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ACT ONE
CHAPTER ONE
“Someone has been murdering our crows!” announced Lady Petronella Ashfeld, sweeping into the morning room with such inordinate violence for so genteel an hour. Her skirts gathered unceremoniously in one fist — as though she’d waded through some great flood to bring the news — she stood there with a half-closed umbrella hanging from her arm, dripping its testimony onto the boards. Upon her countenance sat her usual, petty indignation, reserved for those who considered themselves — and, by natural extension, all birds within their acquaintance — wronged by the universe at large.
His Lordship Corvin Ashfeld sighed and lowered his newspaper by degrees: first to take in the measure of his wife’s fluctuating expression, and then, with immediate disgruntlement, to take the measure of the water pooling most indelicately upon the newly varnished floor.
“Someone has been murdering our crows?” He closed the paper — not folded, but struck shut — and let it fall upon the table. “What nonsense are you prattling, Nella?”
“I only heard it on the way here from Mr Pritchard — who, as you know, will tell anyone anything, so long as it is told to him first — who’d heard it from the parlourmaid, who’d heard it, I believe, from the milkman.” She evinced in her every look a satisfaction with the pedigree of gossip, and a conviction that the report’s credibility was measured chiefly by the number of mouths through which it passed. “Someone has been murdering our crows.”
Lord Corvin’s gaze, though it had dutifully lifted to his wife, found itself drawn back — as water is drawn downhill — to the small lake, now no longer confined to the metaphor, but spreading its cheerful reflections across his floors. “Umbrellas, my dear, were invented to keep the rain from one’s head. Not to irrigate the household. It is not a watering can.”
“Never mind the umbrella. What are we to do about the crows? Who could suppose it possible to murder harmless birds? — and who knows, perhaps the same hand that takes to killing our crows might not, on finding the work agreeable, take a fancy to —”
“For certain,” interrupted His Lordship, rising at last to the height of his patience, “unless you return that infernal parasol to its designated place and desist from this ludicrous talk of corvicide, murder shall be committed before noon in this very house.”
The lady regarded him with a brow piqued to such an eloquent degree that it appeared to file a complaint of its own. “What did you say?”
A modest growl escaped him as he picked up the paper and continued reading. “Nothing, my dear.”
“You certainly did not say nothing!”
One long breath expanded his chest, and he let it rush through his teeth in a thin, defeated whistle. “My dear, we have lived here this past forty years and have often congratulated ourselves upon how well every detail is arranged: be that the brass doorhandles; the excellent wooden banisters; the shutters that fit so snugly their windows; even that infernal stage for that equally infernal band — which is, I need hardly say, going to perforate my eardrums for sure this year! Ah! Even the silverware on this table — and particularly this egg-cup” — he lifted it — “quite ingeniously designed for the comfort and easy consumption of eggs…”
By this time, his wife had inhaled enough air of her own to fill a small warehouse. Even the seams of her damp morning dress looked, under the present state of her indignation, to be testing their own construction.
“So, my dear,” continued His Lordship, “unless you hurry that umbrella to the designated rack — which a very clever ancestor devised some aeons ago for precisely this purpose — I shall throw it from the window. Or into the fire.”
Even as he spoke, the butler entered. Her ladyship, with a huff that served as a punctuation, practically thrust the umbrella into the fellow’s arms without so much as a glance. And this servant, being quite au fait with his masters’ quirks and vagaries, and being more than acquainted with the household’s daily weathers, required not a single syllable of instruction and vanished at once with his dripping charge.
Her Ladyship sat, with a second huff for good measure. “As I was saying,” resumed she, “someone is murdering our crows.”
His Lordship did not look up from his newspaper. “Yes. I heard you the first and second time.”
“You heard, but you were clearly not listening.” She shook her head and took up the teapot. Only when the work of pouring had begun did she add, with the air of one choosing her words for their best effect: “It is all rather too like — well. You know. Twenty years ago.”
Such words — and more than the words, the particular register in which they were spoken — proved sufficient to draw his eyes, which had remained upon the paper as though it were capable of answers, immediately to his wife. He saw the worry already settled on her features. He saw, too, that it had been there long enough to have grown somewhat confident.
“And what, precisely, makes you think this is anything like twenty years ago?”
***
Later that morning, His Lordship was in the lobby, working the second glove onto his hand for the umpteenth time, and waiting — as he’d learnt, over three decades of marriage, to wait — while his wife reconsidered, for perhaps the fourth time, every garment she owned.
The butler, having first ascertained that Her Ladyship had fairly retired from the ground floor, approached Lord Corvin with two despatches.
They’d arrived the better part of an hour since, so said the butler.
Here, it might be observed, to the credit of the human constitution generally and His Lordship’s in particular, that the sight of an envelope possesses a singular power to rearrange a man’s priorities. His impatience with the hotel arrangements — cursed, elaborate, and contrived by beings who seemed never to have met a clock — dissolved at once. For his attention, never much requiring an invitation to wander from his wife’s tedious activities, turned with grateful alacrity to matters of greater consequence.
He stole a glance in the staircase’s direction.
The first letter announced itself before it was even opened: by the U.S. stamps; by the New York dateline, with the state punctiliously appended; and by that brisk, American return address which appears to suppose the world in possession of a post office at every corner. Notably, it had been delayed, most certainly, some two months in its travelling, and perhaps a month more, at least, in the act of writing.
The second had been sent a fortnight past.
Hoping — praying, though he would have denied the word — that this might at last bring news, His Lordship stripped off his gloves, tossed them onto the centre table, and withdrew to the library, closing the door behind him.
There, he tore open the elder of the two envelopes and read as follows:
Dear Corvin,
Please accept my apologies for the delay in writing to you. Events here in the U.S. have been rather unsettled, owing to the temper of the markets and the attendant dislocations in New York. I need not elaborate; you will have heard enough through the papers and clubmen twice over. But it is felt everywhere here — in offices, on streets, and even at the breakfast table.
As to our business: the last sighting and the rerouting address I mentioned in my previous letter have both come to nothing. I send you my most earnest regrets.
Of the possible witnesses I spoke of, none could confirm what we had both so fervently hoped. The chain of former addresses, though it leads nowhere yet, seems — of all the threads I have pulled — the least unpromising.
I leave New York tomorrow for Philadelphia, and shall write again the moment I arrive.
Yours,
Henry Wycliffe
With something less than steady hands, Lord Corvin tore into the next:
Dear Corvin,
I am so sorry to say I bring more of the same. The rerouting address has proved a false hope; the property has stood empty, by all accounts, for over a decade. Wherever the trail leads, it leads only to another vanishing — which confirms, at least, that we are not merely late, but misdirected entirely.
I shall call upon the neighbouring houses and write again with whatever I learn. Wherever they might be, they have made an art of not being found.
Sincerely,
Wycliffe
His Lordship’s eyes travelled at once to the fire, where the flames leapt upwards, arranging and rearranging themselves into shapes that seemed, that morning, bent on tormenting him.
With a sigh, he opened the bottom drawer of his desk, retrieved a locked caddy, unlocked it, and laid the two letters atop a pile of their own fellows — all having come from the States.
He’d scarcely relocked the caddy and placed it back in the drawer when his wife swept into the room, her wide, glaring eyes going at once to his hands — naked, ungloved. “Why, husband, are you not ready? You know we are expected at the Kingfisher within the half-hour. And yet, here you stand, dallying in the library.”
He shut the drawer with more force than the occasion strictly required. “We might have been there half an hour early,” replied he, “had you not” — and here, as he regarded his wife, he observed how she stood before him in the very first arrangement of clothes with which her toilette had begun, some three dozen revolutions  ago — “had you not seen fit to stage a rehearsal of your entire wardrobe!”
He shook his head and strode past her out of the room and into the foyer.  
Snatching up his gloves, and losing — by his own count — three fingers to the wrong holes, and several times so, before finding their right homes, he got his hands sheathed at last and ushered his wife, with a more curt than courtly inclination of the head, onwards before him.
She cast back at him a look sharpened by every one of those lost minutes and crossed the threshold and went down the gravel towards the car, His Lordship’s one true consolation in a life otherwise so cruelly appointed with umbrellas, wives, and wardrobes: a Rolls-Royce Phantom I, forest-green and polished to the brightness of still water, which reflected — most faithfully — Her Ladyship’s nettled looks; and waiting, besides, with the quiet arrogance of a thing quite certain of being admired, even whilst stationary.
And here, it might be noted — and the pun, dear reader, is offered with no more shame than it deserves — that the same reflection served rather well for the lady herself.
Sowerby — his Christian name Herbert — the butler emerged from wherever he kept himself between engagements, holding out the car keys in gloved hands.
“The news you were hoping for, my lord?” The butler’s eyes searched his lordship’s countenance.
“None, I’m afraid.” Corvin took the keys. “And I thank you, again, for keeping this business from her.”
Sowerby permitted himself the smallest wink, bowed, and withdrew to whatever errand awaited him next.
Availing himself of a deep breath and gathering his throughs as a man gathers reins, Lord Corvin quit the property and made his way to the car.
***
The Kingfisher Hotel was, as were most hotels of this class, the very epitome of an era where gold and glitz reigned from every wall, floor, cabinet, and ceiling. Here, a waterfall of paste crystals descended between the arms of a sweeping staircase; there, an explosion of wrought metal, shaped after the likes Lalique and Ruhlmann, wound its way along the railings, commingled with the bold geometries of the jazz age, and the glamorous facades of the Strand.
His Lordship, having assisted his still very much nettled wife out of the Royce — and duly nettled in his own turn (chewing as he was on that particular wasp of disappointment concomitant to bliss-less matrimony) — let fall the keys into the porter’s gloved hands, together with the sternest injunctions that not so much as a speck of dirt, let alone a scratch, be permitted to deface the true love of his life.
And so severely, so menacingly, were these injunctions delivered, that the poor fellow — already perspiring from beneath his crimson livery and cap, stammering out an incomplete and utterly irresolute promise — looked sorely fated to drive the car, by unadulterated nervous accident, of course, not into its parking bay but into the lake.
“Come along, my dear.” Corvin drew off his gloves and gestured towards the glittering portal of glistening glass and dazzling brass. “Let us not keep the manager waiting.”
With a shake of the head and a sharp little toss of her scarf about her neck, she glided up the marble steps — heels clinking — and into the premises.
“Ah, Lord and Lady Ashfeld.” The manager, who by all apparent circumstances had been waiting for them for some considerable half-hour, rushed over and bowed.
“Mr Latch,” said His Lordship, bobbing his head while he watched his wife immediately toddle off in the direction of the conference hall. “Pray, do tell me that you have been able to execute our little ruse, and reroute that infernal band — which is, I need hardly say, going to perforate my ear drums again this year.”
Mr Latch’s eyes performed a small, private manoeuvre in their sockets — a dance of sorts, somewhere between a Charleston and a Shimmy. “Alas, my lord. Her ladyship beat me to the chase. She was very insistent that they be engaged again this year.”
