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Introduction

It’s midnight. I’m in Paris. It’s a hot summer evening. The windows are open, the cafés in the Place du Tertre below are still buzzing, and I have just finished re-reading The Saint Closes the Case for maybe the sixth or seventh time in my life, polished off the vin rouge, and come upstairs to write these words while the experience is still fresh in my mind.

There is a direct link between the first reading and this latest one and why I am in Paris. I shall explain.

The Saint Closes the Case was first published in 1930, under its far superior – and more accurate – title, The Last Hero. It was the second of Charteris’s Saint adventures to be published.

I first read the novel as a teenager in Belfast in the early 1970s, a grey and forbidding city at that time, over-run by the madness of what we called ‘The Troubles’. I always found The Troubles to be a wholly inaccurate name for what was damn as near a full civil war at times, but it takes more than a few bombs and bullets before the Irish will declare a situation a war, an attitude which demonstrates a certain stoicism and optimism almost worthy of Simon Templar himself.

In that gloomy era one of the great highlights of my week – having run the gauntlet of a particular prescribed path home which avoided certain street corners – was to get back from school in time to catch afternoon re-runs of the 1960s Saint television series. The TV show led me to hunt down the books, and I still treasure, amongst many other volumes, a copy of Send for the Saint which I’ve been meaning to return to the public lending library for a few decades now.

If your image of Simon Templar is conditioned by Sir Roger Moore’s witty and charming television performance, then the Saint of The Last Hero will add some interesting colour to the character. This Saint is not a solitary international playboy, rather he is a cold-blooded killer, by knife, by gun, by bomb.

He is the leader of a gang of fellow ‘Saints’; the equally dashing Roger Conway and Norman Kent, and the faithful ex-Sergeant major cum housekeeper Orace. And perhaps most surprisingly of all – Templar has a steady girl, Patricia Holm, whom he met in his first published adventure.

Patricia Holm embodies a certain type of woman – the cliché would-be English rose; the well-bred, plucky heroine standing fast by her man’s side, unfazed by guns and bullets, supremely confident in her lover’s ability to cope with whatever danger comes their way.

Although the Saint makes light of their relationship late in the novel, there is no doubt that this is a young couple in love. And when Patricia is kidnapped by the novel’s villain, the physically giant warmonger Rayt Marius, he unleashes a rage in Templar that has never been portrayed on screen. This Saint will kidnap, torture and cold-bloodedly murder the Ungodly in his quest to save Patricia.

Much of this was a surprise to me when I undertook that first reading of the novel. The television Saint would only use a gun if he took it from a bad guy. He most certainly never carried a knife, let alone fetishised them by giving them names, as he does in early Saint books.

But in the Belfast of the 1970s, Charteris’s writing was a great source of joy – comfort even – to a young man trying to make sense of the daily evils that were happening in his hometown. The Saint articulated what we all knew – that evil men did exist, that they were often beyond redemption, and that sometimes justice needed to step in where the law could not.

The books and TV episodes opened up new worlds to me. Somewhere off the shores of Ireland there were other countries. They had beautiful landscapes and beautiful food and beautiful women. I wanted to go see them for myself.

I was less keen on getting into punch-ups, however. So I transferred those energies to the written word, and my earliest fumblings with pen and ink were juvenile rip-offs of Saint stories, lovingly hand-written in exercise books.

Somewhere over the years, that became a career, and here I am in Paris where tomorrow we shall be filming a scene in a TV series I’ve been writing for, wherein a lone hero dismantles four bad guys single-handedly, then drives off into the night with a beautiful mademoiselle by his side. Exactly the kind of thing I’ve been wanting to write since the Saint first brightened a day for me. Even now, I can identify a fellow Saint fan by his writing style, pick up the small subtle influences that I know originated from a love of the character. I doubt the writers of Leverage, Burn Notice or Hustle among many others would disagree with me.

So as I sit here tonight I know for sure that Charteris’s Saint stories impacted on my adolescent development and sent me in search of a life of the sort that leads a man to be writing in a Parisian apartment under the shadow of the Sacré-Cœur in the wee small hours.

