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Introduction


You can debate endlessly what makes the Saint such an enduring character. Partly it is the energy and wit of Leslie Charteris’s writing: the stories take off at a hundred miles an hour and speed up after that. Partly because in their mixture of gadgets and exotic locations the stories introduced a new world to readers still stuck in an old one. But for me, it is because Simon Templar was essentially a cowboy – someone who was outside the law, and outside the usual confines of society, and yet who was still a hero, righting wrongs, even if it was on his own terms. 


The Saint Versus Scotland Yard is one of the books in which that comes through most clearly. And nowhere more so than in the novella ‘The Inland Revenue’.


Every writer has had his or her brushes with the Revenue. It is in the nature of the work. You get paid irregularly, often with quite large sums (followed disappointingly by very small ones), and often from a whole host of different countries, each with their own tax codes. Writers by their nature are not very good at keeping records, or bothering themselves with the details of their tax returns. Whether Leslie Charteris ever spent one of those tedious days sorting through his paperwork with a pedantic tax inspector, I don’t know. I imagine he did, and, whilst trying to remember whether that £200 was from Australia or Spain in 1929 or 1930 he hatched the plot for the novella ‘The Inland Revenue’.


It is classic Saint. It turns out that Templar has written a novel, and now the Revenue is chasing him for the taxes owed on it. He doesn’t have the cash. Of course, the Saint can’t actually defeat HMRC: that would be beyond even his powers. Instead, he hatches a cunning plan to lay his hands on the money by capturing a notorious blackmailer. It is an audacious tale, brilliantly told. 


The two other stories are just as good. In ‘The Million Pound Day’ Templar uncovers a plot to undermine a new Italian currency (a plot device that a writer might well be able to resurrect if the euro collapses). And in ‘The Melancholy Journey of Mr Teal’ Templar sets himself the goal of amassing £100,000 in his bank account, enough he reckons for him to retire (things clearly cost less in 1932 when the book was published). Both of them are a master-class in concise, impactful storytelling. 


Charteris was an amazingly consistent writer. He knocked out dozens of books and there is hardly a dud among them. But these stories from his 1930s heyday are among the best, perfect for new and old fans alike. 


Matt Lynn










Foreword


Between Ourselves by Leslie Charteris1 


 


Now that the last line of this, the eighth book about the Saint, has been written and blotted and passed on to its fate, I begin to wonder whether anyone has realised why I should have carried on with him so long.


Eight books, comprising some twenty adventures of the same character, is a pretty impressive sequence. I am not sure if it has yet broken the record for fictional biographies; but I’m quite sure that it’s going to. For there is going to be more.


And why?


Because, in spite of the wrath of the Gotherington Gazette and Argus, and the patronising paragraphs of the Tarsus (Tennessee) Tribune, I sincerely believe that those eight books were well worth writing, and that the next eight will be even better.


Personally, I like the Saint – but maybe I’m prejudiced.


He is my protest against the miserable half-heartedness of these days. To him you may say – as has always been said to me – ‘One day you will settle down. One day you’ll lose this youthful impetuosity and impatience, and settle down to a normal life. It is one of the things that happen.’ But he will not believe you. Because it will not be true.


This rubbing off of corners, this settling down, this normal life! You have tried so hard to make Youth believe you, with your specious arguments about civilisation, your weight of pot-bellied disapproval, your cheap and facile sneers!


You have taken the wine and the laughter, 


The pride and the grace of days.


You tried to make me believe you when I was younger, but I knew better. And so you shall not shake the faith of anyone who reads a line of mine.


You are surprised? You are slightly shocked that any writer of mere ‘thrillers’ should have the impertinence to take himself seriously?


I am sorry for you.


But you may still read of the Saint. He will at least entertain you. For his philosophy – and mine – is happy. You will be bored with no dreary introspections about death and doom, as in the works of your dyspeptic little Russians. You will not find him gloating interminably over the pimples on his immortal soul, as do the characters of your septic little scribblers in Bloomsbury.


Of course, if you will only admit into the sacred realms of ‘literature’ those adventure stories in which the fighting is done with swords and the travelling on horseback, I can only amuse your idle moments. But even that is worthwhile. I shall be a breath of fresh air to you, and it will do you a lot of good.


Or are you of our own mettle?