“Did she now….” Air, near hot enough to float a balloon, swelled His Lordship’s chest until his buttons threatened mutiny. He shook his head. “Such noise, such fuss, all to mark the twentieth — and what, pray, has she got herself up to now?”
Mr Latch’s eyes followed the trajectory of Lord Ashfeld’s own.
Lady Ashfeld was, at the very moment, not entering the conference hall at all, but standing before the hotel boutique’s little glass cabinet, holding an umbrella open — fully, defiantly open, indoors, to the visible horror of the shop-girl attending her — turning it this way and that that before a looking glass, as though daring seven years’ ill luck to make itself known before luncheon.
“I don’t, for the universe, think I shall survive another twenty years of this,” said His Lordship.
With that, he marched himself and the hotel manager to his wife and, snatching the offending parasol from her hands and securing her arm in the same motion, steered her — protesting, and not quietly — through into the conference room.




CHAPTER TWO
The first thing that met his scrutiny was not the infernal stage — nor the equally infernal band, who were presently setting up and sounding off incongruous and wholly unconnected notes. Nor was it the clusters of circular tables — those islands of linen and labour — draped in white and piled high with gilt centre pieces: here, a sculpted woman holding aloft a globe; there, a heroic-looking fellow drawing back his bow and aiming into the air. No. What stood before him, what snared his attention entire, was the red-velvet felt reader board — positioned atop an ornate brass easel.
His eyes went to it with a start, because below the gold, geometric lettering that spelt out WELCOME, there rested the photographic portrait of this annual event’s founder: Lord and Lady Corvin Ashfelds’ own daughter. Beautiful to behold. Clever. Charming to converse with.
Leonore Ashfeld by name; Ashfeld in character.
Though here, it must be admitted (and with what reluctance that admission comes) that Leonore had inherited — most detrimentally to her own prospects, and more so to her father’s peace — an inordinate dollop of her mother’s obduracy, obstreperousness, and overconfidence.
At any rate, there he stood, just inside the conference room, unable, for the life of him, to remove himself or to utter a word of protest to his wife, who presently demanded his immediate attention near the stage.
He took in Leonore’s eyes — wide and sparkling. Her smile — large and magnanimous. He found himself absorbed in the familiar complexion and the ringleted hair that framed a countenance so guileless, so candid in its manner, so determined in its purpose  — this latter distinction being, in truth, just like his own.
If one were, at this moment, to venture into His Lordship’s soul, wherein dwelt the warm, enchanted memories of paternity and the very lesser vanities of it, one would also find there an accumulated grief: grief which time had not yet so much as set its kind hands to mend, but which lay instead, obstinate and unhealed, like something treasured and wronged at once.
“Corvin!” came his wife’s shrill demand. “Will you stop idling there! Here, please — at once. The bandleader is undecided on which piece should open the event.”
Dragged from reverie, he took a long, steadying draw of breath, sniffed back the tear which had already begun to take liberties, and made his way over to his wife.
“I,” said Her Ladyship, rummaging through the bundle of sheet music, and flinging each sheet into sundry piles for which her husband had neither patience nor proclivity, “am rather fixed on the Puttin’ on the Ritz. What say you?”
“What say I?” He growled. “That we should do away with every vestige of vexing jazz and pray that the Almighty will sooner inspire His cursed seed and indolent artisans with some less obtrusive and considerably more silent pastime — embroidery, say, or the keeping of bees.”
Lady Ashfeld’s painted mouth gathered into a moue. She turned from him with a jejune huff — and her accustomed flick of her scarf — to face the bandleader.
He, no doubt sensing the marital discord and wishing — as sensible men do — to steer more than a little clear of the storm’s eye, had already crossed the stage on some imaginary duty, in what looked very like a single stride, being a gentleman remarkably well furnished with leg, and disappeared behind the crushed-velvet curtain.
Consequently, Her Ladyship, deprived of her preferred object upon which to vent her spleen, turned it instead upon the hotel manager, who now hovered anxiously near her side.
“Is there anything the matter?” said he.
Had it been the bandleader, and not the manager, she would have stated very clearly her disrelish for her husband’s incorrigible philistinism. But since the manager was, by long familiarity, quite inured to Her Ladyship’s caprices; and since too, Her Ladyship herself, though never one to fatigue of her own complaints merely because her audience seemed less than riveted, had struck on another note to harry, she turned the conversation accordingly:
“Someone has been murdering our crows!” answered she. “Again.”
“Murdering crows?” The manager blinked, first at her, and then — inevitably so — at His Lordship.
Lord Corvin shook his head.
“Well,” began she, “you were not in this region at the time, if my memory serves me right. And I wager you will not have heard the slightest mention of it. But two decades ago, there were strange happenings in our neighbourhood. And this — this macabre little ritual — seems to have been exhumed exclusively for this event. I am quite sure of it.”
The manager, despite himself, could not quite mask an expression that admitted his private opinion of the lady’s turn of mind. Still, he recovered his politeness. “You will forgive me, Lady Ashfeld. But I have not the slightest notions of what you are alluding to?”
Now Her Ladyship’s indignation, having wholly departed from her husband, landed upon the poor fellow with a scowl so intimidating that he squirmed within his livery.
“Someone has been murdering our crows,” repeated she. “And when I say again, I say it because this very crime was committed here once before. I cannot for the life of me understand how my meaning is so lost on you?”
Before the manager could attempt to answer, the door to the conference room swung open, and in strode Silas Cawthorne — heir to the Cawthorne estate, that sprawling property adjacent to the Ashfeld’s own; but he came not with that particular ease so long-worn by him. 
“Silas,” said His Lordship, extending a hand. “How glad I am that you are here. Perhaps you might abduct me from my wife — or, pray, at your convenience, abduct her from me.”
Silas shook his hand. “Is she up to mischief again?”
“Mischief?” echoed the lady, quite scandalised at this third member now joining — in arms and countenance — the circus of her ridicule. “I advise you to think very carefully about what next comes out of that trap, Silas. I can easily remove you from the board.”
Silas raised a hand in mock surrender, then laid a finger upon his lips and drew that emblematic line of silence upon them.
“You look a little out of sorts?” remarked His Lordship.
Now, Silas Cawthorne — forty in years, tall, elegant, quite the beau among the belles and more so the cynosure of envy among the men — wore, to the surprise of his auditor, not his usual ease. An aspect so foreign to his customary nature sat on his phiz. Something in his manner had tightened. Something of foreboding.
Repeatedly he swept back the stray curl of blonde hair that fell across his brow. “Just some bad dealing in the U.S.,” said he.
“Ah,” answered Lord Corvin before he quite knew what he was saying, “the States. Yes, I hear that it is in quite a mess at the moment. Causing no end of delays with international mail as well.”
Here, his gaze drifted to his wife; he encountered there a look that announced, quite plainly, her wonder as to why ever her husband should be concerned with America and its modes of despatch.
“It will all sort itself out soon enough, I dare say,” hurriedly continued His Lordship.
“Indeed.” Silas nodded. If assent were ever meant as a curtain, he held it well.
“Now that you are here,” said Her Ladyship, pivoting her attention fully upon him, “we must confer over what is to be done about our poor crows. We must find out who is murdering them.”
Silas stared at her, but he did not answer right away. “Someone is” — he cleared his throat — “murdering the crows?”
“Yes. Just like twenty years ago.”
Silas appeared taken aback by this statement. There was, in the brief intermission that followed, the air of a man startled not by the cruelty of the act, but by its timing. “Are you sure?”
“As sure,” returned she, “as any bird lover with two eyes and no need for spectacles can be. The poor little creatures are turning up dead as doornails along the country lanes near your estate — again. Have you truly not noticed?”
“No,” said Silas after a pause. “I confess have not. But then, I have been rather distracted with my affairs overseas.”
“Well. Now that you are aware of it, I think we must report it to the constabulary.”
“I see no need for that,” interposed her husband. “If this has — as I hardly need verify — only begun today, there is very little cause to trouble the local police over it.”
“It has not begun today.” The correction fell as hard and quick as a slap of a glove. “It began a week ago.”
***
The journey back to Ashfeld Estate was filled only with the noise of the engine, the tires humming along the metalled road, and the occasional creak of leather upholstery and the rattle of the hamper strapped behind. For her part, Lady Ashfeld dispensed with such silence as remained by supplying her own tuneless song.
“So,” ventured Lord Ashfeld as the car took one of its gentler turns, “was the room all fitted out according to your tastes?”
“Yes. Yes. Very well arranged. Though I don’t think the florist brought in her best lilies. I shall have to take this up with Mr Latch. Did you not see how droopy they were? And we know how Connie will be quick to point it out.”
“No. I did not.”
His wife darted at him a look that communicated volumes. “It is very well that you have me as wife, to attend to these sorts of things.”
“Yes, my dear, I am the most fortunate soul since Adam.”
“— And I find it insufferable that Silas had no notion of the dead crows. He clearly takes after neither his father nor his mother.” She crossed herself. “Had they still been here, they would have solved the mystery last week already — and castigated Silas at the same time.”
“I dare say they would have, my dear. But please do not jump to conclusions about this matter —”
“I do not jump to anything.”
His Lordship raised a brow and, preferring peace to principle, bit his tongue.
“I see that look,” continued his wife. “And I can very easily deduce what you are thinking: that I’m in need of psychiatric help, no doubt. I know what I saw twenty years ago. As did you.”
The Rolls had barely pulled up before the house — scattering a modest quantity of gravel in her arrival — when Her Ladyship already had the door open and practically vaulted from the vehicle to march directly inside the property, her heels speaking for her impatience.
“I’m off to bed. Do not disturb me,” came her voice from within.
“I shall gladly let you rest for eternity, my dear,” muttered he beneath his breath.
He leant across, drew the passenger door shut, and parked the car up inside the garage himself.
On entering the house, he made directly for the library, and for his desk in particular. There, he withdrew the caddy from the bottom drawer and opened it. From within the caddy’s orderly confusion of papers and sealed silences, he drew one letter — which he’d sent overseas to the States a decade ago, and which, having been returned to him undelivered, he’d not yet found the courage to open.
Now, with an unsteady breath, he slit it open with his knife.
My dearest child,
These past ten years I have spent chastising myself daily for that dreadful hour when you quit our home. I was beyond reason and full of rage — blind to all but my own wounded pride. Pray, forgive me the unpardonable things I said.  
If only I might unsay those cruel words; if only, instead, I had begged you to stay on bended knee. If only, if only — I am filled with so many regrets and reproaches that not all the paper in this country could contain them.
Had I but conducted myself as a gentleman ought, and not shown myself the unreasoning brute I was — demanding you renounce what I now perceive was, in your heart of hearts, your truest and dearest wish — then perhaps you and your husband (and how I wish I had set aside my ancestral pride) might have found your matrimonial happiness made whole.
I denied you that happiness. It was ill done of me. He was — is — I now recognise, a man of honour, despite his want of rank. I should not have listened to gossip.
