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CHAPTER I
 

	THEFT—AND SACRILEGE

	We had just settled down to business that morning—a Tuesday morning in the second week of April 1921—when the telephone bell in my room suddenly interrupted Chaney and myself in the middle of an argument. The next moment an unfamiliar voice asked a question:

	“Is that Camberwell and Chaney?”

	“Yes! This is Camberwell speaking.”

	“This is Canon Effingham, Rector of Linwood—speaking from Linwood.”

	“Yes, Canon Effingham—we know Linwood.”

	“Can you and your partner come down to see me at once, Mr. Camberwell? Both of you?”

	“Urgent business, Canon Effingham?—Serious?”

	“Both urgent and serious!”

	“Can you tell me the nature?”

	“I had rather tell you in person. Can you come—this morning?”

	I turned to Chaney, who was engaged in opening our letters.

	“Canon Effingham, Rector of Linwood, wants to see us there, immediately. Won’t say what it is till we get there. But very serious and urgent.”

	“Tell him we’ll go,” said Chaney.

	I turned to the telephone again.

	“We’re coming, Canon Effingham. Both! At once.”

	“Thank you. There’s a fast train—”

	“We’ll run over in our own car, sir. Be with you in about an hour.”

	I put down the receiver and turned to my job—which was to complete the drafting of a brief memorandum for our invaluable clerk, Chippendale. Chaney in silence finished reading, sorting, and arranging the letters.

	“Nothing here that can’t wait until this afternoon, or, for that matter, until tomorrow,” he said, rising from his desk. “Linwood, eh? Let’s see, that’s the pretty village just beyond Havering St. Michael, isn’t it?”

	“That’s it—close to Wrides Park,” I replied, “where, Chaney, you made my acquaintance! Perhaps this is another Wrides Park case—murder.”

	“A good burglary would be a pleasant change,” he remarked. “Any particular shade of excitement or that sort of thing in his reverence’s voice?”

	“N—no,” I said, a little uncertainly. “Seemed a bit flurried. Besides, if it’s murder, he’d have been at the police, not us.”

	“Family plate stolen, I suppose,” grunted Chaney. “Well, let’s be off—nothing here that Chip can’t attend to. Where is he?”

	Chippendale, duly summoned from the eight-foot square cabinet in which he exercised his already busy brain, expressed his ability to deal with anything with which Chaney and I had the ability to deal—which was not far from the truth—and we left him in charge and went down to dig out our car from a neighbouring garage. We had only recently set up that car and were very proud of it; already it had proved eminently useful. And its usefulness on this occasion was proved anew by the fact that although Linwood is some twenty-seven miles south of London, we were in sight of its ancient church within an hour and five minutes of quitting our offices in Conduit Street, in spite of suburban traffic and constant other drawbacks.

	Havering St. Michael, well known to Chaney and me, is a small, old-world market town; Linwood, two miles away, is an equally old-world village of timbered houses set in homely gardens and deep orchards and shut in from all the world by thick woods. It is just a bit of the old rural England, and very peaceful and quiet it looked that April morning when we ran our car off the main road up to the gates of the Rectory. There, on one side of us, stood the fine old fourteenth-century church with its splendid proportions crowned by the high and massive keep-like tower; there, on the other, was the scarcely less venerable-looking Rectory—really a seventeenth-century erection—its grey walls, high roofs, and queer chimneys rising from its beautifully kept gardens and shaven green lawns. Nothing could be more inviting, nothing more suggestive of peace, quietude.

	“Not much like the scene of anything in our line, this, Camberwell,” said Chaney, as we got out of the car. “But look!—the good gentleman seems grave enough!”

	I glanced across the lawn and saw Canon Effingham coming from his front door to meet us. I recognized him at once as an elderly clergyman I had often seen in Havering St. Michael at the time Chaney and I were investigating the Wrides Park murder—a tall, ascetic, rather distinguished-looking man, probably about sixty years of age, who was characterized by what is called the scholar’s stoop and had a trick of walking with downcast eyes, and hands clasped behind his back. He was walking in this way now, but he raised his head as he came close to the gate and, out of innate politeness, smiled faintly at us.

