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  Author’s Note




   




   




  Not that I mind, but a great deal of the back­ground story is actually true and based on his­toric­ally verified facts and knowledge.




  The book on hand is about the complete de­cipher­ment of the crypto­gram of the French pirate Olivier Levasseur (* approx. 1689; † 7 July 1730) and the search for his treasure.




  For nearly a hundred years now, a great many treasure hunters and dis­tin­guished experts in the field of crypto­graphy have been trying to decipher the crypto­gram of Olivier Levasseur – but to no avail. According to the pre­vailing opinion of crypto­graphers, the decipher­ment of the crypto­gram is believed to be impossible. The act of de­cipher­ing is accu­rately described at the beginning of the second part of the book and so made known to the general public for the first time.




  Today the original manu­script is safely de­posited in the Musée nationale de la Marine, Brest, and kept under wraps. In essence, the crypto­gram is an authentic treasure map, showing the precise spot of Levasseur’s treas­ure. Where is Paragon Island lo­cated? Is the long-lost treasure still there? Has it been lifted yet? Questions upon questions – my book is giving the answers! But at this junc­ture, I do not want to reveal more yet.




  Instead, I would like to take the readers by the hand and go with them on a real treasure hunt – to wit, all the way from A to B and from the beginning to the end.




  The treasure hunt itself is woven into a fic­tional novel, the plot of which was hope­fully well contrived and thought out. The par­ticu­lars of the events are narrated in a faith­ful and verisimilar manner. The circum­stances, as re­counted in the book, take place between the beginning of June and the end of De­cember 1975. The setting is initially located on one of the islands in the Indian Ocean (see frontis­piece) and sub­se­quently the scene changes to London, where the story ends.




  For the sake of full dis­closure, I have ap­pended two dos­siers at the end of the book. The Appendix embodies a hoard of care­fully re­searched facts as well as com­pre­hen­sive docu­men­tary material. I venture to cherish the hope that both dossiers will prove them­selves to be useful for future refer­ence. They are chiefly addressed to the hesi­tating pur­chaser who is un­ac­quainted with the piratical subject matter of this book or else brings scant fore­knowledge along in one’s wake. I suggest to the gentle reader that the afore­mentioned dossiers should be read through before pro­ceeding to the perusal of the first chapter.




  The historical back­ground to the story was thor­oughly in­vesti­gated and the whole par­ticu­lars about Paragon Island were written down as faith­fully as possible. Today, of course, Paragon Island is still at the place where early navi­gators of Arab trading ships are said to have discovered her first – some­where in the Inner Islands of the Sey­chelles. In August 1502, some of the granitic islands were sighted by the famous Portu­guese explorer Vasco da Gama and their geo­graphical lay was alleged to have been mapped on Portu­guese admi­ralty charts at that time. Thus it was not until mid-November 1742 that Lazare Picault, a French-born navi­gator and ex­plorer, re­dis­covered the Inner Islands and explored some of them more exten­sively. But at this point, it should be stated that approxi­mately half a century prior to Lazare Picault’s arrival, a con­sider­able num­ber of pirate vessels had already touched at these islands. For all that I know, a great many sea-rovers had alighted there and quite a few of the notorious pirates had been hiding them­selves away and living there in secrecy for a while. Among those reckless rogues and vil­lains dwelled our erst­while pirate, who, by the way, had a very con­spicu­ous cut on his right cheek.




  Be that as it may – for a variety of reasons, certain proper nouns of the θησαυρός have literally fallen prey to the ink eraser. The charac­ters, names and action described in this book are ficti­tious. Any cor­respond­ence or simi­larity to fictional or non-fictional charac­ters, or personae, entities and events, which have singly arisen from someone else’s in­genuity or power of imagi­nation, are entirely un­witting and un­in­ten­tional. Any analogy what­so­ever to real places, islands and persons, living or dead, is illus­tra­tive and purely acci­dental, and there­fore a mere coinci­dence; and, to conclude, no identi­fi­cation or recog­nition shall be in­ferred from it in either way.




  Drawing con­clu­sions from the book’s con­tents re­mains un­af­fected by it and is at the reader’s dis­cretion.




  E. A. D.




  





  

    

      

        

          	

            TO




             




            MAI-LING FEN




             




             




             It’s plain to tell the truth that I bound you to secrecy;




             For both you are dead and silent as a graven poesy.




             Still will we be twinned by birth and by blood akin to a T.




             Far cry away from the cradle, O ’tis mere a myth for me,




             That the breakers are booming abreast in perfect harmony,




             Till the waves do refract – and vanish into uniternity.
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  (verbatim): Colley dit, ‘John, les Sey­chelloises ont un adage très juste et des plus édifiant à ce sujet: “Une fois c’est une chose unique. Deux fois c’est une co­ïnci­dence. La troisième fois c’est la contre­partie.” ’ ‘The third time is the charm,’ figured John Deed without thinking twice about it, ‘though I person­ally have doubts whether I have seen, let alone parsed it once before.’ Literally it looked as if some­one had finally met his match: A unique specimen, a double and a pendant corre­sponding there­to, someone who was perhaps himself the opposite number having his roots in Réunion. In actual fact he had a sense of déjà-vu; but the apposite remark passed foolishly over his head.
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  PART ONE




  Singularity




   




  
1. The Point of Departure





  The important-looking personage whose head eased and shifted gently to make himself a bit more com­fortable turned his right cheek to the Perspex window.




  He might have been sleeping the day away while one side of his face was resting on the head sup­port cover of his re­clined aircraft seat 7A. Even the amber glow of the seat belt warning light slightly above his head might have gone un­noticed, had it not been for one of those sylph­like air hostesses of Air France who sashayed over to the dormant passenger, wak­ing him up with a cute foreign-accented hiss and telling him to fasten his seat belt. Rous­ing out of his sleep, he re­sponded with assent and re­stored his seat back to an upright posi­tion, chin in air.




  A Sunday broadsheet newspaper, Philip Henry Gosse’s ref­er­ence work on The Birds of Jamaica and Sir Richard F. Burton’s published work on falconry were lying at hand, but left un­touched, whereas Burton’s travelogue bound in teal cloth and entitled Explorations of the Highlands of the Brazil had been proper­ly put aside on the tray table of the vacant aircraft seat next to him. The scantily clad, bare-breasted Tupy woman stood still as a statue, tilting her lance at the subdued animal under her feet, ready to thrust the spear­head to the heart of the creature. Upon closer in­spection of the open book, one could easily see that it revealed a coloured woven silk Steven­graph which was pro­truding un­ob­tru­sively from in between two pages of this devious itiner­ary, somewhere at the end of the last chapter of the Brazilian adventure story. The beauti­ful book­mark was in­serted the wrong way round and the part clearly visible to the eye was em­broidered with the following words:




   




  Those blessings of




            Our early youth,




  Shall cheer our     




   Latest age.




                                                      WILLIAM COWPER




   




  Just a few minutes ago, the PIC had re­ceived the initial approach fix and manipu­lated the ailerons and the rudder, so that the jumbo jet was now in its final descent, heading toward the runway with a humming sound. The promi­nent man, who winked re­flex­ively and looked out of the oval Perspex, glanced casu­ally at the clear blue sky and the leading edge of the wing – day­dreaming and with a barely per­cepti­ble smile on his lips.




  To judge by the look of his face, Dr. John Deed, CBE, FSO, appeared raddled and seem­ing­ly dead tired. The travel by air was a long odyssey once again; and the flight du­ra­tion of the passage was ap­proxi­mately half of the total travel time spanning between A and B, which amounted to twenty-four hours all told.




  The day before, the commuter flight from London to Paris had been on schedule, but the take-off of red-eye flight AF 952 from Aéroport Charles-de-Gaulle to Mahé via Mombasa was delayed due to signs of material fatigue. Truth be told, that was the prin­ci­pal cause as to why the airliner was going to touch down almost two solid hours behind the scheduled arrival time. For quite a while prior to the plane’s landing approach to Victoria – the British capital of the Sey­chelles situated on the north-eastern coast of Mahé and sole port of entry with offices for customs and clearance for­mali­ties, too –, Deed had re­flected upon himself and his attitude towards life; and in par­ticu­lar on his rather ‘un­gla­morous pro­fes­sion’ as a some­what under­paid, middle-ranking civil serv­ant and fairly noted orni­tholo­gist, who (in a given case) risked his health and heart for a few thousand pounds per annum (and a modest pension granted) till either cardiac arrest or irre­versible cerebral death was going to be de­termined.




