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These are the chronicles of the investigations of Emily Darkwood—my employer, teacher, and friend. A young woman of society who refused to be dictated by it and lived a life of her own making. A student determined to become a physician and surgeon in a man's domain. An innocent inheritor of a guidestone that drew its bearer and darkness together. She courageously shone her light into the mysteries that surrounded her, searching for answers to her parents' fates, becoming a fighter of the wicked and monstrous she discovered lurking within the shadows...

Jack Hobbs, her ever faithful servant-companion and your narrator, humbly presents...
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Florica Deakins sat in the stiff-backed chair beside what had become her sickbed. To look at her, it would be hard to consider her ill. The golden hair inherited from her mother fell about her shoulders in lustrous, kinked falls that ended in curls that seemed to bounce with life about her as she moved. Her mother's green eyes and her father's brown eyes had met to become a lively hazel, while her face held the creamy, delicate regalness of her mother, blended with the coffee colouring of her father. Florica Deakins was the product of English and Romany bloodlines, of the union between Eleanor Glannet and Patrin Deakins. Eleanor Glannet, a woman of society and the inheritor of the Glannet family's notable respect and wealth. Patrin Deakins, the head of his clan and an entrepreneur who could stake claims to many successful businesses across London, while in society's eyes his Romany birth forever tainted him and prevented him from being fully accepted.

"Physically, you are fit. Mentally, though, I have my concerns. You have experienced quite a shock."

"I assure you, Miss Darkwood, I am well."

It would be easy to accept this if it wasn't for the tension that seemed to fix an agitation into her features and an impatience within her tone. When we encountered the Deakins before, it had ended with both women on first-name terms. The familiarity that developed between the two young women was conspicuously absent in this reunion.

It had been two years since the body of Eleanor Deakins had been found dumped in a wood on the other side of London from where we were, in Glannet House in Hampstead, and her body brought to the Darkwood mortuary. Enough time for the connection between Darkwood and Florica Deakins to seem tenuous beyond the initial meeting, but as Darkwood had helped acquit Patrin of the charge of murdering Florica's mother, I expected there should have been some warmth toward my mistress. 

The letters 'p', 'a' and 'l' had been found drawn in the mud beside Eleanor's body. Detective Inspector Methers of Scotland Yard had taken the easiest route from crime to conviction and assumed Eleanor used the last of her energy to surreptitiously scrawl the name of her killer—'Patrin'—before life had left her.

Nobody but my mistress had considered that she had in fact left a signpost to her murderer in the language her husband and his people would know: the word 'pal' in the Romany language for 'brother'.

Eleanor's younger brother, Thomas, considered himself cheated of his inheritance by his older sister. Their father had promised the estate and fortune to the first of his children to marry. Thomas did his best to find a partner; however, both his lifestyle and character stood against him.

One day, when Eleanor's carriage lost a wheel, a well-dressed man halted his own carriage and came to her comfort and aid. It had been Patrin. The pair met again by chance on the heath, and from their walk together, an affection had blossomed that paved a pathway to marriage.

Patrin inherited the Glannet family's wealth through marriage, although that meant little for Patrin and Eleanor, as love had been the motivation for their union. It had, however, created resentment within Thomas. Despite receiving a generous allowance from his sister, he considered he had lost what had so obsessed him. He set out to find his fortune through marriage, but his desperation for money to fuel his drinking and gambling left him with the reputation of a schemer who only saw love as a means to an end. He became a bitter and twisted man, fuelled by drink and jealous venom for revenge upon Patrin.

Darkwood had made her accusation to Thomas, and his fragile mind broke. Thinking them alone and Darkwood an opponent as easily dispatched as his sister, he had made his confession. He attempted to kill Darkwood, but found her able to defend herself—and me hidden close by, ready to support her. He fled from her gun and my cosh, and into the hands of Inspector Methers, although the latter had not maintained his grip and the murderer escaped justice.
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Patrin burst into the room, a veritable force of nature, all brawn beneath his frock coat. The man hadn't lost the stature of a life of manual work within the refinement of his living. He clutched at his top hat before him, having headed straight to his daughter upon his return home, but not forgetting his manners, and bared his slicked dark curls that hung about his head.

