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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.
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