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Dedication

To those who love science! And—*whispers*—poetry.

And, once again, sorry, England. We really messed with it this time.





Epigraph

Those who have learned to walk on the threshold of unknown worlds, by means of what are commonly termed par excellence the exact sciences, may then with the fair white wings of Imagination hope to soar further into the unexplored amidst which we live.

—Ada Lovelace

Invention, it must be humbly admitted, does not consist in creating out of void, but out of chaos.

—Mary Shelley
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Prologue

This story should be impossible. It’s about a girl named Mary, her best friend, Ada, and a boy who doesn’t exist.

You’ve probably heard of Mary, aka Mary Shelley, aka the author of one of the most famous novels of all time. It’s about a monster. (We’ll leave it up to you to decide which one was the actual monster: Dr. Frankenstein or his creation. We have our own opinion.)

And then there’s Ada, aka Augusta Ada King, countess of Lovelace, aka Ada Lovelace. She was the world’s first computer programmer . . . more than a hundred years before there were computers. (She was definitely an overachiever.)

Both women were the daughters of celebrities. Mary’s mother was Mary Wollstonecraft, a writer, philosopher, and staunch advocate for women’s rights in a time when women didn’t have very many. Ada was the daughter of the poet Lord Byron, who was like the nineteenth-century equivalent of a rock star, if rock had been invented yet. So yeah, Mary and Ada had a lot to live up to.

According to “history,” these two young women never met, which is probably where things went wrong. Mary Shelley risked everything for love, but her life was marked by tragedy and plagued by scandal. Ada Lovelace, on the other hand, died young, without ever getting credit for her work. But we’ve never been fans of “history,” per se. Too sad. Not enough happy endings.

We have a different tale to tell. This one involves romance, intrigue, a spine-tingling, harrowing adventure, and also (dare we say it?), a little bit of magic.

Let’s set the scene: London, in the year 18—mumble mumble (sorry, the exact date is a bit smudged). Napoleon (the short French dude) had just been defeated at the Battle of Waterloo, which was making England feel really good about itself. Mount Tambora, a volcano in the East Indies, had recently blasted ten billion tons of ash into the stratosphere, which was making England feel cold and rainy (colder and rainier than usual, that is). And the Industrial Revolution was going full steam. This was a time of great invention, of science, of philosophy, which was making England feel like anything a person could imagine was possible.

Right smack in the middle of this particular England were our heroines, Mary and Ada, who both had much bigger imaginations than the average person. And at the moment that our story begins, both girls were about to arrive . . . at the very same party.





Part One

    (in which the frog croaks)





One

Mary

It was a dark and stormy night. Again.

Mary peered out the carriage window at the black clouds gathering in the sky. Most nights had been dark and stormy lately, but Mary didn’t mind the rain. Storms always made her want to write . . . something. Something epic. Something terrible and wonderful and spine-tingling. But she didn’t know what. Currently she was amusing herself by imagining the clouds as a herd of wild horses galloping through the sky, streaming lightning behind them. (As we’ve mentioned, Mary had quite the imagination. You’ll see.)

“Hmph, what dreadful weather,” remarked Mary’s stepmother, leaning to look out the window, too. “Really, William, must we be going out in this? You know I hate getting wet.”

Mary sighed. Her wicked stepmother obviously didn’t understand anything about finding the beauty in nature.

“It doesn’t look too bad,” her father responded cheerfully.

At that moment, the thunder boomed so loudly it caused the walls of their shabby carriage to shudder. Then the sky opened and poured down rain.

Mary’s father was undeterred. “We can’t miss this party, my dears,” he said, raising his voice to be heard over the deluge. “It’s such an honor to be invited.”

There was no arguing with that. They all knew that to be invited to a party at the house of Mr. Charles Babbage was no small thing. Mr. Babbage, a brilliant scientist and inventor, was very selective about who attended his soirees. Over the years his guest lists had included all the best minds in England. That Mary’s father was receiving invitations to Babbage’s parties again was a relief. It meant that the family hadn’t fallen too far in the world’s esteem, in spite of their recent money troubles. Perhaps it even meant—as her father hoped—that they were on the rise.

“Of course I know that, my darling,” Mary’s stepmother said with an elaborate sniff. “But I don’t care for Mr. Babbage. He’s appallingly plainspoken. He says what he thinks, without a care for how it might be received.”

Mary, who had never before met Mr. Babbage, thought this would be a refreshing quality for a person to have. But her stepmother obviously didn’t understand anything about people and their complexities.

“I quite like Mr. Babbage,” said Mary’s father. “And there’s always at least one reading from a famous author at these parties, and multiple scientific demonstrations. Mr. Babbage himself might reveal one of his latest inventions. This evening is sure to be exciting.”

BOOM! went the sky, followed by a stab of lightning that briefly illuminated the carriage.

“I don’t care for exciting, either.” Mary’s stepmother drew the curtains across the windows.

Mary resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Of course her stepmother didn’t understand anything about adventure.

“I’m keen to see all of the newest fashions,” piped up Jane, Mary’s (only a tiny bit wicked) stepsister, from beside her mother. “I’ll be content to simply go about looking at everyone, like they’re an assortment of brightly colored birds, and I, the happy ornithologist.” She fiddled with one of the glossy curls that framed her face. “I’m especially interested in specimens of the male variety.”

“Hmph,” said Mrs. Godwin. “I do hope there will be a few appropriate young men for you to associate with at this party.” She eyed her three woefully unmarried charges critically. “Otherwise, what’s the point?”

“Now, now, dear, this isn’t that type of party,” admonished Mary’s father. “This is not some ball for the ton. The point is to enlighten our minds, not to trot out our girls like prized ponies.”

Mary rather loved him for saying that. William Godwin was a forward-thinking man. But then, he had the luxury of being forward-thinking. Because he was a man.

CRASH! BOOM! went the sky.

The carriage lurched to a stop.

“Oh, good,” said Mary’s father. “We’re here.”

“Mr. Babbage!” Her father rushed forward to shake hands with the host the moment they arrived in the parlor where Mr. Babbage was greeting his guests. “So good to see you again.”

“Ah, Mr. Godwin,” replied Mr. Babbage. “So good of you to come.”

Mary’s father stepped aside to reveal his slightly damp family. “You already know Mrs. Godwin, but may I present my daughters, Fanny, Mary, and Jane.”

Fanny, the oldest sister, performed a small curtsy but said nothing. Fanny almost never said anything. (In fact, if we hadn’t mentioned her, you would never have known she was there.)

“Good evening,” said Mary, also curtsying.

“You have a splendid house!” exclaimed Jane.

“Thank you,” Mr. Babbage replied. He was older than Mary would have guessed, a bit stooped but still stately, with lively green eyes under bushy gray brows. His gaze wandered between Jane, Mary, and Fanny. “You say all three of these are your daughters, Godwin?”