Your mother misses you sorely as well. She lays the whole blame at my door. Justified, says I. It may afford you some consolation in how bitterly she scorns me for —
A rapping at the library put a stop to His Lordship’s reading, and preceded Sowerby, the butler, entering with a folded billet in hand. “Professor Aldos called upon you whilst you were out, my lord.”
Corvin folded the half-read letter back into its envelope and returned it to the caddy. “Let me see what he has to say.”
The butler handed him the note, which read — in Professor Aldos’ hasty, spidery crawl:
I have made a perturbing discovery. I am quite beside myself with disbelief. This will change a great deal. I shall call again tomorrow, about noon. Meanwhile, I trust all is on schedule for tomorrow evening. — Aldos.
“He claims to have made a perturbing discovery,” said His Lordship, looking up at Sowerby, who leant in. “Perturbing. Strange choice of word. I wager it will be nothing more than the discovery of some new species of crow — perhaps a new colour? Yes, that would be most perturbing to him, would it not? Upend his entire universe.”
Sowerby folded his brow heavily over his sockets. “Sir?”
“Pink, perhaps? Or how about purple?” Corvin chortled away.
“Whatever he may or may not have been perturbed at,” said Sowerby, “he seemed more than a little out of sorts when he called. Quite desperate, in fact.”
“He did?” Corvin sank back into his leather-bound wing chair. “So that, by all probability, eliminates — at least for the present — the possibility of obscenely coloured feathers. What then hastened him here today? Something to do with the conference, perhaps? Does he intend to alter the program? Too late, if so.”
Sowerby nodded once. “Unless you need anything else, my lord, I shall retire.”
Corvin waved him politely away.
As soon as the door closed behind the butler, Corvin’s gaze drifted — not to the perturbing note — but to the photograph on his desk: his dearest Leonore; taken on the day of her graduation, when youth wore its brightest confidence.
Feeling that tear he’d so adroitly sniffed away at the hotel return with redoubled force, he permitted himself, as he had each year, a moment’s fuller indulgence in remorse.




CHAPTER THREE
The next day began — just as all such mornings had begun on this very date for the last two decades — with Lady Ashfeld’s blustering’s. It was that species of what she should wear, what her maid should do with her hair, whether the emerald tiara wanted cleaning of the sapphire would answer better, whether Cook had got the vol-au-vents right this time, whether the seating plan would provoke few diplomatic incidents than last years, and sundry other concerns besides. She worried, above all, that the event might not be perfect in some way, and more so this year, owing to the deficient lilies!
And this, for poor Corvin, was not mere inconvenience visited upon his wife. It was visited rather more thoroughly upon himself. He was obliged to hear the florist denounced, and the arrangements belittled at recurring intervals throughout the entire duration of breakfast.
The universe certainly seemed resolved, this particular morning, on hurling an unceasing supply of grievances into her lap for the sole purpose of flooding Corvin’s ears with them.
“I’ve decided that I’ll change the florist next year,” said she, spreading a wedge of butter with the unevenness of one whose mind is very much elsewhere. “This year of all years she ought to have taken particular care. Does the woman not recall it’s the twentieth anniversary?”
Corvin merely read his newspaper, sipped his coffee, and turned another page.
“Do you not hear me?” said his wife.
Corvin peered over the paper. “My dear, there are only the two of us in here. How can I not? Even the clock hears you, I dare say. And the cutlery besides.”
Petronella — “Nella” to her friends; “Petty” to her husband, for she was petty in name and nature both — set down her knife with a loud clink. “Then why do you not answer me?”
“I answered about the flowers yesterday.” And seeing his wife was about to launch into her next procession of grievances — against himself now — Corvin produced, as one produces a rabbit from a hat purely to forestall being eaten by it, another topic. “It seems that Professor Aldos has made a discovery. Perturbing, apparently.”
“He has?” This report — like a sudden wind striking out a candle — ejected from the lady’s brain every grievance she’d been nursing there. “Perturbing, how? Perturbing about what?”
“As for that, we are both obliged to wait until he arrives here at noon.”
With this, Corvin resumed his newspaper, while his wife set about assembling, with evident relish, a full inventory of conjectures — each one to be filed carefully away for later cross-examination.  
Noon arrived — as noons are wont to arrive — and yet Professor Aldos did not. By the time half-past one had struck upon every clock in this great house — and Ashfeld Estate possessed rather more clocks than time necessitated — Corvin resolved to telephone the fellow.
The telephone rang.
Nobody answered.
“This is strange,” said he to his wife as she swept passed him in the hallway, her arms laden with the peacock-blue silk, this week’s frontrunner, while the ivory satin lay draped across her other arm as understudy, should the blue prove, upon reflection, insufficiently dazzling.
“What is strange?”
“The professor does not answer my calls.”
“I dare say that is only because he is already on his way here. Or else — and we both know him well enough for this — he has discovered something further about his perturbing discovery, and is at this very moment investigating it instead of coming here. The man is a perfect scatterbrain. I’ve never understood how he came to be a professor at all.”
“Scatterbrain or not, he has never once shown himself unpunctual. You know what a stickler he is for prompt arrival — and, for that matter, for prompt notice should he be delayed by so much as five minutes.”
Lady Ashfeld shrugged her shoulders and proceeded up the stairs, leaving her husband to attempt one more call.
Again, no response.
“Perhaps,” shouted his wife from above, “he means to save his discovery for the gala tonight. Particularly as Professor Edmund is to be there. They are rivals, after all, of the most devoted kind — and I’ll wager Aldos means only to parade the discovery before him.”
“Perhaps.”
The history between these two professors was, as his wife had said, one of considerable rivalry. They’d met at university, studied the same subject — ornithology — and been, in those early days, the closest of friends; until, through a concatenation of circumstances neither had ever cared to make public, that friendship curdled into something closer to open war. The deepest wound, by common report, concerned a lady: for one professor was held to have stolen the other’s intended from directly under his nose; though which of the two held prior claim, and which had done the stealing, no one, in twenty years, had ever quite been able to establish.
***
By six in the evening, Professor Aldos still had not shown up, nor telephoned, nor sent so much as a boy with a note. And what most vexed His Lordship was that the professor’s house stood quite empty. His domestic staff, having accompanied their master out of the county on a business trip, were not due back until tomorrow.
All things considered, Corvin, however reluctantly, agreed with his wife: it most probably owed to the man’s uncurable wish to garland his discovery, whatever it was, with the usual bells and jangles that attended all his research — more so this year, given that he was to unveil his latest publication. Verily, the whole affair was already conducted with top-secrecy that anyone might have been forgiven for supposing him a spy in His Majesty’s own private service.
“Are you ready yet?” shouted Corvin up the stairs to his wife, who’d by now rotated herself in and out of the same two gowns two-and-twenty times at least.
“Yes, yes!” She appeared at the top of the staircase in the blue peacock dress and hurried down, declaring the seven minutes she was late could easily be recovered by speed alone.
Within the half-hour, they’d arrived at the Kingfisher Hotel; the car was deposited in its bay, and Corvin and his wife installed within, ready to receive this year’s crop of students, speakers, and board members.
Seven o’clock chimed upon the conference room’s enormous clock. The waiters, stiff as new banknotes in their white gloves, and the sommeliers, hovering with studied indifference, stood at attention beside tables ladened with a vast quantity of silver, gold and crystal. The doors opened, and the guests began filling through beneath the great chandelier, its electric bulbs throwing a bright, unforgiving light upon powdered shoulders and diamond clasps.
The board of directors came first, husbands and wives got up to the nines, shaking Lord and Lady Ashfeld’s hands with the particular warmth reserved for those from whom one inadvertently hopes to secure a subscription. Then came the guest speakers, equally glamorous; behind these, more modestly but no less smartly turned out, the students.
“Julian Vane,” said the tall, and rather dashing young fellow as he took hold of Lady Ashfeld’s gloved hand and anointed it with a kiss a shade too long for strict propriety. “A pleasure to meet you both. I’ve heard much about you, and your” — here his eyes alighted upon Eleonore’s portrait — “your exquisitely good daughter. It is a great shame she is not with us.” And with those words, before either could reply, he’d glided off into the throng.
A Rosalind Ferrers came up next, followed by a Basil Woodrow, and then a Constance Dunmore, who, having introduced herself, conveyed the apologies of a fellow student whose travel had to be delayed by a day, owing to some private matter.
Constance, too, had gazed upon the portrait. “They do look very much alike, Miranda and your daughter.”
“Indeed?” answered Corvin.
“You’ll see for yourselves tomorrow,” said Constance with a smile that gave away nothing further, before joining the other students at their designated table.
Silas strode in, late as always, but dressed — as he was so fond of putting it — “fashionably late.”
“Tsk! Tsk!” Lady Ashfeld growled. “Silas. That is another strike against your name in the past two days. One more, and you shall be certainly put out on your rear.”
“My dear Lady Ashfeld,” said he, “you judge me too cruelly. My car broke down en route. Am I to be punished for that? Take the matter up with His Lord; I do not set in motion the fate of one’s wheels.”
Her Ladyship’s brow shot up in incredulous distrust. “I dare say you are entirely to blame for your own wheels. Each year, your excuses grow more elaborate than the last. But you are here now — hurry on then.” She shooed him off to welcome several other guests, likewise a little tardy, and likewise deserving of Her Ladyship’s reproach.
“And where,” said His Lordship, running a finger down the guest list, “are Professor Thorne and Professor Pryce-Wollaston? Are they both to play truant tonight?”
“One of them certainly,” answered his wife, directing her husband’s eyes to the door, “for here at least comes Professor Edmund.”
“Lord and Lady Ashfeld,” said Professor Edmund Pryce-Wollaston, somewhat flushed. “Forgive me, I —”
“Don’t tell me your car broke down as well,” interrupted Her Ladyship.
“No, it didn’t. My shirt was ruined beyond help, and I had to rally around to find another.”
Her sharp eyes shot at once to his tuxedo, and thence to the shirt beneath it. She looked as though she believed he’d purchased a new shirt for the sole purpose of excusing his lateness.
“Have you heard from Aldous?” said His Lordship to the professor. “He was to call on me today and never came.”
“I — erm — have not — no?” Edmund’s gaze slid towards the students’ table with sudden and total absorption. “You’ll forgive me; I’m being beckoned.”
Somewhat bemused, Corvin watched the professor gliding away; he noted, not without curiosity, the faintest suggestion of a limp.
It was already eight o’clock; the guests were all seated, the hour for dinner upon them — and still Professor Thorne had not arrived.
“Let me try him again,” said His Lordship, rising, whereupon his wife’s claws closed upon his arm with a grip that communicated, at once, her entire opinion of husbands who abandoned their wives at the table.
“I’ll be back momentarily,” murmured he into her ear.
He called the professor from the hotel lobby telephone.
Yet again, no answer.
This was mightily peculiar.
He returned to conference hall.
“Well?” said his wife as he reseated himself.
Lord Ashfeld only shook his head.
“Where is Professor Aldous?” enquired the guest to Corvin’s right — a persistent enquiry that seemed, this evening, to be circulating the room faster than the wine.  
