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“Lasciate ogni speranza voi ch’entrate!” (“All hope abandon, ye who enter here!”) - Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy “Inferno,” Canto Ib. III, 9
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T

he asteroid belt of misshapen vibrating rocks, some the size of miniature planets, is located between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter, the red planet and the big one with the bloody crimson dot. Like too many balls whisking about the table, pinball-like collisions between the asteroids within the belt breed meteors or shooting stars that occasionally penetrate Earth’s atmosphere. If a meteor of some size fails to burn up due to its high velocity, it will slam into the Earth and from that point on, it becomes a meteorite. Every few years, someone discovers a meteorite on Earth immediately after its fall. It is primarily by chance or luck of the draw when someone is able to see where it lands. Since humans have colonized the planet nearly as successfully as ants, an exceedingly rare meteorite has punched through the roof of a human dwelling. The probability is quite small but not fully within the realms of the impossible. It is what happened to Dr. Billings on a cool October morning in the year 2025, the 7th, a lucky day if there ever was one.

Dr. John Billings was forty-four years of age, slightly built with dark hair that was graying more prominently day by day. He had a dark moustache with a little gray but a goatee nearly as silver as a pre-1965 U.S. coin. He worked as an associate professor at the University of Sacramento and thus, had a PhD rather than a medical degree. He happened to be working in his personal basement laboratory when he heard a strange noise like a crash, perhaps something falling over. He flipped off a Bunsen burner, strode upstairs, and performed a cursory search of the house. Finding nothing, he went through the exterior kitchen door that led into the attached garage. The two-car garage with nothing more for natural light than two small windows was usually a bit dark and dingy, but it happened to be radiating now for some unknown reason. 

Meteors are usually extremely cold, colder than anything on Earth, and ordinarily remain that way despite the intense heat experienced after penetrating the Earth’s atmosphere. Aside from transmitting an eerie glow, this one was also inordinately symmetrical in shape, nearly a perfect cylinder, a couple of inches in diameter and about six inches long. Dr. Billings eyed it with scientific fascination and his initial thought was from whence it had come from. 

The small but precise hole he saw in the roof along the backside of the garage answered his question. Out of a burning curiosity, he approached the object gingerly, bent down to pick it up, but halted. He decided to touch it lightly at first, much like someone would do to find out if they needed a potholder to take a hot pan off the stove. The garage floor was 4-inch-thick poured concrete and the object had broken through to the literal ground beneath it. After a couple of quick finger pokes, it felt cool to the touch. He put his hand around it, squeezed, pulled it up, and brought it back to his lab. His first puzzling question was, “How could anything lit up like this be cool to the touch at the same time?”

He had picked up the little cylindrical object at 11:17 a.m. At 11:36 a.m., his wife Judy came through the front door during her lunch break. She worked as a librarian barely two miles away at a branch of the Sacramento Public Library. Judy ordinarily did not disturb her husband in his lab and John, preoccupied with his work, did not realize that she had come home. This was a normal occurrence for him while working. She parked in the driveway but did not notice the hole in the garage roof since it had gone through the rear side of the roof facing the backyard. The breakthrough had been fast and clean, neither time nor enough prolonged contact to set anything on fire like asphalt shingles or wood rafters. There was no smoke or smoldering either.

Analyzing the cylinder further, it was shiny black in color with smooth lines like obsidian, a glassy-like substance formed from intense heat, as from volcanoes. Worried about the glow, he discovered that it was mildly radioactive when it registered slightly, but distinctly on his Geiger counter. The last thing he needed was to suffer the fates of the famous Curies given their extensive work with radium. There did seem to be a faint outline of a circle near one end as if it were a capsule with a lid, but it was dirty. He tore off a paper towel, ran a small amount of water on it, and rubbed off some of the grime. To his amazement, the cylinder moved outward slightly more than a centimeter, maybe half of an inch.

“John, Oh Johhhhhhn, telephone,” his wife called out from upstairs. It was the landline, and he felt his pocket for the cell but realized that he must’ve left it out in the car charger. Even in 2025, cell phones still had reliability issues and the Billings were one of a growing minority who still kept a landline.

“Hold on a minute,” he shouted back. He hastily ran up the stairs to get the phone. It was the university wanting to know if he was coming in today. He looked at the digital clock on the counter; it read 12:01 p.m. “Oh my god,” he thought to himself. “I’m uh, uh, I’m not feeling good today,” he sounded a bit lame and unconvincing. “Could you get Dr. Rose to fill in for me?”

“Yes, okay,” answered the secretary, normally used to absent-minded professors.

“Joey should be there too,” he added referring to his lab assistant.

“Yes, he’s here. It’s all good.”

“Bye,” and he hung up the receiver. He had been so engrossed in his work, he had forgotten the noon lab for his introductory chemistry class.

“Who was that honey?”

“Oh just the office,” he answered while heading for the basement stairs.

“What did they want?” She asked inquisitively.

“Nothing important,” but he knew that he would not get off that easily since his wife was one of those who wanted or had to know everything. She was a librarian after all, used to grinding out details.

“They wouldn’t have called the house phone if it wasn’t important.”

“Yeah, I left my cell in the car; I missed a lab is all.”

“Well, not all of us can sit around all day and play with our little toys. I’ve got to get back to work, see you later.”

“Joey can handle it on his own but Dr. Rose will be there too.” He kissed her good bye and hurried back downstairs. Much to his fascination, the end cap had moved out a good five centimeters or two full inches. He picked up where he left off only this time, he used a clean rag to rub and polish it. To his growing surprise, a dense, grayish cloud of gas slowly escaped from its home within the cylinder, rising a little over seven feet in the air. It was rather funnel-shaped, tapering down to a point at the top of the cylinder, and expanding several feet in width at its widest point above what resembled a large, rounded torso. Then there was a bald head at top, two narrow slits for eyes, a wider one for a mouth, and it even seemed like a pencil thin moustache and thin goatee was forming into an off Middle Eastern, or perhaps, an Oriental-looking face. It was hard to determine. It folded what resembled beefy arms and then it began speaking!  