Color rose in the face of Mary’s father. “In spirit, sir, if not in blood. Jane is my wife’s daughter from a previous marriage. Fanny is the daughter of the novelist Gilbert Imlay and my late wife. And Mary is my own daughter, with my late wife.”

Mary felt that jolt of yearning inside her that happened whenever someone mentioned her mother. Mary Wollstonecraft had died of a fever when our Mary was just eleven days old, but Mary somehow still managed to miss her.

“Charming woman, that last wife of yours,” Mr. Babbage said gruffly, “and an undeniable genius.” His eyes skimmed over the current Mrs. Godwin and landed on Fanny. “Are you a writer as well?”

Fanny shook her head. Her passion was needlepoint. (It was a quiet passion.)

“And you?” Mr. Babbage’s focus shifted to Mary, which was unfortunate, because she didn’t have the faintest idea how to answer his question. Everyone expected her to become a writer, as both her parents were famous writers. There were times she quite enjoyed building her “castles in the air,” as she called them, writing about far-off people and places and things. But there were other times that she doubted she had any talent at all. Certainly nothing she had written up to now was good enough to be (gulp) published.

“I would like to be a writer,” she said after an awkward pause. “Someday.” But deep down, she wasn’t sure that this was ever going to happen.

“She’s constantly scribbling,” reported Mary’s father. “I am quite certain that she will be as brilliant a writer as her mother ever was.”

“Is that so?” said Mr. Babbage appraisingly. “What do you write?”

That was the question, wasn’t it? Her stories were just imaginary incidents for people who lived only in her mind. They weren’t fit to be seen by anyone but herself.

“I’m only seventeen, sir,” said Mary. “I’ve had little opportunity to experience anything extraordinary in life. But once I do, I’m sure I will write . . . something . . .”

Something, well, extraordinary. Something marvelous.

She hoped.

“I’ve never been very good at writing, myself. It was always my poorest subject in school,” said Mr. Babbage. “I’m a numbers man at heart, but I can appreciate the talents of others. I look forward to seeing all that you have to offer the world, Miss Godwin.” He glanced off toward the ballroom. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some more important matters to attend to.”

Then he walked briskly away.

“Well, that was brief,” said Mrs. Godwin.

“I thought he was nice,” said Jane. “Not at all as unpleasant as you made him out to be, Mother. Oh, look, there’s cake! I adore cake!”

Having now performed the necessary introductions with the host, the family set out to enjoy the party. It was even more lavish than Mary had expected. Mr. Babbage’s house was blazing with noise and color and light, so much so that the outside storm was drowned out, as if the weather itself was too impressed by the gleaming parquet floors and plentiful velvet drapes to make a scene. As Mary’s father had promised, there were numerous groups of seasoned intellectuals standing about, earnestly discussing issues of philosophy and politics and so forth, with the aforementioned readings of poetry being held in the smaller side rooms, along with a number of scientific displays.

But there was also music. And dancing. And (as Jane had so enthusiastically pointed out) cake.

“Oh my goodness,” exclaimed Mary’s father. “Is that the Duke of Wellington?”

They all turned to look.

“He’s a fine figure, isn’t he?” said Jane. “Not young but definitely handsome.”

“Although something about him says ‘nefarious villain’ to me,” mused Mary.

“Villain?” Mr. Godwin huffed. “He’s our country’s finest war hero!”

Mary shook her head. She was fairly certain, for some reason she couldn’t quite put her finger on, that the Duke of Wellington was a villain. (But that’s literally a different story.)

“It doesn’t matter. He’s married.” Mrs. Godwin sighed. The majority of the guests were older, distinguished men—scientists and artists—and their wives.

There were only a few young men.

“Dibs on that one,” Jane said around a mouthful of cake, nodding her head to indicate one of the more finely dressed boys who seemed to be approximately their age. She pinched her cheeks to pinken them and brushed crumbs from her dress. “Watch me go, then.”

Mary observed in a kind of awe as her stepsister swept off toward the unsuspecting young man. She was familiar with all of Jane’s moves—the casual, seemingly accidental bump, which Jane referred to as the “meet-cute.” The charming introduction, followed by the demure-but-flirtatious smile. The gaze from under Jane’s thick lashes. The way she moved her body slightly in time to the lively jig that was being played in the next room, to suggest that she herself might wish to—ah yes, the young man had asked her to dance. And off they went.

“Good on Jane,” said Mary’s stepmother. “I believe that one is in line to be an earl someday. Lord King something-or-other. He’d be an excellent catch, wouldn’t he, dear?” She looked to Mr. Godwin for a confirmation, but Mary’s father had gone to introduce himself to the Duke of Wellington.

Mrs. Godwin sighed again.

“He’s not exactly handsome, is he?” remarked Mary, meaning the boy and not the Duke of Wellington. This future earl was neither handsome nor homely; indeed, there was nothing striking at all about his appearance. Lord. King. Earl. That guy was a confusing combination of titles.

“But he’s rich,” said Mrs. Godwin. “That’s all that matters, in the end.”

“You don’t think that’s somewhat vulgar?” Mary suggested lightly. “Treating it like some sport, I mean? The hunting and trapping of rich young men?”

“That’s life in the real world,” snapped Mrs. Godwin. “At least my daughter is showing some initiative. Unlike you two lumps.”

Mary wanted to fire back a sharp retort in defense of herself and Fanny, fellow lumps, but by the time she thought of something clever and cutting enough, Jane had returned from the ballroom.

“Lord, he was a bore, that one. I take it back, about the dibs.” Jane’s dark eyes trolled around the room. “If only there was someone else who—” She gasped. “Look, there’s Shelley!”

They all swiveled around again.

The young man in question was standing near the door, having just come in from the rain. Mary’s breath hitched at the sight of him. He was undeniably handsome, neither too tall nor too short, slender of build, topped by a mass of fluffy brown hair that he could not seem to help but constantly run his fingers through. He had bright blue, inquisitive eyes that seemed to drink in his surroundings, and an impish, yet not quite rakish, smile.

BOOM went the thunder. Or was it Mary’s heart? (Reader, it was thunder. But he did have one of those heart-boom-inducing smiles, so we can hardly blame her for the confusion.)

“Shelley!” called Jane so loudly it caused Mrs. Godwin to flinch. “Shelley, over here!”

The bright blue eyes swung in their direction.

Mary resisted the urge to pinch her own cheeks as he strode across the room.

“Hello, Godwins! I did not expect to find you here!” he exclaimed. “What a delightful surprise.” Then he seemed to remember the formality of the situation. “Mrs. Godwin,” he said with a slight bow.

