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Preface:

If you have read “The Pearl,” then thank you and welcome back!

This book is the story of Simon Caldwell’s journey and how he became the possessor of the Pearl in the first book. And in that respect, it is the prequel to that story.

If you want to read this book without first reading The Pearl, I believe that it is possible. But there will be some confusing omissions, such as who Winston Churchill really is, what his strange but dull key fob actually does, and what happens to Miranda Fleishman in the end.

If you can live with those omissions, then crack on, and I will see you in the preface of the next book, “The Fleishmans.” Which, as you may have guessed, is about Richard and Miranda Fleishman and what turned them into the people they eventually became. 

THE KEEPER
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CHAPTER ONE
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12th August 2017

Simon Caldwell was in the study of his penthouse apartment in the Dakota building on the edge of Central Park. He had been staring intently at his computer screen for at least an hour, as if trying to control it with just the power of thought.

The numbers in front of him were astronomical. It currently stood at four billion dollars, and that was just the building costs and infrastructure needed for the acquisition of the specimens, let alone finding a suitably remote and available island to buy and build on. 

It had now been more than a year since the tragic incident had swept through his life like a tornado, snatching away everything he held dear. And although the chaos it had left in its wake was now gone, it still cast a long dark shadow over him, like a veil he struggled to see through.

It had totally contaminated his world, making it feel dull and uninteresting, muting all the colours he once enjoyed, and the memory of it haunted his every waking moment. 

An event so utterly devastating it had driven him to this immoral, illegal and probably fruitless endeavour.

Frustratingly though, he was making little progress in exacting his retribution on those he felt were responsible.

Right now, the only good thing in his life was his New York realty business. It was thriving. So much so that he’d employed a staff of people to run it, allowing him to focus all his efforts on the task at hand.

But no matter how he calculated it, the money still appeared to be out of reach. The four billion dollars was just for the set-up and didn’t include any of the day-to-day running costs, which would be borne entirely by him as there would be no paying visitors. 

The logistics of populating his zoo to end all zoos was also giving him a headache. In fact, this element of the operation is where the bulk of the costs lay. How would he capture the specimens and transport them while keeping the whole endeavour completely secret, as this particular zoo would be populated entirely with human exhibits. But not just any randomly chosen humans, every one of them would be in the employ of a zoo somewhere in the world. 

However, Simon’s day, in fact, his entire life, was about to take a very unforeseen and sudden change of direction. The sort of change that could give a person whiplash. But, for Simon, this was the opportunity he had been waiting for, an opportunity that would give him access to more wealth than he could ever have dreamt of.

As he contemplated the figures, he suddenly became aware of someone standing next to him. He too was staring thoughtfully at the numbers on the computer screen. 

Simon leapt from his seat and stumbled backwards, away from the stranger.

‘Jesus, who the Hell are you? How did you get up here?’ 

The young man looked no more than twenty-five years old and could have just stepped from the pages of a Brooks Brothers catalogue. Tall and slim, with a flawless complexion, he had a warm and welcoming smile, dazzling blue eyes, thick jet-black hair in a side parting, and was dressed in a perfectly fitted charcoal-grey business suit. 

‘Names are not important, Simon, but I suppose you can call me Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two if you need to.’

‘What?’ Simon blurted out, his mind reeling from the stranger’s sudden appearance from seemingly nowhere.

The stranger just ignored Simon’s question about how he had gained access to a totally secure apartment and continued.

‘We have been observing you and have a proposition which may benefit you and your entire planet.’

‘Are you drunk?’ asked Simon.

Although his first reaction was one of fear and panic, oddly these feelings had begun to drift away, and he suddenly didn’t feel threatened or in any danger from this extremely well-dressed and well-mannered stranger, who had a calm and almost mesmeric air about him.

Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two, in a direct answer to Simon’s thoughts, said, ‘That’s right, Simon, I mean you no harm,’ and added, ‘inebriation, though, is a fascinating state.’

The stranger spoke eloquently and without any trace of an accent.

‘We would like to enlist you to carry out a social experiment for us. One that we believe will bring an end to all your species’ conflicts and allow you to embark on a new era of peaceful existence. Just give me a moment of your time and I will explain.’ 

Simon sat down in one of the leather armchairs, but the stranger remained standing, looking on with what seemed like envy at Simon’s ability to sit.

Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two then told Simon who he was and why he was there.

‘Although I may look like you, I am not a member of your species. I’m from another part of this universe, a place which as of yet is undiscovered by your science. We have amassed a vast knowledge of the universe – your species in particular – and we are troubled by your civilisation’s journey so far.’

‘Around ninety million years ago, we were not that much different from you. Our world, like yours, was in chaos. Our planet was overpopulated and split into factions not unlike your nations, which led inevitably to distrust and paranoia, and a conflict which nearly destroyed us. We believe you will be at that crossroads soon, although at this moment, you are either unwilling or unable to see it. Unfortunately, this is what may eventually destroy you.’

