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Death at a Party

A Tower of Ruru Mystery

Surrounded by his family and a few close friends, the King of Tuarua-Ruru’s party should have been a joyous affair. Instead, the King has ended up dead, and his ghost is far from happy about this state of affairs. Unable to remember the events that led up to his sad demise, the ghost of King Edward the Fourth is terrorising the Staff at the Tower of Ruru, looking for answers.

Miranda ‘Sissy’ Wearswell is visiting Tuarua-Ruru from the Lambtops and offers to help. The problem is, the King died over five hundred years ago. Well, that is no problem for a Witch from Eoforwic. Or is it?

Read inside the totally made-up story of how Sissy Wearswell unweaves the threads of time to uncover the truth about who killed King Edward the Fourth of Tuarua-Ruru.

The Author asked some of his characters for their opinions of this book and the following is a selection of the feedback he received.

“I reviewed ‘Death at a Party’ for the Daily Newt.”  Sacarine Smithlock, Chief Reporter of The Daily Newt

“Emotionally draining, and well worth the effort of reading.”  Miranda Wearswell, a Witch from Eoforwic

“I give it five stones.”  Jerkin Peacebeck, a resident of the Tower of Ruru

“Every page contains killer writing.”  The Daily Olds

“I couldn’t put it down, but then I couldn’t pick it up either.”  Teddy’s Ghost

“I couldn’t possibly comment, I wasn’t invited.”  Poppy Odd, Witch and best friend to Miranda Wearswell

“Criminal investigations should be left to the Professionals.”  Commander Grimes of the Tuarua-Ruru City Reeves

“Kept me guessing until the very last page.”  T H Eauthor

Squeak, Squeak, Squeak, Squeak.  Gordon Bennett, The Grim Squeaker

I foresaw the ending, and still could not put it down.  Death, Usher of Souls

Death at a Party
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For Carleen

Who loves a good murder mystery and who was the first person, unbidden, to buy my first book and phone to tell me how much she liked it.
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And also for Rebekah

Who selflessly typed up and edited scratched words from scrap bits of paper, researched people and places, and found unique words like crumpsy, and without whom this book would not be half as good.

DO NOT READ THIS PAGE

Historical Note

THE EVENTS DESCRIBED herein are similar in nature to the events that occurred during the Wars of the Roses in London, England during the 15th Century. It is, however, a work of fiction. Names have been changed to protect the guilty, and some details and relationships have been altered to fit the narrative. While King Edward IV of England did die of unknown causes, it was several years after he was presented with a copy of Anthony Woodville’s translation of ‘The Dictes and Sayings of the Philosophers’. This book is widely considered to be one of the first books printed in English, and was printed three times by William Caxton between 1477 and 1489, and once by Wynkyn de Worde in 1528.
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Author’s Note

THIS TOWER OF RURU Mystery is a story in its own right, and can be read and enjoyed as a stand alone book. It is however set in the immediate aftermath of ‘Doing Time: The Fabulous Renaissance of one Randolph Stapler’ and the characters and events of that story are referenced.

Please read and enjoy.

The Players, both Ancient and Modern

In the there and then

Edward the Fourth, King of Tuarua-Ruru and its Territories, the Fourth of his name, and a man who knows what he wants.

Queen Elizabeth, The wife of Edward the Fourth, born Elizabeth Forrestown, and never allowed to forget her origins.

Prince Edward, The son of King Edward and Queen Elizabeth, future King of Tuarua-Ruru. He likes rocks.

Prince Richard, Richard, Duke of Glevum, brother to King Edward. Committed to protecting the Throne of Tuarua-Ruru.

Anthony Forrestown, Second Earl of Waters, brother to Queen Elizabeth. Philosopher, writer, and loyal to the King.

Neville Richard, Earl of Peacewick, Kingmaker extraordinaire, Chief Advisor to King(s), Cousin to King Edward the Fourth.

George Richard, Lord Chancellor of Tuarua-Ruru, Archbishop of Eoforwic, brother to Neville Richard.

Golem, Head of the Kingsguard, does not take no for an answer because he does not ask questions.

––––––––
[image: image]


In the here and now

MIRANDA ‘SISSY’ WEARSWELL, An interfering old Witch with a certain set of skills.

Donjon, Chief Gaoler with a long history of employment at the Tower of Ruru.

Mrs Floppy, Head Cook and Housekeeper at the Tower of Ruru.