Dr. John Billings was immediately alarmed and actually had a gas mask somewhere in a box, but he failed to smell anything, and the color was more of steam and it ended abruptly. Still, he couldn’t locate the gas mask after some frantic searching but did grab an old antique bronze lamp sitting back in a desolate corner on an old shelf. He had paid a dollar for it at a rummage sale wondering if he might have a use for the metal since it was of sturdy construction, rather heavy at that. It was one of those obsolete items that looked more like a teapot with a handle and spout from whence the flame spewed out. The inside was hollow, and he popped the top off. 

In the meantime, the cloud was hissing, but Dr. Billings did not recognize it as language and promptly stuffed the cylinder in the lamp. To his further astonishment, he heard what sounded like a “nay” or “no” coming from the mouth of the cloud, but as soon as the cylinder was enclosed in the old lamp, the smoke filtered in with it in a rush like a high-pressure vacuum. He dismissed the voice as no more than hissing steam. There were some brief banging sounds as if the cylinder was crashing against the lamp walls, some vibration as the lamp skittered about on the stainless steel countertop; a little steam poured out of the spout of the lamp, and a faint metallic smoky smell, as of burned or welded molten metal. Then there was silence.

Dr. Billings went to grasp the handle and “Ah!” He burned his hand as if he had placed it directly on the burner of a hot stove, and raced to the faucet to run some cold water over it. A nice stinging red welt that would probably blister appeared on the palm of his right hand. He filled a beaker with cold water and with the rag handy, he poured some water on the lamp; it sizzled as steam poured off like an old locomotive. A second beaker full made it steam a little less. This time he gingerly grasped the handle with the rag and the warmth quickly played through the cloth. He picked it up high enough to notice a nice discolored circle that had burned into the stainless steel and sat it back down as it heated up again. 

He walked over a few paces to a sidewall where there were water lines and a sink. He filled up the sink with cold water, grabbed the lamp with the towel, rushed back to the sink, and plunged the entire object within it. A new batch of steam arose but it tapered off and seemed to do the trick. He touched it under water with his left hand, the water had warmed, but the metal object had cooled enough to touch. He left it there for a few more minutes, pulled the plug to drain the water, and then filled it again with cold water to be sure.

All was quiet on the western front, but his hand hurt where he had burned it. Like a bad or unlucky penny, he had briefly forgotten about it but now the pain resumed as burns usually do. He stared briefly at the lamp, wondering if he was dreaming, but his scientific mind kicked into gear. Where did it come from? Maybe it was the neighbor kids launching payloads in their model rockets, but it had some heft and glow to it. Where would kids get something mildly radioactive? There were low grades of uranium, some once used in glassware to give it that little extra greenish or Vaseline like glow. 

The object had pierced through the garage roof and had broken through the cement floor; that meant that it had likely traveled at a high velocity. The most probable conclusion was that the military had launched it, or it had come from outside the planet. “Is it a UFO?” He voiced allowed. What bothered him was the uniform cylindrical shape, and how it appeared carefully crafted somehow. The military might play out in the desert some, but he lived in a subdivision of Sacramento. Maybe it was space debris. Various countries had so much junk up there that more and more of it seemed to be falling back to Earth with some regularity.

He drained the water again, pulled the lamp out safely as the exterior had cooled, and tugged at the lid. It would not budge. He pried and pried with his hands, found a screwdriver, then chisel, and a small pry bar, but it would not give. He thought that would explain the molten metal smell and heat. He sat down on a stool and stared at the lamp for a moment. The lamp completely shielded the faint light or glow that the cylinder had given off. The composition of the lamp was bronze, an alloy of copper and tin and a little iron, severely tarnished due to long years of neglect. He picked up the lamp and still felt a strange warm feeling and he tried one more time in vain to remove the lid. 

It was getting late in the afternoon and Judy would be arriving home soon. He wasn’t sure if he should tell her just yet until he had a chance to figure it out. In the meantime, he’d have to round up a shingle or two from the garage to patch the roof. He had kept a half a bundle from when the contractors had last replaced the roof a few years back. He had a full class schedule tomorrow and needed to do a little prep work for that too. The lamp and the cylinder inside of it could wait another day or two. It certainly wasn’t going anywhere, so he thought. 

“Don’t have the spirit of contradiction. You will only burden yourself with foolishness and annoyance. Let prudence plot against it. Finding objections to everything can be ingenious, but the stubborn person is almost always a fool. Some turn a sweet conversation into a skirmish, and are more of an enemy to their friends and acquaintances than to those with whom they have no dealings. The bone of contention is the hardest when the morsel is the sweetest, and contradiction often ruins happy moments. They are pernicious fools who add nastiness to beastliness.” - Baltasar Gracian, The Art of Worldly Wisdom, 135
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A

t 4:36 p.m., Judy came home. A few minutes after that, Joanie arrived as well. Their daughter Joanie, an only child, had been a bit of a disappointment to them over the past few years. She was 20 years of age, in her third year of college, and had only just become a sophomore. She had been to two other colleges besides the current one and had not made up her mind as to what she wanted to do. Her current interest, which probably would last for all of three months at most, was theater. John had little use for religion and was more of an agnostic; however, despite being a scientist, he still felt that there was some higher power out there responsible for the miracle of life on earth. His view was that the ability to create was the end of the evolutionary process, not likely completed by a single individual or god. Judy was raised Catholic and rarely missed a Sunday mass and had brought up Joanie in the same system complete with private schools and the sacraments of baptism, communion, and confirmation; but it looked like it was going to end there for Joanie.

As Joanie drifted through the liberal arts despite her father’s personal view that such things as English, history, sociology, psychology, and so forth were not conducive to practical employment, she switched religions like she did jackets – there was the Buddhism phase followed by Hinduism, then a brief bout with Unitarianism, and lately she seemed to just have dropped them all in favor of atheism. At five-foot five-inches in height, Joanie was an inch above average, certainly within a single standard deviation of the norm, less so with her weight, at only 115 pounds. She had short black hair, dark brown eyes, somewhat flat chested to go with her slim figure, and overall, was not exactly a knockout, a bit more plain and ordinary, but she did dress up nicely like a French girl and always had a steady flow of boyfriends and dates. Her parents were not very happy with the numerous piercings and various holes in her ears, nose, and eyelids, enough to give a prairie dog community a run for its money. If that wasn’t enough, she had a few tattoos as well, but fortunately, just some small ones on her shoulders, neck, hips, feet, and a couple in some private places that her parents were unaware of. The only battle that she had lost with her parents was getting her tongue pierced. A bit of tough love would have been the consequence, no more tuition money, and a possible eviction from the home, so Joanie caved in on that score. 