	“It is very kind of you to come so quickly,” he said. “Your car, now? We have a garage. Or will you let the car remain where it is until—”

	“Until we have had our little talk, sir,” replied Chaney. “As a result of that talk we might require the car in a hurry.”

	“Oh, just so, just so!” agreed Canon Effingham. “It will, I am sure, be quite safe there—my gardener”—he indicated a man who was working close by—“will keep an eye on it. This way, gentlemen. Which of you, now, is Mr. Chaney, and which Mr. Camberwell?”

	We informed him on this point, and he led the way across the garden to the house, where he conducted us into a big room lined from floor to ceiling with books. Closing the door carefully, he motioned us to easy chairs on either side of a cheerful fire of logs and was about to take a chair between us when he suddenly appeared to remember something.

	“I am forgetful!” he said. “You have had a journey—you would like some refreshment? Wine? A little whisky?”

	He pointed to a cupboard set in an angle of the room and was moving across to it, but Chaney stopped him.

	“Nothing, sir, thank you, for either of us!” he said. “Later, perhaps, as you’re so very kind. But—business first, I think, sir.”

	Canon Effingham sat down, rubbing his hands slowly around his knees and staring at the fire. He sat there for a moment and then looked from one to the other of us, shaking his head.

	“What I have to tell you is really of a most extraordinary nature!” he said: “I have been reflecting on it, in all its various phases, for the last four or five hours, and I am utterly at a loss to understand what has occurred!”

	“Perhaps we may be helpful, sir,” responded Chaney. “If you will put us in possession of the facts—”

	“The facts are very strange—and very puzzling,” replied Canon Effingham. “Beyond me! I have not told anyone—except my wife, and my lady secretary—of them so far. I thought at first of the local police, but there are reasons—as you will see—for privacy, and even secrecy, at first, at any rate. I sent for you, Mr. Chaney and Mr. Camberwell, because I am acquainted with your work in the Wrides Park case, and, later, your work in connection with those dreadful affairs in London—”

	“Hope yours is nothing of that sort, sir,” interrupted Chaney.

	“It isn’t,” said the Canon. “No—it is not murder. But crime, yes! Theft—and in addition to that, sacrilege!”

	“Ah!” exclaimed Chaney. “Something stolen from the church, eh, sir?”

	“I had better explain everything,” answered the Canon. “And, to begin at the beginning, you are no doubt aware that our parish church is of great antiquity—one of the very oldest churches in this diocese. It preserves certain treasures. Four are of great age, and—though I could not estimate the exact amounts—of great value; I mean, value in money. There is a fifteenth-century chalice of solid gold—a most rare specimen—and a paten, also of solid gold, which matches it. There is an illuminated Book of Hours, on vellum, exquisitely bound, and its covers studded with precious stones. And there is a copy of the four Gospels, on purple vellum, bound in gold plates and ornamented similarly. Well, gentlemen, the fact is that these four valuable things have been stolen!”

	“From here—from your house, sir?” asked Chaney.

	Canon Effingham shook his head and looked sad.

	“No!” he replied. “Perhaps I should have kept them in the house—and yet they could not possibly have been safer here than where they were. No—they were stolen from the church.”

	“When, sir?” inquired Chaney.

	“During last night,” replied the Canon. “I will further explain matters. These treasures, when I came here, some years ago, were kept in a stout oak box in the rectory—I don’t think many people knew of their existence, and of those who did, few, I believe, realized their immense interest and value. But, having been all my life a student of archæology, I did realize, and I took immediate steps for the safety of all four. I had a special safe built into the outer wall of the vestry, wherein to house these treasures, and a special lock placed on the vestry door. The key of the safe, the key of the vestry, and the key of the small door opening into the chancel have always been in my personal possession, and I can testify that no other hand than mine has ever opened that safe—until now! But now—the safe is empty!”

	“When did you discover the loss, sir?” asked Chaney.

	“This morning—very early,” replied Canon Effingham. “I am in the habit of rising very early. This morning, about seven o’clock, remembering that I wanted a certain register from the church, I went to this desk”—here he turned in his chair and indicated a massive oak desk which stood in the centre of the room—“to get the keys from that drawer—”

	“A moment, sir,” interrupted Chaney, who had begun making notes in his little book. “Please particularize these keys. What were they on?”