  Deed’s whole life was pre­destined for the birds or, to be more specific, destined for the rapacious ones – to wit: The Magnificent Man-o’-war birds (Frégate superbe), the Pirate birds and the Boatswain birds; the latter of which are com­monly known as Tropicbirds, taxo­nomic­ally belonging to the family Phae­thon­tidae, such as the Red-tailed Tropicbird, a seabird which (among lay­women and lay­men) can easily be mistaken for a con­specific namesake. More­over he had a distinct fancy for the birds of prey and, to crown it all off, he had made a point of watching out for all sorts of nest robbers who plundered un­guarded clutches of rare bird’s eggs by unjust and unlawful means.




  As a scientist who earned his doctorate (Sc.D.) about twenty-five years ago, John Deed was ap­parently in an im­perfect con­di­tion; and it was only the other day when Deed realised that he had developed a feeling of dislike for himself and his chosen pro­fes­sion. During the flight to the Sey­chelles he had been remi­nis­cing about the lapsed lines of his life, as an orni­tholo­gist of renown in his own country, and recalled to his mind how many journeys of ex­plo­ra­tion and ex­cur­sions he had made over the years – fourteen, perhaps fifteen, con­sider­ably more than ten, defi­nite­ly –, but he couldn’t say exactly, let alone put a digit on it.




  For most of his life, it had been an integral part of his academic job to study birds and examine closely their habits, descrip­tions and syn­ony­mies. As of this writing Dr. Deed worked as Chief Librarian of the Alexander Library of Ornithology and mostly at the week­ends (and when on holidays) as a free­lance writer on a royal­ties basis. In addition to this, he held mem­ber­ships of three pres­tigi­ous orni­tho­logic­al organi­sa­tions. Deed occu­pied a post as one of the elected officers of The British Hawking Club and func­tioned as a cor­re­spon­ding mem­ber of an in­ter­national non-profit organi­sation known as IAF. The third member­ship, which he took up in ’53, was SPORT – a learned society based in London. A fellow­ship was awarded to him in ’69 and thence­forth he was entitled to bear the post-nominal letters FSO as such. A year later he became elected Honorary Head of Depart­ment, being fully in charge of the ‘Over­seas Sanctu­aries, Endemic Bird Species A - F’; and, at that time, he was ap­pointed by the President of SPORT for a period of five years.




  At present John Deed was fulfilling a second term in office. According to the statutes of SPORT, short for Society for Promoting Orni­tho­logical Research and Taxonomy, he was sometimes chosen as a ‘prin­ci­pal in­vesti­gator’ and in this function re­quested, as was almost annually the case, to go on a mission of ex­plo­ra­tion and conduct an ex­pe­di­tion – mainly to foreign countries. And on that score, for instance when he was travelling abroad at the behest and expense of the said Society, the President of SPORT gave him strict orders and precise directions for the ac­com­plish­ment of the prin­ci­pal tasks, which had to be carried out in a most accu­rate manner.




  Dr. John Deed, by the by, who’s con­sidered as ‘not un­known’ in expert circles, had an out­standing re­pu­ta­tion as a charm­ing and divert­ing guest lec­turer and deliverer of speeches on his ‘speciality disci­pline’, that is to say, mor­pholo­gy, homology and the odd meta­mor­phoses of endemic bird species. Besides, he was still ranking as one of the fathers of com­para­tive orni­thology con­cern­ing the nomen­cla­ture of endemic birds nesting on un­in­habited islands, as is exem­plarily the case with Paragon Island (insofar as it is taxo­nomically known).




  A long time ago, he had written a mutually related trilogy of treatises, to wit: A Mono­graph of the Falco buteo of Linnaeus (1953), The Strange Meta­mor­phoses of the Species of the genus Buteo (1954) and, last but not least, The Homology of the Eu­rasian Hobby (1960), all of which found universal recog­ni­tion in the press and the academic world. To be per­fectly frank, he had never liked doing the arduous research work on his scientific books. But when he attended to a mat­ter in question, he pursued his ob­jec­tives in a most dili­gent manner, dis­porting himself true to the motto and the dictum of Virgil, “Hoc opus, hic labor est.” – and after achieve­ment he de­liber­ately forgot about it.




  Apart from academic life he had also re­col­lected, as an un­romantic but not quite un­ap­pealing man, how many times he had heaven­ly down-to-earth affairs with a spread of different beauti­ful women nearly every­where in the world. He could not recall the number pre­cise­ly and at some date in the past he had de­sisted from tallying it.




  Admittedly, no matter how you looked at it, Deed was lucky with the study of birds, even though un­ad­mittedly unlucky in love. He was married only once, but never found for­give­ness in the arms of all those willing women for the death of the one he truly loved. Deed’s wife was de­ceased in ’69, but that was a long way back. A subject of con­ver­sa­tion he always changed quickly; and if it came up now and then, he usu­ally acted as if she had never been there. Nowa­days Deed didn’t have a wife, he didn’t have a family – and he didn’t want to die child­less one day. During the last few years, he had neither fallen in love with someone nor even won someone else’s love – what, if he were in flames anew, would have been the third time in his life –; and, besides all that, there had been no serious female candi­date on the short list for quite some time. It was only recently that Deed found himself asking ‘Why?’. Hard to tell! For the time being he ex­pected no reply, no sym­pathy or the like, he awaited nothing. Some­times he imag­ined how it would be as a father of at least one little Jim. Thus Deed was down for some time, trapped in the midst of the doldrums, discouraged and filled with melan­choly; and, in retro­spect, surely the most melan­cholic man on the whole plane. It was beyond doubt that he felt com­plete­ly empty, ex­hausted and drained like an old battery – urgently in need of ‘re­charging’ and a break from it all.




  At 9.00 on Monday morning of this par­ticu­lar week, Deed had decided to take a four-week leave and his current employer, the Edward Grey Institute of Field Ornithology in Oxford – generally known as EGI – had no ob­jec­tions. The Director of the EGI, a debo­nair, middle-aged Oxonian, even favoured Deed’s in­ten­tion to fly to the Sey­chelles and prompted him to seek some rest and re­cuper­ation there.




  For the sole purpose of privacy, he was allowed to take some rare books on birds along. In addition to these volumes, he had borrowed two good phrase books in two languages from the Bodleian; and after that was hastily grasped, also picked out a bundle of cata­logued and classi­fied papers from the archive racks of Section R (the Alexander Library’s Refer­ence Section), Section F (the Alexander Library’s Faculty Section) and Section M (the Alexander Library’s Manu­scripts Section). This bundle of papers con­sisted of scraps and dupli­cates of some older refer­ence files as well as a stack of car­bon copies, which com­prised the latest type­script version of Dr. Deed’s file on Falco subbuteo and a fair copy of SPORT’s written records of the bird species Falco buteo (as first described by Linnaeus in his reference work Systema Naturae, 1758).




  Following this, he had arranged his travel to the Sey­chelles, booked the flights on his own hook and then packed his belongings in much the same manner as he had done it once before – way back in the spring of ’58.




  But this time, Deed was travelling pri­vate­ly, so to speak, such as a boringly common Euro­pean who was pursuing a hobby like average citizens simply love to do, just for the delight of it, in Asia, Africa, Australia, America or wherever else. And now, only three days later, he was around five thousand miles away from his private attic flat at 25 Old Bond St. in May­fair.




  Juste Colley, a familiar face and John Deed’s old Sey­chel­lois friend, had cared for minor parti­cu­lars about his ac­commo­dation. He was awaiting Deed’s immi­nent arrival at the mod­ern Sey­chelles Inter­national Airport, which had been splen­did­ly con­struc­ted within sight of the main town and the ad­join­ing mili­tary base.