As far as Joanie was concerned, her parents were just out of it, typical generation gap; they didn’t understand her or the modern world. She would argue sex, politics, and religion readily and ticked off her mother of late by denouncing Catholic myths like the failure to recognize evolution over creation to explain the existence of higher life forms. Her dad seemed a little more open but to keep peace with her mom, his attitude was not to mix up science and religion for the greater goal of peace. Her mom on the other hand felt that sex was for making babies, and polite well-mannered classy girls did not discuss it or spread their legs for every boy that so much as winked at her. Joanie already had five times as many lovers as her mother; nevertheless, five times one is still five. Just thinking of her parents doing the nasty was an awful thought, but in a way, she felt a little sympathy for her dad, wondering if he got much out of mom who seemed a bit old school prudish and seriously uptight. 

On the evening of October seventh she made a small note to self on a three-inch square yellow sticky note pad that said “Pick up Lamp” that she placed on her nightstand. She had a part in a play about Aladdin and the Arabian Nights and they happened to need a small article that Joanie promised to donate to the cause, an antique bronze lamp. She had been with her dad several years back when it had been fun to go rummaging. He was always looking for old tools, metals, and other junk that he could use in his lab while he would buy her old games, Lego blocks, CD’s & DVD’s when they were a dying thing, and whatever she would yell for if it was only a dollar or two. As far as she knew, the somewhat dirty and tarnished bronze lamp had been resting on a dusty shelf in the basement ever since without any purpose or use whatsoever. 

“Spheres of Light,

Atoms in the Universe.”

Mark Pickvet, “The Stars”
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T

hursday, October 8th, had all the makings of a wretched day. At the early break of dawn, it was dreary, cloudy, overcast, and the sun would play hide and seek, but mostly the former as the rain commenced. The droplets would go on and off all day, sometimes a light sprinkle, at other times a downpour, if only for a minute or two. Two minutes could make a huge difference whether it was a fire, a heart attack, or lack of breathable air, halfway to total suffocation and lights out for the brain.

After breakfast with his wife, Dr. Billings, not to mention the strange happenings with the lamp to his wife or daughter as planned, decided to attend his morning class sections, which he rarely missed. Unlike the labs where he could slack off some, the main course was his baby. He cross-referenced Chem 496 as both graduate and undergraduate work, one of his most important classes. Grad students generally had to do more than did the seniors, including a 75-page final paper and additional work as assistants in the lab. 

Chem 496 was a 9:00 a.m. class for two hours straight followed by an 11:30 a.m. sophomore level course, Chem 221 that lasted an hour and a half. He was gone by 8:00 a.m. Any further play with the lamp would have to wait until later in the afternoon or early evening provided that he had his paperwork completed, the usual nightmare of grading lab assignments, homework, and quizzes. Judy would leave about 8:40 a.m. for the library with little or no reason to go to the basement if he was not there. Joanie would wake a little after 9:00 a.m., not having much to do until her theater class at 11:00 a.m.

It was fall and a bit cool, so she put on a short skirt and a long jacket, dressing in a leisurely, unhurried fashion. Her legs were thin as her hips, but she had no problem whatsoever finding boys who sought to land between them; nevertheless, the boys would not be enjoying them today. She recalled her note and scurried downstairs peeling a banana dangerously as she skipped along the steps. She approached the dust-ridden corner and peered at the relatively clean white circle where the lamp had rested for years. “That’s bizarre,” she said aloud and scanned the basement for some clue to the lamp’s disappearance. There it was, sitting prominently on her dad’s main worktable. “Shit, I wonder what he’s been using it for,” she mumbled. She thought about calling him but realized that he would not have his cell on or maybe not even with him in the classroom. “What ta hell,” she said and grabbed it; after all, it couldn’t be that important and she planned to return it in a few days.

It did have some black residue on it, and it was severely tarnished, no glow whatsoever. She took it upstairs and sat it on the kitchen table. Her mother had inherited a few pieces of sterling silver from her grandmother, namely a tea set and some candlesticks. Judy Billings kept a special can of tarnish remover under the kitchen sink. Joanie grabbed it and a soft polishing cloth and sat down. She poured a little of the thick liquid on the cloth and began rubbing the lamp vigorously. It wasn’t long before the whooshing sound of a leaking bicycle inner tube filled the room as a grayish-white smoky-like steam poured forth from the spout of the lamp. Joanie scooted back and nearly fell out of her chair as she stepped away.

“What ta hell!” She said, and then it seemed to answer!

“Vell, vhat is your vhish?”

“Holy shit! You, it, what, you’re talking!” Joanie couldn’t quite speak coherently. She stared at the towering cloud with two thin slits for eyes and a small-lipped mouth that widened up the cheeks in a sly, troubling grin. The features slowly came into focus like binoculars with the proper adjustment. It appeared to be on the Oriental side, mostly bald headed with hair above the ears leading into a ponytail, and with a tipped goatee and thin moustache “Are you for real?”

Struggling with English since it had been untold centuries, the ghostly form crossed its thick arms and replied menacingly “I yam veady to obey vu as slave.”

She sat thinking for a minute or so while what she could only fathom as a Djinn, or Djinni, or Genie as kids would call them. It sure looked like one. “What did you say?” she finally replied.

The Djinni absorbed her words carefully, filing them away like a computer to enhance his own language skills. It could speak a wide variety of languages and dialects as experienced from these pesky humans. “You,” he repeated, “Have three vishes.”

“Hmm,” she answered. Her conclusion was that this was some outlandish experiment her father, the mad scientist, had been working on secretly in the basement. Genies, some talking cloud, must be a toy of his she considered. He was always a heartbeat away from a viable invention. “Okay Genius or Genie or whatever,” she said for the fun of it, “Tell me how the world, you know, the Earth, how was it, um, created.”

