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      To my husband, my light in the dark. My family, I couldn’t ask for a better lot of people in my life. To our lost hound dogs, never a day passes.
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        There are darknesses in life and there are lights, and you are one of the lights, the light of all lights.

        Bram Stoker, Dracula
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      Aging yellow sun filtered through the vintage lace curtains, illuminating the white skull resting on their formal dining table. The soft scratch of a charcoal pencil on thick paper and the ticking of the clock were the only sounds in the room as Mabel refined her sketch of the Felis catus specimen. Using deliberate strokes, she shaped the empty eye sockets, careful to render every anatomical detail.

      “Mabel, put that up now,” urged Mrs. Jennet with her usual surly tone. “Dr. Blackwood will be home soon, and I’ve got to oversee dinner preparations.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Jennet,” Mabel replied, putting the last few marks on the drawing paper. She closed her leather-bound sketchbook, ensuring all the leaves were tucked securely inside, and picked up the cat skull. This was an almost daily ritual, as the house's best lighting was in the dining room. Mrs. Jennet often complained to Mabel’s uncle about her piling all sorts of biological specimens on the heirloom table.

      As Mabel headed to her uncle’s study to return the specimen, she heard the townhouse door open. Her uncle walked inside, tossing his battered leather medical bag on a nearby bench and hanging up his suit coat. On a small table near the door waited a silver tray with the day’s letters and cards piled on top. He scooped them up, not taking the time to look them over.

      “Good afternoon, Uncle Ezra. How did the meeting go?” Mabel asked as he walked past her towards his study. She followed, eager to hear his news. All-day she’d been anxious for his return home.

      In her uncle’s fashion, he would not be rushed. He eased down in a large leather chair behind his grand desk, cluttered with the flotsam and jetsam of his career. Used to this waiting game, she took the chair across from him as he used his silver letter opener to open his pile of correspondence. As a pioneering surgeon at Saint Luke’s University of Medicine at Our Lady of Solace Hospital, her uncle received post from near and far daily.

      “Uncle,” Mabel prodded. “What news?”

      Pretending to read a letter, he set it down with a sigh. “The board gave the position to Mr. Harvey. I am sorry, Mabel, they’re not ready for a woman instructor.”

      Holding in her disappointment, she gripped her hands together and ensured her voice remained calm. “I’m leagues ahead of Sam Harvey. He doesn’t know the difference between a tibia and a humerus.”

      Her uncle laughed, a chesty sound. “I’m sure Mr. Harvey knows the difference between the two bones, Mabel. But I agree with you. I believe Mrs. Jennet has a better comprehension of human anatomy than that man. I made my case, but you and I both know the old men aren’t ready for change. Even Sister Angelica opposed it. The Harveys’ donated a substantial amount of money to the university. And, it’s one thing having you enrolled in classes, but quite another to have you teaching the impressionable pupils.”

      Dissatisfied, Mabel squared her shoulders, not one to pout. It was no surprise Sister Angelica thought it a sacrilege for a female to teach men, but she hoped the other board members would have ignored her gender. “This gives me extra time for my studies, anyway. I’d hate to do the Blackwoods shame by not passing my examinations.”

      “Mabel, you could take the final exams today and pass with honors,” her uncle remarked, trying to return to his letter. “I’m proud of you. My brother and your mother would be just as proud if they were alive. Why not take this short break from classes to do something enjoyable? You’ve worked so hard; a young lady should find pleasure before becoming old and boring like me. Go to the opera, put on some pretty dresses and go dancing, take a trip to visit our cousins in the country. Mrs. Jennet’s family has offered on multiple occasions to host you for a few weeks. Her one sister lives by the sea, that would be a nice retreat from the city. You can do anything.”

      How she adored her uncle for trying. Standing up, she put the cat skull on his desk and went to his side. She leaned down and gave him a kiss on the cheek. A notorious flirt, her uncle, could win over any woman’s heart, and with his charismatic charm, he made friends everywhere they went. Only thirty-eight, Dr. Ezra Blackwood appeared younger, with no silver in his sandy blonde hair or wrinkles on his clean-shaven face. He was handsome and of an athletic build as he was a prolific sabre fencer. But his most unique feature was his heterochromatic eyes, one blue and one green. That unique matter of genetics beguiled and was habitually the topic of conversation upon first meeting him.