   




  About half an hour later, Deed passed through the passport check and customs. Then he went over to the baggage-claim area, and waited at the carousel for his suitcase and one heavy holdall to come off the plane. While killing time with staring at the baggage con­veyor belt, he listened to the airport an­nounce­ments and a series of bloody stupid flag carrier jingles that blared in an infinite loop over the re­sounding Tannoy® system. After that he ex­changed some money in a jiffy, squeezed a thick wad of Rupee notes into his pocket and left the terminal building. Juste picked him up outside the main entrance of the airport; and, in the moment of seeing each other again after such a long span of time, there was a warm and hearty exchange of halloaings between both gentle­men.




  The native Seychellois, a PADI Specialty In­structor by pro­fes­sion and silent partner in the Cowtail Stingray Dive Centre on Beau Vallon, Requiem Shark Dive Centre on Praslin and Big Blue Octopus Dive Centre on La Digue, will­ing­ly offered him a free, ap­proxi­mately one-and-a-half-hour ride in his handsome 28.54′ sailing yacht. The shapely and bril­liant­ly white-painted vessel was designed by Jean­neau and chris­tened Barbeau de bleu, a trivial ship’s name according to Deed’s view. Anyway, he liked the facile design and humorous coin­age of the Seychellois. By this time the tide was beginning to ebb and so they set course for the neigh­bouring island, where he intended to spend his holidays for the next couple of weeks.




  In the course of traversing the thrilling Archi­pelago, Deed was not exactly talka­tive. Colley had taken his seat at the tiller and the Barbeau de bleu was steering to wind­ward at about an angle of 45° to the true wind, whereas he sat on the aft deck and flicked through the recent issue of The Sunday Times. Now and then he stood up and kept watch for any occurrences of zoo­logical interest; and, in par­ticular, keeping an eye on any rare birds seen from the boat. He spied nothing of note, but a flock of sea­birds, some schools of fish and the remains of an aban­doned ship­wreck. A while later, they came across a Lilliputian fishing-fleet of little beings with long blue tenta­cles and trans­lucent blad­ders, float­ing and sail­ing beauti­fully upon the crests of the waves. These dwarfish creatures were rolling and glit­ter­ing in the sun with a glassy brilliancy like blue bottles. Colley ex­plained to him that seafaring men were highly de­lighted to call these colonial inverte­brates ‘The Portu­guese man-of-war’, for their most striking resem­blance to a small mimic ship. Deed, who him­self had no con­cep­tion at all of blue­bottles and schooling fishes and these things, squinted into the midday sun, nodded twice and smiled meaning­fully. As they finally ap­proached the old mole and vieux-port of Deed’s remote des­ti­na­tion, he was unsure whether he had ever seen one of these unique organisms before in his life – per­ad­ven­ture, some­where in an anti­quated aqua-vivarium in Great Britain or Western Eu­rope.




  Just before berthing, Deed folded his news­paper and stowed it properly away. Juste gave him the pass key for the island’s lodge and a helping hand in un­loading, and promised to come back to the har­bour the very next day.




  
2. The Undiscovered Check





  Now, Deed cleaned his teeth, undressed and then took a cold shower chiefly to get rid of the un­pleasant scent and noisome sweat under his arms.




  After refreshment, he grabbed a white Rouen cot­ton towel, dried himself per­func­to­rily and threw the ab­sorbent piece of cloth heed­lessly to the ground.




  A wet wisp of black hair crossed his right eye­brow. He brushed the lock aside, as vain as ever, un­clasped the spring of his sterling ciga­rette case, flicked his vintage 14kt gold-plated S.T. Dupont lighter No. 1|61803 open with a high-pitched clink and lit his fifty-fifth ciga­rette of the day. Deed then started to shave. In the very moment when the smouldering ash of his Benson & Hedges Gold cigarette fell off into the bath­room sink, he cut himself acci­den­tally with his seven-year-old Gillette M4 safety razor. He flinched and froze for a heart­beat. His chin was bleeding briskly and a thimble­ful of blood was streaming drop­wise along the outside of his throat, stag­na­ting on the promi­nence of the Adam’s apple. Deed bent forward and in­vesti­gated the score, before he cleansed the small incision. The flow of his life­blood was slowing to a thin trickle and five or six sanguine drops were dripping down into the marble wash basin. He turned on the cold tap and morosely rinsed the sink. The last that he saw was a tinc­ture of the faint claret fluid draining away together with the charcoal grey ash of his ciga­rette.




  For a split second Deed had been in­atten­tive; and he was unmis­taka­bly angry with himself. And then, all of a sudden, he began to curse and to swear in a pithy and self-deprecating manner, for being con­scious of his own short­comings. He hurled an echoing verbal abuse at his own re­flexion, as he used to do from time to time. Feigning in­differ­ence, John Deed saw that he was actually not himself anymore and his semblance was dis­tinct from the self-image he held in his memory. This piece of reasoning was, basically, the first thought that came to his mind.




  Deed examined his face levelly in the mirror and peered deeply into his grey-blue eyes. He felt un­com­forta­ble and was quite shocked to see the worn counte­nance of a cream-faced counter­part under a thin layer of cosmetic. Deed bent back and ploughed on with his shaving. He skimmed over the foam and the facial skin lying under­neath, his com­pressed lips and the cica­trised cut across his right cheek – an opaque slash, about seven barley­corns in length – like a standing-crop cutting machine in the stubble field. His features had gradu­ally become drawn in the last ten years; and with each further scrape of the bare blade, Deed’s visage was more and more showing signs of weari­ness, strain, lack of sleep and a certain degree of re­luc­tance. Never­the­less, the shaving ex­posed that his counte­nance was still radi­ating a streak of cap­ti­va­ting charm.




  Deed was smiling at an old memory. He oper­ated the tap again, washing off the re­main­ing scum from his face and rubbing it dry. The spouting gush of fresh water sluiced down the plug­hole, washing away all the small heaps of whitish mousse and greyish-black stubble of his several-days-old beard. Shortly there­after, he un­locked the TTO mechanism of his safety razor, watched the little double door fly open as smooth as butter and dis­carded the dis­posa­ble double-edged razor blade with satis­fac­tion into the stain­less steel pedal bin.




  Deed ignored, obviously by design, the silken, hooded dressing gown, which was hanging neatly on a coat hook on the back of the teak bath­room door, and went straight through the bedroom into the spacious lounge room of his private hide­away. He ex­tracted a pair of blue denim shorts and a washed-out khaki bush-shirt from his crammed Vuitton suitcase, un­folded the upper gar­ment, threw it on and buttoned it up me­chanic­ally. Then he went over to the liquor cabinet, in order to prepare his first alco­holic drink of the day. With a glass of Double Bourbon on the rocks as a solid refresher, clutched in the palm of his hand, he walked out onto the stone-flagged terrace, from where he could look out across the little tropical garden and the mosaicked swimming pool towards the wide, open Indian Ocean. Deed glanced at the deep cerulean sea, smiling com­pla­cent­ly about the se­cluded spot. Then he aligned a very expensive-looking rat­tan sun lounger with a sharp kick or two, sat down and stretched out his legs. He was nigh to the point of having a lie-down in the half-shadow. ‘Finally in my hide­away!’ he thought, far-away from civi­li­sation.




  Deed nosed the liquor and swirled the whisky round in the glass, so that the cold ice cubes melted down and he could swallow it all in one gulp. The chilling effect of the ice-cold Bour­bon dwindled straight away. Care­lessly he brushed off a most hospi­table arrange­ment of white frangi­pani flowers from the yellow lounger cushion and flung his out-of-vogue Dunlop thongs down, so that the rubber soles somer­saulted backward a couple of times. One of them clashed with a clay jardinière, which was dis­creetly placed in the corner of the covered part of the patio. While glancing around, he badly wanted, no matter what the cost, some­thing recherché and new-fangled for his feet. He put the empty glass down on a side table within arm’s reach, flopped into the in­viting lounger and closed his eyes.




  Deed was beginning to get tired; at last he fell into a state of slumber and thence he drifted off to the land of nod – sleeping. The gentle, silent touch of the rays of the sun warmed up his re­cum­bent face and after a little while he was out for the count.