Two things from this book lived on in my head right from that very first reading, some thirty-odd years ago now. To this day I can quote a passage verbatim, as the author, then Templar himself, espouse the Saint’s basic philosophy:

‘He believed that life was full of adventure and he went forth in the full blaze and surge of that belief . . . “Into battle, murder, and sudden death, Good Lord, deliver me up to the neck!” ’

But what lived with me even more is the ending of The Last Hero. I will give no spoilers here, but it is as powerful and noble a final few pages as I have read in any of the great romantic adventures.

So I hand you over to Leslie Charteris himself for your further reading. This is an embryonic Saint, a young man living beyond his means, crackling with youthful energy, but already on the path he has chosen himself for life. In later books you will find a more polished Saint, but in this novel the sheer joie de vivre of Simon Templar’s thirst for adventure is impossible to resist.

And as soon as you have finished it, go straight to The Avenging Saint which picks up three months after The Last Hero ends. Then read The Saint’s Getaway. Together, all three volumes make up one of the Saint’s biggest and greatest adventures.

 

Steve Bailie,

Montmartre, August 2012.





Foreword1

This was the first ‘big’ Saint novel – that is, the first story in which he went up against king-size international dragons, as against the ordinary leeches, rats, skunks, and other vermin of the Underworld – and it still seems to be one of the prime favorites of those loyal readers who have followed his adventures almost from the beginning.

For the benefit of those who may be taking up the series so much later, however, I feel it may be necessary to slip in this reminder that the book was written in 1929, when the world was politically, technologically, and temperamentally a totally different place from the one we live in today.

In those days, there was a genuine widespread suspicion, which I was inclined to share with a great many of my generation, that modern wars were plotted and deliberately engineered by vast mysterious financial cartels for their own enrichment. There was also a vague idea that fighting, itself, was still a fairly glamorous activity, or would be if the scientists would leave it alone. No doubt there were romantics in other periods who thought it was more sporting to be shot at with arrows than with bullets, and they were followed by others who thought that rifles were more fun than machine-guns and howitzers, and after them came those who thought that poison gas was the last step to reducing glorious war to sordidness.

This book is based on the Saint’s accidental discovery that the usual slightly goofy scientist has dreamed up something called an ‘electron cloud’, a sort of extension of the gas horror with radioactive overtones, and his decision that it should not only be kept out of the hands of the stateless war-mongers, but for the good of humanity should be suppressed altogether, on the theory that this would still leave heroes happily free to enjoy the relatively good clean fun of air raids and ordinary mustard gas. (The original title of the book was The Last Hero, and in it the Saint first expounded his philosophy of ‘battle, murder, and sudden death’ as a joyous form of self-expression.)

Well, this was an attitude of youth which of course I shared with him, or he got from me. And in those days there were no mushroom clouds on the horizon to make even Vargan’s electron cloud look like a comparatively harmless toy. But this should not for a moment be taken to imply that either of us, today, would be supporters of the ‘Ban the Bomb’ kind foggy-minded idealism. There are many things which seemed like eternal truths to both of us in those days, which no longer look so immutable. In fact, I myself am often tempted now to lean with the optimists who think that the Bomb may actually achieve what the moralists failed to do, and abolish major warfare by making it impossible for anyone, financier or despot, to hope to profit by it.

Be tolerant, then, of one or two outworn ideas, and enjoy it simply as a rattling good adventure story of its time, which I think it still is.

 

Leslie Charteris

 

1First published in the Fiction Publishing edition, 1964





Prelude

It is said that in these hectic days no item of news is capable of holding the interest of the public for more than a week; therefore journalists and news editors age swiftly, and become prematurely bald and bad-tempered, Tatcho and Kruschen availing them naught. A new sensation must be provided from day to day, and each sensation must eclipse its predecessor, till the dictionary is bled dry of superlatives, and the imagination pales before the task of finding or inventing for tomorrow a story fantastic and colossal enough to succeed the masterpiece of yesterday.

That the notorious adventurer known as the Saint should have contrived to keep in the public eye for more than three months from the date of his first manifestation, thereby smithereening all records of that kind, was due entirely to his own energy and initiative. The harassed sensationalists of Fleet Street welcomed him with open arms. For a time the fevered hunt for novelty could take a rest. The Saint himself did everything in that line that the most exacting editor could have asked for – except, of course, that he failed to provide the culminating sensation of his own arrest and trial. But each of his adventures was more audacious than the last, and he never gave the interest aroused by his latest activity time to die down before he burst again upon a startled public with a yet more daring coup.