‘You only have to look at your history to find the evidence of it. In the past three-and-a-half-thousand years alone, there have been only two hundred and seventy-two years without a war being waged somewhere on your planet, and very few of those years were consecutive.’

‘Your species seems to find conflict in almost everything, lurching endlessly from war to war.’

‘Like most species in the universe you are driven mainly by a basic need to survive, but you also suffer from a defect which was nurtured in you from birth, one of paranoia and fear of the unknown, which is further enflamed by your own media outlets, who twist and distort nearly every story to portray an adverse narrative. This in turn feeds your paranoia until it makes you view the world in a pessimistic light.’

‘Whether that be simply what your friends, colleagues and superiors may think of you, or a national obsession of other countries wanting to invade you.’

‘Some of these fears are well founded, but for the most part are fanciful, inaccurate and only serve to promote anxiety on a global scale.’

‘These fears are reinforced by the secrets you keep. Each of your nations striving to uncover one another’s, as you believe that knowledge is power. And knowledge is power, Simon. Not secrets, but enlightenment and technological advancement – that is true power. What do you suppose your world would be like if there were no secrets?’

Simon was taken aback by this frank appraisal of the human condition by his friendly home invader. But the point he was making wasn’t lost on him. The world did at times, seem chaotic and violent. But surely that was just the course of natural evolution. A calming period on the way to peaceful co-existence. A bit like a piano chord struck too hard. At first it seems harsh and chaotic, but over time it begins to mellow as the notes vibrate in harmony, becoming more beautiful with every passing second. But for the moment, he put this thought aside and managed to ask the first of a string of idiotic, but essential, questions. 

‘Why did you say I could call you Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two?’

‘Because on your scale, that would be my IQ.’

‘How did you get in?’

‘I used the door.’

‘Which door?’

‘The kitchen door.’

‘How did you get into the kitchen?’

‘I was never in the kitchen.’

Simon rubbed his forehead and brushed the blonde hair from his eyes.

Seeing Simon’s puzzlement, Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two clarified his answers. 

‘Well, I replaced the kitchen door with a portal from my planet. Come and see.’

With that, the stranger walked out of the study and through the dining room towards the kitchen. Simon got up and followed him. He saw the stranger enter the kitchen, but when he got there, the room was empty. ‘That’s it,’ said Simon to himself. ‘I’ve finally flipped, I’m having a nervous breakdown.’ He then heard the stranger’s voice again. 

‘Come, follow me through. I promise you will come to no harm.’

Simon was confused by the assertion, as he couldn’t see what harm could possibly befall him by stepping into his own kitchen, so he just shrugged and walked through the door.

As soon as he stepped across the threshold, the large modern kitchen, with its shiny marble surfaces and decorative copper pans which hung above the central island, just disappeared and he was instantly hit by a pressure change in his ears, like he was ascending quickly in an elevator. This lasted all of five seconds as the room he had walked into sensed his presence and automatically adjusted itself to accommodate his physiology.

His vision too seemed to have become crystal clear, like the first time he put on prescription glasses and everything became sharp, like someone had cleaned all the windows.

The room he found himself in was a large empty space, maybe twenty feet square and twenty feet high, like a large box. The walls and ceiling were a pale-blue colour, and it was brightly lit, but there didn’t appear to be any light source. The wall opposite him was just an enormous window, wall to wall, floor to ceiling. It overlooked a stunning but alien landscape. The stranger stood in front of it, facing him.

‘Welcome to my home world,’ he said.

Simon looked around the room, then turned and looked through the doorway he had just come through and saw his dining room. He walked back through the door and was in his apartment. He turned and looked into the kitchen, which once again was just a kitchen. For a second time, he attempted to walk into it, but found himself back in the empty room with the large picture window.

He crossed to the window and studied the view. It was like the room was halfway up a mountain looking down on a city, which covered the floor of what must have been at some point in the long distant past an impact crater. It was enormous, maybe a hundred miles across and at least two miles deep, but after the passage of time now green and lush. Behind the rim of the crater were three large planets and a blanket of stars so strange it made Simon wonder where this place could be.

The city spread out in front of him as far as he could see. The predominant colour of it was sapphire blue with occasional splashes of yellows and purples.

The structures themselves seemed to defy any kind of building convention and, indeed, laws of physics. One was shaped like a huge italic letter ‘V’ with rooftop pagodas. Another seemed to start from the ground at a forty-five-degree angle, rising for about five hundred feet, before travelling straight upward for another two-hundred feet or so. 

The city was packed with similar buildings, all gleaming and sparkling like an architect’s vision of the far distant future.

