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As the thief dug into the soil with his spade, the rose bush he planned on 

absconding with started screaming. 

Most men committing villainy do not believe they will get caught. However, since 

Mr. Parker’s luck was always poor, he might have anticipated such an event as at 

least a possibility. 

But Robert Nathaniel Parker was a man obsessed. He was senseless to reason. 

He dug in deeper, feverish with the need to remove his prize, as the rose named 

Mab’s Perfection shrieked louder. 

 

Parker had stumbled upon the rose bush last summer. Upon losing his way, he 

emerged from the darkness of an ancient wood into the blinding sunshine. Shading 

his eyes from the sudden brightness, Robert instinctively looked down. His eyes saw 

the soft blush of pink of an exceptional rose. 

Robert dropped to his knees, not only to worship his discovery but also to 

examine every inch of his find. Feeling dizzy and elated, he touched the edge of one 

of the blooms with his fingertip.  

Rose and man both trembled, but for different reasons. 

Amazed, he looked about and realized this was no wild find. The rose bush was 

located in the crumbling garden of Thorn Hill and thus owned by Sir Griffin Garrick, 

Baronet. 

Groping in his pocket, Parker brought out a handkerchief and tied it around the 

plant’s stem. In haste to mark his find and leave before Sir Garrick noticed his 

trespass, Robert was oblivious to the thorn that scratched him. Its prick drew a bead 



of blood that shimmered on his hand like a jewel before dropping to splatter onto a 

small rosebud yet to open. 

All of this was unnoticed by Robert Parker. He hurried home to start planning on 

how he would bring his new find to his garden. Winter would be best for moving it.  

Sir Garrick had let Thorn Hall go wrack and ruin for over a decade. The garden 

was so overgrown it looked like a wilderness. It was doubtful that the man would 

even notice it missing.  

Sir Garrick didn’t deserve such a prize. Besides, at his home, such a beauty would 

hold a place of honor. 

 

Four months later, under a full moon, the rose bush didn’t seem to think much of 

being moved to a place of honor. Its piercing shrieks continued unabated. 

“Hush, hush, now,” Mr. Marshall crooned frantically to his darling as if soothing a 

colicky baby. He hastily dug again with his shovel, trying to break the plant away 

from the earth it clung too, but the ground was hard and unyielding. More like stone 

than dirt. 

“Don’t worry. I’ve got a spot all prepared for you at home.” 

“Ye do, do ye?” grunted a raspy voice behind him. The blunt end of a walking 

stick poked the rose thief in his ribs. Mr. Parker swung around, gripping his garden 

spade as if holding a weapon. 

The creature that spoke was smaller than Mr. Parker. He was hunched as if 

carrying a burden upon his back, and his sharp chin had an aggressive tilt as if he 

dared Parker to strike it. He had small black eyes and a nose as a pointed as a pencil. 



The bright moon showed him to be a filthy person and his musky animal scent made 

Parker grimace. 

“Who are you, sir?” demanded Parker, trying to bluff. After all, he was a 

gentleman, and this other was clearly of another, much lower class. This ruffian had 

no right to question him. 

“I serve Thorn Hall,” his adversary said. “I’m a part of it as much as that rose 

bush, you dirty thief. So drop that spade before I do ye some harm. Ye have some 

explaining to do to Sir Garrick.” 

 

It was thus that Mr. Robert Nathaniel Parker was brought up to the manor house. 

It was not an easy trip for brambles tore at his clothes and he tripped over tree roots 

concealed by lumps of turf and dead leaves. Whenever he hesitated or fell, a jab of a 

walking stick motivated him forward. 

He was puffing by the time they reached the gravel drive of the house. Thorn Hall 

had been built in 1620, its architecture inspired by the Italian Renaissance. Its 

facade had the symmetrical balance with three sections, two at each end which 

projected from the house with windows, and the center entrance framed with 

columns. In the dark it looked with a frown upon Robert Parker while counting his 

worth in small change. 

Only one light, in a front room, was bright against the dark facade of the building. 

Mr. Parker had never met Sir Garrick, although he had heard the rumors about 

the local recluse. He found himself sweating even though it was January.  



His jailer clapped a hand on Parker’s shoulder, giving him a close view of a 

broad, flat hand, marked by callouses. The pointed nails were claw-like in shape and 

length. Mr. Parker did not consider himself a man easily frightened, but he 

shuddered under the weight of such a hand. 

They entered a room on the ground floor. It seemed to be a parlor but that was 

only a guess as most of the room was cast into black shadows that shifted about in 

the corners like a restless dog. Robert Parker wanted to believe the moving 

darkness was due to the room’s only illumination: a candelabra resting on a table 

where a man sat.  

“Surprising poachers again, Brock?” said the man who was idly playing with a 

deck of cards.  

“Found him in ye garden, Sir Garrick. Thieving a rose bush.” 

The deck was carefully placed down and Sir Garrick stood. With the candles 

behind him, his figure was only a silhouette, with a long elongated shadow cast over 

Robert Parker.  

“How original.” Sir Garrick’s voice was dry like timber that would easily catch a 

flame. “I do hope for your sake, sir, it wasn’t Mab’s Perfection. That rose took a blue 

ribbon at the Great Exhibition. The perfect blend of magic and nature. Or so the 

judge told my father.” 

“It produces pink roses as large as my hand, that are as delicate as lace, and smell 

like heaven,” Mr. Parker managed to say in a small voice that trembled only a little. 

“Bring refreshment for our visitor,” commanded Sir Garrick to his servant. The 

door shutting behind Parker sounded like the fall of the gallows trapdoor. “Come 



and sit down so we can discuss this like gentlemen. Despite creeping about in my 

garden to steal priceless rose bushes I assume by your dress that you are one?” 