“I do not know,” said Corvin for the third time that hour. He reached more than eagerly for his glass.
The first course arrived — a clear consommé, faintly gold beneath the electric light — followed swiftly by the fillet of sole in a sauce whose name the table of students presently guessed at pronouncing and placed bets upon, and then a saddle of lamb. Laughter rose and fell about the tables; jewels and watches caught light and threw it back in small, restless flares. By the time coffee and petit fours were brought round, the gala speeches had begun.
Her Ladyship took the rostrum first.
“Thank you all for your attendance this year.” A warm patter of applause rippled across the tables, glasses lifted and softly clinking in salute. “This event — this twentieth year since our society’s founding — marks both a joyous and a sorrowful occasion. Many of you here knew our dearest daughter. And though her disappearance was never solved, her memory, her passion, her dreams live on in this society, thanks to you all.”
“To Leonore,” called a voice from among the tables.
“TO LEONORE,” echoed the room as one, glasses raised.
His Lordship swallowed back the old, familiar unease this subject never failed to summon.
Her Ladyship’s voice, meanwhile, faltered slightly. “But were she here, she would be very proud indeed of what you have all achieved, and continue to achieve, in the protection of our crows — both in this county and across the country. To Leonore.”
“TO LEONORE.”
A wave of applause carried Her Ladyship down from the stage and back to her seat.
The next quarter-hour permitted several other short speeches and Professor Edmund Pryce-Wollaston his own short address, wherein he introduced his most promising students of the year. Then came the music — all glaring trumpet-blare and skittering saxophone — loud enough to drive Corvin to the hall’s furthest corner.
The guests, possessed of a rather more jubilant spirit, filled the floor at once. The ladies’ dresses — fringed, beaded, cut daringly close about the knee — caught the light with every turn of the Charleston. The gentlemen, more subdued amid so much glitter, their black coat-tails swung stiffly behind them as they did their best to keep apace.
Corvin, now thoroughly ready to depart, and resentful that his lady wife seemed bent upon extracting every last drop of enjoyment from the evening — even, God help them both, from a turn about the floor with Silas — found that each time he caught her eye and motioned towards the door, she either did not see him, or contrived very successfully to appear not to. She only laughed, and smiled, and twirled, and tottered once or twice, her champagne glass held unsteadily in one hand and her absurdly long cigarette holder in the other. From this, great, faintly scandalous plumes of smoke unfurled, sufficient to fog a lighthouse!
She was, most decidedly, fixed on being the very last to leave.
As she always was. Every year.
And poor, poor Corvin could only sit there, in the corner, and pray that Providence, mindful of his considerable forbearance might see fit to nudge, in the blink of an eye, the hour along by an hour or two!
But even as the evening swirled on, and His Lordship sank ever deeper in into his private chasm of gloomy dyspepsia, and quiet longing for his own bed, the jazz band, one instrument after another, faltered into silence.
Every face turned, as one, towards the conference room doors.
There, framed in the doorway, stood Inspector Cormac Blythe, his whiskers twitching with unmistakable investigatory purpose, flanked by Sergent Percy Huss and Dr. Nathaniel Crewe, whose monocle — a piece of apparatus he insisted, whenever asked, was not merely ornamental — refracted the chandelier’s light, and flashed it across the room, not unlike a great lighthouse beam sweeping a darkened shore.
In the silence that fell — every tapping sole and heel stilling — His Lordship rushed over to the inspector. “What brings you here?”
The inspector cleared his throat. “I come bearing bad tidings, I’m afraid, my lord. Professor Aldous Thorne was found dead at his own home, not less than an hour ago.”
“Dead?” echoed Her Ladyship from within earshot.



CHAPTER FOUR
Inspector Blythe cleared his throat with a sound not unlike a mastiff settling into its basket — low, gravelled, and entirely without ceremony. “I come bearing bad tidings, I’m afraid. Professor Aldous Thorne was found dead at his own home, not less than an hour ago.”
“Dead?” echoed Her Ladyship from within earshot. The single word dropped into the hush like a stone into still water.
She practically shoved Silas aside — he stumbled a half-step, champagne sloshing precariously close to his cuff — and swept over. “Dead how? Was he murdered?”
“We are currently investigating the scene, my lady,” answered the inspector. “For now, it appears he passed away whilst in his office chair.”
“Passed away in his office chair?” echoed his lordship, quite distressed — distressed more so by the fact that he’d not taken it upon himself to have visited the professor in lieu of his absence. “Oh dear, do we know when he passed?”
The inspector drew forth his notepad — a battered, string-bound thing — and fumbled through several pages, licking his thumb repeatedly. The entire party had, by degrees, gathered about him in a loose and anxious ring, each guest pressing closer than the last, impatient to discover the hour of the professor’s passing. Dr Crewe, meanwhile, seeing the inspector still hunting through his pages, stepped in as mercy to relieve the general suspense.
“About noon-time,” said he.
“About noon?” echoed His Lordship anew. His agitation only increased, not so much from fear, but from a furious, helpless sense of timing. “Good God. I should have gone to him. How were you alerted to his death?”
“The professor’s dog was barking incessantly,” answered the investigator. “A passerby, hearing it, happened to glance at the window, and there witnessed the professor slumped over his desk — quite unconscious, she believed. Poor girl. She suffered a considerable shock when it was revealed, upon our arrival, that he’d in fact crossed over to the other side.”
Corvin shook his head. “And how did you gain access to the house?”
“It appears that the rear door had already been forced open,” said Inspector Cormac.
“Forced open?” reverbed Her Ladyship. “Then it is murder, I tell you!”
“Steady on, my dear,” interposed Corvin. “I’ve already enjoined you not to jump to —”
“I do not jump!” interrupted she. “Plain is plain. The professor is dead. The house was broken into. Murder — if you please — that is what I say.”
“What was the state of the house?” now enquired Corvin. “Was much taken?”
The inspector’s whiskers twitched as he pinched thoughtfully at his chin. “We are not yet able to confirm this, my lord. Do you know when his domestics are due to return?”
“Tomorrow, I understand. For some reason, the professor had returned home a day ahead of schedule, and quite alone.”
The inspector’s pencil scratched along a fresh leaf in the notepad. “And when did you yourself last see him?”
“Me? Why — shortly before he went out of the county. A week ago, or thereabouts. You don’t suppose this has anything to do with me?”
“I’m only investigating, my lord.” The inspector’s eyes flicked up. “Nothing more. And who was the last to see him?”
“Last to see him? Sowerby, my butler, perhaps — I know he saw him only last night.”
Scratch, scratch, scratch. Several lines shot across the inspector’s page in rapid, cramped hand. “And where did the butler see him?”
“In my own home.”
“Ah.” The inspector’s pencil hovered a moment above the paper, as though he was weighing the word before committing it to ink. “So, he called upon you?”
“Yes.” Corvin’s mouth had turned quite arid. “To see me. But I was not there — I was here, with my wife. He left a note, however.”
“A note?” This too was jotted down, with rather more emphasis than the pencil was capable of producing. It snapped. “Damn and botheration!” He retrieved a fresh pencil. “And what did the note say?”
“I think it the most sensible thing to let you have it directly. Come, Inspector, let us make for my home at once.”
He turned slightly to his wife. “I shall entrust you to Silas’ care and conveyance back home later, my dear.”
Lady Ashfeld — though having passed through several shades whiter than is generally thought becoming among the still-breathing — raised no objection to this arrangement. She only urged her husband to render the inspector every assistance, whilst she remained to see that the evening’s remainder proceeded with all due respect owed Aldous — who would, she was quite certain, forgive them all should they still wish to dance, as planned, until the stroke of midnight.
As much eager to escape this infernal gathering as he was genuinely anxious to assist the inquiry — and now furnished with the most unimpeachable excuse for early departure (the only he’d ever been granted in twenty years of these tiresome galas) — Corvin thus bade the inspector, the sergeant, and the doctor meet him at his home momentarily.
***
Back at Ashfeld Estate, the note was produced and subjected to considerable scrutiny. This invited a thousand questions, none of which His Lordship could answer to the investigator’s satisfaction.
“And you have no idea, whatsoever, what this perturbing discovery was?”
“None, Inspector.”
“Perturbing,” mused the inspector, striding back and forth along His Lordship’s Persian carpet with boots still bearing the mud of the professor’s garden path. “Strange choice of word, that. Seems to me there is something to be found here. What say you, Seargeant?”
The sergeant seconded his superior’s verdict with a solemn nod, as did Dr Crewe.
“I think,” said Corvin, swiftly steering the inspector off the rug and onto the bare planks, “we’d do much better heading to the professor’s home. We might find something there — something proper, not these ghosts of words. And if there is a connection between it and his death, ought we not be swift to deduce it?”
“You might be right,” answered the inspector.
“More so,” added Dr Crewe, “given that his health was in top order when I examined him last — a mere three weeks past. No known underlying conditions. A man of his constitution does not simply expire in his chair without cause.”
And so, of one accord, they quit Ashfeld Estate and made for Professor Thorne’s house.
By the time they arrived, the locksmith was just finishing his work on the rear door. Several constables stood on duty about the grounds, guarding the scene with the studied idleness peculiar to men told watch and do nothing else.
“I shall be needing that key,” said Investigator Cormac; “I’ll see it passed on to the housestaff when they return in the morning.”
The locksmith nodded and surrendered it, whereupon the inspector, the doctor, and His Lordship were admitted inside.
The late-night gloom was swiftly banished as lamp after lamp was lit, lighting the entire ground floor as bright as noonday. The professor’s study — being the room in which he’d been found dead — they entered first and gave their fullest attention.  
Inspector Blythe worked his way about the room, lifting this and setting down that, peering behind one thing and beneath another. Likewise, His Lordship performed his own search.
At first, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. The desk stood where it always stood; chairs faced as they should; papers — where papers could be expected — were arranged with all neatness. Nothing out of the ordinary. Until it wasn’t.
“Inspector,” said the sergeant, from near the wall beside a tall bookshelf.
Both the inspector and Corvin crossed to where the sergeant stood. He’d noticed a painting lying on the floor, propped against the bookshelf, and observed the iron safe set into the plaster where the painting had once been.   
“It is open,” remarked Inspector Blythe, and opened the safe door fully wide:
Several tall wads of cash; a scattering of gold sovereigns; jewellery — having belonged to his late wife — of considerable value; a small pile of letters; an insurance document; and a will occupied the upper shelf, undisturbed and neatly stacked. The lower shelf stood entirely empty.
“Most peculiar,” remarked the inspector.
“Indeed,” said Corvin, staring at the untouched upper shelf. “How vastly peculiar that, were this a robbery, such valuables should be left untouched.”
“Then it cannot be a simple robbery,” said Inspector Blythe, his whiskers twitching. “Or the items taken had to be something else. And given that the will and insurance papers remain… we may safely rule out any scheming family or friends. What, then, was taken?”