But of all the fabulous structures, the most striking was the one that dominated the centre of the city, which for all intents and purposes, was an upside-down glass pyramid, stretching at least a thousand feet into the air. It had some sort of park area on its roof, and a central lake with fountains that danced and played like a Las Vegas show. To top this off, as if all that wasn’t enough, it was slowly rotating.

The view was absolutely stunning, with such a vivid contrast that it was like he had been living his life in black and white and had just been shown colour for the very first time.

Simon was convinced this was some sort of hallucination, but was intrigued to see how far down the rabbit hole it went.

‘Okay, I’ll bite. Why are you showing me all this?’

Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two said, ‘We have a device that allows you to look into the past, to as recently as twenty-eight days ago, and witness any event from any vantage point, no matter how well hidden. To discover any secret, even those that were made behind closed doors under the highest security.’

‘How?’ asked Simon.

‘Because we recorded it. We have recorded your entire history for the past fifteen-thousand years.’

‘Wow, really? How have you done that?’

‘Well, as you can see, our technology is far more advanced than yours,’ he gestured to the portal that had transported them across the universe in a single step. 

‘Yeah, but how?’

Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two looked at him for a long moment and replied, ‘You wouldn’t understand the technology, as it is likely that you are unaware how most of the devices on your own planet work. For instance, did you know that your government has a device that can listen to your conversations no matter where you are, whether you are in any apartment or office, or a hotel room, without the need to bug the room. It works simply by shining an invisible light on the window of the room you are in.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, really. Well, we use a similar technique, but from twenty-five thousand light years away.’

Physics was never Simon’s strong suit, so twenty-five thousand light years meant absolutely nothing to him. In fact, a light year to him was one in which he had made less than a million dollars.

Simon was becoming more astonished at the complexity and detail of this hallucination, and thought to himself, ‘Maybe I’m just asleep and dreaming this, because the reality of being unable to finance my initiative is too much to bear.’

‘This is neither a delusion nor a dream,’ said Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two. ‘But I can see how you would come to that conclusion. The human brain is not sufficiently developed to embrace the reality of coming face to face with an alien species. But this will soon pass as you absorb its undeniable truth. We can, however, help you with your initiative and in return you can help us with ours.’
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CHAPTER TWO
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Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two produced a small glass ball about the size of an orange. ‘With this device we can search your history for anything we choose.’

Simon, intrigued by this assertion, asked what it was.

‘We call this a Pearl, and its operation is very simple. First, you decide on the thing you want to view, whether it be an object, person or specific time and place. Then, look into the Pearl and you will see a blue light. When you do, close your eyes and think of the thing you have chosen to view. When you open your eyes, the item or time will be visible in the Pearl. You can enlarge the Pearl to any size to observe it better. So, what would you like to see?’ Simon’s mind went instantly and completely blank.

‘Oh, erm, I can’t think.’

‘I know, I am sure it is quite daunting for someone to say they can show you anything you want to see from your history. I will choose for you and once you get the idea, you can have a go.’

Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two looked into the Pearl. Simon could see a blue light reflected in his eyes. He closed them and the blue light was replaced by flickering patterns illuminating his face. He then did something that astonished Simon. He stretched the seemingly solid glass ball into a larger oval lens.

‘Come and look,’ he said, turning the Pearl towards Simon.

Simon walked over and peered into the screen, which had become more like a flat-screen TV. The view looked across a room containing two men. It looked like they were in some sort of laboratory with computer equipment all around them. Behind them was the Chinese flag and a picture of the Chinese president. They were in deep conversation.

The guy on the left said, ‘The orders from the minister for disinformation are clear. He wants us to influence the next American election, to destabilise the country and divide their nation, but we are to make it look like this was done by the Russians. You get the troll farm to develop the Facebook ads, YouTube clips and Google search terms. Start with a million impressions. I will get my operatives already embedded in Russia to start creating the fake accounts and payment trails.’  

His colleague said, ‘Are we to make the trail go all the way to Putin?’

‘No, we are to keep it vague, but open to interpretation by the western media, as once they get hold of the story, they will do most of our work for us.’

‘How long do we have?’

‘Two years.’

Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two said, ‘This event was recorded in 2014.’

‘My god, so our election was essentially rigged. Wait a minute though, how come they’re both speaking English?’ he said suspiciously.

‘Well, because you don’t speak Chinese. So the Pearl automatically translates the language.’

With a note of sarcasm in his voice, Simon said, ‘Of course it would. What was I thinking?’

After this demonstration, Simon’s mind had eventually thought of something he would like to see.

A couple of weeks ago, he had watched a documentary on the possible whereabouts of King Solomon’s menorah, which had been missing since the year 455. It was the usual kind of inconclusive nonsense, all hype: “We’ve found a map! A tunnel! A secret passage! An anomalous void behind a wall!” Followed by: “Have the team actually discovered the final resting place of the menorah? Join us after the break for the exciting conclusion to the quest.” With the usual final sentence that accompanied the end of all such documentaries: “Maybe we will never find the elusive artefact, but the team will continue their search.”