      “Uncle, you’re neither old nor boring. And I’ve no interest in dancing. Do you remember the last time at Dr. and Mrs. Finnley’s?”

      Her uncle cringed, shaking his head. “I’d forgotten that incident. Well, why don’t you buy some pretty new dresses? Everyone thinks you’re in mourning, wearing black every day. You’re far too beautiful, my dear girl. Not that I particularly want you to have suitors yet, but you’d have a line of them if you wore more youthful attire.”

      “We’ll see, uncle,” she said, although they both knew she’d only return from the dressmaker with yet another black frock for her wardrobe. “I’ll leave you to your work, see if Mrs. Jennet needs any help.” At the door, ready to pull it for privacy, he stopped her.

      “I am sorry, Mabel. You deserved the position. No one worked harder than you,” he conciliated. “I promise to make it up to you.”

      She gave him a small smile, concealing her disappointment. “You tried your best. See you at dinner.”

      Finding sanctuary in her room on the third floor of their townhouse, Mabel flopped down on her bed, hugging her sketchbook to her chest. Though the chance of her getting the position had been slight, she’d allowed herself a glimmer of hope. By now, being overlooked was the norm; however, the continual dismissal in her academic career wore her down.

      Her uncle was the sole reason they permitted her admittance into the program. In outrage, he threatened to accept a position at a rival medical university if they refused her. His name brought in the money from both patients and benefactors. This being her final year, she was certain it chagrined the university’s staff of her continued enrollment. She also outscored most of her peers in their coursework, winning her no friends among the young men.

      Abhorring idleness, she’d use this time away to practice medical procedures in the labs. This would give her an edge over her counterparts. That was the real reason she wore black every day. Working on living and deceased people was a chaotic profession, and the black fabric disguised the bloodstains. Even with protective aprons and coats, unknown fluids transferred to clothing throughout the day.

      Maybe her uncle would let her assist in his difficult procedures during the recess. As his protégé, he let her in the operating theatre when he denied students. She performed the menial tasks of suturing small wounds or blotting away the blood, but she observed his mastery of the human body. If the opportunity arose, she’d ask to take the lead on the simpler cases, ever-expanding her techniques.

      The hall’s antique clock chimed, announcing the dinner hour. Groaning, Mabel climbed out of bed and took a quick peek in her mirror. She fixed flyaway strands of her dark auburn hair and pushed her silver-rimmed spectacles up the bridge of her nose. The spectacles improved her poor vision, inherited from her mother, but they magnified her watery blue eyes. Not particularly vain, she glared at the pale copper ephelides, commonly called freckles, covering her cheeks and nose. For years she’d tried to lighten them with lemon juice with little success. The childish feature brought endless grief.

      With the table set for three, Mrs. Almeda Jennet and her uncle occupied their usual seats. After a quick prayer, their butler Mr. Green oversaw the meal’s progression. One for constant chatter, Mrs. Jennet filled much of the space with her news of the neighborhood. Mabel and Ezra acted interested for the older woman’s sake. Their cook prepared a simple fare of roasted beef and garlic potatoes. Although not fancy, it filled Mabel’s empty stomach.

      With the meal’s completion, the trio headed to the parlor for a quiet evening. Mrs. Jennet usually worked at her knitting or wrote letters to her adult children or distant relatives. If not drawing in her sketchbook, Mabel read one of her uncle’s medical volumes or devoured the newest medical journal. When not called away on an emergency or attending an evening lecture, her uncle lounged in his overstuffed chair by the hearth smoking a pungent pipe while reading a novel. Tonight, he worked his way through James Fennimore Cooper’s Leatherstalking Tales.