	“A substantial ring,” replied the Canon. “And there were, as I have said, three of them. The key of the chancel door; the key of the vestry; the key of the safe.”

	“Proceed, sir, if you please,” said Chaney.

	“The drawer was locked—”

	Chaney held up a finger.

	“On that point, sir, will you be most particular—for I see what is coming,” he said. “You are absolutely certain that the drawer—that drawer, which you now indicate—was locked?”

	“Absolutely certain!” assented the Canon.

	“But—you see, sir, how I anticipate—the church keys, the three keys already particularized, were not there?”

	“They were not there!”

	Chaney wrote in his book for a minute or two. Then he looked up.

	“When had you last seen them there, sir?”

	“Last? I put them there myself last night! Just before going to bed.”

	“And locked the drawer?”

	“Certainly, I locked the drawer.”

	“Where did you put the key which locks the drawer, sir?”

	“It is a key which is on my private bunch of keys,” replied the Canon, thrusting a hand in his trousers pocket. “This bunch. This is the key.”

	“We will return to the subject of that key later,” remarked Chaney. “Well, sir, on opening the drawer—the locked drawer—you found the church keys gone. What did you do?”

	“Well, at first I was tempted—scarcely the word to use, but you know what I mean—tempted to think that I hadn’t put the church keys there last night! But I knew—knew beyond question—that I had. I remembered most clearly—and most positively—the exact moment in which I had placed them in the drawer. As to what I did—well, after a brief consideration of the matter, I hurried across to the church. And I found the keys in the door of the chancel.”

	“Outside or inside, sir?” inquired Chaney.

	“They were hanging from the lock outside,” replied Canon Effingham. “The chancel door was locked. I turned the key, withdrew the bunch, and hurried to the vestry. The vestry door was locked. I entered the vestry. The door of the safe was locked. I unlocked it. The contents, as I have already said, were gone!”

	“And—then, sir?” continued Chaney, still busy with his book. “You—what?”

	“I returned to the house. No one—I mean none of the servants—had come down, and I went round the doors and windows, for I was certain that the house had been entered and my keys abstracted during the night. Everything was as it should have been, with one exception. There is a side-door in one of our ground-floor rooms which opens on the gardens. When I returned from the church, Bleacher, our parlour-maid, told me she had found it open on coming down this morning, though she was certain she locked it last night.”

	“Yes,” said Chaney. “Well, sir—and anything else?”

	“Nothing—until I telephoned to you,” said the Canon. “Except that I told my wife and my secretary, Miss Bolton, of what had occurred.”

	“Did you make any inquiries in the house as to whether any of its inmates had heard any noise, any unusual sound in the night?”

	“I have not done so yet.”

	Chaney put his book and pencil away.

	“There are two questions I’d like to put to you, Canon Effingham, at once,” he said. “The first is: when did you last see these valuable articles in the safe in the church vestry? The very last time?”

	Canon Effingham replied promptly.

	“Yesterday afternoon at five o’clock.”

	“That’s positive?”

	“Absolutely positive!”

	“Then they have been stolen during this last night! Well, the next question—a most important one, sir—is about your private bunch of keys. Where do you keep that bunch? In your pocket, of course, during the day? Yes—but what do you do with it when you retire?”

	“I place it with my watch, purse, small pocket articles, on a certain small tray on the table of my dressing-room. Always in the same place—I am a man of regular habits and never deviate from them.”

	“Then you put the private bunch of keys in its usual place last night?”

	“Certainly!”

	“Was it there this morning?”

	“Yes—just where I had placed it.”

	“Do you sleep in that dressing-room, sir?”

	“No. But my room is close by—opens from the dressing-room, in fact.”

	“Did you hear any sound—unusual sound—from the dressing-room last night, sir?”

	“No!”

	“And this morning the private bunch of keys was in the same place on the table in which you had placed it last night?”

	“The exact place.”

	Chaney rose from his seat and approached the desk.

	“The next thing I want to know,” he said, “is—is this sort of lock, this lock in the drawer in which you keep the church keys, a simple one to open? A special lock, too, sir? Um!—this, sir, is becoming a really interesting case!”