Interpreting this as a proper vish or wish it now noted, the plan was in motion. The Djinni withdrew to its home.

“Cute,” said Joanie thinking that it had merely been a joke or just a weird invention of her father’s. She stepped forward once the smoky cloud had retreated into the lamp, tentatively touched it, it was warm but not too hot, and then started polishing it again.

Time travel was not one of the restrictions in its makeup, though 13.75 billion years is no ordinary amount of time. A brief period of darkness enclosed Joanie’s entire field of vision. Everything about her gradually disappeared, first the table, then the kitchen, the walls, the house, the yard, the street, the entire neighborhood, the clouds, the sky, and the planet too. She sat as an independent observer wide eyed, rapidly closing and opening her eyes to clear her vision, but it didn’t work. She found herself in a different place at a different time, clutching the bronze relic tightly that was responsible for her journey into this new amazing illusive dimension. 

An intense absolute quietness filled her senses. The deafening silence was so complete that the little noises which are ordinarily screened out by the human mind were absent; the faint whisper of the wind, the familiar screeching of a cricket, the chirp of a bird, the buzzing of a fly, the clamor of a passing car, the hum of an air conditioner or furnace, the occasional crack in the drywall of a breathing house, the pitter patter of pets, the ticking of a clock, and so forth. Faint dots began to appear in the blackness, distant stars light years away. One blue colored star out of the millions appeared to glimmer with a much greater intensity and grew in volume as it approached center stage.

Stars with a great deal more mass than our own sun have relatively short lifetimes, perhaps only 10 million years. Our own familiar yellow orb, though small , has a lifespan of about ten billion years. All stars are primarily made of hydrogen, the most abundant element throughout the universe. Hydrogen is the core of a star and gradually fuses into helium. When all of the hydrogen is exhausted, the normal nuclear process halts and the central core can no longer withstand the pressure of gravity. As a result, it contracts and seems to lose heat once the nuclear reactions end; however, the gravitational pressure forces the smaller denser core to retain and increase heat as it condenses. The ball of energy in the pressurized core forces the outer layers of the star to expand and turn a crimson color. Surprisingly, red is a cool color for a star compared to yellow, green, and blue, which in turn are hotter in temperature respectively, like when one kicks up the oxygen flow when using an acetylene torch. The primary ingredient in acetylene is hydrogen.

The red star becomes an enormous red giant as it expands. Red supergiants are rare stars so massive that they burn through their hydrogen supply quickly and become incredibly and inconceivably colossal. Our own sun in time will become a red giant, but is far too small to become a supergiant. When it reaches this stage, it will expand to such an extent that it will swallow the current orbits of Mercury, Venus, and the Earth within its boundaries; thus, incinerating them like paper in a boiler. The name for the final explosion for a lesser star is nova, or called going nova.

Within a red super giant, the helium core goes through a complex process which transforms it into heavier elements like carbon and then on to iron. The core is continuously losing energy but responds by heating up to temperatures more than 100 million degrees due to extreme pressure. Unlike anything else in the core, iron absorbs energy rather than produces it. High-energy photons like light bullets or gamma rays of radiation can pelt and break up the iron forcing the core to absorb even more energy. The spiraling process eventually burns out of control. The core deteriorates but continues to heat up catastrophically as the gravitational pressure only intensifies into an orgasmic climax. The end is near as the pressure and heat reach a point where the core collapses, bounces outward with a cosmic force to the star’s outer material, and explodes like nothing else conceivable apart from the original Big Bang itself.

The star that was approaching Joanie happened to be one of the rare stars that would become a red super giant. Like time-lapse photography, ten million years compressed into ten minutes for her viewing pleasure. The star was not necessarily approaching, but rather growing and expanding, a million times greater than its original girth as it changed from blue to purple to red. Joanie had to shield her eyes from the intensity laid out before her. Suddenly, the supergiant exploded in a glorious but silent burst. Sound travels in waves like light or heat, but unlike them, sound travels by making molecules vibrate. So, for sound to travel there has to be something with molecules for it to travel through. On Earth, sound travels to your ears by vibrating air molecules. In deep space, the large empty areas between stars and planets, there are no molecules to vibrate. There is no sound there.

The supergiant explosion was so immense in scope and mass, it cast away illuminated particles as large as planets and normal stars. This super nova where the star had literally torn itself apart, not only produced solid space debris, but huge clouds of dust and gas with several lesser objects in the general vicinity of the clouds. After a billion years or so which was condensed for Joanie’s view to within a few minutes, one relatively small cloud of gas consisting almost entirely of hydrogen collapsed into a familiar yellow sphere with a few tiny objects revolving around it in elliptical orbits. The third object from the yellow ball became the focus of attention.

Since her wish had not mentioned anything about returning to her own place and time, the Djinni set her down on the recently developed planet. The ardent temperature was so hot that water only existed in the atmosphere as steam vapor. The lamp normally may have melted too, but the strange home of the Djinni resisted the high temperature. The Djinn originated from ancient, forged fire of the gods, and thus were immune from its affects. Unfortunately, for the Djinn, they are vulnerable to certain kinds of metal, especially copper and iron. This Djinni lay encapsulated and bound in a bronze object that was mostly copper mixed with a little tin and iron. In such a predicament, it became subservient to the master of the lamp.

Back on the smoldering planet, Joanie had witnessed something no human eyes had ever seen, but after a few minutes, the only relics left behind were the lamp and her skeleton; within an hour, the newly formed planet’s atmosphere incinerated even her bones to fine ash and dust. It would take a long, long time to cool down, time that quickly diminished for Joanie.

“For my own part I would as soon be descended from that heroic little monkey, who braved his dreaded enemy in order to save the life of his keeper; or from that old baboon, who, descending from the mountains, carried away in triumph his young comrade from a crowd of astonished dogs – as from a savage who delights to torture his enemies, offers up bloody sacrifices, practices infanticide without remorse, treats his wives like slaves, knows no decency, and is haunted by the grossest superstitions.” - Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man, Ib.