Simon liked the history of lost things and the idea of finding forgotten treasures.

‘Okay, I’ve thought of something,’ said Simon.

With that Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two handed the Pearl to him. ‘Here, you try it for yourself.’ 

Simon was expecting it to be heavy, but found it surprisingly light. Remembering the instructions, he looked into the Pearl and saw the pale blue light. 

He closed his eyes and said aloud, ‘Show me the final resting place of King Solomon’s menorah.’ 

When he opened his eyes, the Pearl just looked like a dark grey ball. He turned to Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two and said, ‘I don’t understand. I think it’s broken.’

‘No, it is just showing you what you asked to see, its final resting place.’

‘So why I can’t see it?’

‘That’s because where it is, there is no natural light. Open the view up.’

‘How do I do that?’

‘Just put your other hand on the Pearl and slowly move them apart.’

Simon did as instructed, and the Pearl got bigger and thinner until he was holding a beach-ball-sized screen about a quarter of an inch thick. But the scene was now just a big dark grey blur and no clearer.

‘Now pinch the view and it will zoom outwards – like you would on one of your smart devices – and it will reveal its location.’

Simon once again followed these instructions, and the scene started to pan out away from the greyness. For a moment everything went completely black as they passed through the stone wall of the chamber, but a yellow light was still visible, representing the relative position of the menorah.

They were then in what appeared to be a large sewer. The lighting there wasn’t much better, just some dim shafts from road drains some ninety feet above. Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two told Simon to twist the Pearl forwards. As he did, they seemed to move diagonally upwards through the roof of the sewer. Suddenly, after about a hundred feet or so, they were in bright sunlight.

‘Oh, that is interesting,’ said Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two. ‘Do you recognise this place?’

At first Simon didn’t. To him it just looked like a rundown temple, like hundreds of others, but suddenly remembering the documentary he realised where they were. ‘Is this the Temple of Peace?’

‘Yes, it is.’

‘But, if I remember correctly, that was its last known sighting fifteen hundred years ago. How have they never found it?’

‘Well, to understand that you would need to go back to the time it was last seen.’ Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two then said out loud, mainly for Simon’s benefit, ‘Show me the hiding of the Menorah.’

With that, the Pearl showed a completely different view of the temple. 

He then told Simon to throw his arms apart. He didn’t see what this would achieve, as the current size of the screen was perfectly adequate. But what would happen next would give him quite a shock. He threw his arms apart like he was opening a pair of curtains. As he did, the Pearl expanded to fill the entire room and they were now for all intents and purposes, stood in the middle of the Temple of Peace in the year 455. 

Simon was suddenly hit by the heat of the day and heard the sounds of hustle and bustle filtering in from the streets outside; he could even smell the fresh smoky pine scent of the cypress trees out in the courtyard. He was astonished at the completeness of this recording and would have sworn blind that he was actually there.

‘Wow!’ was all he could manage to say as his eyes adjusted to the bright midday sun.

It was no longer the ruin they were just viewing. In fact, it looked almost new, although in the year 455 it was already nearly two hundred and fifty years old.

They were in the apse, a semi-circular domed recess that opened out into a large portico, which in turn gave way to reveal an outer grassy area flanked by huge columns and cypress trees. 

A priest could be seen receiving the news that the Vandals were only days away from the city walls. He busied himself wrapping the menorah in a linen cloth and, with the help of another priest, packed it into an oblong box along with other relics. The box was about four feet long and two feet square, with rope handles at either end. The two priests sealed the box with a tar-like substance to afford the contents some protection for its storage.

Two slaves were summoned, and the four men set off, the head priest leading the way with an oil lamp, the second priest bringing up the rear with another lamp. 

Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two tapped the box with the menorah in it, and the Pearl followed its progress. After many winding corridors and stone steps, they arrived in a large chamber in the lowest depths of the temple. At the far end of this chamber, a stone floor slab had been lifted, revealing a hole that led down into a disused sewer. This had once connected to the Cloaca Maxima main sewer, which led to the Tiber River. This section of the sewer was cut off during the rebuilding of the temple, after it had been destroyed by fire some two hundred and fifty years earlier. 

Around a hundred yards down the gentle slope of the sewer was an opening in the wall large enough for a man to pass through.

The four stopped outside and one of the slaves went through the gap, while the second slave pushed the box through into the small dry chamber, which was already stacked with three other boxes containing more treasures. Once the box with the menorah was safely stowed, the two slaves retreated and began to conceal the entrance. 

By the time they were finished, the entrance to the chamber was invisible in the poor light afforded by the oil lamps. The only indicator of its location was a small ‘X’ carved into the lowermost block to the left.

Once back in the large chamber the two slaves replaced the floor slabs and dirt was swept across the floor to conceal this entrance too.