	


CHAPTER II
 

	THE SQUIRE’S PEW

	I don’t know whether Canon Effingham understood or appreciated Chaney’s remark; he turned a somewhat puzzled glance on him.

	“You think—?” he said.

	“Ah, I don’t know what I think yet, sir!” replied Chaney, still examining the drawer and the key which fitted its lock. “What I see is that this, as you say, is a special lock, with, of course, its own specially made key. Therefore, on the surface of things, it looks as if we must presume that when the drawer was opened for the purpose of abstracting the keys of the chancel, the vestry, and the safe, it was this key, from your private bunch, that opened it.”

	“And that means—eh?” asked the Canon.

	“That means, sir, that we must set up the theory that the thief first stole your keys from your dressing-room. Then he came down here to your study, unlocked this drawer, and abstracted the church keys. Then he went across to the church, entered by the chancel, passed into the vestry, opened the safe, and removed the four missing articles. Then, locking things up again, he left the church keys in the chancel door, returned to the house, and replaced your private bunch of keys in your dressing-room. And that, to me, is a most amazing thing! Why on earth should he, having accomplished his object, have troubled himself to come back here and put those keys of yours in your room upstairs? Extraordinary!”

	“It certainly seems so,” admitted the Canon. “But the facts are as I have said—there the keys were!”

	“Well, sir, then all I can say is that on those facts I must ask you a very plain, but very necessary question,” said Chaney. “What about the members of your household?”

	Canon Effingham smiled—a very deprecating smile.

	“Oh!” he answered promptly, “I can assure you that there is no one—no one at all!—in my house whom we could possibly suspect. There are not many of us. My wife—I suppose no one would suspect her!—my secretary, Miss Bolton—a lady of the highest character and abilities, for whom, when she came to me some months ago, I had the most satisfactory ref—”

	“I was thinking more particularly of your domestic staff, sir,” interrupted Chaney. “Servants are sometimes got at, you know.”

	“Our domestic staff is a very limited one,” replied Canon Effingham, smiling. “A cook, Mary Summers, who is elderly and has been with us nearly twenty years; a parlour-maid, Jane Bleacher, who has been in our service about ten; a housemaid, Jane Flint, a good, honest, unimaginative country lass; and a page-boy, Tom Deane. I don’t think—”

	“No menservants, sir?” inquired Chaney.

	“We have a gardener, the man you see working out there,” said the Canon. “Charles Lightowler, a plain, bluff Yorkshireman who has been in my employ nearly as long as the cook, Summers; he came to us soon after she did, I remember. But he does not live in the house.”

	“All these people, then, are like—like somebody’s wife—I’m no great scholar, sir—beyond suspicion?” said Chaney, smiling. “Well, we must turn elsewhere. Now, have you had any visitors here lately that you—”

	The Canon lifted his hands.

	“That I could suspect of stealing my keys and robbing a church?” he exclaimed. “No, indeed!—most emphatically not. Anyone received in this house—”

	“Would, I am sure, sir, be of the highest character—and ability—” said Chaney, dryly. “But you see, sir, in the exercise of my profession, if you like to dignify a detective’s work with that word, I have known a good many people of supposed high character and of unquestionable ability who, on occasion, and under the pressure of necessity—especially the latter—could do some very, very naughty deeds! I have known ladies of title who were thieves; men of rank who cheated; young society women who—”

	“We are not acquainted with any of that sort of person,” interrupted Canon Effingham, a little loftily. “I should as soon think of suspecting my own wife as any of the visitors we have ever had. Of course,” he added, hastily, “I cannot vouch for the occasional visitors who come to see the church.”

	“Ah!” exclaimed Chaney, cheerfully. “Now, that’s more like it, sir! Visitors to the church, eh? Though, to be sure, it’s difficult to see how a visitor to the church could get into your dressing-room during the night and abstract your private keys. But we’ll pursue that subject a little. You have many visitors to the church?”

	“A considerable number in the course of a year,” asserted the Canon. “It is a remarkably fine and interesting edifice, and of historic associations, too.”

	“Then I suppose a great number of people have seen the stolen valuables at one time or another?” suggested Chaney. “They must be quite well known to a lot of people.”

