
        
            [image: cover]
        



    
        
          Death on the Lips

        

        
        
          Mark Lord

        

        
          Published by Alt Hist Press, 2017.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      DEATH ON THE LIPS

    

    
      First edition. September 6, 2017.

      Copyright © 2017 Mark Lord.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1370102112

    

    
    
      Written by Mark Lord.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Death on the Lips

 


A Sotil and Savage Mystery

 


Mark Lord

 


Published by
Alt Hist Press

Copyright © Mark Lord 2015

http://marklord.info

SMASHWORDS EDITION

* * * * *

PUBLISHED BY:

 


Mark Lord on Smashwords

Death on the Lips

 


 


All rights reserved. Without limiting the
rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication
may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system,
or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the
prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above
publisher of this book.

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the
author's imagination or are used fictitiously. The author
acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various
products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used
without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not
authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark
owners.

 


Smashwords Edition License
Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it,
or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return
to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the author's work.

 


Contents

 


Death on the
Lips

About the
Author


​ Death on
the Lips

 


Roger turned away. The sight of the bloody corpse
made him feel sick. He had never been able to stomach the signs of
violence, although he had the bad luck to see them often enough in
his position as Inquisitor of Sorcery to the court of Richard
II.

“She died badly,” said Jake. He had
no such qualms. He stood looking at the body of Joan, the Countess
of Suffolk, with his arms crossed. Out of the corner of his eye,
Roger saw Jake crouch to take a closer look. “This was no murder by
assassination. Whoever killed her really meant it.”

Roger didn’t doubt what
Jake said. The widowed Countess had been found dead in her
bedchamber in her mansion on the edge of Westminster early that
morning by her maids. They had run screaming from the room at the
sight of her. She had been naked according to her chamberlain, Sir
John Digworth, but the maids had covered her to preserve her
dignity. Despite the blanket draped over her breasts and belly,
Roger and Jake could still see the results of her violent death.
Her face was swollen with bruises, blood was dried on her chin and
her teeth were broken. Around her neck there was more bruising, and
when Jake, before Sir John could stop him, removed the blanket they
saw that her breasts had been scratched and torn bloody and that
she was bruised and had bled from her genitals. So badly was the
damage that the skin had been torn away to reveal dark pink flesh
beneath. That’s when Roger had turned away with
nausea.

“Can you ask your man to cover her
up now?” Sir John asked Roger. “The Countess was accounted one of
the great beauties of the court, but I have had enough of watching
your servant ogling her.”

“Oh,” said Roger.
“Jake’s not my servant, but you are
right we have seen enough. Jake?”

Jake turned and raised an eyebrow
in Roger’s direction and then asked the
chamberlain. “Why did you call us, Sir John? I
don’t see any evidence of sorcery
here.”

Sir John replied, but to Roger, “I
warned her against it many times. I told her that indulging that
man’s lies was dangerous and
expensive, but she wouldn’t listen.” Sir John
looked like he was on edge of tears.

“What man, Sir John?” asked Roger
raising his hand to stop Jake interrupting. Jake turned and paced
around the room. He stopped by a table and picked up a small
object. Roger couldn’t see what it was, and was distracted from
asking by Sir John’s reply.

“He called himself an alchemist.
His name is Ruud der Heyn. He promised to get her
heart’s
desire—at a price of course. I believe that
he caused this. He unleashed some demon that killed her. And do you
know what? He’s not in his room this morning.
His bags are missing, and I wager he’s taken whatever
precious jewels and gold that he could carry.”

Roger nodded. “So you have checked to see if any
valuables are missing?”

Sir John shrugged. “We have not
checked everything, but I think he’ll have taken
something, and if not from the house then he’ll have got
her to grant him a tally to exchange with her bankers. He was a
weasel of a man, able to flatter her and get all kinds of things
out her. He lived like a king while he was here. Always had to have
the finest wines, new clothes, a pair of fine horses. It was like
he had seduced her. She would do anything for him. I was concerned
that her wealth was being eroded by that man’s demands.”

“Was the wealth of the Countess of
great concern to you?” asked Roger. “Surely it was up to her how
she chose to spend it?”

Sir John bristled. “I was worried about her
interests, that is all.”

“Do you have any other source of
income apart from your retainer from the Countess?”

“A small manor in Shropshire, but
why are you asking me that?”

Roger shook his head. “Just interested, that’s
all.”

“What’s in this jar?”
Jake was holding a glass jar half-filled with some pink ointment
that he had found on a table next to the
Countess’s bed.

Sir
John sighed. “She didn’t need
that. It was one of the things she wanted the alchemist for, to
concoct paints for her face and lips to make her more beautiful.
That I believe is applied to the lips. A subtle pink colour though,
not like the gaudy red that a common woman would wear.”