“Mr. Shelley,” Mary’s stepmother returned stiffly, but even she was inclined to smile at him.

“Miss Imlay,” he said to Fanny. She said nothing, as usual, but as her gaze fell to his intricately embroidered waistcoat, she began to fan herself as if she was suddenly too warm.

He turned to Jane. “Miss Clairmont.”

“You’re a sight for sore eyes, Shelley,” Jane declared.

“Your sore eyes beheld me only this afternoon,” he reminded her playfully.

Mr. Shelley was a writer—having recently published his first book of poetry to modest success. Almost a month ago he had turned up at the Godwins’ bookshop at 92 High Street and requested an apprenticeship, of sorts, with Mr. Godwin. He claimed that Mr. Godwin was his favorite author (even though Mary’s father hadn’t been able to sell any of his own novels in years) and had declared that Mr. Godwin’s ideas—especially the bits about how society must overthrow its outdated and oppressive institutions, like marriage for instance—had been transformative in Shelley’s life. And that was that. Shelley was in. But instead of being paid by Mr. Godwin for his work, Shelley had agreed to pay Mr. Godwin for the honor of being mentored by such an esteemed and influential author. So it worked out well for everyone.

“Dance with me, Shelley,” cried Jane.

“Oh,” Shelley said awkwardly. This was forward of Jane. Inappropriate, even. He glanced at the floor, then up briefly, covertly, at Mary.

She gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod.

“I’d be delighted,” said Shelley, extending his arm to Jane. And off they went.

“See?” crowed Mrs. Godwin. “Initiative.”

It was true. Jane had game.

“They make a fine pair, don’t they?” said Mrs. Godwin as they moved to the doorway of the ballroom to watch Shelley and Jane dancing. “He’s undoubtedly handsome.”

Undoubtedly.

“And intelligent. He gets on so well with your father that he feels like family already,” remarked Mrs. Godwin.

Indeed.

“And his father is a baronet. So he’s rich.”

“But not as rich as an earl,” Mary pointed out.

Mrs. Godwin waved her off. “Rich is rich. Mr. Shelley is perfect for Jane.”

Mary smiled a secret smile and then quickly suppressed it. Shelley was perfect. He was clever and sensitive and forward-thinking. If one believed in marriage, he’d be the ideal husband.

But not for Jane.

“You’re Mary” is what he’d said when they’d met that first day in the bookshop.

She’d blinked up at him, startled and embarrassed because she’d been so focused on the book she was reading that she hadn’t noticed him approach. “Yes,” she’d said, blushing at the intimate way he’d addressed her. “And you’re—”

“Percy. But everyone calls me Shelley. What is it you’re reading that has captured you so?”

She’d glanced down at the slim volume of poetry in her hands. “Tennyson. He’s—”

“Beautiful,” Shelley’d murmured, and then from memory he’d recited: “For ere she reach’d upon the tide / The first house by the water-side / Singing in her song she died / The Lady of Shalott. I love how he wrote it—singing in her song. The way it sounds. The way it makes me feel.”

And, with those words, Mary had known a simple truth. She and Percy Shelley were the same. They understood each other.

Mary had also known very well that her stepmother would never approve of Mary becoming romantically involved with Shelley (rich boys only belonged with her own daughter), so Mary had made an arrangement with Jane, who’d been all too happy to cover for them in the name of love. And now Jane was the one who got to dance with Shelley, to be held in his arms, to smile up at him. But that was just how it had to be.

The song finished, but instead of lining up for the next dance, the couples began to exit the ballroom in a flood.

“Back so soon?” Mrs. Godwin said as Jane and Shelley rejoined them.

“They’re setting up some sort of presentation now,” Jane reported.

As if on cue, Mr. Babbage appeared again. “May I have your attention?” he asked, not so much a question as a demand. “Please join me in the ballroom for a demonstration of the most thrilling nature, given to us by one of the world’s most cutting-edge scientists in the field of electricity.”

“Electricity? How shocking!” Jane cried, and then giggled at her own joke.

They shuffled toward the ballroom. It had been set up in rows of chairs facing a long metal table, upon which there were two mysterious objects shrouded by white linen.

In front of the table stood an even more mysterious man.

The scientist. Mary felt an inexplicable chill shoot up her spine at the sight of him.

“Who is he?” Mrs. Godwin asked, squinting. “Is he wearing a wedding ring?”

Ew. This man was at least fifty. His hair was a dull yellow in color, brushed purposefully forward to lie across his brow. He had impressive sideburns and a long, sharp nose—indeed, his entire face was pointed, except for his chin, which seemed to be trying to burrow inside his cravat to hide.

“That’s Mr. Aldini,” said Shelley. “The famous galvanist.”

At the same moment Mary’s father appeared beside them, eyes alight with excitement. “Ah, hello, Shelley,” he said, clapping Shelley on the shoulder. “I wondered if I would see you here tonight.” He gestured toward the front of the ballroom. “How fortunate we are, to be able to see Signore Aldini in person. Hurry; let’s get a seat near the front.”

They were able to procure seats in the third row, Mary silently negotiating with her sisters for a place between Fanny and Shelley. After the guests were seated, the lights in the room were extinguished save for a tall candelabra flickering beside the table. The room quieted, and Mary could once again hear the steady patter of the rain and howls of the wind. Her heart, she found, was pounding. Her skin felt tingly. It was as though some part of Mary could sense that something in her life—something big and powerful and as unstoppable as the storm that raged outside—was about to change. And so it was.

But Mary could never have imagined what.

Mr. Aldini held up his hand. “What is life?” he asked.





Two

Ada

Here’s how the evening had been going for Ada so far:

It was shaping up to be the best night of her life. Or, at least, the best night in a very long time. When Mr. Babbage’s invitation had arrived, Ada had assumed her mother would RSVP “not attending” on Ada’s behalf, as she always did, insisting that Ada needed more time to recover before she could be seen in public. Instead, Lady Byron had said yes, and so a seamstress had been called to make a dress for Ada, new shoes had been ordered, and they’d even had a fancier cane commissioned—one made of rosewood and (impractically) tipped with gold. By the night of the party, Ada could hardly contain her excitement. All this science under one roof!

Everything was bright with glittering lights. Musicians played a fast waltz. People in the next room laughed and ate cake. And though Ada had come mostly to expand her knowledge, she found a warm pleasure in watching the orderly rows of dancers, the way they bounced and stepped and spun as they worked their way up and down the lines.

“Fix your face, dear,” Lady Byron scolded. “People can see you grinning like a hyena.”

At once, Ada schooled her expression into something more neutral. But even with her mother’s snapping, tonight was still the best.