Then come with us. And if your faith is weakening, if you have begun to believe the lies or fear the mockery of the fools who have never been young, the Saint and I will inspire you.


We will go out and find more and more adventures. We will swagger and swashbuckle and laugh at the half-hearted. We will boast and sing and throw our weight about. We will put the paltry little things to derision, and dare to be angry about the things that are truly evil. And we shall refuse to grow old.


Being wise, we shall not rail against the days into which we have been born. We shall see stumbling blocks, but we shall find them dragons meet for our steel. And we shall not mourn the trappings and accoutrements of fancy dress. What have they to do with us? Men wore cloaks and ruffles because they were the fashionable things to wear; but it was the way they wore them. Men rode horses because they had nothing else to ride; but it was the way they rode. Men fought with swords because they knew no better weapons; but it was the way they fought. So it shall be with us.


We shall learn that romance lies not in the things we do, but in the way we do them. We shall discover that catching a bus can be no less of an adventure than capturing a galleon, and that if a man loves a lady he need not weep because the pillion of his motor-cycle is not the saddlebow of an Arab steed. We shall find that love and hate can still be more than empty words. We shall speak with fire in our eyes and in our voices; and which of us will care whether we are discussing the destiny of nations or the destination of the Ashes? For we shall know that nothing else counts beside the vision.


Hasta la vista, compañeros valientes! Y vayan con Dios!


 


1 From many early editions










The Inland Revenue










Chapter 1


Before the world at large had heard even one lonely rumour about the gentleman who called himself, among other things, the Scorpion, there were men who knew him in secret. They knew him only as the Scorpion, and by no other name; and where he came from and where he lived were facts that certain of them would have given much to learn.


It it merely a matter of history that one of these men had an unassailable legal right to the name of Montgomery Bird, which everyone will agree was a very jolly sort of name for a bloke to have.


Mr Montgomery Bird was a slim and very dapper little man; and although it is true he wore striped spats, there were even more unpleasant things about him which were not so noticeable but which it is the chronicler’s painful duty to record. He was, for instance, the sole proprietor of a night club officially intituled the Eyrie, but better and perhaps more appropriately known as the Bird’s Nest, which was a very low night club. And in this club, on a certain evening, he interviewed the Scorpion.


That Simon Templar happened to be present was almost accidental.


Simon Templar, in fact, having for some time past cherished a purely businesslike interest in the affairs of Mr Montgomery Bird, had decided that the time was ripe for that interest to bear its fruit.


The means by which he became a member of the Eyrie are not known. Simon Templar had his own private ways of doing these things. It is enough that he was able to enter the premises unchallenged. He was saluted by the doorkeeper, climbed the steep stairs to the converted loft in which the Eyrie had its being, collected and returned the welcoming smile of the girl at the reception desk, delivered his hat into the keeping of a liveried flunkey, and passed on unquestioned. Outside the glass doors that separated the supper-room from the lounge he paused for a moment, lighting a cigarette, while his eyes wandered lazily over the crowd. He already knew that Mr Bird was in the habit of spending the evening among his guests, and he just wanted to make sure about that particular evening. He made sure; but his subsequent and consequent movements were forced to diverge slightly from schedule, as will be seen.


Mr Bird had met the Scorpion before. When a waiter came through and informed him that a gentleman who would give no name was asking to speak to him, Mr Bird showed no surprise. He went out to the reception desk, nodded curtly to the visitor, signed him under the name of J. N. Jones, and led the way into his private office without comment.


He walked to his desk; and there he stopped and turned.


‘What is it now?’ he asked shortly, and the visitor shrugged his broad shoulders.


‘Must I explain?’


Mr Bird sat down in his swivel chair, rested his right ankle on his left knee, and leaned back. The fingers of one carefully manicured hand played a restless tattoo on the desk.


‘You had a hundred pounds only last week,’ he said.


‘And since then you have probably made at least three hundred,’ replied the visitor calmly.


He sat on the arm of another chair, and his right hand remained in the pocket of his overcoat. Mr Bird, gazing at the pocket, raised one cynical eyebrow.


‘You look after yourself well.’


‘An elementary precaution.’


‘Or an elementary bluff.’


The visitor shook his head.


‘You might test it – if you are tired of life.’


Mr Bird smiled, stroking his small moustache.


