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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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The autumn sun had given up its attempts at warming the chilled air of London and passed its reign over to the silvery moon. Under the satellite's soft gaze, the grey tombs of Highgate Cemetery became pale ghosts of themselves among the masses of shrubbery which whispered their presence in the dark. We had stood in shelter since the last funeral. In our wait, we had become one with the darkness. With the casket interred, the last of the mourners had drifted out of the Circle of Lebanon and Darkwood wordlessly signalled for us to make our move. We crept from our concealment and descended a set of stone steps into the circular, open roofed passage cut into the ground and lined with mausoleums. The island it created held a great cedar tree which reared up over us with twisted, reaching arms and competed with the night to be the darkest.

Despite being well practiced with graveyards in service to Miss Darkwood, these places of the dead still filled me with anxiety. Anyone else might be emboldened by it being late afternoon and not the middle of the night, except I knew that the unnatural things men feared in the dark—when even most rational men's minds wandered—did not follow the rule of emerging at midnight or in the witching hours as presumed.

We had been drawn to this graveyard when my mistress took up her uncle's abandoned newspaper at breakfast that day and read of the death of Cecil Boothby. A young man claimed by a mystery ailment, whose funeral we were now going to attend belatedly and most secretly. Only five days previously, Boothby had been brought to my mistress' poor person's practice, which she ran in her own time in the slums of the East End.
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Darkwood's poor person's practice was a two-up, two-down terraced house. The ground floor back room served as a pharmacy, run and supplied jointly with Miss Darkwood and the pharmacist, Mr Leonard Jarvis. The front room served as a rudimentary consulting room—the domain of Miss Darkwood. The upstairs served as either an infirmary or an emergency overnight resting place for the vulnerable. The property was supplied by a business owner in the area who, doing well, wanted to support the community he had risen from. 

My mistress had just seen to dressing Kelly Easter in one of her own cast-off dresses, which she loaned to those in need. She cautioned Miss Easter to smile sweetly, speak politely and well, and keep a stiff bearing to ensure she looked the part Miss Darkwood's clothes represented. Miss Easter had a pain in her abdomen that had become so uncomfortable she could barely work and needed the hospital to inspect her to see if she was treatable. She had worked as hard as she could through the pain to raise funds for any admission and treatment. She could not afford the hospital, knowing her work was that of a streetwalker selling what virtue she had to keep just above poverty. The hospital admission procedure was a callous sieve and did not just reject the pauper, but would turn away those with 'moral failings' too.

"No, no. Walk as I would. More lady, less strumpet," Darkwood said with humour. She then spoke a worried aside to me, "I fear a lady's clothes do not a lady make."

It was at that point, no sooner had she closed the door, it opened again and a thin and deathly pale Mr Cecil Boothby had been escorted—practically dragged in due to his weakened state—by a larger, broadly built young man, a Mr Fin Flaherty. Boothby could not, or would not, answer the questions my mistress asked of him to help her make her diagnosis. He had been in a weakened or stubborn stupor; it was hard to tell which, although both were possible. So the dark-haired and eyed, heavy-jawed Flaherty spoke for him.

"Cecil has been ailing for two weeks. He won't eat, and barely seems interested in drinking anything, even water, to sustain him. His youth and beauty have been fading away before my very eyes." 

Boothby's hair looked as dry and brittle as the straw his hair took its colouring from, while his grey eyes were dim like dusty glass. Flaherty looked most pained during this explanation, close to tears, then with a wary glance at each of us he coloured and spoke again in a fluster. "Excuse my fanciful description. I just want you to understand how changed he has become with his dissipating vitality."

My mistress fixed on Flaherty a firm, measuring stare as she undressed Boothby of his jacket. "The pair of you may have dressed in clothes you consider to be your least presentable, but I can tell from the quality of the tailoring and the preserved condition of your clothes that you both are men of means."

Darkwood summoned Flaherty to help with the undressing of his limp and uncooperative friend, and he took to it with great care and sensitivity.

"Why are you visiting a poor person's surgery and not approaching a private clinic?"