First, she’d seen Charles Darwin’s presentation on evolution, which had involved quite a lot of plants. From there, Ada had made her way to the telescope exhibit, where Caroline Herschel and her nephew John Herschel had spoken about their discoveries (Caroline alone had discovered eight new comets, fourteen new nebulae, and a small galaxy to round things out), and then showed everyone the miniature version of their Forty-Foot Telescope. The actual Forty-Foot was, ah, forty feet long, and it wasn’t the type of thing people brought to parties.

Though it was still storming outside, Ada had taken the opportunity to peer through the eyepiece. She’d seen clouds. Lots of clouds. And some rain. But she could imagine the stars and planets that hung in the sky on the other side.

“Stand up straight, my darling,” Lady Byron said. “Your spine looks like a question mark.”

Ada stood up straight. Posture had always been important to Lady Byron. When Ada had been small and her mother had caught her slouching, she’d had a wooden board strapped from Ada’s head to her hips, keeping her back in line and her shoulders square and drawn back. For a month, Ada had worn her spine straightener every day. Now that she was older, she wore a corset. She wasn’t sure quite how she had been slouching, given that her corset was tight enough to do lasting damage to her liver, but if her mother said she was, it must be true.

“Ada! I am glad to see you.” Mr. Babbage stepped out of a nearby room. “My own exhibit is set up in here. Won’t you come look? I wanted to make sure you were here before I shared it with anyone else.”

Ada’s face heated. She was flattered that the esteemed Mr. Babbage was singling her out tonight, although it was a tad inappropriate for him to call her by her first name in such a formal setting. But that was simply Mr. Babbage. She had been a student of his—sometimes he even privately referred to Ada as his protégé—since she was a child and her affinity for mathematics had started to attract attention. There was no math problem Ada couldn’t solve, although Babbage did delight in finding ways to challenge her. Even through her illness he’d still endeavored to visit at least twice a month.

She glanced at her mother. “May I?”

“Go on, dear,” Lady Byron said. “There’s someone I need to speak with. I will fetch you shortly.”

Ada adjusted her grip on her cane before following Mr. Babbage into a side parlor.

Even though there were several other people all standing about and whispering excitedly, Mr. Babbage escorted her forward, toward a sheet-covered object on a table. “This way,” he said. “Get a closer look.” He turned and grasped the sheet with both hands. A hush fell over the room as silk rippled to the floor, revealing a dancing figurine.

Everyone gasped in delight.

The dancer was beautiful. She stood in graceful arabesque, with one arm held aloft and a tiny bluebird resting on the tip of her delicate finger. The silk of her gown gleamed in the lamplight, all flowing green and white. She wasn’t tall—only about the length of Ada’s forearm—but she was exquisitely detailed, from the joints of her knuckles to the serene expression painted onto her plaster face.

“Before you mistake my silver dancer for a pretty statue—behold!” He turned a key in the wooden base, and inside, gears clicked and clicked and clicked. When he released the key, a simple melody began to play and the dancer gave a long opening curtsy before rising onto the tips of her toes.

Another gasp. A pattering of applause.

She was an automaton, and a remarkable one at that. (Automatons, in case you were wondering, were a precursor to robots. People had been making these sorts of machines for a long time, and they were only getting more complex.) The silver dancer pirouetted a full rotation before the crowd managed to put their responses together.

“It’s uncanny,” said someone nearby. “Her expression never changes.”

“I feel like she’s watching me,” muttered another person.

But a thrill shot through Ada as she moved closer to the table, her eyes trained on the whirring and clicking ballerina. She’d made automatons before—on her own and with Mr. Babbage—but the detail in this one, the craftsmanship! This machine was exquisite.

“All those tiny movements,” Ada breathed. “Every one of them imagined and scripted and built into the clockworks.” Every bow, every bend of her arm, every flap of the bird’s wings—each motion had been painstakingly planned and executed.

“Then you like her?” Mr. Babbage asked, pride making his chest puff out.

“She’s stunning.” She reached for the dancer but stopped short. “May I?”

“Be my guest,” Mr. Babbage said.

Breathlessly, Ada bent to inspect the automaton more closely, now noticing the precise metalwork, the delicate gears, the finely tuned rods, all required for the dancer’s movement. Her fingers itched to open the base and look at what was inside. But she would wait until the clockworks had run down.

Mr. Babbage was smiling widely. “I thought you’d appreciate her.”

“She’s remarkable,” Ada said, looking into the automaton’s eyes. It was true, they did sort of stare right through her, but that didn’t bother Ada. “I can’t believe you hid this from me!”

“I wanted her to be a surprise.” Delight sparkled behind his green eyes as he walked around the table, pointing out his favorite details, like the way the dancer inclined her head in greeting every so often. “And I don’t mean to brag—”

Ada snorted (only because her mother wasn’t looming over her). Mr. Babbage loved to brag.

“Oh, Mr. Babbage!” A gentleman stepped forward. “Please tell me all about how you made this dancer. And . . . why?”

Mr. Babbage chuckled and glanced at Ada. “Excuse me.”

Ada turned to watch the dancer again, but then she noticed a pile of papers, drawings and ideas scribbled by Mr. Babbage. Ah, his schematics, his calculations! Ada flipped through the pages of notes, and that was when she saw it: her own handwriting.

Calculations, sums and differences, written in tidy columns down the page. She remembered doing these tables in her dining room only three weeks ago, when Mr. Babbage had come for his bimonthly tutoring session. He’d often left sheets of math problems, so that alone wasn’t strange. But here was her work on the table by his new automaton.

She glanced from the pages to the tiny gears on the bluebird’s wings. She didn’t have a ruler handy (drat!), but if she had, she was certain the length of each tooth would match that row of numbers there, and the diameter of the shafts would match this one here.

BOOM. Thunder rattled the house.

Another page of her math held the calculations for the dancer’s pirouette, the length and speed of her turn, the timing of her arm movements.

Something hot and painful knotted inside Ada’s chest. How could Mr. Babbage claim this dancer was all his when he’d used her calculations? Shouldn’t he have acknowledged her part in the work? If not to his other guests, then at least to her. Maybe a “Hey, couldn’t have done it without you!” or something. Was that too much to ask for?

Ada dropped the papers back to the table.

This didn’t seem fair.

As Mr. Babbage drew his guests closer to the table, telling them all about how hard he’d worked on his silver dancer, Ada took a step back, frowning. But Lady Byron didn’t leave her much time to brood over it, sweeping Ada back into the ballroom, where they found Mary Somerville and a young man who Ada didn’t know by sight. (There were lots of people she didn’t know by sight, what with hardly having left her house for the last three years.)

“Mrs. Somerville!” Ada pushed her anger at Mr. Babbage aside and embraced Mary Somerville, who had instructed Ada in math for years, and still came by every so often to see how Ada was progressing in her studies (and her health).