––––––––
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T

he lamp now occupied a spot amidst stone and the makings of soil sheared from the rock. In the beginning, Planet Earth was nothing but a lifeless, desolate wasteland comparable to the current surface found on our Martian neighbor, only Earth was blistering with much higher temperatures. As it cooled nonetheless, the steam in the atmosphere inexorably cooled into a common liquid form known as water, the key component in the development of life. The earliest known life form was blue-green algae and fungi arising from the pooling waters. Algae and primitive bacterium known as prokaryotes made their appearance around 2.6 billion years Before Present (B.P.). Under untold and unobserved millennia, intrusions from volcanic eruptions and plate tectonics aided in the formation of landscapes, mountains, valleys, plains, and islands. By 600 million years B.P., bacteria, marine algae, and true microscopic plant life had formed in the warmer more pleasant waters. Even eukaryotes, primitive organisms from all kingdoms were scurrying about. 

Evolution, the constant changing and adaptation of a living thing to its environment, attacked the planet like hungry locusts in a cornfield. Of course, living things do not develop specializations over night; rather, it takes thousands of years, sometimes a few million in an agonizingly slow process of gradual change. Hundreds of land plants along with the first air-breathing creatures appeared around 425 million years B.P., but it is within the vast oceans where the dominance of sea creatures progressed long before those on land walked about. Primitive fish had beaten air-breathing creatures on land by a few million years. To get from one source of water to another, albeit a lake, river, or stream, sea denizens gradually develop small paddles or flippers and these appendages eventually become feet and toes over thousands upon thousands of years. By 350 million years B.P. give or take a few million, the first amphibians were routinely hopping from water to land and back again.

Some of these amphibians adapted to conditions on land so well that they morphed into reptiles 300 million years B.P. Many were able to escape the sharks and other large carnivorous fish that patrolled the vast waters on the planet. To the bane of nearly all land-based creatures, annoying insects made their appearance as well. To aid them in their new land environment, reptiles with a few mammal-like rudimentary features appear around 250 million years B.P. With the higher concentration of oxygen in the atmosphere, reptiles develop massive lungs, and consequently giant bodies; by 200 million years B.P., dinosaurs come about along with colossal sea predators. They would rule the planet for well over 100 million years leaving their footprints and bones behind for the world to discover in the 19th century.

Around 70 million years B.P., about five million years before the killer asteroid would strike the Earth and accelerate the end of the giant reptiles, the first true primitive mammals along with modern birds appear. When the reptiles could not readily adapt to the cataclysmic events forced by the devastating impact of the comet, the mammals survived and even thrived, and have basically ruled the planet ever since; only insects could possibly make the same claim. The world cooled and the ice age mammals like the saber-tooth tiger were present 40 million years B.P. Between thirty million years and ten million years B.P., man’s closest ancestors enter the fossil record—apes and monkeys—the first primates. Somewhere around 2 to 2.5 million years B.P., the vital link or transformation occurs whereby the first creature that resembled a man more than an ape walks upright on the Earth. Since then, this species has violated the planet in every way.In the meantime, the lamp, set down in what is now a mountainous region on the continent of Africa, remained in the exact condition as it had been in the hands of Joanie Billings. Ordinarily, it would have totally decayed after a few hundred years, but the mysterious substance encapsulating the Djinni resisted any rust, corrosion, or deterioration despite the temperature and atmospheric changes through four-and-a-half billion years. The Djinni’s essence had everything to do with that. It was in a dormant stasis, waiting for the next victim or brave soul who dared to rub the outer surface of the lamp to awaken the demon within. The Djinni, like a universal translator, could easily adapt to most spoken languages, the more primitive the better since it had been around long before the earth had formed, not a fallen angel, but more like a balancing force; after all, one can argue that there cannot be good without the equilibrium of bad or evil. 

This Djinni wreaked havoc on earth before, long in the past, and, like all of its kind, someone captured it, denied it freedom, bottled it up, and imprisoned it in the asteroid belt like so many others, such as Hades or Hell, only there was no fire, just eternal darkness. When freedom was within its grasp once again, some odd little man had accidentally stuffed it into a receptacle with a high concentration of copper, one of the banes of its existence, sort of like kryptonite to Superman. The black extremely hard cylinder-like projection within the bronze lamp also contained some copper along with burnt iron, iridium, and obsidian, a near perfect tomb for a creature of its kind. Still, there was only one possibility of freedom, three totally unselfish wishes from an individual which was about as likely odds as hitting seven consecutive blackjacks or the same number coming up four times in a row on a roulette wheel; still possible but highly improbable.

Communication was necessary for a human-like creature to converse with the Djinni, but man’s vocal cords, tongue, and larynx didn’t invert until one million years B.P., which was the basis for the development of primitive speech patterns. Partly responsible for the advancement of speech, bipedal movement freed man’s hands to allow for the creation of simple tools as well as the ever-increasing size of the brain. Opposable thumbs too were a great evolutionary gift in terms of tool making and manipulation. New home bases representing living sites rather than temporary sleeping places distinguished man from apes along with larger brains, manufactured artifacts, and the beginnings of a cultural system.

The predecessors of modern human beings existed in Africa, Europe, and Asia some 150,000 to 200,000 years ago in small bands or tribes as hunter-gatherers. The men dominated the hunt while the women gathered what fruits, berries, nuts, and edible roots that they could find. Two of these rival tribes lived in the hilly and mountainous regions of Eastern Africa near the great mountain of Ras Dashan, over 15,000 feet in height. 

Zondoro, leader of his tribe, looked expectantly at the sky hoping that the great rains would soon be upon them. The drought was always worst at the end of the dry season, after all water drained from the land The sun was quite intense at the equator as well. Even the great river to the west had become little more than a narrow furrow with its supply of water near exhaustion. In a few shallow spots, it was little more than moist mud. 

At twenty-seven years of age, Zondoro was both the oldest member of his people, and the tallest, at 5’11”. Most of the men barely made it to 5 feet while the women were several inches shorter. A common trait amongst his people, Zondoro’s skin was as black as coal to cope with the blazing rays of the equatorial sun. Like most who reached his advanced age, he had lost two more than half his teeth, and another precariously jutting outward would not be around much longer.

“Khama, we must hunt soon and we will need more spears.”