Moments later, the four men were back in the main body of the temple and the priests offered the two slaves some refreshments in an antechamber, as a sign of gratitude for their help. 

In the antechamber was a table laden with food and jugs of wine. As the slaves drank and ate, without warning or a moment’s hesitation, the priests pulled long knives from beneath their robes and executed the two slaves to further conceal the secret.

This action was so sudden and unbelievably violent that it made Simon gasp in horror as his stomach churned. It was unlike any carefully choreographed movie sequence he’d ever seen. Frenzied, chaotic and messy, the slaves struggled to cling to life, but the blades were too sharp and the actions too swift and unexpected for them to survive. The screams of the victims piercing Simon’s ears like a needle.

Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two took the Pearl from Simon’s shaking hands and closed the scene by simply bringing his own hands together, and they were suddenly back in the blue room on his home planet.

After taking a moment to collect himself, and in an effort to distract his thoughts from the horrific scene he had just witnessed, he asked falteringly, ‘So, it’s still there after fifteen hundred years?’

‘Yes, it would appear so.’

Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two didn’t need to read Simon’s thoughts, as his expression said it all. ‘I can help you retrieve these lost artefacts if you wish. Then you will have some tangible evidence that the experience you are having now is real and not just a figment of your imagination.’

‘Yes,’ Simon immediately snapped back, possibly a little too keenly, ‘that’s a perfect idea. How do we do that?’

‘Well, that is easy and at the same time also difficult.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Simon.

‘Well, easy, as we have no difficulty in getting there, but difficult in that I will not be able to assist you in the retrieval of the objects.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I am incorporeal.’

Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two may as well have just told Simon that he was a vegetarian as far as he was concerned, as he wasn’t sure what ‘incorporeal’ meant. He just looked at him, expecting a further explanation. Eventually Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two explained, ‘You know, non-corporeal, no physical body, as in I cannot interact with objects on your planet.’

‘Really?’ said Simon with genuine concern in his voice, as if it were some kind of disability.

‘Yes, this body, believe it or not, is a kind of space suit and was deliberately designed to prevent any form of interaction, as we are only meant to be observers.’

‘Okay, that makes sense. It’s like a prime directive,’ said Simon. ‘So, what’s the best way to go about this?’

‘Well, to be honest, this is my first time breaking what you called the “prime directive”, which we refer to as, “zero impact”, because just revealing myself to you has already broken that rule. But I suppose the best thing to do would be to conduct the entire operation from your apartment, as that is where we want the artefacts to end up.’

Simon agreed that this was a good idea and marched towards the door.

‘Not just yet,’ said Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two, which stopped Simon in his tracks. ‘I need to get something and make some recalibrations before we leave.’ He then busied himself with a console that had suddenly appeared from one of the walls.

Thinking that this was going to take some time, Simon once again studied the view from the window. This time, he noticed there seemed to be a lot of fog in the city. There were lots of blue trails, like wisps of smoke drifting down the streets. ‘Your home world is a bit foggy, if you don’t mind me saying.’ 

‘Foggy?’ said Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two. ‘Oh, that’s not fog. They are members of my species.’

‘Really?’ said Simon as he stared at the bizarre sight.

He was so intrigued by the scene he could hardly drag himself away from the window. 

Finally, Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two said, ‘There, all done,’ and with that, he put the Pearl into a round case.

‘What’s that?’ asked Simon.

‘This is the Pearl’s transit case.’

‘Huh, must be quite fragile,’ Simon thought.

‘Shall we?’ said Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two, gesturing to the door of Simon’s apartment. 

Simon nodded and followed him out. They both stepped back into Simon’s dining room and then out into the short corridor that led to the lounge.

The lounge was twenty feet square, with comfortable leather sofas, arty prints on the walls, and a spectacular view over Central Park. Simon moved a large coffee table aside, which left plenty of space in the centre of the room.

‘Okay, all we need to do now is create a portal between here and the artefact’s location,’ said Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two. With that, he pushed some buttons on a handheld device, which looked much like a fancy TV remote control with a small screen on it.

Suddenly, a large black opening appeared in the centre of the room. The surrounding edges of it were solid rock, but in the centre was the opening they had seen when the slaves were loading the box into the chamber.

‘There, that’s it. Do you have some kind of lighting device?’

‘What do you mean, like a torch?’ asked Simon

‘Yes, a torch.’

Simon disappeared and after a moment, emerged with a torch and pointed it into the black door-shaped hole in his living room. In the beam of light, he could see the oblong box with a rope handle facing towards him.

He tentatively stepped into the darkness and was instantly hit by the coolness of the chamber, which made him shiver. The entrance was narrow – just wide enough to pass the wooden boxes through. Inside, though, the chamber itself was about five feet high and six feet square, hewn from the solid rock foundations of the temple. The rock had kept the chamber perfectly dry and the air smelled of cold stone, mixed with a slight hint of old tar. He grabbed the rope handle and began to pull it towards him.