   




  In recent months, Deed had realised that he was phys­ic­ally no longer fit enough and zeal­ous to fulfil the specific tasks with which he was en­trusted by SPORT; and withal he was discon­tented with his sub­ordi­nate role as a ‘prin­ci­pal in­vesti­gator’ and right-hand man of the President of the learned society. In addi­tion to this, his tasks had become in­creas­ingly un­im­por­tant and de­creas­ing­ly chal­len­ging; and, for quite some time now, he had become tired of dancing to the President’s pipe and listening to the seem­ingly end­less, non­sensi­cal ex­pati­ations of Morris Goldsmith on pecuniary matters.




  Mr. Goldsmith, a portly, red-haired man in his early thirties, acted as the Treasurer for SPORT. He was a joker if ever there was one and not a dressy person by nature. Apart from that, he was a sort of high-flying new­comer who was not acquainted with either the rudi­ments or the charac­ter­istics of his job. And, what was worse still, he was a re­source­ful ‘fiddler of figures’ within the orni­tho­logical society. Right from the first day, Deed had a strong, intui­tive im­pres­sion that some­thing did not tally with Mr. Gold­smith and the role he was playing; and he made no secret of having a certain aversion to the fledgling. Basically, he was at logger­heads with him and almost any­one, who was pre­tending to be a proven expert in book­keeping. Deed knew only too well that the President of SPORT, Professor Moray Crown, shared his deep-rooted sus­picion to boot. Crown, a Scottish born polymath, was pulling the strings in a pro­fes­sional and taut manner. It was a matter of course that he was the recog­nised chief of su­peri­or under­standing and, besides, the only one who wielded au­thori­ty and power of de­ci­sion over the said paymaster and Dr. John Deed.




  Last month, to be more exact ten days ago, Deed’s last special task on behalf of SPORT – a mundane and facile ex­amina­tion of the mys­teri­ous mor­tali­ty in a small colony of masked boobies on Midway Atoll – literally petered out. Deed himself was just the proper and ex­peri­enced contact person in the orni­tho­logical orga­ni­sa­tion who was, in singular in­stances, in charge of all endemic and taxo­nomic ques­tions, bird diseases and dis­orders in the world of birds. On Midway all auspices had pointed to the basic as­sump­tion that it was caused by a po­ten­tial­ly dangerous bacterium called Clostri­dium botu­linum, which was leading to some kind of para­lytic poi­soning, state of con­fusion and eventu­ally death. As for Deed, it was man­da­tory to carry out a detailed analysis of the toxin type, but the origin and causes of the botulism out­break remained untold.




  To cut a long story short, the am­bigu­ous case had led him at dawn to a copper-red moonset beyond the skyline of New York; and at the break of next day, he had been up with the first bird call and con­tinued on his journey via Honolulu Interna­tional Airport to Hender­son Field. But there he hadn’t had the ghost of a chance in achieving his main objective due to an un­trace­able vagrant, which resulted in a right royal dressing-down at SPORT head­quar­ters two days later. It was certainly not John Deed’s fault, as it was widely broad­cast by Mr. Gold­smith. Internal in­vesti­ga­tions were in­iti­ated shortly after­wards, but there was not the slightest trace of the source of the bacillus in­fec­tion. At any rate, by now Deed was coming to loathe the in­com­plete case file on ‘M. ATOLL’; and anyway, he was thor­ough­ly fed up with the whole business. And that’s precisely why he had already made up his mind to put an end to it as well as to his occa­sional services rendered to SPORT.




  Deed knew long since, when his body and his mind had had enough; and already twice in his past aca­demic career he had been about to chuck it all in. But this time he was seriously consider­ing re­treating and re­tiring once and for all. At times his grey-blue eyes became glazed, es­pecial­ly when he was taking a cursory coup d’oeil in the looking-glass and fixating his gaze on his cheek with that stroke from old student days, which was similar to a mirrored re­verse slant notched into the right side of his face – like a dis­tinc­tive, stig­matic sign. It was way back when Deed had under­gone an oper­ation and some of his epi­dermis had been grafted onto it, and when­ever he grazed the surgical mark, for instance when it was slightly sensitive, the long, duelling scar was still trans­lucent and faintly visible on the skin of his face.




  At a respectful distance and with mixed feelings ever and anon, Deed mused on the events of his child­hood. He was born abroad and raised at Ditch­water Combe, nowadays a ruined folly in the vicinity of Cook’s Castle – the ancestral seat of the Deed family from days of yore. From the age of seven to eighteen, he grew up as a typical only child in the little fishing village of Cowes; and he re­mem­bered very vividly that early chapter of his life – the fossilised remains of the dinosaur skeletons and the vestiges of pre­historic foot­prints im­pressed on the shore­line of Compton Bay, the crum­bling chalk cliffs and the green and love­ly land­scape of the island, the old-fashioned manor houses and the Royal Yacht Squadron, the famous races round the Isle of Wight and the reful­gent settings of the sun across the Solent, a strait that separates the isle from main­land England. Some­times he remi­nisced about that charm­ing watering-place with its clearly recog­nisable history of Victorian times – the place where every­thing com­menced at one time and whereto he has made a brief journey year after year.




  While wallowing in remi­nis­cences, Deed re­cur­rent­ly looked back on that eventful day in June about twenty-four years ago, when he had re­visited that scene as a young aca­de­mician. At that time, he had chanced on a man by the name of Pierre Detouché and his dubi­ous sailing com­panion called Tom Dépasse at the old Castle of the Royal Yacht Squadron. This anec­dote was of ulti­mate concern and it has to be said that his chance en­counter had taken place only once. The two French­men were nick­named ‘The Touch­stones’ or ‘Die Prüfsteine’, in a manner of speaking, sug­gesting that they were palpable and almost corporeal. Monsieur Pierre Detouché was a well-known yachts­man, es­tab­lished jeweller and top miner­alo­gist hailing from Paris, while Tom Dépasse was his adjunct who – ac­cording to un­con­firmed accounts – was said to have resided in the prox­imi­ty of Deau­ville. Tom Dépasse was a man who had com­ported him­self like a rich bon vivant, com­pul­sive gambler and gran­dilo­quent con­nois­seur of a con­sider­able number of species of birds. On the very same day ‘The Touch­stones’ had been well beaten in a splen­did Flying Fifteen boat race round the island. There had been a large amount of money at stake, pur­ported­ly the keelboats and four million French francs en espèces – and thus it was that ‘The Touch­stones’ had lost their mari­nières to a pro­fes­sional skipper duo from Godshill. The English­men’s keel­boat christened Primrose Path had won by a nau­tical mile or so and the French­men’s Coucou had lagged far behind.




  According to hearsay, just a couple of days after this head-to-head contest, the spectre of bank­rupt­cy had swooped down on Tom Dépasse and left nothing but a ‘broken man’. From that time on, he had led a poor life as a beggar, casual thief and vaga­bond in every sense. How­ever, Pierre Detouché had had to sell his small Parisian bijou­terie to square his gam­bling debts. He had some­how wangled it to acquire a new identity behind the Iron Curtain, as locals or who knew who else had bandied about, in Russia. Sub­se­quently, it came to light that he had assumed a pseudo­nym and gone by the foolish name of one Hans-Dietrich Schwarz­specht. At that time, he had migrated to a small and remote village in the eastern part of Siberia, where he was pros­pecting an oblast for gold, martite, kimber­lite and dia­mond deposits. In East­ern Siberia he became an admi­ra­ble pros­pector and, in the period that followed, a top geo­technical engi­neer who had prima­rily been re­spon­sible for taking rock samples, searching for kimber­lite pipes and drilling adits and ordinary holes. Finally, he became the sole owner of an aban­doned gold mine. Every­thing he was tackling (What luck!) turned out to be a bonanza and into the bar­gain he grew rich. He was said to have been a man of in­com­pa­ra­ble rich­ness – as rich as the last king of Lydia, if such an ab­stract com­pari­son is ad­missi­ble at all. Well, in the after­math of those events, Herr Schwarz­specht (or however he was named) dis­ap­peared with­out a trace from the ‘USSR’ and was never to be seen again.