Jerkin Peacebeck, An orphan raised by Mrs Floppy and Donjon at the Tower of Ruru. He likes rocks too.

Teddy the Ghost, A ghost without a firm grip on the past or people.

“All the Plate’s a Stage and all the Men, Women, Kings and Queens, Princes, Witches, Scribes, Golems, and Ghosts merely Players.”

Act 2, Scene 7, 

Henrik’s ‘As He Likes It.’
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Chapter One
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How it all began

It was the Dragon that started it. At least, it was the Dragon that was the excuse for the visit. After that it all just snowballed.

Two old women sat in companionable silence in comfortable overstuffed high-backed chairs. Well, they were oldish, depending on who was looking at them, and certainly no one would ever call them old to their faces, lest they find themselves facing the wrath of one of the old, well oldish, women in particular.

The door to the room they were in was, however, definitely old. The oak tree that had been used to make it had been over three hundred years old when it had been felled to make the general fitments for the Tower of Ruru, and the door in question had been hanging in the Tower for a lot longer than that. Also it is much safer to call a door old, as they have few hang ups about their age, unlike indignant old women.

It would be inconceivable in the environmentally conscious Century of the Banshee to cut down a three hundred year old tree just to make a door, but the current Archon of Tuarua-Ruru had made it clear that the actions of the past were not to be judged by contemporary standards, and that the defacing or destruction of someone else’s property just because it happened to be made of some rare substance, which would not now be countenanced, would be a capital offence. Contemporary eco warriors would call the actions of the past short sighted, but in the Century of the Griffin, when the Tower was raised (erected with an ‘s’, not burnt to the ground with a ‘z’), trees were plentiful and the fledgling city of Tuarua-Ruru needed room to grow. It was a no-brainer; the trees had to go. With hindsight, the real problem was the laziness of the people who chose not to replant a new forest further away from the City. Besides, the wood made many beautiful, useful things, like doors, staircases, furniture, and roof trusses. The real crime would have been to burn it as firewood. Give a man a log, and he will be warm for an hour, but teach a man to plant a tree and he will be warm for life. Provided, of course, that he has the forging skills of a Dwarf, a good supply of iron, and can make an axe to chop down said tree, and that he has learnt the Lesson of The Prodigy, and can rub two sticks together to make fire. Alternatively, he may know a friendly Dwarf who can lend him an axe and a tinderbox. (This is extremely unlikely, Dwarfs are notoriously grumpy, probably due to repeatedly banging their heads on the low roofs of the mines.)

The oak door in question, of dubious environmental provenance, which had seen more comings and goings than it was willing to admit, screeched open on appropriately Egor-greased hinges,​[1] allowing ingress into the large stone circular room.

“Ah, here he is now,” said the younger of the two old women, settled comfortably in one of the two large overstuffed armchairs beside, but facing away from, a roaring fire. Her name was Mrs Floppy. Next to her was an older woman, primly dressed in black, with a stern expression and piercing blue eyes. She was sitting ramrod straight on a matching armchair, and fighting its comfortableness. Her eyes turned, and locked onto a small, slightly past middle aged man as he came into the room.

The man saw the older lady, and as his eyes took in her stern expression his brain screamed ‘Argh’, and he stumbled. The scream that escaped his lips sounded more like “Ribbit”. 

Mrs Floppy continued talking, blithely unaware of any reaction from the strange little man. “Donjon,” she said, “this is Missus-”

“Mistress” corrected the woman sharply, her eyes never leaving the hapless Donjon, a slight smile playing on her lips.

“Donjon,” Mrs Floppy corrected herself, “this is Mistress Miranda Wearswell. She has come all the way from Eoforwic, up in the Lambtops, just to see our Three Ladies.”

“Croak,” said Donjon, suddenly finding that his mouth was extremely dry, and that that was the only sound he could manage.

“Well,” said Mistress Wearswell, self-effacingly, “I just happened to be passing, and when I heard about the dragon escaping and all the damage that he caused, I thought I must drop in and see if my ‘old friends’ need anything.”

Escaping dragon, thought Donjon, still unable to speak. She must mean Cyril, but he’s only been gone a few days.

No verbal threats were exchanged, but the stress on the words ‘old friends’ conveyed to Donjon the clear message that if the Tower’s Three Ladies were in any way unhappy, his head would be for the chopping block, or worse.