“Yes Zondoro, I have made two more this morning and will have this one finished soon,” replied Khama. Khama stood a half a foot shorter than his chief but was still above average. He weighed perhaps 110 pounds and was very skilled at his craft. Khama was the toolmaker who fashioned crude spear points by chipping stone. The women would aid in fastening them to straight sticks utilizing little more than strong gnarly vines.

Zondoro’s mate or wife Quini was twenty years of age and had born him two surviving sons, boys of five and three years respectively. He looked with pride upon his family for he was the only one in the tribe at present who could boast of two living children. Death was an ordinary part of living. A man rarely made it to his 30th birthday while children were far more vulnerable to plague, disease, and above all else, predators. While the men were away hunting, the females stayed with their children near the home cave. The cave’s location was conveniently located near a deep-water hole, a perfect place for hunting, but also one where the predators gathered and patrolled. A human, especially a small one, was one of the easiest things in the world to catch out in the open.

“If only we had the sticks of fire that Nagante’s tribe uses, you would not have to worry Quini.”

“But we have done well enough without them Zondoro.”

“Not so, we have lost two children and a good hunter during the last three moons while Nagante’s people have lost none. It is because he has the fire and we do not.”

“Yes, but we have tried to keep the fire, but it does not stay. It is always lost to the wind. We do not have the magic that Nagante has.”

Walking away from his woman, Zondoro said, “We need the fire and we will have it.”

Earlier in the year, Nagante found a burning stick after a severe lightning storm that had caused a great brush fire. He had many experiences with fires as did Zondoro, but both groups had trouble sustaining them. Nagante was able to bring his glowing stick back to his own cave and carried it deep within. He dropped it carefully near a small hole in the floor. After the wood fell through, the fire continued mysteriously projecting itself from the hole. Nagante dropped to his knees and gave thanks to the gods above, knowing they somehow had favored him. The small holes actually extended miles below into the Earth to a large reservoir of natural gas. A slow but steady seepage from this reservoir kept the fire going. People have long attributed the unexplainable to divine intervention, until science catches up.

Nagante and his people quickly found new uses for this recent incredible prize. By using piles of wood, he created light where there had only been darkness. It kept his entire tribe of sixteen warm during cold nights, but more importantly, all the animals both large and small were utterly terrified of the sizzling light. The protection factor was unheard of, except by Zondoro and his own people. 

As the day progressed, the virtual unbearable early afternoon temperature decreased which signaled the time for the hunt to begin. Zondoro, Khama, and three others, including Chaaca, the best hunter, set off, each with an armful of spears.

“We will not travel far for there is abundant game near the waterhole,” Zondoro stated confidently. The dry season had its advantages. All animals needed water, and when it became scarce, they had to frequent what remained. There were disadvantages too. Game generally moved away from dry regions. As it became scarcer, competition increased between the remaining predators.

“Today, I will try to get the wooly monster and his pointed-white horns will be a present to my wife,” boasted Chaaca. Chaaca was speaking about a gigantic mastodon with huge ivory tusks. The size of a fully-grown mastodon easily dwarfed that of a modern elephant. Stout, as well as a formidable hunter, Chaaca was fearless. As a young man of fifteen, he had killed a wild pig, and while attempting to drag it home, a brown, panther-like cat stalked him. The three-hundred-pound cat had not eaten for a few days and was desperate for a meal. The bloody smell of the dead pig was too much to pass up. Chaaca may have been an inch shorter than Khama but weighed 155 pounds and was much broader in the shoulders. Most cats are silent ambush predators, and when the beast timed his leap, four razor sharp claws raked Chaaca’s back before he knew what hit him, from the upper neck sliding down the entire length of his lower back.

Fortunately, for Chaaca, the cat was far more intent on acquiring the pig, but Chaaca was not willing to give it up. While Chaaca had been knocked to the ground and was bleeding heavily, the cat snatched the pig within its powerful jaws, and was about to make its getaway, when Chaaca recovered and made his move. He had no spear, but grabbed a nearby rock and lunged at the cat, screaming from both the searing pain and ferociousness of his own attack simultaneously. He hit the cat squarely on the head. Now it was the cat’s turn to be dazed as it dropped the pig trying to shake it off. Chaaca hit it again, and again like a jackhammer. The fourth blow crushed the cat’s skull and it flopped on the ground, dead with a big bloody tongue hanging out where it had bit its own self. Chaaca, though weakened, was so proud of his victory, that he used his adrenaline to drag both the cat and the pig foot by agonizing foot several miles all the way back to the cave. Ever since, he shows off his scars proudly to commemorate his bravery.

Mastodons ordinarily stuck together in grazing herds, and it would be virtually impossible for a band of hunters to bring one down, especially an angry bull. Chaaca would be the one foolish or brave enough to attempt such a fete. As the band approached the watering hole, they used extreme caution, always on the lookout for predators. Their luck was good today as a small herd of antelope were busy drinking. They were alarmed and on high alert, but water was frightfully scarce, and they had to drink before they could run.

The brothers, Gunte and Genga, under orders, crawled through the brush to get to the opposite side. Chaaca would flank the herd from the right while Zondoro remained in the front behind a tree. When they were in position, Zondoro signaled Khama to run out screaming hysterically to set the herd in motion. Khama got them moving and the majority of the heard turned toward Zondoro.

When a doe was about to pass close to his position, Zondoro leaped out and hurled his spear. The sharp stone point caught the upper portion of the rear leg of the doe, but it was more of a glancing blow, not a serious one. At the sight of this new intimidating creature, the herd of about fifty changed direction on a dime and headed to where the brothers were waiting. The wounded doe turned too, which caused the spear handle to drop off lodging the spearhead a little deeper internally. She began to run with a limp, significantly slower than her kin. The herd became quite confused at the raging appearance of the brothers. The water hole was now on their left, Chaaca was on the right, Zondoro and Khama were behind them, and the brothers were now in front. The hunters closed in. The antelope panicked and burst out in all directions. Gunte was closest and managed to hurl his spear into the flank of the doe that Zondoro had hit as well.