  Six years later one of ‘The Touch­stones’ re­sur­faced – namely Tom Dépasse, who had also chosen an alias for dis­guise. And from the time when he was living under the cover name of Fabrice Hobereau, Deed had been trying to get in touch with him, in order to un­tangle and to clari­fy some orni­tho­logical trifles; but over the years the con­nec­tion got com­pletely lost. However, the vagaries of life seemed to have meant well for that broken man. In nearly all respects he became a well-to-do man of affairs and a domi­nant French­man, who had gradu­ally begun to ac­quire a number of un­breaka­ble ‘BAD’ habits and a unique pre­di­lec­tion for a sub­ordi­nate Eurasian hobby (No. 1260, Falco subbuteo, cf. The Fauna of British India, Birds.―Vol. III by Eugene W. Oates). In every detail, both zoo­graphic­ally and con­clusive­ly, John Deed had care­fully re­ca­pitu­lated, ex­amined and then dis­sected the ‘Achilles’ Heel’ of the curious story from times past. Sub­se­quently, after harking back to that day, he soon recog­nised that the loss was only an un­fortu­nate co­inci­dence. And, indeed, it had been the very same Monsieur Tom Dépasse who had ad­vanced to a key posi­tion, working as a Directeur des finances of the SOUDÉ, short for Syndicat des sous-traitants du départe­ment du Cal­va­dos, head­quar­tered in Manoir Soudé Ducal, Pont-l’Évêque, a fully developed plot of land in the Basse-Normandie region that was formerly sus­pected of being a Corse-backed cider press and brandy distillery.




  Unless otherwise refuted, so to speak, the Detouché & Dépasse team was a mystery of its own – at least as regards to one of the two gentle­men, who had mis­used pseudo­nyms in his métier (or mestier as the ancient French call it) and an unidenti­fied count of vari­ations on the words ‘touch­stone’ (or God knows what meta­syn­tactic ‘variable’) – not only in different European languages, but also in all its un­known facets and di­men­sions. In fact, Tom Dépasse had been a sort of hidden adver­sary of the French syn­di­cate and quasi a scrambled purser’s name. Qddly enough a queer matter and a queer bird nesting in Queer Street. Deed recol­lected that the cryptic com­panion and mate of Pierre Detouché had unwisely got stuck in the mire in those days. Further­more he had noticed that the fool had been in deep water and serious money troubles; and finally, on the verge of ruin, that person was de­clared a bank­rupt (as it was re­ported in the press) and bumped off (re­ported­ly by a Corse ob­scurant) a couple of weeks ago.




  BUT―BUT―but for all that, some­thing seemed to be un­related and blatantly wrong with the ap­pearance of that mys­teri­ous French­man. Deed had had a primi­tive notion of him and brooded on the subject for hours and days, par­ticu­larly with regard to his habits and his description. He had pored over the subtle­ties and minor details (as­soci­ated with Tom Dépasse’s super­ordi­nate posi­tion and trade) and guessed (in addition to it) that this law­less and wandering vagrant had indeed been a preda­tory animal with the razor-sharp triplet of talons of a bird of prey. In a word, he had been a bizarre bird who had been sailing under a false name and false colours (it must be pre­sumed, as a matter of fact, that he was nick­named Falco buteo, “The Common Buzzard” or, to put it simply, “The Buzzard”), just as Columba is either a type genus of the Colum­bidae or a con­stella­tion in the southern hemi­sphere.




  ‘What the heck …?!’ had been Deed’s initial thought (and he had con­jec­tured nothing behind the dis­covery of such a very common animal that could sling­shot the Earth out of the Solar System), ‘the soi-disant ‘BUSSARD’ is as dead as a rusty coffin nail; and certainly his remains had sunk to the evil spirits of the deep!’ In de­fiance of all his sharp-sighted­ness, he didn’t see that his passing remark was well thought-out.




   




  Deed opened his grey-blue eyes and was awake. It was almost half past five in the after­noon and he had slept like a log for more than five hours. Fortu­nate­ly he did not get sun­stroke – as it was Juste Colley’s pre­mo­ni­tion –, even though it was at the beginning of June. The warm winter sun was now glowing yellowly on the horizon and the mild south-east trade winds were blowing cease­lessly and brought some re­fresh­ment. Deed rose from the sun lounger and wiped some beads of sweat from his nose and fore­head. Then he col­lected his thoughts, took the empty Bourbon glass from the small side table and wandered aim­lessly back into his luxurious dwelling house.




  About half an hour later, the blood-red sunset was dying away into the sea and the tropical twi­light pro­gressed rapidly until the chill of the dusk com­menced descending upon the island. A gentle evening breeze was wafting in every now and then, and at ir­regu­lar inter­vals some exotic bird calls were whistling low in the dark among the trees. Deed closed the terrace door, so that it was standing ajar. He reached for a fresh ciga­rette and lit it, glancing at the golden, diamond-head patterned Dupont lighter and the classic mono­gram engraved on the square fore­side of the hinged lid, and set about kindling a number of paraffin lamps and beeswax candles that were randomly placed through­out the room. Then he went over to the liquor cabinet, in order to pour himself another Double Bourbon on the rocks. When the drink was ready, he took the bundle of papers on Falco sub­buteo (No. 1260) and Falco buteo (No. 1860) from his black leather brief­case, and sat down with lowered eyes to study its contents.




  Deed put the glass of bourbon down and began to re­read the dossier on the two bird species with the utmost care, as if a detail had been over­looked. After a good while of re­read­ing and re­tracing, he paused for a moment. Deed con­tem­plated. Then he lit another ciga­rette and watched the shim­mer­ing re­flections of the amber liquid inside the glass from every angle, before he drank off his plain Bourbon in one go. He was rapt in thought, toying with the idea of either writing his life story or, if indeed such a thing was possi­ble, com­posing an exem­plary text­book on The Avifauna of Paragon Island or alter­natively A Treatise on Col­lective Intelli­gence; or lastly – for having no choice but to fulfil one of his child­hood dreams of old, at the time when he was a boy about thirteen years of age – to ac­com­plish an un­pub­lished romance of The True Tale of Captain Kidd’s Treasure.




  And then, all of a sudden, Deed jumped up, and his jaw dropped as though he had re­membered a thing or two. He cast off his clothes and ran out, jumped on the spring­board and bounced back into the air with his arms splayed out.




  With a splash he plunged head­long into the swim­ming pool and dis­ap­peared from view. Then, after two or three power­ful under­water strokes, John Deed’s figure re­sur­faced and he was con­vinced to be on the right track for re­cre­ation.




  
3. Return to the Scene





  It was about seven in the morning of that day, Friday, June 6th. Deed opened his eyes, took a deep breath and savoured the fresh­ness in the air. He had slept well and un­dis­turbed for most of the night, except for the nuisance in the form of a chummy guest with blue-black eye shadows that had swished twice or thrice along the wall.




  Deed’s body rolled over in his sun-drenched bamboo bed. He reached for the gauzy mos­quito net and plucked it apart, gazing through half-opened lids at the bedside lamp. A green gecko was scurry­ing over the circular rim of the lamp­shade, like a little merry-go-round animal, and at each turn it eyed him intently, with a quarrel­some twinkle in its lizard eyes, which were round and black and pro­truded like a pair of shiny pearls in semi­spherical shape. The gecko had three parallel, rust-red brush­strokes on the back and its neck was marked with speckles of gold dust every­where. The animal paused for a moment, licking its beady eyeballs clean and flaunting its emerald green hide and baby corn-shaped tail in a flam­boyant manner. Deed leapt out of his bed.




  ‘Shoo!’ he shouted foolishly and made an­oth­er foolish at­tempt to shoo his fleeting ac­quaint­ance away and out of the room.




  Deed was ravenously hungry and inspected the fitted maple veneer kitchen. A large glass bowl full of mouth-watering fruit was placed on the square kitchen table. It con­tained mini-bananas, jack­fruit, passion fruit, caram­bolas, cheri­moyas, man­goes and varieties of mellow custard apples. He opened the built-in AEG re­friger­ator.




  ‘Chapeau, Mr. Colley!’ he said to himself, ‘eggs, butter, French dry-cured ham … and toast, indeed.’ Well done!