And the same enterprising lawlessness continued for over three months, in the course of which time he brought to a triumphant conclusion some twenty raids upon the persons and property of evildoers.

Thus it came to pass that in those three months the name of the Saint gathered about itself an aura of almost supernatural awe and terror, so that men who had for years boasted that the law could not touch them began to walk in fear; and the warning of the Saint – a ridiculous picture of a little man with one-dimensional body and limbs, such as children draw, but wearing above his blank round head an absurd halo such as it rarely occurs to children to add to their drawings – delivered to a man’s door in plain envelope, was found to be as fatal as any sentence ever signed by a Judge of the High Court. Which was exactly what the Saint himself had desired should happen. It amused him very much.

For the most part, he worked secretly and unseen, and his victims could give the police nothing tangible in the way of clues by which he might have been traced. Yet sometimes it was inevitable that he should be known to the man whose downfall he was engineering; and, when that happened, the grim silence of the injured party was one of the most surprising features of the mystery. Chief Inspector Teal, after a number of fruitless attempts, had resigned himself to giving up as a bad job the task of trying to make the victims of the Saint give evidence.

‘You might as well try to get a squeak out of a deaf-and-dumb oyster in a tank of chloroform,’ he told the Commissioner. ‘Either the Saint never tackles a man on one count unless he’s got a second count against him by which he can blackmail him to silence, or else he’s found the secret of threatening a man so convincingly that he still believes it the next day – and all the days after that.’

His theory was shrewd and sound enough, but it would have been shrewder and sounder and more elaborate if he had been a more imaginative man; but Mr. Teal had little confidence in things he could not see and take hold of, and he had never had a chance of watching the Saint in action.

There were, however, other occasions when the Saint had no need to fall back upon blackmail or threats to ensure the silence of those with whose careers he interfered.

There was, for instance, the case of a man named Golter, an anarchist and incorrigible firebrand, whose boast it was that he had known the inside of every prison in Europe. He belonged to no political faction, and apparently had no gospel to forward except his own mania for destruction; but he was anything but a harmless lunatic.

He was the leader of a society known as the Black Wolves, nearly every member of which had at some time or another served a heavy sentence for some kind of political offence – which, more often than not, consisted of an attempted assassination, usually by bomb.

The reason for such societies, and the mentality of their adherents, will always provide an interesting field of speculation for the psychiatrist; but occasions will arise when the interest ceases to be the abstract diversion of the scientist and becomes the practical problem of those whose business it is to keep peace under the law.

The law awoke to this fact, and simultaneously to a rather alarmed recognition of the existence of the Black Wolves, after a week in which two factories in the North of England were the scenes of explosions which resulted in no little loss of life, and the bullet of an undiscovered sniper actually grazed across the back of the Home Secretary as he stepped into his car outside the House of Commons.

The law found Golter; but the man who had been detailed to follow him and report on his movements somehow contrived to lose him on the afternoon in which a Crown Prince drove in state through the streets of London on his way to a luncheon given by the Lord Mayor.

The procession was arranged to pass by way of the Strand and Fleet Street to the City. From a tiny office which he had rented for the purpose in Southampton Row, of which the police knew nothing, Golter had found an easy way to the roofs of the houses on the north side of Fleet Street. He sat there, in a more or less comfortable position, among the chimney-stacks, from which he could look down and see the street below, while armed men scoured London for a trace of him, and a worried Commissioner ordered a doubling of the plain-clothes detectives stationed along the route.

Golter was a careful and a thoughtful man, and he had a fair grounding in the principles of dynamics. He knew to an inch how high he was from the ground, and he had calculated exactly how many seconds a bomb would take to fall to the street; the fuses of the Mills bombs in his pockets were adjusted accordingly. Again, in Fleet Street, a little farther down towards the Strand, he had measured the distance between two lamp-posts. With the aid of a stop-watch he would discover how long the leading car took to pass between them; then, by consulting an elaborate chart which he had prepared, he would be able to learn at once, without further calculation, exactly at what instant he had to launch his bombs so that they would fall directly into the back of the Crown Prince’s car as it passed. Golter was proud of the scientific precision with which he had worked out every detail.