“It’s so good to see you up and about,” Lady Somerville said. “When I heard you would be able to attend tonight’s party, I was beside myself with joy.”

Ada smiled fondly. She wanted to get her former tutor alone and ask for advice on the automaton situation, but her mother cut her off.

“Ada, I would like you to meet someone special: Lord William King, future Earl of Lovelace. I think you’ll get along famously.” Lady Byron gestured to the young man who’d accompanied Mrs. Somerville.

“How do you do?” Ada curtsied, using her cane for support.

“Very well.” William took her free hand and kissed it. “How lovely to meet you. I’ve heard so much about you.”

“Have you?” A bolt of dread shot through her; most people knew about her because of her father, Lord Byron. They were always asking her to look at their poetry, as though she had inherited his genius. (She had not. Her mother would never have permitted it.) They wanted her to send their latest attempts to him, as though she had any idea where he was living these days. (She did not. Her mother had never told her.) Any time someone even mentioned Lord Byron, Ada froze up. Lady Byron, however . . . She always knew what to say, and wasn’t afraid to say it loudly.

Fortunately, Lord William King didn’t bring up Lord Byron, so Ada was (for now) spared the humiliation of both her own and her mother’s reactions.

“Yes,” William said eagerly. “Lady Somerville is a friend of my family. She holds you in very high regard, and now, meeting you, I can see why.”

Approximately one-eighth of Ada relaxed (the part that had been worried about poetry), but the other seven-eighths tensed up as Lady Somerville smiled at her, wearing an expression that was both apologetic and hopeful.

Ada didn’t see it, exactly, but she could have sworn that her mother slipped Lady Somerville some cash.

“While you were her student, she spoke about you all the time. Your mind for mathematics is unparalleled.” William paused, his eyebrows raised expectantly, then tried again. “Unparalleled. Get it?”

Ada forced herself to smile.

“Of course she gets it,” Lady Byron said. “Ada has a very quick wit. You’ll have to work to keep up with her, Lord King.”

Ada wanted to sink into the floor. This was why she’d been permitted to come to the party. Not for the science. Not as a reward for her hard work. But because her mother was scheming to marry her off to the nearest future earl.

“I feel quite up to the task, Lady Byron.” William turned back to Ada. “I’d like to get to know you better. Would you do me the honor of a dance?”

Ada stiffened. At her side, Lady Byron stiffened, too. As did Lady Somerville.

“Oh dear,” the math tutor said as everyone looked at the dance floor, where all the dancers were moving at top speed, their feet nearly blurring as they sashayed across the parquet.

Ada turned back to William, somehow managing to keep her tone even. “Normally, I’d be honored. But I’m sorry to report that I haven’t been able to dance in years, and I’m not ready to take it up again quite yet.” She motioned downward to her cane. (Her cane wasn’t the reason she couldn’t dance, of course, but she wasn’t about to direct a strange young man’s attention to her legs—which were, thankfully, concealed by layers of skirts and petticoats.)

“I—” William’s face was bright red.

“She would love to dance with you,” Lady Byron said smoothly, “once she is able. My dear Ada will save her first dance for you, Lord King, and that is a promise.”

“Yes, thank you.” William turned back to Ada. “Please, forgive me. I didn’t even think about what I was saying.”

“All is forgiven,” Ada said. What else could she say? She was expected to forgive this gaffe, because it was increasingly clear that she was also expected to marry this man someday.

Lord King, Ada decided, was a lot like this rosewood cane her mother had chosen for her: worth a great deal of money, yet utterly impractical for Ada’s needs. Ada would much rather have brought the cane she’d made for herself—lightweight aluminum, with a pivoting rubber tip, a padded handle, and a wrist strap—but Lady Byron had said it was too ugly to attend Mr. Babbage’s party. Hence the new one.

This gold-tipped cane (which was so slippery!) was only temporary, though; as soon as she got home, she’d swap to her real cane. And she wouldn’t need to use that one forever, either. She was getting stronger every day, nearly recovered from the mysterious illness that had weakened her legs three years ago. (Modern doctors would probably diagnose this as polio.)

She would dance someday. But not tonight.

During this moment of awkward staring at each other, the song ended, the dancing stopped, and William said, “Ah, well, it’s a good thing you didn’t say yes. Looks like the musicians are getting ready for a break.”

Ada cringed. “Yes, good thing.”

The lines of dancers fell apart as couples went back to the parlor, and—in that near magical way that good help could transform a room within minutes—servants appeared in the doorways with stacks of wooden chairs, which they began swiftly setting out in rows. Others wheeled a table into the room, and yet more carried sheet-covered objects to place on the table.

As the room’s metamorphosis was completed, Mr. Babbage called toward the parlor, “May I have your attention? Please join me in the ballroom for a demonstration of the most thrilling nature, given to us by one of the world’s most cutting-edge scientists in the field of electricity.”

As the crowd of partygoers filtered into the room, Lady Byron turned back to William. “You simply must sit with us,” she said.

Inside her head, where her mother couldn’t hear, Ada screamed.

“I’d be honored,” William said, smiling hopefully at Ada.

Ada could not force her face back into a smile.

Lady Byron pulled Ada toward the front row. “Sit here, where no one can see you sulking,” she whispered. “And because I know you’ll complain later if you don’t have a good view.”

Ada sat, as instructed, and tucked her cane behind her. It was true: she was frowning. (Learning that an entire party had merely been an excuse to introduce Ada to her future husband will do that to a person.) William sat beside her, and Lady Somerville next to him.

Lady Byron leaned toward Ada, keeping her voice low. “He’s titled, my dear. Fifty thousand pounds a year. Try to be nice.”

“Yes, Mother. Thank you for the correction.” Ada said the words out of habit, but inwardly, she sighed. She was already fabulously wealthy—not that she was allowed to control any of her own money—and marrying for more money didn’t interest her. Still, it could be worse. William King seemed nice enough. He was trying. Perhaps she should, too.

“What do you think this demonstration will be?” Ada asked William.

“Well, that man is Giovanni Aldini,” William said in the tone of someone who was simply thrilled to be included. “Which means this is sure to be something amazing!”

“Indeed.” In spite of herself, Ada couldn’t help but be curious. This was science, after all.

The lights were dimmed. Mr. Aldini held up his hand. “What is life?” he asked simply.

An interesting question.

Ada leaned forward to hear his answer.





Three

Mary

From her seat two rows back, Mary also found herself leaning forward.

“It is a bold question, and one that has ever been considered a mystery,” Mr. Aldini said in a vaguely Italian accent. “What makes a person—or a creature, or a plant, for that matter—alive? What spark animates us? But now, my friends, for the first time, we are beginning to understand.”

Thunder rumbled outside. Mary shivered.

