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I. THE BIG FOUR SYNDICATE AND THE MAN WHO SMASHED IT

TO all outward appearance, Douglas Campbell was a dour and possibly a short-tempered man of forty-eight, tall and broad of shoulder. He had what women describe as a bad-tempered face, since, through no fault of his own, his eyebrows met.

As chairman and general manager of the Federated Assurances it was only right and proper that he should be credited with a total absence of any sense of humour. He was, as all who have met him will testify, a grave and serious man, who used precise language cautiously.

He sat at his table one spring morning reading his correspondence. Presently he put the letters down and looked at his watch.

“I am expecting Mr. Robert Brewer in a few minutes,” he said. “Show him straight in, and see that we are not interrupted.”

“Very good, sir,” said his secretary.

There was a tap at the door, and the secretary took from the hands of the clerk a visiting card.

“It’s Mr. Brewer,” he said.

“Show him in,” said Campbell, rising expectantly.

Mr. Robert Brewer was young, perfectly and fashionably attired, and carried in his very presence the hallmark of “good tone.” On his upper lip was a tiny well-regulated moustache; in his right eye was a monocle; and about him generally was that air of buoyant freshness which can only come from the consciousness of youth.

He advanced to Campbell with outstretched hand.

“My dear old Highlander, you’re glad to see me!”

“I’m not so sure about that,” said Campbell. “Sit down. That will do, Mr. George. You’re looking very bright and beautiful this morning.”

“Aren’t I?” said Mr. Bob Brewer delightedly. “Dear old thing, I feel positively pretty. Now let us get down to business. I gather you haven’t brought me from New York to hand me compliments.”

“You’re a wonderful man, Bob,” said Campbell admiringly. “Man! If I’d had half your cheek when I was your age, if I’d been half as stuck on myself as you are, if I’d had just a little touch of your coolness, audacity, and unscrupulousness, I’d have been a millionaire!”

“Instead of which you are a two-millionaire,” said Bob Brewer, “whilst I’m a poor devil of an insurance detective, finding it very hard to make both ends meet.”

Mr. Campbell drew up his chair close to the table, and lowered his voice.

“Bob, the chairmen of three of our companies have advised our sending to you. I represent six of the biggest insurance companies in this country, mostly burglary, accident, and that sort of thing. You know the kind of business. You’ve been connected with it yourself.”

Bob nodded.

“We insure society against their follies and carelessness,” Mr. Campbell went on, “and, frankly, it hasn’t paid. Bob, you’ve heard about the sins of society? Well, I’ll tell you what its principal sin is–lack of grey matter. We’ve got the finest and the best clients in Britain, the cream of the whole bunch. Everybody with money and personal adornment is insured with us. But, Bob, their trouble is that whilst they had enough brains to get their money they haven’t got enough to keep it.

“You know what they are,” he went on. “They move like automatons from one fashionable place to another, and they move in a crowd like a flock of sheep. They’re at Harrogate, they’re at Paris Plage, they’re at Ostend in July, at Deauville at the end of July, at Aix in the season, at Monte Carlo, at St. Moritz, and only the happy fact that we’ve been at war with Germany prevents them going to Wiesbaden at the proper time. Now, when that army moves, Bob, there’s another little army which follows it. They’re the camp followers, or scamp followers, or whatever you like to call them. They’re the parasites who live upon these mugs––”

“Oh, what vulgarity!” murmured Bob.

“They’re mugs and nothing else,” said Campbell. “If they weren’t mugs they’d be original. They’d go to St. Moritz in the summer, and Ostend in the winter. But, as I was saying, there’s a young army of parasites that moves with them and lives on them, and unless we want to go broke it’s our job to frustrate their knavish tricks, as the Old Book says.”

“You’re a whale on insurance, Campbell, but you’re rather short in the literary line. The clever little line you quote is not, as you imagine, from the Old Book!”

“It doesn’t matter where it’s from,” Campbell went on. “The point is this–we’ve got to put a man on specially to watch over these sheep, and see that they are not torn limb from limb by the wolves. We are going to offer you a very big salary to take this job on and give you permission to accept any private commissions that may come your way. Is it a bet?”

“It all depends upon what your idea of a handsome salary is,” said Bob with a little grin. “In the old days it used to be somewhere in the region of £300 or £400 per annum.”

“We are more broad-minded now,” said Campbell, “and we never talk under thousands.”

Brewer looked at him and nodded.

“Take down the notice,” he said, “I am engaged.”

Campbell walked to the door and turned the key.

“I’ll introduce you to the names of the king-bird of all the birds of prey,” he said; “he’s the boss-man of the Big Four–‘Reddy’ Smith.”

Bob laughed quietly.

“Reddy, eh?” he said; “why, I need no introduction to Reddy! You couldn’t live in the seams of New York City and not know him.”

“Does he know you?” asked the other quickly.