  Juste must have known it – who else but him. Deed liked a good break­fast and some­times he liked to cook for himself. However, here it was not the Northolme, the old hotel of ’58, so he had to prepare it himself. He took three fresh eggs and finest butter from the fridge. First he cracked the eggs into a small bowl; and then he un­scrambled, sepa­rated and re­moved the chalazae with two table­spoons. After that, he melted 1 oz. of butter in a heavy copper frying pan and gently roasted two slices of the French ham. There­upon he poured the albumen and yellow yolks slowly into the pan and seasoned them with a pinch of salt and pepper. Over a low gas heat the egg trio began to cook and he care­fully lifted the sizzling slices of ham and the egg white with a spatula, in order to prevent the mélange from ad­hering to the pan.




  After two minutes the liquid had thickened, yet around the yellow of the eggs slightly more moist than he wished for eating. Deed removed the copper frying pan from the heat, added a soupçon of hashed ‘fines herbes’ and swayed the pan briefly to and fro.




  Deed lit his first cigarette of the day and reopened the refriger­ator. Directly he cast a very desirous eye on two chilled Champagne bottles of the Taittinger Blanc de Blanc Brut ’55 and re­ac­quainted himself with it at once. In the meantime, Deed fetched his SONY Captain 77 radio receiver, set it on the kitchen table and switched it on with a crackling click. With his finger­tips he scraped on the radio knob and adjusted the SW band – and (Oh my God!) he missed the FEBA gospel for the day on 15.265 MHz due to a devil in the detail, skipped abruptly a noisy ‘La Vie en rose’ and fine-tuned the frequency to funk music. The fine ad­just­ment met Deed’s taste.




  The fried eggs and ham were ready! Deed served the dish on buttered toast, then gorging himself on the light repast and listening to the radio trans­mission en passant. While break­fasting, he un­corked one of the Champagne bottles with a loud ex­plo­sive pop and killed it, within an hour or so, along with an obli­ga­tory handful of Benson & Hedges Gold ciga­rettes.




  When Deed had taken a cold shower and dressed, he moved to the open-plan living area and examined loosely the geography of his en­trancing retreat. The room had a seam­less panorama window along­side the French door and to his right there were two arched windows with custom plan­ta­tion shutters of blond hard­wood. Between them hung a wide-meshed wattle­work of thin sticks and branches, and a glass frame in­cluding one of Bourguignon d’Anville’s rare historic maps of Africa. The map en­com­passed all its states, king­doms, republics, regions and islands as well as a par­ticu­lar chart of the Gold Coast. The walls were done in white finishing and in the centre of the joist ceiling dangled a crown compass, which was hooked into a wrought sus­pen­sion eye. The upper half of the crown compass had the shape of a very small dome and was crested with a golden cross on the top, whereas its bottom half looked like the half sphere of a king-size fish eye that en­sphered the ornate compass rose with a convex, per­fectly fitting covering of thin, pellucid glass. Deed guessed that it once must have belonged to the cap­tain’s cabin of an old ship.




  A pencil of light beams im­pinged on a rec­tangu­lar, four-legged table made of thick glass, which was placed upon an oblong Oriental rug in the middle of the room. The space was fitted out with avant-garde fur­nishings, which com­bined simplicity with beauty in design without seeming over­done. The only pieces of furni­ture that gave the en­viron­ment a touch of an­tiqui­ty were a stylish Daven­port couch, up­hol­stered in dark brown leather, and an old, maroon sea­man’s chest with a single plank lid and two oak handles. The old sea-chest was standing secretly on the boarded floor, exactly beneath the wall map of Africa. It was covered with glossy spar varnish and barred with two lattice-like banks of iron on the outside. On top of the sea-chest the initial “B.” was burned into the wooden lid (proba­bly with the help of a hot iron) and on the front side there was mounted a non-detachable lock with a pivotable seal in the shape of a sea horse – hiding the keyhole of the sea-chest. The interior of the dwelling was pleasantly deco­rated with a handful of Adams’s colour­ful jungle paintings. To the left, there were three book­shelves, which were stocked with a great variety of quite pon­der­ous vol­umes and gilt-lettered folios and also a small col­lec­tion of valuable navi­ga­tional in­stru­ments such as an antique astro­labe covered with a fine coating of patina, a Cruzero of Por­tu­guese make, a brass tele­scope and an old reflecting circle.




  Deed passed the glass table and the Daven­port couch and stopped in front of the French door. He slid open the door with a smooth glide and looked out at a bright, beauti­ful day. There was a balmy sea breeze moving. He could hear the faint buzz of the island’s diesel generator whirring from a fair distance, and the boom of the surf which was dashing half a mile away upon the shore and against the rocks outside. He listened for a while, then turned on his heel, sat down on the couch and stayed motion­less. Peering at the sunny vista below the lintel of the door, he en­joyed the quite soothing, rhythmic sound of the waves. After that, he stood up and drew two or three more breaths of air, deeply inhaling a fragrant composition of tropical flowers and wild plants that was wafting over the wide garden terrace and through the open space.




  It was almost ten o’clock. His ‘co­ef­fi­cient of re­covery’ had gained mo­men­tum com­pared to the day before. Deed had decided to have a look around the island. He walked at a brisk pace into the bed­room and re­turned with his Heckler & Koch P9S .45 ACM in the custom H & K holster. Almost every­one who deals with bird watching, hunting, stalk and bird shooting in a serious and official manner, is in pos­ses­sion of his own licence (FAC) and ac­cording­ly carries his own coup de grâce gun, which (in case of killing off feral animals) had to be drawn with one good reason and only in par­ticu­lar situations of self-defence. You never know what kinds of beasts, pre­dators or apex pre­dators lie in ambush or hide behind a tree some­times, es­pecial­ly when roaming through the wild, forest and moun­tain regions, and un­known stretches of land all over the world. Deed had once narrowly escaped the deadly teeth of a white croco­dile that was lurking be­neath the sur­face of Lake Fundudzi; and then, all of a sudden, it was darting and snapping at him with its jaws. Deed buckled the holster on. He had learned his lesson – con­fessed­ly, this one had a touch of the bizarre. Anyway, from that time on he was fore­warned about the dangers of abrupt attacks and never travelled without a weapon.




  He sat down and forced his feet into a pair of climbing boots – the rubber-soled and cushioned ones he had bought in an outdoor clothes shop in a village at Saranac Lake in the Adirondacks years ago. That pair of shoes had proven to be fit and most com­fortable for trekking off the blazed trail. He recalled the inci­dents, which had occurred on his way across the border crossing point ‘Morses Line’ at that time; first to Lake Carmi and then to this arti­fi­cial body of water called Little Pond. Deed care­fully laced up his shoes and simul­tane­ously he flashed back to the ex­citing details of that border-crossing ex­pe­di­tion. He knew every path around the lakes like the back of his hand and at any time he could re­visu­alise the sections of the old SHELL map and the faded aerial photo­graphs, for they were etched in his brain till death was going to efface them one day.




  All at once the thought of that dreadful ‘Rufous humming­bird case’ came to his mind, origi­nally a case of a par­ticu­lar bird species, that nested more northerly than any other humming­bird normally does. About six years ago, a breeding pair of the Rufous humming­bird, also known as Selasphorus rufus, was spotted in the Vermont forests. It had been detected in the vicinity of Franklin – by an elderly American couple, who were pro­fi­cient mush­room hunters for ages, and their twenty-five-year-old daughter by the name of Phoebe Yarrow. The girl was a keen bird-watcher, with hip-length, pale blonde hair and sparkling silver-grey eyes, who looked like a beauti­ful wood nymph from an en­chanted forest out of a story book. SPORT had been in­formed about the find by AOU, the American Orni­tholo­gists’ Union; and Dr. Deed had been promptly called in to give as­sis­tance and some good advice. Only two days later, Deed had been sent out on avian re­con­nais­sance.