His Lordship racked his brain. But no plausible answer presented itself. His eyes drifted instead to the desk, where he recalled — from previous visits — the professor kept, arranged in regimental lines of tidiness, whatever volumed he was studying and also his —
“Aha!” Lord Ashfeld advanced upon the desk. “His personal journal is missing.”
“It is?” The inspector crossed to him directly. “Are you certain?”
Corvin opened drawer after drawer in the desk; none yielded it. “Quite certain. It is not here. And the professor always kept it here — never elsewhere. Unless it was found on his person… in a pocket?”
“No Journal was found on him,” said the inspector. “Perhaps he took it with him out of the county and simply failed to bring it back? His staff may have it among his travelling effects?”
Corvin shook his head firmly. His uncertainty settled into something sharper than doubt. “No. Regiment and punctuality were his two great staples in life. That journal was his most private sanctuary. If it has been removed — it has been so most deliberately.”
The inspector accordingly withdrew his notepad and inscribed therein this latest train of discoveries: safe open; valuables untouched; lower shelf empty; professor’s journal ostensibly missing.
Just as Corvin turned the desk, he noticed something further: one of the green-leather-bound coasters was absent. The remaining three stood exactly where they always stood, angled precisely at forty-five degrees next to the desk lamp, in the same fastidious arrangement the professor observed in all things.
Corvin glanced about the room — at the hearth, at the side table and drinks table by the window. It was nowhere to be seen. Bemused, he inspected behind the desk, down its sides, and beneath it. At last, he discovered, in the brass-grilled wastepaper bin beside it, the missing coaster, half-buried among a nest of crumpled papers.
“This is curious,” murmured he, retrieving it and holding it up. He remarked a faint discolouration upon its surface, ring-shaped — the unmistakable mark left by the base of a glass tumbler. “Curious indeed.”
Blythe hovered there, frowning. “Perhaps he simply discarded it?”
“I think not,” said Corvin at once. “I gifted him this very set only three weeks ago — holiday present from Florence. They were not cheap coasters, Inspector, nor was the professor a careless man. Why, then, the stain?” With the question turning over in his mind, his gaze went to the drinks cabinet and its decanter and tumblers. “There should be six tumblers,” said he. “There are four.”
Inspector Blythe only blinked at this observation. “And?”
Corvin’s mind rushed with supposition. “Either the professor broke two tumblers in recent weeks, or we shall find them elsewhere in the house — the kitchen, I should wager. And if the latter is true, two tumblers may indicate a guest received not long before his death.”
They proceeded directly to the kitchen. There, on the drainer — set upside down with water residue still beneath them — they found the truant tumblers.
The inspector’s left brow shot up as he stared at them. “Perhaps you missed your true calling, my lord. We could easily make an investigator out of you.”
He drew out his notepad again and wrote beneath his previous line: two tumblers found in the kitchen, recently washed, drying upon the rack — indicates likely visitor on the day of death.
***
The next morning, freighted with more mystery that the last, found Lord and Lady Ashfeld at the Kingfisher hotel, welcoming the board members, Professor Edmund Pryce-Wollaston, his students, and sundry other bird enthusiasts to the event’s first day.
Only the night before, they’d been attempting to understand one disappearance; and now the world offered them a new riddle with the insolence of a joke. For their near-stupefaction began the moment when, just as Constance — whom we shall with all ease refer henceforth to as Connie — had sworn, Miranda entered the room and introduced herself.
“Great God above,” said Her Ladyship. “This is almost preternatural.” She crossed the distance and circled the timid girl several times as a hawk circles prey. “Corvin; how is such a likeness possible?”
To be sure, Lord Ashfeld was quite beyond the power of articulating his own incredulity. He merely stood rooted to the carpet as though his boots had been nailed there. Whereupon his wife, only repeated her amazement at the uncanny likeness between the girl before them and their late daughter — the very set of the brow, the very curve of the lip, as if Eleonore’s portrait had stepped down from its frame and consented, for one morning only, to breathe.  
“Who are your parents, child? Particularly your mother?”
Miranda gave, without guile, their names, while assuring both His Lord and Her Ladyship that her mother was most certainly not, in appearance, anything like the late Eleonore.
Coming back to himself, feeling as though the world had turned topsy-turvy about him for the length of one very long breath, Corvin gave voice to his own bewilderment. “Are they” — he stopped himself; his hands trembled; he looked upon her and felt, with devastating clarity, how futile logic was when the heart produced its own evidence — “I mean, and please forgive me for asking, are they your true parents?”
Miranda’s head wobbled slightly, as one confronted with a question so strange an unsuited to the occasion. “As far as I am aware, yes. They are my biological parents.”
“Are you absolutely certain?” probed Petty, practically shoving her nose into the girl’s face. “I mean, without the merest hint of doubt?”
Miranda stared at her. “I have no reason to believe that they are not, no more than I have reason to suspect I am — as I think you are hinting — adopted.”
By now, the rest of the guests had fallen into whispering like starlings and cooing like pigeons. Everyone had been looking, everyone had been measuring Eleonore’s portrait against Miranda’s living face, and every was unable to pretend otherwise.
“This is uncanny,” reiterated Corvin, reaching out before he knew it. His hand floated towards the girl; his finger brushed her flushed cheek.
At once, tears — unbidden, hot, and stinging — sprang to his eyes.
The moment nearly toppled him: the exquisite possibility that the past might be rewritten. Soon torn between the most exquisite afflictions of hope, despair, longing and remorse; arrested by the resemblance the living bore with the departed — or rather missing — with an implacable cruelty, he could scarcely countenance his own eyes without believing his mind had failed him.
Ashamed to have laid his emotions so bare before the entire assembly, he made a swift retreat to the washroom, there to recompose himself as best he might.



CHAPTER FIVE
Of all the unfathomableness and vicissitudes of this mortal coil, none, perhaps, so easily contends with the utter stupefaction of coming face to face with the dead being, like Lazarus of old, resurrected from the tomb and presented alive to grieving kin.
Consequently, for Corvin and his wife, the annual event’s first two days passed by more like some strange, elaborate dream. Between lectures, luncheons, excursions to the woods, and evening recitals of ornithological papers — papers that none, considering Professor Thorne’s passing, could truly have remembered had they tried — His Lordship, no less than Her Ladyship, concocted wild schemes to reach out to Miranda’s parents, to probe whether indeed the girl was nothing more than a mere doppelgänger, a trick of Fortune.
Several times, Lady Ashfeld was on the very verge of quitting the county altogether and taking the earliest train to Surrey, where Miranda’s parents resided. Each time, however, the moment for departure presented itself, and each time fascination — bright and insistent — dragged her back afresh to the event she hosted.
But such fascination would not outlast necessity, or what was to come.
Our little expedition — under Corvin and Petty’s lead — had spent the morning traversing the chief woods to study the local crow population, when a fresh disturbance stole all attention to a particular field abutting the late Professor Thorne’s property.
“Look! More dead crows!” cried her ladyship, wrought with horror and indignation; her leather-gloved finger levelled. “Someone is most certainly murdering our crows! And now on the professor’s” — she crossed herself — “very own grounds.”
Verily, the sight of around a dozen creatures, lying lifeless upon the grass, seized the entire party with shock and dismay. In a posture that evidenced the sudden, unnatural rigidity of birds struck down mid-flight — wings flung wide and stiffened, necks twisted at an angle no sleep could account for — there the poor creatures lay. Further, at least a dozen more crows were constantly circling in the sky above, cawing — eerie indeed.
“Now do you believe me?” Her Ladyship rounded on her husband with triumphant umbrage, making clear she’d waited two decades to be vindicated. “Just like twenty years ago!”
“What happened twenty years ago?” said several students, in worried unison.
Rather than answer them, Petty seated herself upon a stile at the field’s edge, shaking, breathing heavily, availing herself of the succour sent her way by two board directors.
Thus did Corvin take up the telling:
“Well, two decades ago — around the time our” — his eyes drifted, involuntarily, towards Miranda and lingered there for some moments — “our daughter went missing, numerous, quite numerous, crows were found dead. And under the strangest of circumstances.”
“Strange how?” answered Julian Vane at once, clearly more eager than apprehensive.  
“Was the cause ever discovered?” said Rosalind, her brown eyes wide with alarm.
“Regrettably, no.” Corvin’s gaze drifted across the crow-strewn grass, and from there — inevitably — to the professor’s property beyond. “But the manner of their deaths was strange.”
“And where,” said Connie, gripping Miranda’s arm, “were the dead birds found?”
“Mostly on the Cawthorne Estate. Others scattered through the surrounding woods.”
Julian’s eyes narrowed. “But how — if the cause was never revealed — do you know that they were murdered?”
“Crows do not perish in such vast numbers without cause,” snapped Her Ladyship. “You, one of Professor Wollaton’s top students, do not know this?”
All eyes shot towards the professor, who, abashed, only lowered his head.
Julian’s countenance, meanwhile, flushed with either embarrassment or indignation; it was difficult, even for those standing nearest him, to say which. “Of course, I — that is not what I — I meant only to understand how you can be so certain, without conclusive evidence.”
“Conclusive?” repeated Lady Ashfeld, her disbelief palpable. “Look around you, boy! We presently stand in an open-graveyard.”
A silence ensued, uncomfortable and fraught. The chill breeze swept past, worrying through the blades of grass and stirring one loose black feather across the green.
“Then perhaps,” ventured Miranda, having given some latitude to her thoughts before she spoke, “it could have been some… some blight?”
Her Ladyship sat up rigidly. “Blight?”
“I mean, if this — or the incident twenty years ago, was not orchestrated by” — she checked herself — “and I cannot even imagine why anyone should wish to kill innocent birds… but it is possible their deaths resulted, and are resulting even now, from some manner of scourge.”
Corvin glanced at his wife. This was something they had, in truth, considered, yet they’d dismissed it — or rather Petty had dismissed it first and forced her husband to — as soon as it arose, in favour of the more compelling and more terrible notion of murder.
And now, with crows dead on a field beside a deceased professor’s property, Lord and Lady Ashfield could feel the old terror pressing for recognition again.
“Then we must investigate,” decided Corvin.
***
Later that morning — according to the summons — Corvin met with Inspector Blythe and Seargent Huss at Professor Thorne’s property. With his whiskers twitching quit militantly, the inspector had rounded up the entire housestaff in the study, looked them over several times with the narrow, assessing eye of a man who suspects only criminality, and questioned them anew — exactly as he’d done the day before. First as a company, and then, once more, in the same tedious manner as the day before, each in solitary turn.
He asked: “Did you all come back only the day after his death?” — “Did anyone return early?” — “Did anyone observe anything suspicious before their journey out of the county, or on their way back to it?” — “Does anyone here harbour resentment towards the professor?”
During this interrogation, which found the domestics wearied more by repetition than by grief itself, they answered each question with precisely the same answers they’d given the day before. Word for word. That said, the maid had found something that might yet aid in the investigation. It was purely incidental that she happened upon it whilst vacuuming, and she’d very nearly consigned it to the bin without a second thought, but then felt it best to keep it.
“Thi[JA1] s shred of cotton” — she held it out upon her open palm — “I found under the dresser nearest the rear door, snagged to a shard of glass; the very door that was forced open.”
