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1
I rubbed the bottle, my vision still blurry from a marathon night of partying. My friends had left sometime around three in the morning, and my brief, drunken attempt to clean up after them had ended in defeat on the couch. But the thought of what to wish for had come to me in a vivid, feverish dream, and I didn't want to let it slip away.
​"Gene, wake up," I muttered, my voice thick with sleep. "I know what I want for my second wish."
​Nothing happened. The glass remained stubbornly inert.
​"Gene?"
​I peeked inside. The bottle always looked deceptively deep and empty, offering no visual cue of its resident, but then I noticed a dark liquid swirling around the bottom. Heart sinking, I held it upside-down, letting a sticky puddle pool into the palm of my hand.
​I sniffed it. It smelled sweet, entirely unmagical. I licked my palm. Warm, flat Coca-Cola.
​Instinctively, I scrambled to the kitchen, my bare feet sticking to the hardwood floor. I yanked open the fridge to check the shelves. Nothing amiss. All the leftover beer was in cans; the remaining bottles were just orange juice, water, and more soda. None of them matched the heavy, antique silhouette of the genie’s vessel, but they were plastic. My genie bottle was heavy, hand-blown glass. In my completely smashed state the night before, had I really been stupid enough to mistake a Coke bottle for an ancient relic?
​I slammed the fridge door shut, the magnetic seal echoing loudly in the quiet loft.
​Then, the freezer. A cold spike of dread hit my chest. Think. When I was stumbling around, hiding valuables so my drunk friends wouldn't mess with them, where would I put it? I wouldn't have wanted to confuse it with the empties I was tossing into the recycling bin. In my wasted state, the freezer probably seemed like a genius hiding spot. Out of sight, out of mind.
​Or maybe, a desperate voice whispered in my head, he left on his own. He was a creature of magic, after all. He used to joke about me not summoning him betwixt 8 p.m. and 4 a.m. because he’d be out hitting the local bars. We’d laugh about it, but the laughter always died out fast. It was his subtle way of reminding me that our arrangement was superficial; the only thing keeping him from tearing across the cosmos was the bottle. It was his anchor, his lifespan, his power—or all three.
​He couldn't just walk away from the bottle... could he?
​I lunged for the freezer handle and yanked it open.
​The fake bottle slipped from my hand, clattering against the linoleum. It didn't shatter, but I barely registered the sound.
​The real bottle was nestled between a bag of frozen peas and a vodka bottle. It was tall, emerald-green, and entirely encased in a thick layer of frost. But it wasn't dead. An unearthly, pulsing orange glow emanated from deep within the glass, fighting against the ice.
​"Damn it," I hissed, grabbing it by the neck. The glass was so painfully cold it felt like a block of dry ice searing into my skin. I frantically rubbed the frost away with my sleeve, staring into the emerald depths. Usually, the friction of a thumb against the glass would summon Gene's silhouette to the surface, the prelude to his smoky entrance.
​"Gene!" I yelled, my voice cracking. "Gene, come on!"
​Nothing. The orange glow pulsed, weak and trapped.
​Panic, cold and sharp, replaced my hangover. I spun around, tearing through the loft, looking for any sign of a break-in. A jimmied window. A forced lock. Nothing. I checked my hidden safe—my wallet, stuffed with the infinite cash from my first wish, was still right where I left it. I checked my laptop, my watch. Everything was there.
​Only one thing had been taken. The most valuable, dangerous entity in the world.
​My mind raced, putting the pieces together with terrifying clarity. None of my friends knew about Gene. I’d been incredibly cautious with my newfound wealth, never spending enough at once to raise eyebrows. No, this wasn't an accidental theft by a buddy looking for a souvenir.
​This was a professional. Someone who made it their business to track the movement of the Djinn. Someone who believed in magic, understood its rules, and had been watching me.
​They knew the lore. They knew that by plunging the conduit—the bottle—into extreme sub-zero temperatures, it would shock the genie's essence, temporarily freezing the magical tether between spirit and glass. It was a loophole. With the bond severed by the cold, the thief didn't have to wait for me to use up my final two wishes. They could take Gene's essence, bind him to a entirely new conduit, and claim him as their own master.