      Flipping through a paper on the latest techniques for treating various malformed calcifications on improperly set broken bones, Mabel’s mind wandered far away from the literature. She couldn’t concentrate, preoccupied with Sam Harvey receiving the coveted teaching position. He was a buffoon of a man, a meathead who thought everything could be cured by cutting it out or medieval bloodletting. He was no innovator—no passion for learning new techniques or seeing the body as an intricate, interconnected masterpiece.

      “Mabel?” repeated her uncle.

      “Yes,” she replied, realizing she’d rolled up the journal and gripped it as if she wanted to swat naughty children.

      “I received a letter from an old friend of mine, Thaddeus Anderton. You’ve heard me speak of him?”

      “Yes, on multiple occasions.” The mysterious Thaddeus Anderton, owner of The Albion Hotel. Her uncle visited there several times a year, only for a weekend or so, to get away from his career’s pressures.

      Sheepishly, her uncle retrieved a letter from his pocket. “I wrote to him, in case the committee failed to grant you the position. He has a room available and offered to let you take it.”

      “For what purpose?” she asked in confusion. “Are you trying to get rid of me, uncle?”

      “Mr. Blackwood, I dislike this idea. Carlyle Street is no place for a young lady, especially an unescorted young lady,” Mrs. Jennet interjected. She stopped her knitting, giving them both her a stern look. Their elderly housekeeper had a penetrating gaze, one Mabel witnessed far too often growing up.

      Ezra patted the letter. “I assure you, Mrs. Jennet, Mabel will be in the best of company. Thaddeus would never allow any harm to come to her, as I trust the man with my own life. Now, Mabel, what do you know of Carlyle Street?”

      “It has an unsavory reputation.” It was known as a devilish area where untold forms of debauchery and licentiousness occurred, to put it mildly. “Several of the men at school have visited, but they stop speaking when I enter the room.”

      Chuckling, her uncle said, “I would think so. It is, shall we say, a more liberated portion of the city. However, I think this will be a perfect opportunity. Several people in the area are willing to pose for your anatomical studies, and I think it would benefit your education to observe living subjects. You’ve got a remarkable talent, but there is a great deal of difference in drawing corpses and bones than living flesh. This will give you a new perspective on the human body.”

      She considered her uncle’s proposal, tapping the rolled paper on her leg, trying to weigh the advantages of such a trip against staying home and studying. Carlyle Street, home of numerous brothels, opium dens, and worse, carried a significant reputation. “You want me to draw whores?”

      Mrs. Jennet gasped, “Mabel!”

      “Well, it’s the truth, Mrs. Jennet,” she defended. Yes, it was blunt but true. “I’m not opposed to the idea. Actually, it makes considerable sense when thinking about it and provides a unique opportunity. I’ll find it hard to persuade our neighbors to pose au naturel for my drawings. Think of what the Trumbels would say?”

      At this, Mrs. Jennet groaned in exasperation.

      “It did wonders for my own studies,” her uncle added to the continued vexation of Mrs. Jennet. “So, shall I write to Thaddeus, tell him you’ll take the room?”

      What would a few weeks away harm? Maybe she’d get her mind off the anatomy position. As an added benefit, she could forgo attending endless afternoon teas with Mrs. Jennet with their neighbors, a mandatory activity if she remained at home. “I say, yes. I’m up for the challenge.”

      Always her protector, Mrs. Jennet grumbled and went back to her knitting with a furry. Her uncle clapped his hands together, thrilled by her decision. “I’ll write to him in the morning. I promise this is what you need.”
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      The enclosed carriage drew up to the mouth of the bustling street bathed in the late golden glow of the afternoon. Their footman opened the door and assisted her down the metal footstep to the cobbled street. He retrieved her two traveling bags and waited for further instructions. Having packed light, Mabel wrestled the bags from Mr. Drung with some effort. The older, short man, with a sizeable graying mustache, usually carried their luggage into hotels.

      “You be safe, young miss,” Mr. Drung warned with concern. He’d worked for their family for decades and could be as protective as Mrs. Jennet. “I should walk you inside, at least.”

