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        THE ISLAND OF SAN SEBASTIAN, CARIBBEAN SEA

      

      

      

      “I must tell Fardeen that his oleander tree is a sight to behold,” said the Professor, gazing adoringly at the pink flowers, admiring the bright colors and the shapes of the petals as though he could stare at them for hours. Now that his sight had returned, Max had vowed to truly cherish every single object he laid eyes on; to appreciate the wonders of the world no matter how big or small. He had vowed from now on to not only stop and smell the roses, but to treasure the sight of them as well.

      He was standing on the porch of the newly restored house, looking out over the gardens and palms and the sparkling Caribbean waters beyond. He thought he was talking to Zettie, who had been setting up for afternoon tea, placing napkins and plates on an outdoor table. But he was too busy relishing the sight of the flowers to notice that she had gone back inside the house to fetch more items for the table.

      “He really does know his gardens. Quite a beautiful skill to have. He’s quite the master of flora, don’t you think?”

      Max turned just as Zettie stepped out of the house with a pot of tea. “Are you talking to me? Or have you been chatting away to yourself again?”

      Max chuckled. “I suppose I was talking to myself. Or perhaps Fardeen’s plants. Although I’d much rather be talking to you or Fardeen. The oleander tree isn’t much of a conversationalist.”

      “Speaking of that husband of yours, I thought he would be back from Grand Cayman by now. Is he running late?”

      “To be honest, I haven’t heard from him. I’ll give him a call and see how far away he is. He’d hate to skip afternoon tea. You know how much he loves your cucumber sandwiches.”

      As Zettie returned to the kitchen, Max pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed Fardeen’s number.

      The phone rang several times before Max heard Fardeen’s message greeting. At the beep he said, “Fardeen my darling, you’re about to miss out on Zettie’s world-famous afternoon tea, which is something I dare say you’ll regret… at least until dinner is served. Call me back when you get this message.”

      Max hung up the phone.

      “Did he say where he is?” Zettie asked, when she reappeared with teacups and saucers.

      “He didn’t answer,” Max replied, a hint of concern in his voice. “He always answers. How very strange.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        GRAND CAYMAN, THE CARIBBEAN SEA

      

      

      

      Looking back, the one thing Fardeen truly regretted was stopping to smell the roses—literally.

      After picking up the botanical textbooks he’d ordered from his favorite bookstore in Grand Cayman, he hurried through the sun-drenched streets on his way back to the port, desperate not to miss out on Zettie’s cucumber sandwiches for afternoon tea. That was when he passed by a flourishing rose bush, too beautiful not to stop and inhale the intoxicating scent of its bright red petals.

      As he risked returning to the island on time for the opportunity to smell nature’s perfection, a sleek black sedan pulled up behind him. Lost in the scent of the roses, Fardeen didn’t even notice until someone behind him said, “Professor Chandra? Professor Fardeen Chandra?”

      Always one to oblige, Fardeen straightened his daffodil-print bowtie with one hand and turned with a smile. “Why yes, that’s me. I’m him. He is me. Professor Fardeen Chandra, at your service. But please, call me Fardeen. May I help you?”

      “Oh yes. You can help me all right.” The man standing before Fardeen spoke in a British accent. He was of medium height, with a pallid complexion and a bad combover. His face was thin, his cheekbones sharp and prominent, and his eyes darker than a London sky in January. Beads of sweat glistened on his scalp. He was wearing a black suit with a black tie, almost as though he was going to a funeral. The only pop of color Fardeen saw was a spindly red flower, the stem of which was threading through the man’s lapel buttonhole.

      Fardeen’s smile faded when he realized what the flower was. “Is that… a higanbana?”

      “You know your flowers.” The man grinned. His teeth had more color than his skin. “I have indeed come to the right person.”

      “The right person for what, exactly? And who are you, if you do not mind me asking?”

      “Forgive my manners. I’m rather excited to finally make your acquaintance. I’ve been an admirer of your work for some time now. Allow me to introduce myself… my name is Doctor Gallows. Doctor Grayson Gallows. Like you, I am a devotee of botany. Of particular interest are those plants with a more… exotic flare.” He gestured to the flower in his lapel. “Such as the higanbana, as you so rightly pointed out. Although, it’s more often referred to by its common name, the red spider lily.”

      “Otherwise known as the flower of death,” Fardeen said, feeling more uneasy than ever. He clutched his new books tightly and tried to calm his nerves, at least enough to ask again, “What is it exactly I can do for you, Doctor Gallows?”

      “I’ve come to request your help. I have a project I’m about to unveil, and I’d very much like you to witness its success. After that, I need your assistance to replicate the experiment on a much, much larger scale.” The man pulled a white handkerchief from the breast pocket of his suit jacket and patted the sweat on his brow and scalp. “But there must be someplace else to talk aside from out here beneath this unbearable Caribbean sun. Perhaps you’d like to join me for a drive.”

      Fardeen took a step backward. “I don’t think so. I’m flattered that you’ve come to request my help, but I’m sorry, I’m running late for another appointment.”

      Doctor Gallows chuckled. “Oh, my apologies. I’ve used the wrong term. I didn’t mean to ‘request’ your help at all. More like… demand.” With a clap of his hands, Gallows shouted—“Nikolai!”

      Suddenly the driver’s door to the black sedan swung open and a tall, tank of a man with broad shoulders and blond hair unbuttoned the jacket of his black suit and began to stride determinedly toward Fardeen.

      Panic took hold.

      Fardeen turned to run.

      He made it three feet before the large hands of Nikolai grabbed hold of his shoulders and yanked him off his feet.

      Fardeen’s botany books fell to the ground.

      Nikolai covered half of Fardeen’s face with one enormous hand, smothering his screams for help as he placed a chloroform-drenched cloth to Fardeen’s mouth and nose.

      Almost instantly, Fardeen’s body went limp, before Nikolai shoved him into the backseat of the black sedan.

      The large driver then slipped into the driver’s seat, ready to depart.

      With a snicker of delight, Doctor Gallows was about to climb into the backseat beside the unconscious Fardeen, when he spotted a young boy on a rusty old bicycle not far away, staring in disbelief at what he’d just witnessed.

      Calmly, Doctor Gallows made his way over to the boy, who was clearly too scared to move.

      With a thin smile, Gallows simply plucked the red spider lily from his lapel and held it out to the boy. “There will be people asking what happened here. When they come, give them this.”

      Silently the boy took the flower and gave a nervous nod.

      Doctor Gallows gave him a patronizing pat on the head. “Good boy.”
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