‘With that – and your false beard and smoked glasses – you’re an excellent imitation of a blackguard,’ he said.


‘The point is not up for discussion,’ said the visitor smoothly. ‘Let us confine ourselves to the object of my presence here. Must I repeat that I know you to be a trader in illicit drugs? In this very room, probably, there is enough material evidence to send you to penal servitude for five years. The police, unaided, might search for it in vain. The secret of your ingenious little hiding-place under the floor in that corner might defy their best efforts. They do not know that it will only open when the door of this room is locked and the third and fifth sections of the wainscoting on that wall are slid upwards. But suppose they were anonymously informed—’


‘And then found nothing there,’ said Montgomery Bird, with equal suavity.


‘There would still be other suggestions that I could make,’ said the visitor.


He stood up abruptly.


‘I hope you understand me,’ he said. ‘Your offences are no concern of mine, but they would be a great concern of yours if you were placed in the dock to answer for them. They are also too profitable for you to be ready to abandon them – yet. You will therefore pay me one hundred pounds a week for as long as I choose to demand it. Is that sufficiently plain?’


‘You—’


Montgomery Bird came out of his chair with a rush.


The bearded man was not disturbed. Only his right hand, in his overcoat pocket, moved slightly.


‘My – er – elementary bluff is still awaiting your investigation,’ he said dispassionately, and the other stopped dead.


With his head thrust a little forward, he stared into the tinted lenses that masked the big man’s eyes.


‘One day I’ll get you – you – swine.’


‘And until that day, you will continue to pay me one hundred pounds a week, my dear Mr Bird,’ came the gentle response. ‘Your next contribution is already due. If it is not troubling you too much—’


He did not bother to complete the sentence. He simply waited.


Bird went back to the desk and opened a drawer. He took out an envelope and threw it on the blotter.


‘Thank you,’ said the visitor.


His fingers had just touched the envelope when the shrill scream of a bell froze him into immobility. It was not an ordinary bell. It had a vociferous viciousness about it that stung the eardrums – something like the magnified buzzing of an infuriated wasp.


‘What is that?’


‘My private alarm.’


Bird glanced at the illuminated clock on the mantelpiece; and the visitor, following the glance, saw that the dial had turned red.


‘A police raid?’


‘Yes.’


The big man picked up the envelope and thrust it into his pocket.


‘You will get me out of here,’ he said.


Only a keen ear would have noticed the least fraying of the edges of his measured accents; but Montgomery Bird noticed it, and looked at him curiously.


‘If I didn’t—’


‘You would be foolish – very foolish,’ said the visitor quietly.


Bird moved back, with murderous eyes. Set in one wall was a large mirror; he put his hands to the frame of it and pushed it bodily sideways in invisible grooves, revealing a dark rectangular opening.


And it was at that moment that Simon Templar, for his own inscrutable reasons, tired of his voluntary exile.


‘Stand clear of the lift gates, please,’ he murmured.


To the two men, wheeling round at the sound of his voice like a pair of marionettes whose control wires have got mixed up with a dynamo, it seemed as if he had appeared out of the fourth dimension. Just for an instant. And then they saw the open door of the capacious cupboard behind him.


‘Pass right down the car, gents,’ he murmured encouragingly.


He crossed the room. He appeared to cross it slowly, but that, again, was an illusion. He had reached the two men before either of them could move. His left hand shot out and fastened on the lapels of the bearded man’s coat – and the bearded man vanished. It was the most startling thing that Mr Montgomery Bird had ever seen; but the Saint did not seem to be aware that he was multiplying miracles with an easy grace that would have made a Grand Lama look like a third-rate three-card man. He calmly pulled the sliding mirror back into place, and turned round again.


‘No – not you, Montgomery,’ he drawled. ‘We may want you again this evening. Back-pedal, comrade.’


His arm telescoped languidly outwards, and the hand at the end of it seized the retreating Mr Bird by one ear, fetching him up with a jerk that made him squeak in muted anguish.


Simon steered him firmly but rapidly towards the open cupboard.


‘You can cool off in there,’ he said; and the next sensations that impinged upon Montgomery Bird’s delirious consciousness consisted of a lot of darkness and the sound of a key turning in the cupboard lock.


The Saint straightened his coat and returned to the centre of the room.