"We will happily pay the private rate. We came for discretion. I am fearful it may be syphilis." Flaherty's eyes became evasive. "I can not trust Cecil to visit a clinic alone and pursue a diagnosis in this melancholy condition. I have also heard the Boothby family physician has a malicious tongue for gossip..."

"You fear your relationship will be exposed, and you personally need to know his diagnosis because you fear you may have shared the disease between you?"

Flaherty's face reddened, and he looked away. I felt as uncomfortable as he appeared when I understood what she meant. I had no word to describe men who loved men, and did not even consider it a combination that took place, except I now know it through a rather sensational trial as 'The love that dare not speak its name'.

"You need no shame in my company," Miss Darkwood reassured. "Who someone loves and how should be no one's concern when those involved are happy."

The vulnerability returned to Mr Flaherty's eyes, but this time with joy and breathless gratitude.

I decided that if Miss Darkwood understood and accepted their ways, I should do the same. It was not uncommon to see young men walk arm in arm, or to exchange kisses of greeting and affection. I did not think this was anything but affection between friends. Although this practice of male love was a surprise to me then, I have since found it was largely accepted at the street level class as an unspoken act through need and not a determiner of character or pursuit. It is a physical act and closeness arising through circumstance, with working men pitched together in communal beds and washrooms in lives of hard toil with little outlet for the self. From this, a deeper relationship could blossom.

For men of higher society, who led separated lives after school dormitories are left behind, such engagements would need to be pursued within a society of prided respectability, where reputation was all and an individual had more to lose from discovery. It would be those men of society who would be made an example of and experience the ire of the law when such practices were criminalised. A stray from the status quo of morality, punishable by up to two years' imprisonment and even hard labour. The love between Mr Boothby and Mr Flaherty would become a shame and disgrace if known.

"There are no chancres or lesions," Darkwood decided from her examination. "Remove your trousers?"

Boothby found strength enough to shake his head vigorously.

Darkwood tut-tutted at his refusal. Although, as much as I supported her quest to be a physician, I (and I imagined many other men) might balk at revealing myself to a woman for medical examination.

Darkwood sighed and stood with her hands on her hips and appraised her patient. "Well, from the paleness and weakness, I suspect a deficiency or anaemia. You will need further examination and tests for an accurate diagnosis and to disregard any concerns around syphilis."

With the men's fears spoken aloud, shame became the crack of a whip for Boothby. He snatched his shirt and jacket back and staggered back and forth in his rough re-dressing.

"I am done with being poked and prodded and studied!"

Flaherty, flushed and apologetic, bestowed a generous contribution to my mistress' practice in gratitude for her assistance and understanding and hurried after his friend.

Miss Darkwood had shared her intrigue at Boothby's symptoms with me. She recalled reading the obituaries of three other young men similarly afflicted, and three weeks previously attended the funeral of a cousin who faded away into death in comparable circumstances. She noted that, to her knowledge, her cousin Roger only ever kept the company of young men and frequented a house of scandal somewhere in the West End, although none of the family could be sure if that had been idle gossip. These connections converging upon her drew her to investigate Boothby's body in service to her guidestone and her own insatiable curiosity.
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The dark passage cut into the ground of Highgate Cemetery curved away from us in each direction, as though the tombs which made the walls stretched around us in a macabre embrace. I reminded myself that, although they were out of view, the steps to the surface were waiting for us should we need to retreat. I wrestled with an irrational need to check that this was so and that some supernatural property of that place had not caused them to retract and become a dead end wall.

Darkwood approached Cecil Boothby's tomb with its brutally angular pediment and broad stone frame surrounding iron double-doors.

"Hobbs?"

"Sorry, Miss," I said, prompted from my dread. I stepped up to Darkwood's side and held my mistress' bullseye lamp and directed its spotlight at the lock. I cast my eyes back and forth in watch, as I had done many times before, while Darkwood used her skeleton key to force the tomb door to give up its secrets.

My senses stood alert to discovery—and everything beyond.

An owl called. Something dashed through the air at the corner of my perception. A bat, I told myself. Just a bat. The trees conspired against me with their whispered hushes in the breeze. Occasionally, a rustle or a crack would snatch
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