“I am the Great Aldini,” Aldini continued. (Modesty was obviously not his strong suit.) “And tonight I intend to reveal, to your eyes only, the secret of life. But first, I would like to take a moment to thank our host—and my sponsor—Mr. Babbage.” He gestured toward the back of the room. Obediently everyone twisted around to look for Mr. Babbage, but Mary couldn’t see him through the throng of heads. The guests clapped for Babbage, and then they all turned back to Mr. Aldini, who had moved to the first item on the table and, with great ceremony, whipped off the cloth.

The object, at first glance, had the shape of a sewing machine. There was a large copper disc on one end of the base, and, on the other, a horseshoe-shaped magnet with its poles positioned on either side of the disc.

Shelley leaned close to Mary. “That’s the Disc Dynamo,” he murmured against her ear.

She nodded like she knew what that was.

Aldini began turning a crank on the device. The large disc rotated quickly, and within moments, sparks snapped between two smaller metal pegs set into the base. After he had cranked steadily for a full minute or so, Aldini attached two lengths of stiff copper wire to the Disc Dynamo. Then he picked up the wires, one in each hand, and touched the two ends together. A bright spark shot up between them, emitting a loud snap that made several of the ladies in the audience cry out in alarm.

Mary jumped in her seat. Shelley silently took her hand and squeezed it gently. It was a bold move, but it was dark in the room, and besides, no one was looking at them. She squeezed back.

Aldini continued. “You see, my friends, electricity is life. Like lightning from a storm.” The storm flashed obligingly, then boomed. “It is a current that runs through each and every one of us, like we ourselves are only machines, powered by the energy of the gods.” He drew the wires close together again and then slowly pulled them apart, creating an arc of silver electricity stretched between them, crackling and sizzling.

Mary felt the hairs on the back of her neck lift. She fixed her gaze, mesmerized, on the shifting tendril of light. It did seem alive. The light was reflected sharply in Aldini’s eyes, an intense (some might even say maniacal) gleam.

He set the wires back onto the table. “What you are about to witness may seem like magic, but I assure you—this is science.” He pulled away the cloth that had been obscuring the second object, which turned out to be . . . a dead frog.

“Is that all? A frog?” Jane asked wryly.

“Shh!” admonished Mrs. Godwin, elbowing her.

Mr. Aldini smiled, because of course he’d heard Mary’s loud-mouthed stepsister. “Indeed, what you see here is but a common frog that you might find in any typical English pond.” He lifted the board that the frog was displayed on, held down with a long bit of twine, presented belly up. (Think high school biology class.)

“May I have a volunteer from the audience to confirm its status?”

“Ooh, me! Pick me!” cried Jane, raising her hand.

No one else volunteered. Mr. Aldini reluctantly nodded at Jane, who rose from her seat and swept to the front of the room. She smiled brightly at the crowd. “What shall I do?” she asked.

“Look closely, my dear, and tell us: what is the status of this frog?”

Jane tilted her head to one side. “Its status?”

“Is the frog alive or deceased?” Mr. Aldini clarified. “Inspect it and tell us what you conclude.”

“Oh.” Jane’s brow creased. This was not as pleasant a task as she’d anticipated, clearly, but she was committed now, so she did her best. She bent close to the frog, which remained completely still, and examined its body. She blew on it. It didn’t move. She jiggled the board. Nothing. Finally, she removed her long silk glove and attempted to take its tiny pulse.

“This frog is dead,” she declared at last.

That seemed obvious.

“Yes, but what is dead?” Aldini intoned dramatically.

“It’s deceased,” Jane explained. “It’s passed on. It has met its demise.”

Mr. Aldini nodded briskly. “Yes, yes, but what I mean to say is—”

“This frog has ceased to be,” continued Jane, determined to give the right answer here. “It’s gone to meet its maker. This”—she gestured grandly to the poor frog—“is a late frog. It’s a stiff. It’s bereft of life—it rests in peace. It sings in the choir invisible.” She clasped her hands together, still only wearing one glove, as if she were reciting a poem.

“Right,” coughed Aldini. “So we’ve established that it’s—”

“Perished,” interrupted Jane. “It’s bought the farm, so to speak. Kicked the bucket. Shuffled off yon mortal coil. It has expired. This frog is no more.”

“Yes, thank you, young lady,” said Aldini. “You may sit down now.”

Jane took a quick theater-style curtsy and returned to her seat.

“So the frog is dead,” said Aldini. “But what makes a thing dead? Does it not still have the form of a frog? Does it not still possess all the flesh and organs of a living creature: a heart that can beat, lungs that can breathe, and so on? Why, then, is it not alive? What has left it?”

Mary bit her lip. She’d often wondered this exact thing.

Aldini went on: “I have long been fascinated by the thin line between life and death. For years, I have toiled, exploring the boundaries of science and chemistry, until I became myself capable of bestowing animation on lifeless matter.”

He picked up one of the wires again, and, with a flourish, touched the end of the wire to the dead frog’s body.

It was (even though he’d warned them that this was science) like a kind of magic. The frog’s legs moved. They contracted, bending at the knees as if the frog were taking an enormous leap into the air. If it hadn’t been fixed to the board, it might have hopped right off.

Aldini withdrew the wire, and the frog legs relaxed. He touched the wire to the metal again, and once more, they jumped, as if the frog were alive, although that of course was quite impossible.

BOOM went the thunder outside. CRASH.

Aldini removed the wire, and the poor frog went limp again. Mary could not tear her gaze away. The whole thing was terrible and wonderful and spine-tingling. (And also, if your narrators are being honest, a bit gross.) Electricity is life, she thought. But in this case, that life was only fleeting. The frog was only alive when it was connected to the machine. But imagine, she thought, if more could be done. Imagine if the frog could be brought back to life for good.

And then, well, she did imagine it.

Later, when she was to think back on this event, she wasn’t even sure it was she who had done it. All she knew was, one moment, she was staring intensely at the lifeless frog, imagining that it was alive, that it was doing more than simply kicking its legs, but it was shuffling right back onto yon mortal coil, its full essence restored to it. She imagined that it turned over and sat upon the board, slipping from its restraints, like a proper living frog would do. She even imagined it croaking.

Then she felt dizzy, momentarily disoriented, so much so that she swayed against Shelley, who was still covertly holding her hand. He turned to her in concern.

“Mary?” he whispered.

“I’m all right,” she said, and then she fainted.

“Ribbit,” quoth the frog.

Yes. The frog was actually ribbiting, and then suddenly there was a cacophony of noise, all around them people shouting, crying out incredulously, because the impossible had happened.

The frog was ALIVE.





Four

Ada

“The frog is ALIVE!” At Ada’s side, William—along with most of the rest of the audience—surged to his feet, clapping so hard his hands must have been stinging. “Incredible! It’s alive! Well done, sir! Very well done!”