      “I am perfectly safe, Mr. Drung. My uncle assured me that I’ve nothing to fear. I thank you for your worry; however, you better start home. Mrs. Drung will be furious if you miss dinner again. Please give her my best regards and thank her for the delicious lemon marmalade. I’ll stop by as soon as I return for a visit.”

      Mr. Drung frowned. “If you’re certain, miss.”

      “I am. I’ll see you in a few weeks, no worse for the wear.”

      He climbed back onto the carriage with a gruff nod, and the horses started on their return trip across the city. Less than confident but unwilling to let nervousness overtake her, she gripped her two bags and headed straight to The Albion as instructed.

      Crammed with shoppers, Carlyle Street hustled with the rush before evening. The air had a strong smell of food, mingled with smoke and a sour undertone. Most of the buildings were constructed of a dark red and black brick, stained from years of coal use in the nearby factories. A few businesses spruced up their shops with a fresher coat of paint, but this showed signs of the city’s industrial revolution over the last twenty years. The smoky air of progress stained everything.

      Mabel tried to absorb it in as she maneuvered through the crowd, careful not to get too jostled. Men in suits escorted fine ladies boasting the newest fashions, while the factory workers wore soot-stained faces. With scrawny children in tow, women rushed to meet their husbands for their day’s wages to buy food for the evening meal.

      The Albion Hotel was a beautiful mistress among the chaos of the street. With the twilight of dusk approaching in the east, the lighted building sparkled like a diamond. At the hotel’s entrance stood an imposing man, dressed in a crisp uniform with a black top hat and a smart red jacket. As Mabel approached, he held out his hand, beckoning her forward.

      “Good evening, young miss. What is your business at The Albion? If you’re looking for a room, I am afraid we’re booked up for the night.”

      She set down one of the bags and withdrew a note from her pocket. “I’ve obtained a room. Mr. Anderton arranged it for me.”

      “Ah, Miss Blackwood, we’re expecting you. Go right inside to the front desk, and they’ll get you settled in.” He gave a sweeping bow. “I hope you have a most pleasant stay. If you should need anything, let the staff know, and we’ll do our best to fulfill your request. Your uncle is one of our favorite customers.”

      Giving the doorman a passing pleasantry in return, she proceeded into The Albion. Furbished with exquisite tufted furniture and colorful paintings, the interior of the hotel impressed Mabel. Even the air smelled exotic—a subtle perfume permeated the space. An empty desk waited at the far end of the open lobby. Mabel set down her bags to wait for the desk clerk’s return.

      “Mabel Blackwood?” called out an impressive man. “You’re the exact image of your mother.” A refined gentleman, wearing a perfectly tailored suit that complimented his handsome olive-skin, beamed a charming smile as he approached from across the lobby. His trimmed beard and coiffed dark hair showed he understood the importance of first impressions. The man’s expensive, high-polished shoes made a slight clicking as he crossed the pristine marble floor.

      “Sir?” she asked. “You knew my mother?”

      “Of course, and your father.” He bowed, took her gloved hand, and laid a gentle kiss on her knuckles. “You must forgive my rude behavior. I am Thaddeus Anderton. I’ve known your family for a long time.”

      Relieved, she smiled back. “Mr. Anderton, a pleasure. My Uncle Ezra said I was to speak to you about a room. I want to thank you for the kind invitation. A generous gesture to offer it up, especially as it appears this is peak season on Carlyle Street.”

      “I always make room for close friends,” he assured. “Let’s get your room. I would be honored if you would share your evening meal with me. After, I’d be proud to give you a tour of the hotel. Your uncle said I was to treat you to the full Albion experience.”

      Flattered by the attention, she acquiesced to dinner. She was less sure about the Albion experience. Mr. Thaddeus Anderton was an attractive, muscular man. She surmised he was also a habitual charmer like her uncle. He accepted her bags and led her up the stairs to the women’s only floor of the hotel. The room he provided was spacious, a plush oriental rug covered most of the hardwood flooring, and there was a clear view of the street below from a set of two tall, narrow windows. A canopy bed was in one corner, a two-doored wardrobe with a floor-length mirror set against the opposite wall, and a large desk filled the rest of the room.