He smoked a cigarette, drumming his heels gently against the leads. It was fifteen minutes before the procession was due to arrive at that point, according to the official time-table, and already the street below was packed with a dense crowd which overflowed the pavements and wound hampering tentacles into the stream of traffic. The mass of people looked like ants, Golter thought. Bourgeois insects. He amused himself by picturing the ant-like confusion that would follow the detonation of his three bombs . . .

‘Yes, it should be an interesting spectacle.’

Golter’s head snapped round as though it had been jerked by an invisible wire.

He had heard nothing of the arrival of the man who now stood over him, whose gentle, drawling voice had broken into his meditations far more shatteringly than any explosion could have done. He saw a tall, trim, lean figure in a grey fresco suit of incredible perfection, with a soft grey felt hat whose wide brim shaded pleasant blue eyes. This man might have posed for any illustration of the latest and smartest effort of Savile Row in the way of gents’ natty outfitting – that is, if he could have been persuaded to discard the automatic pistol, which is not generally considered to form an indispensable adjunct to What the Well-Dressed Man will Wear this Season.

‘Extraordinarily interesting,’ repeated the unknown, with his blue eyes gazing down in a rather dreamy way at the throng a hundred feet below. ‘From a purely artistic point of view, it’s a pity we shan’t be able to watch it.’

Golter’s right hand was sliding towards a bulging pocket. The stranger, with his automatic swinging in a lazy arc that centred over Golter’s stomach, encouraged the movement.

‘But leave the pins in, Beautiful,’ he murmured, ‘and pass ’em to me one by one . . . That’s a good boy!’

He took the bombs in his left hand as Golter passed them over, and handed them to someone whom Golter could not see – a second man who stood behind a chimney-stack.

A minute passed, in which Golter stood with his hands hanging loosely at his sides, waiting for a chance to make a grab at the gun which the stranger held with such an affectation of negligence. But the chance never came.

Instead, came a hand from behind the chimney-stack – a hand holding a bomb. The stranger took the bomb and handed it back to Golter.

‘Put it in your pocket,’ he directed.

The second and third followed, and Golter, with his coat once again dragged out of shape by the weight, stood staring at the stranger, who, he thought, must be a detective, and who yet behaved in such an incomprehensible manner.

‘What did you do that for?’ he demanded suspiciously.

‘My own reasons,’ answered the other calmly. ‘I am now leaving you. Do you mind?’

Suspicion – fear – perplexity – all the emotions chased and mingled with one another over Golter’s unshaven face. Then inspiration dawned in his pale eyes.

‘So you aren’t a busy!’

The stranger smiled.

‘Unfortunately for you – no. You may have heard of me. I am called the Saint . . .’

His left hand flashed in and out of his coat pocket in a swift movement, and Golter, in the grip of a sudden paralysis of terror, stared as if hypnotised while the Saint chalked his grotesque trade-mark on the chimney-stack.

Then the Saint spoke again.

‘You are not human. You are a destroyer – an insane killer without any justification but your own lust for blood. If you had any motive, I might have handed you over to the police, who are at this moment combing London for you. I am here not to judge any man’s creed. But for you there can be no excuse . . .’

He had vanished when Golter looked round for him, wondering why the condemnation did not continue, and the roof was deserted. The Saint had a knack of disappearing like that.

The procession was approaching. Golter could hear the cheering growing rapidly louder, like the roar of many waters suddenly released from burst flood-gates. He peered down. A hundred yards away he could see the leading car crawling through the lane of human ants.

His brain was still reeling to encompass the understanding of what the Saint had come to do. The Saint had been there, accusing – and then he had gone, giving Golter back his bombs. Golter could have believed himself to have been the victim of an hallucination. But the fantastic sketch on the chimney-stack remained to prove that he had not been dreaming.

With an hysterical sweep of his arm, he smeared his sleeve over the drawing, and took from his pocket his stop-watch and the time-chart he had made. The leading car had just reached the first of the two lamp-posts on which he had based his calculations. He watched it in a kind of daze.

The Crown Prince drove in the third car. Golter recognised the uniform. The Prince was saluting the crowd.

Golter found himself trembling as he took the first bomb from his pocket and drew the pin; but he threw it on the very instant that his stop-watch and chart indicated.