At first it wouldn’t move an inch, but then gave way to his persistence. Before long, it had clunked heavily on to his expensive polished wood floor, gouging a couple of deep marks into it.

Eventually and after much exertion, all four boxes were safely stacked in his lounge and Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two closed the portal.

‘Wow,’ exclaimed Simon, ‘I didn’t realise hallucinations could be so strenuous.’

Simon realised he would need tools to open the boxes that now adorned his living room, so went in search of them. He returned with a hammer and broad chisel that had been left behind by a builder during renovation works undertaken a number of years previously.

He set to work on the box he had watched the priests hide. He worked with the delicacy of an archaeologist, teasing and prying until the lid was free.

Inside, perfectly preserved by the careful packing by the murderous priests, were four objects, all neatly wrapped in linen, which looked as fresh as the day the lid was sealed.

The menorah was obvious because of its shape, and he picked this up first. It was a lot heavier than he expected. He unwound the wrapping and was confronted with a thing of great beauty. Made of solid gold, it was intricately carved in exquisite detail and still gleamed as if it were new in the harsh glare of his apartment’s modern lighting. Something about it instantly made him want to know its entire history, the latter part of which he now knew only too well. But that was for another day. 

For a long moment, Simon just stood and stared at the treasures in front of him, not wanting to ask the obvious question, which he had so far avoided. But he realised the only way he could progress with his own project would be with the help of Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two, so he reluctantly asked, ‘So what is it you want from me?’

Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two paused for a moment then smiled and said, ‘We believe that if there were no secrets in your world, the playing field would be level, and in turn would foster greater cooperation and unity, in the long-term leading to a peaceful coexistence. We want you to use the Pearl to uncover and then reveal the secrets of all the different governments of your world for everyone to see.’

Simon was sceptical about this being possible and thought it would most likely be disastrous, but that was a secondary consideration as he was blinded by the power this ‘Pearl’ contained. With it, he realised he could fund his venture a hundred times over.

He thought for a moment then said as casually as he could, ‘Sure, I can do that.’

As he was saying the words, he was hit with sudden and undeniable fatigue. So much so that all he could think of was sleep.

Under normal circumstances, these events would have left him unable to sleep for days due to the adrenaline rush of such an experience. But these were not normal circumstances, and Twenty-Seven Fifty-Two was using his telepathic abilities to relax Simon’s mind to such an extent that his need to sleep was all-consuming.

This effect was so powerful Simon could now hardly keep his eyes open, and he said drowsily. ‘I’m very sorry, but I think I need to get some sleep.’

With that, he left the living room, still clutching the menorah. As he passed the credenza in the hallway, he put it down, as it was getting too heavy to carry. He reached his bed almost in a trance and was only able to take his shoes off before he climbed under the covers and fell into a deeply, peaceful sleep.
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To know Simon better, we must first look at the events that led up to this point in his life. To understand and maybe even be a little sympathetic towards him and how he could possibly get to a place in his life where he was so utterly consumed by an obsession, that he would even contemplate creating a zoo for zookeepers. An obsession so blinding that he would agree to an alliance with an alien species and carry out an experiment for them that could possibly bring about the complete collapse of the world’s fragile infrastructure. An outcome that any rational person would see as inevitable. To do that, we must go right back to the beginning. To the very day that sealed the fate of the zookeepers on whom Simon would enact his revenge, and witness the highs and lows of his life as it unfolded traumatically before him...

3rd July 1981

The door to the Brooklyn apartment burst open and a small boy ran in screaming, tears were streaming down his small fear-contorted face, and he ran straight into his mother’s arms, half screaming and half crying, ‘Mommy, mommy, - mommy, mommy.’ 

‘Oh dear, what’s to do, what’s to do,’ his mother said gently to him as she lifted him off the ground and cradled him in her arms. ‘Hush, hush, now,’ she said softly as she bounced him on her hip. ‘It’s alright, you’re home now. What’s to do, oh what’s to do, my little angel.’ But he was inconsolable and clung to her desperately, as if he had seen the devil himself.

She noticed that he was as pale as a ghost and was shaking in a cold sweat, and as she stroked his blonde hair, she realised in horror that it was coming away in her hand. He suddenly stopped crying and shivering and fell into a dead faint.

At that moment his schoolteacher Miss Cornwall appeared at the door, gasping for breath.

A tall, thin woman in her early forties, she had pointed features but warm blue eyes and brown hair that was neatly tied in a bun at the back of her head, now with wayward strands dangling free following her pursuit of the boy. Her ashen face was flecked with beads of sweat as she began to tell Emily Kirkman, the boy’s mother, the reason for his current state of agitation.