​They knew I was down to my last two wishes, and they had gotten impatient.
​I looked down at the freezing green bottle in my hand, the orange light flickering like a dying candle. They had the genie, but they hadn't broken the bottle. That meant I still had a thread to follow.
​The hunt was on.
2
The shop was supposed to be on Elizabeth Street in Lower Manhattan. I had been there just two weeks ago, nursing a much milder hangover, browsing through dusty relics. But when I stepped off the humid New York pavement and stood before the address, the quaint, musty antique store was gone. In its place stood a brightly lit comic book shop.
​I blinked against the glare, my pounding headache throbbing behind my eyes. It was impossible. A business didn't just vanish and get replaced by a completely different storefront in fourteen days. Not even in Manhattan.
​Desperate for answers, I pushed the door open.
​No matter the location, the interior of a comic shop always resembles an overcrowded storage locker. The air smelled of cheap gloss, old paper, and stale air conditioning. The walls were lined with rows of colorful new issues. Near the front, the cashier's station was barricaded by boxes of trading cards, while long-boxes of back-issues dominated the space in the rear. Glass showcases displayed intricate, oversized statues of comic book characters with hefty three-figure price tags. Nearby, a teenage male employee was checking customers' backpacks, laying them on the dusty floor in a neat pile. He clipped a numbered clothespin to each bag—the only hope a customer had of getting their life savings back when it was time to leave.
​I was so busy staring at the transformation that I almost collided with a woman making her way out of the store.
​"Watch it," she muttered.
​Her view was completely blocked by a large, highly decorative desk lamp she was lugging in front of her. Fixed to the base was a tall figurine shaped like a female superhero: The Troubleshooter, a voluptuous blonde who fought crime dressed like a 1930s private eye. She wore a draping purple raincoat with a matching fedora, and carried a signature pistol that fired everything from tear gas to truth serum. The lamp perfectly recreated her iconic pose from the comics—standing with her back against a lone streetlight, one foot kicked back against the base, loading her pistol, her face obscured in shadow by the brim of her hat.
​The lady rushed past me before I could apologize. Turning around, I watched her walk toward the exit. She was of medium height with sharp auburn hair, wearing a lavender t-shirt over crisp white pants. Her posture radiated an intense, nervous energy, and her posterior had a slight, defiant wiggle as she walked—a flash of pure attitude. She was entirely alone, but as the door jingled open, I caught her whispering frantically.
​"Isn't this new lamp great, Barbara?"
​"I could take it or leave it," a voice replied.
​I frowned, glancing around. The voice didn't come from anyone in the shop. It was coming straight from the speaker of the heavy, metallic smartwatch on the woman's wrist. The voice—resolutely female and deeply annoyed—continued speaking as the door swung shut: "I miss my old lamp. This bimbo looks more at home in some sad nerd's basement."
​I rubbed my temples, the hangover making the bizarre interaction feel like a fever dream. I couldn't worry about strange women and talking watches. I had a missing genie to find.
​I adjusted the backpack slung over my shoulder, feeling the heavy, unnaturally cold weight of Gene’s green glass bottle pressing against my spine. It was still radiating that faint, icy hum through the fabric of my bag.
​I walked over to the counter, where an elderly woman with sharp, calculating eyes sat behind the register.
​"Excuse me," I said, leaning against the glass case. "I remember this exact location used to be an antiques store... do you know what happened to it?"
​"The junk store?" she asked, not looking up from a ledger. "It closed. That place didn't make any money."
​"Did the owner leave a forwarding address? A phone number, maybe? He didn't have a website or any social media accounts."
​She finally looked up, wrinkling her nose. She closed her eyes and shook her head with a slow, deliberate finality. "Nah... that place just got up and left."
​"It didn't literally walk away," I said, my voice rising slightly with frustration. "I was standing right here two weeks ago."
​"What's the problem, kid?"