‘The true details of the case,’ wrote the Daily Record, some days later, ‘are likely to remain a mystery for ever, unless the Saint should one day elect to come out into the open and elucidate them. Until then the curiosity of the public must be satisfied with the findings of the committee of Scotland Yard experts who have been investigating the affair – that in some way the Saint succeeded in so tampering with the fuses of the Mills bombs with which Golter intended to attempt the life of the Crown Prince that they exploded the moment he released the spring handle, thereby blowing him to pieces . . .

‘Whatever the opinions which may be expressed concerning the arrogance of this gentleman who presumes to take the law into his own lawless hands, it cannot be denied that in this case his intervention undoubtedly saved the life of our royal guest; and few will be found to deny that justice was done – though perhaps it was justice of too poetic a character to be generally accepted as a precedent . . .’

With this sensational climax, which put the name of the Saint on the lips of every man and woman in the civilised world, came the end of a clearly defined chapter in his history.

The sensation died down, as the most amazing sensations will die down for lack of re-stimulation. In an open letter which was published in every newspaper throughout Europe, the Crown Prince offered his thanks to the unknown, and promised that the debt should not be forgotten if at any time the Saint should stand in need of help from high places. The British Government followed almost immediately with the offer of a free pardon for all past offences on condition that the Saint revealed himself and took an oath to turn his energy and ingenuity into more legitimate channels. The only answer was a considered letter of acknowledgment and regretful refusal, posted simultaneously to all the leading news-agencies.

‘Unfortunately,’ wrote the Saint, ‘I am convinced, and my friends with me, that for us to disband at the very moment when our campaign is beginning to justify itself in the crime statistics of London – and (which is even more important) in those more subtle offences against the moral code about which there can be no statistics – would be an act of indefensible cowardice on my part. We cannot be tempted by the mere promise of safety for ourselves to betray the motive which brought us together. The game is more than the player of the game . . . Also, speaking for myself, I should find a respectable life intolerably dull. It isn’t easy to get out of the rut these days: you have to be a rebel, and you’re more likely to end up in Wormwood Scrubs than Westminster Abbey. But I believe, as I have never believed anything before, that I am on the right road. The things of value are the common, primitive things. Justice is good – when it’s done fanatically. Fighting is good – when the thing you fight for is simple and sane and you love it. And danger is good – it wakes you up, and makes you live ten times more keenly. And vulgar swashbuckling may easily be the best of all – because it stands for a magnificent belief in all those things, a superb faith in the glamour that civilisation is trying to sneer at as a delusion and a snare . . . As long as the ludicrous laws of this country refuse me these, I shall continue to set those laws at defiance. The pleasure of applying my own treatment to the human sores whose persistent festering offends me is one which I will not be denied . . .’

And yet, strangely enough, an eagerly expectant public waited in vain for the Saint to follow up this astonishing manifesto. But day after day went by, and still he held his hand; so that those who had walked softly, wondering when the uncanny omniscience of the Unknown would find them out, began to lift up their heads again and boast themselves with increasing assurance, saying that the Saint was afraid.

A fortnight grew into a month, and the Saint was rapidly passing into something like a dim legend of bygone days.

And then, one afternoon in June, yelling newsboys spread a special edition of the Evening Record through the streets of London, and men and women stood in impatient groups on the pavements and read the most astounding story of the Saint that had ever been given to the Press.

It was the story that is told again here, as it has already been retold, by now, half a hundred times. But now it is taken from a different and more intimate angle, and some details are shown which have not been told before.

It is the story of how Simon Templar, known to many as the Saint (plausibly from his initials, but more probably from his saintly way of doing the most unsaintly things), came by chance upon a thread which led him to the most amazing adventure of his career. And it is also the story of Norman Kent, who was his friend, and how at one moment in that adventure he held the fate of two nations, if not of all Europe, in his hands; how he accounted for that stewardship; and how, one quiet summer evening, in a house by the Thames, with no melodrama and no heroics, he fought and died for an idea.





1

How Simon Templar went for a drive, and saw a strange sight

Simon Templar read newspapers rarely, and when he did read them he skimmed through the pages as quickly as possible and gleaned information with a hurried eye. Most of the matter offered in return for his coppers was wasted on him. He was not in the least interested in politics; the announcement that the wife of a Walthamstow printer had given birth to quadruplets found him unmoved; articles such as ‘A Man’s Place is in the Home’ (by Anastasia Gowk, the brilliant authoress of Passion in Pimlico) left him completely cold. But a quarter-column, with photograph, in a paper he bought one evening for the racing results chanced to catch his roving gaze and roused a very faint flicker of attention.