“We’ve just popped next door to check on them,” said Mrs Floppy, “and the Ladies assured Mistress Wearswell that they are very happy where they are. I asked them if they would like to join us for a cup of tea, but they declined.”

Donjon let out the breath that he did not know he had been holding.

“Yes,” said Mistress Wearswell, the ghost of the smile on her lips becoming corporeal. Her eyes did not leave Donjon, but one might see, with the aid of a powerful magnifying glass, a slight twinkle​[2] in their depths. “I had feared that the damage Cyril caused when he left so abruptly might have upset their living arrangements, but thankfully their accommodations are on this side of the Tower, and remain untouched by falling masonry.” 

The Cyril to whom Mistress Wearswell was referring was an Emperor Dragon who, until very recently, had been living in the dungeons of the Tower of Ruru. The circumstances of his escape are documented in Doing Time: The Fabulous Renaissance of One Randolph Stapler.

“L-L-Lucky,” Donjon managed to stutter.

“Donjon, what ever is the matter with you?” said Mrs Floppy. “You sound like you have a frog in your throat. What you need is a good strong cup of Tower Tea, with a slug of Poppy Odd’s patented elixir.” She turned and looked down at a small empty table that sat trayless next to her chair. “Drat it,” she exclaimed, “where is that girl? I swear she could get lost in her own head. I sent Prudence to the Tea Rooms some time ago to get us a pot of tea and some cakes. Be a dear, Donjon, and go and find out what is keeping her.” Mrs Floppy could have gone herself, but she was feeling lazy and besides, she was firmly ensconced in her chair, and no force on the Plate was going to change this state of affairs.

Donjon smiled strangely, turned stiffly and practically ran for the door. It was at the door that he found that his legs were no longer working.

“Donjon,” said Mistress Wearswell, very slowly and very clearly.

Donjon’s body found itself turning not of its own accord.

“Three sugars, and don’t forget the milk.”

Donjon nodded meekly and, finding his legs back under his control, managed to escape the room.

“Now, where was I?” mused Mrs Floppy, ignoring the fact that Donjon had left door wide open as he had left the room, and not questioning whether or not he had been born in a barn.

“You were saying that you have a ghost problem,” prompted Mistress Wearswell.

“Was I? Oh yes, I was,” exclaimed Mrs Floppy. “Well, he’s not so much a problem, more a nuisance. Edward the Fourth he was, when he was alive, of the Tuarua branch of the Royal Broom line,  such a handsome, affable, energetic man by all accounts. Such a shame he died so young.” To Mrs Floppy, anyone under the age of sixty was young. “He actually died in this very room, you know.”

Mistress Wearswell looked around. She didn’t sense any ghostly presence, and she would have expected to if a violent or unnatural death had occurred in the room. 

“When he was alive, his apartments were in the Queen’s House, because he liked to be close to his wife, and that was where he had been living, in a manner of speaking, up until recently,” continued Mrs Floppy. “They are a little al fresco now, what with Cyril crashing into them on his way out of the dungeons. Donjon said he is going to get right on to having them repaired, but I’m not sure our Teddy, that’s what I call his ghost,” she said, winking conspiratorially, “will go back to them. He seems to be having too much fun here in the White Tower.”

“Fun?” queried Miranda Wearswell, knowing full well that what Mrs Floppy meant was hanky-panky. Despite being a Mistress and not a Missus, Miranda Wearswell was well aware of what hanky-panky was, even if she disapproved and did not partake in it. Unlike many inhabitants of the Plate, she was an extremely handsome woman, and her stern authoritarian nature made her extremely attractive to a certain type of person. There is something to be said for a prim figure encased in leather, but it is best said quietly, and behind the closed doors of the Elegant Apartments.​[3] This had led to many obvious, and not so obvious, advances, all of which she had rebuffed, being entirely too busy for that sort of thing. The other, more prudish, Plateans​[4] who looked down on hanky-panky were either not doing it properly, or simply didn’t get the chance. An unkind person might say this was because they were unlovable.

“While he resided in the Queen’s House,” continued Mrs Floppy, “he would just mope around, complaining to anyone who would listen about how his family had betrayed him. Donjon put him on the Tower by Candlelight Tour. Night visitors to the Tower could, by special arrangement, pay a little bit extra, and meet a real life (if dead) King of Tuarua-Ruru. He has a misty blue glow about him that really shows up well at night. Anyway since moving into this part of the Tower, he seems to have taken a liking to my Tea Girls, really perked up he has.  Unfortunately, they don’t seem to like it, and it’s a bit sad really, seeing a lecherous old ghost trying to pinch the bottom of an attractive young lady. I don’t mind it myself, because he sometimes falls right through me and I go all tingly.”