Mr. Parker gave a sharp nod of assent and walked to the chair his host indicated. 

Sir Garrick returned to his own, placing himself opposite. Robert turned his gaze 

away from the beastly visage and studied his fingernails dirty from his night’s work. 

He felt the weight of Sir Garrick’s attention upon him as they sat together in silence. 

Finally, Brock returned, setting down glasses and a bottle of wine. He left again. 

Sir Garrick poured a deep red wine into a crystal goblet and put it before Robert 

Parker. At the sight of the clawed hand, Mr. Parker shuddered. Then he opened his 

eyes, gripped the goblet’s stem, and downed its contents in one gulp. 

From his place, Sir Garrick sipped more slowly, the red of the wine giving the 

tusks that emerged from the corners of his mouth a pink hue. The shade was too 

much like a bloodstain. Robert Parker hastily downed the second glass that was 

poured for him. 

“Stealing Mab’s Perfection? I can understand the desire. It is a beguiling thing.” 

Sir Garrick toyed with his glass, by drawing swirling circles with its base upon the 

tablecloth. 

“Bewitching,” agreed Mr. Parker. Half-drowned himself with the wine, his tongue 

gained courage. 

“You seem to have the advantage of me, sir, for I do not know whom I address?” 

“Robert Nathaniel Parker, of Wisteria Lodge.” 

“Ah. That estate, I know. It sold a few years back, I understand.” Despite being 

rumored to be a rude, violent monster, Sir Garrick acted almost like a reasonable 



man. It surprised Robert and made him speak with more confidence. “Yes, I bought 

it ten years ago, soon after my late wife’s death. My daughters required country air.” 

“Daughters?” The circles of the glass hesitated for a moment as if surprised by 

the word. “Quite young are they?” 

“The youngest is fourteen. My eldest will be married this summer. To Captain 

Davies, who is employed by my firm and is currently in the Indies. Do you know 

Captain Davies?” 

“I’m afraid I cannot claim the acquaintance.” 

“Silly of me. Of course, you would not.” 

“Of course not,” agreed Sir Garrick in such a pleasant tone that Robert Parker 

hoped his host had missed the oblique reference to gossip that the master of Thorn 

Hall was a cantankerous and monstrous hermit. 

“He’s a bit older than Lily, but only by a few years. He will be able to establish a 

household -” 

Sir Garrick cut him off, uninterested in Captain Davies and his domestic 

concerns. “What about your middle daughter? Is she engaged?” 

“Rose? Oh no. She’s twenty-one. Loves my garden.” 

Once again, Mr. Parker had accidentally brought up the touchy subject of 

gardens, roses, and theft. While Robert wondered how he could extricate himself, Sir 

Garrick abandoned his glass. He returned to shuffling the deck, moving the cards 

back and forth between the fingers of a paw. The long claws delicately turned each 

card like the pages of a book. 

“I’ve been playing against myself this evening. Why not join me in a hand?” 



“Oh, certainly, sir,” said Mr. Parker, eager to recover from his latest stumble. 

“Five Card Stud. Do you know it? It has come over from America.” 

When Mr. Parker said he didn’t know the game, his host suggested they try a few 

hands to amuse themselves. Sir Garrick reassured him, “You will soon grasp the 

play.” 

Cards were shuffled and passed out, and as his host had suggested, Mr. Parker 

soon figured out how to score a winning hand. Something he was able to repeat 

several times. At the conclusion of each win, his host congratulated him and poured 

Robert Parker another drink. 

As the cards were dealt again, Sir Garrick observed, “I see your hand is injured, 

Mr. Parker.” 

“Oh, tis nothing. I scratch from last summer that refuses to heal.” 

“Sometimes the smallest cuts make the deepest sorrows.” 

Not a poetical or fanciful man, Robert Parker was at a loss as how to respond 

resulting in a self-deprecating smirk by Sir Garrick. His host poured out from a 

second bottle that Brock had brought during their game as he suggested they play 

for stakes. “It always adds spice to a game, do you not agree?” 

Eager to be seen as equals with the largest landowner in the county, Robert 

Parker readily assented. Even if folk thought Sir Garrick a rude beast because he 

never visited his neighbors and frightened children, the man was a baronet! 

Having made his own money through trade, Robert Parker had a natural 

reverence for one who had gained through inheritance instead of merit. A manor 



house with hundreds of acres of land attached to it was worthy of awe. And he was 

treating Parker as an equal which flattered the merchant. 

They first used the silverware, evidence of a late supper, as stakes. Next the 

petals of flowers from an arrangement on the fireplace mantle. And finally, girls with 

the names of flowers. 

“I have a suggestion,” said Sir Garrick. “Put down a Lily, a Rose, or a Poppy for 

your stake and in return, I will wager Mab’s Perfection.” 

“I don’t know —” Mr. Parker wavered. 

“Mab’s Perfection was created by my father, a Learned Magician. Her form and 

fragrance is exceptional.” 

“Oh, yes,” gasped the merchant. He closed his eyes briefly in remembrance of 

that enchanting smell from last summer. Between the alcohol and his obsession, 

Robert Parker was made foolish. “Which girl? Do you have a preference?” 

“Any of them. All of them,” jested Sir Garrick. His mouth widened in a smile 

revealing the tips of his tusks. 

“Let us play,” exclaimed Mr. Parker. He shuffled the deck.  

The movement pulled at his skin, and the long scratch, caused by a thorn from 

Mab’s Perfection, split and seeped blood. Three drops of blood marked the white of 

the linen. 

 

END OF CHAPTER ONE 