Two coincidences led him from that idly assimilated item of news to a red-hot scent, the fascination of which for him was anything but casual.

The first came the next day, when, finding himself at Ludgate Circus towards one o’clock, it occurred to him to call in at the Press Club in the hope of finding someone he knew. He found Barney Malone, of the Clarion, and was promptly invited to lunch, which was exactly what he had been looking for. The Saint had an ingrained prejudice against lunching alone.

Conversation remained general throughout the meal, except for one bright interlude.

‘I suppose there’s nothing new about the Saint?’ asked Simon innocently, and Barney Malone shook his head.

‘He seems to have gone out of business.’

‘I’m only taking a rest,’ Simon assured him. ‘After the calm, the storm. You wait for the next scoop.’

Simon Templar always insisted on speaking of the Saint as if he himself was that disreputable outlaw. Barney Malone, for all his familiarity with Simon’s eccentric sense of humour, was inclined to regard this affectation as a particularly aimless pleasantry.

It was half an hour later, over coffee, that the Saint recalled the quarter-column which had attracted his attention, and asked a question about it.

‘You may be quite frank with your Uncle Simon,’ he said. ‘He knows all the tricks of the trade, and you won’t disappoint him a bit if you tell him that the chief sub-editor made it up himself to fill the space at the last moment.’

Malone grinned.

‘Funnily enough, you’re wrong. These scientific discoveries you read about under scare headlines are usually stunt stuff; but if you weren’t so uneducated you’d have heard of K. B. Vargan. He’s quite mad, but as a scientist his class is A1 at the Royal Society.’

‘So there may be something in it?’ suggested the Saint.

‘There may, or there may not. These inventions have a trick of springing a leak as soon as you take them out of the laboratory and try using them on a large scale. For instance they had a death-ray years ago that would kill mice at twenty yards, but I never heard of them testing it on an ox at five hundred.’

Barney Malone was able to give some supplementary details of Vargan’s invention which the sub-editor’s blue pencil had cut out as unintelligible to the lay public. They were hardly less unintelligible to Simon Templar, whose scientific knowledge stopped a long way short of Einstein, but he listened attentively.

‘It’s curious that you should refer to it,’ Malone said, a little later, ‘because I was only interviewing the man this morning. He burst into the office about eleven o’clock, storming and raving like a lunatic because he hadn’t been given the front page.’

He gave a graphic description of the encounter.

‘But what’s the use?’ asked the Saint. ‘There won’t be another war for hundreds of years.’

‘You think so?’

‘I’m told so.’

Malone’s eyebrows lifted in that tolerantly supercilious way in which a journalist’s eyebrows will sometimes lift when an ignorant outsider ventures an opinion on world affairs.

‘If you live for another six months,’ he said, ‘I shall expect to see you in uniform. Or will you conscientiously object?’

Simon tapped a cigarette deliberately on his thumb-nail.

‘You mean that?’

‘I’m desperately serious. We’re nearer to these things than the rest of the public, and we see them coming first. In another few months the rest of England will see it coming. A lot of funny things have been happening lately.’

Simon waited, suddenly keyed up to interest; and Barney Malone sucked thoughtfully at his pipe, and presently went on:

‘In the last month, three foreigners have been arrested, tried, and imprisoned for offences against the Official Secrets Act. In other words, espionage. During the same period, four Englishmen have been similarly dealt with in different parts of Europe. The foreign governments concerned have disowned the men we’ve pinched; but since a government always disowns spies as soon as they get into trouble, on principle, no one ever believes it. Similarly, we have disclaimed the four Englishmen, and, naturally, nobody believes us either – and yet I happen to know that it’s true. If you appreciate really subtle jokes, you might think that one over, and laugh next time I see you.’

The Saint went home in a thoughtful mood.