“Hmm,” said Mistress Wearswell thoughtfully.

“And I can’t feel my feet,” added Mrs Floppy  unnecessarily. “Anyway, Donjon said it has to stop because his actions are not acceptable and are definitely not allowed in the Century of Banshee. He has patiently explained to our Teddy the Tower’s policy on Sexual Harassment, but when he tried to get him to sign a memorandum of understanding, his fingers couldn’t grasp the pen. Not that it mattered, because his brain couldn’t grasp the fundamental reason why what he was doing was wrong. I doubt he would have stopped doing what he is doing, it is in his nature, and they say a centipede never changes its shoes don't they?” Mrs Floppy was aware of the saying but only partially understood what it meant and did not know at all who ‘they’ were. “And besides, I suppose no one ever told a King no.”

“No,” said Mistress Wearswell, no stranger to the concept of doing exactly what she damn well wanted, when she damn well wanted. It wasn’t that she wouldn’t not do something, it was just that no one had had the cojones to tell her not to do something. Hence her unwarranted intrusions, unsolicited advice, and specifically, her unheralded visit to the Tower.

“Ghosts are usually tethered to inanimate objects,” explained Mistress Wearswell, knowledgeable in these matters. “Something they have had a strong connection to in real life. If your King Edward haunted his apartments in the Queen’s House, he wouldn’t normally be able to come over here unless something has been moved.”

This explained the unfortunate apparition of Thomas Crapper, the inventor of the flushing toilet, who, after the Green Tower had undergone extensive remodelling, could now sometimes be seen taking a ...., er moving his bowels, in the middle of the second floor games room.

“You don’t have his bones in here, do you?” she asked, somewhat curiously.

“No,” said Mrs Floppy, “his bones are buried in the King’s Crypt underneath the White Tower, with the rest of the Tuarua-Ruru Royal family. But we might have his incunabulum. I think Donjon brought it back with him the other night, said he didn’t want it getting damaged, lost or pinched, now that the Queen’s House doesn’t have a roof on it anymore. If it is anywhere, it will be up there, on the mantelpiece.” Mrs Floppy pointed to the granite lintel that comprised the mantelpiece over the fire. 

“I think I should like to take a look at this incunabulum,” said Mistress Wearswell, not making a move to stand up.

“You’re more than welcome to,” said Mrs Floppy, “you won’t harm it. I think Donjon put it next to the tinderbox. He didn’t really want to put it up there, said it might get knocked off, but it was better there, above a nice warm fire, than in some of our colder, draughtier places.” 

Miranda could well imagine some of the Tower’s colder, draughtier places, but these were not to be mentioned in polite company, even if it was only Mrs Floppy in the room.

Like Mistress Wearswell, Mrs Floppy made no move to stand up, and a silent battle of wills commenced. Under normal circumstances Mistress Wearswell would have won hands down. She was a mistress​[5] of bending others to her will. She did however acknowledge, if not completely agree with, the fact that as she was a guest in Mrs Floppy’s domain, she should defer to Mrs Floppy on matters of precedence. The problem was that, despite being well travelled and an expert on a wide variety of subjects, Mistress Wearswell did not actually know what an incunabulum was, not that she was going to admit that to someone who, while warm and generous, was clearly less worldly wise than she was. A less polite person might have used the word clever here, but Mistress Wearswell was well aware of the difference between intelligence and experience. She mentally sighed, graciously accepted a truce (and a temporary truce at that) and stood up. Her gaze traversed the mantelpiece. It held the usual assortment of knick-knacks one would usually expect to find on a mantelpiece, a small, blackened tinderbox, a woodcut of a young woman, a button, two knitting needles, a piece of red rag, some polished coins, and a small, gold encased painting, plus a small collection of rocks. Mrs Floppy had said that Donjon thought it would be better in the warm. Mistress Wearswell took a guess.

“Yes,” she said, picking up the small painting, “it would.”

“It’s a miniature,” said Mrs Floppy, helpfully.

Mistress Wearswell looked at the painting. It was indeed very small.