	“No!” replied Canon Effingham. “They are not. There are two classes of visitors to the church. There are the people who can enter it whenever they like—it is open all day—and there are the people who are what one may call special and privileged visitors. It is only these—the last-named—who ever see the valuable things I have told you of. And those are never shown to anybody but by myself. That safe has never been opened except by me since it was built into the church wall; no other hands than mine have ever handled the missing chalice and paten, and if I have occasionally allowed bibliophiles or very distinguished visitors to take the two books into their hands, I can assure you that I have kept a jealous eye on them while they did!”

	“Is there such a thing as a register of visitors in the church, sir?” inquired Chaney. “There is? Good!—I suggest that we go across and inspect it.”

	Canon Effingham led us across the garden and through an intervening shrubbery to the church. The west door stood wide open; through it we had a vision of the big nave, with its high roof and massive pillars, and of the chancel in the distance. At the base of one of the piers of the chancel arch we found the register, a strongly bound volume laid out on a desk, with pen and ink ready to hand.

	“This,” remarked Canon Effingham, laying a hand on the book, “is the ordinary register. It is ruled, you observe, for the name and address of the visitor and the date of visit. But I have another, a sort of private register, in the vestry, in which are the signatures of the people who have been allowed to inspect the contents of the safe. Some of those signatures may appear in both books—I think you will be most interested in the vestry register.”

	“I think so, sir,” agreed Chaney. “These, after all, are signatures and only signatures and can’t convey much to me. Possibly you can tell something about the persons whose signatures are in the other book?”

	“We will go into the vestry,” said the Canon. “But, first, observe the door in the south wall of the chancel. That is the door I spoke of whereby the thieves entered—as far as I know. They would then cross the front of the chancel to this vestry door—the vestry, you see, is situated in the north-east angle of the church. Look at the lock and key of this door; you see they are exceptional. Now here is the interior of the vestry—and there is the safe!”

	He opened the safe door; the cavity was, of course, empty; he had already remarked that the safe had been specially built for the secure keeping of the valuables now missing from it.

	“And here,” Canon Effingham presently continued, “is the vestry register. It goes back, of course, for some years.”

	“Ah, but we needn’t turn back as far as all that, sir,” remarked Chaney. “Recent entries are what I want to see—entries made since, say, the New Year.”

	Canon Effingham turned the pages of his register until he came to one headed in boldly made figures “1921.” He ran a finger down it.

	“There have been only a few visitors—I mean visitors to whom the valuables were exhibited—since the year began,” he said. “I can, of course, tell you anything you want to know about them—all of them. You see what the general type is—two or three ecclesiastical dignitaries, certain eminent archæologists, an antiquary or two, two or three foreigners of distinction, and so on. Nobody, I think, likely to be a burglar in disguise!”

	Chaney made no reply to the last remark. He was rapidly glancing over the names before him, and I, standing at his elbow, was doing the same thing. Suddenly he put a finger on a section of the page dated February 21.

	“What is this group of names—some nine or ten; no, eleven in all—all coming together, sir?” he asked, turning to the Canon. “A Sunday-school party?”

	“No, no!” replied Canon Effingham, smiling. “Those are the signatures of a party of ladies and gentlemen, guests of Sir Bartle Shardale—”

	“The racing man?” interrupted Chaney quickly.

	“Sir Bartle has racehorses, certainly,” assented Canon Effingham. “He is our local Squire, you know, living at Linwood Hall, just beyond the Rectory.”

	“Yes?” continued Chaney. “And these people were his guests, at this date?”

	“He had a large house-party just then—hunting people, most of them,” replied the Canon. “One day—owing, I believe, to an unusually severe frost—they couldn’t hunt, and a great many of them—all whose signatures are there—came over to inspect the church. I took them round myself, and of course showed them the treasures.”

	“Ah, to be sure!” said Chaney, with affected carelessness. “Principal thing to see, of course. Did you expatiate on the value of the treasures, sir?”

	“I may have done,” replied Canon Effingham. “Probably I did.”

	Chaney’s note-book suddenly appeared. So did his pencil.

	“I think I’ll just copy a name or two,” he said guilelessly. “You never know what may be useful, you know, sir.”