He had a genius that was all his own – an imaginative genius that would take a number of ordinary facts, all of which seemed to be totally unconnected, and none of which, to the eye of anyone but himself, would have seemed very remarkable, and read them into a signpost pointing to a mystery. Adventure came to him not so much because he sought it as because he brazenly expected it. He believed that life was full of adventure, and he went forward in the full blaze and surge of that belief. It has been said of a man very much like Simon Templar that he was ‘a man born with the sound of trumpets in his ears’; that saying might almost equally well have been said of the Saint, for he also, like Michael Paladin, had heard the sound of the trumpet, and had moved ever afterwards in the echoes of the sound of the trumpet, in such a mighty clamour of romance that at least one of his friends had been moved to call him the last hero, in desperately earnest jest.

‘ “From battle, murder, and sudden death, Good Lord, deliver us!’’ ’ he quoted once. ‘How can any live man ask for that? Why, they’re meat and drink – they’re the things that make life worth living! Into battle, murder, and sudden death, Good Lord, deliver me up to the neck! That’s what I say . . .’

Thus spoke the Saint, that man of superb recklessness and strange heroisms and impossible ideals; and went on to show, as few others of his age have shown, that a man inspired can swashbuckle as well with cloak and stick as any cavalier of history with cloak and sword, and there can be as much chivalry in the setting of a modern laugh as there can ever have been in the setting of a medieval lance, that a true valour and venture finds its way to fulfilment, not so much through the kind of world into which it happens to be born, as through the heart with which it lives.

But even he could never have guessed into what a strange story this genius and this faith of his were to bring him.

On what he had chanced to read and what Barney Malone had told him, the Saint built in his mind a tower of possibilities whose magnitude, when it was completed, awed even himself. And then, because he had the priceless gift of taking the products of his vivid imagination at their practical worth, he filed the fancy away in his mind as an interesting curiosity, and thought no more about it.

Too much sanity is sometimes dangerous.

Simon Templar was self-conscious about his imagination. It was the one kind of self-consciousness he had, and certainly he kept it a secret which no one would have suspected. Those who knew him said that he was reckless to the point of vain bravado; but they were never more mistaken. If he had chosen to argue this point, he would have said that his style was, if anything, cramped by too much caution.

But in this case caution was swept away, and imagination triumphantly vindicated by the second coincidence.

This came three days later, when the Saint awoke one morning to find that the showery weather which had hung over England for a week had given place to cloudless blue skies and brilliant sunshine. He hung out of his bedroom window and sniffed the air suspiciously, but he could smell no rain. Forthwith he decided that the business of annoying criminals could be pardonably neglected while he took out his car and relaxed in the country.

‘Darling Pat,’ said the Saint, ‘it’d be a crime to waste a day like this!’

‘Darling Simon,’ wailed Patricia Holm, ‘you know we’d promised to have dinner with the Hannassays.’

‘Very darling Pat,’ said the Saint, ‘won’t they be disappointed to hear that we’ve both been suddenly taken ill after last night’s binge?’

So they went, and the Saint enjoyed his holiday with the comfortable conviction that he had earned it.

They eventually dined at Cobham, and afterwards sat for a long time over cigarettes and coffee and matters of intimate moment which have no place here. It was eleven o’clock when the Saint set the long nose of his Furillac on the homeward road.

Patricia was happily tired; but the Saint drove very well with one hand.

It was when they were still rather more than a mile from Esher that the Saint saw a light, and thoughtfully braked the car to a standstill.

Simon Templar was cursed, or blessed, with an insatiable inquisitiveness. If ever he saw anything that trespassed by half an inch over the boundaries of the purely normal, and commonplace, he was immediately fired with the desire to find out the reason for such erratic behaviour. And it must be admitted that the light had been no ordinary light.

The average man would undoubtedly have driven on somewhat puzzledly, would have been haunted for a few days by a vague and irritating perplexity, and would eventually have forgotten the incident altogether. Simon Templar has since considered, in all sober earnestness, what might have been the consequences of his being an average man at that moment, and has stopped appalled at the vista of horrors opened up by the thought.

But Simon Templar was not an average man, and the gift of minding his own business had been left out of his make-up. He slipped into reverse and sent the car gently back a matter of thirty yards to the end of a lane which opened off the main road.

A little way down this lane, between the trees, the silhouette of a gabled house loomed blackly against the star-powdered sky, and it was in an upper window of this house that the Saint had seen the light as he passed. Now he skilfully lighted a cigarette with one hand, and stared down the lane. The light was still there. The Saint contemplated it in silence, immobile as a watching Indian, till a fair, sleepy head roused on his shoulder.