Inspector Blythe thus received it and held it up to the light. “White cotton?”
“From the intruder’s shirt sleeve, no doubt?” said Corvin. “Cuff, maybe?”
The inspector nodded gravely and inserted it into a small paper evidence-envelope. Whereupon the maid, dismissed with a nod, resume her duties elsewhere in the house.
“Ah,” said Corvin as he glanced curiously at the French doors, perceiving a small crack running through one of the panes, “what about the professor’s journal?”
Here, the late professor’s butler — who’d lingered after all other domestics practically scarpered off towards less mournful employments — replied. “It is most certainly missing, my lord. I personally saw Aldous pack into his travel case on the very day he set off. And we have searched this house high and low without success.”
Corvin nodded, his gaze travelling anew to the French doors, then to the painting upon the wall. “And what about the safe?” said he to the inspector. “Have we determined what may have been taken from it?”
Even as the inspector flipped through his notebook, the butler answered: “The maid, the driver, and I myself are all of one mind that it was Professor Aldous’ manuscript.”
Corvin shook his head. “You mean the very publication he intended to unveil this year?”
“The very one, my lord.” The butler inclined his head. “He was most insistent on keeping it locked away until the appointed hour.”
“How vastly peculiar.” Corvin scratched at his temple. “What, precisely, could this new publication have contained, to have engendered such extraordinary vigilance?”
The inspector only mumbled some indistinct remark concerning professors and their peculiarities in general, whilst the sergeant, for his part, affected a sudden and profound interest in a small brass trinket upon the fireplace.
“Well,” said Corvin. “I think it safe to say that whoever took the journal took also the manuscript.”
Inspector Blythe’s whiskers twitched with uncommon (what). “I may not be Poirot, but I know my business well enough. I noted as much down yesterday; I thank you.”
Rather than correct the inspector’s presumption, Corvin thought it sager to turn the conversation. So he mentioned the incident of the crows this morning.
The housekeeper’s head at that very moment appeared at the door. “Crows?” echoed she. “What about them? They’ve been behaving most peculiarly since we returned.” She entered fully and crossed to the French doors, keys jangling at her waist. “This crack here — one of the birds flew straight into it and caused this. And not just one — several. All in the same strange manner. Flying against the doors again and again, knocking out” — she made a helpless motion with her hand — “what little sense rattles about in their brains to begin with.”
Corvin approached the doors and examined the damage. “That is peculiar. I wonder whether there might indeed be some strange malady at work upon them?”
Even as this question took flight in his mind, colliding at once against all reason and every settled certainty he’d hitherto possessed, a constable, having knocked, entered.
“Inspector,” said he, drawing himself to attention. “You’re needed at once at the lake.”
“Why ever so? Can’t you see that I’m conducting an investigation?”
The constable, whose visage, Corvin now remarked, bore a complexion gone the colour of old parchment, gulped audibly. “Two bodies, sir. Two bodies found.”
***
The lake — a broad, glassy expanse fringed with willows that trailed their branches mournfully into the water — already teemed with police and townspeople by the time Inspector Blythe, Sergeant Huss, and Corvin arrived.
“Why are so many cursed people here?” The inspector shouldered his way across the cordon, leaving Corvin amidst the numerous onlookers to gaze upon the two skeletons now lying inelegantly amidst the reeds and silted mud on the bank.
Well, a local fly-fisherman had made the grisly discovery that morning. He’d notified the constabulary before telling his wife, who told the baker’s wife; who told the cobbler’s wife; who, in a providential cascade, had told the vicar’s wife; who, in turn, told everyone she could waylay. Consequently, borne along on that great and ancient current of morbid curiosity, which no village has yet been found immune, the crowd came as if the lake itself had issued an invitation.
“How did you come across this?” said the inspector to the wearied fisherman who looked as though he should very much have preferred to be anywhere else on earth.
It transpired that the poor fellow, trembling and aghast even now in the retelling, had snagged his line on something quite tenacious. Alas for him and the trout he’d envisioned tugging back at him: what came up at last — sodden, and half-hidden in weeds — was no prize catch, but a fragment of clothing belonging to the first of the two skeletons.
Some further prodding and pulling and dredging about with grappling-hooks had soon revealed the shocking discovery’s true extent and released the second set of bones.
Whoever the dead were — clutching at one another as if in some final, desperate embrace — and however long they’d lain there, they’d been tied together with thick chains, and very likely weighted with a sack of stones or some other burden sufficient to keep them submerged for time and water enough to strip away all but tattered garments and bone.
“Murder!” shrilled Lady Ashfeld, bowling over like a billiard ball, scattering the crowd before her as a hawk scatters sparrows, with the professor and his students trailing in her no small wake. “Murder, I hear? Murder!”
Even Corvin could not deny his wife the probability of murder in this instance.
“Do we know why they are?” said Professor Wallaston, craning his neck over the shoulders of two constables to obtain a plainer view of the scene.
Corvin shook his head, averting his eyes at last from the shocking sight.
Who could have even guessed at such an obfuscated identity — two souls, chained and drowned and forgotten beneath the placid surface, whilst the world above them went on all unknowing, about it its ordinary business of birds, bonnets, and breakfasts.
***
Back at Ashfeld Estate, in obedience to Lady Ashfeld’s commands, the professor and his students had joined them for afternoon tea — though the conversation, it must be owned, ran to matters considerably less decorous than the weather, the harvest, or the King’s health.
“And who those poor souls were,” said the lady, crossing herself with fervency. “A modern-day Romeo and Juliet tragedy.”
“Juliet, my dear,” said Corvin, “first drank poison. Romeo fell upon the tip of his dagger. Nothing at all in Shakespeare’s tragedy resembled lakes, chains, homicides, and drownings.”
His wife merely harrumphed and turned her nettled looks from him onto the students. They perched upon the large sofa like starlings upon a telegraph wire, all looking about — at each other, at their hosts, and the pattern of the carpet — and whispered only occasionally, as young persons will when uncertain whether silence or speech is the graver social crime.
The butler entered, announcing that Silas Cawthorne had arrived. Corvin, eager to escape his wife’s conjectures and the students’ furtive, bird-like glances, rose and said he’d attend to him directly in the library.
So it was that, with the door firmly closed behind them, Corvin and Silas, partaking of a modest afternoon tipple, sat opposite each other at the desk and discussed the recent train of strange goings-on. They accorded how immensely perverse this all was. As it was agreed that the identities of the dredged from the lake would be almost impossible to fathom. Conversation then turned, as conversation does, to other matters.
“So, my lord,” said Silas, leaning forwards in his seat whilst glancing in the door’s direction, “what news from the States?”
Not without a glance in that same direction did Corvin then open the bottom drawer of his desk and retrieve the caddy. “Two letters came only last week. One was delayed — but that is a trifle I need not concern you with.”
He opened the most recent correspondence and passed it to Silas, who read it in silence.
“Your help in this matter has been most welcome,” said Corvin. “My private investigator could not have got this far without your contacts in the States.”
Silas dismissed the praise with a small wave of his hand and eventually finished the letter.
A new and quite unfamiliar expression claimed his brow.
“This Miranda,” said he, “is uncannily like your girl, is she not?”
Somewhat thrown by this statement and feeling instant unease, Corvin reached for the glass and downed its contents in a single motion. He’d felt it many years ago and felt it now more keenly still. With his recent observations of Silas in company with Miranda — and though Silas had never owned to it — Corvin had long suspected that he’d harboured, in those distant days, romantic sentiments towards his Elenore.
“This Miranda looks exactly how I recalled your Eleonore looking that day I drove her to the station.” He set the letter on the desk. “As I said — uncanny.”
A rapping at the door preceded the butler’s entrance. He bore discreetly in gloved hands a fresh despatch from the States.



CHAPTER SIX
“My dear friend,
Good news — dare I pen it! It appears I have a fresh lead. Only two days after I last wrote to you, one neighbour — the local busybody, apparently, who never misses even a new sparrow — confirmed she had observed a young female and her partner indeed having resided at the property I mentioned. How she can remember this after a decade, I shall not venture to explore or question.
Apparently, the couple had left this area to move to Ohio. I shall accordingly catch the train there and inquire directly with the city hall.
I shall write again.
Wycliffe”
The chair in which Silas sat presently creaked, snatching Corvin back from the possibilities that this letter had, all unbidden, conjured to the present.
Silas’ eyes were fixed upon him with eloquent interest. “Is it good news?”
“Better than before.” Corvin poured another glass of brandy. “Care to join for another?”
Silas offered his glass without hesitation, and the amber liquid went in, and then, with scarcely a pause for civility, down.
“Does Nella still not know you have been searching for her these past years?”
Corvin took a long, deep inhale. He’d certainly wished to tell her. He’d nearly told her close to a dozen times — at breakfast, at church, upon the stairs, etc. But where hope had sustained His Lordship through the arduous years, suspense, he knew, would have worked its slow malice upon his wife. He could not have done that to her.
“Not yet.” Corvin sipped the drink, letting its warmth do what fortitude alone could not. “But if she is still alive and the investigator can track her down, I confess I know not how such a revelation might affect her. We both saw how deplorably she grieved for more than thirteen years. Even now, though she has schooled herself to accept it, I can see the secret torment she bears whenever the name comes up.”
Silas answered not directly. He nodded so very slowly. “Well, do let me know as soon as you hear again from the States. I shall be glad to assist further.”
“You are very kind, Silas. Even if my wife detests you for your want of punctuality.”
Silas smiled. Distant and distracted as always. But Corvin had never paid it much attention. Silas always was a well-bred but peculiar fellow.
“And if my wife mentions the crows,” said Corvin, “do not fan that flame. Though I should rather dismiss her (What) as the ramblings of a deranged woman, I have to own that I too begin to suspect some…” He sought the words. “Some arcane, yet probably scientific cause behind all these crow deaths.”
Silas’ mouth twitched. His brow shot up. “Scientific cause?”
“Yes. If you wish to hear the full of it, then I suggest you go speak to my wife and the students. But if, which I think you shall, you prefer the concise version, I shall tell you: we have taken it upon ourselves to unravel the trickery behind all of this — and discern whether it is nature or artifice at play. Though I’d rather be elsewhere than traipsing the hills and woods, searching out clues that we do not yet know exist.”
Again, Silas smiled. But his gaze remained cool. Only that ghost of grief — if grief it was. “I dare say you’ll keep me abreast of these scientific discoveries when they come in?”
“Indeed. Though you shall very likely hear it from my wife before I do.”
*** 
Bedtime was always a fanfaronade. Lady Ashfeld could not sleep unless her little Alp of pillows had been fluffed up to precisely the right elevation. And on this day, with corvicide being afoot, and bones being exhumed, her nerves were more than a little testy. And the poor housemaid had borne no small wrath at the cushions not being exactly as they ought.