Though seriously wounded, the doe limped off faster than a man could run. Unfortunately, she couldn’t keep up, and her kind left her. Gunte signaled for the others to follow, and all five men were quickly in hot pursuit. The bleeding intensified as the doe’s movements accelerated. Finally, she collapsed, and the hunters were on it like flies on a bloody carcass. Chaaca pulled out a stone-chipped knife and severed the doe’s throat to end its misery. With a razor-sharp spear, Chaaca then cut a neat line down the vertebral column followed by another one from the chin to the end of the stomach. The others joined in and started hacking off sections to take away immediately. Gunte and Zondoro reclaimed their spearheads as scavengers had already gathered impatiently waiting for the hunters to depart. Carrying what they could, the men made a quick getaway for the cave. There would be enough meat to feed the tribe for three days, but Zondoro was not satisfied.

“We could have brought the entire kill with us if we had the fire.”

“We have lived our entire lives without fire and we don’t need it now,” Quini said. “If we don’t get meat, we can always live awhile on roots and berries.” Usually, the women provided as many meals for the tribe as men. Aside from roots, berries, and nuts, the women gathered figs and even eggs too. Humans could always be scavengers if the need arose, and eating worms and insects was not out of the realm of nutrition either. If one were hungry enough, that one would eat nearly anything that was remotely edible. Zondoro was becoming more envious of Nagante day by day to the point of jealousy. Jealousy is the condition that arises when one wants something that is difficult to obtain, especially when another already has it. Zondoro’s jealousy would continue to grow and fester with Nagante’s continued success.

Jackie: “Who... what are you?”

Shendu: “I am the keeper of the Talismans, I am the Apocalypse of which legend speaks, and I am, for once and for all, your executioner.” - Jackie Chan Adventures: Day of the Dragon, #1.13, 2001
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few weeks later, the torrential transcendent rains effectively ended the dry season. Lowlands, soft spots, and sink holes that filled with water reduced the hunting land that could easily be walked a short time ago. With the rains, an abundance of life sparkled and materialized throughout the region. Creatures lying dormant awoke and the eggs of many fish, insects, and amphibians hatched. An orchestra of noise followed many generated from little beings’ intent on attracting a mate or food. Most importantly to the emerging tribes of men was the arrival of vast herds of grazing animals.

The cave that Zondoro’s people had chosen was quite small, barely 50 feet to its end, but adequate for shelter, one of the three most basic needs of human survival to go along with water and food. The cave sloped downward facing the mighty Ras Dashan, which was only a few miles away but seemed so much shorter. Mountains in the distance were much a desert mirage. The cave kept them dry, and had only one entrance, making it easy to defend. A handy supply of sticks and stones that could readily break bones lay piled adjacent to the spears, even deadlier in the right skillful hands. Brandishing any of these primitive weapons combined with some whooping and screaming was enough to drive off the most vicious of intruders.

Staring across at the mountain across the plain, Zondoro decided to take a relatively short trip to the other side to visit Nagante. He had not seen his rival leader for several weeks and he wished to view the precious fire again. He dreamed of it while sleeping and more often as he was awake. It had become an obsession. Taking Chaaca and Khama with him, Zondoro set forth. The brothers Gunte and Genga would have to provide for the tribe for a few days. It was only a one-day journey to Nagante’s home, and they would not stay long. 

With little more than their spears, the three men set off. They did have to detour to higher ground since it was still raining and many of the low-lying areas had transformed into lakes and streams. As they were walking in and around the hills, they came upon a raised canyon area. They hugged the rim as Zondoro cautioned those behind him to mind their footing. Some of the severe drops fell to a depth of 300 feet, far enough to break a man and the majority of his bones into little pieces given the rocky slopes. 

As the sun advanced toward the horizon, they reached Nagante’s home, a cave on the side of Ras Dashan that was much larger than Zondoro’s, four times the length, and it had two entrances or exits depending on how one viewed them. It also had a few passages in between and one of these routes led to Nagante’s precious fire. As they approached the cave, Zondoro noticed instantly that something was different. There were a lot more people as Nagante came out with another man at his side.

“Greetings Zondoro my son,” said Nagante. Zondoro was temporarily speechless. His rival was of the same age and stature, but Nagante held his head high with an unexpected arrogance as he spoke down to him. Nagante also wore a magnificent robe that had once been on the back of some large spotted animal, likely a leopard of sorts.

Zondoro recovered and said, “Greetings Nagante.”

“Please come in my children and warm yourselves, we have food and water.”

Zondoro was immediately interested at the prospect of warming himself since it would likely involve fire. Sure enough, Nagante had a small fire going inside the cave near the mouth so the smoke could flow outside. “Nagante, who are all of these strange people?”

“They are a band of hunters from the North who have joined my humble band. I lead them now as I do the others,” he boasted with puffed chest.

It was not hard for Zondoro to surmise that Nagante no longer considered them as equals, and though jealous, Zondoro was impressed with Nagante’s extension of his leadership. As the evening progressed, Zondoro learned that Nagante no longer led the hunts or even hunted at all! This was unheard of, for it was a man’s duty to hunt, but Nagante had others hunt for him. He had become a shaman, a powerful religious leader for his growing tribe. It all had to do with controlling the fire. Zondoro’s emotions turned to anger for many reasons. Nagante for one acted as his superior. Nagante was also getting soft, fat, and lazy by not taking part in the hunts. What really got Zondoro’s dander up, was when Nagante asked him to join his tribe. Nagante would naturally be the leader of all. Zondoro vowed that he would not add to his rival’s growing power.

“I am sorry Nagante, I cannot join your tribe, we are content with our present home and do not choose to leave it,” Zondoro stated firmly.

“Very well, if you do change your mind, you know where to find me,” Nagante consoled.

After spending the night, Zondoro was up early the next morning, “We must get back and hunt for our people,” he said to Nagante.

“You just got here my son, why don’t you stay another day or two?”

“We really must get back, but I would like to know...,” Zondoro hesitated.

“Yes?”

“Where or how you get your fire?” It was the question he wanted to ask last night as well as the main reason for the visit.

Nagante stiffened and seem to stretch on his tiptoes, but he was still shorter than Zondoro by several inches, “No one but I, Nagante, is allowed to see the fire. Certainly one as you could not hope to have such a thing,” he said oh-so-smugly.