“It’s not really an incunabulum,” continued Mrs Floppy, “I just like to call it that to needle Donjon. It does seem to annoy him so, but I think he secretly likes correcting me, because he always does. No, an incunabulum is an early printed book. What you have there is Teddy’s miniature, which is a painting of Teddy receiving his incunabulum. It was given to him with the book, the same night he died, as it happens.”

Mistress Wearswell turned the miniature over in her hands. It depicted a youngish (that is to say he wasn’t really old) gentleman of medium build, seated on a large wooden chair, most likely a throne, intricately carved with a double-pointed backrest. He was wearing long green robes embroidered with the Royal Crest of the House of Tuarua, a single white carnation surrounded by two lions rampant. He sported long flowing locks of dark brown or possibly black hair, it was difficult to tell on the old painting, and was leaning forwards, hands outstretched, in order to receive a book. Behind him stood a woman, next to a young boy, while two young (well younger than the green robed man) gentlemen stood off to the left. An older man knelt in front of the King, with a similarly aged man next to him, holding out the book. He was dressed in the manner of the clergy and sported a tonsure.

“This picture depicts the night King Edward the Fourth died,” said Mrs Floppy, lowering her voice, “and no one knows how or why.”

“Well, why don’t you just ask his ghost?” suggested Mistress Wearswell, ever the pragmatist. 

“Oh, we’ve tried,” said Mrs Floppy, “but he says his memory is all fuzzy. He distinctly remembers receiving the incunabulum, flicking through the pages, and telling everyone how much he liked it, then he thinks he put it down on a table, and everyone started to leave, ... but that’s when it all goes black.”

This is the standard fate of every book ever received as a present, especially at Winterswatch. The donor is thanked profusely, and told how much the recipient loves it, the pages are flipped through on the day, and then the book is discarded to a table, usually a coffee table, to gather dust. It is, however, dusted off should the donor be a guest again, provided of course that it hasn’t been regifted, and placed in a prominent position, with the donor told how fond the recipient is of picking it up and flicking through it occasionally.

A book is not the worst present to receive at Winterswatch. That dubious honour goes to the gift card. It was one thing when the various shopkeepers and purveyors of crap (figurative, not literal) in and around Tuarua-Ruru made an effort and when presented with good Tuarua-Ruruian coin, handed over a card to the value of said coins which could be spent in their store at a later date, along with a suitably decorated greeting card proclaiming ‘Merry Winterswatch’​[6] and an envelope, delivery cost included. They now had the audacity to just hand over a laminated piece of card which said no change would be given, and that it had to be used within one cycle of Greta’s various orbital bodies, with every quarter cycle its value decreasing by fifteen percent as an administration fee. The more upmarket cards came with a security ilkie, which buggered off after the cycle was complete, and if the four digit code you recited did not match the one they had been told, the ilkie would tell the shopkeeper, and the card would not be honoured. After one particularly economically bad Winterswatch, people discovered that Richard Plum had ‘retired’, and his business, Richard Plum Enterprises, had been taken over by Plumbum Enterprises. The gift cards issued by Richard Plum prior to Winterswatch would not be honoured and were now worthless. Despite all this, people still persisted in buying gift cards. Why? Because they could put no thought whatsoever into the gift. Giving cash seemed so vulgar to the Tuarua-Ruruians, despite the fact that it was accepted for payment everywhere you wanted to be and at any time. While the gift card still said ‘Hey, I think you are worth this many dollars this year’, it was nevertheless seen to be less vulgar than cash. Donjon, for example, really hated gift cards. He had a collection of them. He also had a collection of books that he didn’t like, and didn’t read, but even the ones that he had received as re-gifts had had more thought put into them as gifts than the miserable, lousy gift cards.

“Not uncommon,” said Mistress Wearswell. “The mind is a fascinating thing. Egors have been studying the mind for centuries, since time immemorial in fact, and they still have not unlocked its secrets.” 

Egors are found everywhere across the Plate, a self made group of people (although who made the first one no one is quite sure), each one uniquely unique, and yet all the same, and all called Egor, even the women. An Egor of the Lambtops had actually written a book about the mind, ‘Secrets of the Mind Unlocked’ he had called it, but it was less of a book and more of a pamphlet, and so the mind remained a closed book, so to speak.

“When confronted with an event so terrible that it can’t cope, the mind shuts down,” explained Mistress Wearswell, continuing “It has an inbuilt self-preservation mechanism to protect itself
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