He sat down in Mr Bird’s chair, put his feet on Mr Bird’s desk, lighted one of Mr Bird’s cigars, and gazed at the ceiling with an expression of indescribable beatitude on his face; and it was thus that Chief Inspector Claud Eustace Teal found him.


Some seconds passed before the detective recovered the use of his voice; but when he had done this, he made up for lost time.


‘What,’ he snarled, ‘the blankety blank blanking blank-blanked blank—’


‘Hush,’ said the Saint.


‘Why?’ snarled Teal, not unreasonably.


Simon held up his hand.


‘Listen.’


There was a moment’s silence; and then Teal’s glare recalorified.


‘What am I supposed to be listening to?’ he demanded violently; and the Saint beamed at him.


‘Down in the forest something stirred – it was only the note of a bird,’ he explained sweetly.


The detective centralized his jaw with a visible effort.


‘Is Montgomery Bird another of your fancy names?’ he inquired, with a certain lusciousness. ‘Because, if it is—’


‘Yes, old dear?’


‘If it is,’ said Chief Inspector Teal grimly, ‘you’re going to see the inside of a prison at last.’


Simon regarded him imperturbably.


‘On what charge?’


‘You’re going to get as long as I can get you for allowing drinks to be sold in your club after hours—’


‘And then?’


The detective’s eyes narrowed.


‘What do you mean?’


Simon flourished Mr Bird’s cigar airily.


‘I always understood that the police were pretty boneheaded,’ he remarked genially, ‘but I never knew before that they’d been reduced to employing Chief Inspectors for ordinary drinking raids.’


Teal said nothing.


‘On the other hand, a dope raid is quite a different matter,’ said the Saint.


He smiled at the detective’s sudden stillness, and stood up, knocking an inch of ash from his cigar.


‘I must be toddling along,’ he murmured. ‘If you really want to find some dope, and you’ve any time to spare after you’ve finished cleaning up the bar, you ought to try locking the door of this room and pulling up bits of wainscoting. The third and fifth sections – I can’t tell you which wall. Oh, and if you want Montgomery, he’s simmering down in the Frigidaire . . . See you again soon.’


He patted the crown of Mr Teal’s bowler hat affectionately, and was gone before the detective had completely grasped what was happening.


The Saint could make those well-oiled exits when he chose; and he chose to make one then, for he was a fundamentally tactful man. Also, he had in one pocket an envelope purporting to contain one hundred pounds, and in another pocket the entire contents of Mr Montgomery Bird’s official safe; and at such times the Saint did not care to be detained.










Chapter 2


Simon Templar pushed back his plate.


‘Today,’ he announced, ‘I have reaped the first fruits of virtue.’


He raised the letter he had received, and adjusted an imaginary pair of pince-nez. Patricia waited expectantly.


The Saint read:


 


‘Dear Mr Templar,


‘Having come across a copy of your book “The Pirate” and having nothing to do I sat down to read it. Well, the impression it gave me was that you are a writer with no sense of proportion. The reader’s sympathy owing to the faulty setting of the first chapter naturally goes all the way with Kerrigan, even though he is a crook. It is not surprising that this book has not gone to a second edition. You do not evidently understand the mentality of an English reading public. If instead of Mario you had selected for your hero an Englishman or an American, you would have written a fairly readable and a passable tale – but a lousy Dago who works himself out of impossible difficulties and situations is too much. It is not convincing. It does not appeal. In a word it is puerile.


‘I fancy you yourself must have a fair amount of Dago blood in you—’


 


He stopped, and Patricia Holm looked at him puzzledly.


‘Well?’ she prompted.


‘There is no more,’ explained the Saint. ‘No address – no signature – no closing peroration – nothing. Apparently words failed him. At that point, he probably uttered a short sharp yelp of intolerable agony, and began to chew pieces out of the furniture. We may never know his fate. Possibly, in some distant asylum—’


He elaborated on his theory.


During a brief spell of virtue some time before, the Saint had beguiled himself with the writing of a novel. Moreover, he had actually succeeded in finding a home for it; and the adventures of Mario, a super-brigand of South America, could be purchased at any bookstall for three half-crowns. And the letter that he had just read was part of his reward.


Another part of the reward had commenced six months previously.