      “Ezra wrote you needed space to work,” Mr. Anderton said, pointing to the desk. “I had that brought out of storage. Is that adequate for your needs?”

      The wood of the ornate desk, smoothed by age and use, would serve as a perfect place for her studies. A worn but soft tufted leather chair waited for her, with a high back and wide round armrests perfect for lounging. “Mr. Anderton, this is far more than I expected, thank you.”

      “Well, I’ll let you unpack and get refreshed before we dine. I tend to have a late dinner here at The Albion. Come down to the main desk. They’ll point you in the right direction,” he said, heading out of the door.

      “Wait, Mr. Anderton. I’ve forgotten to ask about the bill. I’m afraid I’m a little uneducated about such things. Do I pay now?” She went for her small purse tucked into one of her inner pockets.

      Thaddeus waved his hand from the hallway. “It’s all be taken care of, my dear, no need to worry about a thing. I’ll see you soon. Oh, and bring your drawing supplies. I think you’ll need them this evening.”

      Alone in the room, Mabel took a moment to admire its furnishings. This new adventure left her befuddled. She’d not traveled much without her uncle or Mrs. Jennet and realized there were numerous details of being a solitary traveler she’d have to figure out.

      She unpacked her bags, hanging up her collection of black dresses and hiding away her unmentionables in the wardrobe’s lower drawers. She arranged her collection of charcoal pencils, drawing paper, sketchbook, and the various medical texts she brought along to study on the desk.

      In the room’s full-length looking glass, she did her best to address her disheveled appearance. Her dress was wrinkled from the trip and not in a suitable form for an evening meal with her uncle’s dearest friend. Having brought few of her gowns, Mabel picked her nicest black outfit cut in a somewhat updated fashion. It had a little burgundy embroidery sewn into the collar and sleeves, with a small strip of matching burgundy material running down the front. She usually reserved this for outings or church—on the rare occasion they indulged in religious services.

      She tamed her hair with her ivory comb and then splashed a dash of rosewater on her face. Her reflection was far more presentable. She’d be mortified to disgrace her uncle. Before leaving the room, she grabbed her sketchbook and her pencil tin, curious about Mr. Anderton’s request.

      Back down to the lobby desk, she saw a uniformed young man, busy registering a husband and wife. Once they had the key to their room, a set of footmen appeared to carry their substantial luggage.

      “Can I help you, miss?” asked the clerk.

      “I’m to see Mr. Anderton. We’re to dine together.”

      “Miss Blackwood, of course. He is waiting in the restaurant. It is right down that corridor. You won’t miss it.”

      She thanked him and followed his directions. The elegant restaurant brimmed with people enjoying their evening meals. The smell of food made Mabel’s stomach growl. She’d forgotten to eat earlier, a usual occurrence.

      At a corner table, she spied Mr. Anderton. When she approached, he stood up and pulled out her chair. A selection of covered dishes waited on the grand table. Being the hotel proprietor definitely had perks.

      “You look lovely, my dear,” he offered, again flashing his brilliant smile. Mabel saw why her uncle liked the man. Their constitutions were frighteningly similar.

      A member of the serving staff appeared and, with trained efficiency, served the piping hot meal. Taking her time, she ate the delicious food while Thaddeus held the conversation. She was thankful, as she’d never mastered the art of small talk.

      “Ezra declares you’re a true artist. I’d love a peek at your portfolio,” Mr. Anderton inquired after taking a sip from a china cup of steaming, aromatic coffee.

      Protective of her sketches, she seldom showed them. And to her uncle’s credit, he often exaggerated her skills, as loved ones tended to do. She handed over her sketchbook, nervous of this man’s scrutiny.

      Flipping through the pages, he was in no hurry. The majority of her work was anatomical in nature, detailed drawings of organs, muscles, and bones. The pictures included gruesome renderings of dissections she’d performed during her early medical studies. On occasion, when she felt whimsical, she’d throw in a portrait, often of her uncle or Mrs. Jennet, or a quick landscape.

      When he reached the last sheet, he
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