Zondoro got the gist of Nagante’s rising hostility and several of Nagante’s old and new warriors had their hands on their spears. Zondoro was not exactly feeling unhostile, but raised his voice, “Farewell Nagante.”

“Safe travels,” said Nagante in a dismissive tone.

When the trio traveled far enough away from Nagante’s home, Zondoro said to the other two, “Just because he has the fire, he thinks himself a god.”

“Yes,” said Chaaca grimly, “Nagante is no longer himself.”

As mid-day approached, the men stopped for another rest after a steep climb. They followed trails previously made by animals like wild goats. It finally stopped raining for the first time in a week, and the sun appeared from behind the clouds. They continued onward when Khama spotted a small sparkling glimmer of golden light about 18 feet to the right of the trail. Unless there was a little gold dust in the bottom of a shallow stream, shiny metals in raw form were virtually unheard of.

“Hold on!” Shouted Khama who had been bringing up the rear. The other two had gotten a bit ahead of him but returned to the sound of his voice.

“What is it?” Questioned Zondoro.

“Look, over there,” Khama pointed in the direction of the light. It was easy to see the glittering sparkle of light as the sun played upon it and the three strode off to investigate it with Zondoro in the lead. Shifting sands and rains managed to expose it at exactly the time of their passage. A golden or more bronze-colored tip protruded from something buried within the depths of the wet sandy soil. Zondoro bent downward, tentatively touched in, and then tried to pull it up, but he could only grip it with his thumb and forefinger. It was thoroughly stuck and all three jumped in with able fingers to loosen the muddy soil about it. Eventually, what seemed like ages but was only a few long minutes, a good 80% of the lamp was exposed. The three stared at it in fascination and awe, afraid to touch it as the two shorter and younger men looked to Zondoro for guidance.

“What is it?” asked Khama.

“I don’t know,” replied Zondoro. The three Old Stone Age inhabitants had no idea what metal was since it had rarely been seen other than as dust or veins in rock. This was the first any of them saw it separated or melted. They examined it closely but could not figure it out. Zondoro was brave enough to pick it up. It seemed heavy for its size but a lot of that was due to the build-up of mud and dirt that covered most of its surface. There was just enough shine to confuse them as to its origin and general make-up. Something so refined would have been a surprise in the Bronze Age, but more of a miracle in the Stone. Great magic was at hand that could only be the work of the gods.

“Let’s take it home and examine it there,” said Zondoro. He handed the other two his spears, grasped the handle of the lamp with one hand, and placed the other on the bottom. Zondoro then continued onward with two hands on his new possession and resumed the expedition home. When they arrived at the familiar site of their cave, the rains had started again. The other members of the tribe came out to meet them.

“Look what we have found!” Khama said pointing to the grimy possession in Zondoro’s hands. The other members stared in confused fascination except for the four small children who seemed to take no interest whatsoever.

“What is it?” was the common question of all.

“We don’t know,” said Zondoro. A few touched it, but after the initial interest of the lamp wore off, Zondoro took it deeper into the cave to his sleeping area. He stared at it admiringly and began to brush some of the dirt off it with a blanket hide. A peculiar thing happened. A slow swishing sound filled the air as a funnel-shaped cloud morphed before his very eyes. It was broad-shouldered above as a slant-eyed face materialized before him and spoke, “What is it that you wish?”

Zondoro immediately fell on his knees. If this was not a god, then what was? The god was speaking to him in some odd language and Zondoro slowly lifted his head to sneak a peek at the god. Zondoro spoke, “I do not understand my lord.”

The Djinni cocked its head at the voice inflection, it was odd and clicky, but somehow familiar from long ago, a Stone Age African dialect combined with body motion and gesturing. “I am ready to obey you as your slave, what is your wish?” The Djinni was able to adapt and spoke in words that Zondoro could understand.

Zondoro was speechless trying to sort out his thoughts. He slowly sat up and pondered as to how a god could act this way as my slave when it should be the other way around? He sat mute, daring another look at the portly figure hovering menacingly above him. After a few minutes, the Djinni gave up and returned to the inner sanctuary of the lamp. Zondoro finally realized what the thing was trying to do for him, but it was too late. Maybe it is how Nagante got the fire, the gods were here to help, one need only ask. Zondoro hastily rubbed the lamp more vigorously this time and the Djinni appeared as before.

“I can only appear three times to the same person. Do you have a second wish master?”

Money or great wealth or vast material goods were not part of man’s greedy culture just yet, but Zondoro knew what he wanted, and that was fire. He swiftly had to think of how he wanted it as time was running out. The Djinni could only appear for a precious few minutes.

“I would like a stick glowing with fire at one end about this long,” Zondoro raised his hand level with his own significant height. To Zondoro’s astonishment, the stick appeared immediately from a tiny flame the size of an ordinary match. Zondoro held the stick staring at it as the Djinni hissed back into its home. A stiff breeze that wound through the cave struck Zondoro in the face, but the miniscule flame at the end of the stick did not survive it. One thing the Djinni required was specific details. Without them, the Djinni simply filled them in itself and the result was usually not to the benefit of the wisher. 

What Zondoro had really desired was a long-lasting torch he could use repeatedly, like Nagante was able to do. The last remnant of the smoke coming from the end of the stick was enough indication that he had not quite gotten what he had wanted. Now he was down to his final wish. This one would require careful thought. Putting the lamp aside, Zondoro walked out of the cave to get a little fresh air and think things over.

Later that night while the rest of the tribe was asleep, Zondoro lay awake pondering what he would ask for. “Nagante has it and I do not,” he thought. At last, after deep thought in his little brain, he knew what he would do, “I’ll ask for a fire so great and show it in front of Nagante’s eyes that he, and all those that follow him will now have to follow me.” With that, Zondoro fell asleep.

The next day, Zondoro sent the brothers Gunte and Genga to bring Nagante and his tribe to them for a great occasion. The brothers were in the dark, as was everyone else, as to what Zondoro was planning, but he told the brothers enough to convince Nagante to come see this newfound magical object of Zondoro’s. Zondoro hid the lamp in a corner of the cave, half burying it in the dirt while covering the top portion with a small pile of stones. 

“When you look into an abyss, the abyss also looks into you.” - Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche 
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