​I hesitated. I couldn't tell her that a thief had used a freezer to sever my connection to a wish-granting Djinn. But I needed a lead. I decided to dress up the truth in a coat of mundane paint.
​"Three weeks ago, when this was still the antique shop, I was here browsing," I lied smoothly. "I bought a vintage soda from an old vending machine the owner kept in the back. It actually worked—dispensed the bottles for coins. I decided I wanted to buy the whole machine from him, but it was expensive. It took me two weeks to scramble the money together for a down payment. And now, the store is just... gone."
​The old woman perked up the moment I mentioned having a large amount of cash on me. Thanks to my first wish, my wallet was currently bursting with hundreds, though I kept it hidden.
​"I see..." she said, her tone softening into something almost predatory. "I'm sorry, we don't have any soda machines. But we have plenty of interesting items here. Feel free to look around."
​"No, thank you. I just need to find the previous owner. You're sure you don't have any contact information for him?"
​"Nope," she replied popped the 'p'.
​Then, perhaps to amuse herself or intimidate me, she flicked her wrist. With a slick, impossible bit of sleight-of-hand, an orange appeared out of thin air, resting perfectly in the palm of her right hand. She didn't look like a magician; she looked like someone wielding casual, effortless magic. She began piercing through the thick skin of the fruit with her long, sharp fingernails, peeling it away in one continuous strip.
​"Like I said, we have many interesting items here," she murmured, nodding toward the front window. "See that lamp the young lady just purchased?"
​I followed her gaze through the glass. Outside, the auburn-haired woman was hurriedly loading the heavy Troubleshooter lamp into the backseat of a sleek, midnight-black 2025 Mercedes parked right at the curb. She slammed the back door, marched around to the driver's side, and unlocked the car.
​But just before she slid into the seat, she paused. She looked up, staring straight through the comic shop window.
​Even from twenty feet away, across the glare of the glass and the dim interior of the shop, our eyes locked. A jolt of mutual recognition—or mutual panic—struck us both.
​She scrambled into her car, slamming the door.
​"Hey!" I yelled, abandoning the counter.
​I dashed out of the shop, hitting the pavement just as the Mercedes' engine roared to life. Tires squealed against the asphalt as she made a sharp, illegal cut out of the parking spot and sped down Elizabeth Street, weaving wildly into Manhattan traffic.
​"Damn it!" I spun around and rushed back inside the comic book store, my heart hammering against my ribs. "Who was that?! Where did—"
​I stopped. The old lady behind the counter was completely gone.
​The teenage kid checking bags was still standing by the pile, a playful, knowing smile plastered across his face. His facial expressions were a dead ringer for the old lady's. In fact, they both shared a strange, subtle resemblance to the old man who had run the antique shop.
​"Where did she go?!" I demanded, stomping over to him.
​"It's lunchtime," the kid said smoothly. "She'll be back—she doesn't like to talk with her mouth full."
​"When?"
​"She owns the store. She comes back if she feels like it, or she'll call me and tell me to close up early. She's my grandma."
​"Can you give her a message to call me? I need to know who that woman was. The one with the lamp."
​The kid let out a short, mocking laugh. "Sure, I can tell her. But honestly, man? You don't have time to wait for a phone call. You're going to need the power of the genie from that woman's lamp to help you find your own."
​The air in the room suddenly felt very heavy. The hum from the backpack against my spine seemed to grow louder.
​"What did you just say?" I whispered.
​"Being the only two people in New York City with genies, you two are gonna have to work together," the kid said, leaning casually against a comic spinner. "Her original lamp was stolen last night. We gave her that Troubleshooter desk lamp as a temporary replacement vessel."
​My mind spun. My hangover was entirely gone, replaced by sheer shock. "How do you and your grandmother know this? Who are you people?"
​"My grandfather was the antiques store owner," the kid explained, shrug-shouldered. "Their divorce was just finalized, and Grandma got the building. She turned it into this place because she doesn't like talking about him. Or his... clients."
​"Do you know where I
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