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PREFACE

This is a made-up story about two very real girls: Ada Byron, who has been called the world’s first computer programmer, and Mary Shelley, the world’s first science-fiction author. Ada and Mary didn’t really know one another, nor did they have a detective agency together. Mary and Ada were eighteen years apart in age, not three, as they are in the world of Wollstonecraft.

Setting that aside, the characters themselves are as true to history as we are able to tell. At the end of the book, there are notes that reveal more about what happened to each of them in real life, so that you can enjoy the history as much as I hope you’ll enjoy the story. Because the history bit is brilliant.

– JORDAN STRATFORD
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QED

[image: Missing image]



Rain spattered forcefully against Ada’s window. The sound merged with the shushing in her ears, squashed as they were against the pillows that propped her up in bed. It was difficult reading only with her right hand, but she was making good progress turning the page with her thumb, though it made her wrist ache. This took her mind away from the wet, black, squirming creatures embedded in her left arm, slowly drinking her blood.

Her book was also a refuge from the stranger who sat at her bedside. The man gave her a chill whenever she thought of him, let alone looked at him, with his pale complexion and dark caterpillar eyebrows.

That’s not fair, Ada admitted to herself. Now that she was on the threshold of her twelfth birthday she was trying to be more grown up about this sort of thing. She knew her aversion to strangers, to new things, wasn’t entirely rational. And the man was, she supposed, not entirely a stranger, despite his strangeness. Dr Polidori had been a friend of her father’s, the father she scarcely knew. And he’d been there, day after tedious day, draining away her blood in small munching gulps from his little pets—the leeches he would gently pluck away with steel forceps and place in their glass jar when he was done.

“Almost there,” said the doctor in his strange, unplaceable accent, as though sensing Ada’s discomfort. “We must purge the fevered blood.”

“One would think,” said Ada, meaning herself, “that someone with no blood would be dead, and someone with blood would be more likely to be alive.”

“That is the case, yes,” said Dr Polidori slowly.

“Therefore, more blood is better than less blood, QED,” declared Ada. “That’s Latin, quod erat demonstrandum, meaning ‘thus it is proven’.”

“Your Latin is excellent, Lady Ada,” the doctor acknowledged distantly, teasing away the leeches with his long steel instrument and dabbing the leftover drops of blood on her arm.

“Mmm,” she said. “Then why are you taking blood out of me?”

“You suffered a terrible fever,” the doctor declared. “This poisons the blood, which must be removed for you to regain your … vitality.” He savoured the final word in a way that made Ada queasy. But she was often queasy after her leechings.

“Not all my blood, surely,” she said.

“Merely the fevered blood.” Ada again felt queasy at the way he said “blood”, like he’d dropped his tongue on a tiled floor, the word easing and then flopping in his mouth.

“How can they tell? The leeches, I mean. How do they know fevered blood from good blood?”

The doctor continued restoring the black worms to their jar. “Such is a mystery of nature.”

“It’s the sort of thing someone ought to be finding out.”

Polidori said nothing.

“I mean,” Ada continued, “there you are, a little leech, happily lapping up fevered blood, and then you find a spot of perfectly ordinary, good blood. Do you say Ugh, no thank you, I couldn’t possibly? I don’t see it happening. Honestly, there ought to be some sort of evidence …”

Just then, Ada’s bedroom door clicked open. Gravity and old hinges let the door drift slowly and ghostlike to the wall of its own accord, and in cartwheeled Ada’s nine-year-old half-sister, Allegra, still in her nightdress.

The girl thrust her arms above her head in a silent ta-da! pose, curls bouncing around her face, until she caught sight of Dr Polidori.

“Aaaaack!” Allegra said, and hurried out of the room.

“Allegra is not fond of leeches,” said Ada to Polidori, who again said nothing.
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An hour later, Ada had breakfasted and wiggled wearily into her cherry velvet gown, and made her way to the drawing room in search of a newspaper. She smiled at her best friend, Mary, who stood and gave Ada’s hand a squeeze. Mary’s stepsister, Jane, stood and gave a halfhearted curtsy. Allegra stayed seated in an overstuffed chair, books at her feet unopened, scone crumbs scattered down her morning dress.

The girls’ tutor, Peebs, opened his rain-wet leather case and began extracting books, nodding and smiling at the girls. It was not a particularly talkative morning, how-do-you-dos apparently having been satisfied downstairs, before Ada’s arrival.

Despite it being a grand room for a grand house, the sprawl of girls and books and tutor made the drawing room seem almost cramped. Ada, still tired from her daily leeching, retreated behind a grey wall of newsprint to survey The Times and see what was going on in the world beyond the stately townhouse in Marylebone.

In truth, Ada was only half reading, or perhaps reading with half her brain. When the reading half paused to see what the other half had been up to, it continued reading, because what the other half had, in fact, been up to was writing. Ada had written a name in pencil, right there in the pages of The Times.

Nora Radel.

Mary Somerville, the smartest woman in the whole world and the Wollstonecraft Detective Agency’s last client, had said that Nora Radel
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About the Author

Jordan Stratford has been pronounced clinically dead, and was briefly (mistakenly) wanted by INTERPOL for international industrial espionage. He is an ordained priest, has won numerous sword fights, jaywalked the streets of Paris, San Francisco, and São Paulo, and was once shot by a stray rubber bullet in a London riot. He lives on a tiny windswept Pacific island populated predominantly by realtors and carnivorous gulls.


Also by Jordan Stratford

The Case of the Missing Moonstone

The Case of the Girl in Grey



Enjoyed reading about Ada and Mary’s adventures in The Case of the Counterfeit Criminals? Discover the first two books in this brilliant historical series from Jordan Stratford.
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When Mary Godwin and Lady Ada Byron first meet, they don’t exactly hit it off. But with crime on the rise, the unlikely pair form a detective agency to hunt down clever criminals on the streets of London.

Find out how the Wollstonecraft Detective Agency was formed, and follow Mary and Ada in their first adventure, filled with daring balloon chases, vile villains and two unforgettable heroines.
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The Wollstonecraft Detective Agency was supposed to be a secret constabulary, but now all of London knows that Lady Ada and Mary are the girls to go to if you have a problem.

Their new case is a puzzle indeed. It involves a horrible hospital, a missing will, a hasty engagement and a mysterious girl in grey …
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