‘Nor is this all,’ said the Saint, taking another document from the table. ‘The following billet-doux appears to close some entertaining correspondence:


 


‘Previous applications for payment of the undermentioned instalment for the year 1931–1932, due from you on the 1st day January, 1932, having been made to you without effect, PERSONAL DEMAND is now made for payment, and I HEREBY GIVE YOU FINAL NOTICE that if the amount be not paid or remitted to me at the above address within SEVEN DAYS from this date, steps will be taken for recovery by DISTRAINT, with costs.


‘Lionel Delborn, Collector.’


 


In spite of the gloomy prognostications of the anonymous critic, The Pirate had not passed utterly unnoticed in the spate of sensational fiction. The Intelligence Department (‘A beautiful name for them,’ said the Saint) of the Inland Revenue had observed its appearance, had consulted their records, and had discovered that the author, the notorious Simon Templar, was not registered as a contributor towards the expensive extravagances whereby a modern boobocracy does its share in encouraging the survival of the fattest. The Saint’s views about his liabilities in this cause were not invited: he simply received an assessment which presumed his income to be six thousand pounds per annum, and he was invited to appeal against it if he thought fit. The Saint thought fit, and declared that the assessment was bad in law, erroneous in principle, excessive in amount, and malicious in intent. The discussion that followed was lengthy and diverting; the Saint, conducting his own case with remarkable forensic ability and eloquence, pleaded that he was a charitable institution and therefore not taxable.


‘If,’ said the Saint, in his persuasive way, ‘you will look up the delightful words of Lord Macnaghten, in Income Tax Commissioners v Pemsel, 1891, A.C. at p 583, you will find that charitable purposes are there defined in four principal divisions, of which the fourth is “trusts for purposes beneficial to the community, not falling under any of the preceding heads.” I am simply and comprehensively beneficial to the community, which the face of the third Commissioner from the left definitely is not.’


We find from the published record of the proceedings that he was overruled; and the epistle he had just quoted was final and conclusive proof of the fact.


‘And that,’ said the Saint, gazing at the formidable red lettering gloomily, ‘is what I get for a lifetime of philanthropy and self-denial.’


‘I suppose you’ll have to pay,’ said Patricia.


‘Someone will,’ said the Saint significantly.


He propped the printed buff envelope that had accompanied the Final Demand against the coffee-pot, and his eyes rested on it for a space with a gentle thoughtfulness – amazingly clear, devil-may-care blue eyes with a growing glimmer of mischief lurking somewhere behind the lazily drooping lids. And slowly the old Saintly smile came to his lips as he contemplated the address.


‘Someone will have to pay,’ repeated the Saint thoughtfully; and Patricia Holm sighed, for she knew the signs.


And suddenly the Saint stood up, with his swift soft laugh, and took the Final Demand and the envelope over to the fire-place. On the wall close by hung a plain block calendar, and on the mantelpiece lay an old Corsican stiletto. ‘Che la mia ferita sia mortale,’ said the inscription on the blade.


The Saint rapidly flicked over the pages of the calendar and tore out the sheet which showed in solid red figures the day on which Mr Lionel Delborn’s patience would expire. He placed the sheet on top of the other papers, and with one quick thrust he drove the stiletto through the collection and speared it deep into the panelled overmantel.


‘Lest we forget,’ he said, and turned with another laugh to smile seraphically into Patricia’s outraged face. ‘I just wasn’t born to be respectable, lass, and that’s all there is to it. And the time has come for us to remember the old days.’


As a matter of fact, he had made that decision two full weeks before, and Patricia had known it; but not until then had he made his open declaration of war.


At eight o’clock that evening he was sallying forth in quest of an evening’s innocent amusement, and a car that had been standing in the darkness at the end of the cul-de-sac of Upper Berkeley Mews suddenly switched on its headlights and roared towards him. The Saint leapt back and fell on his face in the doorway, and he heard the plop of a silenced gun and the thud of a bullet burying itself in the woodwork above his head. He slid out into the mews again as the car went past, and fired twice as it swung into Berkeley Square, but he could not tell whether he did any damage.


He returned to brush his clothes, and then continued calmly on his way; and when he met Patricia later he did not think it necessary to mention the incident that had delayed him. But it was the third time since the episode chez Bird that the Scorpion had tried to kill him, and no one knew better than Simon Templar that it would not be the last attempt.