"Miss Darkwood, Master Hobbs, my dear Nadya and Pali!"—Gypsy names he had given us in our last encounter; 'Nadya', the Romany word for hope—"It is a great pleasure to see your faces once again." He kissed my mistress' hand and shook it before shaking mine. "I'm so grateful you could come to my Florica. I'm just sorry I couldn't be here to greet you, but a trader I sponsor was being victimised, and I had to put a stop to it. How is my Florica?"

Patrin anxiously smoothed his waxy black moustache on the top lip of his dark, lined face with the thumb and forefinger of one hand.

"I am well, Father; I have told you. I really didn't need the attention of a physician."

Darkwood smiled in concession. "Florica is quite adamant she does not require my ministrations." A raised eyebrow, out of sight of Florica, added more meaning than her words.

Patrin recognised it and glanced awkwardly from her to his daughter and back again.

"My dear, you can't blame a father for worrying, can you?"

"I would suggest rest, though. You had a shock."

Florica's lips pursed, then relaxed as though she thought against an acerbic rejection of the advice. "If I'm to remain in my room, have cook send up some cold meat from breakfast and some wine."

Patrin appeared thrown by the request before he nodded that he would do as she asked. When we last met Florica, she had been a young woman uncomfortable with being served by others, despite growing up knowing little else.

"It will help fortify me against my shock, won't it?"

Darkwood nodded distantly. "An appetite is a good sign of recovering health," she finished with a smile and motioned for us to leave.

We left Florica to her recovery. Patrin, seized by distraction, led us downstairs to the chill of the hall and deposited his hat and coat with the maid who waited upon his return from his daughter for that purpose. He directed us through to a bright sitting room, and the warmth of a roaring open fire, while he took off his shoes and replaced them with slippers and relayed his daughter's request to the maid. He told us he had sent for tea and sandwiches, which we thanked him for.

"So, Mr Deakins, why don't you tell us what is troubling you about your daughter?"

"Patrin, please. You saved me from a hanging; I think we can dispense with formality, Nadya and Pali! I am not Patrin of the Glannet House, and you are not physician and physician's servant. We are all friends here."

It was curious to be told I was equal to both my companions in friendship. While I always considered myself fortunate to serve Darkwood, and I knew my mistress appreciated and respected me beyond my service to her, I remained conscious of being her servant and in her employ and restrained myself. Patrin's acceptance of me as a peer felt both liberating and uncomfortable in proportions that wrestled one another for gains on the other.

Patrin took up a seat in one of the high-backed and well-upholstered chairs at the table, whilst Darkwood and I seated ourselves within the high and wide bay window. I noted that Patrin didn't just seat himself, but slumped in his seat through a lethargy that gave away an advanced age his dark nature obscured. In the window's light, silver and grey threads could be seen woven into his dark curls, the bristly whiskers on his top lip, and the scraggy beard upon his chin. His lines were not just leathery from a life exposed to the elements, but age had cracked them, too.

The room thrived with potted ferns against every wall and in our midst on low tables. Dead animals, preserved in poses from life through taxidermy, adorned the walls and surfaces. Badgers, foxes, owls, stoats, all with dead glass eyes a glint. This outside man had brought the wild world with him into the world he now lived in.

The maid arrived with a silver tray loaded with tea things that would serve us all. Darkwood stayed the maid from serving us and took the role upon herself. The servant bobbed a curtsey and stated she would bring sandwiches shortly.

My stomach grumbled in anticipation.

Darkwood poured us tea for Patrin, our host, first.

"Florica protests her health..."

"I know." Patrin looked troubled, which creased his face further. "She just isn't herself. When Florica was young, I considered changing her name to Luludja, 'Flower of Life', for she seemed to glow so much. She does not have that light within her now."

Darkwood took a sip of her tea. A gesture for time to consider her observations of his daughter rather than for need of refreshment.

"She seems altered since I last saw her. I would excuse it as being from the passing of time, yet you tell me it has been since her experience on the heath."

"Yes, that's right." It became Patrin's turn to look uncomfortable. "I would feel ill at ease telling you this if I didn't suspect your mind is open to the old beliefs. I have spent two decades in this house, and nearly three decades ensconced in a life of city streets, frock coats, top hats, and sprung mattresses under slate." He set his cup and saucer back on the table, the tea untouched, as though he objected to the delicateness of the accoutrements and wanted to distance himself from them in case they should counter his assertions. "But I am a man of the country, with straw beds and tent roofs in my past, and lanes and woods in my heart, and old beliefs in my mind. Eleanor and I did our very best to raise Florica with the richness of both heritages. Florica is as much
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