  He had taken the BOAC service from London to JFK International Airport and then booked a domestic flight to Burlington, Vermont. And after he had duly arrived there, he had arranged a meeting with the elderly couple and the female person con­cerned. Early next morn­ing she had picked him up at the airport and directed him to the correct tree. The bird’s nest was nidi­fi­cated, she said, in a tall Wey­mouth pine; as depicted, for example, on the state’s coat of arms. Deed re­dis­covered the par­ticu­lar nest of this species at a height of about fifteen feet and at that, he dis­covered dozens of fur­ther humming­birds’ nests at the branches of other tall trees of the pine family – a sen­sa­tion in the recent history of orni­thology. In sub­se­quent time, the doctor carried out an ex­haustive survey of any bird of the family Trochilidae, of which over one hundred genera and about four hundred species exist, and sorted the re­search question out.




  As things turned out, quite a few of the hum­ming­birds had their habitat in the New Eng­land region of the United States – ex­cepting one or two deeply forked, scissor-tailed va­grants and para­dise fly­catchers. After bring­ing this humming­bird case to a con­clu­sion, Deed had flown back to London via Mon­treal and, shortly there­after, written a trea­tise on it. The first edition of the book bore the title The Humming-birds of the North-eastern North America (1969). For mastering this dif­fi­cult task and com­posing such an out­standing scien­tific book, Dr. Deed was awarded the FSO and the Brewster Medal the­follow­ing year. But Deed had re­mained modest. He didn’t want to make a big fuss about the affair, because he con­jec­tured that actually no novel dis­covery was con­veyed to the public.




  Less than a year later the elderly couple died at home in an accident. The coroner of Franklin County had said that the cause of death was attri­buted to mush­room poi­soning, as a result of the prepa­ration and sub­se­quent in­gestion of a basket of deadly galerinas. How­ever that might have been, the two mysterious fatali­ties were ob­viously caused by the mis­identi­fi­cation of this highly poisonous fungus species; and pre­sumably, Deed guessed, by con­fusing them with edible honey mushrooms or sheathed wood­tufts. Deed had attended the funeral at Firefly Marshes Cemetery & Colum­barium and since he had come to know the girl better, he felt obliged to take her under his pennon. Naturally Deed loved birds and books, just the same as any­body else, and he was able to sym­pa­thise with the keen bird-watcher, ap­preci­ating her great efforts and private motives on this subject-matter. For this very reason he has been pro­moting the academic training of Mrs. Yarrow for quite some time now and it was only a few months ago that the woman took up a dis­tin­guished lecture­ship post at the Uni­versity of Ottawa, Canada.




  Deed shut his eyes and was reliving the Vermont affair in a low-keyed and movie-like manner, nos­tal­gically remi­nis­cing the days he had spent with the fasci­nating heiress. ‘Crumbs,’ thought Deed, ‘that was a perfect pair bond, at the time when we were working along­side each other … strolling as a pair across the country­side and lying prone; and then crawling on our knee caps and elbows and palms that last statute mile through the green and lush meadows, con­cealing our­selves deep in the tall stalks of grass, where the beads of sweat, dust particles and small insects were getting into our eyes and nose and even down our neck, creeping together all the way down to the precise spot, where the rare birds nestled … looking as if two giant tortoises were seeking shelter from the blazing sun under a shady tree.’ Deed breathed a sigh. So he ceased this recol­lec­tion of the past and let the last image of this episode slip away into his long-term mem­o­ry.




  The boots fitted like a glove. He opened his holdall and took out a spanking new ko-wakizashi – one of those dagger-like souvenirs from Japan, which were standard on mis­cel­lane­ous travels and vital in special cases of danger. He secured the braided sash of the short sword with the cutting edge up to his waist. In addi­tion to this, he fished out his MERIDIAN No. 1621 diver’s compass, strapped the watch-like in­stru­ment on his right wrist and filled a large alu­minium flask with fresh water. He then put on a light jippi-jappa hat; and, for acting cool and relaxed, he decided to wear a pair of Persol sun­glasses with blue lenses. When Deed was ready, he took a brief look in the mirror. He looked dashing and fashionable and was properly dressed. While standing still for a flash, he posed like one of those esteemed African big game hunters who are por­trayed on Odeon’s adver­tising posters every so often – only a yoke was missing. All things con­sidered, Deed had made a good choice. And, regarding the chic accoutre­ment and ac­cesso­ries, he surely wouldn’t have any regrets to have them or com­plain later that he could have done without these. For now the elegant sun­glasses vanished into the left breast pocket of his faded khaki bush-shirt.




  There was a tense calm and a trace of thrill crept into Deed’s muscles. In no time at all Deed stopped smiling and his face mutated into a mien of deadly earnest. His eyes browsed around as though he was searching for some­thing special. As the case now stood, it was clever of Deed to pro­vide himself with an Over­seas Survey map of the islands (in 1:50,000 scale) and, for that matter, as smart as a whip to acquire a polyglot edition of a guide­book in ad­vance, for example, Douglas Alexander’s Holiday in Sey­chelles or a similar book of recent date. It was a good idea that he had done it, in order to make himself seriously familiar with the geography of the archi­pelago and the terri­tory. As a matter of fact he had had enough time – either in London or Paris or on the airline seat at the very latest.




  As one would expect, Deed had done his home­work; and he was better than well-prepared. He sat down, unfolded the topo­graphic map of the Sey­chelles and spread it out on the glass table, so that the plani­metric map sheet was properly aligned under his palms. With me­ticu­lous pre­cision he scanned first the sections and grid squares; and, after that, the lay of the islands and his own posi­tion, until the snap­shot was im­planted into his head. He nodded ap­prov­ing­ly to the full bearings.




  In a few cases, to be sure, the exact name of the island would be added, as ‘‘Admiral Is­lands;’’ or a mere entry of observer’s lati­tude and longi­tude, as “ 62° 17′ 20″, 19° 2′ 40″ ”. But here, at this point, he drew a line under it and made a clear cut – which was per­haps intui­tive or ir­ra­tional – and left the map, where it was.




  Deed scratched himself at his navel and fumbled for one of the last five Benson & Hedges from inside the wide cigarette-box and rooted for the golden lighter in his pocket, in order to revert to a sound judge­ment and a sense of pro­por­tion. Then he smoked it half­way down and blew a mean smoke ring up in the air. But there was no need for it! Deed was per­fectly in the picture and in situ; and of course he was in the know, as it were, in which line of lati­tude and longi­tude he was currently located. Amused by his thoughts (and the look of himself) he got ready for a scavenger hunt and a scent of ‘action’.




  He strode eagerly across the polished timber floor­ing to­wards the house entrance, opened the front door and stepped out. As he slammed the door, he found a scratchy, zinc-plated sign with a lettering en­graved upon it. It read: NO HAWKERS OR TRAMPS AND SUCHLIKE. Deed read the dis­crimi­nating notice with con­ster­na­tion and forced a wry smile to it all. He then bolted the locking mechanism with the master key Colley had given him the previous day, dashed down a set of steps and hurried off into the woods.




  Deed passed with vim and vigour through the dewy grass. For a start he picked a narrow and tree-shaded path to the west and pro­ceeded up a mod­er­ately steep slope, until he reached the gravel-coloured plateau of a peak called Signal Hill, which was by three or four hundred feet the tallest on the island. From the magni­fi­cent view­point, where he was standing, he could over­look every­thing. Deed went over the pic­ture that was mirroring itself in his skull. He held the arm with the bracelet compass in front of his body, in order to read off the cardinal direction North (N) on the scale below the pointer. Then he checked the position of the sun and the outline of the island. Its extent was about one minute of angle and all the details were on location and in harmony with the map etched in his mind’s eye. The Signal Hill was visible enough above the tree-line and im­possi­ble to fail. Standing at the top of the hill, he had a stunning view over the leafy and verdant scenery, which was sur­rounded by the aqua­marine Indian Ocean that stretched in all di­rec­tions – as far as the eye could see. Deed had read and memo­rised that the granitic islet once was a frag­ment of the primeval Gond­wana­land, one of the two super­continents that had existed hundreds of mil­lions of years ago; and nowa­days it was a fragile, sage splinter of quite para­disiac unique­ness.