	Leaving him to this occupation, with the Canon watching him, I went out of the vestry and back into the body of the church, to have a look round. There was a great deal in that church that was very old and very interesting, but what had struck me most as we walked up the nave was a great, square, horse-box of a pew which, Canon Effingham had remarked in passing, had for generations been sacred to the Squire. I wanted, out of sheer curiosity, to look inside it. And now, approaching it, I pulled open the heavy door and peeped in. The next instant I started back, staring. There before me, stretched out, face downward, across the flooring lay the body of a man—still, rigid.

	


CHAPTER III
 

	THE BRAND-NEW SPANNER

	I knew, of course, that this man was dead and that in all probability he had been murdered. The wooden walls of the old pew were high, and the light in its interior dim, and the man’s face was mostly hidden from me, but I fancied that on a bit of cheek-bone which caught the light I could see the mark of a terrible blow. For a moment longer I stood looking at him, without going nearer. He was a little chap, undersized, roughly dressed in poor clothes; the best part of his attire was a pair of good, serviceable nearly new leggings or gaiters. The boots which terminated these were hob-nailed; there was chalk on their soles. That is a chalk district.

	I turned suddenly and, stealing back to the vestry door, attracted Chaney’s attention and beckoned to him. He came out. Canon Effingham followed; I waved him back.

	“A moment, if you please, sir,” I said. “I want to speak to my partner.”

	He turned into the vestry again, and Chaney followed me into the nave.

	“What is it?” he asked. “Seen something suspicious?”

	“Found something!” I whispered. “A dead man!”

	He started, staring at me incredulously.

	“Where?” he exclaimed after a gasp of astonishment.

	“Come this way,” I said, and led him along the nave to the open door of the old pew.

	“There!” I continued, pointing. “And now, what’s that mean?”

	With a smothered exclamation Chaney bent down and looked closer.

	“Dead enough!” he muttered, straightening himself again. “Nice mess they’ve made of his face and forehead, too, poor chap. Who will he be? Some villager, I’ll bet.”

	“Canon Effingham will know him if he is,” I said. “Better fetch him.”

	Turning in its direction, I saw that Canon Effingham was watching us from the vestry door. I motioned to him; he came hurrying to us. Chaney went to meet him.

	“Prepare yourself for a shock, sir,” he said. “There’s a man laying dead in the big pew.”

	Canon Effingham threw up his hands in horror as he started forward.

	“In that pew!” he exclaimed. “The Squire’s pew? Who—”

	He was at the open door by that time, and we stood aside and let him look in. Probably he recognized the man by his clothes; at any rate, he spoke his name without hesitation.

	“Merciful Heaven!” he said. “Jim Skate! What—what does this mean? You say he’s dead? Why, how—”

	“He’s as dead as a man can be, sir,” answered Chaney, stolidly, “and as to how, well, I’ve already got my ideas about that! But—who is he, sir?”

	“A man living in the village,” replied the Canon. “A native, indeed. A sort of ne’er-do-well. And I believe he had the reputation of being a confirmed poacher.”

	“Poacher, eh?” exclaimed Chaney. “Ah, that simplifies things! I see it, now! This chap was out poaching last night. He came this way—by the church. He saw and perhaps interfered with the fellows who carried out the raid on the safe. And—he paid for his interference with his life! They knocked him on the head and bundled his dead body into this queer old pew.”

	“What is to be done?” asked the Canon, almost piteously. “This is—murder!”

	“Murder it is, sir, hard enough, and now we want the murderers!” agreed Chaney. “Now we’ll just have to call in the official police. Will you go over to your phone, sir, and ask the Police Superintendent at Havering St. Michael to come here at once—and say that we are here, Camberwell and Chaney? He knows us. But—don’t tell him what the trouble is—we’ll tell him all that. And you might send your man for the nearest doctor—I want to find out how long this chap’s been dead.”

	Canon Effingham hurried away, and Chaney beckoned me to follow him into the churchyard. Once outside in the bright spring sunlight, he drew a long breath and stretched his arms.

	“Phew!” he said. “That’s better! Well, here we are again, Camberwell, faced with another murder!”

	“You think it’s that?” I replied.