‘Oh, it’s dreadful, too dreadful to tell,’ she began. ‘We were at the zoo on today’s biology trip and ... and ...’ she stuttered and started to weep. ‘Oh, dear, it is a tragedy,’ she said through her tears. ‘Jimmy Threlfall was attacked in the reptile house by a snake, a boa constrictor that had somehow managed to get out. The first we knew of it was Sonny screaming. We turned to see Jimmy’s little body encircled in the coils of the snake. The keeper managed to cut off its head with a fire axe, but it was too late and poor Jimmy ...’ She broke down in floods of tears, ‘Oh Jimmy, poor little Jimmy.’ 

Emily snapped at her, ‘Pull yourself together, woman. What of my son?’ 

Emily noticed that Sonny had gone completely limp in her arms, and she rushed him into the bedroom and placed him gently on the bed. She turned to his brother who had been standing silently by the kitchen table, a look of disbelief on his face, and she said calmly but urgently, ‘Simon, go fetch the doctor as quick as you can.’ 

The young lad tore from the room as fast as his legs would carry him.

Miss Cornwall, although still tearful, had composed herself enough to continue. ‘Jimmy’s little body was too fragile to withstand the grip of the snake and by the time the keeper had released him, he was — he was dead, she said through more stifled sobs. She continued weakly. ‘Sonny was standing right next to him when it happened, and he saw every ghastly moment of it. The horrible sounds of his gasping breaths, then cracking bones, and the look on Jimmy’s face as it started to turn blue. Sonny just stood there and watched as if transfixed.’

Recounting all of this was too much for Miss Cornwall and she fainted dead away, falling in a heap at the foot of the bed.

A few minutes later, Simon returned with the doctor, Stephen Caldwell. A tall, slim man, he was typical of his profession, confident, capable and unhurried.

He went straight into the bedroom and over to the fainted woman, thinking it was she that needed his aid. ‘What’s happened to her, Emily?’ he said urgently. 

But Emily said respectfully, ‘No, no doctor, not her, she’s only fainted. It’s Sonny.’

He checked the woman’s pulse and confirmed she was in no danger, then joined Emily at the bedside and began his examination of the little boy. ‘Tell me everything you know,’ he said very calmly in that measured way that all doctors seemed to possess.

So Emily recounted the story as relayed to her by the collapsed teacher.

When he had finished his examination, his first words were, ‘Poor little tyke.’ He then turned to Emily, whose face had an almost frozen look to it. Her brows furrowed and her eyes expectantly fixed on the doctor’s face, hoping for good news.

‘It’s severe shock,’ he said in a very earnest manner. ‘Young minds are so fragile and to witness such an event at only eight years old was a severe blow to it. It will be a waiting game for the next few hours until he comes around.’

Seeing her anxiousness, he changed his tone and the subject, asking softly. ‘Would it be possible, could you make me a cup of tea? It’s been a hellish day, and I haven’t even stopped for lunch. I’ll stay until he comes to.’ 

Emily agreed without hesitation.

‘While you’re doing that, I’ll see to Miss Cornwall. She’s a proper fainter. I’m surprised she made it all the way here before she toppled over,’ he said in a light breezy way intended to distract Emily.

She managed half a smile at this, as the doctor had a very soothing bedside manner, made even easier by his looks. He was thirty-six years old, with unruly brown hair and serious slate grey eyes, but a warm comforting smile, and every unmarried woman in the neighbourhood had the eye for him. 

Emily, with a look over her shoulder at her sleeping boy, went back into the kitchen to put on the kettle.

As she left the room the doctor said. ‘Better make Miss Cornwall one as well. I dare say she’ll need it when she comes to.’ 

Simon was standing by the door to the apartment, his mouth half open at the events that were unfolding. ‘What’s up with Sonny, Mom?’ he asked, his voice trembling with fear for his little brother.

Emily turned and said in a detached and almost unfeeling way, which was just her way of protecting the boy, ‘He’ll be fine, he’s just had a bit of a shock, that’s all.’ 

She gave him a dollar and said, ‘Now just pop down to Jacobson’s Deli and get half a loaf and some ham so I can make the doctor something to eat with his tea.’

The boy took the money and ran out of the door into the hallway, then jumping two and three stairs at a time, he made his way down from the third-floor apartment, his heart pounding with fear thinking that his little brother could be gone before he returned.

The apartment was in a shabby tenement block in the heart of Brooklyn and was the type of building that typically had the fire escapes attached precariously to the front of the block, which made it look somehow disfigured. But Simon loved it, and he and Sonny spent many hours just sitting on the landing of their fire escape watching the comings and goings in the street below. Sometimes in the hot summers, they were even allowed to sleep out there.

He ran out into the street, making a beeline for the deli only a hundred yards away.