Chapter 3


For some days past, the well-peeled eye might at intervals have observed a cadaverous and lantern-jawed individual protruding about six and a half feet upwards from the cobbled paving of Upper Berkeley Mews. Simon Templar, having that sort of eye, had in fact noticed the apparition on its first and in all its subsequent visits; and anyone less well-informed than himself might pardonably have suspected some connection between the lanky boulevardier and the recent disturbances of the peace. Simon Templar, however, was not deceived.


‘That,’ he said once, in answer to Patricia’s question, ‘is Mr Harold Garrot, better know as Long Harry. He is a moderately proficient burglar; and we have met before, but not professionally. He is trying to make up his mind to come and tell me something, and one of these days he will take the plunge.’


The Saint’s deductions were vindicated twenty-four hours after the last firework display.


Simon was alone. The continued political activities of a certain newspaper proprietor had driven him to verse, and he was covering a sheet of foolscap with the beginning of a minor epic expressing his own views on the subject:


 


Charles Charleston Charlemagne St Charles


Was wont to utter fearful snarls


When by professors he was pressed


To note how England had progressed


Since the galumptious, gory days


Immortalized in Shakespeare’s plays.


For him, no Transatlantic flights,


Ford motor-cars, electric lights,


Or radios at less than cost


Could compensate for what he lost


By chancing to coagulate


About five hundred years too late.


Born in the only days for him


He would have swung a sword with vim,


Grown ginger whiskers on his face,


And mastered, with a knobbly mace,


Men who wore hauberks on their chests


Instead of little woollen vests,


And drunk strong wine among his peers


Instead of pale synthetic beers.


 


At this point, the trend of his inspiration led the Saint on a brief excursion to the barrel in one corner of the room. He replenished his tankard, drank deeply, and continued:


 


Had he not reason to be glum


When born in nineteen umpty-um?


 


And there, for the moment, he stuck; and he was cogitating the possible developments of the next stanza when he was interrupted by the zing! of the front door bell.


As he stepped out into the hall, he glanced up through the fanlight above the door at the mirror that was cunningly fixed to the underneath of the hanging lantern outside. He recognized the caller at once, and opened the door without hesitation.


‘Come in, Harry,’ invited the Saint cordially, and led the way back to the sitting-room. ‘I was busy with a work of art that is going to make Milton look like a distant relative of the gargle, but I can spare you a few minutes.’


Long Harry glanced at the sheet half-covered with the Saint’s neat handwriting.


‘Poetry, Mr Templar? We used to learn poetry at school,’ he said reminiscently.


Simon looked at him thoughtfully for two or three seconds, and then he beamed.


‘Harry, you hit the nail on the head. For that suggestion, I pray that your shadow may always be jointed at the elbows. Excuse me one moment.’


He plumped himself back in his chair and wrote at speed. Then he cleared his throat, and read aloud:


 


‘Eton and Oxford failed to floor


The spirit of the warrior:


Though ragged and bullied, teased and hissed,


Charles stayed a Medievalist;


And even when his worldly Pa


(Regarding him with nausea)


Condemned him to the dismal cares


Of sordid trade in stocks and shares,


Charles, in top-hat and Jaeger drawers,


Clung like a limpet to his Cause,


Believing, in a kind of trance,


That one day he would have his Chance.’


 


He laid the sheet down reverently.


‘A mere pastime for me, but I believe Milton used to sweat blood over it,’ he remarked complacently. ‘Soda or water, Harry?’


‘Neat, please, Mr Templar.’


Simon brought over the glass of Highland Cream, and Long Harry sipped it, and crossed and uncrossed his legs awkwardly.


‘I hope you don’t mind my coming to see you, sir,’ he ventured at last.


‘Not at all,’ responded the Saint heartily. ‘Always glad to see any Eton boys here. What’s the trouble?’


Long Harry fidgeted, twiddling his fingers and corrugating his brow. He was the typical ‘old lag’, or habitual criminal, which is to say that outside of business hours he was a perfectly ordinary man of slightly less than average intelligence and rather more than average cunning. On this occasion he was plainly and ordinarily ill at ease, and the Saint surmised that he had only begun to solve his worries when he mustered up the courage to give that single, brief, and symptomatic ring at the front door bell.


Simon lighted a cigarette and waited impassively, and presently his patience reaped its harvest.


‘I wondered – I thought maybe I could tell you something that might interest you, Mr Templar.’