	“Pooh, man, what else? Plain as that stone! As soon as I heard the parson say that this fellow was a poacher, I saw through it. What’s his name—Skate? Well, this is my reconstruction of it. Skate was out last night on one of his little excursions. Rabbits, I suppose—”

	“Breeding season!” I objected.

	“Oh, well, something—I’m not a countryman. But he was out. He came through this churchyard. He saw or heard something. Perhaps he saw a spot of light in that vestry. Anyhow, he was fool enough to interfere, instead of going for assistance. And—he got a tap on his head that settled him! That’s all there is to it,” he concluded with decision. “But come—let’s have a look round. For my belief is that the dead man was carried in there from outside.”

	We began to search the churchyard. It was of considerable extent and of varied arrangement. On one side it sloped down to the main road and the village; on the other it extended to the outer edge of a thick wood which stretched along the hill-side. It was beautifully kept and planted, and the turf was well cropped and rolled. That last fact was all in our favour; we had not been searching about very long before we came on a stretch where the velvet-like surface showed the marks of much trampling and here and there exhibited, unmistakably, the imprint of heavy-soled and nail-studded boots.

	“Those are Skate’s—the dead man’s,” muttered Chaney. “I noticed his boots and leggings particularly. I reckon this is where he held up the raiders; it’s between the church and the lych-gate, you see. And—hello, what’s this?”

	As he spoke, Chaney moved quickly forward, to pick up from a flower-bed close by something which had suddenly glittered in a shaft of sunlight that pierced the light clouds overhead. He turned to me, holding the thing out for my inspection.

	“A spanner!” he said. “Brand-new and stainless—except for those specks of rust caused by lying out in the dew all night and for—that! See what that is, Camberwell? Blood!”

	I looked at the mark he meant; it certainly seemed to me something other than rust.

	“You may be pretty certain that this is what that poacher chap in there was hit with,” Chaney continued. “Probably one of his assailants—”

	“Why the plural?” I interrupted. “Do you think more than one man has been in at this job?”

	“I should say at least two,” he replied confidently. “It doesn’t seem to me like a one-man job at all. What I expect we shall find out is that these fellows—let’s suppose there were two of ’em—made use of a car. They came down from town. They hid their car somewhere in the lanes close by this spot. They secured the keys we’ve heard so much about—never mind exactly how; we’ll go into all that later—and they got into the church and secured the loot. As they were coming away, Skate stopped ’em. One of them had this new spanner—don’t forget that it’s brand-new—in his pocket. He quietened Skate with it. Then they carried Skate back to the church and put him in the Squire’s pew.”

	“How do you account for that spanner being dropped—just here?” I asked.

	“I think there’s no need to account for it! It was dropped—or I shouldn’t be handling it. I should say that after using it to crack Skate’s skull the man who had it in hand shoved it back in his pocket, as he thought—and dropped it in that patch of soft grass. Anyway, here it is. A brand-new spanner, out of a motorist’s outfit. We’re going to trace its ownership, Camberwell.”

	“Stiff job, I think, Chaney!” I said. “I guess they turn those things out by the scores, perhaps hundreds of thousands!”

	“Never mind, my lad!” he retorted. “We’ll see. All sorts of ways by which we may get a bit of information on that little point. Hallo! Here’s his reverence coming back with somebody; doctor, I suppose.”

	We went back into the church with the doctor and were presently listening to what he had to say. And that was little—Skate, he said, had been struck two violent blows on the left temple; yes, the spanner which Chaney showed him was probably the weapon which the murderer had used, and either blow was sufficient to cause death. And Skate had been dead, approximately, nine or ten hours. That meant, we concluded, that the raid on the church safe and the murder of Skate had taken place soon after midnight.

	The Superintendent of Police, bringing a couple of his men and the village policeman, had arrived by this time, and to him the whole story had to be told. He was obviously not at all well pleased that Canon Effingham had sent for us before sending for him, and said so.

	“I was not aware of the—the murder, as I fear it is,” pleaded the Canon, “and I wished to avoid publicity in respect of the robbery, as far as I could.”

	“That’s impossible, sir!” snapped the Superintendent. “Crime is crime and can’t be treated as a private affair. We should have been informed at once—every hour that’s elapsed means additional facility to the criminal to get clear away.” He turned to Chaney and me; he knew us well enough, for we’d had previous dealings with him over the Wrides Park affair. “I suppose you’ve heard all about it from the Canon?” he suggested. “You’d better post me up.”