Anyhow, Her Ladyship at last settled her head atop the goose-down mountain, tucked her limbs beneath the down and sheets, and took up her favourite novel The Crows Inn Tragedy. Adjusting her spectacles upon the slender, judgemental bridge of her nose, she commenced reading from where she’d left off some nights before.  
She traversed not many pages before she turned to her husband. “The murder of this solicitor here puts me in mind of poor Professor Aldous.”
With a wearied sigh, Corvin placed down his own book — H. G. Wells’ The Outline of History. “My dear, I really think you ought not be reading such fiction at this time.”
Even in the muted lamp light, Her Ladyship’s pique was patent. “Novels, my dear, are often a medium through which the more discerning brethren initiate the more docile masses into a better understanding of truth. Many a murder case has been solved thanks to authors with the wit to see what constables cannot. But you go back to your Wells and your Freud.”
Corvin crooked his neck the more towards her. “And yet there is no concrete evidence of the professor being murdered. We know only — suspect, merely — that his journal was taken, as was his manuscript. Nothing more.”
“And there’s your motive. I am certain of it. Corvin, you really ought to look beyond what mere reason dictates. Many a murder has been committed under the most unreasonable conditions imaginable. I mean here” — she thumbed the page as though it were a warrant — “the solicitor, Luke Bechcombe, is found strangled in his locked office. If such a thing were to have happened here, you and that silly inspector would conclude — quite readily — that the man had strangled himself out of boredom, and closed the file before tea.”
Corvin stared at her, but answered her not. He solely picked up his book again and continued reading — or rather affected such. For though his wife’s suspicions were frightfully rapid in their progression, apt to leap whole continents — nay, universes — in a single bound, she had, on several occasions so, been quite right about matters he, for all his reasoning, had not so much overlooked as failed to imagine.
Not that he’d ever told her this, mind you.
Certainly, not that he would.
The professor’s death was, owned he, somewhat, strange. The missing items — yes — did, perhaps, indicate possible foul play. But motive had yet refused to present itself, whatever way Corvin turned the matter over. Then the correspondence from the States crowded once more into his thoughts: the joyous, trembling hope that Eleonore might have been seen beneath that vast and foreign sky. It came upon him with such force that he found himself almost upon the verge of confiding the whole to his wife. Yet, as he’d explained to Silas, he could not — would not — hazard so fraught a subject until he was absolutely, categorically, certain of its veracity.
“I heard something strange today,” now said he, a new thought taken up. “The professor’s housekeeper mentioned that crows had been flying into the French doors. One pane took quite the impact — cracked cleanly through.”
His wife lowered her book by more than an inch and regarded him most keenly over her spectacles. “And you say that fiction is purely fantastical. They’re telling us something, Corvin. Mark my words — they’re telling us something.”
***
The next morning, to His Lordship’s vastest spleen, his prized Rolls refused — after one long attempt with all the dignity of a failing creature — to convey him and his wife even a single inch from their gravelled driveway.
“What is the matter with this infernal machine?” rasped he, repeatedly turning the key in the ignition, and meeting repeatedly with the same, sorry, mechanical choke.
Even the chauffer, for all his vaunted expertise with the marque, failed to fathom what was wrong; he stood peering into the bonnet with the baffled reverence of a priest confronted with a silent oracle.
“We shall be late,” shrilled Her Ladyship from the passenger seat.
“I know that, my dear,” groaned Corvin. “We must call upon Silas’ assistance.”
With that, he clambered out of the vehicle and went directly the house. There he telephoned Silas — who was undoubtedly running late anyway — to come fetch them.
Indeed, Silas had been running late. He swung by in his Bentley 3-Litre, racing green, its long bonnet strapped down with the broad leather belt, and twin nickel exhaust pipes curling proudly along its flank like the whiskers of some self-satisfied cat. Without ceremony, he conveyed Corvin and his wife onwards to the event’s third day.
“So, what new revelations does this day being with?” said Silas in a tone wholly perfunctory.
“Well,” answered Corvin from the back seat, the wind tugging at his hair despite the canvas hood, “my wife would rather trust to novelists what only inspectors should be credited with.”
His wife shot a side-glare at him. “And my husband has spent far too much time in the company of dead philosophers and yet has quite forsaken all powers of critical thinking.”
“Not quite the revelations I was alluding to,” said Silas, glancing at them both through the small circular mirror bolted to the windscreen frame. His brow bobbed several times, as though weighing whether further comment was worth the trouble.
“But there were the strange happenings yesterday at the professor’s property,” added Corvin. “Crows were apparently —”
Even as these words came out of his mouth, and the car sped along the country lane, engine thrumming, en route to the hotel, a murder of crows — having until now, and quite unobserved, been circling the heavens in wide, idle gyres — all descended in one great rush. Like a black and ragged curtain, they fell out of the pale morning sky, colliding with the windscreen in a percussion of thuds, cracking glass, snapping wings, and bone breaking.
“Good Lord!” cried Corvin.
“Heavens above!” shrilled Petty, covering her eyes.
“Damn these creatures!” roared Silas, wrenching the wheel as feathers and blood smeared themselves across the glass in dark, streaking arcs, and one bird’s stiffened claw caught for an instant upon the wiper before tearing loose and vanishing into the rushing air.
He swerved the car into the ditch and jumped out to inspect the damage done to his beloved Bentley, running a hand along the radiator’s tall chrome shell in a manner not unlike a (who) comforting some wounded thoroughbred.
Lord and Lady Ashfeld likewise got out and stared, in aghast at the bloody, feathered ruin splattered and smeared across the windscreen, and at the corpses trailed int the car’s wake — a dozen or more black-feathered bodies littering the lane behind them.
“What is going on?” said Corvin, nausea tugging at his insides. “This behaviour is entirely unnatural. I think Miranda might be right: some plague must be affecting them.”
Her Ladyship, meanwhile, shook, and found need to support herself against the car’s warm bonnet. “This is not right. Not right at all.”
At the Kingfisher hotel, the students, attendees, and board members were beyond astonished to hear what took place on the road. And that this occurrence should happen now — of all times, with the professor scarce a few days dead and his crows already grown strange — made it no less disturbing for being less scientific.
All conceded — however unbecoming it was to men and women of ornithological learning — that some strange malady, natural or otherwise, must be at play.
“Therefore,” declared Her Ladyship from the rostrum, “today’s itinerary has been cancelled. We shall, all of us, make our way to Salisbury, and there — by putting our heads together and our wits in order — we shall uncover what we can. Whatever books you already have with you, please bring them. We rendezvous in one hour.”
***
The Salisbury Athenaeum and Free Library — Victorian endowed, marble stairs, high windows — nestled comfortably amidst the roofs, spires, and civic squares. It welcomed our little troupe of quasi-investigators with all the usual ceremony of a library: namely silence and raised brows should anyone dare be caught even whispering amidst the bookshelves or across the desks.   
Books, pamphlets, and leather-bound volumes — all redolent with age, damp, and dust — soon tottered like mini towers of Babylon atop the long tables. Lady Ashfeld dashed back and forth, nearly exhausting the chief librarian’s patience with request after request, and huffing and puffing whenever some tome should prove unavailable or unreturned.
His Lordship sat beside Miranda and Connie, who were presently inscribing into their notebooks all possible avian-maladies that matched — even in the slightest manner — the symptoms; particularly the eerie manner of their dive-bombing doors and vehicles.
“Newcastle disease,” murmured Connie, tracing a finger down a column of close-set type. “Only discovered a few years back, up north. Disorientation, tremors, poor coordination in flight — it fits, rather, does it not?”
“Except,” Said Miranda, frowning at the companion volume, “every account speaks only of poultry. Hens, pheasants kept in runs. Nothing on wild crows.”
Silas, sat opposite, manifestly feigning to rather than actually searching the book opened before him, constantly stared at Miranda. And as Corvin watched this, his earlier convictions of unrequited or uncommunicated affection for his daughter redoubled in his mind.
“Fowl plague, then?” ventured Connie, though without conviction, already turning the page.
“Same trouble. Farmyard birds only, so far as anyone has troubled to record.” Miranda tapped the book before her. “And limberneck would have them lying stricken in the grass, not hurling themselves at windowpanes and windscreens.”
“Well noted,” said Corvin. In saying this, he looked upon the girl, feeling more and more drawn to her, not solely by the aesthetic symmetry between her and Eleonore, but also from her keen intellect, and easy manner of expressing herself, akin to the gentler brightness she shared with his daughter.
Several times, however, he had need to withdraw to the shadowed recesses between two towering shelves of parish records, there to recompose himself, and chide his own foolish heart in whispered undertones that no one save the dust could hear.
At length, the morning expired, noon arrived, and, armed with list of possible causes that might explain the crows’ behaviour, the party quit the library. Rather than hastening directly to their modes of transport, they betook themselves off to a local café for a modest luncheon.
It so happened that whilst they all sat around the small, round, clothed in red-and-white checkers tables, sipping their teas and devouring scones, jam, and whipped cream, a conversation from an adjacent table snagged His Lordship’s attention:
“Did you hear,” said the one lady to her companion, “of the incident at the lake?”
The other shook her head.
“Well” — she crossed herself hastily, spilling a dash of cream and jam down her bodice — “two bodies were dredged up from the murk. Quite horrendous, no?”
The other nodded. “Do the authorities know who they were?
“I’m not sure. But, if this brain of mine still works as it did, I’d say it was that pair of hikers, who disappeared — must be twenty years ago now?”
“Which hikers?”
“You know. The two hikers from the States. It was all over the press.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
“What did you just say?” demanded Corvin, having swivelled himself in his seat to face the startled women, his voice pitched a modicum or two above what is considered polite decibel. “The two hikers from the States?”
By now, owing to His Lordship’s outburst, the entire café — customers and employees, even a few dogs (whose ears had adopted, quite unmistakably, the posture of listeners) — warm with tea and scone, had fallen abruptly into attention hush and fixed its attention upon the two women.
“It’s only supposition, sir,” said the lady at last, tightening her napkin in her hands. “But it’s a possibility.”
“Indeed, it is!” shrilled Lady Ashfeld, rising precipitately. “Murder! Oh, heavens above, more murder!” She sank directly back into her seat and had need to cool her nerves by waving the napkin quite enthusiastically before her flushed countenance.
Corvin and the professor attended to Petty, whilst the students, emboldened by the sudden arrival of a new thread to chase, practically interrogated this lady informant, firing questions with the eager precision of young minds.
Silas meanwhile, nonchalant and unmoved, merely rose from the table and stated he would pay the bill. Whereupon he made his way over the counter.
Observing this, Corvin could not help but lay the blame for Silas’ complaisance — and his certain want of fellow feeling — squarely upon his late parents’ shoulders. Having descended from a family as ancient as the New Forest, the Cawthornes had always been colder than common reserve; stiffer than what is customarily found from their rank.
Still and all, Corvin assisted the professor in restoring Her Ladyship’s strength — taking her threating’s into something more manageable — so as to remove her to the car and onwards, back to Ashfeld Manor.