The streets were the typical Brooklyn streets of 1981, dirty and dangerous – if you weren’t a local that was. In the summer, the streets were hot and stifling, but occasionally enterprising locals would crack open a hydrant for the neighbourhood kids to play in, which constituted a holiday for the Kirkman boys. Money was tight for Emily, now a widow since her husband and childhood sweetheart, Jack, had been killed five years earlier in the line of duty as one of the city’s firemen, and since his death Emily had poured all her energy into raising the boys. 

Simon returned from his errand in double-quick time to a typical scolding from his mother.

‘Why is it you can’t seem to do errands this quickly on any other day of the week?’ she said as she ruffled his hair.

Miss Cornwall had mostly recovered but still looked very unsteady as she sat sipping her tea at the kitchen table.

Emily made the doctor a sandwich to go with his tea. Her face was still etched with worry.

‘I’m sure he’ll be just fine, Emily,’ he said, as he put a reassuring hand on her arm. Emily didn’t reply, but instead withdrew her arm, and for good reason. Although Alison Cornwall was a very good teacher, she was an even better gossip, and it wouldn’t take much for her to start the rumour of a tryst between the doctor and the widow. As it was, she was too busy weeping into her tea to notice the look the doctor gave Emily.

‘How’s that tea doing for you Miss Cornwall?’ asked Emily in a way that indicated it was time for her to leave. ‘Once you’ve found your feet, Simon will walk you home.’

‘But, Mom, what if somebody sees me?’ protested Simon.

‘That’s quite enough noise from you, young man. Anyhow, you wouldn’t stand idly by when there was a damsel in distress, would you?’

This brought a much-needed smile to Alison’s face, who had never been referred to as a damsel before, and she added, ‘I would indeed be honoured to be escorted safely home by such a gallant gentleman.’

Ten minutes later Miss Cornwall and the reluctant Simon were out of the door and on their way to Alison’s lodgings, thankfully unseen by any of his school friends.

Emily went to the window and watched them cross the street. Her shoulders dropped and her head sank to her chest, and she began to cry gently. Stephen Caldwell crossed the room, and comforted her while she sobbed, not as a doctor, but as a friend.

Emily was an attractive woman, tall and willowy, but being widowed at the age of twenty-nine had taken its toll, and she now looked closer to forty than thirty-four. Her green eyes were full of fire, as could be her temperament, partly from her Irish roots, which were hinted at by her dark hair and the soft lilt to her Brooklyn accent.

Big-hearted, she gave far more than she ever received, a point which was not lost on Stephen Caldwell, who had almost as big a heart as Emily.

‘Oh, Stephen, he’ll be alright, won’t he?’ she said between the sobs, as she buried her head in his chest. Stephen wanted to reassure her with a lie, but he couldn’t, even though he had already said he was sure he’d be fine. That was for the benefit of Alison Cornwall’s ears. But now they were alone, it was a different matter. 

‘The honest answer, Emily, is I just don’t know. The mind is a tricky subject area in an adult, but children are a whole other ball game, and I’m no expert. Like I said, it’ll be a waiting game.’

Emily straightened up, composed herself and used her handkerchief to dab away first her own tears, then the tears she had left on Stephens lapel, saying softly, hoping for an answer that would keep him close, ‘Don’t you have more calls to do, you can’t spend the rest of the day here.’ 

Stephen looked at his watch and said, ‘Well, old Mr Strickland needs his bandages changing, and I did say I’d stop in to see how the Jackson boy is after his recent run in with the fruit and veg van.’ 

‘Some people have all the luck,’ Emily said. ‘They’ve had free fruit and veg for the past week. If it were Simon, he’d probably get run down by the garbage truck.’ Both managed half a smile.

‘I’ll call back at around seven,’ said Stephen. And with that, he left, and Emily went and washed her face in cold water before checking on her stricken little soldier.

Alison Cornwall would be right – not about Simon being a ‘gallant gentleman’, but that there was indeed something going on between the doctor and the widow.
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Simon arrived home from the torture of walking his teacher back to her apartment, fearing that at any moment a classmate would discover him. Thankfully, his secret was safe.

He found his mother sitting by his brother’s bed just staring at him, as if she was willing him to wake up.

At that moment, Emily was unaware that it would be another seven long days and even longer nights before the boy showed any signs of life.

Stephen arrived at the apartment at 7:15pm as promised, took a long look at the boy and returned to the kitchen with a grave look on his face.

‘I don’t like the look of him, Emily. If there’s no change in the morning, I suggest we take him in to St Mary’s so he can be cared for properly around the clock.’

Emily, who was stood at the stove stirring a large pot of beef stew, asked almost without emotion.

‘Am I going to lose him Stephen?’

‘Emily, it’s too difficult to predict what will happen. His brain has shut down to protect itself and what happens next is anyone’s guess, and I’m not prepared to guess.’

The following morning Sonny’s condition was unchanged, so Emily took her doctor’s advice, and he was moved to the hospital.

She was now torn between working to support her family and watch over her son. After several agonising hours, she made the difficult choice to return to
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