‘Sure.’ The Saint allowed a thin jet of smoke to trickle through his lips, and continued to wait.


‘It’s about . . . it’s about the Scorpion, Mr Templar.’


Instantaneously the Saint’s eyes narrowed, the merest fraction of a millimetre, and the inhalation that he drew from his cigarette was long and deep and slow. And then the stare that he swivelled round in the direction of Long Harry was wide blue innocence itself.


‘What Scorpion?’ he inquired blandly.


Long Harry frowned.


‘I thought you’d’ve known about the Scorpion, of course, Mr Templar, you being—’


‘Yeah?’


Simon drawled out the prompting diphthong in a honeyed slither up a gently persuasive G-string; and Long Harry shuffled his feet uncomfortably.


‘Well, you remember what you used to be, Mr Templar. There wasn’t much you didn’t know in those days.’


‘Oh, yes – once upon a time. But now—’


‘Last time we met, sir—’


The Saint’s features relaxed, and he smiled.


‘Forget it, Harold,’ he advised quietly. ‘I’m now a respectable citizen. I was a respectable citizen the last time we met, and I haven’t changed. You may tell me anything you like, Harry – as one respectable citizen to another – but I’d recommend you to forget the interview as you step over the front door mat. I shall do the same – it’s safer.’


Long Harry nodded.


‘If you forget it, sir, it’ll be safer for me,’ he said seriously.


‘I have a hopeless memory,’ said the Saint carefully. ‘I’ve already forgotten your name. In another minute, I shan’t be sure that you’re here at all. Now shoot the dope, son.’


‘You’ve got nothing against me, sir?’


‘Nothing. You’re a professional burglar, house-breaker, and petty larcenist, but that’s no concern of mine. Teal can attend to your little mistakes.’


‘And you’ll forget what I’m going to say – soon as ever I’ve said it?’


‘You heard me.’


‘Well, Mr Templar—’ Long Harry cleared his throat, took another pull at his drink, and blinked nervously for some seconds. ‘I’ve worked for the Scorpion, Mr Templar,’ he said suddenly.


Simon Templar never moved a muscle.


‘Yes?’


‘Only once, sir – so far.’ Once having left the diving-board, Long Harry floundered on recklessly. ‘And there won’t be a second time – not if I can help it. He’s dangerous. You ain’t never safe with him. I know. Sent me a message he did, through the post. Knew where I was staying, though I’d only been there two days, an’ everything about me. There was five one-pound notes in the letter, and he said if I met a car that’d be waiting at the second milestone north of Hatfield at nine o’clock last Thursday night there’d be another fifty for me to earn.’


‘What sort of car was it?’


‘I never had a chance to notice it properly, Mr Templar. It was a big, dark car, I think. It hadn’t any lights. I was going to tell you – I was a bit suspicious at first, I thought it must be a plant, but it was that talk of fifty quid that tempted me. The car was waiting for me when I got there. I went up and looked in the window, and there was a man there at the wheel. Don’t ask me what he looked like – he kept his head down, and I never saw more than the top of his hat. “Those are your instructions,” he says, pushing an envelope at me, he says, “and there’s half your money. I’ll meet you here at the same time tomorrow.” And then he drove off. I struck a match, and found he’d given me the top halves of fifty pound notes.’


‘And then?’


‘Then – I went an’ did the job, Mr Templar.’


‘What job?’


‘I was to go to a house at St Albans and get some papers. There was a map, an’ a plan, an’ all about the locks an’ everything. I had my tools – I forgot to tell you the first letter said I was to bring them – and it was as easy as the orders said it would be. Friday night, I met the car as arranged, and handed over the papers, and he gave me the other halves of the notes.’


Simon extended a lean brown hand.


‘The orders?’ he inquired briefly.


He took the cheap yellow envelope, and glanced through the contents. There was, as Long Harry had said, a neatly-drawn map and plan; and the other information, in a studiously characterless copperplate writing, covered two more closely written sheets.


‘You’ve no idea whose house it was you entered?’


‘None at all, sir.’


‘Did you look at these papers?’


‘Yes.’ Long Harry raised his eyes and looked at the Saint sombrely. ‘That’s one reason why I came to you, sir.’


‘What were they?’


‘They were love-letters, sir. There was an address – 64, Half Moon Street. And they were signed – “Mark”.’