“He does not,” replied Bob. “We’ve never met in the way of business, but I know him. You see, in New York, I was on the commercial side of insurance–trade frauds and that sort of thing. Reddy was a con man, an advertisement faker. He used to sell non-existent shares to the deluded agriculturists of the Middle West. I have seen him at exercise in a prison yard, but I doubt if he knows me. As a matter of fact, I was on his track about a year ago, before he sailed for Europe.”

Mr. Campbell nodded.

“All I know about him,” he said; “I have secured from the police. He has been working with a swell crowd in France, but they never brought any charge home to him, although it is pretty well known he was concerned in one or two bad robberies. I have information that he is at Monte Carlo. Unfortunately a number of our clients are there also, including a selection of our brightest muno profiteers.”

“From which effort of word-making I gather you mean gentlemen who have made profits out of munitions,” suggested Bob.

“Exactly,” said Campbell. “Reddy doesn’t work alone. There’s a whole gang. You will find them and their womenfolk there, encrusted with precious stones and clothed in rainbow raiment. They will be eating ice-creams with diamond spoons, and new peas with golden knives, and you will possibly interrupt Mr. Reddy just as he is telling the most bloated of these about a diamond mine that he has discovered in Sicily. Reddy always carries a few spare diamonds as a convincing proof.”

“What help do I get from the French police?” asked Bob, and in reply his new employer pulled open the drawer and took out a small leather-bound book.

“Here is your authority, signed by the Minister of the Interior, and countersigned by the Minister of State of Monaco. The authorities in Monaco are more anxious to keep out the crooks than we are to pinch them.”

Bob took the book, examined it, and slipped it into his pocket.

“Now off you go. You will live at the best hotels.”

“Trust me, old man,” said Bob. “Do I draw my salary in advance, or when I can get it?”

“I knew your father,” said Mr. Campbell eyeing him severely, “and he was a good and thrifty Scot. I knew your mother, and she was a Macleod and a thrifty soul. But you, Bob, you have just developed into a spendthrift Englishman, Shall I give you a little on account?”

“A lot’s a little,” said Bob. “I will take six months’ salary, and I will let you know what I want for expenses. I shall stay for a few days in Paris, and Paris costs money.”

Mr. Campbell sighed and drew a cheque.

 

*     *

 

*

 

Two men sat outside the Cafe de Paris in Monte Carlo. They were both well-dressed, both clean-shaven, and had the appearance of citizens of the world, which meant that they may have been of any nationality, but were probably American.

The elder of the two was sucking a cigar thoughtfully, and nodding his replies to the other.

Presently he said:

“I have never met him, but I’ve heard a lot about him. Jimmy, this place is not going to be healthy after Monday. I think we’ll skip by the Sunday morning train. That gives us four days to draw dividends. What is this Brewer like?”

Jimmy shrugged.


“Search me!” he said. “I know as much about him as you do.”

“You are sure he is coming?” asked Reddy.

“Sure,” said the other emphatically. “I saw the telegram engaging rooms on the clerk’s counter this morning. It was sent from Paris, and asked for the best suite overlooking the entrance to the Casino. It said he would arrive on Monday, but if he didn’t the rooms were to be held for him until he did arrive.”

Reddy nodded again.

“That gives us four days, and I think we shall get the stuff,” he added confidently. “Little William certainly looks like easy money.”

He nodded towards the hotel, on the steps of which stood a resplendent figure in a shepherd’s plaid suit and a Homburg hat of dazzling whiteness.

“He almost sparkles from here,” said Reddy admiringly. “Gee! That fellow is the nearest approach to cash in hand that I have ever struck.”

“What is he?” asked Jimmy curiously. “I saw you talking with him in the rooms last night.”

“He is William Ford. His pa made enough out of fuses to settle the British National Debt. When the war finished so did pa. He died off and left a cartload of money to Willie, and Willie’s seeing life for the first time.”

“What did you get him with?” asked Reddy.

“With my Montana silver mine,” replied the other. “He just fell for it. Come over and shake hands with him.”

Mr. Ford stood with his hands in his pockets, a long amber cigarette- holder between his teeth, staring about him, and apparently oblivious to the beauties of the scene. Walking slowly across the broad, well-swept roadway to the Municipal Gardens, he bought a newspaper at the little kiosk, and returned to a long garden seat facing the Casino. It was here that they accosted him.

“Good morning, Mr. Ford, I want you to shake hands with Mr. Kennedy, one of our millionaire ranchers from Texas.”

Mr. Ford blinked up at the newcomer, and offered a limp hand.

“Good morning,” he said to Reddy, “it’s beastly hot, and I can’t read this beastly French newspaper. Do you understand this beastly language?”

“Why, sure, Mr. Ford,” said the other, taking the newspaper from the young man’s hand. “I have seen it, and there’s nothing at all worth reading about unless you are interested in French racing.”

“I hate racing. I think it’s beastly,” said Mr. Ford, adjusting a glass in his eye with apparent difficulty. “I am a business man y’know, Mr. Redwood; gambling doesn’t appeal to me. I risk a few thousands at the beastly table, but it bores me.”

“Quite right,” said Mr. Redwood cordially; “that’s a fool way of spending your money.”