***
The next two days, filled with mounting suspense and mystery, found Lord and Lady Ashfeld, having abandoned entirely the agenda for the event, drafting a fresh one by the hour. Each morning, everyone gathered at the hotel. Each mid-morning, armed with whatever new intelligence they’d gleaned the day prior, they’d break off into smaller groups to scavenge what they could: whether that be decaying crows, derelict nests, scattered feathers, or handfuls of soil scraped from beneath the roosts.
Inspector Blythe, duly apprised of the conversation which passed in Salisbury, had reopened the case of the missing Americans — indeed, from twenty years ago. These tourists, husband and wife, having been keen naturalists and devout bird watchers, had chosen the New Forest National Park as their honeymoon spot. They’d lodged at a modest B&B in the town and, during their two-week stay, had formed several friendships with local walkers.
“I can’t believe that the victims might be those poor wayfarers,” said Her Ladyship to her husband as they, along with Connie and Miranda, explored the grounds nearest to where the birds had perished on Professor Aldous’ grounds. “And they were newlyweds.” She crossed herself.
“Yes,” answered her husband. “Very tragic. Very tragic indeed.”
“Was the investigation concluded prematurely?” said Miranda, as her wellington plunged into deep mud. Connie, at her elbow, assisted her onwards with the dreadful squelching of sucking earth.
“I do not believe I recall that. Corvin?”
Though his own recollection of that time was nebulous at best — obnubilated more so by the events surrounding his… he grew more and more resolved… daughter’s elopement overseas — he said he believed the case went cold after around a year.
“Their relatives — poor souls — have come back here several times since,” continued he. “They begged for the case to be reopened. But there were no leads to do anything with.”
Miranda fells silent and trudged on through the grass.
Connie took up the baton. “But now that these bodies have been found — and if they are indeed the American tourists — this will at least provide a degree of closure to their families?”
“Yes. Yes.” Her Ladyship sighed. “A sad business. But, as the wise proverb says, the end of a matter is always better than its beginning.”
Conversation now faltered as all took up interest with bagging dead birds and seeking other signs of evidence.
Within the hour, they’d gathered enough specimens and carcasses to take back to the late Eleonore’s old laboratory, which had stood, more or less, untouched since her departure.
There, upon the long, marble-topped bench she’d once claimed for her own, they set about dissecting the first two birds, paying particular attention to their innards — the porventriculus and gizzard — examined for haemorrhage or hardened, undigested grain that might betray the malady; thin smears of blood pressed beneath the lens of Eleonore’s old brass microscope, in search of parasites or some telltale malformation of the cells.
Notwithstanding the blood and gore, the chatter went unaffected.
“That Silas, fellow,” said Connie, pausing only long enough to wipe her gloves, “is quite the strapping fellow. Does he have a lover?”
“Silas?” Her Ladyship laughed. “A lover? He’ll die a bachelor, through and through. Hell will freeze over before he finds himself a fiancé.”
Corvin — who’d been washing the dissecting instruments in the basin — merely shook his head. “He’s just not found the right woman yet.” His eyes drifted to Miranda, who presently gazed back at him as though she suspected the accusation had been aimed for her alone. “Besides,” added Corvin, “there was —”
He stopped himself.
“There was what?” said Connie, tossing down her scalpel and turning from the workbench to face him fully.
Corvin shrugged and resumed washing the instruments, hoping the question might flow down the sink hole with the water.  
“Someone that we suspected he’d grown fond of,” said his wife in his stead.
“Ooh,” replied Connie, all girlish giggles, quite at odds with the character she’d so far presented. “And who was the lucky girl?”
Now Her Ladyship fell quiet; Corvin, wishing to alleviate the ladies’ evident — and no doubt inveterate — curiosity, thus took up the narrative himself.
“Our Eleonore — and it was only a suspicion. But there was always something we noticed in his face whenever they were in company.” He rummaged through the archives of his memory for a suitable word. “He seemed to take her elo —”
He again stopped himself, this time from saying elopement. He cleared his throat. “He seemed to take her disappearance very badly.”
Connie leant in at once.
“He went terribly quiet for some years after. It’s only been in the last… seven or eight years that he has returned to the world and society in general.”
Miranda sighed. “How tragic. Both for him and for you.” She gazed around the room, her eyes landing on each item she doubtless credited to Eleonore’s design: the instruments, the bottles, the wall hangings and shelves stocked with implements. “You must still miss her.”
Corvin nodded slowly. “Indeed. We do.”
The butler presently entered. Whilst he was in the village, he’d spoken to Miss Verity Coombes (village postmistress). She, having been gone out of the county on the day before the professor’s passing to visit an ailing relative in Bournemouth, had returned only this morning.
“She asks whether you received the parcel Professor Aldous had left for you?”
“Parcel?” repeated Corvin, looking at his wife, who, no less bemused than he, shook her head. “No.” He stared at the butler. “You have not misplaced it, perhaps?”
The butler’s forehead furrowed immensely; he sniffed and shook his head.
“Petty, will you take care of the girls? I will head over to the post office now.”
***
Within no more than twenty minutes, Corvin had reached the village, parking directly outside the post office, and rushed inside.
The doorbell went — DING-A-LING — as he entered, but no appeared at the counter.
He waited twenty seconds perhaps.
Soon drumming his impatient knuckle upon the counter, Corvin finally pressed the bell.
DING!
Still, no Miss Coombes appeared.
The door to the office behind the counter remained closed.
“What is keeping that woman?”
DING-DING!
“Verity?” called out His Lordship, lifting his voice to a proper pitch of indignation. “What are you doing back there? I have an important question for you, regarding this parcel?”
DING-DING-DING!
Still, no reply came from within. No footsteps crossed. No lady emerged in her usual impatient airs to scold him for his persistence.
His own patience now more than a little sorely tested by the woman’s want of civility, he lifted the counter flap and stepped beyond, rapping smartly upon the office door.
Again, nothing.
It was at this moment that a strange portent passed over him — some chill premonition he could not name; it only felt like a hand closing around the back of his neck.
His fingers twitching, his breath catching in his throat, he reached for the door handle and slowly — ever so slowly — turned it.
The office door creaked open, revealing the cramped room brightly lit.
And there, Miss Coombes herself slumped lifeless across her desk.
“Verity?” Corvin surged forwards.
He checked for her breath, then for her pulse.
Only stillness.
“Good heavens!” He recoiled, feeling as though his own spirt had been wrenched clean out of him. “What — what ought I —?”
He finished not the thought, but rushed out of the post office into the street, flagging down whoever approached.
***
“Estimated hour of death,” said Dr Crewe, holding his pocket watch whilst inspecting the deceased postmistress’ body, “roughly three hours ago.”
“And do you know what is the cause?” said Inspector Blythe, noting this down.
The doctor hovered there — hands at his sides, gaze fixed on the corpse.  
“I see not,” said the inspector, punctuating his manifest disapprobation with a pointed stub of the pencil to this page. “But do you suspect… you know… natural causes, or…”
“Foul play?”
The inspector nodded.
Again, the doctor only hovered, clearly trapped between what he could see and he could swear to.
“Don’t know that either, do you?” He scribbled his next thoughts in rapid, disgruntled scrawl across the page of his notebook.
Meantime, a small crowd had gathered without, their eyes cupped by hands, pressed against the glass like (What).
“Seargent Huss,” said the inspector, “will you drive those cursed busybodies away. Have they no respect for the dead? This is not a circus sideshow.”
The sergeant accordingly shoed the nosey do-gooders away with the most authoritative airs he was master of and returned, in triumphal confidence. “They shan’t be bothering us again, Inspector.”
Corvin, who’d been frozen quite mute throughout the entirety of this grim proceeding, now spoke. “Please, do not think me infected by my wife’s alacrity for jumping to conclusions. But I have to own that the strangest notion has possessed my faculties.”
The inspector’s pencil hovered over his page. “That is?”
“I find it strange — remarkably strange — not only that Miss Coombes should pass so suddenly, but that she should have enquired about some parcel that the professor had left for me, the day before his passing.”
“Did your butler ascertain to whom Miss Coombes had given the parcel to?”
Corvin paused. He rifled through his recollection of what Sowerby had told him. “I… I didn’t ask. I shall do that now — unless I am still needed here?”
Having scribbled down the next line of notes, the inspector waved him off.
***
In the hours that bled into late evening, Ashfeld Manor — not that it needed much more kindling to fan the flames of a Wiltshire/Hampshire conspiracy — grew more fraught with Lady Ashfeld’s fretting’s.
“There is a serial killer! Mark my words!” shrilled she. “Right here on our very own doorstep! Our quaint little town has become the playground of some maniac, who’s taken it into his head to murder our crows, the professor, and now Miss Coombes!”
Corvin strove to reconcile her to sense. “My dear, your imagination is far too active. Please. Desist in these fanciful notions.”
“Fanciful?” She looked up quite scandalised. “Two people have died in less than a week. And both of them connected — in case this escaped your powers of deduction.”
Rather than reply, Corvin took himself off the parlour’s corner to pour himself a drink.
As the liquid went into the tumbler, he only stared at the painting hanging above it — a hunting scene; foxes and hounds, and hunters.
“Whilst I will not rule out a connection between the two deaths,” said he, measured and calm, at last, turning, “we should not advance so far ahead in conjecture. We must let Inspector Blythe to confirm the details. Please, do not go round proclaiming to the town that murder — most definitively not, serial murder — is afoot. You shall frighten half the populace into an early grave and save the killer — if a killer there is — the bother.”
Petty, all huffs, puffs, and cultured curses between her teeth, descended upon the hearth and stirred the embers, drawing forth taller flames once more.
Just then, a loud, quite frantic, rapping, reverbed on the main portal.
“Who could that be?” said Petty, going immediately pale. “Not another death, surely?”
Shaking his head at his wife, believing the world required explaining, Corvin set down the tumbler and advanced upon the front door, rather than waiting for Sowerby to answer it.
He opened the door to the dark night without and found Miranda’s horror-stricken countenance gazing vacantly back at him.
“Lord Ashfeld!” cried she, shaking, panting, terrified. “I didn’t know who else to come to. But — But Connie has disappeared.”
Also, what would her ladyship be saying about the murder of the professor
Also, the housestaff. What about them?
How will we learn that the professor’s manuscript went missing?
Maybe his wife suspected some connection between birds and deaths some years ago? If there was another death or two etc, at that time. Maybe two hikers were murdered after witnessing the murder? Their bodies were later found somewhere? Dumped in lake? Maybe? If so, could these remains be found – maybe by a fisher? Badly decomposed. But the investigation would discern that the remains may have been the couple who disappeared. This would rouse suspicion & fear. Add mor complexity to the plot.
Maybe at midway chapter, Nella can find the letters. Confront Corvin. & then a letter can arrive from US saying a female, who looks like Eleonera has indeed been spotted. This would then reinforce the plot twist when the item of jewelery is found from the birds nest.

[JA1]Come back to this later, under further investigation, revealing poisn, but not of natural order. 

Make connection to something south amarrican. Miranda would know. She would state, over phone, that she has discovered something. & she will tell them tonight. This is wehre she’d disappear 
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