Simon passed a hand over his sleekly perfect hair.


‘Oh, yes?’ he murmured.


‘You saw the Sunday papers, sir?’


‘I did.’


Long Harry emptied his glass, and put it down with clumsy fingers.


‘Sir Mark Deverest shot ’imself at 64, ’Alf Moon Street, on Saturday night,’ he said huskily.


When he was agitated, he occasionally lost an aspirate, and it was an index of his perturbation that he actually dropped two in that one sentence.


‘That’s the Scorpion’s graft, Mr Templar – blackmail. I never touched black in my life, but I’d heard that was his game. An’ when he sent for me, I forgot it. Even when I was looking through those letters, it never seemed to come into my head why he wanted them. But I see it all now. He wanted ’em to put the black on Deverest, an’ Deverest shot himself instead of paying up. And – I ’elped to murder ’im, Mr Templar. Murder, that’s what it was. Nothing less. An’ I ’elped!’ Long Harry’s voice fell to a throaty whisper, and his dull eyes shifted over the clear-etched contours of the Saint’s tanned face in a kind of panic of anxiety. ‘I never knew what I was doing, Mr Templar, sir – strike me dead if I did—’


Simon reached forward and crushed out his cigarette in an ashtray.


‘Is that all you came to tell me?’ he asked, dispassionately; and Long Harry gulped.


‘I thought you’d be laying for the Scorpion, sir, knowing you always used to be—’


‘Yeah?’


Again that mellifluous dissyllable, in a voice that you could have carved up with a wafer of butter.


‘Well, sir, what I mean is, if you were the Saint, sir, and if you hadn’t forgotten that you might ever have been him, you might—’


‘Be hunting scorpions?’


‘That’s the way I thought it out, sir.’


‘And?’


‘I was hanging around last night, Mr Templar, trying to make up my mind to come and see you, and I saw the shooting.’


‘And?’


‘That car – it was just like the car that met me out beyond Hatfield, sir.’


‘And?’


‘I thought p’raps it was the same car.’


‘And?’


Simon prompted him for the fourth time from the corner table where he was replenishing Long Harry’s glass. His back was turned, but there was an inconspicuous little mirror just above the level of the eyes – the room was covered from every angle by those inconspicuous little mirrors. And he saw the twitching of Long Harry’s mouth.


‘I came because I thought you might be able to stop the Scorpion getting me, Mr Templar,’ said Long Harry, in one jerk.


‘Ah!’ The Saint swung round. ‘That’s more like it! So you’re on the list, are you?’


‘I think so.’ Long Harry nodded. ‘There was a shot aimed at me last night, too, but I suppose you wouldn’t’ve noticed it.’


Simon Templar lighted another cigarette.


‘I see. The Scorpion spotted you hanging around here, and tried to bump you off. That’s natural. But, Harry, you never even started hanging around here until you got the idea you might like to tell me the story of your life – and still you haven’t told me where that idea came from. Sing on, Harry – I’m listening, and I’m certainly patient.’


Long Harry absorbed a gill of Maison Dewar in comparative silence, and wiped his lips on the back of his hand.


‘I had another letter on Monday morning, telling me to be at the same place at midnight tomorrow.’


‘And?’


‘Monday afternoon I was talking to some friends. I didn’t tell ’em anything, but I sort of steered the conversation around, not bringing myself in personal. You remember Wilbey?’


‘Found full of bullets on the Portsmouth Road three months ago? Yes – I remember.’


‘I heard – it’s just a story, but I heard the last job he did was for the Scorpion. He talked about it. The bloke shot himself that time, too. An’ I began thinking. It may surprise you, Mr Templar, but sometimes I’m very si-chick.’


‘You worked it out that as long as the victims paid up, everything was all right. But if they did anything desperate, there was always a chance of trouble; and the Scorpion wouldn’t want anyone who could talk running about without a muzzle. That right?’


Long Harry nodded, and his prominent Adam’s-apple flickered once up and down.


‘Yes, I think if I keep that appointment tomorrow I’ll be – what’s that American word? – on the spot. Even if I don’t go—’ The man broke off with a shrug that made a feeble attempt at bravado. ‘I couldn’t take that story of mine to the police, Mr Templar, as you’ll understand, and I wondered—’
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