“Of course,” said Mr. Ford modestly, “I can afford to lose. I brought a million francs in ready money.”

“Which I hope you keep in the hotel safe,” said Reddy warningly. “There are a great many dishonest people in Monte Carlo.”

“Not much,” said Mr. Ford scornfully. “I always say if a man can’t look after his beastly money he doesn’t deserve to have it. No; I keep it in my room.”

Mr. Reddy drew a long breath.

“I haven’t come to Monte Carlo to learn how to protect myself,” went on Mr. Ford. “But look here, as a business man, and without any beastly beating about the bush, what do you want for this fifth share in your mine?”

“Well, I don’t know that I want to sell,” Reddy said modestly. “I have come to Monte Carlo to enjoy myself, and not to deal in stocks and shares.”

“You do too much of that at home, Mr. Redwood,” chimed in Jimmy, feeling it was his turn to speak. “Why, Mr. Redwood is known from one end of Colorado to the other end of Montana as the biggest man in the mining world. I suppose you deal in five million shares a year, don’t you, Mr. Redwood?”

“About that,” said the modest Reddy; “probably not so many, but somewhere about that figure.”

The young man was staring at him with an amused smile.

“You can’t frighten me with talk of millions,” he said. “I understand that your Montana mine is capitalised at a million dollars; that is about £200,000.”

Mr. Redwood nodded.

“You say you want £40,000; that is two hundred thousand dollars for a fifth interest!”

Mr. Redwood nodded again.

“The shares stand at 2.50 in the open market,” he said; “and a fifth share is worth more than twice as much as I am asking for it. I am tired of mining, tired of making profits. I am going to get out of my holdings, Jimmy,” he said, turning to the “rancher.” “This gentleman wants to buy a share of the Montana Deep. He’s a business man, and there is something about him that I like.”

“But surely,” said the shocked “rancher,” “you are not going to sell out your holdings in the Montana Deep? Why, they are the richest mines in the West. There would be a sensation if this were known in Wall Street.”

Reddy made no reply. He took from his inside pocket a thick package, and, unrolling it, disclosed some beautifully-printed share certificates, stamped and sealed. These he looked at musingly, even regretfully.

“When I think,” he said, “of the trouble I have taken to make this mine a success, why, I hate the idea of parting with them. I shall be giving them to you, Mr. Ford, for a mere bagatelle. Exactly the amount you have brought to Monte Carlo in ready money expecting to lose.”

“Of course, I haven’t made up my mind that I am going to buy them,” said the young man hastily.

“And I haven’t made up my mind that I’m going to sell them either,” smiled the other. “Come and have a drink.”

He was too wily a bird to press his victim, and made no further reference to the deal for two days.

“The time is getting short,” said Reddy on the Saturday after lunch. “Did you hear from Paris?”

Jimmy nodded, and produced a telegraph form.

“Brewer is staying at the Hotel Meurice,” he said. “That was the hotel his telegram was sent from. I wired him last night in the name of the hotel to ask if he still wanted the rooms, and I watched the counter all morning to see if he replied. Here’s a copy of the telegram. It came just before lunch.”

He handed the scribbled slip of paper to the other who read:

“Yes, of course I want the rooms.–Brewer.”

“The hotel people were a bit puzzled by the wire, but that’s nothing. We shall be gone, anyway, before he arrives. Now, what about this boob?”

“He has bitten, but he looks like taking a few days to land,” said Reddy. “I had a chat with him in the rooms, exchanged confidences with him, told him that I always kept my money under the pillow, and went out this morning forgetting to take it with me. He said he kept his money in the bottom drawer of his bureau under his clothes,” he chuckled. “If we don’t get his stuff to-day legitimately, Jimmy, we are going to get it to-night by coarse, violent methods. Don’t trouble to cancel the sleeper, but we are going to get away by another route.”

“How’s that?” said Jimmy.

“I have ordered a car from Nice to meet me outside the Post Office at two o’clock to-morrow morning. We will take the road as far as Marseilles, slip on through Narbonne, across the frontier into Spain, and lie low at Barcelona for a little while. I fixed another car to meet us at Marseilles on Sunday afternoon outside the Hotel d’Angleterre.”

“Good,” said Jimmy.

“Our room is on the same floor as his. It is easy to swing from one balcony to another, and he sleeps with his windows open. I will get into the room and open the door. You will come in, and if he gives any trouble put him to sleep. We ought to make Marseilles before midday.”

They strolled through the big pillared hall, passed through the doors into the sale, and spent the next half-hour wandering from table to table in the track of their victim, who occasionally hazarded a louis upon a number but was not apparently engaged in any serious betting.

Mr. Ford at last saw the two Americans, and favoured them with a pitying smile.

“Beastly nonsense, don’t you think,” he said. “I say, let’s get out of this place. It makes me ill to see people wasting their money.”

They followed him obediently and he went back to his favourite garden seat before the Casino.

“I have been thinking about that mining proposition, and do you know I nearly decided to buy your shares; then it struck me that Montana was a beastly long way off, I and I know nothing about mining.”
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