Roger forced himself to turn and look at the corpse.
He peered at her face. “She was wearing the lip-paste when she
died,” he said.

“And a whole lot of purple bruises
too,” Jake chuckled at his own bad joke.

The temperature in the room seemed
to drop a few degrees and then rise again until it was like an
oven. Sir John’s eyes were cold like ice, but his
cheeks glowed with a warm fire. “Sir, have you finished in this
chamber?” he said addressing Roger, but with his eyes glaring at
Jake.

“Oh, yes, of course,” said Roger.
“Um, let’s go.”

“We should see the
alchemist’s
room,” said Jake.

There was no answer from Sir John as he opened the
door for them to leave. He shut it after them and locked it as they
went into the corridor outside.

“The
alchemist’s chamber is this way,” he said,
talking to Roger.

“Oh, right, yes better look at his
place.”

“He packed all his things though,”
said Sir John. “But I suppose you’ll be looking for
auras of magic or some such.”

“Oh, yes, that’s
right,” said Roger. In front of him Jake was shaking his
head.

The alchemist had indeed been well
looked after in the Countess’s house. His chamber was
of a good size—intended for a visiting guest of noble rank. There
were fine tapestries on the walls, finely carved but strong
furniture and a well appointed bed with embroidered red
curtains.

Jake set to work immediately. He pulled back the
curtains and lifted up the bed linen. He sniffed. “He had a whore
in here did he? A woman?”

Sir
John blustered, “What? No, not that I know
of? Must have smuggled her in past me, if so? Unless, you
don’t think he had a … succubus.
That’s what they call a demon-woman
isn’t it?”

Roger shrugged his shoulder. “I think so, but
according to Peter of …”

Jake interrupted, “You keep a watch
yourself at all times do you, every night? You’d see
if anyone you didn’t expect entered the
house?”

“I am here while the Countess is
resident in London, but no, I don’t watch myself,
but anything untoward would be reported to me. The alchemist was
not well-liked. None of those Flemings are by the servants—they
always complain about them.”

“Why so?” asked Roger.

“Well, it’s the way they talk
isn’t it? And then the servants and
tradespeople claim they are taking their jobs.”

Jake was tipping pillows upside down and inside out,
and from inside a cloud of feathers said, “But there are not many
English alchemists you could recommend to the Countess are there?
Do you think that our Ruud the alchemist is off back to
Flanders?”

Sir John shrugged. “That would be my guess. I would
look in the docks if I were you.”

Roger giggled but then stopped himself. It hardly
gave him the air of gravity Sir John was expecting, but the thought
of Jake and he alone searching the whole waterfront of London for
one Fleming was ridiculous.

“I can lend you some of the
servants to help you look, to aid your own people.”

Roger bit his lip to repress another laugh. If only,
he thought. Jake was (in theory at least) the only servant that he
had.

“How about we start at the quay for
the La
Gracedieux?” said Jake. He was holding
something in his hand.

“What is that a ship?” said Sir
John, dropping the pretence that he would only speak to Roger and
now looking at Jake with surprise. “Why do you think he could be
there?” And then he looked at Roger. “Does he ...?” he
twisted his mouth and shook his head (people could take on kinds of
sort of strange behaviour when they found out what Roger and Jake
did). “Does he see things?”

“I saw this,” said Jake, holding up
a sliver of wood. Roger and Sir John walked over to Jake to take a
closer look. The piece of wood was half an inch wide and perhaps
six inches long on it were written the words “Passage de La
Gracedieux” and
there were knocks marked along the edge of it. It looked like it
had been broken in half recently. It was a tally stick. Whoever
bore it would be entitled to passage on the ship—the captain
of La
Gracedieux would have the matching half of
the split tally stick.

 


***

 


Jake pushed Roger hard on the shoulder and he nearly
fell over as he stumbled to get his footing.

“What was that ...”

“Bloody gulls,” said Jake, pointing
upwards.

Roger looked down and saw the splat of bird guano
that had been dumped where he had been standing. The gulls were
perched on top of a wooden crane next to the quay. The crane was a
simple mechanism—a bit like a cross but with the horizontal arm at
a strange angle, with ropes and pulleys attached to it. There were
about half a dozen fat looking birds arrayed along the cross-beam
depositing their droppings at the foot of the crane.

“Let’s wait somewhere
else, perhaps,” suggested Roger.

They were waiting at a quay in the
docks of the City of London for the master of La Gracedieux. A boy, one of the crew
Roger supposed, or perhaps just an urchin trying to earn a penny,
had said he’d go and fetch the master for
them. He was on the ship apparently, or maybe in a nearby tavern.
They didn’t know.

A man approached them from the
ship, the boy trailing behind him. He was dressed in
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