“I can’t believe that worked!” someone else cried.

“Electricity is life!” another person shouted. “I believe!”

“How magnificent!”

“Amazing!”

“Astonishing!”

All through the ballroom, people were clapping and cheering, shouting about the now-living frog. Even Mr. Aldini himself appeared a bit stunned. It was a miracle—no, it was science, the partygoers declared. One girl had even fainted, and now there was a cluster of people around her, fanning her, trying to wake her.

The shock swept through Ada, nearly startling her to her feet. But the muscles in her left leg protested, and she leaned back in her chair, staring at the frog. How had Mr. Aldini done that? Dead was dead, wasn’t it?

Wait, wasn’t it?

Yes, she decided. Dead frogs did not come back to life, no matter how much electricity a man zapped them with. Ada turned toward her mother. Lady Byron was still sitting primly in her seat, clapping politely, but she had an impressed tilt to her head as she gazed at the frog, which was sitting on the table as though confused by the crowd, the chaos, the noise. It croaked again—although considering its recent state, we should clarify that it did not die. It just made the frog noise. CROAK.

“Well, that is certainly a way to end the evening,” Lady Byron said. “What do you think, Ada?”

Ada scowled. Surely her mother could see the truth. It hadn’t taken Ada but thirty seconds to realize this Aldini man was a con. “It’s clearly fake. Obviously the frog was in a drugged sleep, so deeply unconscious that it wouldn’t wake until it was thoroughly shocked.”

“You think this was some kind of magic trick?” Lady Byron asked. “Even after that girl’s rather exaggerated insistence that the frog was dead?”

Before Ada could answer, Mr. Aldini held up his hands, trying (in vain) to quiet the applause. “Thank you!” he called. “Thank you. You are very kind. But this is a mere taste of what is possible. If you wish to see my full demonstration, please come to my show, which will be running for the next month at the Theatre Royal on Drury Lane. There, with all of my equipment available, I will be able to reveal even more wonders than these.” He gestured grandly to the nervously croaking frog, but when his eyes landed on the small creature, he himself looked a little shocked.

“I should very much like to get tickets to his show,” said a male voice a few rows back. “Wouldn’t you?”

Ada looked at her mother. “You see? This was merely a ploy to sell tickets. The frog was alive the entire time. Mr. Aldini chose a girl who knows nothing about frog biology. Or perhaps she was planted there, instructed ahead of time to volunteer and tell everyone the frog was dead. After all, he spent most of his time talking about life and death and everything he’d ever thought about it, and only briefly showed us any actual science.”

“Mr. Aldini is a respected scientist,” Lady Byron said. “You should be more concerned with learning from him than criticizing him.”

Ada knew where this line of conversation would end if she persisted: with her trapped in a closet, only a candle and a pile of Mr. Aldini’s papers to keep her company. So she said, “Yes, Mother,” and bit her tongue. Perhaps Mr. Babbage would like to discuss it with her later—except she was still miffed about the automaton. Drat.

“Thank you!” Mr. Aldini said again. “I will now take a few questions—”

Immediately, several members of the audience rushed to the table, surrounding the so-called scientist and his frog. But that, it seemed, was too much for the frog. The unfortunate amphibian gave a panicked croak, then leapt off the table, causing the crowd to part and shouts to begin anew.

People jumped back, chairs tipped over, and ladies shrieked.

Ada glanced toward William, to see if her future husband (sigh) had any thoughts about how obviously fake this all was, now that Mr. Aldini had revealed his true reason for being here, but Lord King was pushing his way to the table, eagerly asking about how one might try to replicate this experiment.

“Don’t try this at home,” Aldini advised.

Because it wouldn’t work. Obviously.

Ada drew her cane from where she’d tucked it behind her, fought to get the blasted gold tip to stop sliding against the parquet floor, and finally (thanks for nothing, Lady Byron!) stood. There was only one piece of actual science on this table, only one part to this whole advertisement for a magic show, that interested Ada.

The Disc Dynamo.

She approached the machine, eager to examine the electricity generator that everyone else was ignoring.

“You don’t want to look at the frog?” a man beside her asked. “Well, look for the frog, I suppose, now that it’s escaped.”

Ada shook her head. “What did the frog do? It came back to life—if you believe it was dead in the first place. No, the real miracle is this machine.”

“Well, that is gratifying to hear. Thank you.”

Ada looked up from the generator to see none other than Michael Faraday, the inventor of the Disc Dynamo. She nearly dropped her cane. “Oh, it’s you.”

Mr. Faraday smiled. He was young compared to many of the other men at this party, though still Ada’s senior by a decade and a half. “Yes, Mr. Aldini had asked me to loan to him the Disc Dynamo for his demonstration. Or his elaborate scam to draw people to the theater, if that’s your opinion.” He gave a friendly chuckle. “And you are . . . ?”

“Ada Byron.”

“Ah, the poet’s daughter who prefers math.”

“You’ve heard of me?” Ada felt like she, too, had been shocked by the copper wires coiled on the far end of the table.

“Certainly. Mr. Babbage speaks highly of you. He always says what a mind for numbers you possess.”

Ada couldn’t help the twinge of anger that flared up at the mention of Mr. Babbage, but she pushed it aside. This was her opportunity to speak with the Michael Faraday about his generator and she would not waste it. “I’ve read about the Disc Dynamo,” she said, “but I haven’t had the pleasure of seeing one in person before.”

“Then you understand how it functions, correct?”

“I do. A person turns the crank here”—she pointed at the crank—“and the disc spins between the magnetic poles. This induces an electric current into these pegs, which can then be directed using wires of a conductive nature.”

“Exactly right,” Faraday said. “I’ve long believed that electricity and magnets are more connected than previously believed. I call it electromagnetism.”

The name positively gave Ada chills.

“One could, with a direct current like this, perform any number of tasks—beyond terrorizing common frogs,” he said. “Imagine machines powered with generators. Imagine what could be accomplished with such readily available electricity.”

Oh, Ada could imagine.

Carriages powered by electricity, rather than drawn by horses, and entire houses lit by the glow of electricity along a fine wire, rather than illuminated by candles. There were endless applications for this technology, if only it could be harnessed and reliably generated.

A spark lit in Ada’s chest. In came that near uncontrollable need to do science of her own. She would show Mr. Babbage that she could do better than him. She would invent something useful, something more than a pretty automaton to show off to her friends. She would create something that could change the world.

“I think you’ll get along with William King very well,” Lady Byron said during the carriage ride home. “He’s handsome, you must admit that.”

Ada hadn’t really noticed.

“And rich. Fifty thousand pounds.”

They’d discussed that already, but perhaps Lady Byron needed to say it again in order to convince herself that she was doing the right thing by marrying Ada off to some stranger.