‘What is it?’ asked Patricia.

‘That’s what I’d like to know,’ answered the Saint, and pointed with the glowing end of his cigarette.

The blinds were drawn over that upper window, but the light could be clearly seen behind them – a light of astounding brilliance, a blindingly white light that came and went in regular, rhythmic flashes like intermittent flickers of lightning.

The night was as still as a dream, and at that moment there was no other traffic on that stretch of road. The Saint reached forward and switched off the engine of the Furillac. Then he listened – and the Saint had ears of abnormal sensitiveness – in a quiet so unbroken that he could even hear the rustle of the girl’s sleeve as she moved her arm.

But the quiet was not silence – it was simply the absence of any isolated noise. There was sound – a sound so faint and soothing that it was no more than a neutral background to a silence. It might have been a soft humming, but it was so soft that it might have been no more than a dim vibration carried on the air.

‘A dynamo,’ said the Saint; and as he spoke he opened the door of the car and stepped out into the road.

Patricia caught his hand.

‘Where are you going, Saint?’

Simon’s teeth showed white in the Saintly smile.

‘I’m going to investigate. A perfectly ordinary citizen might be running a dynamo to manufacture his own electric light – although this dynamo sounds a lot heavier than the breed you usually find in home power plants. But I’m sure no perfectly ordinary citizen uses his dynamo to make electric sparks that size to amuse the children. Life has been rather tame lately, and one never knows . . .’

‘I’ll come with you.’

The Saint grimaced.

Patricia Holm, he used to say, had given him two white hairs for every day he had known her. Ever since a memorable day in Devonshire, when he had first met her, and the hectic days which followed, when she had joined him in the hunting of the man who was called the Tiger, the Saint had been forcing himself to realise that to try to keep this girl out of trouble was a hopeless task. By this time he was getting resigned to her. She was a law unto herself. She was of a mettle so utterly different to that of any girl he had ever dreamed of, a mettle so much finer and fiercer, that if she had not been so paradoxically feminine with it he would have sworn that she ought to have been a man. She was – well, she was Patricia Holm, and that was that . . .

‘O.K., kid,’ said the Saint helplessly.

But already she was standing beside him. With a shrug, the Saint climbed back into his seat and moved the car on half a dozen yards so that the lights could not be seen from the house. Then he rejoined her at the corner of the lane.

They went down the lane together.

The house stood in a hedged garden thickly grown with trees. The Saint, searching warily, found the alarm on the gate, and disconnected it with an expert hand before he lifted the latch and let Patricia through to the lawn. From there, looking upwards, they could see that queer, bleak light still glimmering behind the blinds of the upper window.

The front of the house was in darkness and the ground-floor windows closed and apparently secured. The Saint wasted no time on those, for he was without the necessary instrument to force the catch of a window, and he knew that front doors are invariably solid. Back doors, on the other hand, he knew equally well are often vulnerable, for the intelligent foresight of the honest householder frequently stops short of grasping the fact that the best-class burglar may on occasion stoop to using the servants’ entrance. The Saint accordingly edged round the side of the house, Patricia following him.

They walked over grass, still damp and spongy from the rain that had deluged the country for the past six days. The humming of the dynamo was now unmistakable, and with it could be heard the thrum and whir of the motor that drove it. The noise seemed, at one point, to come from beneath their feet.

Then they rounded the second corner, and the Saint halted so abruptly that Patricia found herself two paces ahead of him.

‘This is fun!’ whispered the Saint.

And yet by daylight it would have been a perfectly ordinary sight. Many country houses possess greenhouses, and it is even conceivable that an enthusiastic horticulturist might have attached to his house a greenhouse some twenty-five yards long and high enough to give a tall man some four feet headroom.

But such a greenhouse brightly lighted up at half past eleven at night is no ordinary spectacle. And the phenomenon becomes even more extraordinary – to an inquisitive mind like the Saint’s – when the species of vegetable matter for which such an excellent illumination is provided is screened from the eyes of the outside world by dark curtains closely drawn under the glass.

Simon Templar needed no encouragement to probe further into the mystery, and the girl was beside him when he stepped stealthily to a two-inch gap in the curtains.

A moment later he found Patricia Holm gripping his arm with hands that trembled ever so slightly.
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