	We went out into the churchyard with him and told him all we knew, Canon Effingham standing by and corroborating and amplifying where necessary. The Superintendent listened without comment, but he put a shrewd question at the end which Chaney had not put.

	“Yes,” he said, when the full story had been told, “but there’s something I want to know about.” He turned to Canon Effingham. “Did anybody in your household, sir—I don’t include Mrs. Effingham—know where you kept those church keys—that you kept them in that particular drawer in your desk in the study?”

	Canon Effingham made a wry face and shook his head.

	“I should say,” he answered, slowly, “I should say—as they must have seen me take the keys from that drawer hundreds of times—that everybody did!”

	The Superintendent shrugged his shoulders and turned to Chaney.

	“What’s your notion about it?” he asked brusquely.

	“Mine?” responded Chaney. “That’s soon told! That the man we want was well aware of the value of the articles deposited in the vestry safe. That he was equally well acquainted with Canon Effingham’s arrangements about his keys—private bunch and church bunch. That he came here last night, got the keys, effected the robbery, and was probably getting quietly away when Skate accosted him. Whereupon he settled Skate. Those are my notions. But I have still another.”

	“Well?” asked the Superintendent. “Out with it! What?”

	“That he had an accomplice!”

	The Superintendent gave Chaney a sharp look.

	“Inside—or outside?” he asked, significantly.

	“That,” replied Chaney, “is just what somebody has got to find out!”

	The Superintendent nodded and, walking across to the spot which we had previously pointed out to him as the probable scene of the scuffle, stood there for a minute or two in silence, evidently reflecting on the problems just put before him. He came back, glancing from Chaney to me and evidently joining us together in his thoughts.

	“I think we’d better make a division of labour,” he said. “Canon Effingham fetched you two down on account of the robbery, eh? I think you’d better stick to that and leave the other matter to us.”

	“Are not the two crimes indissolubly united?” remarked Canon Effingham.

	“They are, sir, they are, no doubt,” agreed the Superintendent. “When we find the thief, we find the murderer; when we find the murderer, we find the thief. But Mr. Chaney knows what I mean. Let him and his partner go on the track of the missing articles and we’ll see to the other. Now, to start with, sir, those matters that have been stolen—they’re of real value? Not sentimental, but real?”

	“They are of real value,” asserted Canon Effingham. “Great value—in money.”

	“You couldn’t put a figure to it, sir?”

	“I can say confidently that they are worth a great many thousand pounds!”

	“And could realize that?”

	“Most certainly!”

	“Then there’s one thing you must do at once, sir,” said the Superintendent. “You must prepare a full description of the four missing articles—the two pieces of plate and the two books—and it must be supplied to the London press and to the news-distributing agencies this afternoon. And now if Mr. Chaney and Mr. Camberwell will give you their assistance in that matter, and will then see about the necessary publicity, I and my men will—”

	He completed his sentence by a significant wave of the hand in the direction of the church and went off there. Canon Effingham, Chaney, and I returned to the Rectory; once within his study, Canon Effingham rang a bell, once, twice. An inner door opened; a lady appeared.

	“My secretary, Miss Bolton,” said the Canon. “Miss Bolton, I want to supply these gentlemen with a description of the articles stolen from the vestry safe last night. If you will kindly take it down, we’ll afterwards revise it before you make a typed copy in duplicate. You have your note-book? Well, now—”

	Miss Bolton spread out her note-book on a table near Canon Effingham’s desk and prepared to write, and Chaney and I sat down to wait. We listened, of course, to the Canon’s description of the lost valuables, but I confess that I was rather more interested in Miss Bolton herself than in what she was writing down—in shorthand. She was not at all the sort of secretary I should have expected to find employed by a man of learning, devoted to such dry-as-dust subjects as archæology and ecclesiastical history, for she was young, very pretty, smart as to clothes and appearance, and therefore quite a contrast to the surroundings in which we sat. As for the rest of her it needed very little observation to see that behind her retiring and demure air there was an unusual fund of perception and intelligence; she had, in
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