“And he’s . . .” Here, Lady Byron faltered. It seemed even she, with all her enthusiasm, could not come up with any more positive qualities about the young man.

“He likely isn’t an axe murderer,” Ada provided.

“Yes!” Lady Byron agreed. “He likely isn’t an axe murderer.”

Ada gazed out the window, watching the rain-soaked streets of London pass by as the carriage returned them to the Byron estate. It seemed unfair that she would have to marry this man, exchanging one gilded cage for another, but perhaps it wouldn’t be all that bad. Lady Byron would no longer have absolute control over Ada’s life. (No, that would be Lord King.)

Ada’s reflection in the window looked back at her. Around the pale image, the reflection showed the box of the carriage interior, and her mother at her side. Mirror Ada was as trapped as real Ada.

Being trapped in a small space was actually Ada’s first memory. When she closed her eyes, she could still feel the walls of the closet, the press of clothes above her, the doorknob that wouldn’t turn. She could smell the stale air, the pungent mothballs. There’d been no light, beyond what shone around the door, and so Ada had whispered prime numbers to herself, as many as she knew—two, three, five, seven, all the way up to 2141, at which point she’d lost track—and then started on pi.

She remembered when Lady Byron had finally unlocked the closet door, the burst of light, the sting of tears on Ada’s sensitive eyes, and her promises never to do it again—though Ada couldn’t actually remember what she had done wrong. Only that it had been bad enough to get her locked in a closet for hours.

Now, as the carriage rolled to a stop in front of the Byron estate, Lady Byron rapped Ada’s knuckles. “Stop daydreaming. We’re home.”

Ada blinked up at the house, her eyes moving toward the dormer window of the third-floor attic. Lady Byron would go right to bed. She always did after parties. Which meant Ada would be free to do as she wished. Her mind turned away from her matrimonial future and back toward the thing that she would build, this thing that would change the world.

She already had an idea.





Five

Mary

Mary stared at the blank sheet of paper in front of her. Last night after the party (once she’d recovered from her rather embarrassing swoon) she’d felt inspired, brimming with all sorts of interesting ideas and seized by the desire to write them down. But now, as she gazed upon the pristine surface of the paper, she found that she was having trouble shaping any of her wild thoughts into coherent sentences. She picked up her pen and dipped it into the bottle of ink. Perhaps if she simply began to write something, the right words would come.

The tip of the quill hovered over the page. What to write? Something. She must write something.

A drop of ink fell from the quill and splattered onto the page. Mary sighed. Someone, she thought, really should invent a kind of pen that didn’t need to be dipped into the ink over and over again. One in which the ink resided within the pen. That would be something.

But now back to writing.

Mary crumpled up the ruined paper and tossed it aside. Then she crumpled the next piece of blank paper and tossed it, too, just to get it over with. She glanced around. Her sisters were seated at the dining room table with her, Fanny to one side, Jane across, both of them writing. In the next room over, her father’s study, she could hear his pen frantically scratching, punctuated by the occasional exclamations he made when the writing was going particularly well.

“Exactly!” he said just then. “Well done, me!”

He’d been on fire since a new idea had come to him last night in the carriage. A novel. Something about isolation, immortality, alchemy, the elixir of life, and the consequences of forbidden knowledge. He’d been writing all through the night. The only other person in her entire family who wasn’t writing at that moment was Mary’s wicked stepmother, who was sitting in the corner grumpily darning socks.

Mary chewed her bottom lip. She should write something about Aldini’s demonstration—it wasn’t every day that a dead animal was brought back to life right in front of you. The image of the scientist rose up in her brain—his resolute expression as he had touched the wires together, harnessing the writhing electricity between his hands. This man had used science to unlock the secrets of life and death. First a frog, but then what? The possibilities seemed endless.

She put her pen to the paper and wrote:

None but those who have experienced them can conceive of the enticements of science. In other studies you go as far as others have gone before you, and there is nothing more to know; but in scientific pursuit there is continual food for discovery and wonder.

Oh dear. That was terrible. Tedious. Boring. Why was writing so very hard? (We narrators are nodding soberly. We know, Mary. We know.) Perhaps, she thought, the treacherous doubt rising up inside her like some inevitable tide, she wasn’t meant to be a writer after all.

Across the table, Fanny paused for a moment, stretched her arms, and then continued writing what appeared to be a letter. Her lips were pursed in concentration, her brow furrowed.

“What are you composing?” Mary asked.

Fanny gazed up at her, startled. “Oh. Just an account of last night. For my own . . . personal record. Of all the good needlework I’ve seen. And other things.”

“I’m writing about how wonderful it was to dance with the illustrious Mr. Shelley,” boasted Jane, who loved to tease Mary about Shelley in front of Mrs. Godwin. She grinned. “He’s an excellent dancer. One of us should definitely marry him, I think. Should it be you, Fanny?”

Fanny’s cheeks pinked slightly, even though she’d never shown the least bit of interest in Shelley. Or in any man, for that matter. “Well,” she said softly after a moment. “Mr. Shelley’s waistcoat last night was a thing of beauty.”

“Fanny Shelley. That has a nice ring to it,” Jane mused playfully.

Mrs. Godwin snorted. “Nonsense. If any of you girls is to marry Mr. Shelley, it should obviously be you, Jane.”

“Perhaps,” agreed Jane, darting another mischievous glance up at Mary. “Then I’d be Jane Shelley, which sounds equally nice.”

Mary tried to kick her under the table and missed. Thankfully that was when Mrs. Godwin threw her socks down and swept out of the room, off to grumble while she did the breakfast dishes.

Jane turned to Mary. “Actually, I’m considering changing my name to Claire. Claire Clairmont. What do you think?”

“It’s a bit redundant,” said Mary, but somewhere in the back of her mind the words Mary and Shelley were coming together. Her spine prickled. Mary Shelley. She attempted to brush the name away, but it stuck like a cobweb. She decided to change the subject. “What is it that you are writing, Jane?”

“A letter.” Jane tossed her glossy black curls over her shoulder. “I also had a fantastic idea last night. Did you know that Lord Byron’s daughter was in attendance at the party? We were merely one degree away from a real celebrity! It’s such a pity we didn’t actually meet her. Apparently, she uses a cane to get about, just as her father does. She must be just like him!”

“How typical that all everyone seemed to notice about Miss Byron was her cane,” Mary said. She had heard of Ada Byron—well, mostly she had heard that a person named Ada Byron, the daughter of the marvelous and scandalous Lord Byron, existed. Mary, too, was wistful about not encountering Ada last night. She sighed. She wished she could meet her. She could relate to someone who was constantly being defined by their famous parent.

“Oh! You should send her some of your writing, seeing as
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