sort. She watched
as the black line spread until it completed a number 3, and then
stopped. The mark burned. She tried to wash it off, but it wouldn’t
budge. It was as permanent as any tattoo done in a professional
parlor. This mark felt wrong and evil, and she would have cut off
her hand if she thought she could. Abigail slid down under the
layer of bubbles, searching the room for someone who might be
watching her. She was almost afraid to get out of the tub, but
stood up and grabbed the towel quickly off the rack, wrapping it
around herself. Then she stood and stared at the number 3 that now
covered a space about three inches square just above her right
wrist. A touch of panic ran through her veins.

What magic is
this? She dried herself off, quickly
pulled her clothes on and poured the coffee. The caffeine felt good
running through her system, the jolt of energy, life, and just
plain yummy. She loved coffee. She took a deep breath and looked at
her wrist again. It would be hard not to look at it now.

Abigail pulled her shoulder bag
across her chest, adjusting it securely for the morning walk. She
brushed her hair, applied her new Hot Kiss Red lipstick, and headed
out the door. As she walked the few blocks up to the market place
Abigail tried to smile, as best she could, at the morning breeze,
the smell of the marina, and the sounds of the sea. She felt sorry
for all the millions of people that lived so far inland they didn’t
get to experience the coast every day the way she did. It was her
life blood, the salt water, the hypnotizing waves that never ceased
to make their way in and out. The ocean was beautiful.

As she strolled down the sidewalk,
Abigail passed by the store where she had bought the lamp. She
quickly ducked in the doorway and approached the old man behind the
counter, his face covered in white whiskers. He was dusting empty
shelves.

“Excuse me, can you help me?”
Abigail asked, her heart pounding at the thought of how ridiculous
she was going to sound.

His hazy blue eyes looked over at her and he nodded.
“Do my best.”

All of a sudden Abigail’s throat was so dry she
could barely form a word. “I-I bought a small brass lamp in here
yesterday. It was over there, in the window.” She turned and
pointed to the place where the lamp had been. She shook as she held
her right hand up to the counter, for the old man to see her
tattooed number 3.

“Tsk, tsk,” he said as he shook
his head.

Abigail quickly withdrew her hand and covered it up
with the other one. She felt embarrassed. She didn’t know what to
say or do.

The old man softened his tone. “Listen, you’re not
the first. It’s a cruel trick he plays, turning things around like
that. Best I can say is go find someone willing to tell you a wish
they want.”

Abigail nearly started to cry, her chin quivered.
“But then what do I do? I don’t know how…” She sniffled and rubbed
her nose.

“You’ll know when the time comes.
Listen, and open up your heart. You have the power now. Do what you
have to do.” He wiped the counter down with a damp towel and walked
into the shadows at the back of the dim room.

Abigail rubbed at her wrist hoping
she could rub the mark off. But the harder she rubbed, the more it
burned. She put her head down and headed out the door, scared and
alone. She never felt this way in her store in Garibaldi. Even when
she was the only one in the building, it never felt lonely. The
ornaments and art she had collected over the years had become her
friends in a way. But now, here on the chilly streets of Seattle,
she felt isolated.

People began to fill the shops,
restaurants, and walkways. Pike Place Market was full, congested,
and loud. Abigail pulled her sleeves down to cover the dark mark on
her arm, but with each passing hour, the number burned deeper into
her skin. It filled her with a sense of urgency. She desperately
needed to find someone who was willing to confide in her a wish
they truly wanted. The more she searched, the more she felt she
would never find anyone. People turned away from her as she
approached.

Abigail finally left the crowds and walked down to
the edge of the sound at Waterfront Park. She sat on the large deck
and watched the tide advance, retreat, and advance again. She loved
its determination. She inhaled long deep breaths, not just to savor
the salty air of the Pacific, but to take in the resolve of the
waves.

A family walked in her direction,
whistling for a dog, although there was no animal in sight. The
parents whistled while the young boy, probably five or six years
old, called out for his lost pet.

The little boy walked up to Abigail. “Have you seen
a spotted dog? His name is Buddy, and we can’t find him.”

Abigail felt his pain as if it was
her own. Her heart raced with fear for the pet that could be in
danger, or even worse. She put her hand on the little boy’s. “Do
you wish for me to help you find your dog?” The way she spoke
frightened the boy, and he took a step back.

“I just want my dog to be back
home safe with me.” His little brown eyes searched her face for
some kind of answer. Just then the dog came running from behind the
crowd and nearly knocked the boy down with his exuberant licks and
tail wagging.

Abigail’s heart sank.
So close, she thought.
She watched a couple holding hands and thought she would try them.
She walked over, but as soon as she neared them, they got up and
walked away. She panicked more every minute. What was she to
do?

Abigail walked into a small art gallery near the
pier, and looked at a beautiful custom designed ring. The clerk
behind the counter walked up. “Can I help you?”

Abigail shook her head. “I’m just
browsing right now. But I wonder if there’s anything I could do for
you?”

The clerk looked at Abigail, confused. “What do you
mean?”

“If there was a wish you could
have, what would that be?” Abigail stared at her
intently.

The clerk rolled her eyes. “Look lady, I doubt
you’re my fairy godmother, so if you’re not going to buy something,
I have to get back to work.”

Abigail’s heart hit rock bottom. She walked out of
the store and across the street to a small kitchen shop. She was
going to have to do some creative thinking if she was going to make
it through this ordeal alive. Her arm burned with increasing pain.
She walked around the store and when another customer came in, she
discreetly walked up to the lady customer.

“Can I help you?” Abigail asked
the customer, hoping the real store clerk wouldn’t hear
her.

The woman frowned at her. “No, I think I’m fine.”
She walked away.

Abigail went back outside, found a
bench to sit on and cried. She couldn’t do it, she thought as she
sobbed. “Doesn’t anyone have something they really
want?”

At that moment a young woman
walked past Abigail. She stopped and looked down at Abigail. “We
all want something, what do you want?”

Abigail looked up at the young
blonde through teary eyes. “I just want to grant you a wish. One
wish, tell me one thing you want.” She sniffled and wiped her nose
with a tissue from her pocket.

The young woman looked at Abigail
for a moment, as if deciding what to do. She raised her eyebrows.
“I want to get the job I just interviewed for. Can you grant me
that wish?”

Shoving the tissue back in her pocket, Abigail stood
up and smiled at the woman. “Oddly enough, I think I can. With all
the power I have, I say the job is yours.”
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