  Towards the east-southeast, he spied the old har­bour, flanked by a finger-shaped mole and a small stretch of sand on the right-hand side. The man-made structure of rocks and large stones was laid in the sea and pro­jected from the shore into the clear water, thus pro­tecting the ex­cellent anchorage of the island. It was the very place, where Colley had dropped him the day before. Near the small port was a ruined Plan­tation House, a colonial building made of cut stone, which had doubt­lessly seen better days during the coconut and copra trade. To the south-east nestled a small bay with a wonderful plage de sable, shimmering pale yellow like the moon at first quarter. The bay was bounded on the east by a viri­descent tongue of land and on the south-east by a very remarkable promon­tory. The latter plot of land was cunei­form and tapered; and looked like a head of an arrow that was jutting out into the blue ocean beyond the coast­line.




  Deed had thought the same. But on closer in­spec­tion of the promon­tory, he revised his first ob­ser­va­tion. The capital ‘arrowhead’ rather re­sem­bled an archaeo­logical biface (hand axe) – a lithic artefact that was used as a stone tool in pre­historic times and eventually as a blade of an axe. After checking and double-checking the matter, he was abso­lute­ly sure that it was, in fact, syn­ony­mous with a coup de poing.




  Taken as a whole (and seen from Dr. Deed’s oblique per­spective) the coast­line between the old harbour and the salient promon­tory re­sem­bled the contour of a horse’s head with one jagged horse’s ear; and, what was more amaz­ing, one could in­stinc­tively believe that this section of the coast (including the demi­lune cove) bore a re­marka­ble like­ness to one of the genuine mari­time oil paintings on canvas by Montague Dawson, which – among con­nois­seurs of art – is known as The Pirate’s Cove. But, anyway, Deed had no time and leisure for its breath­taking natural beauty, because he was just at that moment focusing his atten­tion on some­thing else that was nearly out of sight, namely, the sailing ships on the open sea.




  Deed turned around and around again and found four ships upon the ocean, two large ones and two small ones. One small boat was manned with five or six crew members who were passing by at a fairly close distance. Then he dis­cerned and counted seven sandy beaches. On the north-eastern coast, situated parallel to one of these beaches, there was an elon­gated, tree­less strip of land that looked like a dried-up grass runway patched with sand. Ap­proxi­mately halfway between Deed’s nadir and that part of the sea­coast, there was a natural creek. The creek was hard to make out, but he could perceive how it was flowing down the sloping hillside with a purling sound. The other sub­jacent beaches, lying not far away and skirting the shore of the island, were for the most part palm-fringed. They were separated from each other by uneven, densely forested slopes as well as bold rock faces and rocky escarp­ments. These escarp­ments were varying in height and steep­ness and some of them were almost vertically plunging into the sea. Several dozens of tumbled erratic boulders of grey granite were scattered all over the island – disorderly lying around in various sizes and shapes.




  Paragon Island was closely and abun­dantly over­grown with palm, takamaka, cashew and Indian sea-almond trees and where not, either covered with grass and grass-green vegetation or bleak patches of granite rock. Deed saw no living creatures, no wild beasts or other signs of wildlife, apart from the frightened birds which were flushing, screeching and fleeing from the treetops with a medley of hues and cries, when Deed came up the mountain slope through the thicket. He opened the screw plug of his alu­minium flask and swigged – two or three times – a mouth­ful of cold water; and with each swig he enjoyed the nearby surf and the spec­tacu­lar 360-degree pano­rama view of the spot. There was no man on the island and he felt like a latter-day ‘Robinson Crusoe’. Perhaps only a green parrot was missing, perching upon her master’s shoulder, preening her plumage, peering perkily and prattling away like a little babbler.




  The greyish, conspicuous hilltop of ‘Mount Signal’ was in every respect a picture-perfect place for keep­ing watch over the island and its sur­roundings. For the fraction of a second Deed con­sidered it in its entirety; and he be­came aware of the fact that hardly any vessel was able to ap­proach the island without being descried on the sky-blue horizon. Of course, only if a sentinel was on guard with a spy-glass or a night vision device. Deed glanced at his compass again – without wasting time he left down­hill and in a N.N.E. di­rec­tion. After a half-mile ramble over stony ground and humus (and one or two swerves), he had pushed his way through the palm grove. He came to a clus­ter of granite boulders and straggling goose­berry bushes (or rather what looked like the berries of such shrubs), the last row of palm trees and an opening leading to a small cove. Fear­less­ly, Deed squatted down on the edge of the preci­pice and skidded care­fully down over the solid bedrock, until he reached the high-water mark of la petite baie. He took a short leap over some boulders of granite and another over a greenish-brown ribbon of sea­weed, which had been washed ashore in an arcuate line, and set foot on a finely ground, coral-white beach.




  It was a picturesque plage, like the surreal ones on colour-saturated post­cards. Its yardage (he esti­ma­ted) was not more than 160-odd. Spon­ta­ne­ously he took his shoes off, tucked his sweaty socks into the upper and strolled along the beach. The sun was blazing regard­less of Deed’s com­plexion down on his right side of the face, silhou­etting an animated, charcoal drawing of his profile on the smooth sands. As he ad­vanced, his feet left a transient trace behind that was soon going to be levelled and washed off with the flow of the tide. Deed turned towards the horizon. Tread by tread he sensed the warm sand yielding slightly be­neath his feet; and at the moment when he came close to the ocean, he dipped the tips of his toes into the gently swashing waves and de­tec­ted a few small, silvery tinkers randomly play­ing around in the clear sea­water. Deed paused for a spell.




  He simply stood there alone – like one who lives in seclusion – being a por­trayal of man who en­joyed himself in his role as lone wolf every bit as he en­joyed the ex­pressive beauty and stillness of the place. He lit a ciga­rette, took another sip of fresh water and then moved on to have a nap in the cooling shade under­neath one of the tall, over­hanging palm trees just a few steps away.




  While napping, a coconut thudded with a dull thump roughly one fathom below Deed’s feet onto the ground. So the snooze was shorter than ex­pected. Con­se­quently he picked himself up, caught a deep breath and looked upward. Saved by the bell. Deed con­sulted his watch – it was almost a quarter to noon. He shook his head and brushed the sand grains off his clothes. He then put on his boots and made a move to the side-shore trees, ascended the rocky slope up to the cliff edge and set off for home at a smart pace. Now he noticed the blazing midday sun and the tropical scent of the island. He was sweating slightly by the time he had walked about half a mile across the island’s scenery back to the holiday lodge.




  A score of minutes later Deed reached the small band of meadow and the soli­tary house, which was built on stilts of ironwood. The roof was elabo­rately thatched with a tra­di­tional pat­tern of plaited palm leaves, whose pro­trud­ing eaves threw dusky shadows on the grass.




  As he crossed the meadow, slowly drawing near to the house, his eyes opened wide; and suddenly he stopped dead in his tracks. He stared fixedly at the en­trance and was startled at finding the front door standing open.




  
4. Le Caractère Équivoque





  Deed looked at his watch again. It was close to twelve o’clock. By now, he had been vanished into the woods for nearly two hours. The front door of the soli­tary lodge still stood wide open as he sneaked up and came closer to the house. He drew his Heckler & Koch P9S at the double and re­flex­ively put up the safe with a silent click, kneeling down close beside the foot of the wooden stairs leading up to the door­way. He ducked his head aside.




  Deed muted his breathing. He stood still and with­out moving a muscle, hearkening to the noises in the back­ground. The silence was inter­rupted by a fraying babel of voices and a faint rustle of papers. Now it was low-noise music. He had obviously for­gotten to switch off the stupid SONY 77 world receiver or there was someone in Deed’s lodging place. ‘Oh no, not the gecko again!’ flashed through his mind; but Deed was dead certain about having locked the door when he had left. He con­tem­plated. Sure he was right and the ‘gold dust’ was out. Deed con­trolled his grip on the gun and tightened his hand around it. Not for the first time, he heard his heart beat and felt how the tension was slowly climbing up in him. He lurked under lee, squatted down on his heels, crawled nearer and stayed for a minute. The noises grew louder. Then he was creeping silently up the stairs, slipping through the threshold and inching his head round the corner like a cat peering at a suited mouse.
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